
 

Ban plastic to save the heritage of world's
oldest and largest inhabited river island
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Majuli. Credit: Queen's University Belfast

A Queen's University Belfast researcher is working with an Indian
community to transform the world's largest and oldest inhabited river
island into a plastic-free zone, in a bid to save its heritage.

Dr. M. Satish Kumar, who is originally from Shillong, North East India,
has been leading an international project 'Hidden Heritage in Majuli'
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with researchers from California, Belfast and India, Delhi, Varanasi and
Kolkata to examine how climate change is transforming their landscape.

Majuli lies in the Brahmaputra River, in the remote state of Assam,
north-east India. Looking at how the island's inhabitants have battled
against extreme weather and through cutting edge-environmental, social
sciences and humanities framework, Dr. Kumar's team have come up
with new approaches to protect the island's culture and heritage.

Dr. Kumar explains: "While it is the largest inhabited river in the world,
Majuli has shrunk by half over the last 100 years due to climate change,
rising water levels and earthquake impact. In the mid-19th century,
Majuli was about 1,200 sq km in area; now it is barely 400 sq km.

"The island has a very rich culture and history and due to the significant
changes to the climate regime, its people have learned to adapt their
lifestyle to suit the river, building their houses on stilts and moving when
required. There used to be around 70 monasteries called 'Sattras' in
Majuli but due to the island shrinking, there are now 22."
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Majuli. Credit: Queen'S University Belfast

Through the project, which was set up to address the United Nations'
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), Dr. Kumar's team provided
specific scientific evidence and analysis to the key stakeholders of
Majuli so that they can co-create a strategy to sustain the island's culture
and heritage, despite the ravages of seasonal floods. The key focus of the
project was in raising awareness and sustainability of a zero-carbon
island.

Dr. Kumar comments: "Pollution is a growing concern in Majuli, with
excess plastic being dumped in the river. We are aiming to initiate a
carbon neutral island which will be free from plastics. Over the last six
months, our team has been engaging with the district administration and
schools in Majuli to in implement a plastics ban and identify alternative
options for the people in Majuli."
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"In Majuli, the biggest challenge is single use plastics like polythene bags
and water bottles, which are dumped into the river. We have been
working with young people and local artisans to explore alternative
indigenous materials which could easily be used as substitutes for
plastics.

"Traditional materials such as clay pottery and clay cups are very useful
as well as 'gogol' indigenous plant-based products for daily household
use. Water hyacinths and jute can be used for carrier bags, carpets and
other household products. This will provide a boost to traditional
household or cottage industries and enhance the livelihood of the
inhabitants.

"It is important that we continue to look at waste management and
landfill sites but it is necessary that plastics are banned to re-affirm a
carbon neutral Majuli and to protect the unique heritage of the island for
years to come."

Dr. Kumar's team is continuing to work with the community in India to
develop the research further and to explore in more detail the resilience
of riverine island communities.
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