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This creative workshop for reflection and connection did not emerge from a funding
requirement, nor from a programmatic checklist waiting to be filled. It emerged from
listening. Across CJRF partners working in different regions, a shared reality slowly
surfaced: communities were living through losses so layered, so entangled, that no neat
category - economic or non-economic - could hold them.

A woman in a coastal village spoke about standing in saline water for hours at a time, her
skin breaking into recurring infections, her body carrying the cost of environmental change
long after the tide receded. She did not speak of “non-economic loss.” She spoke of pain,
exhaustion, and the quiet erosion of dignity.

Families displaced by river erosion spoke of rebuilding homes again and again, leaving
cattle behind, losing access to markets, watching neighborhoods dissolve as people
scattered. In the Sundarbans, partners noted how folk music and theatre were fading - not
because culture had lost its value, but because migration was reshaping who could stay,
who could gather, and who could practice their craft.

WE BEGAN WITH LISTENING...

“Communities do not speak in
technical terms; they speak in rivers,

homes, songs, and memories.”

These conversations shaped the workshop’s purpose. Rather than imposing frameworks,
the aim was to create a space for reflection, learning, and connection that could hold lived
experience with care. The facilitator - Natasha Sharma was invited to design a process
grounded in creativity and responsiveness, anchored by the short film Gutter Ki Machhli.
Originally imagined as an in-person gathering, the workshop took shape as two online
sessions, adapting to participants’ realities across the Bay of Bengal region, while quietly
piloting an approach that could travel to other contexts.
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https://natashasharma.co/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dfvHwv8OKB4


Only later did the purpose of this opening become clear. The facilitator reflected on how
such simple acts of connection are often dismissed in formal world-building spaces, even
as they quietly reveal what is most at risk. Food systems are among the first to collapse
during war and displacement. Singing - one of the most basic forms of self-expression - is
forbidden to women in some public contexts. Cities are designed without asking where
people find peace. Favorite rivers are paved over, their banks concreted and fenced.
Favorite public spots disappear - not by accident, but by design that rarely asks who needs
rest, shade, or quiet.

Creative expression, participants were reminded, is often the first thing taken away in the name
of development. That is precisely why it holds power.

ARRIVING AS PEOPLE, NOT ROLES
DAY 1

The first session began with participants placed in pairs and invited to share responses to
three simple questions:

What is your favorite food, and why does it matter in your context?
What is your favorite song? Can you share a memory - or even sing a line?
Where in your neighborhood do you like to sit in peace, and why?

Something shifted as microphones unmuted. Laughter slipped through hesitation. Stories
surfaced before credentials. Participants later reflected on how rare it felt to be invited into a
work space through such human entry points. Others noticed how moving through different
breakout rooms created multiple beginnings - many small narratives, rather than one
dominant story.

“It’s amazing how so many
of us, across the world, are

connected by Shahrukh
Khan and his film’s songs...”
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“Creative expression is often the first
thing taken away in the name of

efficiency or growth. And yet, it is also
where voice returns - where people insist
on what matters to them the most. A zine
can carry a story that statistics cannot -

it is memory made visible.”

The facilitator shared experiences of working with ‘lived experience’ as legitimate data.
Hundreds of stories, when held together, form evidence. In urban development spaces,
creative work had once been dismissed as ‘soft’. Yet when a child’s rap about broken roads
was played to city authorities, repairs followed. When people spoke for themselves - not
through extracted surveys, but through art rooted in daily reality - authority shifted. Recording
lived experience, she noted, is about creating conditions where people can speak from their
own reality.

Translation moved quietly and carefully through the space, across Bangla, Tamil, and
English, ensuring participants could arrive fully in the conversation. Through this, they
were introduced to zine-making as a way of creatively holding memory - both personal and
collective - not just for the day, but across both sessions, as a record of what shifted and
what remained. An A4 sheet. Folding. Drawing. Writing. A simple form, offered not as an
output, but as a companion across both days.

WHEN STORIES BECOME EVIDENCE
DAY 1

Grounded in presence, the conversation moved from connection towards practice.
Participants reflected on whether these moments of connection related to their work - and
the response was immediate. Simplicity, many shared, made space for depth. Stories
emerged of oceans connecting distant coastlines, of elders collecting songs before they
vanished, of joy and celebration struggling to survive inside bureaucratic routines of
‘development’ and ‘redevelopment‘. Creativity was no longer framed as an add-on. It was
recognised as a methodology.
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NAMING LOSS, QUESTIONING
RESPONSIBILITY

DAY 1

The nine-minute film Gutter Ki Machhli soon filled the screen and held the room in silence.
When the discussion opened, responses flowed quickly. Participants spoke of how
accessible the film felt - how even a child could understand it. Without heavy terminology,
the film showed what happens when sunlight no longer reaches homes, when air quality is
unevenly distributed, when people are placed into spaces never designed for human living.
Participants traced connections across geographies: between India and Bangladesh,
between coastal erosion and urban flooding, between riverbanks and informal settlements.
The same patterns of neglect repeated in different places. Losses named were not only
environmental, but deeply entangled with health, education, culture, and dignity. So-called
“free” resources - air, water, sunlight - were revealed as unevenly accessible.

Discussion moved into a productive tension around responsibility. Individual actions -
reducing plastic use, changing daily habits - were acknowledged, but participants widened
the frame. Plastic reduction alone could not undo structural harm. Responsibility, they
stressed, lay heavily with corporations, governments, and policy structures. Intersectionality
surfaced naturally in their observations on how caste, gender, disability, age, and livelihood
shapes how climate change is lived and endured across the world.

Language itself became a site of reflection. Terms like “non-economic loss and damage” felt
distant on riverbanks and in bastis (settlements). Participants reflected on how jargon like this
can feel distant or alienating, making it harder for lived experiences to find resonance. But
when human questions were asked, stories emerged - and with them, urgency. The session
closed with an invitation: collaborative poetry-writing rooted in the lived experience -
what is seen, smelled, remembered, feared, and hoped for in our cities, towns and villages.
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Watch the trailer of Gutter ki Machhli here.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3KQfcGeXeLI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3KQfcGeXeLI


HOLDING LOSS WITHOUT MEASURING IT
DAY 2

The second session opened with a sense of return. Participants arrived carrying unfinished
zines, lingering images from the film, and words that had continued to surface in the days
between sessions. Poetry written in that in-between time had travelled - shared with
colleagues, with community members, and taken up with particular excitement by
invitation. They spoke of migration and displacement: coastal migrants arriving in cities full
of hope, only to encounter insecurity and instability; rivers in Bangladesh eroding land year
after year, forcing repeated relocation; futures continuously deferred and rewritten. Poetry,
participants noted, captured what surveys could not.

Other losses resisted quantification altogether: folk theatre troupes dissolving due to
migration, sacred trees swallowed by the sea, musical instruments left behind as
communities were forced to move. Participants noted how such losses often fall outside
policy imagination. These socio-cultural and spiritual losses are met with silence rather
than remedy. As one reflection underscored, some losses cannot be counted or compensated.
They can only be carried, and often, only held alive through story, art, and collective memory.

“Policymakers might replace land on
paper - but how does one replace a

flute, or a drum, or a sacred wedding
tree? Some losses cannot be counted -

only carried as stories of loss.”

Grief filled the room, but it did not harden into cynicism. Childhood memories surfaced -
banyan trees, temple sounds, labor that felt lighter despite hardship. Others shared
devastating personal memories of floods, family loss, and homes submerged, triggered by
scenes from the film. The facilitator acknowledged the courage required to speak these
losses aloud - and the humanity in listening.
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LISTENING TO WHAT IS LOST
DAY 2

The film was watched again. Poems were read aloud, sometimes by their writers,
sometimes carried through others’ voices. Screens filled with lines, drawings, fragments of
memory, and folded zines. Listening itself became a form of participation.

As each poem traveled through the room, responses surfaced organically. Participants
spoke of cities they could suddenly see - the smell of burnt milk, the hum of daily survival,
the quiet violences and stubborn tenderness that thread through life. Some poems traced
resilience growing in cracked soil and crowded settlements; others held water - rivers, rain,
flooding streets - as both solace and struggle. Memory moved through the lines, marking
what was slipping away, before it could disappear.

Displacement was discussed not only as a climate impact, but as a consequence of policy -
decisions made far away from where they would affect everyday life, forcing movement again
and again. Ancestral relationships with rivers surfaced: civilizations formed and later
severed; rooted livelihoods replaced by gig work; dignity eroding alongside land.
Participants reflected on privilege, health, and consciousness - on what it means to notice
uneven vulnerability, and to stay present rather than turn away.

Pain and hope coexisted in the space. Many noted how the poems held both: the witnessing of
what is lost, and the belief that essential human and natural connections might still heal, slowly
but surely.

“I can feel hope breaking through the cracks.”
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“Some losses do not ask to be
fixed - they ask to be seen,
named, and remembered.”

WE STAYED WITH WHAT WE HEARD…

The stories shared here continue to move - across rivers and coastlines, through migration
and return. They live on in zines folded and unfolded, in poems spoken and carried
forward, and in relationships shaped through careful listening. What was practiced was not
extraction or solution-making, but presence: staying with what was shared, resisting the
urge to resolve it too quickly, and recognizing that attentive listening, in itself, is a form of
climate action.

After the sessions concluded, participants returned to the communities they work with.
What follows is a sharing of what was created there - poems, drawings, fragments, and
visual traces shaped through collective conversation, memory, and care. These pages do
not document the workshop - they hold what it made possible.

The workshop offered an opening rather than a closure. What emerged most strongly was
not a single takeaway, but a shared insistence: that loss cannot always be measured,
compensated, or resolved - but it must be witnessed and expressed in ways that allow these
lived experiences to be seen and heard. Creativity made that possible. It allowed people to stay
with complexity, to speak across differences, and to hold what numbers and statistics
alone cannot.
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In my city, I feel sick when I walk down the roads I pick.
The air there smells like burning leaves, and I hear the grunting heaves.
Someone once puked black, and it made me feel shot down with flak.
There’s a corner where people gather, where time moves like your grandfather.
I feel cared for when something cool happens, when the city remembers its flower
pageants.

My city speaks in the language of pain, painted across the walls of gain.
I hear culture in the sounds of drums, and see it move through illegal slums.
There are stories that never made it to the map they draw, the stories of people with no
big flaw.
I feel most alive when the wind blows, when the rhythm of my city becomes languid and
slow.

The sky above my city is often grey, the air tastes like it’s been in a fray.
When the rain comes, it brings dust, and the heat carries memories of rust.
I notice resilience growing in colonies, where people plant hope in balconies.
If the climate could speak to us, it would whisper - “Fool!”

My city could breathe easier if we cool.
Together, we imagine a city that laughs, a city that remembers to care for its puffs, to
celebrate and thrive, and to breathe with the rhythm of life.

THE GHOST WHO WALKS
ANONYMOUS’
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In my city, I feel connected when I walk down this street.
The air there smells like pine trees in winter, and I hear the wind whispering through trees.
Someone once told me - “Be yourself, everyone else is already taken”, and it made me feel
like I belonged.
There’s a corner where we used to meet after school, where time moves like a lazy river.
I feel cared for when we sit together in comfortable silence and, happens, when the city
remembers all the footsteps that walked its street.

My city speaks in the language of car horns, jazz notes, and hurried footsteps, painted
across the walls of forgotten buildings.
I hear culture in the sounds of morning prayers and evening bells, and see it move through
silence before the city wakes.
There are stories that never made it to the map hidden in the cracks of the sidewalk, the
stories of the bridge where promises were made broken.
I feel most alive when the wind is in my hair and I’m moving without destination, when
the rhythm of my city becomes the language I dream in.

The sky above my city is often heavy with unspoken rain, the air tastes like fried dough
and fog.
When the rain comes, it brings forgiveness to dusty streets, and the heat carries memories
of childhood summers that seemed to last forever.
I notice resilience growing in silence between heartbeats, where people plant hope in the
rhythm of their own footsteps, going somewhere new.
If the climate could speak to us, it would whisper - “I am tired.”

My city could breathe easier if we valued caretakers as much as creators.
Together, we imagine a city that listens as much as it speaks, a city that remembers to care
for the trees, its plants and the river it bridges, to celebrate the streetlights that keep
watch through the night, and to breathe with the rhythm of the tides - in, out, steady and
sure.

UNTITLED
BIBEK’S
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In my city, I feel both hopeful and heavy when I walk down the narrow lanes by the river.
The air there smells like salt, dust, and street food, and I hear children laughing over the
noise of traffic.
Someone once shared their last glass of water with me, and it made me feel less alone.
There’s a corner where old trees still stand, where time moves like a slow tide refusing to
rush.
I feel cared for when neighbors look out for each other, happens, when the city
remembers those who are often forgotten - the poor, the displaced, the children.

My city speaks in the language of resistance and survival, painted across the walls of
crowded homes and broken embankments.
I hear culture in the sounds of prayers, songs, and market calls, and see it move through
festivals, protests, and everyday kindness.
There are stories that never made it to the map - stories of loss, migration, and quiet
strength, the stories of women, workers, and children growing up too fast.
I feel most alive when people come together after disaster, when the rhythm of my city
becomes a shared heartbeat of care and courage.

The sky above my city is often heavy with clouds and uncertainty, the air tastes like
smoke, sweat, and rain.
When the rain comes, it brings flooded roads and renewed fear, and the heat carries
memories of cyclones, broken homes, and long summers.
I notice resilience growing in cracked soil and crowded settlements, where people plant
hope in small gardens, shared dreams, and strong hands.
If the climate could speak to us, it would whisper - “Listen, slow down, and care.”

My city could breathe easier if we chose justice, protection, and collective responsibility.
Together, we imagine a city that stands strong without leaving anyone behind, a city that
remembers to care for its children, elders, and most vulnerable, to celebrate diversity,
culture, and community, and to breathe with the rhythm of nature, resilience, and hope.

THE CITY THAT BREATHES WITH US
JAGRATA JUBA SHANGHA’S
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In my city, I feel like a bird taking flight when I walk down the bustling crowded streets.
The air there smells like the fragrance of damp earth, and I hear the distant sound of
temple bells drifting into my ears.
Someone once offered me a cup of water as a stranger, and it made me feel like I was
among my own kin.
There’s a corner where the banyan tree casts its shadow, where time moves like the slow,
steady flow of a river.
I feel cared for when the cooling rain shelters everyone equally, happens, when the city
remembers to provide a livelihood for even the poorest souls embracing them in its
chaotic arms.

My city speaks in the language of hard work and tireless labor, painted across the walls of
old, historic houses.
I hear culture in the sounds of folk songs and devotional songs echoing through the air,
and see it move through the vibrant movements of festival crowds.
There are stories that never made it to the map the hidden struggles in the narrowest
lanes, the stories of street vendors whose survival is written in their sweat.
I feel most alive when I walk upon the sands of the beach, when the rhythm of my city
becomes the crashing sound of the ocean waves.

The sky above my city is often a blend of gold and deep blue, the air tastes like the
saltiness of the sea breeze.
When the rain comes, it brings a sense of renewed hope, and the heat carries memories of
the simple joys of childhood.
I notice resilience growing in the windows of narrow slum dwellings, where people plant
hope in the seeds of unyielding determination.
If the climate could speak to us, it would whisper - “Please let me live.”

My city could breathe easier if we avoided plastic and planted more trees.
Together, we imagine a city that is covered in a blanket of green, a city that remembers to
care for the dignity of every human being, to celebrate the balance of nature, and to
breathe with the rhythm of pure, clean air.

A PORTRAIT OF MY CITY
JOTHI’S
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In my city, I feel close to home when I walk down muddy village roads.
The air there smells like river water and wet soil, and I hear birds, boats and evening azan.
Someone once helped me during a flood, and it made me feel safe and supported.
There’s a corner where people sit and talk, where time moves like a slow river.
I feel cared for when neighbors stand together, happens, when the city remembers
everyone matters even in hard times.

My city speaks in the language of strength and survival, painted across the walls of homes,
schools, and cyclone shelters.
I hear culture in the sounds of folk songs and village gatherings, and see it move through
festivals, markets and daily work.
There are stories that never made it to the map hidden in villages and riverbanks, the
stories of women, farmers and forest-dependent people.
I feel most alive when people help each other, when the rhythm of my city becomes ease
and unity.

The sky above my city is often cloudy and wide, the air tastes like salt and rain.
When the rain comes, it brings both hope and fear, and the heat carries memories of
cyclones and long summers.
I notice resilience growing in flood-affected homes, where people plant hope in small
gardens and new ideas.
If the climate could speak to us, it would whisper - “Protect nature before it is too late.”

My city could breathe easier if we took care of rivers, trees and people.
Together, we imagine a city that is safe from disasters, a city that remembers to care for
women, children and the poor, to celebrate community strength, and to breathe with the
rhythm of the river, the forest and the sea.

MY CITY BREATHES
PRERONA’S
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In my city, I feel safe and worried when I walk beside the river and the narrow roads
The air there smells like rain, tea, and street food, and I hear rickshaw bells, laughter, and
prayers.
Someone once shared an umbrella with me, and it made me feel kindness without asking.
There’s a corner where children play near water that keeps rising, where time moves like
the river - slow, strong, and unsure.
I feel cared for when people help each other, happens, when the city remembers when the
rain comes too fast, when homes break, when the heat stays too long.

My city speaks in the language of hope in neighbors checking on neighbors, painted
across the walls of hands that rebuild again and again.
I hear culture in the sounds of lives in songs, festivals, and stories, and see it move through
tea stalls and school yards.
There are stories that never made it to the map - many stories are not written, the stories
of lost land, long journeys, and new beginnings.
I feel most alive when they live in the people, when the rhythm of my city becomes the
city that remembers them.

The sky above my city is often heavy and hot, the air tastes like the rain bringing both
relief and fear.
When the rain comes, it brings floods, storms, and heat, and the heat carries memories of
daily life.
I notice resilience growing in still, people adapting, where people plant hope in their
homes, grow food in new ways and protect each other.
If the climate could speak to us, it would whisper - “Care for the land, and care for people.”

My city could breathe easier if we dream of a city that protects children and rivers.
Together, we imagine a city that listens to the most vulnerable, a city that remembers to
care for all that grows with nature, not against it, to celebrate my city - strong, caring, and
still hopeful, and to breathe with the rhythm of living every day with the river.

THE CITY THAT LIVES WITH THE RIVER
MAHABUB’S
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In my city, I feel like a guest in my own life when I walk down streets where people do not
know my name.
The air there feels heavy with forgetting, and I hear life rushing past without me.
Someone once told us to leave our home, and it made me feel like my name was being
washed away.
There’s a corner where my house used to face the sea, where time moves like waves
undoing everything.
I feel cared for when someone still speaks of our village, happens, when the village
remembers we did not leave because we wanted to but because the water kept coming.

My village speaks in the language of the waves kissing the shores, painted across the walls
of now broken homes.
I hear culture in the sounds of old songs my grand mother hums while sitting, and see it
move through hands that still remember how to fish.
There are stories that never made it to the map of my village we fled, the stories of homes
swallowed and broken dreams left behind.
 I feel most alive when I revisit my village down the memory lane, when the rhythm of my
village becomes the echo of waves against broken doors.

The sky above my village is often wide and unfamiliar, the air tastes like far from home.
When the rain comes, it brings memories of water rising inside our houses, and the heat
carries memories of not feeling it when I was near the coast.
I notice resilience growing in my children packing bags for Kerala, where people plant
hope in distant factories instead of the sea.
If the climate could speak to us, it would whisper - “We were not meant to disappear.”

My village could breathe easier if we were allowed to keep our roots.
Together, we imagine a village that does not forget its drowned houses, a village that
remembers to care for those forced to move, to celebrate the cultures carried across
broken shorelines, and to breathe with the rhythm of memory, not erasure.

A VILLAGE THAT WE STILL CALL A HOME
(REMEMBRANCE)

RASHMI’S
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In my city, I feel stuffy and happy when I walk down the lanes and roads.
The air there smells like wood burning, and I hear dogs barking.
Someone once gave me a glass of warm water, and it made me feel relieved.
There’s a corner where everyone comes to drink tea, where time moves like a Nokia
phone.
I feel cared for when a new leaf happens, when the city remembers vegetables were
cheaper.
My city speaks in the language of political awareness, painted across the walls of ‘city of
concrete beautification’.

I hear culture in the sounds of conch shells, and see it move through dawn to dusk.
There are stories that never made it to the map of politicians, policy makers, the stories of
fish and vegetable vendors, domestic workers, sweepers.
I feel most alive when a sparrow visits me in my balcony, when the rhythm of my city
becomes chirpy.

The sky above my city is often grey, the air tastes like burnt milk.
When the rain comes, it brings waterlogging, and the heat carries memories of inhuman
working conditions.
I notice resilience growing in every nook and corner, where people plant hope in every
rising sun.
If the climate could speak to us, it would whisper - “Can I get a glass of safe drinking
water?”

My city could breathe easier if we healed.
Together, we imagine a city that is a city of joy, a city that remembers to care for those
alive and those yet to be born, to celebrate the lower AQI, blue sky, reducing sales of
inhalers and nebulizers, and to breathe with the rhythm of nature.

CITY OF JOY
RITU’S
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We are grateful to the partners who listen deeply across oceans and rivers - Aaina,
Internews’ Earth Journalism Network (EJN), Jagrata Juba Shangha, Prerona and Shariatpur
Development Society (SDS) - for opening these conversations and making space for shared
reflection.

We are moved by the voices that filled screens and pages - Abdur, Bibek, Jothi, Joydeep,
Juliet, Mahabub, Manasi, Rashmi, Ritu, Shampa, Sohel, Zakir and Sakif - for your poems,
your memories, your courage to speak what is not easy, and for staying with one another
in attentive listening.

We thank Natasha, whose gentle framing and creative invitations held the space, nurturing
curiosity, care, and connection throughout. You can write to her at mail@natashasharma.co
or visit her website: https://natashasharma.co. Her animation film - Gutter Ki Machhli was
co-created with the residents of a rehabilitation and resettlement colony in Govandi,
Mumbai. It weaves together the voices of the children, youth and women through their
drawings and poetry to vocalise, localise and visualise their experiences of climate change
in their poorly built homes and neighbourhood. To know more about the process behind
the film, click here. The project was supported by a grant from the Global Resilience
Partnership, and produced by Elementree Foundation and Community Design Agency.

Finally, we also honour every shared breath, unmuted microphone, and quiet moment of
attention during this shared time of learning together - it is in these gestures that the work
truly lives.

GRATITUDE
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