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Rapid mechamzatlon of country boats lately has rewtahzed the declmmg sector of river transportatmn and the use of engines, impro vmed

locally, have found wide acceptance among the boatmen, according to a survey conducted by (NOAMI) under the Country Boat F’ilot k

DRAMATIC change

has revitalized the

declining country boat
tra-nsportation sector over the
past few years.

The traditional country
boats, which have evolved over
hundreds of by adapting
to local itibns and needs,
are finally going through a
somewhat vigorous process of
mechanzation.

The indigenous use of
widely available and inexpen-
sive deisel Shallow-tube-
well(STW) engines in country
boats, originally intended for
irrigation use in ulture,
has transformed the ailing
sector beyond any expectation.

Rapid mechanization of
country boats since the
mid 80s. Arou 1985, large
scale mechanization started in
the northern parts of the
country, perticularly in the
mighty Jamuna river, where
some areas now show an
engine installation rate of nore
than 90 per cent, according to
a draft report based on a sur-
vey conducted by the National
Oceanographic and Maritime
Institute (NOAMI) under the
two-ycar Country Boat Pilot
Project adminstered by the
Bangladesh Inland Water
Transport Authority (BIWTA).
Funded by grants from Norway
and the Netherlands, the sur-
vey was carried out last year,
covering major areas of the
country, to asses Lthe impact of
mechanization of country
boats .

The mechanization process,
according to the report, rep-
resents native skills which
have shown great flexibility in
adapting available technology
to local needs. These far-
reaching and unexpected
changes came about at the
boatmen's own initiatives and
innovations, without any insti-
tutional help or help from
outside ‘experts’.

Thanks to the unique and
improvising use of engines, the
downward trend f(aced by this
informal sector in recent years
has been succesfully reversed.
Thus, saving thousands of rural
jobs and considerably reducing
the drudgery involved for the
boatmen. Country boats fitted
with irrigation pump engines
are now operating much more
eflicightly and have regained
the competitive edge against
other modes of transports.
Commonly known as "Shallow
Boats®, various types ol boats
around the country now use
engines.

Country boats are a colourful
and prominent feature of the
country s transportation sys-
tem. With more than 24,000
kilometers of rivers, streams,
and canals that cover nearly
scven per cent of the total
surface area and as much as
filty percent during the mon-
soon period, country boats
continue to play a vital role in
the nations transport sector.

Used both for ferrying pas-

Following is a Special Report by The Daily Star.

cargo, there are enormous
numbers of country boats ply-
ing the waterways of the
largest river delta in the world.
As the boats are not registered
and no census has ever been
carried out on this informal
sector, relaiable statistics are
hard to come by.

According to the most re-
cent official statistical esti-
mates, there are about
456,000 passenger and
246,000 cargo boats currently
operating in the country. It is
also estimated that this sector
alone generates almost 60
percent of all employment in
the transportation sector as a
whole and more than 90 per-
cent in the inland water trans-
portation sector. An estimated
15 million tons of goods are
carried annually by the country
boats.

Country boats offer a num-
ber ol advantages over other
modes of transports. Having
shallow dralt, these boats are
extremely [lexible and can go
where larger, mechanical vas-
sels cannot reach. Use of these
boats increase dramatically
during the rainy season and
they provide valuable service
during floods and natural dis-
asters. Country boats are gen-
erally cheaper in terms of
freight rate per ton-mile, per-
ticularly compared to trucks
and , and they are con-
siderably more economical and
less damaging to the environ-
ment than larger mechanized
vasscls, the report pointed out.

The ideal country boats in
form now is between 250
and 500 maunds of the
Kosha-type. These boats
have shallow draft and
are more suitable for

installing engines.
o iR T

Traditionally powered by
large sails, and by sculling,
rowing or towing, country
boats arc an integral part of
the rural economy. Millions ef
people depend on them for
transport, employment and in-

COME- These boats are for the
most part owned and operated
by rural people, with a large
number of them being owner-
operated. The people working
on the boats are generally
landicss people. Made of wood,
country boats are built in the
countryside by rural boat-
buflders.

L

Over the years, the situation
of the country boat people have
steadlly worsened with the in-

troduction of mechanical
modes of transportation,
which have enjoyed large sub-
sidies while the country boat
sector has been mostly ne-
glected. The result has been a
loss of income and employ-
ment in the rural areas of the
country, since trucks, buses,
trains and larger mechanized
vassels are owned by wealthier
urban people and by private as
well as public companies.

While earlier studies
showed that traditionally
boatcrews enjoyed a better in-
come than that of agricultural
workers, more recent studies
indicate that their incomes
have steadily declined. It is es-
timated that the earnings of
boatcrews have f[allen to the
level of agricultural workers
over the last two decades.

The history of the country
boat sector has been one of
neglect and disinterest shown
by policy-makers and other
concerned agencies. This in-
formal sector has never re-
ceived any form of government
or institutional support. Being
unorganised, this sector has
very limited contact with for-
mal private and public institu-
tions and enterprises. Few
boatmen have ever obtained
institutional credit , although
large numbers of them have
now become indirect beneli-
ciaries of credit and subsidies
given to the agriciltiral sector

Pump engine used in country boats being tested at Country
Boat Pilot Project boatyard in Narayangan;.

through the installation of STW
engines on boats.

Considering the number of
people involved in this sector
and the important role played
by country boats in the nations
transportation system, one
would have expected a major
effort to be made on the part
of the government and other
interested agencies to provide
this struggling sector with as-
sistance. -

Once the primary mode of
transport, country boats still
remain an essential part of the
country's transport sector. But,
stifl competition from various
mechanized transports, cou-
pled with a somewhal con-

spicious absence of institu-
tional support led to the steady
decline In this sector.
Increasing numbers of boat-
men were going out of busi-
ness in recent years, resulting
in the loss of thousands of jobs
and adversely aflecting the ru-
ral economy:.

Thus, the introduction of
STW engines came as a boon
for the country boat sector and
the timing couldn't have been
better for this rapidly declin-
ing sector. Mechanization has

revitalized the vulnerable sec-
tor and made it competitive
with other modes of trans-
ports. The use of engines, im-
provised locally , have found

Typical Kosha-type country boats, which have shallow draft and are most suitable for
Irrigation pump engine installations.

wide acceptance among boat-
men, according to the draft
rcport. Boatmen now regard
installation of pump engines as
absolutely essential to contin-
ued operations.

Mechanization of country
boats is spreading to almost all
regions of the country. Survey
interviews conducted under
the pilot project scheme indi-
cates, country boats in the
north-western and central re-
gions have taken the lead in
installing engines, with some
areas showing B0 to 90 per-
cent rate of mechanization.,
While boats in the north-east
are also fcllowing this trend,
the rate of mechanization in
the south is the lowest at about
40 percent.

Although mechanization
started with the [lexible use of
engines both in agriculture and
on boats, there is an increasing
trend towards the exclusive
use of engines on country
boats. A survey of 126 boats us-
ing engines indicated that on
an average only one in five
engines are also used outside
the boats.

Lower cost, wider availabil-
ity and comparative ease of
installation and maintenance of
pump engines has helped to
their use in country boats. The
average price of a 8 to 12
horsepower STW engine has
declined substantially during
the past few years. While ear-
lier, mostly Japanese, engines
were priced over Taka 20,000,
recently introduced Chinese
engines are sold in the open
market for as little as Taka
6000.

According to the report,
boats of all sizes are installing
irrigation pump engines, but
the trend is considerably
stronger for small to medium
sized boats. The STW engines
have very limited range and
are most suitable for use in
boats of 50 to 700 maunds.
They are not cost effective for
installation in smaller boats of
less than 25 maunds and un-
suitable for use in larger boats
of 800 maunds a above.
There is a big price difference
between a STW engine and a
proper marine engine only a
little larger,

A changing trend in build-
ing of new boats has been no-
ticed in recent years. The ideal
country boats in form now, ac-
cording to the report, is be-
tween 250 and 500 maunds of

the Kosha-type. These boats
have shallow draft and are
more suitable for installing

engines.
The engines have enabled

boatmen to remain in business,
compete effectively with

e

The Changing Face of the Couniry Boats

trucks and large:r vassels, and
earn a substant lally better liv-
ing than they clid before. The
study found tha it the net earn-
ings-- where Eioats have In-
stalled engine:s-- have risen
strongly for all boatmfen, in-
cluding that of crewmem-
bers.On the
side, engines have enabled
boatmen to d¢) away with the
back-breakin;f drudgery in-
volved in rovving, towing or
sculling a bozit. Boatmen also
pointed out t hat also
provide greate«:r safety against
storms and also against river
pirates.

A major firiding of the study
indicates tha't there is surpris-
ingly less neduction in em-
ployment than feared, as a re-
sult of mechianization of the
country boats. In the survey

The Counitry Boat Pilot
Project is a step in the
right dire ction. Started in

more humane

1990, the two-year project

aims to in 1prove the socio-

economic conditions of the
boatmeri, chiefly by

making country boats
more con ipetitive with the
other mo des of transports.

group studfed, there has been
only a five percent reduucition
of employ'ment. The draft re-
port of the: pilot project study
concludes that, " the average

increase
boat is around one hundred
percent, the average direct
displacennent of labour is
around five perecent.”

The re port also pointed out
some ne¢:gative aspects of
mechanization of country
boats. Be cause of technical de-
ficiencies and poor installati-
fon, efliciency of the engines
are corisiderably reduced.
There is also significant envi-
ronmenti il pollutiion caused by
the use nFo engines. Lack of
safety in engine boats due to
the abse nce of a proper gear
system s another area of con-
cern.

Although the indigenous
mechani zation of country boats
is a huge leap forward for the
sector, there still remains
substan tial scope and need for
further improvements. As the
mechan ization process is still
in its iritial stages, engine in-
stallatioons are often found to
be less than suitable for the
boats. Performance of the
enginesi needs to be enhanced
to provide better fuel con-

in net earnings per

’roject.

sumpl: ion and = [ess pollution.
Mecha nized boe (t5 also need to
be ma de more  gafer for pas-

senge1 's and ' poatmen alike.

Thus, a co0 ncerted effort
shoul d be  undertaken to
strean iline an 4 consolidate the
develo pments , made so far and
make further lmpmnrntl

For tunate ly in recent ‘years
the ¢ jovern ment and other
concel ned ¢ have been
showi ng @8 much greater de-
gree o [ awe ,mess to the prob-
lems ([acec | by this informal
sector. Bec .ause of the worsen-
ing co ndf' (fons of the sector,
BIWTA ha s taken the lead in
addres sin g the problems of
this sec*to r. Perhaps the need
of the h  r is to gradually help
remove { hese problems and
enable b satmen to capitalise

on the de velopements and im-
pProvemes ts.

The ' Country Boat Pilot
Project 1 s a step in the right
directior ,. Started in 1990,

the two .year project aims to

improve the socio-economic
conditik .ns of the boatmen,
chiefly by making country
boats r nore competitive with
other m jodes of transports.

"Thit s project, the way it is
planne i, is an unusual devel-
opmen ( project in that it in-
volves democratic participa-
tion of the target group and ac-
tually seeks advice in finding
accep table solutions to the
problt :>ms,” said Dr Reider
Kvam | a socio-economist and
princ’  ple author of the draft
repor t.The main objective of
the ¢ .roject is to research the
pres¢ nt situation in the sector,
plan  technical improvements
and provide help in building
insti’ tutions.

R esearch into the present

situ: ition has already been car-
ried out and the findings doc-
um¢ :nted in the draft report
entl tled;"Navigating the Winds
of ¢ Change: Mechanization of
Cot intry Boats in Bangladesh".
Act ording to the report, the

ma jn emphasis of technical
im provements to be carried
ou t by the project will be 1o
€O ncentrate on making the

rformance of the engines

tter and safer, yet avoiding
te chnically advanced solutions
W hich are difficult to learn or
€ (pensive to implement. Areas
lentified for improvement by
1e project include installation
{ leeboards for better sailing
apabilities, improved rigging
mproved engine installation
ind testing of simple gear-
>oxes. A project boatyard has
already been set up iIn

Hamyanglnj

The pilot projects also in-
tends to help strengthen the
organisational aspects of the
country boat people. This will
also involve annilin; boat-
men’'s groups credit and
other u s, as well
mrking planners -::3
peliticians tu obtain more re-
sources and support for the
sector.

S. Y. Bakht is a Feature
Writer of the Daily Star.
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sengeers and transporting
ALKING wup the dark
stairs of a two - storey

ih old house at 14

Waliullah Lane in central Cal-
cutta, two or three evenings a
month, at times made me a
litle nervous, and this feeling
of uncase would increase when
| reached a room on the first
floor, ready to knock.

it was an absurd fecling.
Alter all, on these visits, | was
assured of a warm welcome
[rom one of the gentlest per-
sons we had known in those

Perhaps. one cause of my
scif -consciousness was tLhe

that this gentle

, ke in
m_ a good Bengali
from llierature to politics.
Since Ayub Sahib softly,

heard loud voices Inside the
room. Few, it scemed, ever gol
worked up over arguments. In
any case, for most visitors, Lhe
main purpose in coming to the
14 Walluliah Lanc was to listen
to Ayub Sahib, often against the
background of Tagore music,
played on gramophone.

it was really the erudition of
Ayub Sahib, then in his late
thirties or early fortics, that
served as the main attraction
for the evenings. Subjects he
was mosl interesled in were
philosophy and modern Ben-
galli poetry. However, in the
process of becoming experts
in both, he had travelled
through the writings of
Tagore, the English poetry
and, , &N enormous
amount of political literature,
including Marxism and the

tumed inte a humanist—he
probably remained both Marx-
ist and humanist at the same
time—this writer would not be
qualified 0 say. However, in
this context, this writer recalls
that his own iIntroduction W
the Soviet Union was

book that Ayub Sahib

A Tribute to Abu Sayeed Ayub

Congress for Cultural Freedom
which then served as the intel-
lectual front against Commu-
nism, a close cousin of the
London journal, The En-
counter. If the two editors of
the British publication,
Spender and Kristol, were
unaware of the fact that the
Congress received indirect
funding [rom the Central Intel-
ligence Agency (CIA), probably
through the Asia Foundation,
one should not think too
unkindly of Ayub Sahib's igno-
rance on this mattex,

Even belore joining the
Co for Cultural Freedom,
Abu Sayeed Ayub became a
staunch eritic of Joseph Stalin,
perhaps as carly as at the start
of the fifties. By then a student
of Dhaka University, this
wrur.-r had kept up a sporadic

nce with his Un--
rl: Ayub. From this end, there
were short notes, full of naive
political questions, often

pinpoint the time—it was his
clder brother, Dr. AAM.O. Ghani
who drifted in to take the
place where his younger
brother once belonged.

A medical practitioner, he
lived with his family in two

adjoining flats in a three-storey

apartment building at 5 Pearl
Road at Park Circus, the ad-
dress that was known to a siz-
able sertion of the intellectual
community as well as virtually
to all leflt activists in Calcutta.
Dr Ghani ran his own clinic
which was within the walking
distance of his apartment, and
it was always packed with pa-
tients receiving [ree service
from the doctor.

Il Ayub Sahib had embraced
Marxism as an intellectual, Dr
Ghanl entered the left move-
ment as a social worker and,
unlike his younger brother,
stayed on. For the Communist
Party of India, he proved to be
an assct and eventually won a
scat at the West Bengal State
Assembly. When he passed
away a few years ago, the Pearl
Road was renamed as Dr
AM.O. Ghani Road by the Cal-
cutta Corporation, a [itting
tribute to a dedicabed public

figure.

At some point, probably in
the late [fties, Ayub Sahib
started living in one of the
apartments at 5 Pearl Road.
Uncle Mujtaba Ali also moved
hhutmmhhlcr.hﬂlndﬂl
few others, like thlbur
man, the lu:hlh:ti
Mrs Ghani, who
number of modemn
New Delhi and -u
the Chiefl Architect of

ernmeint of India. Il the build-
ings hie designed attracted a
lot of attention, so did his
marriege to Indrani, a beautiful
oung, woman—she became

{ss Jindia at a pageant—and
later ;acknowledged as a great
Indiar: classical dancer, one of
the gieatest of her time. Then,
there was Mustafa Anwar, the
son of the late well-knowr
poet, Gulam Mustafa, who hac
just 1married Sushmita, divid-
ing his time between (lyin;
planc::s and singing Tagor
songis, doing both with skil
and precision.

People who lived In difler

==

ent ni:'lmtnt: at 5 Pearl Roe
had i heir won occupations ar

circk:s of friends. But visitir
thém: once in a while, or
would
ing ithat they were all bou:
together in a shared life sty -
sust:ained by music and dar

poetiy and literature,

d
'8
e
get that wonderful fec |-
W
le
k-

This writer who was th: en

in another
knew little about wi

liviny
work

part ol t he
at

was going at various apa: rt-

ments in that three-sto
apartment building at Ps
Circuis. For Uncle Mujtaba J
this was probably the m

rey
wrk

AN,
ost

prod uctive period of his' | ife.

But was it also the same for
Ayuls Sahib ? | wonder.
it is to learm N1 om

Gouii, Ayub Sahib's wife, ¢ ur-
rently visiting Dhaka that p ub-
lication of collected writing » of
Abu Sayeed Ayub is now ur der

preparation. He was
but a

prolific writer. B:?E ?

ever he wrote, in Bengal 1| or
English, was always w orth
waiting for by his dewt ed
readers. The same shoul | be
true about his collected '+ writ-

ings.
The footnote to n xcol-
lections of Ayub Sahib out-

side my faded memoric s It

happened only the other day,
perhaps just about ten years
ago, certainly more recent
then what we have been talk-
ing about in this column.

At a dinner party in New
York, my host, Waliur Rahman,
a Bangladeshi diplomat, intro-
duced me to one of my fellow
guests, Indrani Rahman.

The famed Indian dancer
remembered me, somewhat
vaguely, and we started talking
about life at 5 Pearl Road.

“They all led charmed lives,
full of music and poetry, song
and dance. They lived in a kind
of world which perhaps no
longer exists.” | said to her, as
if thinking aloud, not quite
sure what [ meant.

But, 1 think, she under-
stood. :
She said, "At the end, there

was s0 much of sadness too.

You ly know about the
last years of Mujtaba
Sahib, ting his own battle
with his dwindling creative

energy and totally exhausted
Ehylkll strength. Perhaps you

now that Shameem, Dr
Chani's younger son, commit-
ted suicide, about Mustafa An-
war who died in a plane crash
at the height of his career in



