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Together towards better environment

~Environment degradation has ,as‘Sumedk ominous proportions in the
country. Comprehensive environment protection plan is the cry of the
- hour, write Navine

"Environmentalism sees
humanity as a biolegical
species tightly dependent on the
natural world. Many of the
world’s vital resources are
ahout to be exhausted, its atmo-
spheric chemistry deteriorating
and human populations have
already grown dangerously
large. Natural ecosystems, the
twellspring of a healthful envi-
roanment, are being irreversibly
degraded.” — E. 0. Wilson

NVIRONMENT degrada-

tionn has taken its toll on

the standard of living of
the pebple in Bangladesh. Omi-
nous levels of carbon dioxide,
carboan monoxide, sulphur
dioxide and other harmiul
gases emitted from molorised
vehicles and industrial estab-
lishments, the way garbage is
being disposed and later burnt,
the way lakes and low-lying ar-
eas are being filled up with
wasles and high-rises, the way
trees and hills are being cut off
ranclomly, all contribute to an
unhealthy environment. This
dramatically lowers life ex-
pectancy and has a dire effect
on the overall performance of a
person. A breath of polluted air
is hardly a good way to start the
day. This is what happens every
morning. And in this case, the
morning does show the day. As
the day proceeds, the number of
cars on the streets increases.

Dhaka's alarming level of
pollution 1s evident from the
emergence of an increasing
number ol masked commulters.
This touch of novelty on the
capital’'s face is actually the
tell-tale sign of the dire situa-

tion of air pollution. Such high -

density of pollution exists be-
cause of the presence of so many
cars plying the streets, In rela-
lion to the road space available,
the number of vehicles are too
many and, as unplanned as
they are, on the rise. Buses,
trucks and other such vehicles
may be considered to be eco-
nomical because by using an
equivalent amount of fuel and
space they carry many passen-
gers, while cars carry up to a
maximum of four to five people.
However, the traffic system be-
ing such, the buses appear to be
causing the maximum output of
pollution. The rickshaws may
not add to the pollution, but
what they do is slow the pace of
tratffic. Tﬂe motor vehicles have
to slow down, which means
more fuel consumption and
more gas emission,

The next problem that arises
1s noise pollution, In the
Bangladeshi conlext, noise
seems to be no problem at all.
Whereas car horns signify a
form of scolding in developed
nations, honking is hasicalr}r a
necessity here. In fact, even in-
stitutional driving lessons in-
clude lessons about where and
when to use the car horn. Loud
music, noisy parties and other
such nuisances do manage to
aggravate people; but these ac-
tivities are hardly called 'out of
the book’. The standard of liv-
ing here is so low that this is
considered trivial. People have
to think about the big problems
first and then notice such trivi-
alities — but this noise terror-
ism is formidable enough to
cause hearing impairment, hy-
pertension and numerous other
afflictions in those repeatedly
exposed 1o it. Noise pollution,
however, is not easily defined.
Part of the difficulty lies in the
fact that in some ways it is dif-
ferent from other forms of pol-
lution. Noise is transient, once
the pollution siops. the envi-
ronment is free of it.

Lack of proper waste man-
agement adds more negative
impacts.

Garbage is one of the major
problems in the city. It is the
garbage dumps that are home to
the many kinds of diseases.-
They are the breeding places of
mosquitoes, flies and many
other known and unknown in-
sects, all of whom contribute to
disease transmission. Accord-
ing to news reports, 35 thou-
sand tonnes of scolid waste is
gencrated each day, of which
only 42 per cent is collected by

the Dhaka City Corporation

(DCC). The rest remain on road-
sides, low-lying areas and open
drains. The highest component
of solid waste is organic food
waste. Olther components are

plastics, paper, metal, glass,

construction material and
cloths. Therefore, garbage
makes many of diseases that
are prevalent here possible.

Water quality degradation is
mainly because of poor sanita-
tion. mismanagement of indus-
trial effluents, and the way pes-
ticide are used in order to kill
mosquito larvae and the like.

In the 1970s and 1980s the
government in co-operation
with United Nations Children's
Fund and other multilateral
agencles. embarked on a mas-
sive countrywide programme of
ensuring sale drinking water.
Over a period of nearly 25 years,
the Bangladesh government,
with technical and financial
assistance
agencies, set about a massive
programme of installing deep
tube-wells throughout the coun-

iry.

Four million tube-wells were
Sunk. A motivational campaign
was set forth in order to moti-
vate the villagers to switch
[rom using surface water to
ground water from the under-
ground aquifers. While conceiv-
ing and implementing the mas-
sive tlube-well programme,
planners overlooked the possi-
bility of the naturally occurring
arsenic deposits that could con-
taminate the subterranean wa-
ter sources. To the satisfaction
of all concerned. Bangladesh
achieved a near-perfecl target of
providing safe water for its peo-

le through sinking those
and-pumped wells.

But now, the success story has
been reversed. Arsenic contam-
ination in Bangladesh may well
be the story of the bigpest mass-
poisoning in the history of
mankind.

Urban degradation stems
from lack of clean water, poor

land fisheries

‘support for environmental

‘tion, be it a government agency.

fromn the donor .

solid waste management and
air pollution. Poor manage-
mernt of water resources and un-
resolved issues such as balanc-
ing the needs and potential of
hydropower, irrigation, and in-
ead to water
crises. Dwindling  forests,
coastal wetlands, and freshwa- -
ter bodies and poorly managed
rolected areas, all are part of
and degradation. Soil degrada-
tion is prevalent in agricultural
and range lands. Energy-related
damage from the commercial
energy sectors and the collec-
tion and burning of biomass
again leads to air pollution. The
impact of global climate
change, particularly in low-ly-
ing Bangladesh, is of concern
because it manages to disrupt
habitation and any form of en-
vironmental decorum.

The problem is not, however,
confined to Bangladesh. In fact,
environmental degradation in
the South Asian region has
been on for many years, induced
by the familiar factors of
increasing industrial and ur-
ban pollution in urban areas
and degradation in rural and
coastal areas from the unsus-
tainable use of tand, forests,
and water resources. India
shows rising levels of sickness
and death from pollution, as
well as economic costs at-
tributable to resource degrada-
tionn ol more than five per cent
of GDP. Pakistan, Bangladesh
and other countries in the re-
gion are experiencin% similar
trends, albeit at lower levels.

In the face of these problems,
there have been some notable
environmental initiatives. Pri-
vate sector investments in in-
dustrial pollution control and
common effluent treatment
plants are expanding in India,
partly in response to privete
sector [SO incentives and to the
voluntary compliance of sorme
larger industries. Cleaner ve-
hicle-fuels, such as unleaded
gasoline in major Indian cit es
and compressed natural gas

(CNG} in Dhaka, are being in-
troduced. Joint forestry man-
agement involving both eoin-

munities and government in
India and Nepal is slowing for-
est degradation in some of their
hill areas, and private planta-
tions are increasing the tree
cover in other degraded areas,
such as in West Bengal. Invest-
ment in renewable energy in
India and Sri Lanka, especially
wind and small-scale hydro,
has been signilicant, A water
treaty between India and
Bangﬁtdesh has reduced hilat-
kral tensions over allocation
rights to the waters of the
Garnges, and is helping guaran-
tee minimum -flows to
Bangladesh during the dry sea-
son. This will help restore
aquifers, provide needed irriga-
tion water, and maintain suffi-
cient flows to the Sundarbans =
the world’s largest mangrove 1
area 2 to reduce the saltwater
intrusjion that has already
started to take place, A
But South Asia needs more
than isolated environmental
initiatives; it ‘needs improved
planning and management,
which is largely an institu-
lional challenge, But political

management is sporadic at best,
and surfaces mainly in reaction
to crises. Experience with
stand-alone environmental in-
vestments in the region has
been mixed due largely to the
lack of capacity of enviranmen-
tal “ministries”. Therefore. in-
vestments should be sectoral,
and in collaboration with non-
government organisations. In

this region, no invesunent plan
can be made by a sole organisa- -

This mainstreaming ap-
roach may prove promising
ecause it involves developing

environmental capacity in sec-
lor ministries and, in the case
of India and Pakistan, at the
state and local levels. The envi-
ronmental components of sec-
tor investments focus on ap-
propriate policies, good man-
agement, and pollution abate-
ment incentives rather than on
narrow actions to deal with
specific environmental prob-
lems. '

This approach may also en-
courage private sector invest-
ment and community involve-
mentl in addressing pollution
problems, and focus the rolé of

overnment more towards regu-
atory concerns than invest-
ment responsibilities. For ex-
ample, a strong push to increase
the share of private investment
in urban and regional infras-
tructure, ranging from roads to
water supply and sanitation to
telecommunications. Govern-
ments cannot continue to fi-
nance all of these investment
needs, especially in light of low
cost recovery. In industrial pol-
lution control, the practice of
the public sector financing the
construction of effluent treat-
ment plants may be replaced by
private sector solutions. Public
awareness of environmental is-
sues is steadily increasing in
the region due to NGO aetivity,
the media, activist courts and
government education pro-
grammes. This increased
awareness s fundamental to
both improving the effective-
ness of government policies and
enabling greater decentralisa-
tion to local agencies and com-
munities.

Efforts for environment
preservation and protection in
Bangladesh may include re-
placement of two-stroke vehicle
engine. A decision has been
taken in this respect wherehy
two-stroke engines will be re-
moved in phases over a five-
year period and replaced by
four-stroke engines. If policies
are to be undertaken, they
should be modelled along these
lines. For example. a recent
World Bank project-policy has
been emulated to eliminate the
TSVEs [scooters) within next
four years and substituting
these with 2.000 buses. If this is
true, there is certainly hope.

Strategies that address fish-
eries research, environmental
emergencies. large marine

ecosystems, and coastal zone
management in and around the
Bay ol Bengal would be benefi-
cial to Bangladesh as well as
neighbouring countries. Im-
provement of regional co-oper-
ation_in the poorest part of
South Asia (Bangladesh;.
Bhutan, Nepal. and eastern In-
dia) in water resource manage-
ment, energy development and
lrade, and transport and com-
merce would be beneficial as
well. .

Cultural heritage in South
Asia, may be carried out in

Bangladesh, India, and Nepal.

to frumnte active involvement
and financial support of the
public, non-profit and private
seclors to rehabilitate national
heritage sites that are deterio-
rating from neglect and envi-
ronmental damage’ (such as the
neglected Sonargaon in
Gazipur]. |
The solution may be found in
integrated -
management. Rather than just
pollution- control a strategy
could be devised using a broad
mix of ineentives and pressures
to achieve sustainable ‘erivi-
ronmental improvements.
With their growing under-
standing of the close linkages
between cconomic growth,
poverty alleviation and envi-
ronmental degradation. the
countries of the region are be-
ginning to generate the political
will to introduce needed regula-
tory, financial. and policy re-
forms, including private sector
incentives. To assist this pro-

cess, improved environmental

assessment of all investments
must be supported; a greater
stratedic sense in government
and community operations re-
garding the need for more effi-
cient use of scarce natural re-

“ sources must be instilled. This

approach may-prove important
for meeting the environmental
challenges that lie ahead.

As a result of increasing
awareness of the dangers of lea
to human health and measures

-to tackle urban air pollution,

the use of'lead additives in gaso-
line has been declining rapidly
globally since the 70s. Many
countries have completely

-eliminated the use of lead in

asoline, but in Bangladesh:
ead still ranks as one of the
most serious and widespread
environmental hazards al-
though it is one that is rela-
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environmental-

proposals than wea _
muiities. Or it could be that the

tively mexpensive to remedy. A
rocess of phasing out lead"
rom’

taken a step to import lead-freg -
Eetm]. This may be a welcome,
ut what happens after that has
to be checked as well. To the
people’s disguiet, there were re-
ports that retailers have selling
spurious oil and there are
bound to be more such cases. 1t

“1s our failure that we bring our-

selves down even on our way
towards progress. This only
means that stricter watch-
guards are required. This is a
problem that has to be solved.
This cannot be added to the list
of lost causes, -
Major sources and icvels of
lead exposure in the region have
to be identified. as well as the
costs of phasing out leaded
gasoline. Human health im-
provements and lessons of ex-
perience from other countries
in the region have to be made
public. One case study, for ex-
ample, describes in detail the
complete phase-out of teaded
Fasnline in the Slovak Repub-
ic.. Although it recognises the
importance of dealing with all
significant sources of lead ex-
Pnsure, the study focuses on
ead exposure from exhaust of

vehicles, using leaded gasoline. '

Industrial pollution hits the
poorest hardest. This is because
most factories are located in
poor neighbourhoods. There
may be different reasons for
this. It could be that the facto-
ries are deliberately located
there. It is likely that poorer
communities are less adept at
opposing damagin;i{ planuing

thier com-

factories came first and that as
workers incomes increased
they moved away, leam‘n% a sea
of low income, potentially un-.
employed householders to live
near the factory. The household
incomes around some of the
sites are low enough to suggest
that moving to greener miore
pleasant locations is no more
than a distant dream for these

ople. Regardless of the reason
ar the lecation of polluting fac-
tories, it is clear that poer
communities are hit hardest by
industrial pollution. What im-
pact this pollution has on peo-
ple’s health is difficult to pin-
point because there are so many
other factors involved, like diet

. gasoline should be. in:~
“stilled. The government has"
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and housing, But it is clear that
our biggest factories do release
huge amounts of health-threat-
enung chemicals. Death rate
from lung cancer in women un- -
der 65 has increased, su esting
a-causal relatianship %tw&en
industrial ' pollutien and
health. Whatever the link. tack-

- ling this pollution, has to be sg-
clally progressive. ‘The health -

of every individual, especially
those in vulnerable and high-
risk groups, must be protected.
Special attention should be
paid to disadvantaged Eroups,

It is those amongst the most

" disadvantaged. the poorest in

our society, who have to put up
with pollution from the biggest
factories, cars, trucks etc., on a
daily basis. The impact on their

-health is understandably bad.

This challenge is to provide ev-
eryone with a suitable, clean
environment and tackle polhi-
tion injustice, i.e., the poor who
are the worst victims of envi-
ronmental hazards. Until
something is done, they will
continue to siffer unacceptable
levels of pollution, and tackling
social exclusion will not be
fully achieved. _
Above all. the factor that con-
tributes to overall environment
degradation is population.
Policies to use lead-free oil, to
ban import of two-stroke en-
gines, to clear slums. to bring
about a healthy atmosphere
will prove fruitless if the popu-
lation problem cannot be

- All for environ

- 5 the secretary of the
ministry of envirenment
and forest, Syed Marghub

Murshed has put all his efforts
to manage the country's fragile
environment and protect it
from - further degradation.
Recently, in an exhaustive
iriterview with The Daily Star,
Murshed shed light on some ol
the policy issues in particular
and the ministry’s outlook on
critical environmental issues
In general. Excerpts:

- The Daily Star (DS);
Bangladesh now faces a wide
range of environmental” prob-
lems ranging from acute ar-
senie contamination to deadl

air pollution, from riur.:‘rban]g
erostons to the threat-of. sea
level rise, from deforestntion to
land degradation, high popula-
tion growth to abjecl poverty
that needs immediate atten-
tion. What does the ministry of
environment and forest plan (o
take on these problemns?

Syed . Marghub Murshed
(SMM]: Our environmental
problems are acute. In the past,
we tended to pursue develop-
ment without giving due atten-
tion to environmental aspects.
We didn't care about sustain-
able development issues. It's
ot unique for Bangladesh
alone. Other countries also ig-
nored environmental issues in
the past. Rising pressure of pop-
ulation and poverty can be as-
cribed to the continuirig degra-
dation of our environment.

But I'm optimistic. | believe
with a co-ordinated effort by
the government, NGOs, the civil
society and ‘other bodies, we
will be able to conserve our na-
ture, We must work together in a
meaningful way to save our en-
vironment. The government

- alone, or the environment min-

Istry or any single agency can-
not address the environmental
problems. The onus is not only
o1l my ministry or the Depart-
ment of Environment or the
Department of Forest. People's
participation is essential in
solving the problems.

We have been successful in
establishing linkages between
environment and forestry. We

are aware of climate changes
and likely effects of the sea

level rise. Our mangrove
forests, the Sundarbans, would
be adversely affected by the sea
level rise. Afforestation is
therefore extremely important
as it is the conservation of
forests; which promotes natu-
ral carbon sink. |

The government has taken
up measures to inerease carbon
sink by cr_eatini coastal green
belt along our shores. We have
seen when marny parts of our
country came under the fury of
cyclones, mangrove covered ar-
€as were s . We are trying to
withstand cyclones by expand-
ing our mangrove covers. We in-
tend to increase carbon sinks
across the country. It will also
help reduce the wind speed of

cycione and tornadoes. More °

areas will be brought under tree
cover through expanding social
forestry. Eftorts are on to affor-
est the Chittagong Hill Tracts as
well. . - g

- Sundarbans.

-ronment

inhaling of pﬂllﬁted ir E.&?

brought under conirol. Any pol-
icy to bring about a clean envi-
ronment should therefore in-
clude population control pro-
grammes.

According to The Progress of
Nations, the country's popula-
tion in 1997 stood at 122.7 mil-
lion with a GNP per capita of
270 US dollars. Under-18 popu-
lation is 55.9 millions. Natu-
Tally, the number has increased
meanwhile. With limited fac-
tors of production and negligi-
ble technological progress, the
population growth is unsus-
tainable, Lile expectancy has
increased significantly in re-
cent times. In one sense; it is a
good sign because this is in-
dicative of better living stan-
dards and improved health
conditions. However, on the
other hand this indicates prob-
lems related with ageing popu-
lation. Bangladesh had not had
the experience to tackle prob-
lems to do with the elderly. It
has known problems of ﬁigh
birth rates and yet has not been
able to devise any sustainable
mechanism by which it can be
controlled. The phenomenon
that the elderly can cause prob-
lems is A new perspective in our
context and therelore harder 1o
manipulate. If the problems

. pProve latal, there would He

nothing the government, or
anyone else can do. Planning is
required from now so that we
can face the problem as it
cmerges. Before thal, lowering

birth rates has to be the main’
objective, Therefore, policies to
improve the state of the envi-
ronment should integrate in it-
self population control meclia-
nisms. This could include ob-
jectives to raise the economic
status of women, increase the
mothers’ opportunity-cost to
stay at home and include men
in such programmes. The media
can definitely play a ecrucial
role in creating awareness. In
this reSpect, needs applaiise
for portraying the problems in
a comprehensive manner and
that too at their peak tele-time.
Such initiatives are highly
welcomed and effective. It is the
people who create such
environment degradation and
hence it is the people who need
to be tamed first; the people who
need to have a civic conscience;
the people who can make a dif-
ference. Development means
progress, advancement and im-

provemerit.
However, there is one hitch,
This is a poor country -- a

country where people fear st ir-
vation, where people work day
and night only to maintain
their present state of poverty,
Here environmental awareness
s a joke. Such strategies are
seen as, and in many cases are,
gimmicks of the West, to pgain
popularity and respect in the
miternational context. If not
tackled slowly and steadily,
initiatives to protect Mother
Nature would certainly fail.

~ Forest Syed Marghub Murshed talks to
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‘We have also underiaken
watershed management with
FAO/Dutch expertise. Some '
1400 square kilometres of*the

-— R

‘Sundarbans have been declar&d 2

as World Heritage Site. We in-
tend to develop eco-tourism.

there. We have also initiated

bio-diveérsity project in ‘the
We are also
launching other conservation
projects. We are in the process
of developing a bay park from
Himchhari to Te[znal" where

eco-tourism will be developed. .

A marine park will also be de-
veloped at the southern part of

" Sonadiah and a green park at St |

Martin's island. _

D5: Do you think these eco-
tourism spots rnay expose our
endangered species? N

SMM: No, we wouldn’t want

to expose our species to tourists, -

=

Visitors will just have a tour
around and return. They
wouldn't be allowed to- eriter ™
deep into the Sundarbans.. '

D5 But these are envirpn-
mentally the most sensitive
ZOReEs -:yy our co . How can
you protect those?

SMM: There is a morato-
rium on felling trees in the
Sundarbans. Invoking Epvi-
Conservation Act
1995, we are in the precess of
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Qﬂ,am_ml_.IS.la;ti Chowdhury

i i
P

iyt A
-

e o
=

]
-
-

2

1
!

.-.-bi:._.hﬂ:':' doicn e A S .

Kushtia, Jessore and Jhenaidha
as environmentally sensitive
areas. We have destroyed our
natural acquifers. We must stop
that now. Our groundwater
table is falling, ,
Environment Ministry is

- now implementing 14 different

development projects to ‘save
the nature and improve the en-
vironment.

DS: You had played an in-

strumental role during the for- .

mulation phase of Bangladesh's
globally acclaimed National
Environment Management Ac-
tton Plan (NEMAP). How do you
now evaluate this action plan?
What actions are now needed to
implement that plan into ac-
tton? .

SMM: NEMAP is a unique ac-
tion plan prepared by the people
and stakeholders through a-

“vorisultative process. Now we
‘are in. the
= phase of that action

implementation
plan. We
believe in consulting with the
stakeholders. NEMAP is an ex-
ample. | =2
The most important project
under implementation is SEMP,
tunded by UNDP. Besides, with
CIDA assistance, strengthening
of DoE projéct. is also  in
progress. The World Bank as-
sisted Air Quality Management |

- declaring some waterbodies of @ -project is also in progress. All'

‘ment,

_—— e ——g

these projects are offshoots of
NEMAF.

DS: What are the major ar-
eas of focus of the Sustainable
Environment . Management
Programme ([SEMP), the first
Jollow-up of NEMAP? |

SMM: Major areas of focus

" of SEMP are policy and institi-

tions, participatory eco-system
management, community-
based environmental sanita-
tion, awareness and advocacy
and training and education.

The beauty of SEMP is that |
out of 22 sub-implementing
agencies [SIAs), 13 are civil so-!
ciety bodies and NGOs with on-
going successful programmes at
the grass-roots level. There are
government agencies like Bu-
reau of Statistics, Department
of Land Records, BIDS, EGIS,
who are mainstreaming envi-'
ronment in the national plan-
ning, natural resource account-
ing, environmental statistics,
improved land administration’
and management, coastal land,
use zoning in the south-west,
The issues of community-based
flood-plain resource manage-
sustainable resource
management in brackish water
areas, sustainable livelihood in
riverine shoals, eco-system
management in the Barind ar-

‘eas are being addressed by a

. Jor your time,

ment, environment for all

_ Secretary of the-Ministry of Environment and

number of NGOs with expertise
in those fields.

DS: How best Bangladesh
can execute SEMP? What is your
expectation from SEMP?

SMM: SEMP is an ambitious
project. I'm very optimistic
about its success. We started a
little late in August 1998.
Hopefully, despite the teething
problems, we will be successful
to take off.

D5: What is the present sta-
tus of the proposed Bangladesh
Environment Programme (BEP],
another NEMAP follow-up sup-
ported by the World Bank?

- _SMM: The World Bank as-
sisted BEP has been fragmented.
Air Quality Monitoring project
is an offshoot of BEP. Under this
project we intend to address is-
sues like introduction of lead-
free petrol, low sulphur content
petrol and conversion of two-

stroke engines into four
strokes,
DS: What about the

Strengihening of Department of
Environment under CIDA-
funded other NEMAP follow-ip
programme?

SMM: It will help strengthen
DoE to a great extent. We're also
involving Deputy Commission-
ers, Superintendent of Police
and LGED field staff to help ad-
dress the environmental issues.
[ want 1o make one point viry
clear that environment is not
the monopoly of environment
ministry. We must work hand
in hand with all related gcv-
ernment agencies and civil o-
ciety bodies in a concerted way
to mitigate our environmental
problemns.

DS: In this age of environ-
mental diplomacy, how the

“ministry could play its envi-

ronment card promptly and ef-
ficiently? How can it raise: its
capacity in terms of global ne-
gotiation skills, accessing
Global Environment Facility
and other windows for improuv-
ing the environment and con-
serving the nature?

SMM: In the field of eco-
diplomacy we are a late starter.
We are trying to play our envi-
ronment card effectively. We
are vulnerable to climate
change and sea level rise. After
the end of the Cold War. bilat-
eral assistance has ceased to
continue. We must use our envi-
ronment card to access bilat-
eral and multi-lateral funds,
like. Montreal Protocol Fund
and Global Environment Facil-
ily. _
& DS: There are allegations
that we are not properly han-
dling our environment card. We
have also failed squarely to ac-
cess global environment funds?
- SMM: We have been a late
starter. But definitely we are
trying to play it. We support Ac-
tivities Implemented Jointly
(AlJ) and Clean Development
Mechanism to combat global
climate change.

We intend to establish a
sound environment regime ir§
the country. By putting in placll
this sound regime, we can

“beneficiary of the global fun
you very miléh

DS: Thank

-

The other name of Nature is
forests. Forestry has always
been judFed as one of the agri-
tultura sub-sectors in
Bangladesh that contributes
both to the economic and eco-
logical stability. Primarily lo-
cated in the Chittagong Hill
Tracts, greater Sylhet, Dhaka,
Mymensingh and Tangail dis-
tricts, once the country was
covered by forest. Population
pressure has certainly taken its
toll. The multilateral develop-
ment banks, the forest depart-
ment and other authorities
blame growing population.
widespread poverty, migration
of landless people l}r'*nm the for-
est areas, shifting cultivation
and inappropriate exploitation
of forest resources for depletion
and degradation of forests. In-
discriminate and illegal felling
of trees, fuelwood collection.
grazing, uncontrolled and
wasteful commercial exploita-
tion have added more harmful
fillip to the already-decaying
greenery.

A recent estimate says. total
forest land in Bangladesh is
about 2.6 million hectares or 18

r cent of the country's surface
and. This is also categorised as
“state forest land” (2.2 million
hectares} and “private forest”
land (0.4 million hectares). Of
these. the Forest Department
{(FD) and the Ministry of Envi-
ranment and Forest (MoEF) can
exercise their laws only on 1.3
million hectares of land, which
are natural forest and planta-
tions; but these regulatory bod-
ies are far from taking any ac-
tions against environment
degradation activities that are
taking’l_ﬁlar:e in the private
lands. Then again. when state
land is under various forms of
threats, it is doubtful as to how
much the government agencies
“can” do in terms of saving the
greenery. Forest that have hills
and mountains are of particu-
lar interest to encroachers.
Laws have been in place for a
long time, there was nobody to
enforce them. It's riot only the
trees and mountains that are
lost to the destruction of
forests: the animals are equally
intimidated by unkind inter-
vention by the humans., How
long the Forest Depa:rtment
would allow this to happen is a
million-dollar question. A
Forestry Master Plan. formu-
lated in 1993, i{s vet to be im-
plemented.

Alongside, land and soil ero-
sions are synonymous to floods
that are recurring. Lasl year,
two-thirds of the country was
imundated. and more than half
of the capital city was knee- to
waist-deep in ﬁlt}";y water. More
than 600 people have been
killed and 21 million were left
permanently or temporarily
homeless. Diseases such as di-
arrhoea broke out because
many sources of clean drinking
water have been covered by
dirty flood waters. The price of
rice rose. and food shortages
were feared as the worst [loods
for a hundred years have
washed away $300mn worth of
crops. The pgovernment said
enough aid was reaching those
in need. But reliel agencies re-
ported there were enormous
difficulties in getting food and
medicine to stranded communi-
lies —~ who were all affected by
this natural enslaught,

With a long-term fatalistic ef-
tect, flood., however, is now a
disaster on unprecedented
magnitudes. We normally lived
- we still do -- with the floods
but not high foods of such
enormous proportion. At the
moment, the second spell of
this year's flood is showing how
ugly the consequences can be.
The question that still seeks a
good answer is, how can the
disastrous effects of floods can
be kept within a “contained”
level?

While we do not have a hand
over such natural calamities,
what we can do is provide safety
nets. The 1998 floods have been
well managed, thanks to the
collaboration of the govern-
ment and the private sector in
order to bring about a workable
flood management programme.

The solution to the overall
degradation may be found in in-
tegrated environmental man-
agement. Rather than just pol-
lution-control, a strategy could
be devised using a broad mix of
incentives and pressures to
achieve sustainable environ-
mental improvements.

Projects should therefore in-
clude all environmental com-
ponents -- like vehicle emis-
slons inspection programines:

drbinnge sysicm wellatgs and
servation projects, water qual-
ity monitoring for arsenic etc.,
and environmental education.
These could also be undertaken
to improve air qualily in
Dhaka; to immprove sanitation
facilities, water quality. and
nation-wide environmental
awareness, and core environ-
mental assessment and policy
issues can be addressed.
Development, along with
making the environment liv-
ing-worthy in the South Asian
backdrop, needs to be initiated
collectively. Projects and pro-
rammes for development must
taken up for bringing about a
qualitative change in the living
standard of the "people” - the
poor, to be precise -- surround-
ing the environment and the
bio-diversity. However, when a
project as such is conceived ig-
noring the well-being of the
human majority, that is bound
to have disastrous conse-
quences.

In Bangladesh and in the
neighbouring countries, we
have seen ill-conceived projects
turn into development disas-
ters. These were mainly due to
“human’ failure to assess the
environment they live in. They
may have had good intentions,
but what resulted was further
exploitation of the environ-
ment. The planning processes
were faulty to begin with. The
lesson is simple: people at the
rassroots or the beneficiaries
ave to be consulted. Only then
implementation of the projecis:
may bear some fruits



