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‘Waking up to environmental needs

Tracts will change,”
Prue, i )
family ol Bandarban. adding

that once the ball starts rolling,
things
shape and environmental prob-
lems will be resolved easily.
“Preserve our forests, our her-
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By Quamrul Islam Chowdhury

The people of the Chittagong Hill Tracts were far more vocal than
those who had participated in the 26 grassroots workshops held across
the rest of the country during the formulation of the National Envi-
ronment Management Action Plan (NEMAP). The hilly people were so
conscious about the dependence of their future on the health of the
environment that they vigorously called for rapid implementation of
the people’s participatory environment management action plan for the
CHT to help restore and maintain ecological balance.

RASSROOTS-LEVEL

people seized the
opportunity. They took
the lead this time around,
ushing the consultants to the
ack seat. They enthusiasti-
cally pinpointed different sets
of problems of different eco-
specific zones of the three dif-
ferent hilly districts. They also
came up with different sets of
solutions. And in addition to
that. they also pointed out the
government bodies and other
agencies. including those of the
donors. who, they think, would
be the most effective in imple-
menting the solutions. They ar-
ed with each other over dif-
erent strategies to shape a sus-
tainable future. This was a sort
df revolution that came about
through a series of some 14
workshops held in the last
three months. The wave went
from Thanchi in Bandarban to

Panchhari in Khagrachhari.
These people were far more
vocal than those who had par-
ticipated in the 206 grassrools
workshops held across the rest
of the country during the for-
mulation of the National Envi-
ronment Management Action
Plan (NEMAP). The hilly people
were so conscious about the de-
Fendt‘.nce of their future on the
iealth of the environment that
they vigorously called for rapid
implementation of the people’s
participatory environment
management action plan lor
the Chittagong Hill Tracts
(CHT) to help restore and

maintain ecological balance.

Participants at four grass-

roots-level workshops in Ban-
darban identified some prob-
lems that were not aired at the
six workshops in Rangamati
district.
also not identified at the four
grassroots-level workshops in
Khagrachhari
there were some common prob-
lems shared by the hill dis-
tricts.

Some of those were

district. But

“The face of Chittagong Hill
: said K. S.
a member of the royal

will take a dillerent

itage, our culture of conse ra-
tion. The Hill Tracts is the
finest jewel in the crown of
Bangladesh,” he said.

Daw Nai Marma at Thanchi,
the first grassroots workshop
on November 18, 1999, fully
agreed with him. She, along
with about 100 participants at
that workshop, demanded early
execution of the CHT-NEMAP.
To them it meant an end to the
encroachment into the deep
forests of the most remote
southeastern hilly area of
Thanchi, which can be reached
after a 15-hour journey by a
motorised boat from Bandar-
ban district town. From
Thanchi to Panchhari people
came up with their own envi-
ronment plans. They partici-
pated in an unprecedented way.
Everywhere 100 to 150 partici-
Fan!a from seven different pro-

essional groups took part in
the crafting of the CHT-
NEMAP.

“It's a unique experiency for
me to actively participate in
such a workshop to help formu-
late our plans.,” said Anew
Marma, Headmen of Manikch-

hari. Dipali Chakma, a farm-
hand of Matiranga, echoed
Anew. Chang Khisa, former

headmaster of Khagrachari
Government High School,
warned. “Please don't play with
us. Implement this environ-
ment plan without delay. Our
hopes are high. Don't dash it.”
The beauty of the formula-
tion process attracted partici-
pants. The marvel of the con-
sultation rests in the grassroots
voice. The participants in all
the workshops identified over
30 issues of concern, out of
which 10 were common. The
common issues identified were
forest depletion, de{plttinn of
0

fisheries, scarcity drinking
waler and irrigation water,
health and sanitation, river-

bank erosion, lack of envi on-
mental education and aware-
ness and the malaria menace.

They further suggested mas-
sive afforestation, strict en-
forcement of laws, scientific
cultivation on the hills, instal-
lation of ring-wells, tube-wells
and deep tube-wells, re-excava-
tion of ponds and rivers, water
conservation, use of altermative
sources of energy and creation
of mass awareness.

The participants identified
the main problems as lack of
electricity, communication
problem, unemployment, poor
marketing facilities for agricul-
tural and other produce, lack of
cattle, attack by wild elephants,

igs and rats, killing of guest
irds, pollution of river waters,

Jhum cultivation, and lack of

mother and child healthcare.

The last workshop of the se-
ries held at the Khagrachhari
Government High School was
jointly organised by the Envi-
ronment Ministry, the Chilt-
tagong Hill Tracts Affairs Min-
istry, the Regional Council and
UNDP on February 26, 2000,
The inaugural session was ad-
dressed by Director General of
Department of Environment A.
R. Khan, editor of The Indepen-
dent Mahbubul Alam, Envi-
ronment Ministry's Dr. Mah-
fuzul Haque, Chairman of the
Forum of Environmental Jour-
nalists of Bangladesh Quamrul
Islam Chowdhury, Deputly
Commissioner of Khagrachhari
Ashraf Makbul, Environment
Ministry's Omar Ali and Sunil
Kanti Bose and NEMAP-CHT
Consultant Jana Bikash
Chakma.

The process of framing an
Environment Management Ac-
tion Plan for the three districts
of the Chittagong Hill Tracts
was kicked ofl at Rangamati on
October 26, 1999, The chalrman
of the Chittagong Hill Tracts
Regional Council (CHTRC), Jy-
otirindra Bodhipriya Larma
(Santu Larma), who presided
over the preliminary workshop,
emphasised the need for
evolving a pragmatic environ-
mental management action
lan to maintain ecological
alance in the country's hilly
region.

The participants present at
the launching workshop also
filled in the questionnaires
(around 300) and submitted
them to the facilitators. They
were given more copies of the
questionnaires with a request
to get them filled them up by
their friends, colleagues, neigh-
bours and then malil them to the

Programme Management Unit,
SEMP.

It was observed that people
of these places responded very
wamﬂ{' and ressed deep ap-
preciation for having been con-
sulted prior to the preparation
of the EEW-CHT. The active
participation of women, head-
men and karbaris, who ap-
peared to be very keen to shai)c
their future in an eco-friendly
manner, made each of the
workshops Interesting and
significant and offered ample
grounds for hoping that envi-
ronmental issues would be
given due importance by the
people of the CHT.

As the groups differ in their
professions and livelihoods,
their identification of problems
naturally had some profes-
sional bias. For example, farm-
ers focused more on problems of
agriculture, such as water, pes-
ticides, polythene bags and
stampede by wild elephants,
while the women put priority
on drinking water and
health/sanitation issues. The
teachers focused on lack of edu-
cation and environmental
awareness, while the govern-
ment officials identified ab-
sence of officials from duty sta-
tions, lack of communications
and infrastructure and the land
question as major problems.
People's representatives and
headmen /karbaris put priority
on afforestation and allevia-
tion of poverty, while the social
workers Identified poverty, de-
foresfation, lack of education
and drug addiction as major
probiems. Identification of pri-
ority problems was also inllu-
enced by the varied topography
ol the six thanas. For example,
participants Irom Jurachari
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Logging the law of greenery

By Syed Marghub Murshed

B ANGLADESH. Like many
other developing
countries in the world,
discovered or rediscovered
environment rather late, in the
last decade of the 20th century.
Environment is a subject
that concerns everyone. Every-
body has stake in matters that
concern environment. The
agenda of the government re-
garding environmental mat-
ters, In Bangladesh, has been
prepared on the basis of consul-
tations with the representatives
of the country's civil society.
The policies of the government
on matters concerning the en-
vironment have often been
formulated in response to ini-
tiatives taken by non-govern-
mernt environmental activists.
The government adopted its
Environment Policy in 1992,
not long after the great envi-
ronment conference at Rio. Ear-
lier, the Department of Envi-
ronment was established, under
the newly created Ministry of
Environment and Forest, To
formulate Environment Policy
and oversee its implementation
a broad-based National Envi-
ronment Council was formed
headed by the prime minister.
In 1996 the government formed
the National Conservation
Strategy (NCS) in which guide-
lines regarding resource use
have been spelt out. The Na-
tional Environment Manage-
ment Actlion Plan (NEMAP) was
also prepared in 1996. Both the
NCS and the NEMAP were re-
sults of interactive process-out-
comes of consultative exercises
in which efforts made to In-
volve all stake-holders
(particularly civil soclety rep-
resentatives). The Environment

(‘onservation Act was passed by
the parliament in 1995 and the
rules under this Act were ap-
proved in 1997. For effective
compliance of these rules and
the provisions of the Environ-
ment Act of 1995, the govern-
ment has decided to set up envi-
ronment Courts. There will be
two such courts in Dhaka and
five others in the five other di-
visional headquarters of
Bangladesh. They will deal with
offences relating to the viola-
tion of environmental laws and
rules. The Courts will be In
place, it is hoped. before the end
of the year 2000.

Taken in its entirety. envi-
ronmental problem is a global
problemn that calls for a global
response. The government of
Bangladesh is firm to act in the
interests of the environment at
the national, regional as well as
the global or intentional levels.
At the global or international
level Bangladesh has signed
and ratified nearly all the ma-
jor International Protocol to
protect the Ozone Layer, the
Basle Convention on Trans
boundary movement of Haz-
ardous Wastes, the Convention
on Bio-Diversity, the Ramasr
Convention and the Frame-
work Convention on Climate
Change — to mention, only a
few. In various International
forums, Bangladesh has acted
with other developing countries
to persuade the environmental
culprits of the World, often re-
ferred to, euphemistically, as
the world's developed countries,
to pay for the damages they
have caused fo the environment
of Planet Earth. Bangladesh
has been, particularly, active in
various conferences and meet-
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ings of the Kyoto Protocol and
the Framework Convention on
Climate Change. Bangladesh as
you are all aware, is amon; the
countries that are highly .ul-
nerable to the adverse conse-
quences of Global Warming that
is taking place because of Cli-
mate Change.
At the regional level throug

bodies like the SAARC and the
Colombo-based South Asian

Co-operative Environment
Programme (SACEP,
Bangladesh has been working

together with its neighbouring
countries to deal with envi-
ronment concern within South
Asia. Bangladesh Is trying to
take lessons the environmental
experiences of neighbouring
countries. We are trying to
replicate innovative success
stories like the waste to energy
projects in India.

At the national and local
level, the government has iden-
tified a number of important
problems, Important areas of
concern and with the limited
means at its disposal, if trving
to cope with these problcins.
One such concerns is air quality
a very serious problem in urban
Bangladesh, particularly in the
city of Dhaka. The transport
sector {s mainly responsible for
this problem, The mitigatory
measures taken by government
so far Include imposition of
heavy duties on the Import of
two stroke engines and the im-
port of lead free petrol for petrol
driven vehicles and low sulphur
diesel for diesel driven vehicles.

- A great deal more, needs to be
done to improve our urban air
quality. Some of the measures,
we hope we shall be above to
take in near future, include

making CNG (Condensed Natu-
ral Gas) available to consumers
in adequate quantities and en-
couraging import of CNG-
driven vehicles, ensuring that
all new petrol driven vehicles
are equipped with catalytic
converters and new diesel
driven vehicles with partic'late
filters. Another serious corn: ern
is arsenic contamination in our
ground water. The government,
with its international devel-
opment partners, is working,

very seriously. to make arsenic
free potable water avallable to
the country's rural population.
Our rivers and fresh water bod-
les are being continuously pol-
luted by industrial waste and
sewage. The Department of En-
vironment has identified
around 1200 old industrial
units and have been polluting
our rivers and other water bod-
fjes (they have been joined by a
number new dyeing industries).
The old leather Industries, the
old textile industries, the paper
and pulp mills, the fertiliser
lants and the battery manu-
acturing Industries, are
mainly responsible for the
degradation of the water qual-
ity of the rivers flowing alon
Bangladesh's major towns an

cities. We, in the government.

are trying address these prob-
lems through interventions. We
hope that, when the environ-
mental courts begin function-
ing, we shall be able to deal,
more effectively with the pol-
luting Industries.

[t is often said that the
country's most environmental
problem-prone area |s Its capl-
tal city. During the census of
1951, the population of Dhaka
was under a quarter of a mil-

tracts

and Longadu valley areas were
concerned more with water
level at. Kaptal lake and irriga-
tion problems, while partici-
pants of steep and hilly Barkal
were concerned more with
drinking water and livestock
breeding. The solutions of-
fered by the particlpants also
reflect their cgucatiunal levels,
For example, tribals and local
communities offered solutions
based mostly on local resources
and iIndigenous knowledge,
while the government officials
offered structural solutions like
building ol larger dams across
the streams.

In all the areas, participants
focused on issues that concern
their tmmediate neighbour-
hoods. livelihood and security.
Naturally, the problems mainl
concerned the economic an
physical survival of the local
communities. Obviously the is-
sues ol delorestation, fhum cul-
tivation, agriculture, fishing
and health/sanitation were
common to all the seven groups.
The government initiative of
expanding the Reserve Forest
did not {ind favour with the
participants. Instead, they sug-
gested social forestry and com-
munity management. The hill
people also put emphasis on set-
tling the land disputes for sus-
tainable environmental man-
agement of the area. As most of
the local people are very poor
and illiterate, they put the
blame mainly on poverty and
lack of education for environ-
mental degradation. Instead of
outright banning the age-old
Jhum cultivation, the partici-
pants suggested alternative op-
tions of employment and eco-
friendly jhum cultivation, if
there is any such thing.

Participants of the six
thanas surrounding the Kaptal
Lake alleged that the PDB was
not following the "Rule Curve”
in maintaining the water level
at the Kaptai Lake. Instead of 99
ft. MSL (mean sea level), 103 ft.
MSL was maintained on 18
January 2000. Due to the high
water level, farmers could not
cultivate their rice flelds. They
suggested that water level be
kept at 60 [t. MSL, allowing
them to cultivate the fringe
land, The participants in all the
places suggested the option of
storing rain and fountain water
for satisfying the need of drink-
ing water. Death due to malaria
was identified as a major issue
of concern everywhere. Head-
men and karbaris raised the is-
sue of poor agricultural produc-
tion, lack of electricity and
land erosion. They suggested
that instead of MPs, their rep-
resentatives should be included
in the Forest Committee for is-
suing permits, and the Forest
Department should be put under
the Regional Council. The so-
cial workers suggested that the
mother tongue of each tribe be
made compulsory from grade
three. They also opined that lo-
cal tribal teachers should be re-
cruited for primary and sec-
ondary schools. The teachers
raised issues like flash floods.,
drought. difliculties in plough-
ing hillocks. etc. Government
servants and the journalists
mentioned issues like hill fire,
unplanned agriculture and in-
vasion of agro-chemicals. They
also said that unwillingness of
the government servants to
work in the CHT has created
obstacles in the implementa-
tion of developmen' projects.

Thus, the ultimate solution
for environmental degradation
in the CHT districts lies in the
easing of heavy biotic pressure
on natural resources. This has
to be done through alleviation
of poverty, creation of employ-
ment options, provision of
health services and educational
opportunities, and, above all,

‘through settling the land ques-

tion.
Participants at the work-

lion. In 1971, when Bangladesh
became independent, it was 1.7
million. The population of the
city is set to cross the 10 mil-
lion-mark in about one year.
The capital city has been the ul-
timate destination of the coun-
try's rural poor. In the years
ahead, this migration to Dhaka
from the rural areas. particu-
larly from areas where poverty
is endemic, will continue. Ac-
cording to certain projections,
the population of the city in
2021, will be round 30 million
life in Dhaka, which is already
one of the world's most polluted
cities can, in the not too distant
future, become an environmen-
tal nightmare.

However, in my view, the
most disabling factor that im-
pedes the government's effort to
upgrade our environment is the
weakness of the Department of
Environment. The Department
of Environment is an inade-
quately staffed and insuffi-
ciently equipped agency of gov-
ernment shouldering a most se-
rious responsibility. Steps have
been taken to enhance Its ca-
pacity to take on its burden but
it remains and hall remain, in
the foreseeable future, woefully
short of manpower. Accordin
to CIDA experts (experts o
Canadian International De-
partment Agency) the Depart-
ment of Environment in
Bangladesh would need 15,000
functionaries, at various levels;
to discharge its responsibilities
in a proper manner. Responsi-
bilities, that at present, rest on
the shoulders of some 173 odd
people (who include drivers and
messenger) the need to
strengthen the Department has
to be recognised — by all con-
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Reclaiming land. killing rivers

shops identified a set of key is-
sues that pose threat to the en-
vironment, :

Deforestation. denudation of

hills and killing of wildlife:
The participants alleged that as
hills are kEas land, people in-
discriminately fell trees to meet
their daily needs. They also
blamed corrupt forest officials,
traders, and persons involved
in illegal cutting and trading of
wood for denuding the hills.
Adverse effects of jhum cul-
tivation: They pointed out that
Jhum is practised mainly by the
tribal community on the upper
ridges of the hills. It is a tradi-
tional method of agriculture.
Tribal people and a good num-
ber of participants were against
banning jhum cultivation,
They suggested that other prac-
tices like terracing and use of
Jjhum land for horticulture and
cultivation of spices should be
explored. The point that they
underlined was that alternative
means of livelihood for the
jhumiyarpf:t)ple should be pro-
vided before taking any action.
Poor communication sys-
tem: At Thanchi, and also at
Lama, people were much con-
cerned about the poor commu-
nication system of the area,
particularly the absence of a vi-
able link with the district town.
Some groups identified it as
their first priority. The Shan
River is navigable only for
months a year. It takes 15 hours
to reach the district town by
motorised bodts and two days
by road. Roads being built by

vVE

Bangladesh army are expected
to be completed by 2002. The
terrain is difficult and hills

have to be cut for the roads.

Some local people suggested the

E;Jildlng of rope-ways, if possi-
()

Scarcity of drinking water:
Very few tube-wells ware seen in
the three hilly districts. Ring-
wells do work occasionally.
People mostly drink jhiri
(rivulets from the hills) water.
They suggested that water could
be conserved in the jhirf by
putting up dams -- a very costly
proposition, and far from envi-
ronment-friendly. Others sug-
gested facilities for year-round
storage of rainwater.

Malaria and water-borne
diseases: At Thanchi, workshop
participants witnessed the
death of a child due to cerebral
malaria. They suggested com-
pulsory use of mosquito nets
and introduction of health edu-
cation among the local people.
A Malaria Research Centre at
Bandarban has been long over-

cerned; by all who have a stake
in the environment. The De-
partment of Environment is
expected to provide Environ-
mental Impact Assessment
clearances to all government
roject; to all new in industries,
oth in the private and public
sector. It is required to monitor
the environment status of all
the industrial units operating
in the country. It is supposed to
oversee the activities of the
transport authorities regarding
vehicular emissions. It is sup-
posed to work with local gov-
ernment bodies dealing with
waste disposal. It has to repre-
sent Bangladesh at different
intentional forums where envi-
ronmental issues are discussed,
The department does have
the legal instruments necessary
to carry out the responsibility
that have been assigned to it,
but with the meagre resources
and the extremely limited
manpower at its disposal, it is
indeed, very difficult for the
Department of Environment to
use it legal mandate, effectively.
It is important for people to un-
derstand and appreciate the
constraints under which the
agency responsible for envi-
ronmental conservation has to
work. Environmental problems
in the country are the cumula-
tive eflects of actions that had
been taking place for more than
four decades. The issues are well
known, their remedies are also
known. These problems will
not disappear overnight. We
have no magic lamp. no magic
wand that make them go away.
As stated earller, that the

civil society has strongly influ-

enced the country's environ-
mental policies. Important gov-

due.

Health and sanitation: Gen-
eral malnutrition and poor
sanitation were identified as
the main problems in the
health sector. The participants
suggested health education and
curriculum development, to be-
gin with.

Hill cutting and extraction
of stones: Participants blamed
the faulty permit system intro-
duced by the district adminis-
tration and corrupt practices
and called for strict enforce-
ment of laws.

Flash floods and natural
disasters: It was observed that
hilly rivers passing through V-
shaped gorges could inundate
the banks. Thanchi and Lama
bazars are regularly flooded by
flash floods [rom the Shangu
and Matamuhri rivers. Panch-
harl is flooded by Chengi river.
The affected areas remain wa-
terlogged for a few days alfter ev-
ery flood and thus sustain se-
vere damage. The areas are of-
ten lashed by cyclones. Land-
slides are a common occurrence
during the monsoon. People
blamed increasing siltation of
the rivers due to soil erosion.
deforestation, faulty agricul-
tural practices, etc., for the
landslides. At Lama, partici-

ants suggested digging a river
oop to prevent regular flood-
ing.

gSoiI erosion: Participants
pointed out that soil erosion
was mainly due te faulty agri-
cultural practices and delor-
eslation.

Ignorance of environmental
issues: All the groups suggested
that environmental education
should be introduced in the re-
gion. They also stressed that
more and better schools should
be set up. In the hills, there are a
good number of one-teacher
schools.

Excessive drinking: Alco-
holic addiction is prevalent
among the tribal community,
and participants at the Thanchi
workshop identified it as a ma-
jor social problem having ad-
verse impacts on the environ-
ment. This is because such ad-
dictions cause poverty, which
leads to over-exploitation of
natural resources.

Attacks by wild elephants:
Farmers at Lama compla’med
about the on-again off-again
incursions by wild elephants.
They demanded that the local
administration take effective
measures to protect the vil-
lagers against such attacks.

Invasion of polythene: At
Bandarban, Nakhongchhari,

Panchhari, Khagrachhari and
Matiranga, some participants
identified the large-scale use of
polythene as an environmental
menace. |

Tobacco cultivation on the
Matamuhri and Mainl banks:
Participants at Lama and Dhig-
inala complained about the ad-
verse effects of tobacco cultiva-
tion by the multi-national
companies. A considerable
acreage of woodland is lost to
tobacco cultivation each year,
they pointed out, alleging that
tobacco, being a mono-crop,
was adversely alfecting horti-
culture and vegetable produc-
tion. Women groups, in particu-
lar, were against tobacco c.lti-
vation. Others said that instead
of totally banning tobacco cul-
tivation, which generates em-
ployment, the authorities
should find out methods of eco-
friendly production of tobacco
in the region.

At Khagrachhari grassroots
workshops some of the partici-
pants raised cluster village as a
problem which was not heard
in other two districts.

After completion of all 14
assroots workshops, three
istrict-level workshops will be

held in mid-April and the re-
gional-level workshop is
scheduled to be held in June to
finalise the CHT-NEMAP envi-
ronment plan. That is the silver
lining for the hilly people. But
the grassroots voice might 5&1
lost in the deep woods of the
hills. The marvel of the consul-
tative process should be sharp-
ened. The entire CHT-NEMAP
mosaic should be built upon the
foundation laid by the grass-
roots people. District-level
workshops should maintain
the same participatory plan-
ning methodology practised in
all 14 grassroots workshops. At
district-level, project identifi-
cation should get the higher
priority rather than mere con-
centration of problems alone.
Validation work should be
completed at the three district-
level workshops.

Then at the regional work-
shop, the draft action plan for
CHT can be finalised by the
people.

The grassroots people have
already outlined some of the do-
able programmes for their sus-
tainable development. Those
programmes should be fleshed
out at the district and regional
workshops so that those could
enter into implementation fast.
Any delay in execution would
only frustrate the people of
CHT.
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ernment decisions in the past
have come {n response to public
demands, the demands of the
public sensitised by the coun-
try's highly articulate civil so-
ciety leadership. The civil soci-
ety should now raise a public
demand for a strong Depart-
ment of Environment. The civil
society is the ultimate guardian
of the environment, the ulti-

mate environmental poll1 ceman, est
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Forests stumped by delorestation

and judge. The Ministry of En-
viroﬁlmi‘;'let and Forest and the
Department of Environment
wﬂrnlwaya depend on the co-
operation and support of the
civil society. in its efforts to
conserve and protect the envi-
ronment in Bangladesh. ;

The writer is Secretary,

M
istry qf Environment and




