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Blood—stained coal of Phulbari

NazruL ISEAM

{4 E will not spare a
\/ single particle of our
- ¥ land. We shall pro-

tect Phalhart even with our blood,
We will not allow anybody to
destroy Phutbari in the name of
implementing the so-called coal-
mine prgject.” These were the
words, and inseriptions, in the
placards carried by thousands of
people who demonstrated for the
first tims i Phulbar on fuly 9, 2005
to ralsetheir voldes against imple-
mentation of Asie Energy's coal-
mine project.

Exactlvalter 410 days, on August
26, the soil of Phulbyrt was stained
with the blood of more than balfl a
deozen af its sons who wanted to
protect their ancestral lands, lveli-
hood and ecology Police, and para-
military BOR, opened fite on a
demonstrution 1.5 km away from
the Asia Energy office which was
scheduled to be hemmed in by
locals. The leing left a hundrad
others injured, and some were
reportedstillmissing,

Hut itwas altogether a different
scene on Wednesday August 30 --
Phulbari people celebrating vic-
tory of their agitation, The govern-
ment ultimately accepted their
demands ineluding saying 'no’ to
Asia Energy and open-pit mining,
The government also agree (o
provide compensation to the
families of the victims and the
governmentrepresentative ermed
the August 26 incident as "very
inhumane”, And as per the agree-
ment, from now on the govern-
ment would decide the method of
mining on the basis of public opin-
ion,

They did everything but why
after so much of bitter experience,
why not after the first demonstra-
tion last year? The question
remains.

Aitack on innocent, and
unurrmed, protesters is not a new
incident in our country. About a
dozen people were killed in
Kansat, Chapainawabganj, early
this vear in police firing while they
were demonstriating against the
harassment by the Palli Bidyut
Samity officials, and demanding
uninterrupted supply of electricity.
It was observed that the law-
enforcers were increasingly
becoming intelerant, and not
showing the minimum restraint

while dealing with the masses. This
is the outcome of widespread
paliticisation of a disciplined force,
manybelieve.

The people of Phulbari have
every right, and gvery reason, (o
lodge a protest against the open-pit
codlmine project in their area,
which they perceive as a threat (o
their very existence. Not anly the
locals, but the countrymen, also,
have the responsibility (o protect
thelr resources from belng plun-
dered by foreigners. Allowing
extraction of coalfrom the Phiutlbari
mine by the open-pit system wouled
he tanmamount to committing
murder, not only of the 6 lakh
peaple of four upazilas of
Dinajpur, but alsa of the two crore
people of northern Bangladesh,
someobserved,

Gainersand losers

Whao would be the beneficiarics of
the project and who the losers? It
wis asked time and again and
shown that the people of Phulbari
would he the first victims losing
thelr ancestral homes, farmlands,
witter bodies, hundreds of thou-
sands of tess and so on. They
would also lose their jobs, lveli-
hood, culture and social setup.
Apart from the direct losses, they
would have to pay high compensa-
tion i the form of health hazards,
pollution, waste managerment and
living costete.

It was told that the next victims
watld be the people of the neigh-
bouring districts of the project site.
People of at least 12 districts of
reater Dinajpur, Rangpur, Bogra,
Pabna and Rajshahi would be
seriously affected by the acid ming
drainage (AMD), and ground level
nzone contamination which are
associated with open-pit mining.
AMD is metal rich water formed by
the chemical reaction between
water and rocks containing sul-
phur-bearing minerals. The acid
runoll dissolves heavy metals such
as copper, lead, mereury in ground
water and surface water,
Envitonmental effects of AMD
include contamination of drinking
water, and disrupted growth and
reproduction of aguatic plants and
animals,

But the authorities did not pay
any heed to this,

Ihe subsequent losers would be
the country, andits peaple. Known
energy resources, especially Inssil
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Noise pollution: Need for
appropriate laws

LADNI N E

Koot

Is it impossible to extract the coal ourselves? How much does it cost to extract the coal? Actually, coal extraction is
not at all a very high-tech matter. The investment required for the Phulbari coalmine is not a big one either (only $
1.5 billion). The government can, itself, extract the coal by forming a company, or our local investors can come
forward, by forming a consortium, In that case our resources will remain in our country and we ¢an endure the losses
to be wrought by the mining process.

fuels; are dwindling fast across the
globe. On the other hand the appe-
tite for energy is continuously
growing in the West where peaple
are living more luxuriously, The
multi-national companies (MNCS)
af those countries launched a
massive hunt for energy, firstly
across Alrico, and in recent yeirs in
Asia, for meeting the high energy
demands of the developed nations,
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especinllyofAmericaand Europe.
We know that Bangladesh has
anly about 3 TCF of known gas
reserves, and some coal reserves in
the northern districts of Dinajpur
anel Rangpur. In fact, these two
fossil fuels are our only known
natural resources. If we make o
niistake in handling the explora-
tion, and use, of these two
resources the country will have (o

We came to know from reliable sources that the draft laws are still waiting in the Ministry of Law and Parliamentary
Affairs for vetting. As the end of the present government's tenure is imminent, we therefore urge them to take
immediate and necessary actions to promulgate the laws before they step down, or else it will be hung up for an

indefinite period of time.

MDp. SIRAJUL [SLAM MOLEA

OISE pollution is a
growing concern
M nowadays, especially in

the tities of Bangladesh. The
inhabitants of Dhaka city are the
major victims of this pollution,
Approximately 12 million people
are now living in Dhaka where
traffic congestion is o rogular
phenomenon almost on every
road, every lane and by-lane. This
traffic congestion is the root cause
of noise pollution as most of the
motor vehicles, espeeially buses,
mini-buses and trucks have
hydraulichorns and the drivers are
trained (o honk contintiausly until
they get their ways, Other causes
for honking include reckless
driving, overteking, and drivers'
lack of knowledge of the impact of
noise pollution. Morgover, the
racket from various construction
sites in the locality and the misuse
of loudspeakers are two more
factors: that contribute to noise
pollution.

‘The magnitude of noise polly-
tin in Bhikais measured at differ-
ent times by different organiza-
tions and the Department of
Environment. Researchers of the
Sociely [or Assistance (o Flearing
Impaired Children (SAFIC) at
Mohakhall measured the level of
nokse exposure in Dhaka city few
years ago. Different key intersec-
tions iﬁcluding the major intercity
bus terminals and also some elite
areds of Dhaka ity were randomly
selected 10 measure the levels of
nolse pollution by the appropriate
Nopise Level Meter, The naise levels
measured gt different parts of
Dhaka gity varied between 68 and
106 decibels. At some intersections
the noise level was above 100 deci-
bels, whileat some other thorough-
fares 70 to 100 decibels were
recorded. The lowest level was 68
decibels, measured in the diplo-
matic zoneg, as opposed to the 45-
decibel-tolerance level, recom-
mended by WHO, [n a seminar
organized by Sunder [iban, Dr
Manash Ranjan Chakraboruy,
former ENT Specialist of SAHIC,
presented the data as mentioned
ahaove.

Even ety schools and hospitals

i

are nol protected from the noisy
atmosphere. Most schaols and
hospitals face acute naise pollu-
tion, as signs indicating "silent
zone” are seldom seen adjacent to
hospitals and educational instit
tions. And even if there are signs, |
worder who cares to follow them
closely. At rush hours, drivers honk
desperately to beat the waffic in
frant of different educational
institutions, jamming the roads
even mare, The results of a survey
conducted by the Department of
Environment in 20 schools and
hospitals of the city at sensitive
locations revealed that the noise
pollution in those locations was
between 67.19 and 75.35 decibels,
which is double the permissible
level of 26-40 decibels as pre-
scribed by WEIQ,

Nolse pollution is no less haz.
ardous than any other pollution.
According to Dr. Manash Ranjan
Chakraborty, prolonged exposure
tahigher noise could cause tempo-
rary anil permanent mental anc
physical disorders in human
beings. It could also lead to head-
aches, mental stress, sleeplessness,
high blood pressure, cardiac [ail
ure, respiratory disarder as well as
miscarriage of child-bearing

wamen, low=birth weight for pre-
mature birth and attention lapses
ol students. Asurvey, conducted by
the Work for a Better Bangladesh
among 2,500 people of whom 1,000
were students, Tound 97% students
were disturbed by noise pollution
ane BO=70M experienced difficulty
in concentration, headache and
sgeravition as o resule of noise
pallution, Out af these 2,500 peq-
ple, 69% had headache, 68% had
aggravation, 497 had bad temper,
42% had problems in hearing, 429%
had frregular heartbeats and 39%
had troublesleeping.

The noise poliution can be
feduced, creating mass awareness
through various programmes such
s seminars, sympasia, workshops,
community mobilization, ee. As
drivers of motor vehicles are
muostly responsible for creating
noise pollution, proper training
belore they get their license can
play a significant role in reducing
this pollution. The BRTA should
introduce training programmes (o
sensitize drivers to the insidious
nature of noise pollution, Strong
political commitment can also
reduce the pollution dramatically.
However, the most important thing
is for the government to promuil-

gate apprapriate laws and enforce
it firmly through the law-enforcing
agencies. An environmental court
may expedite the enforcement of
laws, Understanding this demind
of the time, the government, in
eonsultation with the concerned
individuals and organizations,
drafted some laws in November
2003 to control noise pollution,
They distributed it among the
concerned organizations and
individuals for their review and
supgestions in February 2004, On
hehalfofSunder [iban, Imyselfalso
suggested some moditications and
sent it to the Department of
Environment in March 2004, The
Bangladesh Paribesh Andolan
(BAPA), having reviewed the laws
in @ round table discussion, also
suggested some modifications.
Hesides, the Noise Pollution
Control Coordination Committee
suggasted its modifications in
March 2004,

While we were waiting for the
laws to be promulgated by the
government, suddenly, the
Minister-in-charge of the Ministry
of Environment was changed and
since then we have been in darkon
the statusofthe laws.

Although Sunder [iban and
ather lellow organizations includ-
ing BAPA, Work for a Better
Bangladesh, The Hunger Project,
Hunger Free World and many
others, individually orin collabora-
tion with each other, Have been
putting in a lot of efforts to make
peaple aware of the consequences
of noise pollution, the povern-
ment's effort to promulgate the
faws is a must tabring our efforts o
fruition.

We eame (o know from reliahle
sources that the draft laws are still

sriting in the Ministry of Law and
Farliamentary Affairs [or vetting.
As the end of the present govern-
ments tenure is imminent, we
therefore urge them o fake imme-
diate and necessary actions to
promulgate the laws before they
step down, or elseit willbe hungup
foran indefinite period aftime and
maybe it will never see the light of
dav,

Sunder Jiban s the genaral secretary of Air and
Noima Pallulion Control Programime (BAPA)

face dire consequences in future.
But these twa resources have
already caught the eagle eyes of the
MNCs. And unfortunately, know-
ingly or unknowingly, our paliti-
cians and wehnocrats/bureaucrats
have already stepped onto the
apparently wrong track in many
instances, especially in gas explo-
ration, and are now in coal extrac-
tion. However, the unequal cons

tract signed with  Asia Energy
stands scrapped now apparently to
the benefit of both the country and
the people.

In an earlier article published on
July 22, 2005 in The Daily Star, I hacl
furnished a conservative caleuli-
tion of how much the country will
gt and how much the people will
lose, after implementation of the
project. As far as the existing roy-

alty is concerned, Bangladesh was
supposed to get 6 percent from the
coal ‘extraction. This means that
the country would get 24 million
tons of coal (out of 400 million
tons), worth Tk 9,072 crore, at the
current international market price
al 5 60 per ton, But what price to
give to the local people? The total
loss would stand at Tk 25,000 crore
in the pnext 50 years, If we include
the cost of the environmental
damage, and losses of the sur-
rounding districts, the figure would
certuinly be bipger,

How much Asia Energy was
supposed o get? The company
would, reportedly, invest § 1.5
billion for the next 30 years (Tk
9300 crore), and would get 376
million metrie tons of coal worth $
22.56 bitlion (T'k 142,100 crore).

Harbinger of development!
‘The Asia Energy Corporation (Ban-
gladesh) Pvt Lid, in their brochure
and website, had been furnishing
exaggerated figures on the benefi-
cial effects of the project for the
Bangladeshi people, along with
mentioning how much labour and
resources that would have o be
deployed (o benefit the people.
They were also ensuring a bright
future for the people through
implementation of the coalmine.
Going through their write-ups, it
seemed that they had come here as
il tgiofter missionary servicesto the
pedple of Bangladesh with little
intention o profit from the pro-
Jeet!

Asia Energy claimed that the
Phulbari coalmine had the poten-
tizl to transform  northwest
Bangladesh into o mining and
inclustrial region, and bring new
wealth, employment and oppartu-
nity to a predominantly poor,
subsistence level, agricultural
economy. Directly it would create
2,100 jobs during the mine's con-
struction, and provide along-term
averageof 1100 jobs,

Fhe MNCs always paint visions
of prosperity with more industrics
coming to the area in due course to
provide jobs, But there always
remains & gulf of difference
between the promises and reality.

But how the people of Phulbari
were supposed to be benefited?
According (o the company, 50,000
peaplewould be resettled (actually
victims would not be less than 6
lukh) and the company would be

able to provide 2100 jobs initially,
and 1100 jobs subsedquently. But
who would get the highly skilled
johs, obviously not the people of |
the lacality. Being displaced from
the their homelands and farming *
professions, and devastated by
toxic wastes and other envirop-
mental hazards, what benefit
would the people of the four
upazilas get?

Hanging carrot

The multinational companies
hang carrots in front of peaple,
but do not hand them over
People of Nigeria, Sierra Leone,
DR Congo and some other
African countries were surely,
shown a dream by the MNCs who
were exploring their natural.
resources. But the fate of the
general people of those countries
did not change, except for a few
individuals having access to the
corridors of state power,

Asia Energy was assuring the
peoplethat they would be rehabili-
tated elsewhere, But would it be
possible to provide the displaced
people with same type of home-
steads they would lose? Besides,
villages are built over hundreds of
years, and people live in their
homes generation after genera-
tion. Thememories of, and the love
for, their own homestead can never
be compensated.

Why foreign company for
coal extraction?
[sitimpossible to extract the coal
ourselves? How much does it cost
to extract the coal? Actually, coal
extraction isnot at all a very high-
tech matter. The investment
required for the Phulbari coal-
mine is not a big one either (only
§ 1.5 billion), The povernment
can, itsell, extract the coal by
forming a company, ar our local
invesiors can come forward, by
forming a consortium. In that
case our resources will remain in
our country and we can endure
the losses to be wrought by the
mining process.

The bloodshed and the subse-
quentoutrage deterred the govern-
ment from fnally offering the
coalmine to a foréign company,
EHistory shows the blood of strug- |
gling people seldom goes invain,

Maznil Islam ‘iz 3 (melnce joumalist and
environmanialist

The green devolution

2 |
A A A

=7

m.,!

Indeed, when Indian Prime Minister Manmohan Singh calied in January for a "second Green Revolution,” his concern
focused on raising farm incomes, not securing the food supply. He called for a fresh emphasis on fruits, vegetables
and new plant varieties that would command higher prices in export markets. He also encouraged measures to
harvest rainwater more efficiently, improve the soil and spread the benefits of agricultural technology, including .

genetically modified seeds.

JASON OVERDORF

HE Furniace Australia sailed
into Chennal recently
varrying & load of wheat
and, some warned, il tidings.
Indin's first wheat imports in six
years marked a reversal in the
march toward "food independ-
ence” tharthe country began in the

" 19705. Ta MS Swaminathan, one of

the agronomists credited with
spurking the sp-called Green
Hevolution, the return of grain
imnparts should be séen as "a wake-
up call” for a country that has in
recent years taken its ability to feed
its people for granted.

Though India's government
olficially dismissed the return of
grain imports as a passing event,
Swaminathan and other expérts
saw it as the latest sign of a long-
term decline, The prowth rate of
grain production has fallen from
Lipercentbelore 1995 ta | percent
today, due to a combination of bad
management, unpredictable
weather and a growing watershort-
age, Meanwhile, the growth rate for
all erops has fallen to 1,25 pergent a
year, the lowest level since India
gained independence [n 1947, says
Ramesh Chand, acting director of
India's National Centre for
Agricultural Economics and Policy
Research, That's too slow (o keep
pace with a populiation now grow-
ing, according to United Nations
¢stimates, at o rate of 1.5 percent a
vear, Chand says the threat o
India's food independence is
manageable, if the government
makes theright moves,

These are sobering indicators
for the Green Revolution, which
was originally inspired by grave
threats (o the food supply in Ieia,
After back-to-back droughts put
the country in danger of massive
starvation in 1866, a US presiden-
tial-advisary eammission eulled
for an "effort unprecedented in
human history" 1o ralse farm out-
putaround the world. And soiedid,
as scientists praduced new steains
of rice and wheat that boosted
yields by a factor of five, with the
help of heavy irrigation and appli-
cations of chemical fertilizers and
pesticicdes, In India, an initally
well-executed campaign raised
grainoutput fromd2 million metric
tons in 1960 to 176 million tons in
1990 and cut Imparts (o zero by
2000, That is, untl the trend

reversed,

Now production gains are slow-
ing us the water supply dwindles,
overzealous use of fertilizer and
pesticides taints the soil and exces-
sive irrigation waterlogs the land
along canals in the showpiece
states of India's Green Revolution,
like the Punjab and Haryana.

Because (rrigated land Is two
and a half times more productive
than rain-fed land, many of the
goins of the Green Revolution were
produced by an increase in the area
under irrigation, Buf as India's
population and economy grow,
water supplies are shrinking.
Already, the World Bank estimites,
Indin meets most of its irrigation
and household demand by tapping
groundwater -- o practice that is
“no longersustainable.”

Similar threats haunt China and
otherdeveloping nations that were
big beneficiaries of the Green
Revolution, Ching his responcded
by relaxing s commitment to
being completely self-sulficient in
the production of food -- encaur-
aging farmers to grow more [ucrs
tive fruits and vegetables, while
importing wheat and soybeans, To
free-trade advocates, this
approach makes sense -- why
obsess over "food independence”
in an increasingly global free mar-
ket, if others grow wheat more
elficiently than you do? Focus on
the goods, agricultural or not; that
you grow most efficiently.

Indeed, when Indian Prime
Minister Manmohan Singh catled
in Januadry for a "second Green
Revolution,” his concern focused
on raising farm incomes, not secur-
ing the food supply, He called for a

fresh emphasis on [ruits, vegeta-
bles and new plant varieties that
would command higher prices in
export markets, He also encour-
aped measures to harvest rainwa-
ter more efficiently, improve the
soit and spread the benefits of
agricultural technology, including
genetically modified seads,

But the basic paosition of the
Singh government is that India
normally produces more grain
than it consumes, and soon will
again, As for the recent return (o
imports, officials dismissed it as a
procurement snafu; this year, for
the first time, India allowed private
buyers, including multinationals;
to huy wheat directly lrom farmers,
That helped push up prices, and
the government responded by
refusing to match the prices offered
by private buyers. It wound up
buying less whear than usual for
the federal program that provides
subsidized grain to 150 million
poor Indians. When supplies fell
short, the government had (o trn
to imports -~ temporarily, officials
insist.

Critics argue that Singh and his
government are missing the big
picture. Farm-policy analyst
Devinder Sharma complains that
"the people who govern this coun-
try: believe technology is the
answer to every problem,” and are
pushing a second revolution with-
attt examining why the first "has
collapsed." Chand says the key
gaing forward is to target backwaril
states like Bihar and Madhya
Pradesh, which have done little 1o
modernize their farms, and thus
have "huge potential to reverse
the slowdown inoutput.

Onereason for these problems is
that over the past decade India, as
part of its effort to reduce the state
role in the economy, has cut back
significantly on investment in
farms. Public-sector investment
fell from just over 2 percent of
agricultural output in 1991 to less
than L5 percent in 2001, That
slashed funds for upgrading Green
Revolution technologies and for
the extension programs that teach
farmers how to make itgllwork.

By the late 19805, when the early
gains made in rice and wheat had
slowed, India artempted (o extend
its success to pulses (peas and
beans) and oilseeds. Though it cliel
manage to produce high-yield
seeds, the program [ailed o supply
enough of these seeds to farmers,
and poor oversight allowed corrupt*
traders to pass oif ordinary seedsas
high-vield hybrids, says Delhi
University agricultural economist
Usha Tuteja. With its vegetarian
tradition India ig the world's largest
consumer of protein-rich pulses,
but now ranks near the bottom in
the production of these crops.

Swaminathan urges leaders Lo
focus on what he calls an "ever-
green revolution," The goal would
be to correct the damage wrought
by the first Green Revolution:
adopting new methods like the use
of natural predators instead of
chemicals to eliminate pests, and
switching to organic fertilizers and
more efficient drip irrigation. He
also says Singh should promote
crops that require less water,
including native Indian grains such
as finger millet (rugi), pedrl milleg
(bajra) and sorghum (jowar),

That's a tough sell for two rea-
sons: these coarse grains, once a
staple of regional Indian cuisines,
have fallen out of style since the
first Green Revolution made wheat
cheap and plentiful. So restoring
their popularity will take a major
marketing push, of the kind gov-
ernments rarely do well, Second,
Singh sees [ndia very differently
from the crities, a5 a nation Gghting
to attain middiesclass comfort, not |
one at nisk af sliding inlo mass
hunger. Watehithe future voyagesof
the Furnace Australia, and whether .
itis carrying grain (o India, for one
strangsignofwhich viewisright,

(o} 2006, Newsweek |nc. Al nghts resgoved
Reprinted by arangement. g



