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Back to farming after 25yrs
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from the 13,395 hectares useq
over the years for shrimp
farming.

Farmers in Paikgachcha
have brought 4,395 hectares of
land under Boro cultivation
while in Batiaghata upazila
Boro has been planted on
4,045 hectares.

The agriculture officer of
Dakop upazila, Kazi
Anisuzzaman, said crops over
around 500 hectares of land
were badly damaged due to
the salinity in water while
overall production was not
satisfactory as saline water has
been let in the fields for too
long. |

During visits to Kalinagar,
Sharabad, Joynagar and
Satgharia villages in Dakop
upazila and Delut and Lata
unions under Paikgachha
upazila, farmers talked to this
correspondent about the
environmental damage
caused due to shrimp cultiva-
tdon and why they are saying
nottoitnow.

Farmers explained that as
shrimp cultivators brought in
saline water from the sea
through canals into the
shrimp enclosures, the salt
has seeped into the local
ecosystem meaning the soil,
groundwater and even the
ponds of the area. The fertilis-
ers and other chemicals used
in these enclosures have also
seeped into the water system.

As a result, there is now an
acute scarcity of safe drinking
water in the entire area, the
children are often sick and the
soil has lost most of its fertility.
Even rearing domestic ani-
mals has become impossible.

Shyamol Kanti, 55, a farmer
in Kamarkhola village of the
upazila, told The Daily Star, "I
have been cultvating Bagda
shrimp for 20 years now, but
today find myselfin a situation
where | don't even have suffi-
cient food to live on. My chil-
dren can't go to school, they
constantly suffer from diar-
rhoea and dysentery. The
saline water in the area means
we cannot grow vegetables.
Even the domestic animals
haveno grasstoliveon.”

"“The gher owners have
used lime and other kinds of
fertilisers to cultuvate shrimp
which has caused serious
damage to oursoil,” he said.

"Twentyyears ago, [ used to
cultivate paddy over 53 bighas
of cropland and I could har-
vest 15 to 20 maunds of paddy
from each bigha. 1 had a herd

of 40 cattle, including dairy
and beef cattle, In the early
80s, I was lured by some
shrimp traders into leasing my
croplands for shrimp cultiva-
tion to make more money. It
was a huge mistake as now |
don't even have sufficient
drinking water," Kantisaid.

Also, many farmers point
out that though the shrimp
cultivators have made huge
Eruﬁts from the trade, they

ave not compensated the
farmers even according to the
contracts,

Shukriti Mohon Sarkar, a
teacher of Alokdip Hiﬁ{h
School in Puikﬁgnchhn upazila,
said, "As aresult of Leasing our
land for shrimp cultivation,
some influential people in the
arca have become richer but
small farmers have become
poorer as gher (shrimp enclo-
sure) owners have gradually
grabbed their lands in the
name of cultivation. Some
didn't even make the pay-
ments they promised on
leased deeds, " he said.

Tushar Kanti, 45, of
Madhukhali village of
Paikgachha upazila said,
"Shrimp gher owners pro-
vided Tk 800 to Tk 1000 per
bigha for a year but if I culti-
vate paddy, I can easily harvest
15 to 20 maund paddy a sea-
son per bigha which would
ensure food security for my
famuily.”

Shahabuddin Gazi, 50, of
Kalinagar village under Dakop
upazila, has already bid good-
bye to shrimp cultivation. He
said, " I cultivated Boro paddy
on five bigha this year. | har-
vested three maunds from
each bigha and am expecting
more next year if I can stop
saline water from entering my
land completely.”

Shrimp traders however
blame other problems behind
the farmer's growing animos-
ity towards shrimp cultiva-
tion.

Shafiqul Gazi, 48, a trader
said, "Local farmers engaged
in shrimp cultivation over the
years are now losing interestin
the business after having
experienced huge loss due to
viral infections of the fish."

The President of the
Shrimp Cultivation
Association Rafiqul Haque
dismissed the discontent of
the farmers as a conspiracy by
outsiders.

"The anti-saline water
movement is a conspiracy by
some local and international
NGOs to destroy the shrimp

industry of the country which
earns huge foreign exchange
through exports. Around 11
lakh people are directly or
indirectly dependent on this
industry to earn their liveli-
hoods,” says the businessman
who is the owner of a shrimp
enclosure at Kamarkhola
village in Dakop upazila

‘We have an integrated
committee named Shrimp
Resources Development and
Management Committee
comprised of members from
different organisations,
including the forest, environ-
ment, land and livestock
departments. So there is no

uestion of environmental
degradation as all of our deci-
sions are made through this
committee,” he said.

Leaders of Dakop Upazila
Nagorik Parishad, a group
campaigning against saline
waler in Dakop, and Laban Jal
Birodhi Krishi O Paribesh
Sanrakkhan Committee (Anti-
saline Water, Agriculture and
Environment Protection
Committee) in Paikgachcha
claim that as a result of their
vigorous anti-saline water
campalgn in the area over the
last four or five years, today
farmers are united against the
problem.

Mohosin Ali, Upazila
Nirbahi Officer (UNO) of
Dakop upazila, said, "For two
or three years now, local farm-
ers have been demonstrating
against saline water. This year,
almost all the farmers are
united and so enclosure own-
ers could not channel in any
saline water to their ghers.”

'As per government policy,
at least 86 percent of the peo-
ple in an area need to support
the issue before any permits
are given for shrimp cultiva-
tion in the area. So far we
haven't received such support
from the upazila so, no new
shrimp enclosures were given
permits for cultivation this
year,"” he said.

Kazi Anisuzzaman said, "If
we are able to block saline
water, we can easily cultivate
paddy and vegetables here,"
hesaid.

"The situation will not
change overnight as saline
water has been stored in these
fields for many years now. It is
necessary to store rainwater
around the enclosures for one
to two years to reduce the
salinity gradually and prepare
the land for paddy and vegeta-

‘ ble cultivation.”

OMS price
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started OMS programme of
rice on April 1 in the divisional
headquarters and labour-
inhabited areas, Including
Narayanganj and Gazipur, to
help the low-income people.

But a small gap between
the prices of rice at local mar-
ket and OMS programme
failled to attract consumers
this year. However, the OMS
presented a completely differ-
ent picture last year when a
huge number of people
thronged OMS shops to buy
rice due to high price of rice in
openmarkets.

Despite poor response to
OMS this year, the food minis-
try argues that the programme
Is at least making a positive
impact on local market in
keepingrice price stable,

Razzaque, who chaired the
meeting, said the current OMS
programme will continue
until April 30, also keeping in
mind the garment workers for
whom the government is
going to sell rice at reduced
price,

The government and
apparel business leaders
earlier planned to sell rice to
garment workers at subsi-
dised price but the plan could
notbe implemented yetdue to
decreasing price ofrice atlocal
markets and low demand for
OMSrice.

The food minister hoped
that the programme would be
started soon but it depends on
the decision of the garment
factory owners.

The minister said the gov-
ernment had also launched
various vulnerable group
programmes under the social
safety net. "Because of those
programmes, food at low cost
is reaching more people. As a
result, the demand for OMS
riceislow,"” he said.

On domestic procurement
of paddy and rice, the minister
said, "The government will
buy six to seven lakh tonnes of
paddy and rice. But the price
has not been fixed yet. The
purchase is likely to begin
from May 1 while the amount
of rice and its price will be set
by the third week of this
month."

The government will fix the
price considering the interests
of both farmers and consum-
ers, the minister added.
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the alleged ‘offenders' to

clarify the legality of their
absence from yesterday's
meeting, seven days prior to the
joint meeting of the two stand-
ingcommittees.

The alleged ‘offenders’
mlﬂu face charges of contempt
of the parliament if they fail to
come up with satisfactory
explanations.

The committee had asked
the two incumbent commis-
sioners of ACC to appear before
it and to send nece docu-
ments including the commis-
sion'slatest annual report, audit
report, and reports on its activi-
ties, and on problems it faces in
dischargingits duties.

But the ACC top bosses
refrained from attending the
meeting and also did not send
any document, saying the
summoning was beyond the
jurisdiction of the committee
and that they are only account-
able to the country's president.

Mashhud and Delwar were
summoned as witnesses of the
ACC's previous activities, but
they also refrained from com-
plying with the summons,

All summoned persons
however in written letters to the
committee expressed their
inability to appear before the
commitlee.

“They will have to come up
with satisfactory explanations
for not appearin fore the
committee. We will be bound to
take appropriate actions
against them on their failure to
do so," Mohiuddin Khan
Alamgir, chief of the parliamen-
tary committee, told reporters
afteryesterday's meeting.

Members of the committee
said the 'offenders’ might be
jailed or fined for contempt of
the parliament, and also for
violation of the constitution.

"We decided to give them a
chance before taking any harsh
decision. We are assuming that
theyrefused to attend the meet-
ing due to their ignorance of the
practice and procedures of the
parliament,” Alamgir said.

The committee chief said
they already talked to the chief
of the Parliamentary
Committee on Law, Justice and
Parliamentary Affairs, and all
out efforts will be made for
resolvingtheissue.

The next meeting of the
committee on the issue will be
held at a time when the parlia-
ment is likely to be in session.
The committee might raise the
issueinthe parliament, ifneces-
sary, for taking actions against

the ‘offenders’, for 'undermin-
ing the sovereignty of the
House', members of the com-
mittee said.

‘We want to take such a
decision, so none dares to
undermine the dlgnl of the

arliament in t at}’ututc,'

alnuddin Khan Badal, a
member of the committee, said.

The comptroller, auditor
eneral, cabinet , and

e chairman of the National
Board of Revenue (NBR)
attended the meeting on invita-
tion, and the meeting discussed
the formation and activities of
the ACC over almost last two
years under the immediate past
caretaker government.

The parliamentary commit-
tee blasted former ACC secre-
tary Delwar, for his refusal to
attend the meeting as a witness
of the anti-graft commission's
activities.

Delwar in a letter to the
chairman of the committee
described the summon as
‘tantamount to interfering with
the independence of the ACC’
and said the committee's move
will jeopardise the neutrality of
the commission and harm
public interest, sources in the
committeesaid.

He also made statements to
the media t}uestinning the
jurisdiction of the parliamen-
tary committee to examine the
functions and activities of the
ACC.

Reviewing the letter and the
statement, the committee
ordered the cabinet secretary to
explain under what authority
the former ACC secretary 'ig-
nored the public servant rules’
and made statements refusing
to attend yesterday's meetin

"He undermined the parlia-
mentand the law," Al said,
adding that the committee also
ordered the cabinet secretary to
report on with what legal
authority the former ACC secre-
tary carried out some 'repres-
sive' activities for weeks just
before the reconstitution of ACC
in2007.

"As per the law, only the ACC
can take the decision to initiate
any step. But the former ACC
secretary initiated some repres-
sive steps in absence of the
commission,” Alamgir said.

The immediate past ACC
chief, Mashhud, in aletter to the
parliamentary committee chief,
said he was e?ressmg his
inability to attend the meeting
since ‘the invitation was not
lawful'. "But my inability is not
an expression of contempt of

“thepatliament,” he added.
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ACC accused of contempt of JS

The committee also ques-
tioned the legality of giving the
ACC chief the status of a minis-
ter and lElvlng other commis-
sioners the status of judges of
the High Court Division during
the immediate past caretaker
government when there was no
minister at all but only advisers
to the caretaker government.

“The advisers to the care-
taker mment enjoy the
status of ministers. We asked the
cabinet division to inform the
committee, whether persons
who enjoy the status of minis-
ters can also bestow the same
status on others," the commit-
tee chiefsaid.

Replying to a query, Alamgir
said the cunmﬂtt::le aic?o ordered
the cabinet secretary to exam-
ine and report on whether due
iﬁl bdpmceduru were main-

by the caretaker govern-
ment in appointing the imme-
diate past ACC chief and the two
other commissioners.

It ordered the comptroller
and the auditor general to
thoroughly audit the ACC's
expenditures including pay-
ments to lawyers in almost the
last two years and to inform the
committee about it before its
next meetingon the issue.

Discussing incidents of
freezing bank accounts of some
individuals during the caretaker
government, the committee
asked the NBR chairman to
come up with a report clarifying
the legality of giving out tax
related information of selected
personstothe ACC.

“The NBR cannot disclose
tax related information of any
individual without orders from
courts. As far as we know, there
was no court order asking the
NBRto dothat,” Alamgir said.

The committee also sought
opinion of the NBR on incidents
of depositing to the government
exchequer alleged corruption
money of different individuals
amounting to Tk 1,200 crore,
during the caretaker govern-
ment's regime.

The committee chief
described the collection of
money as 'robbery’.

In response to a query, he
said they might also scrutinise
the functions of the National
Coordination Committee

(NCC) for Curbing Serious
Crimes and Corruption, if
necessary.

The committee chief said
erstwhile NCC chief MA Matin,
who was also an adviser to the
caretaker governmeht, himself
said there was no legal cover for
NCC. "If it is so, what was the

legality of the NCC's activities?"
Alamgir questioned aloud.
Asked whether the parlia-
mwmmnﬂm'mmw
sp by grievances,

as Mo Khan Alamgir
was convicted during the care-

taker regime in a case filed by
the ACC, a committee member
Mainuddin Khan Badal said the
comumitiee Is not run by the
chairman's unilateral deci-
sions.

“The committee has unani-
mously decided to examine the
functions and activities of the
ACC," hesaid.

Khaleda's house
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house allocation for having

been made in violation of the
leasing terms and conditions.

The existing rules and regu-
lations related to lease would be
applied to implement the cabi-
net decision “at any cost,” the
minister said.

Replying to a question,
Mannan said the former prime
minister and opposition leader,
Khaleda Zia, should leave the
house "showing respect to the
lawbefore takinglegal steps.”

“If she does not leave the
house, legal steps would be
taken as it is taken in case of
other ordinary people in such
cases,” headded.

Asked about the period of
time for the legal action, the
minister said the steps would be
taken in proper time.

Asked whether the opposi-
tion leader would be evicted if
she does not comply with the
final notice for vacating her
residence, Mannan said steps
would betakenaspertheeﬂstl
ing laws.

The minister said the set
conditions on which the can-
tonment residence was leased
out to Begum Zia were violated
afterwards.

In this regard, Mannan cited
some examples and said it is
supposed that the lessee should
pay lax every year into govern-
ment exchequer, but it was not
maintained except for the first
twoyearsaftertheleasing

The residence was also used
as addresses of businesses of
Begum Zia's two sons, he
pointed out.

The minister said the oppo-
sition leader can go to the offi-
cial residence in Minto Road

.. which has been made rgadyfor
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