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OPINION

The

Bangladesh
government
proudly
showcases its
GDP growth
which is an
excellent
numeric
indicator to
make headlines.
But, it does very
little to deal
with the ever
growing
inequality,
dispossession,
gross human
rights
violations,
minority
oppression, rise
of religious
fundamentalism
and massive
corruption.
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When the next flood comes wil
we be better prepared?

RAFIDA BONYA AHMED

AM after dam gave in

to the unseasonably

early rainfall in the
Haor area (a floodplain depres-
sion in the Northeastern region)
of Bangladesh. Desperate farm-
ers watched helplessly as the
onrush of water submerged their
crops right before harvest.
Millions of Haor farmers lost all
of their livelihood to incessant
rainfall and flash floods in
Sunamganj, Netrakona,
Moulvibazar and other adjoin-
ing districts.

While we can sit and debate
the legitimacy of climate change,
these farmers face a situation of
life or death.

Bangladesh, a relatively new
nation state, upgraded recently
from a “basket case” (remember
Kissinger's dismissive term?) to a
test case for development
agencies in the past few decades.
Bangladesh, today, is also a
laboratory for climate change
experiments of sorts. Despite
prevalent natural disasters, the
government and thousands of
development agencies have
neglected to implement any
effective, long-term solutions.
Looking at the reports of
overwhelming unpreparedness
of the government and the local
authorities, one cannot help but
wonder what we have really
achieved.

Special warning systems were
not built to forecast flash floods
in a flood-prone area like this.
Farmers complain that most of
the dams tore to pieces due to
the negligence and shameless
corruption associated with
building and maintaining these
embankments. Heavy siltation
in the rivers and unplanned
illegal developments in the
lowlands have only worsened
the situation. The authorities'
fortifying the last few
operational dams after much of

the region was already flooded
did not offer much respite.

Haor is a mono-crop region
with unique land and weather
patterns. For their annual
livelihood, Haor's inhabitants
depend on planting one paddy
crop. Typically, flash floods
strike the area in late April - after
the paddy is harvested. But this
year, heavy rainfall and the
floods came weeks early, right
before the harvest began. Haor's
residents cannot remember the
last time floods struck so early
with so much devastation.

watching her livelihood wash
away. Tara Banu was an example
of the much talked about
'resilience’ in the 'global south!
(believe it or not, it is a well
established term to refer to the
third world countries) - she had
begun farming years ago to
make ends meet after her
husband became disabled.
Many of these poor farmers
took loans with the anticipation
that they would pay them off
after the harvest. Now, they have
no idea how they will pay these
back while they struggle to feed

so proper relief distribution can
start immediately. However, the
government refuses. It was hard
to believe when one of highest
Bangladeshi government
officials said that the only way
Haor could be declared an
"affected area” was if half the
population died!
(http://www.dainikamadershom
oy.com/todays-
paper/editorial/75705/).

As a universal political tactic,
the government has also been
criticising the media for
exaggerating the losses within

Havoc in haor.

The farmers could barely
process one calamity before
another occurred: the water's pH
levels rose, killing the fish in
Haor. Farmers who raised ducks
suffered as ducks died when the
water became contaminated
with submerged paddy. When
these desperate farmers
simultaneously rushed to sell
their cows, prices fell, and
farmers could no longer sell
their cows for substantial cash.

Local media has been
featuring dead fish and ducks
floating on the water along with
people like Tara Banu, who
committed suicide after

their families through the year,
The government initially agreed
to distribute rice and very little
cash to affected farmers. The
Prime Minister, finally,
announced that the interest on
the bank loans would be halved
and fertiliser, seeds and other
agricultural components would
be distributed for free. But
farmers and activists agree that
this measure will not provide
farmers with the means to live
until the next harvest season.
Demands, from the farmers
and the activists have risen for
the Bangladeshi government to
declare Haor an "affected area,”

the region.,

Natural calamities like these
have long lasting repercussions.
Many of these farmers will be
displaced permanently as they
default on their loans or are
forced to sell their land. Many
seasonal labourers come to work
in these paddy fields from other
parts of the country during the
harvesting season - they will be
out of a job for now. For
millions of people in
Bangladesh, who live on less
than a dollar a day, this is a big
blow to their means to survive.

Millions of people get
dispossessed from the rural areas

on a regular basis. Every time a
severe natural disaster occurs,
displaced villagers swarm into
city centres with hopes of
joining the nation's industrial
workforce. Many research and
development institutions - as
well as the Bangladesh
government and World Bank -
assume that dispossessed rural
populations can be absorbed
into export-led businesses, such
as the garments or frozen
shrimp industries,

However, the reality is, there
are not enough jobs to support
these displaced populations. It
will be impossible to absorb this
influx of new labour when even
the existing factory workforce
cannot be accommodated
properly. Recent reports say
more than 40 percent of the
surviving workers of the
collapsed Rana Plaza building
are still unemployed. How can
we absorb more dispossessed
people into these industries
while the existing labour force
has such a hard time finding
work?

But the problem in this
particular Haor region is much
deeper. The Haor area sits in the
south of the Dauki fault which
runs from east to west in the
Shillong Plateau. Geologically,
the region is sensitive to shifting
as the Indian tectonic plate
drives north; the Shillong
mountain rises and the plain
below subsides, which will cause
more flooding in these areas.
Some reports say that
unseasonable flooding (not as
bad as this years' devastation)
has been more common in
recent years. The fault has also
been identified as a potential
zone for future earthquakes.
Climate change manifests in
significant increase in the
magnitude and variability of
rainfall and temperature, more
frequent occurrences of tloods,
cyclones, storms and droughts.

Researchers also worry about the
acceleration of melting of the
glaciers on the Himalayas, which
contains the third largest body
of snow after the Antarctic and
Arctic.

Decades of development
projects, triumphing high
interest micro credits in the
'global south’, might have
successfully stopped the people's
movements for structural
changes, provided us with the
‘feel good' talking points and a
romantic satisfaction of doing
'something’, but at the end of
the day, it has done very little to
solve the overarching problems.

The Bangladesh government
proudly showcases its GDP
growth which is an excellent
numeric indicator to make
headlines, But, it does very little
to deal with the ever growing
inequality, dispossession, gross
human rights violations,
minority oppression, rise of
religious fundamentalism and
massive corruption.

But, do we really want to
address the broader questions of
poverty, dispossession through
natural disasters and climate
change in a planetary scale at
this critical juncture of human
history? In order to do that, we
will need a holistic
understanding of the problem
with a scientific approach and a
sincere investment plan with a
long term vision. Meanwhile,
adequate warnings systems must
be developed, legitimate relief
programmes should be
administered alongside
implementing practical
adaptation programmes for
these farmers. And, we will need
an accountable government to
administer that. The burning
question is, how do we do that?
The writer Es a.n+ au+l:hnr, }:Inggger a;1d+ed[t+:+nr
of Muktomona. She Is a visiting research

scholar at University of Texas, Austin and
Senior Director at Equifax, USA.

impact of fake news

affected by fake news and rumours. Based on
the urgency of the situation, we decided to
start a special page called “seek the truth” on
May 3rd in conjunction with World Press
Freedom Day to counter fake news by
tracing it. Readers would be guided to
identify fake news.

The negative

AKE news spread
during the
presidential

election of the United
States caught global
attention last year. The
fake news went viral and

many voters still believed the fake news.

On polling day, voters who resembled |
foreign workers were cornered and questioned.
Many were unable to defend themselves in such
a situation. Although the “phantom voter
arresting team” apologised later for wrong
identification, the incident proved that fake

authorities and personalities involved are
having a tough time debunking false
stories.

At the end of the day, our readers or
netizens should have a better
understanding of the media. The root
cause of widespread of fake news is due to
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P Iy same election was a rumour that a power do not know how to verify or boycott it. unconfirmed news from unidentified

was even regarded as the
outcome of fake news.

If fake news or rumours had an impact on the
US presidential election, similar cases have also
occurred in Malaysia.

Although the situation and magnitude of the
cases are not comparable to the US, it is enough
to show the abuse of fake news on internet,

Many are unable to identify authentic news
and those with vested interests are exploiting
the situation.

The creation and spread of fake news and
hoaxes on the internet are money-oriented,
politically-oriented or linked to other hidden
agendas.

Tracing back the General Elections in 2013,
when the opposition was seen as capable of
winning, fake news and photographs went viral
on the internet. The ruling party was accused of
importing 40,000 foreign workers from
Bangladesh to be voters. Many took it as
genuine and even heeded the call made by non-
governmental organisations on social media to
arrest the phantom voters at polling stations.

Despite denials made by agencies such as the
Election Commission, immigration authorities,
police and national registration department,

outage had occurred in the vote counting centre
in Bentong parliamentary seat, as well as
reports that a suspicious ballot box had been
sent to the centre, Hence, the electoral result
was seen as fabricated.

When Wong Tack, a candidate from the
opposition party lost marginally to Liow Tiong
Lai of MCA under the ruling party coalition,
rumours went viral on social media. Although
opposition leaders came forward to clarify that
there was no blackout at the vote counting
centre and no appearance of a suspicious ballot
box at the 11th hour which overturned the
electoral result, many voters still believed lights
were switched off or there was some unseen
transaction taking place after the election.

In the phone theft incident at Low Yat Plaza
digital mall, the version of events circulated on
social media stated that “after the suspect
bought the hand phone, he realised that he was
short changed and the dealer declined to
change the hand phone for him. Clash took
place after that.”

Fanned by emotional posting, the incident
almost turned into a racial conflict.

Gleaneagle Hospital in Kuala Lumpur also
fell victim to a fake news story alleging that

To wipe out fake news one should start
with education.

A N N As media, Sin Chew Daily is also a victim

ASIA NEWS NETWORK of fake news and rumours. The paper shares
1A the same feeling with thousands of people

sources. Bring positive energy to society.
The author is a Leader Writer, Sin Chew Daily,
Malaysia.
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staff members released a “toxic fragrance” for a
period of 16 years, Despite the hospital's
repeated clarifications, someone is still
spreading the news until today. The hospital is
helpless.

Fake news and rumours continue to e

dominate cyberspace in Malaysia. Early this ﬁ NORTH S OUTH UNIVERSITY

year an elderly Chinese lady was falsely accused
The First Private University in Bangladesh

CAREER OPPORTUNITY

of being part of a syndicate to kidnap children.
After investigation and verification by the print
media, the lady was identified as a regular at a
shopping mall who was close to some of the
staff in the shops. As newspapers reported the
truth, the lady's name was cleared. However, the
damage was done. The elderly lady was afraid of
going out. She shied away from people, remaining
at home throughout the entire Chinese New Year.
At present, fake news and rumours on social
media are still hot, prompting the Najib
administration to set up a portal called
sebenarnya.my to combat the problem, as the
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