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Tale of Savar's rose villages

The prospective agri business faces standstill as land grabbers eye industrial venture

SHYKH SERA]

Many years back, I read in the Greek
mythology, when Aphrodite was born,
as a symbol of holiness and purity her
whole body was covered with white
roses. Later, her lover Adonis' blood
made the colours of roses, red. Since
then, the symbol of love has been cir-
cling around the colour of red. And
Shakespeare also wrote in his play,
'Romeo and Juliet', “"What's in a name?
That which we call a rose by any other
name would smell as sweet.” Roses are
not just the emblem of love. They are
also a blessing. Worldwide the roses
have varied use. The rose is used to
express many different thoughts in
Persia, China and rosewater is used in
the Indian subcontinent since ancient
period. It's not only a flavour for a per-
fume, there are rose oils too. I searched
the internet to take a closer look on
diverse benefits of this flower and
found, that even the rose-tea is very
beneficial for human health. It is also
used for curing ulcer, asthma, dehydra-
tion - truly mind-blowing facts!

This wvery flower is changing the
scenario of Bangladesh. Hridoye Mati O
Manush (Soil and People in Heart) has
already aired several episodes on roses,
over the years. It's true that flower of
abundant prospect is changing the fate
of farmers and state of farming. Very
near to Dhaka, in Savar, many villages
have turned around very positively. The
area is referred to as 'The village of
roses’. But there are always the thorns
that are hurting the farmers. The
wounds often get bigger than expected.
Let's share some past stories before
coming to the story of obstacles and
oppression faced by the rose farmers.

[t was the beginning of the 80s, to be
specific, around 1983, Sher Ali Sarder
from Panisara village in Jessore's
Jhikorgachha upazila started growing
tuberose on 30 decimals of his own
land. You may say, that was the first ever
commercial venture of flower farming
in the country. It all started from there.
Now, Godkhali of Jessore is termed as
the 'flower capital' of Bangladesh. 1
hope you still remember the early 2013
events when I took former US ambassa-
dor to Bangladesh Dan Mozena to
Godkhali. Afterwards, many develop-
mental works have been done to
upgrade the flower trading system and
for the rose farmers.

In 25 districts of the country, on
around 6,000 hectares of land, flowers
are cultivated. During the past more
than three decades of time, the flower
business boomed like anything. For
further information, around 20,000
flower farmers are now engaged. More
than three million people seek their
livelihood from the flowers. The flower
market in the country is worth an out-

standing Tk 1,000 crore approximately.
However, due to many other hin-
drances, we couldn't enter the interna-
tional market the way we expected,
considering the huge promise of the
sector. On the other hand, 20 billion
dollar flower market is already under
the belts of Japan, India, Malaysia, Sri
Lanka, Thailand, Singapore and some
European countries. The market and
money go on expanding and increas-
ing.

When flower farming first started in
Savar back at the end of the 90s, I went
there a number of times to make epi-
sodes for BTV's (Bangladesh Television)
Mati O Manush. Many years later, 1 felt
like going there again, as [ was hearing
great success stories in some of the
villages there. And, farmers had other
things as well to share with me. The
'village of roses’ was absolutely looking
red the dew over the buds was sparkling
when the sun fell over it in the early
morning. It was an astounding imagery.
The red landscape of rose took my mind
back to Keukenhof, the most beautiful
spring garden of the world, located in
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Netherlands' Lisse area. It was May,
2015.

Keukenhof is the international and
independent showcase for the Dutch
floriculture sector, with a special
emphasis on flower bulbs and also
shows what the Dutch floriculture
sector has to offer. The park focuses on
the 7 million spring-flowering bulbs,
which allow the 100 participating com-
panies to show their living catalogue.
500 flower growers present an enor-
mous variety of cut flowers and pot
plants at 20 flower shows. Most impor-
tantly, Keukenhof is an excellent oppor-
tunity to network and meet business
contacts. It also has strong ties with all
the relevant organizations in the
floricultural and tourist sector. [ wish
one day, our flower farmers will show-
case what they've got since it's a great
opportunity for networking and meet-
ing business contacts. I also went there
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Shykh Seraj at a rose field of Sadullah village in Savar.

to a selfie garden, made fully of flowers.
And the flowers made the portrait of a
historic Post-Impressionist Dutch
painter, Vincent Willem van Gogh. Truly,
everything seemed so much in order
from different perspectives, from traders
to growers and to adults and kids.

Let's come back to the village of roses.
Agriculture here is focused on farming
flowers. All the villages of three unions in
Savar -- Shyampur, Bongaon and Birulia --
have turned into villages of roses. Flower
farming revolution started here 24 years
back. Only a few changemakers showed
the path and in course of time, others
followed and gained commercial success
to reach the apex. Now they earn threefold
profit from one bigha of land, leaving
other crops. Most of the profit comes from
the roses and it's almost certain that the
profit will come. Consequently, rose is the
bread and butter for many locals here.

The scenes 1 have witnessed thus far
over a long period of time have changed
dramatically. And, here in the rose wvil-
lages, the flower market starts in the after-
noon. The wholesalers come and take
what they need. Life has become easier for
these people. At a tea stall near the flower
field of Sadullah village, some farmers
brought an issue to the table. They com-
plained that the paper flowers, which are
still being imported, are dashing their
hopes. They could have achieved even
more, contributing to the national econ-
omy, they say. The authorities concerned
of the government will certainly put their
thoughts here, I'm sure.

“We don't get any support from the
banks. We get SME loans but not
agriculture loans,” said a young
flower farmer Russell.
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Rajon Das, son of Liberation War martyr Bhadu Das, showing the mass grave beside their house at Daspara vil-
lage in Jhenidah's Kotchandpur upazila.
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Martyrs' graves on verge
of disappearance

AZIBOR RAHMAN, Thenidah

The mass grave of four lower caste
Hindus, who were killed during the
country's Liberation War in 1971 in
Kotchandpur upazila, is on the verge
of disappearing as the authorities
concerned are yet to take any step to
preserve it.

Rajon Das, 65, son of one of the
martyrs Bhadu Das, who witnessed
the horrible killing, said at that time,
ten lower caste Hindu families used to
live at Daspara village.

His father was among the three to
four guardians of the village who used
to protest any irregularities or unethi-
cal acts.

The four always protested the

Pakistani occupation forces and
helped the freedom fighters, which
aggrieved the Pakistani army and their
local collaborators, Rajon said.

collaborators,
attacked the village on May 14, 1971.

They picked up Anna Das, Kiron
Das and Anga Das and took them
to Bhadu's house and shot them
dead there and buried them beside
the house, said Rajon, who ran
inside a nearby bush to escape
from their rage,

could not forget the tragic death of the

four elderly guardians of the village.
While visiting the area on Saturday,

this correspondent saw that the place,

Hearing the matter from their local
Pakistani army

People from Das community still

where the four martyrs were buried,
has been filled with earth.

[n 2007, owner of the land Gopal
Das sold the property to one Abdul
Haque of Fulbari village.

Due to change in ownership of the
land, the mass grave is facing threat of
extinction as most of the families of
the village are poverty stricken.

Local people said if the authori-
ties concerned construct a memorial
on the spot, their next generation
will be aware of the history of
Liberation War.

Freedom fighter Tajul Islam, for-
mer commander of Kotchandpur
Upazila Muktijoddha Sangsad, said
he heard about the mass grave and is
trving to take steps to protect it.

It's evident that these farmers have
proven their success and if they could
get the agriculture credit facility, it
would become even bigger and cer-
tainly better and more new entrepre-
neurs would feel comfortable to join
the flower farming,

There is also the risk of occupational
hazard. Farmer Bappee works with bare
hands and thorns have injured his hands
but he's so superstitious that he won't
wear a pair of gloves upon my request. |
felt a little disappointed as I talked about
this so many times on TV and wrote in
newspapers, emphasising how impor-
tant it is to secure the health of our farm-
ers. [ am sure the government authorities
will look after the health issue of farmers,
especially how they can mitigate the
issue of occupational hazard.

Dear readers, another important fact
that I wanted to share with you. This Savar
area is affected with the oppression from
the land grabbers; sometimes they are
called land sharks. They take lease of
farmlands but use it for industrial or other
purposes. Farmers took me to an area
encircled with barbed wire fence. It's a
protected area. I talked with many other
farmers and the crisis finally was revealed.

“These people are working to con-
struct buildings for different purposes;
they're not going to use it for us,” said
Anwar Hossain, a rose farmer for fifteen
years in Savar. So, the arable lands are
given on lease for construction! Those
who are involved in the construction
process are bold enough to say they've
taken the lands on legal lease. These
lands were for farming, claim the farm-
ers. But why were these people threat-
ened or their places burned and then

Expert paddy seed farmer
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the barbed wire came into play? I was
really shocked to witness something;
something really weird. A land has a
red-clothed sign on a bamboo. Farmers
say, this is a danger sign. On this very
land, the owner can never come for
work. This is horrible. The red sign only
meant this land will also be grabbed by
the influential people in the name of
lease. Lands of many farmers have
already been grabbed. They invested but
couldn't reap the profit and now they are
hapless. Those who have taken the lease
say they have legally taken it from Land
Reforms Board, but the locals say only
the deputy commissioner (DC) has the
authority to give these lands on lease.
However, the DC was not at all aware of
this predicament.

Dear readers, these lands are already
being used for non-farming sectors. The
rise of rose farming will be at full stop if
this keeps on happening. In Savar, on
around 400 hectares of land, flower is
cultivated. On over 350 hectares of
land, only roses are cultivated. Many
farmers' dream, passion and labour are
behind this development. Thousands
of farmers in the Savar region cherish a
bigger dream of growing flowers and
become financially solvent. If we can't
stop the land sharks now, the dreams of
these people will be shattered. The
passion will be damped. The energy will
be lost. I am confident that government
will give proper attention and monitor
the situation immediately for the
revival of the dreams of many and
ensure the commercial progress of rose
farming in the region. Advance greet-
ings of New Year to all the farmers and
my valued readers.

Kurigram
journo freed
on bail

OUR CORRESPONDENT,
Kurigram

Journalist Anisur Rahman of
daily Sangbad, who was
arrested under Section 57 of
Information and
Communication
Technology (ICT) Act on
October 31 this year, was
freed from Kurigram jail
yesterday on bail.

"After rejection of
Anisur's bail prayer in the
Judicial Magistrate's Court
on November 9 and the
District and Sessions Judge's
Court on November 21, he
prayed for bail to the High
Court, which granted him
ad interim bail on
December 14," said Anisur's
lawyer Ahsan Habib Nilu.

After receiving the bail
order, he prayed for Anisur's
bail to the Chief Judicial
Magistrate's Court, which
followed the HC order and
fixed bail bond of Tk
10,000, Nilu said.

Ishwardi Jubo
League leader
sent to jail

OUR CORRESPONDENT, Pabna

A Pabna court sent an
Ishwardi upazila Jubo
League leader and his two
accomplices to jail yester-
day.

Judicial Magistrate's
Court gave the order after
Ishwardi police produced
them before it.

Rapid Action Battalion
(Rab) arrested Ishwardi
upazila unit Jubo League Joint
Secretary Md Arf Khan, 30,
and his accomplices Sanwar
Hossain, 26, and Md Harunur
Rashid, 28, onTuesday.

They arrested Arif from
Channar More point in
Ishwardi municipality early
Tuesday on charge of arms
peddling and according to
his confessional statement
detained  Sanwar and
Harunur in separate raid at
Shahpur and Enta villages of
Ishwardiupazila.

A Rab-12 Pabna camp team
conducted the raids, said
Commander Md Ruhul Amin.

The elite force recovered
two pistols, two pipe-guns,
two magazines and 15
bullets from their posses-

sion, he added.

If a thing's worth doing, it's worth
doing well. It's a saying that
farmer Jatindranath Barmon
Jatin, 70, from Batrishazari village
in Lalmonirhat Sadar upazila's
Mogholhat union, puts into prac-
tice. Hard at work from morning
until evening, Jatin prides himself
on producing paddy seed. To seed
companies, non-government
organisations and local farmers,
Jatin has earned quite a reputation
as a quality seed producer.

“Jatin is very conscientious,”
says Moslem Uddin, a field super-
visor from a seed company. “We
buy paddy and also vegetable
seeds from him due to the good
quality of his produce.”

“In eight years of sourcing
seeds from Jatin, I've never
had a complaint,” agrees
Tabedul Islam Tuhin, a seed
trader in Lalmonirhat town'’s
Goshala Bazar.

i

A happy farmer works at his paddy field at Batrishazari

“Jatin Kaka is our asset,” says
Abdul Quader, 58, another farmer
in Batrishazari. "He's like our
guardian, someone to go to for
advice on how to grow paddy,
vegetables or other crops prop-
erly.”

What's Jatin's secret? The
farmer who studied only to
Class V and has nine acres of
landholdings on which he has
produced paddy seed for the last
ten years, has this advice: "For
fertiliser, I use compost.
Chemical fertilisers should be
avoided. A serious farmer
should take care of his crop
every single day. But any farmer
can produce quality seed if he
sincerely wishes to.”

For Jatin, it's been a winning
strategy. This year he is hopeful of
achieving his highest ever produc-
tion. “This year I am working five
acres,” he says. "The other four
acres I worked last year. 1 have

planted Aman rice and hope to
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village in Lalmonirhat's Sadar upazila.

harvest up to 280 maunds of seed
paddy.” Last year the seed paddy
sold for Tk 1200 per maund. With
production costs hovering around
Tk 20,000 per acre there are profits
to be made. And Jatin has the
benefit of sales in advance: his
crop is sought after.

By his side, Jatin's son Ranjit
Chandra Barmon who studied to
Class VIII is there to help his
father. He too is impressed.
"Sometimes 1 fall sick but my
father? 1 never saw him ill. He
works in the field the whole day!
And his strategy is to invest in
more land as he can; he doesn't
favour savings in cash.”

“For us, Jatin Da is the ideal
farmer,” says neighbouring
farmer Nitish Chandra Barmon,
62. "He knows how to get the
best results from any crop, but
especially seed. From the market
it's hardly possible to get seed of
comparable quality so we buy
direct from him."”
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