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Children are all smiles as they head home from school with new textbooks in Bogura’s Dhunat upazila yesterday. 
The government is distributing over 34 crore free textbooks among 4.5 crore students of primary and secondary 
levels for the academic year of 2021. The authorities did not hold a textbook festival on the first day of the new 
year due to the pandemic.

Mohammad Ibrahim has turned his school van into a makeshift saplings shop to earn a living. He used to operate 

several vans to transport students, but he lost his income after all educational institutions were shut in March last year 

due to the pandemic. Struggling to survive in the city with his family, Ibrahim has already sold his four vans. Bottom, 

saplings on the roof of school vans. The photos were taken in the capital’s Azimpur yesterday.

India okays Oxford vaccine
WHO grants emergency validation to Pfizer-BioNTech shots

AGENCIES

India’s drug regulator yesterday 
approved a coronavirus vaccine 
developed by AstraZeneca and Oxford 
University for emergency use, two 
sources with knowledge of the matter 
told Reuters.

The decision clears the vaccine’s 
rollout in the world’s second-most 
populous country which, after the 
United States, has the highest number 
of Covid-19 infections.

India wants to start administering 
the vaccine soon, most likely by 
Wednesday, said one of the sources, 
both of whom declined to be named 

ahead of an official announcement.
A representative of India’s Central 

Drugs Standard Control Organization 
(CDSCO), whose experts are meeting 
for the second time this week, declined 
to comment.

Britain and Argentina have already 
authorised the AstraZeneca vaccine for 
urgent public use.

The CDSCO is also considering 
emergency-use authorisation 
applications for vaccines made by 
Pfizer Inc with Germany’s BioNTech, 
and by India’s Bharat Biotech.

Cheaper and easier to distribute 
than rival shots, the AstraZeneca/

Oxford vaccine could be a game-
changer for global immunisation.

Countries with relatively basic 
health infrastructure have high hopes 
for a shot that, unlike Pfizer’s, can be 
stored and transported under normal 
refrigeration, rather than supercooled 
to -70 degrees Celsius (-94 Fahrenheit).

India has reported more than 10 
million Covid-19 cases, though its 
rate of infection has come down 
significantly from a mid-September 
peak. The country hopes to inoculate 
300 million of its 1.35 billion people 
in the first six to eight months of 2021.
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The coronavirus pandemic that brought 
global human mobility to a near standstill 
for most of last year hit the country’s vast 
labour migration sector hard.

Yearly overseas employment dropped by 
nearly five lakh from what it was in 2019 
-- with a little over two lakh workers getting 
jobs abroad by mid-December last year.

Some 3.76 lakh workers returned home 
in eight and a half months since April, says 
government data.

Moreover, an estimated 1.5 lakh workers 
who came home on holiday found it 
difficult to return to their workplaces due to 
suspension of regular air communications.

Thousands of migrant workers and 
their family members back home faced 
economic hardships because of the income 
and work opportunities lost due to the 
pandemic, according to surveys conducted 
by various migration-related organisations.

Despite the volatile situation, the country, 
however, saw a significant surge in remittance 
inflow in the second half of 2020.

According to government estimates, 
more than one crore Bangladeshis live in 

over 160 countries.
COVID-19 IMPACT
Since the Covid-19 pandemic hit the world 
early last year, many Bangladeshi migrant 
workers faced economic hardships due to 
lockdowns enforced on economic activities 
by the host countries.

Bangladeshi workers returned home in 
large numbers, either after job losses or seeing 
no job opportunities in the host countries.

Around 3.76 lakh Bangladeshi 
expatriates returned home between April 1 
and December 17, according to expatriates’ 
welfare ministry data.

The returnees experienced reintegration 
challenges, including difficulties in securing 
employment, financial problems, and 
health-related issues, says an International 
Organisation for Migration (IOM) report 
published in August last year.

In its study, the United Nations 
migration agency said around 70 percent 
of 1,486 returnees in 12 migration-prone 
districts were found to be unemployed.

A Brac study in May said around 87 
percent of 558 returnees did not have 
income opportunities amid the pandemic.

2020: PLIGHT OF MIGRANT WORKERS

Moments of despair, 
times of uncertainty

3.76 lakh 
workers 
returned home 
since April

Overseas employment 
dropped by nearly 
five lakh from what it 
was in 2019

Despite the 
pandemic, migrants 
sent record amount 
of remittance in 2020

1.5 lakh workers came 
home on holiday and later 
found it difficult to return 
to their workplaces
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They say trouble never comes alone, and to 
farmers around the country this saying could 
not have rung truer for the year that passed.

First, there was Cyclone Amphan which 
damaged crops worth Tk 6.72 billion, 
according to the agriculture ministry.

Then there was what scientists call 
the longest flood in around 20 years, 
completely upending the crop schedule of 
Aman rice and staple root vegetables.

A statement from the agriculture ministry 

last week estimated that 1,05,000 hectares 
of the Aman rice harvest was ruined last 
year, leading to a production shortfall of 20 
lakh tonnes.

Despite counting heavy losses due to 
extreme weather conditions and natural 
disasters, farmers still managed to pull 
through -- keeping the nation fed with no 
major food or grain crisis on their watch.

“After the major flood of 1998, we had 
the longest flood this time, with a duration 
of over 40 days,” said Professor AKM Saiful 

Hit hard, yet 
RESILIENT

FARMERS IN 2020
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Long road 
to justice 
It took five years for 
Arman’s family to 
prove him innocent

SHAHEEN MOLLAH and 

MUNTAKIM SAAD

The family members 
of Benarasi weaver 
Mohammad Arman, who 
was wrongly arrested five 
years ago, are counting the 
minutes for his release.

The 35-year-old man 
has been in jail for almost 
five years since the capital’s 
Pallabi police arrested him 
in what officers said was a 
case of mistaken identity. 

The High Court in a verdict 
on Thursday pronounced him 
innocent and ordered that he 
be released.

“We never thought 
it could take five years 
to get an innocent man 
released,” Arman’s mother 
Sohor Banu told The Daily 
Star after the verdict was 
announced.

She still shudders at the 
thought of her harrowing 
journey over the last five 
years.

After he was picked up, 
Arman remained traceless 
for five days. The  family 
members started looking 
for him at different offices 
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Students 
get free 
textbooks 
No festivity at schools 
amid pandemic

BSS, Dhaka

Distribution of free 
textbooks among the 
students of classes six to 
nine started yesterday, the 
first day of the new year.

Prime Minister 
Sheikh Hasina formally 
inaugurated the textbook 
distribution through a 
video conference from the 
Gono Bhaban on Thursday.

The book distribution 
ceremony was held at the 
capital’s Bangabandhu 
International Conference 
Centre.

Despite the novel 
coronavirus pandemic, the 
government has already 
taken all-out measures to 
distribute new textbooks 
among 4.5 crore students of 
the primary and secondary 
levels free of cost.
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