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Another Eid amid 
record infections
We must try to balance Eid 
rituals against virus concerns

A
S we enter the final day before this year’s Eid-
ul-Azha, the second-biggest religious festival of 
the country, it is more important than ever to 

remember its message of sacrifice. According to Islam, it’s 
not just the animals that get sacrificed. Through the act 
of slaughtering and sharing food and meat with the less 
fortunate, believers are expected to undergo a spiritual 
transformation in which they “sacrifice” their sense 
of entitlements. It teaches us the importance of social 
responsibility which, in a time of pandemic, should also 
extend to exercising self-control by limiting in-person 
gatherings and abiding by other health guidelines, so that 
this festival of feasting doesn’t turn into a festival of rules 
violations, leading to disastrous consequences. 

This Eid, the awareness of social responsibility is 
particularly important as new infections of Covid-19 
soar to record levels across the country, with hospitals in 
many districts struggling to keep up with an increasing 
patient load. Despite this, hundreds of thousands of 
people have already left cities to celebrate the Eid with 
their loved ones, taking advantage of the government’s 
decision to ease lockdown for eight days. The decision 
couldn’t come at a worse time, experts say, as they fear it 
would exacerbate the ongoing surge fuelled by the highly 
contagious Delta variant. 

There’s no point in discussing the merit of this decision 
now. The important thing is for the authorities to remain 
vigilant so that the health guidelines are enforced strictly. 
Unfortunately, we’ve had worrying reports from the 
cattle markets where there has been little compliance 
with the government’s safety directives. On the streets 
and across shopping malls and urban spaces, many were 
seen without masks and flouting physical distancing 
rules. All modes of public transport are supposed to carry 
passengers at 50 percent capacity to minimise Covid-19 
transmission—a directive that few appear to be following. 
Overcrowding has been reported in almost all modes of 
public transport. The health implication of this state of 
affairs will be dire. And one can only imagine what the 
situation will be like if people carry this attitude to their 
village homes. 

This cannot go on if we want to prevent this Eid 
from becoming another super-spreading occasion. The 
government and local administrations must undertake 
regular drives and inspections in all districts to ensure the 
health guidelines are enforced during the holiday. The city 
and municipality authorities in all districts should take 
steps to ensure slaughter hygiene and cleanliness on Eid 
day. Most importantly, the citizens should be more pro-
active in ensuring that everyone in their neighbourhoods 
comply with the safety rules, even if it means forgoing the 
habitual gatherings and reunions. We must embrace and 
promote this message of sacrifice during this holiday. 

Wishing our valuable readers and patrons a safe and 
happy Eid!

Child domestic 
workers continue to 
fall prey to abusers
Govt must end such hazardous 
child labour and punish the abusers

Y
ET another incident of a minor girl domestic worker 
being tortured by her employees has been reported. 
Thankfully this time the alleged culprits—a lawyer 

and her husband—have been sent to remand for one 
day, for interrogation. The level of brutality is shocking. 
According to police, the girl has bruises on different parts 
of her body including her face and burn wounds on her 
hip. To think that someone who practices law could break 
the law in such a heinous way shows that even the most 
respected members of society are capable of such cruelty. 

The vast majority of child domestic workers are minor 
girls, aged six to seventeen, who are directly sent from 
their villages to urban areas—completely alien to them—
by poverty-stricken parents for whom it is one less mouth 
to feed as well as a way for the family to survive. Their 
vulnerability only emboldens employers to continue their 
abuse with impunity in most cases. According to a study 
conducted by Ain o Salish Kendra (ASK), in the period 
between 2008 to 2011 there were 2,709 reported incidents 
involving violence against domestic workers, 729 of 
which led to the death of the child domestic worker. 
Bangladesh Shishu Adhikar Forum (BSAF) found that the 
severity of torture ranged from inhuman working hours 
with no rest to constant beatings (such as hitting the head 
against the wall, etc.) while some were even raped and as 
a result committed suicide.

It is important to note that abuse need not be physical 
in order to amount to torture. Torture can also be of 
an economic or mental nature (from non-payment of 
wages to incessant verbal abuse and infliction of trauma) 
and therefore needs to be recognised and condemned 
as crimes. Usually out of court settlements are made 
and torturers go scot free. As the employers of domestic 
workers are in a position of power compared to the 
domestic workers, they use their influence and money 
to escape punishment. Children are sent for domestic 
work due to poverty and thus are left at the mercy of their 
employers, which leave domestic workers powerless with 
no protection whatsoever. 

Domestic work by minors must be considered 
hazardous work and therefore illegal under labour laws. 
We hope in the case of the lawyer and her husband the 
investigation is carried through and they are punished 
under the law. The government must find sustainable 
solutions of this problem by creating income-generating 
programmes for the adult members of poor families so 
that they are not compelled to send their children to 
work in households where they may fall victim to such 
brutality.

W
E have 

witnessed yet 
another factory 
fire catastrophe 
but this time 
it involves a 
factory which 
does not cater 
to international 
garment retailers—

hence, loss of lives of the workers burnt 
inside the Hashem food factory would 
perhaps be forgotten even sooner. Such 
a catastrophic violation of human 
rights portrays a negative image for 
Bangladesh and affects the credibility of 
our international commitment to protect 
fundamental human rights. It is high 
time that we revisit and remodel our legal 
and policy framework that exists for the 
workers’ safety. 

Reportedly there had been an 
inspection in the Hashem Factory by the 
Department of Inspection for Factories 
and Establishments (DIFE) just a month 
before the fire. What is worrying is that 
such gross violations of the basic fire 
safety provisions were left unnoticed in 
the inspection. DIFE is also the issuing 
authority of factory license, which, as 
per law, can be cancelled or temporarily 
suspended, if it appears to the DIFE 
inspectors that a factory is posing danger 
to the life and safety of its workers. 
Clearly none of these provisions came of 
any real use, which might have prevented 
the fire and the consequent loss of lives. 

Together with investigating how the 
inspection authorities overlooked such 
gross violations, the overall efficiency and 
capacity of DIFE needs to be re-examined. 
Firstly, the number of inspectors is 
highly inadequate compared to the vast 
numbers of factories and establishments 
in the country. As per the 2018-19 annual 
report of DIFE, till August 2019, there 
were 993 approved posts, but against 
which only 653 persons were recruited, 
among whom only 308 were recruited 
as inspectors. Having such a shortage 
of manpower means that the authority 
essentially has to prioritise among sectors 
and naturally that will leave out a large 
number of factories and establishments 

from inspection. 
There had been reports in recent years 

regarding the possibility of an increase 
in the number of inspectors, which is 
absolutely essential at this point. In 
addition to that, however, ensuring 
skilled inspection is vital especially 
for inspecting building and fire safety 
provisions of factories, which essentially 
requires specialised skills and training. 
Proposals regarding creating a separate 
industrial safety unit at the DIFE had also 

been discussed lately. Considering the 
high risks for workers in non-compliant 
factories, such a specialised industrial 
safety unit will be a welcome change. 
DIFE also needs to narrow down its focus 
to essential inspection and compliance 
only, reducing other administrative roles 
that the department is often expected to 
perform. 

The number of unannounced 
inspection needs to be increased as 
well which was also stressed by the 
ILO Committee of Experts (CEACR) in 
their observation regarding Bangladesh 
in 2020. Again, increasing complaint-
driven inspection is important and for 

that, broadening the scope for individual 
workers to make complaints, need to 
be ensured. Although, in recent years 
some efforts have been made in this 
respect, including launching of an online 
complaint platform (LIMA), such efforts 
are not perhaps yielding the desired 
results. The LIMA application does not 
allow applicants to remain anonymous 
and hence due to fear of retaliation 
from the employers, workers would 
not generally be keen on using such 

platforms. Although the annual report 
of Ministry of Labour and Employment 
(MOLE) says that in the year 2019-2020, 
DIFE had disposed of 2,902 complaints 
out of 2,945, the available data does 
not indicate as to what these complaints 
were for or against which companies they 
were raised and what follow up measures 
had been taken in response to such 
complaints. 

Another major clog in the system 
is regarding the lack of any authority 
given under the law to the inspectors 
to make any order with immediate 
executory force in the event of imminent 
danger to the health or safety of the 

workers. This is required specifically 
by the ILO Convention no. 81 on 
Labour Inspection—which Bangladesh 
had ratified. The DIFE inspectors are 
authorised under our law to recommend 
the employers to remediate any violation 
and can at best file cases in the Labour 
Courts. Knowing the long delay in 
disposal of cases in the labour courts and 
the very nominal penalty for violations 
given under the Labour Act, such 
measures have very less impact on the 
non-compliant employers (for instance, 
under the Labour Act, the punishment for 
employing children in violation of the 
law is only up to Tk 5,000 fine). At the 
policy level, its crucial now to identify 
how allegations and reports of violation 
against employers can be first addressed 
in an alternative forum before resorting 
to formal adjudication. In the ILO 
committee of experts, Bangladesh had 
indicated about the possibility of having 
a separate legal unit with additional legal 
officers for follow up of cases filed in 
the labour courts, but that too possibly 
hasn’t taken place as yet. 

In several reports, allegations of 
irregularities on part of individual 
inspectors had also come up. Hence, 
when we focus on remodelling the 
industrial safety inspection mechanisms, 
we also need to identify ways to develop 
DIFE as a more accountable, efficient and 
transparent authority for the protection 
of the safety and health of the workers. 
Together with DIFE, we also need to 
increase capacity and efficiency of our 
Fire Service and Civil Defence authority 
to ensure more efficient fire safety 
inspection and reporting of hazardous 
buildings. Role of the authorities 
responsible for building constructions 
need to be scrutinised as well to 
identify the loose ends in inspection 
and monitoring of illegally built 
constructions. We also need to remember, 
in any effort that may address safe 
workplaces in the near future, to count in 
the millions of our workers working in 
the informal economy. Each life must be 
valued and now is the time to act and to 
act responsibly.

Taslima Yasmin is Associate Professor, Department of 
Law, University of Dhaka.
Email: taslima47@yahoo.com
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Firefighters work at the site of a fire that broke out at Hashem Foods Ltd factory in 

Rupganj, Narayanganj district, on the outskirts of Dhaka, Bangladesh, July 10, 2021.

PHOTO: MOHAMMAD PONIR HOSSAIN/REUTERS

I
N “Tintern 
Abbey”, 
William 

Wordsworth, 
the best known 
English romantic 
poet, gives 
advice to his 
sister Dorothy 
Wordsworth 
to love nature 
because, “Nature 

never did betray the heart that loved 
her.” As nature is the supreme power on 
earth, any disturbance to its harmony and 
symmetry leads to dire consequences. But 
the Ministry of Railway seems to be totally 
unaware that its agreement with United 
Group under Public-Private Partnership 
(PPP) to build commercial infrastructure 
on the premises of Chittagong Railway 
Building (CRB), a heritage site listed 
by Chittagong Development Authority 
(CDA), will be detrimental to its 
ecosystem. 

The people of Chattogram have 
always welcomed development initiatives 
by the government, and co-operated 
wholeheartedly. Here the point in 
question is not the project, but the site 
designated for the project implementation 
i.e., CRB which is metaphorically called 
the lung of Chattogram. Hundreds of 
visitors flock to this idyllic place every 
day to breathe fresh air, and pass a few 
tranquil moments under the shade of the 
centenarian trees Therefore, if massive 
commercial structures are being built 
at CRB, the people of Chattogram have 
a valid reason to protest against the 
impending ecocide. 

Built on a hilltop in 1872 as the 
headquarters of the Assam-Bengal 
railway, the Chittagong Railway Building 
(CRB) is impressive for its typical British 
architecture and gaudy crimson colour. 
It is one of the remaining symbols of 
colonial history, and is listed among 
the heritage sites of the CDA requiring 
“preservation and conservation for 
historical, architectural, environmental or 
ecological point of view”. Moreover, CRB 
has special attractions for city dwellers 
due to its prime location and serene 
environment.  

Though not a very well furnished 
modern leisure spot, CRB has its own 
features. Mornings at CRB are marked 
by joggers who jog on specially made 
walkways, and the afternoons are vibrant 
with visitors of all ages. Shirishtala, the 
centre of CRB, often gets filled with 
children as it is an ideal ground for short 
pitch cricket and six-a-side football. 
Moreover, there is a muktamancha which 
offers an extraordinary platform for 
cultural activists to organise cultural 
programmes and seasonal celebrations. 
Another amazing point is where the 
seven serpentine paths converge into one. 

This increases the scenic beauty of CRB 
unimaginably.  

There are, however, a few other 
recreation places in Chattogram which 
include, among others, Shishu Park 
in front of the Circuit House, Biplob 
Udyan at Sholoshahar, the outer stadium 
adjoining the Zahur Ahmed Chowdhury 
Stadium, and DC hill. These have failed 
to draw expected visitors due to their 
poor conditions, decreasing quality of 

facilities and unnecessary restrictions. 
This is also a good reason for CRB’s 
increasing popularity. Therefore, when 
the authorities recently launched their 
construction work by evicting residents 
from the Railway Hospital Colony 
quarters, people from all walks of life 
protested. 

A recent Daily Star report informs 
that Bangladesh Railway (BR) signed 
an agreement with United Group 
under Public Private Partnership (PPP) 
on March 18, 2020. According to the 
agreement, the Group would build a 
medical college, a 500-bed hospital and 
a nursing institute at CRB. According 
to United Group, the project will be 
implemented in a six-acre land leased 
by the railway for 50 years. It also states, 
“The hospital will provide healthcare 
services to Bangladesh Railway employees 
at a discounted rate”. It is not, however, 
justifiable that another luxury hospital is 
required when there is already a hospital 

for the railway officials and employees in 
CRB area and interestingly enough, “some 
80 percent of the hospital beds are now 
empty”. 

The environmentalists and 
distinguished people of Chattogram 
opine that CRB cannot afford to take 
the burden of such a mammoth project 
which will inexorably encroach on its 
exquisite natural beauty. If the project is 
implemented—it is feared—the prevailing 

tranquillity at CRB would diminish, trees 
will be replaced by traffic congestions, 
and the fresh air would be polluted by 
carbon monoxide. Furthermore, the 
amazing glades through which exotic 
animals stride at night would turn into 
garbage dumping zones, and honking of 
vehicles would be heard instead of the 
sweet songs of the nightingale. The whole 
CRB will transform into a commercial 
hub—let’s think of the CMCH environs 
now. All this means that the CRB will lose 
its attraction as an oasis among the bustle 
of the city, and people of Chattogram will 
lose a “breathing space”.  

It is to be noted that environmentalists 
have already suggested an alternative site 
for the project which is an abandoned 
cardiac hospital and its surrounding 10 
acres of land at Kumira situated on the 
outskirts of the city. But the railway high-
ups don’t seem to be giving heed to the 
suggestion, and are adamant about the 
CRB project. 

Since the signing of the agreement, 
people of all levels and professions 
have strongly resented the Railway’s 
commercial deal with United Group. 
Even the workers’ organisations of 
Bangladesh Railway have been protesting 
the project in the area. They submitted 
a memorandum to the prime minister 
recently requesting for revision of the 
project site. Many organisations including 
Bangladesh Environmental Lawyers 

Association, Bangladesh Poribesh 
Andolon and Association for Land 
Reform and Development have issued 
legal notices to the relevant authorities, 
and demanded that CRB be declared a 
“special biodiversity conservation area” 
under existing laws. 

It needs to be clarified that the 
people of Chattogram have never been 
apprehensive about the government’s 
continuing development initiatives. What 
they want is ecologically sustainable 
development to live in harmony with 
nature. We trust that the Ministry of 
Bangladesh Railway and the Public-Private 
Partnership Authority would reassess this 
project, and take judicious decisions. For 
the people of Chattogram, CRB with its 
lush greenery is more life-giving than the 
greed driven ecocidal health infrastructure 
being planned.

Muhammed Rukan Uddin is professor, department of 
English, University of Chittagong.
Email: rukan.english@cu.ac.bd
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