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Form separate 
land commission 
for them
Say speakers on plainland 
indigenous people
STAFF CORRESPONDENT

The government needs to strengthen its efforts 
to improve livelihood of the country’s indigenous 
community people living in the plainland, said 
speakers at a roundtable yesterday.

They said like indigenous community people 
of the hills, indigenous people in the plain are 
also facing various forms of discrimination 
including those related to land ownership.

Indigenous Peoples Development Services 
(IPDS) and Islamic Relief Bangladesh (IRB) jointly 
organised the roundtable on “Leave No One 
Behind: Inclusion of Plain Land Ethnic Minorities 
in achieving SDG 2030” at the capital’s The Daily 
Star Centre.

Rashed Khan Menon, lawmaker and chairman 
of Parliamentary Standing Committee on Social 
Welfare Ministry, said if Bangladesh wants to 
be a role model in achieving SDGs then it must 
include ethnic minorities in the agenda.

“The problem is political and it has to be 
resolved from that perspective.”

Prof Mesbah Kamal of Dhaka University’s 
history department said due to gradual 
landlessness, indigenous people of the plain are 
now facing challenges to ensure food security.

Presenting a keynote paper, IPDS President 
and an indigenous community leader Sanjeeb 
Drong said the government has its commitment 
to form a separate land commission for 
indigenous community people of the plain.

Prof Shuchita Sharmin of DU’s development 
studies department said findings of an on-going 
study on indigenous community people of plain 
in five districts suggest 9.25 percent of those 
already belonging to poor group have become 
poorer amid the pandemic.

MINTU DESHWARA, back from Habiganj

This is the story of a group, but more 
than that, it’s the story of the man 
behind it. 

Sunil Biswas was born in a family of 
tea workers in Habiganj’s Chunarughat 
upazila’s Deondi garden in 1965. 
Education was a luxury in a family like 
his, where his parents earned a daily 
wage of Tk 11.25 each after a full day of 
work. 

He, however, continued his studies 
alongside helping his parents in the 
garden and went on to become one 
of the very few graduates from his 
community. 

With education, 
came awareness. His 
surroundings and 
the perils of his 
community include 
extreme poverty, 
oppression, 
illiteracy and 
addiction. Losing 
some of his close 
relatives to alcohol 
addiction was a 
point he realised 
he needed a voice 
against all of it. 

That is when he started 
a theatre group. Drama 
and education, he says, “are the 
only weapons that we have in our fight 
against extreme poverty.” 

Thus, the journey of Pratik Theatre 
started on April 14, 1986. This year, 
they will be celebrating their 36th 
anniversary with a two-day festival 
starting from today. 

The beginning was humble. The 
group had only 13-15 members initially, 
and all the expenses were carried out 
by Sunil from the little amount that he 
could save.

“The group now has over 70 
members, working selflessly and 

relentlessly,” said Sunil, the founding 
president of Pratik Theatre. 

The theatre has changed many lives 
ever since, apart from contributing 
to a collective change. Sorfullo Mal, a 
57-year-old tea worker is one prominent 
example of that.

Sorfullo got addicted to alcohol at a 
very young age and later got involved 
in the alcohol trade. He also became 
negligent towards his family when 
alcohol addiction got the better of him.

Twenty years ago, it was a drama that 
made way for self-realisation for him. 
He became a member of the group and 
is currently one of the senior members. 
His college-going daughter is a member 
as well.

Sorfullo Mal is now sober for 20 
years. 

Many others like Pancham Bauri (52), 
Chandan Mahali (60) and Onila Urang 
(52) echoed the same. 

Tofazzal Sohel, former organising 
secretary of Bangladesh Group Theatre 
Federation’s Sylhet chapter, said, “Sunil 
is working with more enthusiasm 
than ever to bring a meaningful and 
sustainable impact in his community.”

“Many are following Sunil’s example. 
He is an asset to the community,” said 
Mamunur Rashid, prominent actor, 
director and playwright. 

THE FAILED REVOLUTION
Meanwhile, tea workers will observe Tea 
Workers Day today like every year.

On May 20, 1921, around 30,000 
tea labourers in Sylhet started a march 
towards Chandpur Meghna Ghat, when 
the then Assamese police opened fire on 
the protestors, killing many of them. 

Sunil has narrated the incident 
on multiple shows in many places, 
including Dhaka.

Tea workers have also set up an 
installation named “Mulluk Bhaskorjo” 
-- portraying the revolt -- in Deondi tea 
garden.  

Let there be light!
Pratik Theatre making a difference in lives of tea workers for 35 years

Pratik Theatre has been active in Habiganj’s tea gardens 
for 35 years, raising awareness of the tea community’s 
issues and helping many members get over addiction. 
The community will be remembering the fallen of the May 
20, 1921 revolution, for which they have also set up an 
installation. PHOTO: STAR

Drama and education are the only weapons that we have in our 
fight against extreme poverty.

Sunil Biswas

Founding President of Pratik Theatre  


