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of words. Can you say things without 
impunity, especially in a culture where 
Big Brother is watching?

The issue became relevant for us 
when we heard the leaked recordings of 
a conversation between a young girl and 
her powerful patron. The girl was verbally 
raped before being suspiciously found 
dead. “History” tells us that girl took her 
life under alleged suspicion of embezzling 
a huge amount of money from her 
protectorate. Then we heard that an 
online media house was blackmailing the 
powerful man for an obscene amount of 
money, threatening to dig into the alleged 
suicide. Once again, the conversation of 
the media men was leaked—and in a dog-
eat-dog world, we are seeing the power 
of words. The girl named after a songbird 
has stopped singing. We are hearing the 
howls and growls of the predators. And 
“his-story” prevails.

I am not a legal expert to comment on 
the merit of the Depp vs Heard case. Like 
many of my generation, I grew up with TV 
series such as Paper Chase, L.A. Law, Ally 
McBeal, Boston Legal, and of late, Suits. 
These shows have given me some insights 
into how legal discourses work, and 
how righteousness can be constructed. 
They helped me consider both sides of 
an argument and taught me not to be 
judgemental.

Then again, I wonder why I got 
drawn to this particular real-life drama. 
Celebrities have a larger-than-life 
existence. They are deified and located 
in their stardoms. But when we hear 
about their dysfunctional personal lives 
in gossip magazines or court cases, we 
start to relate with them. The engagement 
is therapeutic as we learn that human 
oddities do not discriminate. Celebrities, 
too, can get into a fight, just like we do 
in our personal lives. What happens in 
LA can very well happen in Dhaka. What 
happens to Heard can very well happen to 
a young ambitious girl who wants to move 
up in society in Dhaka.

At least Heard was heard. She had the 
patience and fortitude to withstand the 
shaming and character assassination. 
In many cases, the patriarchal culture’s 
wrath remains unheard. We hear it when 
Western clothing triggers a mob in the 
railway station of a provincial town, 
causing them to attack a passenger. We 
hear it when a traffic constable stops a 
car in Dhaka city only to find that a girl is 
being raped by a rich man’s son. We hear 
it here and there. Not too many women 
get the opportunity and privilege to get 
themselves heard.

The real cost of Heard’s “negative 
worth” for writing those 11 words can 
never be estimated.
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T
HE creator of the Harry Potter 
series, JK Rowling, is probably the 
richest author in the world, with an 

estimated net worth of USD 1 billion. In 
one estimate, Rowling made USD 181 per 
minute or USD 4.37 per word in 2016-17.

Here we are in 2022. Hollywood actor 
Amber Heard has been slapped with a USD 
15 million penalty for writing 11 words that 
evidently damaged the fame and career 
of her former husband, Johnny Depp. 
These words were featured in an op-ed 
written for The Washington Post in 2018. 
Heard wrote, “Two years ago, I became 
a public figure representing domestic 
abuse.” The article had an elaborate title: 
“I spoke up against sexual violence—and 
faced our culture’s wrath.” Depp sued 
Heard for the damage that those words 
had caused him, even though the actor 
was not explicitly mentioned in the article. 
Depp was, for instance, relieved from his 
iconic role of Jack Sparrow in the Pirates 
of the Caribbean franchise. His lawyers 
have now proven that the piece was indeed 
defamatory by implications, and a jury 
agreed. It won’t take a genius to assess the 
negative worth of these words of Heard.

British romantic poet John Keats once 
stood before a Greek urn for ashes of the 
dead in a museum, and commented on its 
lively images, “Heard melodies are sweet, 
but those unheard are sweeter.” I guess a 
play upon the Keatsian paradox is in order 
now that Amber Heard has been both 
heard and unheard. Her words, written 
as a testimony pertaining to the #MeToo 
movement, can be deemed prophetic as 
she has effectively felt the full blast of 
“culture’s wrath.” The unheard story of 
Heard is as bitter as that of Kadambini in 
Rabindranath Tagore’s short story “The 
Living and the Dead,” who only by dying 
was able to prove that she had indeed 
been alive. The undoing of Heard, many 
feel, is an expression of misogyny that 
pervades our culture. While I am happy 
to see Depp reclaiming his former glory 
through this win, I am equally mindful of 
the damage that this court case has done.

Dubbed as “the case of the century,” 
the Depp-Heard defamation trial became 
a reality show as they agreed to live-cast 
the court proceedings. As we started 
hearing the case, the discourse became 
a bedroom drama where the fourth wall 
was broken to give us, the voyeuristic 
audience, access to the private lives of 

glitzy stars. The performance of the 
lawyers, too, started influencing public 
opinion. Thanks to the double piston of 
Depp’s charisma and Heard’s quirkiness, 
the mob sentiments started sliding 
towards the versatile actor. There was 
a growing contemptuous consensus 
among the public that Heard was lying 
about her abuse. She was portrayed as 
someone with a borderline personality 
disorder who is manipulative enough to 
fake photos to show Depp’s beatings or to 
coax her friends into vilifying her spouse. 
In six weeks, the public opinion changed 
from anger towards Depp for confiding 
to friends about his venom against his 
ex-wife, to sympathy. Depp vowed revenge 
after his divorce, “She is begging for global 
humiliation. She is going to get it.” He 
even shared the thought of raping her 
corpse in a text message to a friend. The 
drama has culminated in a series of “yes” 
from the jury to highlight Depp’s story of 
being the abused one in this relationship.

The rise of “his story” and the burial 
of “her story” in this “he said, she said” 
drama has now put a serious question 
mark over the freedom of expression. 
Pundits in the US are even reflecting on 
the state of their First Amendment. With 
the current legislation against abortion, 
things are not looking right for women 
in the US. But my concern is in the power 
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demotivated if they do not get the right 
price at the right time. In the 2010s, 
farmers did not get paid properly for a 
few years, which demotivated them. High 
quality sugarcane must get better prices. 
That will encourage farmers to cultivate 
high quality sugarcane.

What is the impact of the current 
situation?

The vulnerable condition of the sugar 
mills has proven to be a boon for private 

refiners. Due to this, the market 
is going into the hands of 

privateers. If the private 
sector has control over 

supply and demand, 
they can increase 

the prices as they 
wish, which we 
saw happen with 
edible oil. The 
government 
is unable to 
control these 
businesses. The 

sugar produced at 
our sugar mills is of 

high quality and a lot 
healthier than refined 

sugar. But even if general 
people want to, they cannot 

have healthy sugar. If all our 
sugar mills were opened and equipped to 

increase sugar production, traders would 
not be able to manipulate the market 
prices for their own benefits. As the 
government is busy providing benefits to 
traders, people are deprived of a healthy 
option. 

Can we make our sugar mills 
profitable?

Of course. It only needs the government’s 
willingness. Till date, people who 
have been at the helm had little or no 
knowledge about our sugar industry. 
People who are involved with the process, 

e.g. farmers, workers, retired officers—
people who are well aware of the pros and 
cons of the overall management—should 
be brought in to make new plans, and 
their implementation should be a priority. 

Is there any government initiative to 
make sugar mills profitable?

No, the government has not yet taken 
steps to remedy the current situation. Our 
economy will benefit from investment 
into this sector. A lot of people will 
be employed, and our farmers will be 
benefitted. This has been recommended 
time and again, but to no avail. 

Sugar International, a consortium of 
three companies from the UAE, Japan 
and Thailand, has proposed to invest 
Tk 5,500 crore into our state-owned 
sugar mills to make them profitable. 
Will this work?

There is a rumour that the Japan Bank for 
International Cooperation and Thailand’s 
Exim Bank will provide 70 percent of 
the consortium’s funds as a loan. If this 
initiative is implemented, and then fails, 
the consortium and the BSFIC will have 
to shoulder the burden. If they fail, the 
guarantors will have to repay the loan. 
It is still not certain which banks will be 
guarantors and which properties of the 
sugar mills will go under mortgage in 
this initiative. If it fails, the sugar mills 
may have to sell their land to pay off the 
debt. Businessmen may procure said land 
at discounted rates. On the other hand, 
if the foreign investors want to make a 
quick profit, they will increase the price 
of sugar. We should do something on 
our own instead of seeking outside help. 
The government must subsidise this 
sector to improve its condition, which will 
decrease our import dependency. It will 
also prevent sacrificing public property for 
debt service. 

Translated by Mohammed Ishtiaque Khan.
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We have a lot of demand for sugar. 
We have sugar mills, too. Why is the 
industry in shambles, then?

Since independence, Bangladesh Sugar 
and Food Industries Corporation (BSFIC) 
and the sugar mills have taken loans 
worth Tk 6,044 crore. The interest these 
loans incurred amounts to Tk 3,085 
crore. At present, about Tk 7,946 crore of 
debt, including interest, needs to be paid. 
If the government had given subsidies 
to the sugar mills, the loan interest 
would not be such a big amount, and the 
industry would not be in such a sorry 
state. The government lacks planning and 
willingness as far as our sugar mills are 
concerned. It is keen on providing special 
benefits to traders, which is destroying 
our sugar mills.  

Why are businessmen given special 
benefits?

These days, the government’s interests 
cannot be separated from the 
businessmen’s interests. Businessmen 
have become politicians. Public interest 
has taken a back seat. Income tax no 
longer benefits public interest. People’s 
money gets siphoned off to individual 
accounts, thanks to our corruption-
riddled economy. Our sugar mills are 
bearing the brunt of that. There has 
always been a lack of foresight regarding 
sustainable management, anti-corruption 
measures and efficient planning in this 
sector.

How much sugar does 100kg of 
sugarcane produce in Brazil, India 
and Bangladesh?

Brazil and India both produce 12-14kg 
of sugar from 100kg of sugarcane. 
Meanwhile, Bangladesh produces 6-7kg 
only.

Why does Bangladesh have such a low 
yield compared to Brazil and India?

That is because our high-yield sugarcane 

cultivation is limited. Bangladesh 
Sugarcrop Research Institute (BSRI) 
claims that the seeds they supply are 
capable of 12-14 percent sugar yield. But 
system loss, ancient machinery and delays 
in sugarcane delivery to the mills cause 
the decline in the yield. If sugarcane 
cannot be delivered to the mills within a 
day of cutting, their sucrose level drops. 
This affects the sugar production.

What is the production cost of sugar?

It varies from mill to mill. Mills that 
are burdened with debt have higher 
production costs. Certain mills can lower 
the costs by utilising the by-products. 
Some mills are affected by the loan 
interest. Previously, the amount of debt 
(including interest) in production cost 
was 6-7 percent, but after six sugar mills 
were shut down in 2020, it shot up to 37 
percent on average.

How can the cost be reduced?

I suggest equipping all the sugar mills 
to utilise the by-products to diversify 
production. For example, Carew and 
Co has a distillery where they produce 
alcohol and sanitisers. They also produce 
organic fertiliser and electricity using the 
by-products. Some sugar mills have their 
own land; they can cultivate other crops 
in the unutilised land. Surviving solely on 
sugar production is difficult everywhere in 
the world. We need specific policies that 
keep the uniqueness of sugar production 
in focus. 

What kind of support do farmers get 
to enhance sugarcane supply?

Usually, farmers cultivate sugarcane more 
and the overall production and supply 
increase if they get fair prices. Sugarcane 
farmers must be given incentives every 
year. They must be given a steady supply 
of seeds, fertilisers and loans. They should 
be given assurance that the government 
will procure their produce. They get 
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