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We must protect
wildlifte at any cost

With proper initiatives, it is
not hard to stop or reverse
biodiversity loss

In Bangladesh, nature has been at a crisis point for quite some
time, and one only needs to look at the present state of our
rivers, forests and hills to understand that. This destructive
trend has extended to biodiversity as well. Over the last
several decades, there has been a persistent drop in the
country’s wildlife population. Populations of mammals, birds,
amphibians, reptiles and fish are all also shrinking. This is a
deeply troubling situation which we must address.

The threat to wildlife has come under renewed scrutiny on
thisyear’s World Wildlife Day. According to areport by Prothom
Alo, wildlife trade has been going on unabated in many parts
of the country. The report cites a study done by a Cambridge
University team which mentions 13 districts where illegal
trade in live animals and animal parts is thriving. Often wild
animals, including endangered species, are caught from these
districts and brought to Dhaka and Chattogram. Live animals
are most trafficked to neighbouring India and Myanmar, while
Thailand, Singapore, China, Malaysia, Vietnam and Laos are
also potential destinations.

According to sources, there has been an uptick in wildlife
trafficking in recent months, suggesting the involvement of
a powerful gang. As well as live animals, animal body parts
including meat, bones, teeth, nails, skin and even blood are also
reportedly sold or smuggled. The rarer and more endangered
the animal, the higher its price. Although police occasionally
seize consignments of animals and animal parts, clearly those
haven’t been enough to put a brake on this lucrative trade.
Moreover, while low-level criminals are sometimes arrested in
these drives, the ringleaders remain almost always untouched,
thanks to the involvement of powerful patrons and lack of
political support to stop this trade.

Sadly, trafficking is only a part of the problem facing
wildlife in Bangladesh. Often the threat also comes from
irresponsible conduct by state officials. For example, not long
ago, we have seen how open electrical lines have been allowed
to go through the Lawachhara forest, leading to many animals
getting electrocuted. At Lawachhara, as well as live wires, wild
animals have also been exposed to the risk of being run over
by incoming trains. According (o an estimate, at least 35 wild
animals were Kkilled in train accidents in the last five years
at the Lawachara National Park. What's worse, the railway
authorities have yet to act even after a month has passed since
all trains were instructed to run at a maximum speed of 20
kph to ensure the safety of wildlife. More alarmingly, wild
animals are also suffering from increasing habitat loss due to
destruction and degradation of forests.

These developments only symptomatise the ongoing neglect
of wildlife in Bangladesh. Officially, the government retains the
policy of supporting biodiversity conservation, but the reality
is totally different. Given the grave, multidimensional risks
that wildlife and our natural world face, we need to critically
rethink our approach to this issue. We urge the authorities to
ensure that all threats to wildlife are eradicated. They must
take firmer action in this regard.

Why are we allowing
single-use plastic?

Government must implement the
ban to stop plastic pollution

Three years have passed since the High Court’s directive to the
Department of Environment (DoE) to put an end to the use of
single-use plastic in hotels, motels, and restaurants in coastal
areas, but very little progress has been made in implementing
it. Similarly, the use of polythene and throwaway plastic bags
continues to be rampant despite a ban imposed on polythene
bags in 2002. Lack of initiative from the government agencies
responsible is mostly to blame for the non-implementation
of these vital directives. The result? Single-use plastics,
including polythene bags, have emerged as one of the major
environmental threats for the country.

Reportedly, Bangladesh generates around 3,000 tonnes of
plastic waste every day. It ranks 10th in mismanaging plastic
waste in the world, according to a report. Meanwhile, a study
has found that in Bangladesh, 36 percent of plastic waste is
formally recycled while 39 percent is dumped in landfills. The
remaining 25 percent leaks into the environment, eventually
flowing into the Bay of Bengal through the rivers.

Plastic waste, dumped into the rivers, has reportedly
polluted them so badly that many of them are now on the
verge of death. Buriganga River is a case in point. With
indiscriminate plastic and industrial pollution, its water has
now become poisonous for fish and other aquatic animals to
survive there. Karnaphuli, Kirtankhola, Meghna, Kaliganga
and scores of other rivers are also choking from plastic
pollution. A recent study has also found that at least 17 species
of fish and three species of shellfish in three key rivers {lowing
through the Sundarbans are contaminated with microplastics.
This is an alarming situation, and requires urgent intervention
from the authorities.

Bangladesh, we must admit, is not the only country to
be grappling with plastic pollution. Single-use plastics have
emerged as one of the most pressing environmental threats for
humanity. But while other countries in the world are taking
steps to curb this pollution, Bangladesh lags far behind in this
regard. Despite there being bans, laws and HC directives galore,
nothing has changed in all these years. Polythene bags and
single-use plastics are being used indiscriminately right under
the nose of the law enforcers. This needs to change.

It is good to know, however, that the environment ministry
has recently asked all government offices at the district level
and coastal areas to take necessary measures (o stop the
use of single-use plastic and polythene. It has requested all
relevant offices to hold regular meetings with stakeholders
o increase awareness in this regard. While raising awareness
and conducting regular drives will definitely make some
improvement, the government must do more to effect
change. It must fully enforce the bans on plastics, and make
sure (o strongly implement the relevant law to stop illegal
production, marketing and usage of plastic to prevent further
environmental pollution.

Role of developmental
propaganda in politics
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Development refers to the overall
improvement of people’s quality of
life. As such, the development of a
country means safe food and water,
affordable quality education and
health care for all, adequate public
transport, safe roads free from traffic
jams and accidents, pollution-free
environment, safety of life, adequate
employment, proper labour rights,
democracy, freedom of expression,
etc. But it is interesting to note that
when Bangladesh’s ruling party
claims that massive development is
taking place in the country, instead
of emphasising on the improvement
of the quality of life, it usually
shows examples of infrastructure
development, and cites statistics of
economic growth.

Infrastructural  development is
important for those in power because,
on the one hand, it can be quickly and
easily visualised and, on the other
hand, it is easy to distribute rents to
vested interest groups in the name of
infrastructure contracts. It is not that
these infrastructures are of no use to
the people, but since these projects
are taken up mostly for the purpose of
exhibition and looting, in many cases
these are executed using resources
that would be better utilised in
important sectors like education
and healthcare. The risks toward the
people and the environment are not
taken into account for the sake of
development, the projects are often
rife with corruption and wastefulness
due to the lack of transparency and
accountability, and often they pose
huge risks to the economy due o
their reliance on foreign debts.

Many like to think that these
infrastructural developments
are only possible when there is
long-term economic stability
under an authoritarian regime.
In reality, authoritarian regimes
themselves need these kinds of
visible development projects to
gain legitimacy for their long-term
survival. Conversely, the development
of safe food and clean water supply
systems are not easily visible, the
tasks of building universal healthcare
and non-discriminatory education
systems are long-term and not easily
visible and, above all, these initiatives
are not business-friendly per se.
To make the transport system pro-
people, the transport mafia must be
climinated. If corruption and looting
are to be stopped, the interests of the
cronies will be undermined. If the
rule of law is to be established, the
ruling elites must judge themselves,
which is impossible. Rather, it is
casier and more profitable to build
some infrastructure like in western
developed countries and promote
them as symbols of development and
embed that idea into the minds of
citizens through propaganda.

The additional benefit accrued
by ruling elites through this type of
infrastructure-based development
model is that government spending on
large infrastructure projects increases
GDP on the one hand, and creates
opportunities for corruption and
looting for ruling elites on the other
hand. But the problem is, there is a
limit to the increase in GDP through
such debt-dependent infrastructure
projects. After a certain period when
the economy no longer has the
capacity to borrow more, when these
costly infrastructure projects do not
generate the advertised benefits, when

the repayment of the loan in foreign
currency becomes difficult, then
these visible development projects,
which were once used to compare the
country to Bangkok, Singapore, Los
Angeles, etc., appear as a burden for
the whole economy.

The growth and crisis of Turkey’s
economy under the authoritarian
leadership of Recep Tayyip Erdogan is
a good example of the impact of such
developmental propaganda. Turkey is
currently in such an economic crisis
that it makes global headlines on a
regular basis. Last year, the Turkish
lira lost more than 27 percent of its
value against the dollar, inflation
officially surpassed 80 percent (and
unofficially 180 percent) and it only
keeps rising as FErdogan refuses
to let Turkey’s central bank raise
interest rates. But the situation was
not always like this. Erdogan rose to
power in 2002 on a promise to deliver
economic prosperity, and became
Turkey’s longest-serving ruler thanks

to the country’s GDP tripling under
his leadership. As researcher Aykut
Ozturk explains, instrumentalisation
of the national developmentalist
narrative by Erdogan’s authoritarian
regime in Turkey was an important
factor behind his long rule. This
narrative has been characterised by
the promise of meteoric economic
development, the articulation of mega
infrastructural projects as symbols
of realising this promise, etc. This
promise of economic development
was spread among the masses using
slogans like: “Turkey is ready, Target:
20237, “National Will, National Power,
Target 2023,” “New Turkey, New Power,
Target 2023,” etc. The year 2023 was
carefully selected for its high symbolic
and aesthetic significance, as it marks
the centenary of the foundation of the
Turkish Republic.

The mega construction projects
on which the symbolic realisation of
the developmental propaganda of the
Erdogan regime relied on were two
suspension bridges in Istanbul, a new
airport in Istanbul, an artificial water
leeway between the Marmara Sea and
Black Sea, as well as two new “cities”
in Istanbul. This became evident in
the celebration of the Osmangazi
Bridge construction - a suspension

bridge built over the Gulf of Izmit
which was one of the Justice and
Development Party’s (AKP) campaign
promises in the 2011 election period.
The construction of the bridge started
in 2018 and was ceremoniously
opened to services on June 30, 2016.
Aykut Ozturk described how, on
this occasion, TV channels made
live broadcasts from the bridge
throughout the entire week, dubbing
June 30 as “a historic day” and “the
day of pride”. Driving over the bridge
was free for everyone for the next
seven days and many people living
in cities around the bridge took this
chance to have a “historic experience”.
They joined the celebrations, took
photos, danced, recorded videos, and
uploaded them to social media to
share their excitement.

The megaprojects which
were once showcased (o justily
authoritarianism in the name of
economic development have become
a burden for Turkey’s economy. The
projects enjoyed huge government
incentives such as land allocation
and loan guarantees as well as long-
term service purchase and turnover
guarantees for the contractors, which
are mostly business groups close to
the ruling AKP or foreign companies.
Rather than investing in factories,
which is the conventional way for
an emerging economy (o prosper,
Turkey emphasised on construction-

led development. As a result, since
the late 1990s, manufacturing has
shrunk from more than 22 percent
of the economy to about 16 percent,
while construction and real estate
have grown swiftly and now account
for about as large a share of national
output as manufacturing. And these
megaprojects were mainly funded by
foreign currency loans which enjoy
government financial guarantees.
Now the problem is that Turkish
companies are facing a mismatch
between their debts and their revenue,
because they borrowed in dollars
while their customers pay them in
lira. The severe deprecation of the
Turkish lira in the past several years
has gravely exacerbated the liabilities
of both the contractors and the
government, while pushing up service
prices for consumers at [facilities
where such prices were denominated
in dollars.

The same kind of infrastructure-
based development discourse has
been used for a long time to justify
the current oppressive conditions
in Bangladesh. That’s why catchy
slogans like “Vision 2021” or “Digital
Bangladesh” have been used to create
aspirations for development among
the people. And the Padma Bridge,

Metro Rail, Rooppur Nuclear Power
Plant, Karnaphuli Tunnel, flyovers,
four-lane highways, etc. have been
shown as evidence of realisation
of that dream. After analysing 20
such major projects, the Center for
Policy Dialogue (CPD) warned that
Bangladesh will be in for a big shock
between 2024 and 2026 from the
debt liabilities of the mega projects, as
the time of foreign loan repayment is
nearing. Around Tk 5,569.55 billion is
being spent to implement these mega
projects, and foreign loans compose
of 62 percent of the total spending.
During this time, annual instalment
for Rooppur will be $565 million,
$178 million for Padma Bridge Rail
Link project, and $53 million for the
Karnaphuli Tunnel. As revenue from
these projects will be generated in
the local currency, these additional
debt servicing in dollar terms will
increase pressure on our foreign
reserves which already seem to be in
continuous decline.

Because of the importance given
to debt-funded infrastructure-based
development, the country’s economy
is being burdened by increasing
unsustainable foreign debt and
import dependence - as it’s becoming
quite evident from the recent reserve
crisis. On the other hand, the quality
of people’s life has deteriorated, and
the disparity between the rich and the
poor has increased.
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As a result, in the midst of high
GDP growth and with the country
having the fastest growth of rich
people, the share for the poor in
the national income is decreasing,
workers are not getting living
wages and dying regularly in unsafe
working conditions, migrant workers
are returning home prematurely
(oftentimes dead), unemployed youth
are not getting dignified jobs and are
dying on desperate journeys abroad,
and citizens are not getting affordable
quality education and health care.
There is an epidemic of death on
our expensively built highways that
are under complete control of the
transport mafia. The statistics of
growth and development cannot
guarantee clean water, safe food
and protection of our environment.
The air quality in the country, water
supply and sanitation, biodiversity,
forestry and rivers are all deteriorating
day by day.

To overcome this situation, we
have to challenge the discourse of
development set by the ruling class.
The criteria of development created
by them should be rejected, and the
concept of the overall improvement of
the quality of peoples’ lives should be
adopted in the development narrative.
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Rape is without a doubt one of the
worst crimes anyone could commit
against another human being.
Unfortunately, we have barely seen
any meaningful steps taken to combat
this crime in Bangladesh over the
years. Not only has victim shaming,
marital rape, and even the rape of

children become commonplace in
Bangladesh, but it seems like we are
becoming increasingly desensitised
to such horrific crimes. Oftentimes,
the perpetrators are also powerful
individuals, whose connections with
influential quarters can get them off
the hook easily.

Itis true that we have laws in place
to support rape victims, as well as
laws to punish the perpetrators.
But how sincerely are those laws
being  implemented?  Without
proper implementation, any law
can become useless. That is why,
it is high time the authorities took

Sexual offenders should be severely punished

the matter seriously. No matter who
the perpetrator is, sexual offenders
must be severely  punished.
Ultimately, proper implementation
of laws relating to such serious
crimes is a must for any just society.

Rim Badal Sikder, Dhaka.
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