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AS OUR RIVERS LAY DYING
Rivers don’t live anymore, they merely exist. They exist as relics of their halcyon days when rivers were truly wild, mysterious, free -- or as a character in their own story, 

as told through poetry and music. Now they exist in inherited nostalgia. The High Court in a 2019 verdict granted rivers the legal status of “living entities”. But in reality, 
almost all the country’s rivers are struggling to survive due to encroachment, pollution and sand lifting. Below we look into the current state of Halda (Chattogram), Mayur 

(Khulna), Sonai (Sylhet) and Louhajang (Tangail) rivers and how the once majestic rivers are being held hostage to greed and negligence.

SIFAYET ULLAH, Ctg

Looking at a satellite image taken in 2018, 
one will see a lush green landscape in the 
Fakira Chan area along the Halda riverside 
in Chattogram’s Fatikchhari upazila.

But fast forward to 2024, there has been 
a drastic change in the same landscape.

A satellite image of the same area taken 
this year shows a barren landscape, void of 
greenery, and with signs of environmental 
damage.

The situation is the same at several 
other points on the riverbank due to 
indiscriminate and illegal soil extraction 
in broad daylight over the last four years, 
leaving the riverbank vulnerable and 
susceptible to erosion.

The soil lifters did not just confine 
themselves to extracting soil; they went as 
far as to construct a bridge for transporting 
soil using trucks in the Jogini Ghata area.

Locals alleged that the culprits turned 
the Halda riverbank into a hub for soil 
lifting and flouting laws including the 
Balu Mahal and Soil Management, 
Embankment and Drainage, and 
Environment Conservation Acts.

Halda, a prime natural breeding ground 
in the country for carp-like fish species, 
was declared a fisheries heritage in 2020.

The government subsequently banned 
different activities in the river and 
adjoining areas, including fishing, soil 

lifting, water withdrawal, motor-boat 
plying, and construction of dams.

Visiting different areas in the upazila 
recently, this correspondent observed 
some big holes were created as workers 
were lifting soil along the riverbank while 
trucks were carrying the soil to different 
locations.

“A syndicate led by Osman Gani, Badiul 
Alam alias Badi Member, Md Azgar, and 
their associates are engaged in this illegal 
soil lifting,” said a local union parishad 
member wishing anonymity.

“No steps have yet been taken by the 
authorities concerned, which prompted 
them to become reckless,” he added.

Arman Hossain, a resident of the Fakira 

Chan area, said, “The soil is usually taken 
to brick kilns.”

Md Shafiqul Islam, a Halda 
researcher, said, “Destruction of 
riverbanks poses a serious threat 
of erosion, which will change 
the river’s landscape while 
depleting fish production 
due to silt accumulation in 
the river.”

Contacted, Osman Gani 
said, “I lifted soil from 
some areas there, but not 
anymore. I am engaged in a 
different business now.”

Badiul Alam claimed, 
“I bought soil from lifters as 
customers requested it. But I was 
never engaged in soil lifting, let alone 
from riverbanks.”

According to the Department of 
Environment, at least 50 brick kilns 
are currently operating in the upazila 
without obtaining necessary permission.

Halda held hostage 
to greed

The satellite image taken in 2018, 
left, shows a lush green landscape 

along the Halda. But fast forward to 
2024, a drastic change can be seen.

The soil lifters did not 
just confine themselves to 

extracting soil; they went as 
far as to construct a bridge 
for transporting soil using 
trucks in the Jogini Ghata.
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MIRZA SHAKIL, Tangail

The Louhajang river in Tangail now awaits an impending 
demise due to unabated encroachment and pollution.

Originating from the Dhaleswari river in Baishnabbari 
area under Tangail Sadar, the 76-kilometre-long 
waterbody flows through the district town before falling 
into Bangshai river in Mirzapur.

Decades back, launches and goods-laden boats 
navigated the river, making the area a vital hub for 
traders. Besides, locals used to rely on the river for 
agriculture, household chores and fishing. But now, the 

river is gradually shrinking towards oblivion.
Much of the river’s ordeal resulted from Water 

development Board’s construction of a sluice gate in 1992 
near the confluence of Louhajang and Dhaleswari rivers.

The dam led to siltation, hindered its natural course 
and reduced its navigability, alleged locals.

With time, large boats and 
launches stopped plying the 
river, while unscrupulous people 
grabbed its banks, constructing 
permanent structures.

Meanwhile, unplanned 
garbage dumping amid a lack of 

waste management in the locality 
and establishment of factories and 

textile mills on its bed further plunged 
the waterbody towards its demise.
According to locals, toxic waste and 

untreated sewage from several units under 
Tangail BSCIC Industrial area at Taratia and a textile 
mill in Khudirampur area, and waste from nearby Park 
Market, are being discharged into the river.

“The river has turned into a dirty shallow canal, an 

Louhajang a 
shadow of its 
glorious past

With time, large boats and launches 
stopped plying the river, while 

unscrupulous people grabbed its banks, 
constructing permanent structures.
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MINTU DESHWARA, from Habiganj

Once small fishing dinghies crowded 
the banks of Sonai river, and children 
took dips into its cool waters during 
warm summer days.

However, those days are in the past 
now.

The green pasture on the riverbank, 
the water glistening in moonlight, the 
bustle of the boats and trawlers, and 
the laughter of children -- all are gone.

Originating from India’s Tripura, 
the 50-km-long waterbody, which once 
flowed through Madhabpur upazila in 
Habiganj, is now shrunken to a mere 
canal, counting its last breath in the 
clutches of encroachers and polluters.

The locals blamed riverine settlers 
and encroachers for the demise of this 
regional lifeline. 

Environmentalists have long been 
urging the authorities to take steps to 
save the river. The authorities concerned, 
however, have seemingly decided to turn 
a blind eye to the menace, they alleged.

Plastic and organic waste from the 
upazila town and kitchen markets and 
sewage waste from the bazars have 
plagued the river, leaving it unable to 

sustain the marine ecosystem, said 
Mukhleshur Rahman, a local.

According to Abu Asad Faridul 
Haque, fisheries officer of the upazila, 

the river was once abundant with fish.
“However, its fish population is on 

the brink of extinction, thanks to its 
toxic black waters. 

Meanwhile, the illegal structures 
built grabbing the river’s land are 
making it narrower, while the waste 

Sonai in peril
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DIPANKAR ROY, Khulna

Mayur river in Khulna is being slowly choked to 
death by a dam constructed across it to facilitate 
the construction of two bridges on the river.

The river’s natural flow has practically been 
halted by the 30 feet wide dam. Only a three-
foot wide pipe placed on the western side of the 
embankment allows some water to flow through, 
which is hardly enough to sustain the river’s 
navigability.

The 22-km-long river, which flows through the 
western side of Khulna city, was once connected 
with the Rupsa river. But this connection has 

already been severed with the sluice gates 
previously installed in the river, while its tides 
have also been controlled.

The dam has now increased the river’s woes 
even more. 

The construction of the bridges was inaugurated 
on October 12 last year, to be implemented by 
the Roads and Highways Department, after 
demolishing the two bridges that were previously 
there due to their dilapidated state. 

A construction firm, National Development 
Engineers Limited, has been tasked with the 
construction of the two steel-arch bridges at a 

Mayur damned by a dam
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