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Curbing air pollution 
is top priority
It poses the greatest environmental 
threat to human health
We condemn the lack of government action to address the 
country’s poor air quality, which emerged as the worst in the 
world last year. Reportedly, Bangladesh’s air was 15 times worse 
than the minimum set by the World Health Organization. 
According to the World Air Quality Report 2023, Bangladesh 
recorded an annual average PM2.5 concentration of 79.9 µg/
m3—the highest in the world. PM2.5, or particulate matter 2.5, 
refers to fine particles or droplets in the air that are 2.5 microns 
or less in width. It has been linked to asthma, heart and lung 
disease, cancer, and other respiratory illnesses.

Dhaka’s PM2.5 concentration in 2023 increased over 20 
percent from that of 2022. Moreover, in 2023, there were four 
months where the monthly concentration averages were above 
100 µg/m3 and two months where the average breached 150 µg/
m3. This ranked Dhaka second-worst among all capital cities. 
The key sources of air pollution in Bangladesh are brick kilns, 
vehicle emissions, dust, emissions from factories, household 
cookstoves, plastic incineration, and unlined landfills. And 
even though experts have been warning that the air quality 
situation, which has been worsening gradually, deserves 
urgent attention, the authorities have done little about it. For 
example, in 2019, the environment ministry made a plan to 
phase out clay bricks by 2025. However, the government then 
decided to revise the plan, opting to push back the target to 
2028. Additionally, in August 2023, the government decided 
not to put a cap on the economic life of buses at 20 years and 
trucks at 25 years, thus legalising older, unfit vehicles. 

All this shows how little priority the government has been 
giving towards improving air quality. Air pollution is the 
greatest environmental threat to human health, according to 
the WHO, as it causes an estimated one in every nine deaths 
worldwide and is responsible for an estimated seven million 
premature deaths globally every year. A World Bank study 
estimates that 78,000-88,000 air pollution-related deaths 
happen in Bangladesh every year. Moreover, it is responsible 
for about 20 percent of total premature deaths in the country. 
These are catastrophic numbers.

We, therefore, urge the government to declare air pollution 
a national emergency and take all measures necessary to 
urgently address it. It is unacceptable that such a silent killer 
has been allowed to rise to such heights. 

A mockery of mother 
tongue education
Dream behind indigenous textbooks 
remains unfulfilled

It is alarming to learn of the plight of the project to provide 
primary education in mother tongue for indigenous children 
in line with the Chittagong Hill Tracts Peace Accord 1997. 
Reportedly, despite the passage of decades and the 2010 
education policy that paved the way for textbooks in five 
indigenous languages, significant barriers remain. The main 
issue seems to be the lack of teachers proficient in indigenous 
languages. Many teachers are struggling to utilise the 
curriculum due to inadequate training and a lack of training 
modules and other resources. Indigenous language subjects 
have also been relegated to the sidelines, excluded from regular 
class schedules and student evaluations.

Against this backdrop, it is hardly surprising that children 
are losing interest in education in their mother tongues. The 
frustration caused by this state of affairs—with one parent 
fuming, “How can teachers who do not know alphabets teach 
children the language?”—contrasts the joy and air of positivity 
that arose when the indigenous textbooks were designed and 
distributed in 2017. Seven years on, that positivity is all but 
lost, thanks to the negligence and lack of proper initiatives by 
the relevant authorities. 

Currently, students from pre-primary to class three are 
eligible for the textbooks. Since most ethnic languages do not 
have alphabets, the government has no plan yet to expand the 
list of textbooks beyond the designated five—Chakma, Marma, 
Tripura, Garo, and Sadri. But simply designing or distributing 
free textbooks is not enough, as the experience of many CHT 
schools has made abundantly clear. This calls for a critical 
rethink of the mother tongue project and the vision guiding it. 
We must ask: should we be content with the mere spectacle of 
linguistic diversity, or should we see it to fruition? 

Language is not merely a means of communication but a 
repository of cultural identity and heritage, so the importance 
of indigenous students learning and communicating in their 
mother tongues cannot be emphasised enough. We, therefore, 
urge the government to undertake robust teacher training 
programmes and properly integrate indigenous language 
subjects into mainstream curricula to make the project 
successful.

Repair the roads in 
Gondhakhali, Faridpur
The residents of Gondhakhali, a village in the Kamarkhali 
union of Madhukhali upazila, Faridpur, are struggling to access 
essential facilities, educational institutions and workplaces due 
to the poor condition of the roads. The village, located along 
the banks of the Madhumati River, is home to Birshrestha 
Lance Nayek Munshi Abdur Rauf and the Birshrestha Abdur 
Rauf Library and Memorial Museum. However, these sites are 
difficult to reach due to the deteriorated brick roads. These 
roads become extremely hazardous for the elderly and children, 
even after a light rain. The Authorities need to address this 
situation immediately and mend the roads so that locals can 
travel along them. 
Jannatul Ferdaus Mitu
Faridpur
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March 2, 2024. I am standing in the 
middle of a thorough ruination of 
nature in Madhupur sal forest in 
Tangail. Planted around 30 years ago, 
monoculture of a single tree—rubber—
is being cut down in hundreds, every 
day. The trees are felled, sectioned into 
pieces, loaded on trucks, and taken away 
immediately to be used as fuelwood, 
manufacture boards, burn bricks, 
and more. All that is left are stumps 
that may also soon be uprooted to 
prepare for the next rotation of rubber 
plantation. For some years, pineapple 
and other crops will grow with rubber 
trees as companion crops. 

This has been happening for the last 
few weeks at Santoshpur and Pirgachha 
rubber gardens in Madhupur sal forest. 
Rubber, an exotic tree, has spread 
around the world from the Amazon 
rainforest. If rubber is commercially 
planted for latex, generally it has to be 
felled after 30-35 years. A rubber tree 
gives latex for around 26 years; then it 
becomes old and unproductive, and 
must be removed! 

Cutting down rubber trees in two 
of the five gardens in Tangail-Sherpur 
rubber zone started last year, when 
9,000 trees on 55 acres in Santoshpur 
and 7,000 trees on 55 acres in Pirgachha 
gardens were felled. In each of these two 
gardens, 12,375 rubber saplings had 
been planted. This year’s target to cut 
unproductive rubber trees is 13,564 on 
150 acres in Pirgachha and 25,900 on 
150 acres in Santoshpur. 

In Madhupur-Sherpur zone, there 
are five rubber gardens covering 
8,128 acres of forestland managed by 
the state-owned Bangladesh Forest 
Industries Development Corporation 
(BFIDC), which has 14 more rubber 
gardens in other areas. Of these five 
gardens, four are in Madhupur sal forest 
on 7,503 acres of land. 

The first rubber tree in Madhupur 
was planted on February 2, 1986. Then 
President HM Ershad flew to Madhupur 
in a helicopter to inaugurate a 
rubber plantation there. According 
to information from the BFIDC, since 
the first tree was planted almost four 
decades ago, a little over two million 
rubber saplings have been planted in 
the five gardens. 

The Forest Department handed 
over the forestland to the BFIDC. The 
first thing BFIDC did to prepare the 
land for planting rubber saplings was 
clearing all of the natural vegetation—
trees, shrubs, and undergrowth that 
harboured colonies of plant species, 
wildlife, birds, insects, bacteria—diverse 
forms of life. 

Rubber plantation in Santoshpur 
preceded teak plantation, which 
replaced the natural forest. A local 
octogenarian from Mohishmara 
village named Hasmat Ali is a witness 
of the natural forest before teak was 
introduced in place of sal. “When I 
came to live here with my family 20 
years before the Liberation War, this 
area had dense sal forest,” he recalled. “I 

saw tigers, bears and deer in the forest. 
We had to be careful to protect our 
cattle from tigers. Then we saw sal forest 
auctioned and teak planted. Then came 
rubber during the time of Ershad.”

Rubber came to Madhupur following 
its plantation in the Chittagong Hill 
Tracts (CHT). While finance for rubber 
plantation in the CHT came from the 
Asian Development Bank (ADB) and 
others, the first rubber plantation 
project in Madhupur was reportedly 
financed by the government itself. 

However, for the second rubber 
plantation project in Madhupur, as 
well as in other areas, ADB almost 
completed the formalities for funding. 
Feasibility study was done and funds 
almost got into the pipeline. But 
in the face of severe criticism from 
different quarters, local resistance, and 
continued reporting by this author 
in the national press, ADB ultimately 

backed down from funding the project. 
Had the second project taken off, 15,000 
more acres of forestland would have 
been converted to rubber plantation, 
leading to further devastation and more 
conflicts with the local communities. 
The first rubber plantation project had 
already caused lots of tension between 
the state agencies and the locals. 

Local communities robbed of land, 
lifeline and livelihoods
It is because of rubber plantation in 
Madhupur that the local communities, 
including the ethnic Garos, have 
dramatically lost their access to 
forest produce and grazing land for 
their cattle. Rubber plantations are 
monoculture—nothing else grows on 
their floors. They may look green from 
a distance, but they are actually green 
deserts devoid of wildlife. When the 
leaves fall in January-March, the trees 
look completely burnt and barren. This 
is just the opposite of the natural forest.

Rubber plantation does not bode well 
for nature considering its ecological 
impacts on local communities, 
particularly ethnic minor communities.

According to the Bangladesh Rubber 
Board, as of now, around 140,000 acres 

of land has been devoted to rubber 
plantation across the country. Most 
of this land is state-owned. Rubber 
plantation was introduced on a smaller 
scale during Pakistan rule, but post-
independence, it grew to a massive 
scale during the tenures of presidents 
Ziaur Rahman and Ershad. Owners 
of the rubber gardens include state 
agencies such as BFIDC, Bangladesh 
Rubber Board, and CHT Development 
Board, tea gardens, Bangladesh Tea 
Association, and private owners. 

The most concerning and politically 
ill-motivated rubber plantation took 
place in the CHT region under private 
ownership on land much of which is 
customary to the Indigenous people in 
the region. 

Vast areas of rubber gardens in Lama, 
Naikhognchhari, Bandarban Sadar 
and Alikadam upazilas of Bandarban 
district under private ownership has 
caused massive ecological disaster 
in the hills. According to district 
administration sources, around 45,000 
acres of public land has been leased 
for commercial rubber production 
and horticulture in the district. The 
size of an individual plot is 25 acres. A 
government document provides a list 
of 1,635 individuals, proprietors and 
companies who have received plots 
for rubber planting and horticulture 

in these four upazilas. The leases were 
granted between 1980 and 1996. The 
list is an exposé of serious anomalies 
and a sinister government strategy. Of 
the 1,635 individuals, proprietors, and 
companies, only 32 are members of 
Indigenous communities. The majority 
of the leaseholders are Bangalees from 
other districts. 

“Rubber plantation requires clearing 
of natural forest,” says Goutam Dewan, 
chairman of the Chittagong Hill Tracts 
Citizens’ Committee. “Overall, rubber 
has not just been successful in the 
CHT; it has caused massive disaster for 
ecology and Indigenous communities. 
It has been a factor behind the eviction 
of many Indigenous people from their 
customary land that they traditionally 
used for jhum cultivation and 
production of other crops.” 

Sources involved with the 
management of tea gardens say rubber 
plantation on land leased for tea 
production has not proven profitable. 
Now that the trees are mature, the fate 
of the land hangs in the balance.

Rubber, a colonial project 
Rubber latex is indeed an amazing 
natural substance that we get from 

rubber trees. Rubber is a native species 
to the Amazon rainforest. The tree 
and its latex were unknown to Europe 
and Asia until Christopher Columbus 
brought it to Europe after his second 
voyage in 1493. Columbus called it 
caoutchouc, which means “the wood 
that weeps.” In Asia, the British colonists 
brought rubber to Sri Lanka first, then 
to Malaya and gradually it spread to 
other countries, including Bangladesh. 
Asia now reportedly produces most of 
the world’s natural rubber.

There was a time when humans 
could not think of life without goods 
made from natural rubber. Think of 
aeroplanes—could they take off in 1903 
without wheels made of rubber? Most 
other vehicles required rubber. Despite 
the invention of synthetic rubber in 
1931, natural rubber still remains in use 
in vehicles and indeed in thousands of 
other goods. All these rubber products 
have made our life easy and comfortable. 
It is undoubtedly a source of wealth that 
has brought prosperity to man. At some 
point, economies in Europe and North 
America were dependent on Brazilian 
rubber. 

However, what is good for making 
man rich can be the cause of death to 
hundreds of other plants and animal 
species, including birds. 

Natives of South America used to 
obtain milky latex from rubber trees by 
making incisions in the bark. Rubber 
has been in use for thousands of years 
in Latin America, dating back to as 
early as 1600 BCE. There was a “rubber 
people’ during Olmec civilisation that 
lived in Mexico from around 1500 BCE 
to 400 BCE.

The Europeans went around the 
world, precisely to the Americas, in 
search of El Dorado (gold city) and 
minerals. They found some gold 
and silver by plundering cities and 
demolishing native civilisations. But 
they found more precious things—
plants—rubber being the foremost 
among them. The Europeans and the 
colonists have benefited most from 
the exploitation of South America in 
particular. The colonialism may have 
ended, but the economic pillage has 
not and rubber still continues to give 
prosperity to the well-off in exchange 
for a very high ecological damage and 
miseries to the Indigenous people in 
particular. 

Rubber, be it in the CHT, Madhupur 
or in the tea gardens, may bring some 
economic benefits to the state and 
private entrepreneurs, but in general it 
has not been beneficial to the people 
who once used these lands. Worse, 
rubber trees have depleted resources 
wherever they have been planted. 
Imagine the first rotation of all rubber 
trees which will have to be cut down 
in the next one decade or so, and 
presumably in most places rubber 
saplings will be planted again. This 
means what were forest patches three to 
four decades ago will disappear forever. 
Natural rubber thus becomes a death 
sentence to natural forests. There are 
indeed alternatives to natural rubber, 
and our strategy should be not to 
expand it any further. The government 
can also think of replacing rubber with 
native plants wherever possible.

Probin Chisim in Madhupur and 
Sylvester Tudu, an SEHD staff, 
assisted in the collation of some 
information from the field.

Rubber: A death sentence 
to natural forests

PHILIP GAIN

Philip Gain is researcher and director at 
the Society for Environment and Human 

Development (SEHD).

Unproductive rubber trees in Pirgachha rubber garden are being felled in 2024. PHOTO: PHILIP GAIN

Hills in Bandarban terraced for rubber plantation. PHOTO: PHILIP GAIN
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