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LetUs begin a discourse of resistance
against lorest hires
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There is no singular definition of a forest.
The process of defining and identifying
forest areas is inherently tied to the politics
of power and authority. The state, the forest
department, multilateral banks, donor
agencies, corporations, and forest-dependent
communities all perceive forests differently
and define their relationship with them in
distinct ways. However, institutionally, a
forest is defined as a collection of numerous
trees, their species, and wildlife. According to
The United Nations Convention on Biological
Diversity (CBD), forest biodiversity refers to
the assemblage and relationships of all trees,
animals, and microorganisms within a forest,
as well as their ecological processes and
functions.

Although Bangladesh has a relatively small
land areaq, its forests are remarkably diverse.
They include mangroves, coastal swamp
forests, deciduous sal forests, hill evergreen
mixed forests, rainforests, swamp forests,
reed forests, rural forests, and sacred groves.
According to numerous indigenous narratives
worldwide, civilisation itself was born from
the forest. While countless species, including
humans, depend on forests for food, shelter,
medicine, and survival, the neoliberal system
continuously disregards these contributions.
The unilateral commercialisation,
exploitation, and occupation of forests
began with the shipbuilding, timber, and
pharmaceutical industries. To sustain profit-
driven commerce, various colonial controls
were imposed on forests in Bangladesh and
across Asia.

Bangladesh’s forests and genetic resources
are continuously subjected to distress and
threats. Already, rural forests, sacred groves,
swamp forests, and reed forests across the
country have been ruthlessly destroyed. Over
the past 20 to 25 years, an unchecked trend
has emerged, with forests being deliberately
set on fire. Although natural forest fires
do not occur in Bangladesh, large swathes
of forestland and rare genetic resources
are lost every year due to “planned arson.”
The state has yet to take a strong stance or
systematic action against forest fires. There
is still no ecosystem-based policy, planning,
or management framework to address this
issue. Environmental organisations, political
parties, and citizens remain largely silent
on the issue of forest fires. Such neglect and
indifference allow the country’s “lungs” to
burn without question. Fach year, acts of
ecocide occur without accountability. Every
year, March 21 is observed as International
Day of Forests. This year’s theme is “Forests
and Food.” This article seeks to remind us
of the unbearable suffering caused by forest
fires in Bangladesh and calls for justice for
the forests.

The Lawachara wildfire incident
The largest wildfire in the history of
Bangladesh’s natural forests occurred on

June 14, 1997. This devastating ecocide
was triggered by a gas exploration survey
conducted by the American company
Occidental Petroleum Corporation. The
flames consumed vast areas of Moulvibazar’s
Sreemangal-Kamalganj region, including
Magurchhara and Lawachara. In 1996, a
1,250-hectare portion of the 2,740-hectare
West Bhanugach Reserved Forest was declared
the Lawachara National Park. Lawachara is
home to 460 species, including 167 species
of plants, four amphibians, six reptiles,
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ablaze in broad daylight.

The Bhawal Sal Forest fires

In 1886, Frank B Simson in the book Letters
on Sports in Eastern Bengal described
hunting adventures in the Bhawal Sal Forest.
Spanning nearly 65,000 acres in Gazipur, the
Bhawal Sal Forest today is frail, shrinking,
and plagued by encroachment and pollution.
The last recorded sighting of a tiger in the
Bhawal Sal Forest dates back to 1940. After
Bhawal was declared a national park in 1973,
it became home to 220 species of plants,
13 species of mammals, nine reptiles, five
amphibians, and five species of birds. Every
winter, the Bashtoil Sal forest near Bhawal is
deliberately set on fire. The land of the burnt
forest is then repurposed for housing, hotels,
factories, and other construction. Just before
the International Day of Forest in 2023, large
areas of the Sal forest in the Goshinga-Patka
region of Sreepur, Gazipur, were reduced
to ashes by fire. Similar incidents of arson
occurred in March of both 2022 and 2021. In

A burnt part of Rangtia Sal forest, captured on March 19, 2025

246 birds, 20 orchids, 20 mammals, and 17
species of insects. Since the 1997 ecocide
went unpunished, many forest grabbers
across the country, including in Lawachara,
became emboldened to grab forestland by
setting fires. This rainforest is one of the
primary habitats of the hoolock gibbon.
However, multinational mining operations,
American projects, railway and road
construction through the forest, corporate
hotels and resort businesses have collectively
pushed this forest to the brink of collapse.
On April 24, 2021, while implementing a
forest department initiative, a fire broke
out in a section of Lawachara, resulting in
extensive damage. In 2023 as well, a fire was
deliberately set in Lawachara. On February
26, 2025, nearly two acres of forest were set
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“Take me home, this is your job,” were the last
words of Syed Manzur Elahi to his son Nasim
and daughter Munize, who were holding his
hand at a Singapore hospital on March 12.
Nasim embraced me beside his father’s grave
and told me weeping, “I performed my job,
but couldn’t bring him back alive.”

The huge turnout at Manzur Elahi’s
namaz-c-janaza at Gulshan Central Mosque
as well as at Banani graveyard proved that
he was much more than a business icon—he
was our national hero. He not only created
job opportunities for thousands by building
commercial brands, but served the nation
in different capacities throughout his
illuminating life. He happened to be the only
person who was appointed twice as an adviser
in the former caretaker governments of 1996
and 2001.

Born on February 26, 1942 in Kolkata, he
lost his father, Sir Syed Nasim Ali, the then
chief justice of undivided Bengal high court,
at the age of 5. His elder brother, Justice
SA Masud, who became the chief justice of
Kolkata High Court later, served as Manzur’s
guardian. After completing BA (Hons) at St

Xavier’'s College, Kolkata, Manzur came (o
Dhaka to complete his MA at the University
of Dhaka.

Before the results of his MA were
published, Manzur got a job in Pakistan
Tobacco Company (now British American
Tobacco) with posting in Karachi. But he
always dreamt of becoming an entrepreneur,
and the opportunity came after the liberation
of Bangladesh. In 1972, he left his job and got
involved in leather trading business with the
help of a French businessman who inspired
him to set up a leather processing facility for
export. Ultimately, he bought an old tannery
in Hazaribagh and made it operational. That
was the starting point of the long journey
of Apex. Today Apex is a Bangladeshi brand
well-known at home and abroad for quality
and style. The company exports shoes to 50
countries and has become the leading shoe-
making company in the country.

As Manzur recollected, the journey was
not at all smooth. The company faced many
challenges upsetting the business, but his
vision and determination finally took him to
the road to success.

2023, a fire also devastated the Sakhipur Sal
forest.

The Rangtia Sal Forest fire

Rangtia, located in Jhenaigati upazila of
Sherpur, is one of the country’s significant sal
forests along the border. One of its distinctive
features is the presence of various types of
flax. This forest is home to approximately
250 species of plants. Ten rare and distinct
species of medicinal plants whose roots are
traditionally used as medicines grow in this
forest. With the dominance of the neoliberal
market, Rangtia eventually transformed
into a site for China clay and stone mining.
Streams, hills, and forests were ravaged in
the pursuit of stone trade. The Rangtia Sal
Forest houses many sacred trees, holy sites,
and groves. However, most of them have been

He was probably the most respected
business person in our country, who never
compromised with ethics, honesty, and
patriotism. Even on his deathbed, he advised
his children to place the country above
everything else.

I remember one day, while I was chatting
with him, Nasim entered the room with
two CVs of candidates for the position of
independent director for their company,
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asking for his father’s opinion. Both were
women with a background in finance. Nasim
mentioned that one was a hard nut and the

encroached upon. At the beginning of this
month, a wildfire raged through Rangtia for
an entire week.

The Modhupur Sal Forest fires

Madhupur has stood as a prime example
of the various forms of oppression and
exploitation that can be inflicted upon a
forest. In 1950, jhum cultivation was forcibly
banned in the Madhupur sal forest area. In
1955, the name of the forest was changed to
“Woodlot Garden.” 1962, it was declared a
national park, and barbed wire fences were
erected. From 1989 onwards, invasive trees
and rubber gardens replaced the natural
forest. Commercial pineapple and banana
plantations were later established. The forest
department planned to implement an eco-
park project in the sal forest, enclosing it with
a 61,000-foot-long wall. Meanwhile, Bangalee
settlers began to occupy forest lands. Since
2000, various parts of the Modhupur Sal
Forest have been set on fire every year (o clear
the land, which is later used for cultivation.

PHOTO: PAVEL PARTHA

The Sundarbans fire incidents

According to forest-dependent communities,
local residents, the forest department,
and media reports, the Sundarbans have
experienced nearly25 fire incidents between
2002 and 2024. Approximately 72 acres of forest
have been directly burned. On March 22, 2002,
a fire broke out in the Katka Wildlife Sanctuary
in the Sharankhola range of Bagerhat. On
March 25, 2004, a fire destroyed three acres of
forest in the Chandpai Range. On December 27,
2004, nine decimals of forestland were burned
in the Aruarber area. In the past two decades,
many such fires ravaged this forest.

Whenever fire incidents occur in the
Sundarbans, we see the forest department
making irresponsible statements in the media.
When a fire burns parts of a forest, the damage is

other easy-going. Without looking at the CVs,
Manzur Elahi advised Nasim to go for the
hard nut. It was always better for the company
to have people who would give hard time
to the management in the board meetings,
Manzur added.

Though he was a highly successful
business person, he preferred not to be
known as a businessman, but as a person who
wanted to serve the nation through different
organisations and institutions. He was one of
the founders of East West University where his
classmate Dr Farashuddin was the key person.
He stood by his wife Niloufer Manzur, who
established Sunbeams, a renowned English
medium school. He was the president of the
Dhaka University Alumni Society and served
in the trustee boards of the Centre for Policy
Dialogue (CPD), Transparency International,
Freedom Foundation, Manusher Jonno
Foundation, and so on. He was a patron of our
Theatre School and Theatre group.

He chaired many professional
policymaking bodies like the Metropolitan
Chamber of Commerce and Industry,
Bangladesh Association of Banks, Bangladesh
Employers’  Association, and  Central
Depository Bangladesh.

He ook the lead in founding the Mutual
Trust Bank and Pioneer Insurance Company.
From my professional association with
Mutual Trust Bank for about a decade, I
found the key management very happy with
the ideal working environment and the board
never interfered with the working of the bank,
which was very unusual for private banks. It
was possible for Manzur Elahi and persons

assessed in a one-dimensional manner, focusing
only on the area burned and the volume of
timber lost. When a complex ecosystem like the
Sundarbans is scorched, can its damage truly be
measured merely by cubic feet of lost timber or
land area affected? A natural forest is certainly
not a timber plantation, a decorative botanical
garden, or a zoo.

The Rema-Kalenga Wildlife Sanctuary fires
After the Sundarbans, Rema-Kalenga in
Habiganj is the largest natural forest in
Bangladesh. It was declared a wildlife sanctuary
in 1982.1In 2023, the authorities of the Hatimara
Tea Estate set fire to the forest land they took a
lease of intending to expand their tea plantation.
They also cut down nearly 140 ancient trees
altering the classilication of the land.

The fire burned down large portions of the
Rema-Kalenga Wildlife Sanctuary, killing many
wild animals.

Building a discourse of resistance against
forest fires

According to Bangladesh’s existing forest
laws, environmental laws, and the Wildlife
(Conservation and Security) Act 2012, setting
fire to natural forests is a punishable offence.
Yet, we have never heard of any exemplary trials
or punishments. Despite signing the United
Nations Convention on Biological Diversity and
the Paris Climate Agreement, the state hasfailed
to prevent fires in natural forests. Although the
Tree Conservation Act 2016 was drafted, it has
yet to be approved. In 2021, Bangladesh signed
the Glasgow Leaders’ Declaration on Forests
and Land Use to end global deforestation
yet the state remains unaware of the extent
of forest and tree loss due to fires. Although
Article 18(A) of the Constitution declares the
protection of forests and genetic resources as
a state responsibility, we are yet to see eflective
measures to safeguard forests from fires.

Natural forests do mnot catch fire
spontancously; such incidents are often caused
intentionally. Firstly, the forest department and
state authorities must recognise and address
this issue. Negligence is unacceptable—each
incident of fire must be responsibly addressed.
Every fire should be investigated, and those
responsible must be brought under the law.
Following a fire, the forest department
should organise visits involving all relevant
stakeholders. Based on the input from the
community and others, a forest management
plan can be developed. Immediate efforts
must be made to extinguish the fire during
such incidents, with active involvement from
the community. Assessing the damage should
prioritise the natural and cultural aspects of
the forest.

To establish short, medium, and long-term
forest management, the forest department and
related authorities must cultivate a culture of
public dialogue about the country’s forests,
ensuring that the opinions and suggestions
of citizens from all classes, professions,
genders, and ethnic groups are understood
and considered. The commercial narratives
about forests must change. The traditional
knowledge and forest management practices of
forest dwellers, forest-dependent communities,
and indigenous peoples are now universally
recognised. Their vision and expertise must
be regarded as the core strength of the
state’s forest management. Let a new public
discourse emerge to protect natural forests,
rooted in the knowledge and narratives of the
people, involving everyone.

like Samson H Chowdhury and others who
were on the board.

I remember one day Manzur Elahi called
me at his office at Dhaka Chamber Building,
where I too had our agency’s small office.
He wanted to make their banks’ calendar
based on the theme of honesty to counter
the corruption in society. The approach had
to be positive as nobody would like to hang a
calendar with negative images. It was a hard
task, but we could come out with nice visuals.
That was the beginning of Mutual’s theme-
based calendars mostly on paintings. Thanks
to the art connoisseur Anis A Khan being the
managing director, MTB calendars became
collectors” choice after the Bangladesh
Tobacco Company’s theme calendars.

Manzur Flahi became lonely in a way
after his wife passed away during the COVID
pandemic. His son and daughter would go
out for their work and he had nothing to do
in the empty house. So, he would come to the
office every day for some time though he was
not that involved in business as before. He
told me that he would spend his time in the
office sipping tea, reading newspapers, and
meeting people. I used to go from Banani to
his office in Gulshan from time to time and
spent quality time with him. Incidentally
during my last visit, Nasim was also with us
and while I was about to leave, Nasim asked us
to stand together and took a photo with his
mobile. Could Nasim have imagined that we
would never meet again? Of course, we will
meet in the other world, which hopefully will
be serene and peaceful. Goodbye, my great
friend, for the time being!



