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Once a staple of every morning in cities 
across Bangladesh, the unmistakable 
caw of the crow is now becoming a 
rare sound. These intelligent, adaptable 
birds—long associated with urban life—
are quietly disappearing. While many 
once viewed crows as mere scavengers 
or nuisances, their decline is now raising 
alarms among environmentalists, city 
planners, and ecologists alike. The 
connection? Climate change. And 
its consequences ripple far beyond 
birdsong.

Crows: Nature’s Unpaid Waste 
Workers
For decades, crows served as a silent 
force in waste management. In cities like 
Dhaka, Chattogram, and Rajshahi, they 
played a critical role in scavenging food 
scraps and organic waste from open 
bins and streets. Without them, organic 
waste now rots longer, attracting flies, 
rats, and disease.

Md Rafiq, a waste collector from 
Dhaka North City Corporation, laments, 
“Ten years ago, the garbage bins would 
be cleaned by crows before we arrived. 
Now the same bins overflow and stink by 
noon.”

Crows play a natural role in reducing 
biodegradable waste, supporting a 
system already strained by rapid urban 
population growth and inadequate 
waste management infrastructure.

A Silent Collapse
According to data from Jahangirnagar 
University’s Department of Zoology, 
Bangladesh’s crow population has 
declined by more than 60% in major 
urban areas since 2010. The reasons are 
complex but interlinked:

Rising Temperatures: Heatwaves 
disrupt breeding cycles and reduce 
chick survival.

Habitat Loss: Urban expansion and 
tree-cutting reduce nesting areas.

Toxic Waste: Formalin-laced food, 
pesticides, and industrial waste poison 
birds indirectly through scavenging.

Air Pollution: Increased levels of 
airborne pollutants impair respiratory 
health in birds, especially in Dhaka, 
where PM2.5 levels regularly exceed 
WHO guidelines.

“This is a textbook example of an 
ecological collapse. Crows were once 
seen as dirty. Ironically, their absence 
is making our environment filthier,” 
says Dr Rezaul Karim, ornithologist and 
conservation adviser.

A Broken Chain in the Urban 
Ecosystem
The crow is a keystone species in urban 
Bangladesh. Its decline has triggered a 
cascade of imbalances:

Increased Rat Population: In the 
absence of avian scavengers, rodents 
thrive.

Mosquito Breeding: Decaying waste 
becomes fertile ground for mosquito 
larvae.

Dog–Human Conflict: With crows 
gone, street dogs are turning to garbage 
for food, increasing their presence and 
often leading to more human–animal 
conflict.

Rise in Zoonotic Diseases: 
Unmanaged organic waste and greater 
contact with rodents and dogs increase 
the risk of disease transmission to 
humans.

Moreover, crows were natural pest 
controllers in rural areas, feeding on 
insects that damage crops. Their absence 
has led to greater pesticide use, further 
harming biodiversity and soil health.

Climate’s Cruel Hand
Bangladesh has experienced a steady 
rise in average temperatures—1.3°C over 
the past 20 years. Rainfall patterns have 
become erratic, and prolonged dry spells 
are stressing urban greenery, which 
crows depend on for shelter.

“Extreme weather events like storms 
and sudden rain now destroy many 
nests before the eggs hatch,” explains 
Dr Mahzabin Akter, an ecologist with 
IUCN Bangladesh. “Climate change is 
disrupting not only birds’ life cycles but 
the entire urban food web.”

Human Responsibility: Ignored for 
Too Long
Beyond climate change, human 
decisions have hastened the decline. In 
some areas, local authorities reportedly 
used poisoning or nest destruction 
near hospitals and airports to curb 
crow activity—moves that now appear 
tragically short-sighted.

Urban development rarely includes 
planning for biodiversity. Cement 
replaces soil, and ornamental plants 
replace fruit-bearing or native trees, 
leaving fewer food sources for birds. 

What Can Be Done?
Rebuilding the crow population—and 
broader urban biodiversity—requires 
targeted action:

Plant Native Trees: Neem, mango, 
and banyan trees provide nesting areas 
and food.

Ban Open Waste Dumps: Shift to 
sealed bins and composting methods.

Regulate Harmful Chemicals: 
Control formalin, pesticides, and toxic 
food waste.

Raise Public Awareness: Educate 
citizens about the ecological role of 
urban wildlife.

Integrate Biodiversity into Urban 
Planning: Make space for nature in the 
city.

“We need to stop thinking of crows, 
or any scavenger, as pests. They are 
critical service providers. Nature gave us 

free cleaners—we drove them away,” says 
Dr Karim.

A Warning in the Silence
The disappearing crows are more 
than just an ecological footnote—
they are a warning. Climate change 
does not just melt ice caps or flood 
coastlines. It disturbs the balance in our 
neighbourhoods, our streets, our daily 
routines.

As Bangladesh steps into a hotter, 
more unpredictable future, we must 
decide: will our cities continue to push 
nature away, or will we make space for 
the very species that have helped us 
survive?

In the eerie silence of crow-less 
mornings, the answer grows urgent.

Afrina Momotaj is a climate-smart 
agriculturist and animal rescuer.

In conversation with Advocate AKM 
Nasim, a member of the Labour Reform 
Commission and former President 
of the Bangladesh Labour Court Bar 
Association.

The Daily Star (TDS): What is the current 
status of the Labour Reform Commission 
and its activities?

AKM Nasim (AKMN): The Labour 
Reform Commission submitted its report 
on 21 April 2025. The Chief Adviser 
welcomed it and pledged to implement its 
recommendations. The report reflected 
unanimous consensus among employers, 
workers, academics, legal experts, and 
other stakeholders—an outcome rarely 
seen in such diverse consultations. Despite 
differing priorities, both employers and 
workers agreed on most key issues, with 
no dissenting opinions recorded. Notably, 
employer representatives also supported 
the welfare and rights of workers. While 
the pace of implementation may vary, 
with workers demanding swift action 
and employers favouring gradual steps, 
this shared commitment signals hope for 
pragmatic, inclusive labour law reform in 
Bangladesh.

TDS: Could you share some of the key 
recommendations proposed by the 
Commission?

AKMN: Under the current labour law, at 
least 20% of a company’s total workforce 
must be union members to form a 
trade union — a requirement that often 
complicates union formation. To address 
this, the Labour Reform Commission has 
recommended replacing this percentage-
based threshold with a fixed number, such 
as 20, 40, or 50 workers. In other words, if 
a specific number of workers in a company 
unite to form a union, it should be eligible 
for registration. The exact number has not 
yet been fixed; instead, the Commission 
advised that it be determined through 
consultations with relevant stakeholders. 

This approach aims to ensure freedom of 
association and simplify the process of 
forming representative trade unions.

Another significant recommendation 
concerns maternity leave, which is 
currently 16 weeks. The Commission has 
proposed extending it to six months, with 
the government bearing the financial 
responsibility for the additional two 
months.

Currently, employees in managerial, 
administrative, and supervisory positions 
are not classified as ‘workers’ under the law. 
The Commission recommends expanding 

the definition of ‘worker’ to include 
these categories, thereby extending legal 
protections to them. However, they would 
not have the right to join trade unions but 
could form separate associations.

A key focus is ensuring that workers in 
Export Processing Zones (EPZs) receive the 
same rights as other workers, especially the 

right to form trade unions. Although EPZ 
workers are governed by separate laws, the 
Commission emphasised that these laws 
should not offer less protection than those 
outside EPZs.

Lastly, the Commission has 
recommended bringing 
domestic workers under 
the purview of labour law 
by formally recognising 
them as workers. Given 
that the 2015 policy 
framework failed to 
provide adequate 

protection, the Commission proposed 
enacting a dedicated law to safeguard the 
rights and welfare of domestic workers.

TDS: What proposals did the commission 
put forward to improve conditions for 
Bangladeshi migrant workers?

AKMN: The issue of migrant workers 

received special attention during 
the commission’s discussions. The 
commission emphasised that, as a sending 
country, Bangladesh must establish a 

safe and well-regulated migration 
process while ensuring the 

protection of its workers in 
destination countries. It 

stressed the importance 
of making migration 
from Bangladesh legal, 
safe, and dignified.

The commission 
strongly recommended 

strengthening the 
role of Bangladeshi 

embassies in destination 
countries. Despite limitations 

in manpower and capacity, 
embassies must act more proactively 

and efficiently to address migrant workers’ 
issues. However, the primary responsibility 
lies with Bangladesh as the sending 
country. Migration must be secure, legal, 
and well-structured from the point of 
origin to prevent harassment abroad. 
A preventive approach and an efficient 
migration management system are crucial.

TDS: What recommendations did the 
commission make concerning the informal 
sector, and how were issues like social 
protection and worker fatalities addressed?

AKMN: Currently, only about 15–16% of 
workers are in the formal sector, while 
the vast majority are employed informally. 
The commission recommended creating a 
national database covering all workers to 
ensure that everyone has access to legal 
and social protections.

It also emphasised that social protection 
should cover all workplace accidents and 
worker fatalities—not just major incidents 
like the Rana Plaza collapse or the Tazreen 
Fashions fire. The commission proposed 
that responsibility for social protection 
should be shared between employers and 

the government.

TDS: What hurdles might arise in 
implementing the commission’s 
recommendations, and how likely is their 
prompt execution?

AKMN: Some recommendations 
may increase the financial burden on 
employers. To address this, the commission 
has suggested phased or transitional 
arrangements through government or 
tripartite discussions, so that employers 
are not subjected to immediate pressure.

Currently, the Bangladesh government 
is in the process of amending the 
Bangladesh Labour Act, 2006. For years, 
the government has been committed to 
aligning labour laws with international 
standards, and this amendment process 
presents a crucial opportunity for 
meaningful reform.

The following areas should be prioritised 
for immediate amendment:

• Freedom of Association — ensuring 
the right to form and join organisations.

• Collective Bargaining — strengthening 
workers’ bargaining rights.

• Access to Justice — reforming the 
labour court system and introducing 
Alternative Dispute Resolution (ADR) 
mechanisms.

• Maternity Benefits — ensuring 
protection and support for women 
workers.

• Tea Workers’ Rights — forming a 
tripartite committee to resolve long-
standing issues concerning tea estate 
workers.

If this opportunity is missed, the 
next chance to amend labour law may 
not come for another five to six years. 
Therefore, immediate action is needed to 
implement these long-awaited reforms and 
significantly improve workers’ rights and 
protections in Bangladesh.

The interview was taken by Priyam Paul.
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Why not a new Bangladesh for labourers?

Labourers are waiting along a road in Mirpur, hoping to be hired by employers.
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