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Despite having made major progress in 
childhood immunisation through the 
Expanded Programme on Immunization 
(EPI), Bangladesh is experiencing one of the 
most severe measles outbreaks in a decade. 
Between March 15 and May 19 this year, at 
least 475 confirmed and suspected measles 
deaths have been reported around the 
country. The scale of infection demonstrates 
how quickly immunity gaps can reverse 
decades of public health progress.

Measles is often misunderstood as a 
simple childhood rash illness. In reality, 
it is a highly aggressive viral infection 
caused by the measles virus, which spreads 
rapidly through coughing, sneezing, and 
respiratory droplets. This infection can lead 
to pneumonia, severe diarrhoea, blindness, 
encephalitis, and prolonged immune 
suppression. Young children, particularly 
those who are malnourished, face the 
highest risk of severe complications and 
even death.

Why does measles cause such widespread 
damage throughout the body?

One major reason is that the measles 
virus aggressively attacks epithelial tissues, 
which build the protective linings of our 
respiratory tract, intestines, and eyes. These 
tissues are heavily dependent on Vitamin A 
for their maintenance, repair, and immune 
protection.

Vitamin A is a fat-soluble micronutrient 
that can be obtained from eggs, liver, fish, 
milk, carrots, pumpkin, mango, papaya, 
sweet potato, spinach, and dark green leafy 
vegetables. During measles infection, the 
demand for this “anti-infective” vitamin 
rises sharply as the body attempts to repair 
damaged epithelial linings and maintain 

immune functions. As a result, Vitamin A 
deficiency usually occurs during measles 
infection.

For nearly a century, doctors and scientists 
have observed that children with measles 
often recover better and survive more 
frequently when their bodies have adequate 
Vitamin A. In 1932, British physician Joseph 
Ellison observed that children receiving 
vitamins A and D during measles infection 
had roughly half the death rate compared 
to the untreated children. More convincing 
evidence emerged in 1987, when researchers 
in Tanzania conducted a randomised clinical 
trial showing that Vitamin A doses reduced 
measles mortality, particularly among 
children under two years of age and among 
those suffering from severe respiratory 
complications. In another important study 
published in The New England Journal of 
Medicine in 1990, researchers showed that 
Vitamin A treatment significantly reduced 
overall illness severity, especially respiratory 
infections in hospitalised children in South 
Africa, while also improving recovery and 
weight gain. 

Scientists subsequently began 
investigating the molecular and 
immunological reasons behind Vitamin A’s 
protective role during measles infection. 
Over time, researchers discovered that 
Vitamin A influences several interconnected 
components of our immune system.

In 2004, immunology research by 
Japanese researchers showed that retinoic 
acid, the active form of Vitamin A, binds 
to specialised receptors inside cells. This 
molecular signalling process helps direct 
important immune cells such as T cells 
towards vulnerable tissues during infection. 

Much like emergency radio signals which 
are used to direct rescue teams to the site 
of a crisis, these signals help immune cells 
reach inflamed mucosal surfaces and help 
control infection, regulate inflammation, 
and support tissue healing. A couple of 
years later, research published in Science 
further showed that Vitamin A also helps 
immune cells named B cells to produce IgA 
antibodies, which form a protective immune 

layer along the moist inner surfaces of the 
respiratory and digestive tracts, the very 
places where measles virus often first enters, 
attacks, and spreads.

The accumulation of evidence on 
Vitamin A’s role in tackling the effects of 
measles over decades eventually shaped 
global health policy. The World Health 
Organization (WHO) now recommends 
high-dose oral Vitamin A supplementation 
for two consecutive days in children with 
measles. 

It is necessary to distinguish between 
the routine Vitamin A supplementation 

given to children as part of nutrition 
programmes and the high-dose Vitamin A 
treatment recommended to treat an active 
measles infection. Children who receive 
adequate Vitamin A through diet or routine 
supplementation programmes may be less 
vulnerable to severe measles complications. 
During measles illness, however, doctors 
often use additional high-dose Vitamin 
A therapy because the infection rapidly 

depletes the body’s Vitamin A reserve 
as it is being continuously used for the 
repair attempts. Therefore, maintaining 
adequate Vitamin A levels before infection 
and ensuring appropriate supplementation 
during measles infection in particular are 
both necessary.

However, an important distinction must 
be emphasised clearly: Vitamin A does not 
replace vaccination.

This distinction has become increasingly 
important as measles resurges globally, even 
in countries that previously eliminated the 
disease. The United States, where measles 

was declared eliminated in 2000, has 
reported a sharp rise in cases again in 2025 
and in 2026. Japan, which achieved measles 
elimination status from WHO in 2015, has 
also experienced an outbreak in 2026. These 
events serve as a reminder that measles 
can quickly return wherever immunity 
gaps emerge. Because measles spreads 
extraordinarily fast, communities need very 
high vaccination coverage, often around 95 
percent, to maintain herd immunity, which 
can protect vulnerable children who may be 
too young or too ill to be vaccinated.

For Bangladesh, the lesson is clear: 
measles control cannot rely on vaccination 
or supplementation alone. We need 
a combined strategy involving strong 
vaccination coverage, proper nutrition, 
Vitamin A campaigns, breastfeeding 
awareness, and deworming programmes. The 
last nationwide Vitamin A Plus campaign 
was held in March 2025, while the National 
Deworming Campaign has remained 
suspended since May 2024, despite both 
programmes traditionally being conducted 
twice a year. This prolonged interruption 
may have worsened the recent measles 
outbreak by increasing malnutrition and 
weakening children’s immunity.

Parents must ensure that children receive 
all measles vaccine doses on time. Universities 
and scientific organisations must also 
move beyond classrooms, laboratories, 
and journals. Their responsibility includes 
helping families understand why vaccination 
matters, why nutrition matters, and how 
preventable diseases such as measles 
continue to threaten children. Policymakers 
and healthcare workers must strengthen 
nutrition and immunisation programmes, 
particularly in vulnerable communities 
where malnutrition and missed vaccination 
often coexist.

Measles is preventable. Vaccines protect 
children from infection, while proper 
Vitamin A status prior to and during 
infection helps the body survive and recover 
when infection occurs. In an era increasingly 
shaped by misinformation, Bangladesh must 
continue to rely not on rumour or fear, but 
on science to protect its children.
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The nationwide Vitamin A Plus campaign, traditionally a biannual event, has not been 
held in Bangladesh since March 2025. FILE PHOTO: STAR

On the morning of May 20, 1921, 
approximately 30,000 tea workers 
left everything behind. Chanting 
Mulluke Cholo—”Let’s go to our 
homeland”—they left the tea gardens 
of Sylhet and began walking towards 
Meghna ghat in Chandpur, hoping 
to return to Bihar, Odisha, Assam, 
and the other lands from which 
they had been brought under false 
promises of a better life. They never 
made it. At the ghat, the British 
colonial police opened fire. Bodies 
fell and were thrown into the river. 
The survivors fled, or were captured 

and tortured. The rest, with nowhere 
else to go, returned to the gardens.

In his book, Plantation Labour 
in India (1931), Rajanikanta Das 
wrote that “kicking, punching, and 
various forms of physical torture by 
European officers against coolies 
frequently created situations of 
conflict in the tea gardens. In 
1891 alone, 106 incidents of riots 
and clashes took place in the 
tea plantations of Assam.” Such 
resistance continued for years 
and eventually exploded into 
the major movement of 1921. Tea 
workers wanted to return to their 
homelands, and the spark spread 
across plantations in the two valleys. 

One of the immediate causes behind 
the uprising was the reduction of 
workers’ wages.

In Coolie: The Story of Labour 
and Capital in India (1932), Dewan 
Chaman Lal wrote that during the 
First World War, tea plantation 
owners made enormous profits, as 
high as 450 percent in some cases. 
Despite these huge returns, workers’ 
wages were not increased even 
by a single anna. However, when 
the post-war economic downturn 
began, wages were reduced to only 
three paisa per day. Even when 

workers earned three annas, it was 
not enough to support a family. In 
addition, men, women, and children 
alike were subjected to whipping 
and inhumane torture by plantation 
owners. As a result, many workers 
decided they wanted to return to 
their native lands.

But the tea garden owners were 
unwilling to let them leave and 
therefore intensified repression.

In his book History of the 
Labour Movement in India (1830-
2010), Sukomal Sen described the 
Mulluke Cholo movement in detail. 
He wrote that European railway 
officials in Karimganj, Assam had 
ordered that no train tickets be sold 

to the labourers. As a result, many 
workers began walking towards 
their homeland on foot. Later, due 
to the intervention of Kolkata Mayor 
Jatindra Mohan Sengupta, ticket 
sales resumed.

The workers from Assam travelled 
through Sylhet towards the Meghna 
river port in Chandpur. Along 
the way, tea workers from various 
plantations in Sylhet joined them. 
Their plan was to board steamers 
from the Meghna ghat to Goalanda 
and then continue by train to their 
respective birthplaces. However, on 
May 20, the workers eager to return 
home faced a horrific tragedy.

As they marched towards 
Chandpur, under the rallying cry 
of Mulluke Cholo, Gurkha soldiers 
stationed by the colonial authorities 
fell upon them without mercy. Many 
were killed; for countless others, 
the dream of returning home died 
at that ghat. Trapped, they were 
absorbed permanently into the tea 
gardens of this region as bound 
labourers. 

That blood-soaked day has 
since become a symbol of broken 
dreams and defiant resistance—and 
it is why, every year on May 20, tea 
workers across Bangladesh observe 
Cha Shramik Dibosh: Tea Workers 
Day.

More than a hundred years have 
now passed. The British are gone, 
as are the Pakistanis. Bangladesh is 
a sovereign nation with a booming 
tea industry—166 tea garden estates, 
over 116,762 registered workers (and 
thousands more casual workers). 
Yet, the state has never officially 
recognised May 20 as Tea Workers 
Day. 

Tea is not merely a beverage in 
today’s Bangladesh—it is part of 
our culture, a foreign-exchange 
earner, and a source of national 
pride. And this institution was 
built, brick by brick, leaf by leaf, 
on the labour of men and women 
whose ancestors were brought here 
as indentured workers, stripped of 
their freedom and dignity, forced to 
clear jungles, plant seedlings, and 
build the bungalows inside which 
their overseers lived in comfort. 
Their descendants continue that 
labour today, earning Tk 187 a day 
and receiving some aid (including 
grain rations and primary 
healthcare), crowded into cramped 
quarters in “labour lines,” often 

Over a century since Mulluke Cholo, how much 
has changed for tea workers?
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‘Tea is not merely a beverage in today’s Bangladesh—it is part of our 
culture, a foreign-exchange earner, and a source of national pride.’
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without healthcare or educational 
opportunities. Official recognition of 
May 20 as Tea Workers Day would cost 
the government nothing, but it would 
mean everything to a community that 
has spent a century being told that 
their history does not matter.

The tea garden communities are 
home to dozens of distinct ethnic 
groups, each with their own language, 
songs, rituals, and memories. 
Researchers have identified 14 of the 
country’s small ethnic languages 
as endangered, and several of these 
are spoken by those living in the tea 
gardens. Children grow up learning 
Bangla at school, but there are no 
curricular provisions to keep their 
mother tongues alive. Kharia, Sadri, 

Mundari, Kurukh, Oraon—these 
languages hold centuries of history. 
As they fade, an irreplaceable part 
of Bangladesh’s cultural mosaic 
disappears with them. However, this is 
not inevitable. 

Other countries have created 
frameworks for preserving Indigenous 
languages and cultures even within 
majority-language educational 
systems. Bangladesh has institutions—
the International Mother Language 
Institute, the Ministry of Cultural 
Affairs, the Ministry of Education, 
etc—to do the same. What is absent is 
political will.

Recognising Tea Workers Day 
will only be the beginning. The 
government and the tea industry 

should also take concrete steps to 
improve the lives of workers, including 
a revision of the daily wage in a way that 
reflects the actual cost of living; legal 
recognition of land rights for workers 
and their families who have lived 
for generations in the labour lines; 
allocation of educational resources 
that give the children of tea workers a 
genuine path forward; and protection 
of the cultural and linguistic heritage 
of tea garden communities under the 
remit of the International Mother 
Language Institute.

These are not radical demands, 
but rather the basic obligations of a 
just society towards people who have 
added, and continue to add, to this 
nation’s culture and economy.

TEA WORKERS DAY


