Bangladesh: Indigenous Peoples demand cancellation of Modhupur Eco-park project

Dear colleagues and friends,

In Bangladesh, Indigenous Peoples’ longstanding struggle against a governmental “eco-park” programme for conservation and ecotourism purposes has flared up again when protest actions on 4 January were met with state violence, killing one demonstrator and injuring 25 others, including women and children. 

The Eco-park controversy is another clear example as to how conservation-plus-ecotourism projects can violate people’s rights and make a mockery of development and poverty reduction policies. In this Clearinghouse, we present some articles from the Bangladesh newspaper ‘The Daily Star’ that has documented the recent events in much detail.

Yours truly,

Anita Pleumarom

Tourism Investigation & Monitoring Team (tim-team)
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GAROS ISSUE ULTIMATUM TO CANCEL MADHUPUR ECO-PARK SCHEME

Environment minister's removal demanded

By a Staff Correspondent

The Garos of Modhupur yesterday gave a seven-day ultimatum to the prime minister to implement a five- point charter of demands, including cancellation of a forest conservation and eco-tourism plan that they fear would threaten their traditional lifestyle.

The removal of Environment and Forest Minister Shajahan Siraj and transfer of Tangail's deputy commissioner, superintendent of police and divisional forest officer also took centre stage in the charter of demands.

The demands came from a demonstration of several thousand incensed indigenous people who blocked Tangail-Mymensingh Highway, flew black flags and carried the body of Piren Slan, killed in fire from forest guards on Saturday.

Police and forest rangers opened fire on a group of Garos, killing 25-year-old Piren instantly and injuring 25 others including women and children, as they raced to resist the conservation project the forest department took up in 2000.

"The government is implementing the project violating the rights of citizens," said Gono Forum President Dr Kamal Hossain who attended a protest rally at Talki Bazar, 50 kilometres north of Tangail town.

Dr Kamal, throwing his weight behind the Garo community in their resistance, said some ruling party men would benefit from the Modhupur project that made the Garos victims.

Demonstrators will be flying black flags atop their houses and wearing black badges until the government meets their demands, and will enforce hartal and other programmes in Modhupur if their demands go unmet.

The Garos submitted a memorandum to the prime minister through Deputy Commissioner of Tangail Kouser Tohura, who also addressed the rally and assured the Garos of suspension of the project.

Gono Forum leaders Saifuddin Ahmed Manik and Pankaj Bhattacharya and Secretary General of Bangladesh Forum for Indigenous People Sanjeeb Drong also addressed the rally, chaired by Ajay A Mri, local community leader.

The demonstrators also demanded trial of the killers of Piren and compensation to his family and the wounded.

The district administration formed a committee to probe Saturday's incident that created widespread outrage.

Chittagong Hill Tracts Student Council, the student wing of Parbatya Chattagram Jana Sanghati Samity, brought out a protest procession in Rangamati yesterday evening.

The 11-party left alliance in Dhaka demanded a judicial investigation into the killing of Piren.

More than 20,000 people have been affected because of the eco-park in Modhupur, President of the Communist Party of Bangladesh Monjurul Ahsan Khan told a press conference.

Bangladesh Forum for Indigenous People scheduled a protest meeting at the Central Shaheed Minar for January 8.

http://www.thedailystar.net/2004/01/17/d40117011616.htm
SCRAP MODHUPUR ECO-PARK PROJECT, ENVIRONMENT ACTIVISTS ASK GOVT

By a Staff Correspondent

Environment activists at a protest rally yesterday urged the government to stop construction of the eco- park in the Modhupur Garh forest which they fear will dislodge the indigenous people from their natural habitat and cause environmental hazards.

They said the proposed eco-park under the National Park Development Project will upset the forest's bio- diversity as well as destroy the distinctive lifestyles and cultures of the Garo and the Koch who are its integral parts.

Speakers at the rally, convened by Bangladesh Paribesh Andolon (BAPA) in front of the National Museum at Shahbag, also called upon the funding agencies to review their decision to support such a project.

"It's an evil effort of a certain clique to evict the indigenous people and destroy their natural grove," said BAPA General Secretary Abu Naser Khan. "Our movement seeks to save both."

"Any development initiative should be undertaken only after consultation with the people likely to be benefited and affected by it. But the government has been carrying on with this project in stealth," said Albert Mankin, representing the indigenous peoples of Modhupur.

Albert said law enforcers opened fire on a peaceful demonstration and killed Piren Snal, a Garo, on January 3 "in a planned manner." "But we only wanted our natural habitat and peace of life undisturbed," he added.

Morshedul Islam, a filmmaker, observed, "Ironically, though the government is responsible for protecting the vulnerable groups, in this case, it's trying to build a park which will deprive the indigenous people of their spontaneous lifestyle."

Citing a few trans-boundary efforts by some African countries to conserve forests and natural environment, Professor Nazrul Islam of Bangladesh Environment Network said erecting a wall surrounding the eco-park in the Modhupur forest is a contrasting and wrong action.

http://www.thedailystar.net/2004/01/12/d40112070367.htm
GARO PEOPLE VOW TO CONTINUE AGITATION AGAINST ECO-PARK

'Scrap Eco Park project, give long term lease of forest lands to Garos'

by Jahangir Alam, Modhupur

The indigenous Garo people in Modhupur forest will continue their movement till the government scraps the Eco Park project there and fulfils their other demands.

"The simple Garo people have lost confidence on the authorities", Ajoy Mree, President of Modhupur Adibasi Unnayan Parishad, told The Daily Star during a recent visit to the area.

"They (authorities) had stopped the wall construction work in July last year and the people believed in their words. But they attempted to build it again this year", he said.

"This government wants to evicted the indigenous people from their ancestral homes", he said.

Albart Mankin, another Garo loader, said, "We have learnt from the Modhupur tragedy that the authorities want to evicted the indigenous people.

"This movement is for our existence, we will not back out till our five-point demand is met".

Besides scrapping of the project, their demands include punishment of the killers of Garo youth Piren Slan, withdrawal of cases against Garo youths, transfer of the Deputy Commissioner and the Police Superintendent of Tangail and long-term lease of forest lands to Garo tribesmen. 

Piren was shot dead on Saturday last when police and forest guards fired on tribesmen protesting construction of a boundary wall of the proposed Eco Park.

The government has planned development of an Eco Park under a Tk nine crore National Park Development Project on about 3000 acres of land in the forest, sparking protests from indigenous people living in the area for ages. They fear the project will displace them.

The killing sparked protests. The Garo tribesmen declared a seven day mourning programme, flew black flags atop houses, shops and other installations and barricaded the Dhaka-Tangail.

The wall construction work was stopped.

Tension is running high in Garo villages as they are holding small rallies and processions, ignoring alleged intimidation by ruling party youths.

Some people this correspondent talked to said a sense of insecurity is prevailing among the indigenous people in the Modhupur forest after ruling BNP activists threatened them against their movement against the Eco Park.

They claimed that the ruling party men, armed with firearms and sharp weapons, entered the Jalchatra- Pachish Mile forest village on Wednesday night and threatened the people to not to raise their voice against the project. Many villagers left homes.

The threat came after a autotempo carrying a group of BNP activists ran into a group of Garo people who were returning home after a procession on the same day in protest against the killing of Piren Slan, the locals claimed.

http://www.thedailystar.net/2004/01/12/d40112011313.htm
MADHUPUR ECO-PARK: AL MPs ASK GOVT TO DROP SCHEME

By a Staff Correspondent

An Awami League (AL) parliamentary delegation yesterday demanded immediate scrap of Madhupur eco- park project and a judicial probe under a sitting judge into the killing of an anti-scheme protester.

"The repression on indigenous people must stop," said Abdul Hamid, deputy leader of the opposition and chief of the delegation, at a press briefing after his team's visit to Madhupur area on Friday.

The delegation, also comprising local legislator Abdur Razzak Bhola, Opposition Whip Faruk Khan and Promod Mankin, visited the Joinagachha house of Piren Slang, an indigenous man who was killed on January 3 when police and forest guards opened fire on a group of demonstrators. 

The government is planning to develop an eco-park under about Tk 9 crore Madhupur National Park Development Project in the 3,000-acre heart of the sal forest, sparking angry protest from indigenous people who live in the forest for ages and fear the project will destroy their peace.

Hamid came down heavily on the government policy of development which he said was characterised by 'killing people who protest'.

"The government took the indigenous people's protest as a flimsy excuse and wanted to silence them at the barrel of gun," he added.

"Now the forest guards and police are framing innocent ethnic minority in false cases in a fresh wave of harassment," he alleged.

Hamid asked the government to drop the charges or not to follow the cases filed against the indigenous people in the wake of Piren's killing. 

He demanded allocation of the lands, enjoyed by indigenous people for generations, among themselves.

Bhola said any development scheme in the area should be taken in consultation with the ethnic Garo or Koch people.

Promod, lone lawmakers from the Garo community, said repression on the community began before independence by the Pakistani regime and peaked after the promulgation of the Special Atia Forest Ordinance. 

He said Garos lived in the area for ages and paid taxes to the Zaminders, but the Pakistani government stopped taking taxes from them in 1952-53.

Since then the people of the community are living under the shadow of land insecurity, he said.

Hamid asked the government to form a high-powered committee to resolve the land disputes in the areas inhabited by indigenous people.
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ANALYSIS:

http://www.thedailystar.net/2004/01/09/d401091801100.htm
ECO-PARK AND ETHICS IN DEVELOPMENT

A M M Shawkat Ali

Eco has now become one of the many fancy jargons associated with development policy in present times. The word is the abbreviated form of the word Ecology that means a study of plants or living organisms or people in relation to environment. That being so, it is not understood why the government embarked upon a plan to construct an Eco Park in the Madhupur forest area, which is already there. Why at all was it necessary to construct a brick wall around the forest, which is more likely to be disturbed by such a course of action? The full details of the rationale for this line of action are not known. Worse still, there has not been any press release by the government with regard to the killing of a Garo youth named Piren Slaner.

What, however, is known is the fact that several thousand Garos living in and around the Madhupur forest did not like this approach to development which threatened their livelihood opportunities and the right of free movement. It is reported that the brutal police action of January 4, 2004 led to the death of Piren Slaner, and 25 tribesmen and women were injured. A protest rally was held and the speakers condemned the police action on unarmed indigenous people. Two members of Parliament from Tangail district visited the place of occurrence.

Another news quoted Dr. Kamal Hossain as saying, "The government is implementing the project violating the rights of citizens". He is further reported to have said that some ruling party men would benefit from the Madhupur project that made Garos victims.

Strangely enough, there was no mention of any senior magistrate or police officer visiting the area, which is normally done after such an incident. BBC is said to have reported that the tribal leaders have demanded a judicial enquiry into the shooting incident and exemplary punishment to those responsible for killing Piren Slaner. The further work for construction of wall has been suspended. It was reported that the Garos have been living in and around the Madhupur forest area for centuries. They have a long-standing dispute with the forest department over their title of lands.

It was, however, reported that the district administration had formed a committee to probe the incident. The actions to be taken by the district administration under the relevant regulations do not envisage formation of committee. What it requires is the holding of an executive enquiry to ascertain if the police firing was justified. Such enquiry will be independent of any departmental enquiry. Apparently, the regulatory injunctions have not been followed in this case.

The news report further states that the local police have filed two cases. One against four forest guards for killing and injuring the Garo tribesmen and the other case against ten Garo tribesmen on charge of damaging public property in the Eco Park. The type and nature of the public property damaged by the Garos have not been spelt out. The police have done their duty. It is too early to predict how long will it take to complete the process of investigation and subsequent trial. The forest department is said to have suspended work on construction of wall. It is not known if it will resume the work in near or distant future. What is certain is that Piren Slaner will never be back from 'the undiscovered country from whose bourn no traveler returns'. However, the issues of right to be treated in accordance with law and of ethics in development will continue to remain in Bangladesh.

In one of his recent public speeches, the Chief Justice of Bangladesh is reported to have said that the poor have no access to justice because of their insolvency, ignorance and backwardness. The tragic event centering on the Eco Park at Madhupur more than justifies this observation. The indigenous Garo tribes are poorer and more innocent of the trammels of law and justice and more backward than average Bangladeshi. That is possibly why they could not obtain a prohibitory order from a civil court preventing the forest department from their act of construction of wall. Apparently, the commotion over the Eco Park was building up for quite some time. No legal aid organisation came forward to provide legal aid to the Garos.

Madhupur incident raises substantive issues of the ethical dimension of administration and of development. The incident makes a mockery of the development policies and strategies as embodied in the government- owned Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper (PRSP, 2003). PRSP asserts that the strategic elements of anti- poverty policies and institutions will cover five broad dimensions. The fifth one specifically relates to participatory governance. It seeks to enhance the voice of the poor, and improve non-material dimensions of well-being including security, power and social inclusion.

PRSP goes on to assert that anti-poverty interventions will be targeted to the poor regions and with special focus on the needs of the most disadvantaged population and ethnic groups. The PRSP avers that institutional actions envisaged will be designed, among others, to reach the areas with high concentration of socially disadvantaged and marginal ethnic groups.

The construction of the Eco Park definitely contradicts the policies and strategies outlined by PRSP, which is supposed to guide all actions of the government in respect of development. On the other hand, if it is accepted that the construction of the Eco Park will conduce to the environmental protection, it cannot be justified on the ground that it involves the uprooting of Garo families living there for years.

In this context, it will perhaps be relevant to quote the Norwegian Prime Minister who said in an international conference on ethics and development that "poverty cannot be defeated with policies and actions dictated from abroad. Instead it must be fought with the defence of human rights, good practices of private initiatives in the environmental and social areas and an incentive for public debate encouraged by the State".

In the instant case, the State supported development programme does not defend human rights rather it promotes insecurity, that too of a disadvantaged and marginal ethnic community. The Garos, who have been living in Madhupur for generations, ought to have been involved in making the so-called Eco Park a success. Being the residents of the area, they would be more committed and better equipped to protect the forest that provides them with livelihood opportunities than the type of brick and mortar programme of the forest department. Seen in this light, the project objectives, its rationale and benefits call for a serious review and reexamination keeping fully in view the ethical dimensions of development centering on the policies and actions prescribed in PRSP to which the government is committed.

One of the major elements of the policies is to ensure security and well-being of the marginal ethnic groups such as Garos. We often hear such words as marginal ethnic groups but fall short of identifying them. The reference made in PRSP is to communities outside the Chittagong Hill Tract region. That does not carry us far enough. Our State Acquisition and Tenancy Act of 1950 does provide the identification in terms of protection of their land rights. Garos are among the total 22 communities classed as aboriginals. The law imposes restriction of alienation of lands by aboriginals. Alienation or transfer of rights of lands can only be made from one member of these communities to another aboriginal who is domiciled or permanently residing in Bangladesh.

During the pre-1971 period, in most of the districts there used to be a Special Officer in the office of the Deputy Commissioner to deal with issues of legal rights of the ethnic minorities. They appear to have gone out of existence. Some of the recent project related studies involving Participatory Need Assessment (PNA) Surveys have indicated the lack of security of the ethnic communities like Garos in terms of land rights. The Research Initiatives Bangladesh (RIB) has last year completed a comprehensive review of land laws. In this review also, the need to protect the land rights of the ethnic minority was highlighted. Any approach to meet the goals of a pro-poor approach to development, in particular the ethnic groups, may well start on establishing a well functioning system of land rights for such communities. The National Land Use Policy (2001) does state that it will provide land rights to ethnic communities, preserve and protect their community rights to land. This appears to be more of a pious wish than anything else.

It has been reported that the Garos 'are being evicted from their ancestral homes'. This, on the face of it, appears to be unlawful action of lawful authority. If we had a well-functioning system of enforcing land rights, the tragic event of Eco Park could be avoided. The Land Reform Ordinance (Ordinance X of 1984) expressly prohibits eviction from homestead land. The relevant provision reads as under:

"No eviction, etc. from homestead.--Any land used as a homestead by its owner in the rural area shall be exempted from all legal processes, including seizure, distress, attachment or sale by any officer, court or any other authority and the owner of such land shall not be divested or dispossessed of the land or evicted there from by any means: Provided that nothing in this section shall apply to the acquisition of such homestead under any law."

The law is there. There is no protection to the Garos in spite of the law. The constitutional right to be treated in accordance with law thus is more a fiction than a fact.

Public debate on the issue may be the starting point. More efforts will be needed for operationalising the much trumpeted words 'listening to the voices of the poor' that form part of our development policy agenda and repeated in many seminars and workshops.

[AMM Shawkat Ali is former Secretary, Ministry of Agriculture.]

----------------------------------

NOTE: The articles introduced in this Clearinghouse do not necessarily represent the views of the Tourism Investigation & Monitoring Team (tim-team).

