
A future for jute?

Ropes in all shapes
and sizes for sale in a

village market. The
use of nylon ropes is
increasing, even in a
country which is the

world's major jute
producer.

Bangladesh, when it was East Bengal
)in the days of the British Raj, was a

colony devoted to the production of a
single export crop: jute. The high rainfall
and humid climate were perfect for
growing this fibrous crop, for which there
was a steady demand for use in the
carpet and sacking industries, and later
for the manufacture of linoleum. It
deserved its name of 'the golden fibre'.
Yet the contribution jute made to the
economy was less than it might have
been, because all the manufacturing
processes, which add value to the raw
material, were carried out in Britain. The
town of Dundee in Scotland became the
'jute capital' of the world.

In the twentieth century the discovery
of synthetic fibres such as polyethylene
virtually destroyed the jute industry.
Between 1970 and 1982 about 200,000
hectares of the Bangladesh countryside
were taken out of jute production.
Although Bangladesh still accounts for
over 70 per cent of world production,
farmers are reluctant to grow a crop
when they are not guaranteed a good
price for it.

Recently, new methods have been
developed of reducing green jute to a
pulp which can be made into paper. In
Sylhet in late 1994 a local newspaper
started to use paper produced from jute.
Other smaller projects have used jute to
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produce high quality stationery and
greeting cards. South Korea has
expressed an interest in funding a joint
venture which would export jute pulp,
and India has suggested it might import
jute pulp for its paper industry. There are
already four large pulp mills in
Bangladesh and the government is
exploring the possibility of buying jute
directly from farmers.

In a village some 30 miles from Dhaka,
seven women, with the technical
assistance of the Intermediate Technology
Development Group and economic
assistance from a local NGO called the
Socio-Economic Development Society,
have set up a small factory. They produce
handmade stationery and cards, and
control the entire process, from the
chemical preparation of the jute fibre,
through machining the fibre into pulp,
and eventually putting block-printed
designs on the finished products.

Using jute in paper production on a
large scale could reduce the number of
trees which have to be cut down. At a
time when international concern for the
environment is becoming a powerful
force, jute as a biodegradable and readily
renewable resource may once again
become the golden fibre.

The Jute Works
After the War of Liberation, thousands of
women were left destitute. Their fathers
or husbands had been killed in the war
and they had no way of earning a living
to support themselves. In an attempt to
help some of these women, a local
organisation, now known as the Jute
Works, was set up to train women in
craf twork using jute.

From modest beginnings the Jute
Works has expanded enormously and is
now a large, financially self-sufficient,
totally Bangladeshi organisation, which
sells its products all over the world. In
Europe, Oxfam Trading is a good
customer, and in 1993 bought over seven
per cent of the total production of the Jute
Works. This was worth about £90,000 and
included the sikas, mats, and bags which

are a familiar sight in Oxfam shop
windows. In 1993 the Jute Works
exported about £1.25m worth of goods,
which were produced by over 6,500
women working from their homes and
getting a fair reward for their skills.

But the Jute Works is more than just a
marketing organisation. It encourages the
women who work for it to form self-help
savings groups, and also runs a provident
security fund for individual women in
need. Through the savings groups,
women are able to buy chickens or a goat
and further increase their income.

Soaking jute to
remove the soft
outer layers of the
stalks.
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Earnings from handicrafts alone can
never provide an economic solution to a
poor woman's problems, nor does part-
time work carried out at home really
challenge the conventions of a society
which denies a full economic and social
role to most women. However, by
providing an opportunity for women to
meet together for education and
awareness-raising, the Jute works is
making a more significant contribution to
women's lives than merely providing a
source of supplementary income.

(above) Craftswoman
working at home.

(below) Testing new
product designs in

the Jute Factory
workshop.
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Exports, ecology, and
economy

In 1991 British imports of shrimps from
Bangladesh were worth £10m. In the

financial year 1990-91 fish products,
totalling £125m, of which shrimps are the
most lucrative, represented over eight per
cent of Bangladesh's total exports. They
were only exceeded by garments and jute
manufactured goods. Shrimp processing
plants can get up to five years' exemption
from income tax, which illustrates the
importance the government places on
shrimp exports as a source of foreign
exchange.

The shrimp industry, which 20 years
ago barely existed, has grown at a
phenomenal rate. It was wealthy
entrepreneurs who recognised the

potential in shrimp cultivation for export
and started buying up or leasing land
from peasant farmers in the flood plains
around the Bay of Bengal. But there are
many questionable aspects of this
industry.

The shrimp ponds in the coastal plains
are constructed on land which was
formerly used for rice. Peasant farmers
who have leased their land claim that the
increase in salinity required for shrimp
cultivation has reduced rice yields from
one and three quarter tons to around half
a ton per acre. It could take many years to
restore the fertility of land which has
been flooded with brackish water for the
shrimps.

Small stock-pond
where shrimp fry are
kept until large
enough to be
released into the big
shrimp-pond beyond.
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Casting a net for
shrimps.

Large profits are made from shrimp
production yet it is almost impossible to
find out how they are divided between
producers, processors, shippers, and
marketing organisations. A group of
small cultivators, who took their land
back from an entrepreneur and formed a
co-operative to grow shrimps, expected to
make about £350 clear profit per acre.
However, working backwards from the
price of shrimps sold in British markets,
the total cash value should be in excess of
£2,000 per acre. Even after marketing and
transport costs have been allowed for, it is
clear that small producers are not getting
a fair share of the profits.

Shrimp farming has increased
unemployment among the rural poor,
since it is a capital intensive operation
requiring little labour input. Many
landless labourers and their families have
been forced to leave the area to look for
work in the city of Khulna. It is ironic that
the women from the Khulna slums,
whose husbands previously found work
on land now given over to shrimp ponds,
are now being employed cleaning
shrimps in the city in terrible working

conditions for an average wage of only £7
per month.

Bangladesh, which has some of the
severest nutritional problems in the
world, is exporting protein in the form of
a luxury product for the rich Northern
consumer. In the past, shrimps were a
valuable part of the diet of poor people in
coastal areas, but they are now becoming
very scarce because the fry are being
collected to stock the shrimp ponds.

These are just some of the problems
and contradictions inherent in this
particular method of earning foreign
exchange. While there is a great need to
develop profitable exports, shrimp
cultivation is of questionable benefit to
the people of Bangladesh.

Stealing to survive
Mohammed Hassan lives with his wife
and six children in the village of Agerhat
in the South Khulna coastal plain. He is a
landless labourer who lost his inherited
one-acre plot over five years ago. He had
borrowed money to plant a crop of rice
which failed when a cyclone struck the
district. Having put up his small piece of
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land as collateral for the loan, the
moneylender claimed it.

Hassan made ends meet by getting
seasonal agricultural work near his
village. It was difficult but with a winter
rice crop and a wet season jute cycle he
and his family could just survive, until a
wealthy man from Dhaka bought out all
the small cultivators and flooded the area
with saline water to create the right
conditions for shrimp production.
Hassan's main source of income had
disappeared.

Hassan and many like him were faced
with some hard decisions. One option
was to move to Khulna in the hope that
he could find some casual work in the
jute mills or perhaps in the docks. Since
he owned a small house in Agerhat
village and knew that living conditions in
Khulna would be very much worse, he
decided to stay put and find some other
way to earn money.

Hassan is now one of a small group of
villagers who steal shrimps from the
ponds of the large cultivators. Working at
night he and his fellows select a pond
and take shrimps from it, using a small
net. It is a dangerous business since the
landlords maintain a well-armed private
militia.

This activity has become almost
legitimised. Agents visit the villages and
ask no questions about the origins of the
shrimps they buy. The shrimps are then
sold on to processing plants in Khulna
and, again, the owners of these factories
ask no questions. No doubt Hassan and
his friends receive well below the market
rate for their dangerous and illegal work,
but it is the only way to survive.

(above) Immature shrimp. It will grow another
two Inches before It Is ready for the export

market.

(below) Bamboo bridge across a shrimp-pond.
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Ethnic minorities

Inside a house in the
Chittagong Hills. The
people who live here

have their own
distinctive culture

and way of life.

Bangladesh, in common with every
) country in Asia, has citizens from

minority ethnic groups whose cultures
and customs do not fit easily with those
of the majority. Although they make up
less than one per cent of the population,
they are very diverse, with 17 distinct
ethnic groups living in the Chittagong
Hill Tracts area and three others in Sylhet,
Mymensingh, and Rajshahi. None of
them are Muslim. Some are Buddhists,
Hindus, or Animists; others, such as the
Garos of Mymensingh, have been
converted to Christianity by a variety of
different sects.

The major issue which has threatened
their existence has been rights to land.

For a good many years, Bangladeshis
from the plains have been moving,
voluntarily with government backing in
some cases, and in others involuntarily
because of pressure on land, into the
homelands of the minorities. Relations
between lowland settlers and minority
groups had been fairly harmonious in the
past, but in the 1980s more than 25,000
lowland farmers migrated into the hill
areas, especially around Chittagong, and
serious conflicts occurred.

Large-scale development programmes
have also disrupted the lives of
indigenous people. In 1963 the Pakistan
government built a dam with US help at
Kaptai in the Chittagong Hills which
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displaced 100,000 people; one group, the
Chakmas, was particularly badly
affected. More recently, illegal and legal
logging, and oil exploration, brought
further deterioration to the environment.
A guerrilla war started between the
Shanti Bahini (Tribal Army of Freedom)
and the Bangladesh military. Amnesty
International claimed that thousands of
hill people were killed by the Bangladesh
army. Large numbers of Chakmas left the
area and settled in the neighbouring
Indian state of Tripura.

In November 1993 a violent incident at
a place called Naniarchar in the
Chittagong Hill Tracts area resulted in
deaths and injuries. It began when the
army fired blank shots to break up a
demonstration by students from ethnic
minorities. Bangladeshi settlers in the
area joined in the ensuing battle, burning
houses and shops and attacking people
from ethnic minorities.

After a commission of enquiry the
Prime Minister promised that 'the

government will do everything possible
to protect the tribal identity. There is
neither enmity and difference nor
cultural conflicts among the members of
different communities. We live here as
Bangladeshis.' (Dhaka Courier 31
December 1993). The Chakmas (who
make up the great majority of the Shanti
Bahini) agreed to return to their
homelands from India. It remains to be
seen whether the government of Khaleda
Zia can protect their rights to their
ancestral land and maintain peace in the
area.

Shopkeeper and his
wife in the village of
Chimbuk, Chittagong
Hills.
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Communal violence

Ancient Hindu
temple, Dhaka.

ommunity conflict based on
religious and ethnic differences has

long been a part of South Asian societies.
Tension has been felt to varying degrees
since Muslims and Hindus have lived
together, but recent events in India have
had alarming consequences in
Bangladesh.

When Hindu fundamentalists claimed
the Babri Mosque site in Ayodhaya was
the location of the birth place of Ram
(God) it set Indian Hindus against Indian
Muslims in an orgy of killing and looting.
In Bangladesh, Muslim fundamentalists
attacked Hindus, especially in
Chittagong, burning their homes and
temples and looting their possessions. No
one was brought to trial for these
criminal acts.

According to civil rights activists in
Bangladesh, this has created a permanent
climate of fear for all minority groups.
The Coordinating Council for Human
Rights in Bangladesh (CCHRB) stated:
"The inactivity of the administration, the
members of the police, and other law

enforcing agencies and also the
Government, to prevent such communal
atrocities have encouraged the idea that
the Government and its agencies have a
tacit support for the persecution of
religious minorities.'

CCHRB has catalogued a list of attacks
by Muslims against Hindus throughout
the country. These included threats to the
lives of Hindus and in some cases other
minorities. Durga Puja, a major Hindu
festival, was a solemn affair in 1993, with
participants wearing black armbands and
flying black flags to draw attention to the
plight of Hindus. The government,
according to the organisers, tried to
persuade them to mark the festival as
usual with gaiety and songs and dances
but they refused.

In the current atmosphere of fear and
distrust, thousands of Hindu families are
migrating to West Bengal. To halt this
exodus the government has issued new
bank regulations, which prevent
individuals from religious minorities
withdrawing large sums of money. But
unless the government can guarantee
that the human rights of all Bangladeshis,
of whatever religious or ethnic identity,
will be equally respected, communal
violence between different groups will
remain a constant threat, and will present
a further barrier to the nation's economic
and social development.
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The garment industry

The garment industry in Bangladesh
represents something of an economic

miracle. Whereas there were only nine
clothing factories in 1977, there are now
more than 1,500. The value of exports of
finished garments increased from around
£150,000 in 1980 to a staggering £815m in
1993, making it by far the largest export
industry in Bangladesh.

Data provided by the Bangladesh
Garment Exporters and Manufacturers
Association (BGMEA) show that the US
is the biggest customer, taking over half
of all garments produced. UK imports in
1992 were worth around £45m.

For the decade 1981-91 the employ-
ment statistics are also phenomenal. The
total number of employees rose from
4,500 in 1981 to 789,000 a decade later.
Although women make up just over 80
per cent of the total workforce, they are
mostly in lower-paid jobs.

Unfortunately, because Bangladesh has
to import almost all the raw materials
and machinery to manufacture the
garments, the economic value added to
the products is limited. If Bangladesh
were to produce sufficient cotton, and
make the machinery necessary for the
industry, the profits would be much
greater. The industry is also hampered by
the restrictive quotas imposed by
industrialised countries in the North on
products made by poor Southern
countries, in order to protect their own
manufactures.

But the success of the garment
industry demonstrates that there are
entrepreneurs and workers, especially
women, in Bangladesh whose skill and
hard work can make a huge impact on
industrial development if given the
opportunity to do so.

Workers in a textile
factory, Dhaka.
Almost all the
operatives are
women; the
supervisors are men.
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These women have
been trained and

provided with sewing
machines by a local
NGO, and can make

money by working in
their own homes.

Gender issues in the
garment industry
It has been argued that the growth of the
Bangladesh garment industry has done
more to change the situation of women in
a few years than NGOs have done in the
last 20. A large number of young women
have been given a degree of economic
emancipation that never before seemed
possible in the slums of the cities where
most of them live, or in the rural villages
that many of them left to escape poverty.
But a price has had to be paid for this
social change.

The conditions in which they work are
appalling. The machinery is frequently
dangerous, the rooms are overcrowded,
and the respect for health and safety
standards is non-existent. When the
authorities attempt to enforce the Factory
Act they are told that the manufacturers
will not meet their export targets if the
Act is observed too strictly. The wages are
low: £15 a month is the average wage,
and if there are no orders workers are

laid-off temporarily. Despite these
drawbacks, women factory-workers can
now make choices which previously did
not exist.

These young women can delay
marriage if they wish, even though they
are an attractive marriage prospect to
young men who have no jobs and want to
live off their earnings. If their families
attempt to force a husband on them they
can refuse, because they now contribute
significantly to the family economy. If they
were still living in a village, they would
have been married at 14 or 15 and had two
children by the time they were 20.

The other price that has had to be paid
is the erosion of labour rights in the
factories. Trade unionism is discouraged;
when women join the union they risk
being sacked, because there are at least
five others waiting for every job.
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Child labour

This boy is a skilled
weaver, and works
for many hours a day
at his carpet loom.
His wages make a
vital contribution to
his family's budget.
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Child labour, especially the
employment of young girls in

menial and domestic service, has always
been a feature of the economies of the
South Asian region, and Bangladesh is no
exception. Thousands of village children
have traditionally been brought into
towns by the urban rich and middle
classes to be domestic servants. These
children were frequently only given food
and a charpoy to sleep on as payment for
long hours scrubbing floors and washing
clothes.

In recent years, with the expansion of
the garment industry, many girl children
are now employed in clothing factories,
working long hours but at least receiving
some wages. Conservative estimates in
Bangladesh put the number of factory
girls of 16 years and below at somewhere
between 30 and 35 per cent, and children
under 14 years at around 12 per cent.
These young workers have attracted the
attention of both international and
national humanitarian organisations
concerned with the plight of children.
The Factory Act of 1965, enacted in the
Pakistan period, seeks to control the use
of child labour in factories, but it has
never been observed.

There are moves in the US to ban the
import of any products made by children
under the age of 15. This could mean that
100,000 young Bangladeshis in the
garment industry could be thrown onto
the streets. These children will be hard
put to survive since the majority of them
have no security whatsoever other than
their current employment in the garment
industry.

Under pressure from international
agencies the Bangladesh Garment
Manufacturers and Exporters Association
(BGMEA) agreed to lay off between 8,000
and 10,000 young workers. These
children took to the streets and
demonstrated, claiming that the
alternatives to employment in the
garment industry were a life on the
streets or prostitution. The decision to
sack them was rescinded but the BGMEA
said it would stop recruiting girls under

14. It also conceded that those already
employed between the ages of 12 to 14
years would only do light work.

Local NGOs such as Gono Shahajja
Sangstha (GSS) argue that child labour in
a country like Bangladesh needs to be
looked at in the context of the alternatives
for these children. In a meeting with the
BGMEA a new regime for girls under 14
years was agreed, under which GSS
would provide schooling for them for
two hours each day and they would work
for a further six. The employers would
have to pay the full daily wage to these
young workers.

These provisions would go some way
towards meeting the International Labour
Organisation's mitigation clause on child
labour, which states that in an economy
which is underdeveloped, and where the
provision of education is poor, children
may be allowed to do light work. But a
definition of what constitutes 'light work'
needs to be agreed by all parties involved
in the issue of child labour in Bangladesh.
There will then need to be rigorous
monitoring by factory inspectors and
trade unions in the industry.

Protecting young workers
For many years an organisation called
Saptagram has recognised that children
could be both protected and earn a wage
in a factory. Although it works in the
districts of Faridpur and Jessore and has a
rural base it also operates a silk factory
which has offered employment to child
workers, especially young girls.

Saptagram tries to help children who
are particularly vulnerable, from very
poor homes and families where the father
was absent. Many such girls were
attracting the attention of older men
looking for young brides. Under
Saptagram's care, they were employed on
light tasks like spinning the silk thread,
and went to school for part of each day.
The girls were able to take a wage home
to their mothers, who were then less
tempted to 'sell off their daughters in
marriage.
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The example of Saptagram and the
arguments of NGOs like GSS illustrate
the complexities of attempting to address
the child labour issue within a Western
framework. It is inappropriate to apply
Western definitions and principles in a
country like Bangladesh. For many poor
families, the contribution of children's
labour is vital. The tiny amount earned
by a child working in a textile factory can
make the difference between family
survival and disintegration. One such
child-worker said bitterly 'if the
government does not let me work, let
them get my food!' Young girls certainly
need the protection of enforceable
Factory Acts but they also need money
and the degree of freedom it gives them,
in a culture which still regards them as
second-class citizens.

Ironically, some of the under-age
garment workers who are laid off to
comply with enforcement of child labour
laws will join the hidden production lines
of the informal sector. Here, in
unregistered back-street workshops, they
will receive even lower wages, and have
to work in dangerous and unhealthy
conditions. Many of these concerns work
as sub-contractors to the registered
factories. But not all children will find
work, and as unemployment increases,
wages in the industry are becoming
lower.

International markets and
governments need to understand the
economic situation of child factory
workers. Their rights to education and
health care need to be recognised, but so
does their need for an income.

Looking after the
silkworms at
Saptagram's silk
factory.
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Conclusion

The story of Bangladesh is one of
endurance and courage. The long

colonial history of exploitation and
oppression culminated in the devastating
War of Liberation in which around two
million died. But the war for liberation
from poverty and oppression is still
continuing.

Bangladesh politics since
Independence have been violent and
unstable, and a constant struggle has
been waged against corruption and
dictatorship. The war against oppression
is also being fought out in countless small
villages, by people who have very few
resources except their united
determination, against the tyrannical
power of landowners, officials, and
police. There is also the hidden struggle
of women oppressed by patriarchal social
structures which deny them power over
their own lives. Another fight is taking

place in the world arena for fairer terms
of trade for emerging industries.
Bangladeshis also have to fight
repeatedly against their ancient enemies
of floods, cyclones, and droughts. They
have learned to survive in situations that
would totally defeat a less resourceful
people.

Independent NGOs, both national and
international, work closely with the
people and their own grassroots
organisations, helping the voiceless to
find their voice, and supporting those
working for their own empowerment.

These are long-drawn out wars being
fought by peaceful means for liberation
from oppression, for freedom from
poverty, and for social justice and human
rights. Despite the internal and external
forces ranged against them, the people of
Bangladesh still continue to fight for real
liberation with an enduring courage.
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