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INTRODUCTION

The degrad ing sta tus of the nat u ral sal for est
of Modhupur Garh has pushed the local Garo
com mu nity towards cash crop cul ti va tion at the
expense of a once thriv ing sub sis tence econ omy.
The devel op ment of trans por ta tion net works
 permitting greater access to the for est has also
con trib uted enor mously to the com mer cial iza tion
pro cess in pre vi ously remote areas. Cash crop
pro duc tion started with pine ap ple cul ti va tion
 followed by banana mono cul ture, the lat ter of
which has been iden ti fied as a threat to the
Modhupur envi ron ment by envi ron men tal ists. It
accel er ates the destruc tion of remain ing for est
patches, degrades soil qual ity and increases
 vulnerability of local flora and fauna spe cies.
More over, exces sive use of agro chemi cals by
com mer cial plan ta tions has raised seri ous con -
cerns and is con sid ered also to be a direct threat 
to both Indig e nous pop u la tions’ and con sumer
health. Expan sion of the com mer cial econ omy
has exac er bated landlessness, pov erty, and gen der 
dis crim i na tion among the Garos. These trends
have also led to increased num bers of Garos
work ing as wage labour ers in plan ta tions and

migrat ing into local cit ies in search of employ -
ment lead ing to the loss of tra di tional cul tural
and eco nomic secu rity. This explor atory study
assesses how var i ous aspects of Garo soci ety
have been impacted by this slow shift from
a subsistence economy to participation in the
dominant commercial economy.

METHODOLOGY

Pri mary data and sec ond ary lit er a ture have been
uti lized to pro duce this study. A recon nais sance
sur vey was con ducted in the Modhupur region
which was fol lowed by a semi-struc tured ques -
tion naire ran domly deliv ered to 50 Garo and
30 Bengali female respon dents. The pri mary
researcher lived with a Garo fam ily in the
Gachabari vil lage of Modhupur in an attempt to
gather rel e vant data col lected through for mal
and infor mal inter views. Prior to and fol low ing
the cre ation of a data base to help guide the
research sev eral vis its into the for est area took
place. In order to qual ify the extent of land use
in the Modhupur for est, sat el lite images of the
region from var i ous years were drawn from the
Global Landcover Facil i ties, Global Land Cover
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Facil i ties and from Cen tre for Envi ron men tal
and Geo graphic Infor ma tion Ser vice in Dhaka
and com pared to a map pre pared by the Sur vey
of India in 1928. Other rel e vant spa tial
data were incor po rated through a GPS sur vey
and field obser va tions. Infor ma tion regard ing
biodiversity of sal for est have been col lected in
sev eral ways, includ ing a sec ond ary source lit er a -
ture review level of var i ous aca dem ics work ing
on like issues, doc u ments of Ban gla desh Bureau
of Sta tis tics, the Depart ment of For est and Envi -
ron ment, and reports from local for est offices
and non-gov ern men tal orga ni za tions such as
the Bangladesh Research Centre for Indigenous
Knowledge and Society for Environment and
Human Development.

Accord ing to the Tangail For est Divi sion,
in 2004 Modhupur Garh for est cov ered about
46,000 acres (186 sp. km) of land in the Tangail
dis trict and about 17,000 acres (69 sq. km) in
the Mymensingh dis trict. This study is con fined
to the Modhupur Garh for est region which is
placed under Modhupur Upazila, or sec ond tier
admin is tra tive unit for the Tangail Dis trict. It
should be men tioned here that the last remains
of sal for est are found mainly in the Arankhola
Union Parishad, the small est admin is tra tive unit
of Modhupur Upazila. For this rea son, the ques -
tion naire sur vey was deliv ered in 10 Garo vil -
lages of Arankhola Union. To gain an in depth
under stand ing of the region and knowl edge of
the local com mu ni ties, spe cif i cally three Garo
com mu ni ties (Chunia, Gaira and Gachabari)
were selected for intensive study (Figure 1).

AN OVERVIEW OF
COMMERCIALIZATION OF
INDIGENOUS ECONOMY

His toric Modhupur Garh is a for est region
located in cen tral Ban gla desh. It is located pre -
dom i nantly in the Pleis to cene ter race area of
Tangail dis trict, which lies between the River
Banar in the east and Bangshai in the west
(Ban gla desh Dis trict Gaz et teers, Tangail, 1983,
p. 12). Geomorphologically, Modhupur Garh is a 
part of Modhupur Tract and top o graph i cally
posi tioned a few metres above the level of sur -
round ing flood plains (Khaleque, 1992, and Burl -
ing, 1997). Modhupur Garh for est is also known
as Modhupur sal for est. A valu able tim ber spe -

cies, sal is the pre dom i nant tree spe cies of the
for est that was once famous for hous ing unique
wild life, its dense tree cov er age, rich biodiversity 
and for est dwell ing eth nic com mu ni ties, in par tic -
u lar the Garos who claim to be the for est’s ear li -
est inhab it ants. Only a few decades ago, the
Garos sub sis tence econ omy was totally depend ent 
on abun dant for est resources. The matrilineal
Garos pro duced the bulk of their house hold con -
sump tion items through slash and burn cul ti va -
tion, locally known as jum. They also col lected
fuel, fod der and numer ous wild edibles from the 
jun gle. Per haps for this rea son, they expressed
little interest in wage work or in trade (Playfair,
1909).

Slowly the tra di tional econ omy began its
shift towards a com mer cial model which soon
became quite rapid due to the regional intro duc -
tion of pine ap ple pro duc tion in 1939 which the
Garos embraced. Pine ap ple plan ta tions were
well-suited to the Modhupur region’s topog ra phy 
and soon there af ter the com mu nity began to
con vert their aban doned jum plots into pine ap ple 
orchards. This unfor tu nately was largely the rea -
son for the destruc tion of for est lands. Garos
con tin ued to prac tice jum in the higher for est
blocks cov ered with bushes and trees (Khaleque,
1992, p. 107). They pre pared the soil for crop
cul ti va tion by clear ing and then burn ing the for -
est. They grew between 50 and 60 types of pad -
dies known as dry rice in their jum plots in
addi tion to crops like chil lies, white ses ame,
banana, melon, water melon, dif fer ent types of
pota toes, arum, cucum ber, pump kin, egg plant,
kalai dal (one type of pulse), dif fer ent beans,
ladies fin ger and many more items for home
con sump tion. They also pro duced cot ton for
weav ing clothes and cane for mak ing house hold
uten sils and  similar items. Accord ing to Gain
(2002), the max i mum period for such cul ti va tion
in the Modhupur for est was three years. After
that the land was left fal low to nat u rally regen er -
ate. Thus the sal forest remained intact and the
forest people lived in peace.

Accord ing to Gain (2000) deg ra da tion of sal 
for est began with the impo si tion of Brit ish colo -
nial rule fuelled by inter est in local ized tim ber
stocks. This resulted in the con struc tion of the
Mymensingh-Tangail High way through the jun gle 
dur ing the Sec ond World War, which con trib uted 
directly to the mas sive destruc tion of the for est’s 
bio log i cal resources. At the same time the high -
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Fig ure 1 Loca tion of Study Area in Ban gla desh

Source: Dey, 2004



way and a sec ond road con structed in the mid-
1950s opened the for est to out side inter ests. The 
devel op ment of this trans por ta tion net work in
the end encour aged ille gal tree fell ing and the
expan sion of the mar ket econ omy. In order to
con serve the bio log i cal resources, the For est
Depart ment for mally banned jum cul ti va tion in
the early 1950s and restricted entry to the jun gle 
region. Since then the mis ery of the for est dwell -
ing peo ple intensified. The heavy reli ance on
the forest resources began to decrease and the
peo ple were pushed to adopt a new live li hood.
In the early 1960s, when part of Modhupur
Garh was declared a national park, the For est
Depart ment began to pro hibit these prac tices
among the Garos, although they continued
growing pineapples in their already established
gardens.

Over time, the Garos began to grow gin ger,
arum, mus tard and many other crops in what
had become increas ingly denuded and degraded
for est plots. At the same time increased grow ing 
demand of cul ti va ble land led to the for est
being cleared to assist mono cul ture crop ping.
The exces sive use of agro chemi cals also became
more com mon, so much so that the local For est
Depart ment office was forced to cen tre out the
recently intro duced banana mono cul ture as a
threat to the nat u ral and social envi ron ment
of Modhupur. Banana mono cul ture has become
hugely pop u lar result ing in changes to typ i cal
Modhupur land-use pat terns within a very short
time span lead ing to the bulk of the forestland
being denuded, degraded, encroached upon and,
in cer tain cases, com pletely over taken for com -
mer cial pine ap ple and banana pro duc tion. It is
also uti lized for indus trial rub ber plan ta tions or
to pro duce exotic wood-fuel spe cies (Gain, 2002). 
At pres ent pine ap ple, banana, gin ger, arum,
jackfruit, mango, olive, litchi, potato, papaya, and 
sugar cane, among oth ers, have been  produced
in Modhupur Garh for mar ket con sump tion.

Mono cul ture crop ping is also seen in
Modhupur in the form of indus trial plan ta tions
like rub ber mono cul ture and plan ta tion of exotic 
fuel-wood spe cies in the name of social for -
estry. These types of com mer cial plan ta tions are
launched by inter na tional donor agen cies like
Asian Devel op ment Band and the World Bank
with direct involve ment of the For est Depart -
ment, Gov ern ment of Ban gla desh.

IMPACT OF COMMERCIAL
ECONOMY

(a) Natural Environment

Loss of For est Patches
Accord ing to the map pre pared by the Sur -

vey of India in 1928, nat u ral sal for est extended
over the whole land area of Modhupur region
and cov ered close to 80,000 acres. Forty-nine
years later, sat el lite image anal y sis dis cov ered
that the for est cov er age had shrunk to about
25,700 acres. This was an alarm ing trend for it
dem on strated not only a con stant level of for est
deg ra da tion and increased land usage, but fur -
ther anal y sis shows that the rate of nat u ral for est 
destruc tion has recently become more rapid. Sat -
el lite imag ing from 1991 dem on strated fur ther
that the nat u ral for est cov er age of Modhupur
Garh had dropped again result ing in a loss of
close to 14,400 acres in 14 years. This trend has
con tin ued: in 2000 nat u ral  forest coverage had
dropped to 8,400 acres (Figure 2).

The decrease in for est cov er age of
Modhupur Garh between the years 1975 to 1983 
was cal cu lated by Khaleque (1992) at nearly
36 per cent. It was fur ther con cluded that
 deforestation in the Modhupur region amounted
to 56 per cent, or an aver age of 4 per cent per
year, from 1977 to 1991. If this rate con tin ues,
aca dem ics warn, it is clear that the remain ing
sal for est is des tined to dis ap pear. Com mer cial
agri cul tural has absorbed large tracts of for est
 territory for banana pro duc tion as trees sur -
round ing the Garos home ter ri tory are cut down 
(Fig ure 3). Cur rently some 153,243 acres of
Modhupur Garh land have been appro pri ated
for banana cul ti va tion. Accord ing to the local
For est Depart ment offi cials, mono cul ture crop -
ping is the great est threat to the remain ing
 scattered for est patches of Modhupur Garh
(Dey, 2004).

Soil Degradation
Improper soil man age ment meth ods results

in seri ous soil deg ra da tion, causes pol lu tion, and
exac er bates ero sion. Treat ing the soil with
 chemical fer til iz ers, pes ti cides, and fun gi cides
inter feres with the nat u ral pro cesses that occur
within the soil while destroy ing bac te ria, fungi,
and other use ful micro-organ isms. In most cases
in Modhupur, com mer cial agri cul ture fol lows
mono cul ture crop ping at the expense of crop
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Fig ure 2 Decreas ing Nat u ral For est Cov er age of Modhupur Garh (1928–2000)

Source: Dey, 2004
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Fig ure 3 Typ i cal Landuse Map of a Garo Vil lage (Gaira)

Source: Dey, 2004 and Tojo, 2004



rota tion. Such an approach is largely respon si ble
for soil nutri ent defi ciency that, should it con -
tinue, may lead to soil infer til ity. Exces sive use
of agrochemicals in the fields has also raised
seri ous con cern of envi ron men tal ists. Addi tional
issues such as severe land and water pollution
can not be excluded.

Loss of Biodiversity
The cur rent vas cu lar plant diver sity of

Modhupur Garh num bers nearly 176 spe cies, 140 
spe cies of birds, 19 spe cies of mam mals, 28 spe -
cies of rep tiles and four spe cies of amphib i ans
(Chemonic Inter na tional, 2002). It is esti mated
that as land falls to com mer cial cul ti va tion, cur -
rent defor es ta tion rates of nearly four per cent
annu ally may increase, pos ing a direct threat to
the rich regional biodiversity. The exces sive use
of agro-chem i cals in com mer cial plan ta tions has
also resulted in poor water qual ity which in turn 
has left aquatic hab i tats of shapla, shaluk, shell,
tor toise, to name a few, vul ner a ble to  various
poi sons. This has led to the extinc tion of fish
spe cies such as raga and pipihoile. Com mer cial
cul ti va tion result ing in mar ket depend ency has
also led to the dis ap pear ance of var i ous crops
includ ing between 50 and 60 types of dry rice
and lesser known vegetables.

(b) Socio-economic Environment

Landlessness and Pov erty 
Com mer cial cul ti va tion has in recent times

encour aged the trans fer of land to peo ple liv ing
out side the region who expressed an inter est in
agro-busi ness. In exchange for a small amount of 
money adivasis are leas ing their land to out sid -
ers for between five and 10 years. In most cases, 
such an arrange ment results in landlessness as
money lend ers later acquire the prop erty. Com -
mer cial land use does not mean that the local
peo ple are ben e fit ing from such plan ta tions;
rather it appears as though the poor are becom -
ing poorer and the rich are becom ing richer.
Although most of them have a min i mal level
of education, the Garos remain naïve to such
mechanizations as striking pov erty results from
landlessness. This ulti mately leaves many Garo
work ing as wage labour ers on Ben gali plan ta tions 
located in for mer Garo ter ri to ries. Their for mer
role as pro duc ers has been exchanged for one of 

marginalized employee working in the production 
sector.

Marginalization of Women
As men tioned above, decreas ing for est

resources have forced the Garos to inte grate into 
the com mer cial econ omy. Ester Boserup (1970),
in her influ en tial book Women’s Role in Eco -
nomic Devel op ment, dem on strated that the
 introduction of new agri cul tural meth ods had
a neg a tive effect on women in the devel op ing
world. This resulted pri mar ily from the forced
change in the gen der divi sion of labour that
led to women being dis placed from their tra di -
tional areas of work. Such trends are discernable 
among Garo women of Modhupur Garh as their 
tra di tional agri cul tural roles and respon si bil i ties
have been trans formed, thus in the long run
results in less female con trol over the econ omy.
For exam ple, in jum cul ti va tion females per -
formed most of the tasks in a five-stage pro duc -
tion cycle: women shared equally in two stages
of pro duc tion with males while the males were
largely respon si ble for the final three stages in
the sub sis tence econ omy (Table 1). Today Garo
males dom i nate over the com mer cial pro duc -
tion and females share respon si bil i ties along with 
males in rice pro duc tion.

It is clear that Garo women’s pre vi ous posi -
tion in agri cul tural pro duc tion has changed. Pre -
vi ously, the females were found to work mainly
in their own pine ap ple plan ta tions, arum or gin -
ger fields. Today most are engaged in rice pro -
duc tion for home con sump tion, while almost all
the Garo females work in kitchen gar dens which 
demands less agri cul tural knowl edge. Those who
work out side the home do so in com mer cial
banana plan ta tions as day labour ers. Although
some are work ing in their own banana fields,
more females are work ing exclu sively as banana
monoculturists thereby leav ing their role as pro -
duc ers and adopt ing the role of wage labour ers
laden in tedious time con sum ing work asso ci ated 
with commercial production.

Threat to the Health Status
Var i ous agro chemi cals are used in the

Modhupur region com mer cial agro-plan ta tions to 
has ten the rip en ing of bananas and pine ap ples.
Recently the media has grap pled with this issue
in var i ous news pa per reports con demn ing the
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prac tice. It has been cited that 30 dif fer ent types 
of growth hor mones are cur rently being used
in commercial plan ta tions. Females work ing at
banana plan ta tions indi cated in their inter views
that chem i cal fer til iz ers like pot ash and urea are 
used in 15-day inter vals. Fur ther, hor mones are
sprayed on the fruit early on — a pro cess that
con tin ues daily to ensure the healthy and quick
growth of fruits; and after the har vest, farm ers
use addi tional hor mones to main tain rapid rip en -
ing. As a result of this exces sive hor mone use,
pine ap ples in cer tain instances were found to be
 rotten dur ing the 2003 crop ping sea son. As well,
con sum ers have been suf fer ing from var i ous ail -
ments such as dys en tery, stom ach pain, and vom -
it ing, which have been associated with eating
what are generally tasteless fruits.

The exces sive use of pes ti cides and hor -
mones has also become a sig nif i cant con cern for
the pro duc ers. Accord ing to a recent Oxfam
study, at least 750,000 cases of acci den tal pes ti -
cide poi son ing occur each year result ing in
13,800 deaths world wide. Of these, 10,000 occur
in the third world. There are also chronic and
long-term health effects such as var i ous can cers,
birth defects and induced ste ril ity, for which no
reli able data exist although offi cials believe they
are directly related to sim i lar agri cul tural prac -
tices. For exam ple, women farm work ers in the
pine ap ple and banana plan ta tion in Mindanao,
Phil ip pine, as well as rice and corn work ers,

were the first to notice that pro longed expo sure
to cer tain pes ti cides can actu ally cause spon ta ne -
ous abor tions and still births. Also cited were
chronic diz zi ness and mal aise, blurred vision,
peel ing off of nails and skin and swelling of the
legs (Shiva, 1994, p. 119).

Through a ques tion naire sur vey, some health 
prob lems of the Garo women who work in the
agri cul tural plan ta tions have been iden ti fied in
Table 2.

Migration towards city
The intro duc tion of cash crop pro duc tion

in Modhupur Garh in many regards is solely
respon si ble for the abo li tion of nature ori ented
life pat tern of the Garos. They are now more
depend ent on mar ket to bear the neces si ties of
day to day life, which finally has resulted in the
increase of mon i tory demand. This has been
resulted in Garos migrat ing towards cit ies, leav -
ing the for est area. Bal (1999) has indi cated that 
begin ning in the 1960s, many Garos have started 
to migrate towards Dhaka. Dey (2004) found
that a total of 40 Garo females and 33 Garo
males from the sur veyed 50 house holds migrated 
towards dif fer ent towns of Bangladesh.

CONCLUSION

This pre lim i nary study begins to map out some
of the key con cerns the Garo of the Modhupur
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Table 1 Gen der Respon si bil i ties in Jum Cul ti va tion

Major Responsibility

Tasks Female Male Both

Cut ting and Lop ping M

Clear ing Under growth F
Burn ing B
Mak ing Stick for Dig ging M
Sow ing Seeds F
Har vest ing B
Weed ing F
Thresh ing and Win now ing M
Husk ing and Dry ing F
Stor age F

Source: Dey, 2004



region are con tend ing with in the wake of the

intro duc tion of com mer cial agri cul ture which

resulted in a need to inte grate them selves into

the now prev a lent mar ket econ omy. Begin ning

with the con struc tion of the Tangail-Mymensingh 

high way dur ing the Brit ish colo nial period, the

dark, dense sal for est was opened to out sid ers

for the first time. Over time the Modhupur

regional trans por ta tion net work has played a sig -

nif i cant role result ing in the over-exploi ta tion of

for est resources, the destruc tion of biodiversity,

as well as the expan sion of com mer cial econ omy. 

The essence of the Garos tra di tional sub sis tence

econ omy began to dis ap pear fol low ing the for -

mal ban on jum cul ti va tion in early 1950s. Since

then Garos engaged in cash crop pro duc tion.

Today, among many cash crops, banana mono -

cul ture has raised many ques tions among the

envi ron men tally con scious who fear that this

will, in the long run, destroy the local for est

 ecosystem. More over, the socio-eco nomic con se -

quences of com mer cial econ omy need to be

 considered seri ously. Argu ably government and

non-governmental initiatives should be taken to

monitor the issue.
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