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Laborers take a break as they work at a private jute mill in Jagatdal. From the boutiques of Christian Dior to royal wedding
favors, jute is growing in popularity worldwide as demand for alternatives to plastic soars, with experts predicting the bag
industry alone will be worth more than 3 billion USD by 2024. 

A worker unloads raw jute from a truck at a private jute mill in Jagatdal. — AFP photos

From the boutiques of Christian Dior
to royal wedding favors, jute is grow-
ing in popularity worldwide as

demand for alternatives to plastic soars,
with experts predicting the bag industry
alone will be worth more than $3 billion
by 2024. India is desperate to capitalize
on this consumer shift and seize the
opportunity to revive its flagging industry,
expanding it from sacks and gunny bags
to fashion. Also known as sack cloth,
hessian, or burlap, the fibre is hailed by
environmentalists because growing it can
help with carbon capture, and it uses less
natural resources than cotton.

“One hectare of jute plant can soak up
to nearly 15 tons of carbon-dioxide and
discharge 11 tons of oxygen during a
season, thereby reducing greenhouse
effects,” estimated Swati Singh Sambyal,
a sustainability and circular economy
expert based in New Delhi. She added
that production takes about only four
months and requires “minimal water and
fertilizer” compared to cotton. During
British rule, the jute industry was a key
part of India’s economy and the fabric
was exported worldwide but by the 1990s
it was struggling, unable to compete with
cheaper synthetic substitutes and lower
production costs of farmers in neighbor-
ing Bangladesh.

Today India is trying to promote jute as
a fabric for a sustainable future, with the
government issuing a mandate that all
grains and 20 percent of sugar should be

packed in jute sacks. Leading home-
grown designers such as Ashish Soni
and Pawan Aswani also use jute blends
for their fashion lines. But critics warn the
country’s rundown mills and outdated
farming practices do not match up with
such grand ambitions.

Billion dollar industry 
“India can cater to global demand but

for that two things are needed: Upgrading
the skills of the people...to produce differ-
ent types of products and upgrading the
machinery,” said Gouranga Kar, who
heads the Central Research Institute for
Jute and Allied Fibres. There are around
70 jute factories in West Bengal state,
some of which were set up in the 19th
century mainly to produce coarse sacks
for packing coffee and food grains, but
there has been little change to machinery
and production methods since.  At
Meghna Jute Mills hundreds of barefoot
workers labor in a vast dingy hall covered
in fine, fibrous dust across eight-hour
shifts, 24 hours a day.

“Jute has a potentially huge interna-
tional market” said company president
Supriya Das, as noisy machines rolled
out long strands of shimmery yarn behind
him. “If the machines are high-tech we
can produce good yarn. For diversified
end use, the quality of the fibre has to
improve. The industry won’t be viable
unless we introduce value-added prod-
ucts like decorative items and rugs.”

Nearly all of the world’s jute is grown in
this region or in Bangladesh, because of
the conducive humid climate and avail-
ability of cheap labor.

According to a recent report by
Research and Markets, the global jute
bag market reached a value of $2.07 bil-
lion in 2020 and is projected to touch $3.1
billion by 2024 as consumers look for
alternatives to single use plastic. The
material’s appeal has been boosted by
brands such as Dior making jute sandals

and stars such as the Duchess of Sussex
wearing jute footwear and using hessian
gift bags for guests attending her wed-
ding to Prince Harry.

Drowning in plastic pollution 
Kar said India should seize the oppor-

tunity to invest in its industry and make
diverse jute-based products such as
rugs, lamps, shoes and shopping bags.
India’s scientists have developed high
yielding varieties of jute to tap this

renewed interest, Kar explained, but
unskilled labor and outdated farming
practices meant this had yet to translate
into economic returns. “This is a major
cause of concern for us,” he added.

The coronavirus pandemic has also
thwarted hopes of restoring the lost glory
of the industry - several mills have shut
down and lockdowns have caused labor
and raw material shortages.
Environmentalists insist jute has vast
economic and green potential, particular-
ly as consumers voice concerns about
fast fashion and more countries introduce
legislation to ban single-use plastic.
Every part of the jute plant can be used:
The outer layer for the fibre, the woody
stem for paper pulp, and the leaves can
be cooked and eaten, Sambyal
explained.

The UN Environment Program has said
the planet is “drowning in plastic pollution”,
with about 300 million tons of plastic waste
produced every year. India generates 3.3
million metric tons of plastic waste annual-
ly, according to a report in 2018-19 by the
Central Pollution Control Board. Back at
Meghna Mills, factory bosses are hopeful
that if authorities invest, they can rebrand
and reboot jute for the 21st century. Das
said: “Jute has a great future. It can bring
a lot of valuable foreign exchange to the
country so the government must focus on
this sector.—AFP 

Workers load jute fibre waste onto a truck at a private jute mill in Jagatdal. 

Hulking hulls of mighty warships
greet divers off Turkey’s western
shore, testament to a World War
I battle that gave birth to nations

and is now an underwater museum. The
British Royal Navy’s “HMS Majestic” is
just one of 14 shipwrecks at Gallipoli, a
peninsula that has been the graveyard of
navies stretching back to ancient times.

The last great battle for its adjoining
Dardanelles Strait leading from the
Mediterranean toward Russia was a fias-
co for British and French forces, who
beat a retreat after months of fighting that
claimed tens of thousands of lives. And
while the Allies eventually won the war,
their sacrifices in the 1915 battle were a
touchstone moment in the formation of
national consciousness in modern
Turkey, Australia and New Zealand.

Now Turkey, where history and politics
seem inextricably interlinked, is opening
the site up to the world’s divers - just in
time for the country’s centenary celebra-
tions in 2023. “It’s like a time machine
that takes you back to 1915 and World
War I,” says Savas Karakas, a diver and
documentary maker who was one of the
first to inspect the wrecks when they
opened to the public this month. “It’s a
good opportunity for us to remember our
past,” says professional underwater pho-
tographer Ethem Keskin of the wrecks,
some lying just a few meters under the
sea and others up to 80 meters. “I
thought about the moment they sank and
you feel the stress of war.”

‘Emotional moment’ 
Turkey wants Gallipoli to be the new

go-to destination for divers looking to
connect with events that shaped the
present world. Other hotspots include the
Chuuk Lagoon in Papua New Guinea -
famous for its World War II wrecks - and

the Bikini Atoll in the Marshall Islands,
which still suffers the ills of US nuclear
testing in the 1940s and 50s. “Now
Gallipoli is becoming an alternative,”
Karakas said. “This is history, and each
shipwreck is like a medal on our chest.”

Allied troops waded ashore on the
peninsula at the start of an ill-fated land

campaign to wrest the Dardanelles from
the Ottoman Empire, which was already
in its dying throes. The battle began on
April 25, 1915, pitting Allied troops from
France, Britain, Australia and New
Zealand against the Ottomans and
Germany. The Allies intended to secure a
supply route to Russia and capture
Constantinople, as Istanbul was known
when it was the capital of the Ottoman
and Byzantine empires.

They gave up after nearly nine months
of grueling warfare in which more than
100,000 were killed on all sides, accord-
ing to different estimates. April 25 is still
honored as Anzac Day in Australia and
New Zealand, whose joint Army Corps
lost an estimated 11,000 lives in the cam-
paign. “I dived into the remains with an
Australian: A shipwreck which may not
mean much to us aroused his interest,”
diving instructor Ercan Zeybek said. “It
was an emotional moment for him.”

‘Holding grandfather’s hand’ 
Access to the wrecks required a spe-

cial permit until 2017, when Ismail
Kasdemir, who heads the area’s
Canakkale Historical Site, began pushing
the idea of opening the seabed to the
broader public. “There was history and

treasure lying underwater for more than
100 years,” he said. “The diving commu-
nity was curious.” Canakkale already
attracts global tourists intrigued by rem-

nants of the legendary city of Troy, which
rests on the Dardanelles’ eastern bank.
“You can already smell the history above
the water,” Derya Can, who has set multi-
ple free-diving records, told AFP at the
underwater park’s unveiling. “Now, divers
will be able to survey the underwater his-
tory.”

For film maker Karakas, this history is
also personal since his name Savas
(meaning “war” in Turkish) honors the
Gallipoli campaign, where his grandfather
was wounded. “His hand was burnt and I
was very scared when I was a child.
Each time he was trying to touch me... I
was looking at his hand and feeling a little
bit weird,” he recalled. “When I dive, I
remember this hand. The rusted steel
feels like the hand burnt by shells from
those ships, so it’s like holding my grand-
father’s hand.”— AFP 

A handout photograph released by the Gallipoli Historical Side Presidency Press service shows a
diver visiting wreckage of a warship sunk in the World War I Gallipoli Campaign off the coast of
Canakkale. — AFP photos

A diver visits wreckage of a warship
sunk in the World War I Gallipoli
Campaign off the coast of Canakkale. 

Photo shows a diver
visiting wreckage of a

warship sunk in the
World War I Gallipoli

Campaign off the coast
of Canakkale. 


