The Ruily Star

Dhaka, Saturday, May 25, 1991

e

Goodluck on PM Mission

Prime Minister Begum Khaleda Zia leaves today
on a four-day tour of the Middle East.
She is scheduled to spend three days in Saudi
Arabia and a day in Kuwait. She might also make a
stop-over in the United Arab Emirates (UAE) on
her returm journey. There are three important
reasons why her diplomatic mission to the
Middle East is of special significance. First, she is
going there after emerging victorious in an
election which has been recognised to be among
the fairest anywhere in the world. She goes
abroad as the freely chosen leader of her people.

Second, she is visiting Saudi Arabia and Kuwait,
the two countries that Bangladesh stood by
during the recent Gulf War. In this connection we
recall the role of our soldiers who forned a part
of the Allied multinational trobps to protect the
Holy Places. For its principled support for the
struggle to liberate Kuwait, Bangladesh has
earmed tremendous goodwill among the people of
the region, especially of Kuwait and Saudi Arabia.

Thirdly, our PM will be visiting these fraternal
countries after we have suffered the century's
worst cyclone, followed by the onslaught of
flooding in the Northern parts of our country.

As we stood by Saudi Arabia and Kuwait during
the time of their trial, we are confident that they
will extend the same hands of fraternal help
during the time of our need.

It iIs not only direct assistance that we are
seeking. The countries of the region, especially
Saudi Arabia, Kuwait and the UAE can help us by
hiring our workers, our technicians, our
construction houses, our professionals etc. all of
whom have had considerable experience of
working in the region. Our people have built a
sound reputation of being diligent workers and
excellent professionals. Qur construction houses
have built many roads, highways, bridges.
buildings etc. in these countries. Hiring our
workers, professionals and business houses will
help us to generate the much needed foreign
exchange and build our pool of qualified
manpower which will act. in the long run, as the
basis of our own future growth. The sense of
greater co-operation with Saudi Arabia and
Kuwait will also give us the satisfaction of having
participated in the reconstruction of our friendly
Arab countries.

We are confident that our Prime Minister, and
the team of professional diplomats and experts
that she is taking with her, will be able to
impress upon the host countries of the merits of
greater co-operation between our countries in
the lines that we have sugg

ested.
We wish the Prime Minister all the success, in
her first official trip abroad.

Population Front

The annual report of the United Nations
Population Fund usually produces some good
news but a lot of bad news. Much d on how
the report is interpreted by demographers whose
perspectives often differ widely. However, judg-
ing by the just-released study of the Washington-
based Population Reference Bureau, the UN re-
port this year contains quite a bit of good news
and some bad news. In some ways, il may be
more balanced than on previous occasions.

The real good news is that birth rates are de-
clining in all major regions of the world, although
the level of decrease varies from region to region,
and country to country. This explains why the
success in population control in China, Indonesia
and Thailand is reflected in the regional figure,
thus hiding somewhat unimpressive performance
in a number of South Asian countries, including
Bangladesh where the rate of growth is probably
between 2.5 per cent and 2.8. We should get a
more accurate figure when we have the final re-
sult of the census.

The overall decline in the birth rates in differ-
ent regions is not the only good news. More im- -
pressive is the percentage of couples in develop-
ing countries using birth control methods. It
went from less than 10 per cent in the 1960s, to
45 per cent in the 1980s, to 51 per cent today.
Some would say that in most developing coun-
tries, including Bangladesh, the rise in the per-
centage of users of birth control methods is
largely concentrated in urban centres. The
scepticism is justified. But, then, one cannot —
indeed, must not — overlook the success in the
Indian state of Kerala. The achievement of the
South Indian state can be repeated elsewhere,
including in rural Bangladesh, provided work on
the population control goes hand in hand with
literacy programme and expansion of health care
facilities.

Other statistics offer gloomy projections. The
United Nations had predicted in the 1980s that
world's total population — now estimated at 5.4
billion — would eventually stabilise at about 10.2
billion by the year 2085. Now, a new projection
suggests that the global population would keep
rising until it reaches somewhere between 12
billion and 12.5 billion, more than double of to-
day’s population, with the increase mostly taking
place in Asia and Africa.

No matter how these figures are interpreted,
Bangladesh has no choice but to step up its popu-
lation control activities, Some work has been
done in this field by successive administrations —
yes, some work but a good deal of window dress-
ing to attract financial assistance. While non-gov-
ernmental organisations (NGOs) earned their due
credit, even the official statistics became suspect
in the eyes of donor agencies. It is essential that
the whole situation is carefully reviewed by the
new government, with special attention paid to
the role of the Ministry of Health and of the other
related government agencies. Even the NGOs, lo-
cal and foreign, should be ready to submit them-
selves to a thorough scrutiny, preferably by inde-
pendent experts rather than by any government
agencies. Here, the objective should be to raise
the level of performance of each and every agency
connected with the population control activities,
in a spirit of cooperation and mutual trust, to
meet the challenges outlined by the UN
Population Fund.
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a, we had no difficulty in

planning the format of the
coverage. We, the Editor and
his senior colleagues, agreed
that we would tnvite two noted
experts of our country to join
us in an unstructured [ree-
wheeling discussion on the is-
sues we had in mind and to let
them speak to our readers in
direct narration. Thus, we de-
cided to have a
“Conversation”, the second in
the series, as encouraged by
the success of the first one.

with Poet Shamsur Rahman,
which was published in owur

lupglcmenl on Pahela

We did not have to look very
far to identify the two experts
for the discussion. Fortunately
for us, the two we approached
— Prof Rehman Sobhan and M.
Syeeduzzaman — readily
agreed to join us, despite their
busy schedules, and endorsed
the format — both had liked
the piece with Shamsur
Rahman — without any reser-
vation.

To discuss the economic
challenges f: the country
— and its new elected govern-
ment — it would be hard to
find two experts as qualified,
knowledgeable and articulate
as M. Syeeduzzaman and
Rehman Sobhan.

With a distinguished career
as a civil servant, Syeeduzza-
man has been deeply involved
in the field of finance and
planning, at national and in-
ternational levels. for close to
four decades. Soon after lib-
eration, he served as the
Executive Director of the
World Bank and then returned
home to take up several high-
level positions. In the eighties,
he successively served as the
Finance Secretary, Adviser on
Finance (with the rank of a
cabinet minister) and, finally,

Conversation

Issues and Challenges

Two noted experts, Prof. Rehman Sobhan and M Syeeduzzaman, reflect on and answer
questions on the economic challenges facing Bangladesh, especially the country’s newly
elected government. They offer retrospective views of the performance of successive regimes,
starting with the Awami League government, and suggest how the mistakes — and blunders
— of the past can be corrected by the new administration. They talk about the country’s

relationship with aid agencies and donor nations, with reference to the Paris meeting of the
Aid-to-Bangladesh, starting on Wednesday, and make a case for the official delegation from
Dhaka adopting a new and a more dignified approach to the consortium meeting, an approach,
as Prof Sobhan puts it, based on self-respect and the exercise of the country’s sovereign

rights.

made the conversation stimu-
lating, candid and at times

Instead of making any in-
trudul:tﬂ remarks on the
topics en up during the
discussion, we will let the two

experts speak to our
readers, in their own

It is basi-
cally a crisis of resources and
management of those re-
sources, in terms of rities.
So it is a question of ordering
the priorities, k in view
the availability of resources and
the managerial capacity of the

government in the short,
medium and long term.

Rehman Sobhan: The point
| am making is that the real
crisis may be, that in the

short-run the inheritance is
such that we do not even have
areas of choice left to us. This
is largely because the central
problem has been the struc-
tural and general stagnation of
the economy which has really
been the main feature of the
1980s.

In fact, if you really look at
the main macro-economic pa-
rameters of the economy, for
any developing country they
are really disturbing. You had

declining rate of investment,
you had declining rate of do-
mestic savings which in the

I have come across
very, very few expa-
triate consultants who
were more competent
than their domestic
counterparts. Obvi-
ously you have the
domestic capability,
and virtually 90 per
cent of your consul-
tancy needs are re-
dundant and imposed
by donors as a trans-
action cost to getting

foreign aid.

as the Finance Minister, the
position from which he re-
signed, on his own wolition, in
1987. Now, a private citizen,
based in Dhaka, he takes up
occasional consultancies for in-
ternational organisations and
foreign governments. A former

professor in the Department of
Economics, Dhaka University,

and once one of the most ar-
ticulate advocates of the Awami
League's Six Point Pro me
and then of the liberation of
Bangladesh, Rehman Sobhan
was a natural choice of the first
government of Bangladesh as a
Member of the first Planning
Commission. However, it was
as a Director of the Bangladesh
Institute of Development
Studies (BIDS), the position he
held until recently, that he
established his reputation
which has spread far and wide
as a scholar on economic plan-

| ning as well as an author of

much-acclaimed books on
Bangladesh. In his most recent
job in the government, as the
Adviser on Planning for the
Interim Caretaker administra-
tion of the Acting President,
Justice Shahabuddin Ahmed,
Sobhan was responsible for the
setting up and coordination of
the Task Force which pro-
duced 29 volumes of reports,
praised at home and abroad.
The three-hour conversa-
tion with Syeeduzzaman and
Sobhan produced some signifi-
cant insights into the thinking
of the two experts. Neither of
them took up any partisan line
nor followed any particular
ideological approach. Thus,
both were refreshingly objec-
tive and candid, with their
opinions revealing a large area
of a agreement in their per-
spectives. :
Since both had served sev-
eral regimes in this country in
high positions, we had fondly
ho that would make
some startling disclosures that
would make the front page
news in The Daily Star. They
did not. In fact, their perspec-
tives were only indirectly
coloured by the knowledge
they had gained by working
inside various administrations.
And what they had learnt from
inside was balanced by what
they knew as inde nt ex-

perts. This is precisely what

last two years was below one

per cent of Gross Domestic
Product {(GDP), which must be
one of the lowest in the devel-
oping world.

The structural composition
of the economy in terms of the
share of the manufactured
goods to GDP has remained
virtually unchanged in the past
decade. And the degree of ex-
ternal dependence of the

economy, manifested in the
share of aid — both t and
commodity — whiec s

the Annual Development Bud-
get (ADB), has grown to the
point where for all practical
purposes 100 cent of the
ADB is likely to be aid-fi-
nanced. And the dangerous
problem at the moment is.
that the forecast of resource-
mobilisation domestically indi-
cates that for the next two to
three years this situation may
persist.

Now this has a very severe
price. Itmmmmﬂutlf;lwyl:r:
to your develop-
E:T:E budget, then they are
going to exercise a decisive say
over your policy choices. Un-
less the government can then
address the problem which
Sayeeduzzaman has raised, of
bringing about a fundamental
transformation in its capability
to both generate resources and
manage them, this situation
may continue.

Daily Star: We will go into
that in some detall when we
come to the question of eco-
nomic planning. This is, gen-
erally speaking, your under-
standing of the crisis we are
facing. Now we will go into
some areas, and one of
the areas is of the Task Force
(TF). While you were an ad-

viser in the interim govern-.

R

:

terms of
and how do we integrate (ts
recommendations into the
Fourth Five Year Plan [FFYP).?

RS: Well, | think the first
g is to understand the

logic of the setting up of the

. the

TF. The underlying idea was
that most political re-
ally have not had time to

satisfactorily address the is-
sucs, and to iden them,
and to then develop own
policy alternatives. Whatever
circumstances behind
them — that is a
ter — the historic lact is that
since time immemorial gov-
ernments have come into of-
fice with no perspective of the
nature of the problems faced
and the options they can exer-
cise.

Now, the resource available
was that there was a large
number ol competent profes-
sional people who were moti-
vated by the democratic up-
surge and were quite enthusi-
astic about some con-
tribution. It was undefined as
to how they could actually con-
tribute.

So, you have this enormous
potential and the crying need
to advice the new democratic
order about the nature of the
problems and priorities they
will have to face, and some of
the policies that they may in
fact review. There was a third
factor.

For virtually the last decade
— longer than a decade, |
would say really — all policy
priorities have tended to orig-
inate in papers prepared by
respective donors. My view
was that, with this enormous
amount of talent which exists
within the country, we would
be doing ourselves a great dis-
service if we should not at-
tempt to recapture the high
ground in terms of setting the
priorities for an incoming
democratic government.

Now, to get a large number
of professional people to volun-
teer their services — because
the government was in no po-
sition to commit its resources
— and to then deliver a profes-
sionally respectablé product in
a matter of two months was a
pretty difficult task. That you
would have had 250 people
coming into this (29 task
forces) and perhaps another
200 wanting to quarrel with
me because | did not call them
in, was an impressive and mov-
ing experience for me person-

I have read all the reports,
and | must say | am ly im-
pressed with the quality of
most of the reports. There is
obviously considerable varia-
tion in quality as well as the
amount of work that, actually
went in, but no single report
exists which does not have
really interesting ideas in
defining the problems, and in
making suggestions about the
feasible alternatives for a new
government as well as the is-
sues which the elected parlia-
ment can raise in the course of
the next few years.

But it is not an alternative
to the FFYP. The Plan has
framework and expenditure
priorities, This was essen
an exercise to look at the pos-
sibilities that exist in terms of
the resources and capabilities
which are within the economy,
and not whether you should
completely change the direc-
tion of your expenditures.

The other terms we gave
them were commonplace ones.
For the last 20 years ne
has thought about the eradica-
tion of poverty. But where have
we moved in this direction?
Each TF was asked to supposc

- that the government would

take itself serfously and try to
eradicate poverty, and also that
parliament would make
poverty eradication the focus
of its agenda. The TFs were
then asked to see what could
act be done to realise this.
Similarly, you have had
stagnant grwt‘:. up. down, you
have remained where you have
been. Again, suppose we were
to put ourselves in a
upward trajectory. Then the
TFs were asked to find what
should be done about that

Then of course, the bi
constraint was how much o
these could be realised
through more use of domestic
resources and domestic skills.

And finally, particular task
forces were asked — where
relevant — to bring in the con-
cern of women into their sec-
tor of the agenda. Women are
the most neglected and de-
prived segment of the com-
munity. If we were to gen-
uinely attempt to integrate
them into the development
process, the TFs were asked.
then what should you do about

te mat--

SZ: | think this was an ad-
mirable initiative by Rehman,
and he has very clearly ex-
plained the objectives behind
it. Putting the issues on the
table gave the government
choice, and also allowed atten-
tion to be focussed on those is-
sues. And | think it was a mat-
ter of great pride for us that
250 professionals volunteered
to work on the task forces.

I did not have access to all
the reports. | think | got about
a dozen, and my perception is
that, by and large, the reports
wcere very good. Some were
very good, others were good,

and few | couldn’t include iIn
either of these categories.

One thing | noticed in these
reports was that the approach,
in most cases, was hi nor-
mative, highly moralistic, say-
ing what should be done in an
ideal situation, not necessarily
what was practical or could be
done.

DS: Would you call it
utopian ideas, do they border
on ideas that can be termed
utopian?

SZ: No, | would call them
normative. | don't know what
approach the government is
going to take to these reports.
But | think for any ministry —
and there | include the is-
ter and secretary of the min-
istry — who is seriously inter-
ested in their particular sector
or sub-sector, should take ad-
vantage of these reports.
These should be subjected to
in-depth study, analysis and
evaluation to see what they can
do in the short and medium
term.

But [ must also sound a note
of caution. That in policy-mak-
ing exercises, the rate of obso-
lescence because of elapse of
time is very high. Things
which are of very high priority
and relevant today may not
remain so in three months
time. Its already three months
since these reports were sub-
mitted, and | don't know how
the situation will be in another
three months. We have already
been over-taken by the cy
clone, for example. Some of
the reports that were relevant
before the cyclone may not be
s0, on an objective basis, today
or in two months time.

DS: Have you had any feed-
back from the government?
We get the impression that the
media as well experts and
people outside government
have welcomed the reports.
Now, do you have any Indica-
tion, Rehman, as to what the
government wants to do with
these reports?

RS: Well, | suppose the

estion should really be ad-
T:tll-l:d to the government.
They obviously have their pre-
occupations. We don't really
knows who, to what extent, is
making use of these reports.
The prime minister has a full
set of these reports, and quite
a few ministers have also been

their own copies.

What [ think we are looking
forward to 1{is that the
Ba sh Economic Associa-
tion is holding a meeting on
the reports, and the PM will in

fact be inaugura the con-
ference. Quite a people
from within the government
will be expected to

in the meeting and make
comments. But how far the
government has formally ad-
dressed itself to the reports is
something | am not in a posi-
tion to say.

DS: How do you react to
Sayeeduzzaman’'s comment
that most of the suggestions
were normative?

RS: Well, if you are making
recommendations over a two-

moth about what t
be done, then you are o
make a large number of nor-
mative suggestions. By nor-
mative you mean you are talk-
ing about things that ought to
be done, and merely backing it
up with a great deal of
supporting evidence.

Now, some of the task
forces really did lllllﬁ
deal of work.

the energy and transport re-
E:u. for instance. Each was
about 200 pages with an
enormous wealth of factual in-
formation and analysis. But
most of them took the empiri-
cal premise of the suggestions
they made as given. Because
all of them have worked in
these arcas for the last 10-15
years, many of them provided
the empirical basis on which
they were making their rec
ommendations.

About built-in obsolescence.
Here again | think it will apply
to some of the reports, and
within reports to some of the
recommendations. But most of
the observations really did
dertve from long-term prob-
lems facing the economy.
Most of these problems have
been with us for 10-15 years,
perhaps longer. and they are
not going to go away, unicss
they are effectively corrected.
And the task forces have at-
tempted to address problems
which in many cases have been
addressed but then buried in
consultancy reports, or official
papers and so forth.
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a minister — that in the First
Five Year Plan period of 1973-
78. the Two-Year Plan of 78-
B0, Second Five Year Plan of
BO-B5 and Third Five-Year

the planners who gave us this
misleading impression that
domestic capacity was higher
than what it actually was?

SZ: | should not say it was
misleading deliberately. But

In the very nature
of aid relationship,
there is a possibility
that you will be end-
ing up paying higher
prices than is interna-
tionally justified. If
you want that aid,
then you have to ac-
cept that as part of
the deal. I don’t
think you should put
the blame entirely at
the door of aided
projects.

ernment to ask the donors to
let the consultancy part of pro-

Jects to be carried out by local
professionals?

RS: [ would 100 per
cent yes to that. | have come

across very, very few expatriate
consultants who were more
competent than their domes-
tic counterparts. In the social
sciences, virtually none; in the
hard sciences. obviously there
are some highly specialised ar-
eas where in fact you can Im-
port expertise that you do not
possess.

But obviously you have the
domestic capability, and vir-
tually 90 per cent of your con-
sultancy needs are redundant
and imposed by donors as a
transaction cost to getting for-
eign aid. This substan de-
values your domestic capabili-
ties. It would be one thing to
bring in the Amartiya Sens of
this world, but you are bring-
ing in the students of their
students, who by and large
would be manifestly inferior to
your domestic skills. Then
what are you getting out of this
enormous US$120-130 million
that you invest in consu
Can you imagine that 50 per
cent of project cost goes for
providing skills in making
cheera to r rural women
for which you have imported
foreign consultants? When you
sec things like that, you don't
know whether to laugh or get
angry.

DS: You mentioned in your

q:m:mmwm
to savings as a major

reason the crisis. Or s it
our to curb unproduc-
tive expenditure?

RS: Well its a combination
of both. The source of this is
the whole, you might say, nar-
cotic dependence on aid.
Essentially, you are now going
to the donors for meeting ar-
cas of which were
traditionally funded from your
domestic savings. What you
now call the re-imburseable
project aid, which really pro-
vides the taka of a

ject, traditional dividing
ne was that came from do-
mestic savings and aid pro-
vided the foreign currency.
Now what is happening Is that

anything upto 90. sometimes

our own judgement and our
own pride in our ability. quite
frequently persuaded us to ex-
aggerate our ca ty. We have
to be realistic ut this.

Coming back to the ques-
tion of wastage of aid sl
think there is considerable
amount of truth in this. In the
very nature of aid relationship.
there is a possibility that you
will be ending up paying
higher prices than is interna-
tionally justified. If you want
that aid, then you have to ac-
cept that as part of the deal.

It is a question of the ability
of our own managers, people
who deal with aid negotiations
at the project level, to deter-
mine r a particular K;u
ject is over-designed, w
much fat is there in the pro-
ject and so forth.

The other point is that |
don't think you should put the
blame entirely at the door of
aided projects. Can we say
that projects that are financed

from our own resources are lo-

tally free of wastage? My own
feeling is that there is much
greater percentage of wastages
in projects finaneed from our
OWn resources.

DS: Do you find any clue in
these task force con-
the possibility of
changing the priority of the
FFYP now that a political gov
ermment has come in?

RS: | think because you had
29 task forces, you could not
set Inter se priorities. Prion-
tisation is a consclous political
decision. Whomsoever is the
elected rmment has s
own set of priorities and they
are 1o assess the issues raised
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