HUNDRED DAYS OF
DEMOCRACY

Economic Front : Cautious
Sailing on a Stormy Sea

by Moazzem Hossain

Purely on the economic
front, one hundred days in the
office for Bangladesh Nationa-
list Party (BNP) can be
described as a quasi-passive —
half active and half passive —
phase. It is an admixture of
new actions in some fields,
and hesitancy or dilly-dally —
circumstantial or deliberate, in
other areas.

Admittedly, the scope for
any better profile is limited
because the time-frame is too
short, and, that also, for the
Bangladesh economy which
faces the most intractable
problems, on an unremitting,
if not aggravated, scale or
intensity, even after two
decades of independence.

The situation defies any
shock-therapy and, more so,
because of unwholesome prac-
tices, perfidies, distortions
and imbalances of the recent
past under. an authoritarian
regime. But the latter reason
alone should have dictated a
more accelerated pace of ac-
tions on the part of the elected
Fowrmmnt on the economic
ront for an early tumabout.
The problems of massive
deficit of railway, staggering
system losses in power and
other utility seetors, perenni-
ally loss-making public enter-
prises, indolence and ineffi-
ciency of an overexpanded
government outfit at the ex-
pense of public money, burden
of huge under-utilized capaci-
ties in both private and public
sectors et al call for hard ac-
tions. The forces, resisting
such actions, should not be
appeased. This uires reso-
lute political will, determina-
tion and dexterity.

Yet then, the circumstances
which made the government's
challenges, on the economic
front, all the more difficult
must be admitted. The cen-
tury's worst cyclone and tidal
surge hit the country's eastern
seaboard and coastal islands on
April 29 last, on the 42nd day
in office for the BNP. The ex-
tent of loss to various sectors
of the economy has been esti-
mated an re between 2.5
billon and four billlon US dol-
lar, besides the appalling hu-
man tragedies it caused. The
floods in the eastern part, and
tornadoes and other natural
calamities in other areas fol-
lowed close on the heels of the
cyclone and tidal surge.

The exigencies necessitated
immediate disaster manage-

ment operations on an exten-
sive scale, taking precedence

over everything else. This has
no doubt interfered with the
pursuit of the goals for a more
stable macro, or, overall, eco-
nomic policy framework, along
with actions for sustained de-
velopment. The most critical
phase has been overcome now
with the full administrative
thrust, cooperation of the
broad sections of the people,
assistance of the international
community in forms of cash,
relief goods, and logistics
support and, above all, the
resilience of the survivors.

On the economic front, the
backdrop against which the
new rnment has been in-
stalled in office has been a very
disconcerting, if not frustrat-
ing, one. The economic diffi-
culties, arising out of the inva-
sion of Kuwait, domestic polit-
ical upheavals, and the Gulf
war have been severe.
Economic trends under the
fallen Ershad regime have
been quite discouraging. Public
savings declined to one per
cent of Gross Domestic
Product (GDP) in 1989-90,
caused by a phenomenal ex-
pansion of unproductive ex-

penditures, stagrml:in? revenue
collections, and i

nancial
profligacy. Gross domestic in-
vestment as a percentage of
GDP fell from about 15.9 per
cent in early eighties to about
[0.7 per cent in 1989-90. And
with that, efficiency of invest-
ments also plummeted alarm-
ingly because of corruption,
leakages and crony capital op-
erations. The Acting President
in his inaugural address to the
[ifth Jatiya Sangsad
(Parliament) highlighted the
core economic problems.

The BNP government has
focused its attention on
restoring discipline in the fi-
nancial sector. The names of
"large defaulters” in repayment
ol bank credits or loans have
been published while actions
are reportedly underway to ini-
tiate other moves to recover
overdue loans/ credits, The
enactment of Bank Company
Law by the new t has
Lmvidad the legal framework

such actions .

The actions for enforcing
credit discipline have been
long overdue. The withholding
of second instalment credits
under the World Bank-sup-
ported financial sector reforms
has apparently provided a
compelling reason for the gov-
ernment to move ahead with
its new initiative. However, the
private sector bodies have ex-

pressed some reservations
over the way the government
is addressing this long accu-
mulated problem in the ailing
financial sector.

In another action, the gov-
ernment has written off all
outstanding agricultural cred-
its up to Taka five thousand to
redeem its election promises.
The move will cost the exche-
quer over Taka 12 billion while
the modalities for compensat-
ing the banks for such a blan-

ket exemption are yet to be
announced. The government

provided earlier in fiscal 1990-
9] about Taka 17 billion sup-
port to the banks and financial
Institutions for restructuring
their capital, on proportionate
links with their respective de-
posit holdings. This support
did not involve any cash trans-
fusion as it was extended in
the form of 15-year bonds car-
rying fixed interest charges. As
a result, domestic debt servic-
ing burden will rise in the
coming years.

Also to redeem its another
electoral pledge, the new gov-
ernment exempted the land
development tax on agricul-
tural holdings up to eight
acres, virtually eliminating
taxation on agriculture. There
was a substantial revenue loss
because of this. Thus, revenue
earnings on account of land
development tax stood at Taka
600 million under the revised
budget for 1990-91 compared
with the target of Taka 1.2 bil-
lion under the original budget
for the year. Receipts from
land development tax have
been estimated at Taka 700
million under the budget for
1991-92, though no indica-
tions are in the budget as
to how the government plans
to compensate for its earlier
decision to eliminate land de-
velopment tax.

The BNP government's ap-
parent major success on the
economic front has been the
support which the Bangladesh
Aid Group in its 18th annual
meeting in Paris extended to it
in the form of aid pledges for
1991-92. This was the first
meeting since the election of
Bangladesh's democratic gov-
ernment on February 27.
1991. Donor pledges for the
year for aid to sh to-
talled about 2.3 billion dollars
and the figure compared with
1.8 billlon dollars pledged last
year when several donors were
not in a position to "pledge be-
cause of their concerns about

econommic management”.
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EVERYONE has secen the cigarette adver-
tisements where a 19th-century woman's
pictuire is juxtaposed to the modern 20th-cen-
tury woman's, and the caption reads, "You've
long way. baby.” Much the same could
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Begum Zia had often been accused of alool-
ness and remoteness before her rise to power.
Diplomats and stafl members now remark that
she is [ar less withdrawn, more at easec, both
in private consultation and during public

speeches. Part of this is due to her ac-
quired a certain confidence during campaigns
and since becoming Prime Minister.
One Western diplomat said he had no diffi-
culty communicating with her in English,
though a mere three years ago it was often un-
clear whether she understood all that was said
to her in English. This progress is said to
stem from English lessons with a private tu-
tor. m Zia hersell refutes the accusation
of ness, ting to her years of political
, during which she came into close
contact with the people. However, she re-
mains an intensely private person. When
asked questions, she s the issue
with a smile. Stafl members say she guards
her privacy and that of her family’s zealously.

"She dislikes dishonesty,” is a comment
that arises often when sources close to her are
asked about her personal principles. Her
commitment to the anti-corruption drive
emerges forcefully in her private conversation.
During her recent trip to Saudi Arabia, she
forbade her entourage to go shop-
ping. Anyone who did. she is said to have
warned, would have to find their own way
. Unlike the issue of subtle make-up and
conservative dressing, the fight against cor-
ption is said to be something she believes in

personally rather than a bow to popular opin-

A diplomat who declined to be identified
finds her "a c person.” from three or
four years ago. "She listens well, and talks
well. She seems 0 have a good grasp
number of administrative problems.” he said,
adding that her solutions to those problems

3

|

g

5

the House to )

The pledged amount of 2.3
billion dollars for 1991-92
does not however include the
Japanese aid because of tech-
nical budgetary formalities of
the latter. When Tokyo would
make {ts pledge, the external
aid situation would be still
more promising for Dhaka for
1991-92.

The increased amount of
aid pledges symbolises, what
Attila Karaosmangoglu, Vice-
President, Asia Regional Office

of the World Bank who chaired

the 18th annual Paris-based
Aid Group meeting stated
"renewed confidence of the
group in the quality of eco-
nomic management and the
new government's stated in-
tentions to accelerate eco-
nomic growth, meet
Bangladesh's pressing poverty
alleviation needs and curb cor-
ruption.” Karaosmangolu in his
closure statement at the meet-
ing also observed. "While
donor community had recog-
nised Bangladesh's need for
substantial assistance to deal
with its multifarious and diffi-
cult problems, this could not
by itself have justified increas-
ing support in the absence of
demonstrated performance
and tangible results.”

And "demonstrated perfor-
mance” and "tangible results”
will be the main challenge for
the new government. Indeed,
the challenges — improve-
ments in the macro-economic
situation, the progress in re-
forms matching commitments
for a market-oriented compet-
itive economic structure as
well as, rty alleviation, the

strengthening of development

programmes in key social and
infrastructural sectors, which
confront the government
"remain awesome and will re-
quire a sustained commitment
and resolute efforts.”
Development aid commitment
for power sector, to cite here
an example only, ismow frozen
despite the availability of a sub-
stantial volume of funds in the
pipeline and disbursements
are unlikely to resume before
the system loss is brought to a
minimum.

The new government has

meanwhile announced its first
national budget for 1991-92. It
is not otherwise heavily loaded
with fresh taxes. But the major
brunt of several measures, pa-
raded under it as tax reforms
and new fiscal measures,
would fall adversely on the
overall economy — production,
prices, savings and invest-
ments. The government has
also approved the controversial

Value Added Tax (VAT) that
becomes effective from July 1.

A clear scrutiny of the mea-
sures particularly on the taxa-
tion side under the new bud-
get is somewhat difficult in the
absence of "Abstracts of Tax
Proposals”. Unlike the past, it
is missing this year in the
Finance Minister's main bud-
get speech. Many have com-
mented that the budget
speech, without the abstracts
of the new fiscal measures or
changes, lacks in trans-

parency, though the govern-~

ment has stated time and again
that it is strongly committed
to clarity, rency and
accountability for all its opera-
tions. "Accou tricks" that
is how a leading chamber body
chief has termed the new fis-
cal measures, designated as tax
reforms or rationalisation
moves and not as new taxes by
the Finance Minister.

The overall expenditures
proposed under the budget re-
flect however a greater tilt to-
ward expanded developmennt

programmes, a welcome

change in the right direction.
See page 9

How Others
Look at
BNP

by Chapal Basher &
Nazmul Ashraf

Mohammad Nasim

Mohammed Nasim, Chief
Whip of Opposition in the
Parllament and a central
leader of Awami e com-
plained that the BNP govern-
ment had failed to fulfil the
commitments made in the

int declaration of three al-

though the party is in

power for over one hundred
days now. He termed this fail-
ure as ‘unfortunate’,

While making comments on
the performance of BNP .
emment under Begum
Zia, the AL leader said that the
movement for democracy was
based on the joint declaration
in which all the parties were
unanimous on three fundamen-
tal issues. It was agreed that
the commitments on the is-
sues would be implemented
through adoption of positive
steps in the newly elected par-
llament. "One hundred s
have gone by and we are in
midst of the second session of
the new parliament. But for
the reluctance and lack of ini-
tiative of the ruling party, none
of those commitments have
been materialised.” he de-

plored.
Mohiuddin Ahmed
Mohiuddin Ahmed, Chair-

said that a of one
dred days is too short to eval-
uate a new government.

"The government of

Khaleda Zia could not do any-
thing worth umambc:m
during this period,” he

and added that it could be a

memorable event f the

Amendment Bill for switching

over to n system
could be passed by time.
He deplored the delay in mov-
ing the Amendment Bill and
said that BNP wasted much
time for this.

He
ment
rating
and said
has little
proble

Suranjit ngu
ber of
ing to

about the joint declaration of

the three alliances and said
that the phases of transition to
democracy were clearly indi-
cated there.

“But things became stagnant
after the election,” he de-
plored and said that it was the
constitutional responsibility of
BNP to move the Amendment
Bill since this party was al-
lowed to form the government

_as the majority party.
Rashed Khan Menon
Workers Party leader

Rashed Khan Menon maintains
that the time for evaluating the
performance of Khaleda Zia's
government is yet to come.
"Performance of 100 days is
not enough to evaluate a new
government, since this gov-
ernment took over after nine
years' rule of an autocratic
regime”, he said.

Describing his impression
about the BNP government and
its activities, Menon said that
instead of handling political

thority on the administration.
"So the confidence of the
people in this government has
not yet developed and the BNP
government so far could not
achieve much”, said Memon
adding. "Khaleda Zia is trying
to assert herself, but could not

concentrate on econontic and
other issues.”

Maulana Matiur
Rahman Nizami

Jamaat-e-lslami Parltamen-
tary Party leader Moulana

What h needs to-
day is a sense of direction that
has to be determined on the
basis of national consensus.
And the nation can be given a
sense of direction only after
fulfilling the preconditions
that require solution of some
fundamental issues and prob-
lems the country has been
confronting since its birth al-
most 20 years ago. But even
such a long period has proved
inadequate for us, particularly
for the political leadership to
identify the controversial -
damental issues and problems,
find out their solutions and set
the wheel of the nation in a di-
rection. It's like a rudderless
ship in a turbulent sea and its
destination is still a point of
controversy. In fact, all the
successive rnments, in-
cluding the most ones
of Sheikh Mujib and Ziaur
Rahman, have failed to
the whole nation to a point
consensus on the fundamental
issues for a successful take off.
Of course, both Sheikh Mujib
and Ziaur Rahman tried to re-
solve some issues that were
dividing the nation, and to this
effect, for example. Sheikh
Mujib declared general
amnesty to the so- col-
laborators of the Pakistani oc-
cupation forces but without
giving them the right to poli-
tics and later Ziaur Rahman
tried to consolidate the na-
tional unity by allowing them
to do politics. But what would
sound rather unbelievable is
that all of them, except
General Ershad., who headed
the successive governments,
came to power unprepared
and had to plan after
having established themselves
in the saddle. Thus, they fixed
their on the issues that

| called for immediate attention

of the government and
planned things, both political
and economic, accordingly. As
a result, all the political and
economic plannings were done
'on an ad hoc basis and judged
in perspective, it can be said,
the state affairs too were run
on an ad hoc basis. And there
lies the whole tragedy: ad ho-
cism, in running the govern-
ment, has since become order
of the day. Ershad took advan-
tage of the situation, planned
things without caring for the
people’s opinion and the na-

Itlnml.l interests, seized power

from an elected government to
destroy all institutionis and val-
ues to make the country sub-
servient politically, economi-
cally and culturally to external

powers.

However, the successful
mass movement against autoc-
racy has brought the unique
opportunity for soul searching,
reviewing and reshaping the
things to give the faltering na-
tion a sense of direction and
dynamism In order to restore
people's: confidence about
their future journey towards an
unhindered progress, not to be
punctuated by spasms of polit-
ical hatred and anger. Let all
political parties and sections of

*

by Amanullah Kabir

people who matter, come for-
ward with an open heart not to
miss the opportunity that has
come again after almost 20
years since the liberation
struggle when the whole na-
tion was united, to sink differ-
ences over the fundamental
national issues and problems
once for all and uce the
area of contradictions. The
fundamental issues that the na-
tion has been confronting all
these years can be listed as fol-
lows: 1) State principles, 2)
Evaluation and determination
of the historic role of Maulana
Bhasani, Sheikh Mujibur
Rahman and Ziaur Rahman in
the liberation struggle, and 3)
National identity.

Following are the funda-
mental problems:

1) Form of government, 2)
Economic policy and planning,
3) Administrative policy and
planning, 4) Flood control and
5) Cyclone [ or natural
calamity) preparedness.

The state principles are
still being debated and all po-
litical parties, particularly the
major ones — BNP and Awami
League — have serious differ-
ences over two of the state
principles, Ziaur Rahman re-
placed “secularism”™ by
"absolute trust and faith in
Almighty Allah™ and "socialism”
by "economic and social jus-
tice”. In the much talked about
constitution amendment bill
which is expected to be placed
before parliament sometime
this week. Awami League has
proposed reverting to the orig-
Inalliy incorporated state prin-
ciples -"secula »sm”™ and
"socialism”. BNF with the
changes sought people’'s man-
date thrice and was voted back
to power every time, but the
controversy is not over and
Awarmi League has not deviated
from its stand.

The chronological devel-
opments and events of the lib-
eration struggle have been
compiled and published in the
form of books, but the role
played by Maulana Bhasani,
Sheikh Mufjibur Rahman and
Ziaur Rahman in the struggle
for independence has not been
properly evaluated and rightly
placed in the history of the
nation. Consequently, conflict-
ing opinions about the national
heroes are persisting in the
society and a new generation is
coming up with unnecessary
contradictions which often
burst into violent clashes.

One of our state principles
is Nationalism. But controversy
arises when Awami and
its allies call it
Nationalism” and, BNP and the
like-minded describe it

"Bengalee

as "Bangladeshi Nationalism".

What is interesting
proponents of Bengalee
Hauunnilar:_t are also the pro-
ponents of secularism. They
stand for secularism because
they, by the very word, want to
integrate people of all religions
into one p having no par-
ticular re s identity, w]El:
Bengalee nationalism has a
NArrow mea confined to
the cultural identity of particu-
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The Nation Needs a
Sense of Direction

lar section of

only Bengali and it excludes
people of other identities like
different tribes living in the
hill tracts of the country. The
controversy has created a eri-
sis of identity particularly
among the members of the
new generation.

It would be a  great
achievement for the nation
when it will have a form of
government by consensus.
Both the ruling BNP and the
major opposition party Awami
League are going to move two
scparate constitution amend-
ment bills, but with the same
objective of reverting to the
parliamentary form of govern-
ment. So, we can hope that for
the first time all the political
parties are going to resolve at
least one national problem on
the basis of consensus, which
will no doubt reduce the area
of controversy.

The administrative poliey
pursued by the successive gov-
ernments has painfully fafled
to bring any change in the
country’'s administration.
Because of the absence of a
well-thought administrative
. policy and planning it hardly
makes any diflerence for the
common pecople whether it is
BNP or Awami League that is in
power. It is better to call #t a
bureaucratic trap than an ad-
ministration which was sup-
posed to undergo an overhaul-
ing immediately aflter inde-
pendence to suit the purpose
of the newly emerged country
and its objectives. It has virtu-
ally become immune to all laws
of the country and public
scrutiny. The bureaucrats were
never punished under the col-
laboration law or tried for col-
laborating with the autocratic
government of Ershad or for
amassing wealth or abusing
power. In fact, they are more
powerful than any government.
And no government can im-
plement its ideas and policies
successfully if those do not suit
the interests of the buream-
crats. It is not possible on the
part of any government to do
good to the nation if the ad-
ministration has no public ac-
countability and it will be a
useless exercis= only by mak-
ing the party in power ac-
countable to the people.

Flood is now a multinational
problem and a solution .re-
quires active cooperation of all
the countries of the region in-
cluding India which. as we saw
in the past, showed an indil-
ferent attitude to the
Bangladesh cry. The flood
problem is not all natural but
man-made to a greal extient,
threatening the viable exis-
tence of the country. It is now
clear that the flood problem
and the water sharing issue
need a political decision of the
government for arriving at

rmanent solutions. The
problems, though they call for
urgent solutions, could not be

government can take.

Continued from page 4

obistcles ?

Conversation

DS: Are you facing any obstacle in running
the government ? [f so what are the main

PM: There is no single, main obstacle. You

Pﬂmﬁﬁlgq::r Begum Khaleda Zia in conversation with S.M. Ali and his colleagues from

you really miss these things?
PM: It's natural that | have o be busy. There

has been a change in my life pattern. But
should, as journalists, have seen that we

been very busy also

We had to be preoccup
We had to pass many difficult times. We could
not talk to friends, we could ngt enjoy
We also could not read and write. So it's

the last nine
with many

music.

find obstacles re. Ershad created nothing abnormal
such an atmosphere that you face obstacles at DS: However, we miss you in diplomatic
every place. We have spent the 100 days tiding pw: l
ever such difficulties, and are overcoming e mm s
DS: howrs do you work a day 7
m:lmmmmuh“
on the work If | return home carlier on
any day, | a little bit of tme. But again |
have to till late at night on most days.
DS: What do you do whenever you get any
letsure time 7
PM: Relatives u_h-l-hm:-.!
have leisure time. boys also want to
some time with me. | try to spend leisure with
my ;
m—immm.ﬁrw
time.




