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Sidelights from Conversation with the Finance Minister; a Gentle
Side of Sheikh Hasina; and Some Tips for Autograph Collectors

HE sueccss, of our "Conversation” picces
T lies in The Dafly Star team being abie to
ask its ns [recly, without too much of
advance preparation, and, what's more, in the
intcrviewee providing his or her responscs
with the same [reedom as we use in
conducting Lhe excrcise.

We have no problem in following these
groundrules with our politicians — with those
we have met so [ar an — who are pleased
to scce their views reported cexiensively in
dircet narration, instead of being abridged
drastically. It is always a bit of a shock to a
politiclan lo scc his or her three-page long
speech being reduced to two paragraphs and
published on the bottom of an inside page of a
newspaper. When the same politician beconies
a minister, the treatment of the threc-page
long spcech improves considerably, but, |1
suspect, it 1s still below the expectation of the
person concerned.

Whatever  Finance Minister M Saiflur
Rahman expecled oul of his "Conversation”
with The Daily Star, which, as we had alerted
him, would get a lull-page treatment, his co-
operation lurnced the exercisc into a success,
as you can judge [rom the plece published
clsewhore in loday's paper.

The best part of the exercise was that il we,
from The Daily Star, did not run out of
questions, the Minister had virtually
inuxhaustible replies which came promptly —
often a little too promptly — leaving me
wondcering if our questions had been little too
naive, little too simple for a finance minister —
any [inance minister — of Bangladesh.

As cxpccied, Minister's replies were not
without some Saifur Rahman-type ressions
which wecre cither too forthright or a little
abrasive, making mec recall a remark he had
recently made to the London Economist that
none of his cabinet collcagues understood
market cconomy and that the Prime Minister
was his nnlﬁ' supporier.

During his conversation with us, he did not
go that [ar — frankly speaking, | wish, he did —
ul he kept referring to other ministries as
"line ministrics” (whatever that might mean),
although hc stopped short of describing the
Ministry of Finance as the pivotal one, the
centre-piece of the whole administration. Of
course, as you will read in the report, he had
no hesitation in criticising the so-called line
ministrics for being too slow in using their
development funds — "Money is no problem”,
he said once, repeating an cxpression from
onc ol the statements of the late president

Ziaur Rahman — blasted the private scclor for
its " faflures” and criticised the governrient for
being too large, expensive and cumbersome.

After listening to the Finance Minister for
over an hour, | could sce why il is said that the
growing rescniment Saifur Rahman has
evoked among politiclans 1s in sharp contrast
to his rising popularity among the no-nonscnse
technocrats of ald agencics and that for every
[riend he wins, he turns two old admirers into
his adversarics,

At the end of our mecting, | complimented
the Finance Minister for being most lorthright

shoer politeness, and did me the honour of
signing their books.

What pleased me was that our youngsters —
ma he fewer than fn our student days — still
colls 1 autographs and perhaps even stamps
and old coins, contrary to my fcar that these
wonderful hobbies have disappeared in this age
of videos.

Aller all these decades, | recall my own
autograph-hunting and stamp-collecting days
with nostalgia, even with a touch of pride.

What made my autograph-collecting hobby
into an cxeiling exereise was that | went for
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and articulate. “That is your strength - and your
problem,” 1 added and, indeed, meant what |

said.
T HE other day, | enjoyed the uncxpected
privilege of signing as many as three
autograph books of young students of a local
women's college, all smartly dressed as cadets
and acting as guards at the concluding session
of the seminar on "Women and Politics". The
mceting was organised by "Women for Women."”

The honour shown to me took me a bit by
surprisc — aller all, | am no celebrity of any
sort — and all | could do was just to sign my
namc in Bangla, without any sermon. Surcly, |
could have at lcast said, "Read The Daily Star
every day.”

Why was | shown this unexpected honour?
| gol the answer rather slowly.

Invited to the concluding session of the
seminar as the "Guest of llonour”, as distinet
from the Chiel Guest (CG) and Special Guest
(5G). whatever the differences may be, | sat on
the dais, next to the Awami League
chairperson Sheikh Hasina, the Chicf Guest. As
it often happens when a journalist and a
politician sit together, there was the inevitable
whispered conversation, scemingly highly
conlidential but of little consequence, or news
value as such.

So, afler getting the autograph of Sheikh
lasina, the three girls turned to me, out of
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wrilers, pocts,and painters. | made them
cither write a few lines or draw a sketch for
me. So many of them readily obliged.

I was still in teens when |
my autograph book filled by a poem by
Jasimuddin, an original one written especially
for me. It was also a beautiful one which | read
many times and learnt it by heart. Alter all
these rs, | can still recite it word for word,
which I will do one day for Jasimuddin's
daughter Hasna Moudud or any of the close
relatives of the late poet.

Then, a few years later, | paid a visit to
Santiniketon and, without any
appointment,walked into the house where the
great artist, Nandalal Basu lived.

I was luckily enough to find him in the
living room, sitting all by himself. | took ofl
my shoes, entered the room and bowed to the
artist who, due to his old age, then recefved
few visitors. [ certainly had the right approach.

"Sir, will you please draw something for my
autograph book?” | asked a little hesitantly,
without appearing to be asking for a favour.

Basu took my autograph book and drew a
sketch of two Santal girls plucking some [ruits
from a tree, a common enough sight in
Santiniketon. And then signed ft.

Eventually, 1
sketches or simple line drawings in my
precious little autograph book. It was indeed
precious — and | lost it together with several

letters of Uncle Mujtaba AN, during my travels

got a page of

got a few other artists to draw
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through Southeast Asia.

So, here is an idea for au collectors.
Turn your simple hobby into something |
exciting, something creative, and you will have

a lrcasure in your possession.

LR B
D URING the concluding session of the
Women", we had a rare glim

seminar organised by "Women for

of a gentle side

of Sheikh llasina, the Chiel Gucest at the
lunction.

| am told that likec the BNP lecader, Dr
Badruddoza Chowdhury who had opened the
scminar two days carlicr, Hasina had a signal
[rom thc organiscrs to avoid a partisan
approach and to discuss the role of women in
politics, without being involved in local power
struggle between the two major parties.

The Awami League leader accepted the
signal and | must say, did a very good job when
she dclivered her address,

Hasina spoke aboul problems facing women
and spccifically about what the country should
do to promote literacy among our mothers and
sisters, without making any criticisms of the

government policics. [

Then, speaking extempore, she started
talking about hcrscll, how she grew up in a

litical atmospherc as a school student,

wing at the back ol her mind that one day
she would be a worker for the Awami Leaguc.
Speaking slowly, almosl in a conversational
tonc, she said how she became involved in
bringing up her children and political activitics
were pushed to the background.

Then, aflter a pause she referred to some
“tragic inctdents” in her lifc — shc was talking
about the killing of her [ather, without using
such works as assassination or murder —

which brought her back to politics.

It was here that she made a statement that I

she had probably ncver before made from a
platiorm. Shec said, "Some tragic incidents in
our lives, in mine, and of Begum Khaleda Zia
and Mrs Bandamike ol Sri Lanka brought us to

politics and put us at the heads of our political |

partics, an unlorescen development that we
were not ready for.”

The Awami Leaguc lcader thus came as
close as possible to saying that none of the
three was equipped to face up lo the challenge
producced by unecxpected bul tragic incidents
in Lheir respective lives.

| complimented Hasina on her speech when
she rclurned to her seat. She responded with a
smile. It was a gracious smile.

Continued from page |0

the Berlin Wall, the Soviet
Empire and the East Europcan
environment. And now il Is a
different world altogcther.
Those autocralic regimes of
Eastern and Russia also
realised that their contra-
dicted process ol development
has not given them the resull
which they expecled. So they
arc also coming into the mar-
ket development ortentation
and the Western countrics, be-
cause they are kith and kin in
any case. Aller all we arc [ar

from them. Alter all most
of OECD countries belongs
to them. So, thereforc Lhey
will look afller them first be-
fore they look after us, what-
ever prelcnsion we may have
othcrwisc,

Let us be frank with our-
scives. They will first look aflcr
them, their own neighbour. So
that philosophy is there, we
could see that in the multilat-
eral financing development iIn-
stitution. Formerly they were
not so still in their conditions.
Now thcy are more stiff not
because of their condition, but
because may be in the res
they want to reduce ﬂmﬂ: aid

————
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project of flood control
Dhaka city amounting to
Lthan crorc lLaka

the whole country sul-
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privatisation, mment will
continue to play a dominant
role in providing infrastruc-
ture, manpower resources, de-

velopment r resources,
health programme and law
and order etc.

Now in this context we have
to be choosy, becausc people
oulside often say that donors
impose certain conditions
when us aid. But | think
it is a misnomer. Except on
one or two areas il s a mis-
nomer and | think it is unkind
also in some arcas to the World
Bank and Astan Development
Bank. For instance in the
Enhanced Structural
Adjustment Facilities (ESAF)
programme aided by IMF,
what Lhey are saying is — you
reduce your current expendi-
lure, you increasc your savings,
increase invesiment, reduce
your deficit, reduce the infla-
tionary situation. Any good and

scnsiblc ment would be

ready to do all that

"I think the govern-
ment is the worst insti-
tution...wherever the

mumnt puts its
something goes
wrong there. It would
have been better if peo-
ple could have been al-
lowed to run their af-
fairs than relying on

the government.”

IDS: [But does il not also -
clude conditions such as aboli
tion of import resirictions. do
ing away with agricultural sub
sidy 7

SR: Now, | was coming o
this. We have agricultural sub
sidy on certain items and that
certain flems involve frriga-
Lion.

In 1§ ton the m-
meni has to help them, be-
cause frrigation involves much
larger investment in lerms of
the affordtbility of our farmers.

Say, a shallow tubcwell
cosls 18,000 laka, so it is im-
possible for a small farmer Lo
invest that amount indo irmiga
ton. So this is an arca where
we are already contending
with them, and saying, In irri

gation | do not agree with you

I : lrrigation o my
p»pzm:th there can

not be a winter crop and

Bangladcsh's future les in the
winier crop from the ground
water or surface water, what

think it ts a misplaced qucs-
tion. Bul as [ told you | do not
agree wilth them and | have
continually told them and we
shall provide irrigation Lo our
farmer.
Aboul import restric-
tions, | think they have a point.
When they say import, Lhey
arc not saying that you open
your market. They are saying,
you have excessive and irrele-
vanl trade barriers. Now you
want your export to find an

" oullet into their market. [3ut in

an interdependant and
interrelated world, you frankly
cannot get something for
nothing.

You wanl your garments to
g0 into the Uniled States, but
you wouldn't allow their goods
into your market, that cannot
be. You want your commodities
to scll in Europcan markets,
but you shall not allow their
goods into your country, that
really isn't acceptable com-
mercially: because a one way

Irade never prospers any-
where.

What is needed is thal, we
have 1o be given a respite,

Owur industries are gradually

developing and we cannot
complete with the mature in-
dustries of the world, because
in industrialisation we are lag.
ging behind the developed
countries of the world in many
respects.

However in Bangladesh, |
could see that the this
“childhood” seems 10 be pro
longing far too much.

Take the plastic industry
lor example. There Is not a.
single reason our people
should carry a plastic bucket
when they return from a visit
o India. Good plastic baskets
should at least have been made

Anot reason is this, ex-
cessive protection is nol good
and did not prove good in any
counirics which followed it
indta, Pakistan, Bangladesh,
Srl Lanka lollowed protective
trade. all these countries are
lagging far behind countries
like Tatwan, Singapore and
Hong Kong which lollowed an
open market economy.,

Whatl we want here o do s,
we want o have a judicious
mixture of tarril with a [ree
liberalisation programme. We
do not want to go o Lhe exiont
ol ruining our upcoming Indus-
trics. while at tﬁuu:fr time,
we do not want excessive pro-
tection that even at the age of
40 they will act ke children.

sorfium meeting in Paris you
would be asking for less than
fweo billion? You certainly have
a larget? How do you reduce
your aid requirement year by
year?

SR: 1 really would like to
ask for less. But | could tell you

also that love-hate relationship
with aid that | have mentioncd
earlier on.

This year there was an in-
terim country Teport of the
World Bank which mentioned
that they might recommend
1900- million dollars, and |
could see from every newspa-
per that they were saying that
the World Bank would recom-
ménd 1.9 billlon, while it was
2.2 or 2.3 billlon in the previ-
Ous year.

| was happy, because it was
what | was always aiming for.
Because last yecar | told the
ParHament that | shall attain
14 per cent sell-reliant devel-
opment process in the [irst
ycar. | said in the 2nd year |
would go to 26 and 3rd year
36 per cent. That is my target.
I wnd the people of the country
want greater self-reliance el-
lort. If | ask for increasing aid,
then what would happen to my
my effort for economic sell re-
Hance?

DS: Can you give us any tar
gel?

SR: Yes, by 1995 if we
conlinue as we are now con-
linuing under this normal rule
of democracy, domestic con-
tribution to the development
budget will be to the extent of
35 per cent,

However, this year, while
my targel was 14, we have
rcached a relance rate of 24
per cent in a single year. In
this way we will not only
achicve 35 per cent by 1998, |
think if we are dhm:i:rbcl
demecratic stability good
law and order atmosphere, and
tmht hos ﬂfmllﬂ mﬂ -
about t .
ment in Ehnﬁ'-‘dnh in terms
of the soctal peace and tran-
quility, then | think we can
even achieve a sell rellance
rate of even 40 per cent

DS: Yes, but will it mean
reduction of assistance [from
outside? Because you are talk-
ing of 40 per cent of the do-
mestic mobilisation matched
with the assistance from out-
side. But will t mean external
aid coming down to, say 1.5
billion, by 19957

SR: Yes. certainly, because
more | can ralse in
less | shall have to depend
others. Why should | mort-
gage my posterity for invest-
ment today? Alrecady we have
an exiernal debt lability of
USS 12 billon and 12 billion is
55 per cent or almost 50 per
cent of our GDP Gross
Domestic Product). And |
should say, that we should stop
before it reaches two-thirds of
our GDI" and that is our max-
mum Hmit.

the
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DS: You said that there
would be 24 per cent internal
expendilure on the annual de-
velopment programme (ADP)
this year. PBut you have alse
vkl that the lotal expenditure
utll be 400 crore takas less
than the target. Spending less

than the budget target on cur-
reni! accoun! expenditure may

be a good thing, bul wouldn’'t
you consider it a really bad
thing to have spent so much
less in the development bud-
get, rather than exceeding it?

SR: A budgct is a budget.
The difference between the
larget and our achivement is
only six per cenl with the ADP.
Even if you remain in a 10 per
cent plus or minus within your
budgctary target, cven then
the budget is a good one,
frankly speaking.

But | am nol satislicd. With
this 7,100 crore or 7,500 |
think is an exccllent target
and there's no question of ex-
ceeding it in a cyclone-drawn,
MNood-drawn, devastaled new
administration. | would say we
have done cxccliently. With
due humbleness | would say
that none with thesc sort of
difficultics and with the transi-
lion to a ncw governmental
machincry could have donce so.

I can spend 700 crore morg
within 30th of June. Yct my
linc ministrics could not use it
cllectively, Finance §s no prob-
lem. | am the Finance
Minister. | can wrile a cheque
for 700 crore and slill have no
deficit finance.

Bul the capability of the lince
minisirics is a diflferent mat-

De-ar Mita,

ter. That is an inherent prob-
lem of Bangladesh's develop
nicnt. Our main problem of
development are project iden-
tification, project implementa-
lion, monitoring capability.
These are few common difli-
cultics and areas ol incompe-
tency inherent even [rom the
carly 80s. It has only multi-

plied during the Ershad
regime.
When you go from one-man

rule and the centmlisation of
power 1o decentralisation, the
line ministries cannol opcrate

well. They wait for the orders

from the top. But there is no

top now, il is a collective re-
sponsibility. We arc giving
more responsibility to the line
ministrics and by that they will
have a lot more to do and be-
come more vital than cver.

DS: We were not really
thinking in terms of fund
shortage, but in terms of im-
plementation of the projects ...

SR: | told you earlfer, im-
plementation gap or deficicncy
still persists and ft will con-
tinuc to persist in my standard
of judgement. It should be im-
proved much [aster.

Bangladesh's current prob-
lcm Is not finance, It is proper
management. Management ea-
pability, projcet identification

| was a student of English Department of DU and had 1o
discontinue my studies because of a nurological disease | have
been afflicted with for the last five years. A year ago | fell in

love with a girl and she res

although knowing about

my liness. | told her right from the beginning that she can:
not share her life with me (il | recovered. She has tried her
best but | have not improved. Decause of this | am no more

inferested o continue

relations with her.

Moreocver, my

parents don’t like her aiso. She is not willing to listen to any
reason. Presently we are not In touch though. she tries to
called me sometimes. What should | do, please advise.

Dear Hossain,

D. | lossain, Dhaka

it seems you have other reasons for culling ofT relations
with her than just your flincss. | don't think you are inter-

ested In her any longer and the reasons

you now give arc just

excuses. Making a commitment to spend the life together i€ a
very scrious one and should be based on very sold under-
standing and respect for each other. If you are no longer in-
terestced in continuing relations with her then you should tell
her directly and frankly and not give excuses such as your ill-
ness, her stubbornness and your parents’ attitude.

Dear Mita,

Following the trace of an anonymous in May 15 issue of
your "MITA" section. | wanl to say that same thing has hap-
pened in my life. | fell in love with my cousin [uncle’'s daugh
ter)] and we plunged so madly in love that we never think of

being apart and want to

get married. Doth of our families

know nothing about our qffatr. | think, when the question of
marriage will arise, then there will be problem. | don't care
Jor the social barriers and our family relationships, but worry
aboul our postmarriage qffatr. | was acquainted with a couple

who were cousins. The wife
E:uuqfhrpdufu'l blood. Is

Doctor says that it happens

birth to an abnormal child.

there any biological explanation about that? Please. Mita, help
me oul. Another thing, would you mind telling your real

name? Eagerly waiting for yowr reply.

Moail, Dhaka

| am afraid it is true that, marriage among coming cousins

does sometimes produce abnormal ofl sprin
100% accurate but there s a slight risk.

Omne cannot be
overcome Lhis

and implementation capability
arc lhe threc seclors which
are hampering our develop-
ment endecavour by fafling to
make proper usage of the aid
moncy.

Actually domestic resources
should be the arca n which we
should all direct our attention.
We do not only need efficient
engincers, doclors, accoun-
tants, but we nced good man-
agers. At the moment, we are
scriously lacking in good and
cflicicnt managers both in the
private and public sectors.

DS: Are you going lo pre
sen! us with what is known as
a ‘soft’ budget or a "hard” bud-
get this year?

SR: 1 rcally cannol say
whether it will be a soft or
hard budgct. Usually any bud-
get presented by the Finance
Minister is considered a ‘hard’
budget from every other quar-
ters of the socicty. Even if it is
in his opinfon a solt budgct,
thcy consider it hard. So | do
nol really know, it depends on
pecople’s pereeption.

NS: Looking back at the
previous year, are you salisfied
aboul your achievemenis in the
Jfinancial sector?

SR: Yes, | am more or less
satisficd. But | am not satisficd
with the micro-sector perfor-
mance.

Il the micro-sectors worked
with more resilience and
vigor, | think we could have
achieved 7,500 taka disburse-
ment on the ADP, which you
mentioned carlier. Becausc
fund shortage was nol Lhe
point. | had funds which |
could not spend. This is my
[rustration, not only frustration
but anger also with the agen-
cics.

Otherwise as [ar as tLhe
macro-managemcnt is con-
cerned | am very salisfied.
Because the inllation rate is
only 5.5 per cent. [L is not only
my assessment but the Mission
Chicl of the World Bank com-
plemented me for achicving
this low inflationary rate and
he said it was an exccllent
performance for a country like
ours,

We have in the last
ycar of the ESAF programme
and we have managed excel-
lently. Not only that, we have
so much foreign exchange at
the moment, but the private
scctors are not coming for-
ward to use Lhe foreign ecx-
change. They are setting a tar-
get now for retaining a forcign
reserve of five months of our
imporl requirement, which is
far too excessive.

But they are saying now,
that since your economy Is
maturing cnough to go in from
a marginal requirement to a
mid-term requirement. Three
months are for the poorer na-
tions. But for the rclatively
richer or well-ofl nations, it is
not three months.

Three month's requirement
may not also be adequale, il
may be enough. But not ade-
quate in the sense that il sud-
denly our country is overtaken
by llood, draught or cyclone in
the present aid-climate of the
world, then suddenly you have
to go through a lot of acciden-
tal import of food grains, edi-
bles and other major nceessi-
lics. So | think it is not adc-

qualc.
DS: As we have leaned [from

outside, sir, is that one of our
major factories is not working

efficiently because of over-

............
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sta[fling. Now you are telling us
categorically that there is no
question of any retrenchment
and you are planning to allow
them voluntary retirement
which is also expensive and it
seems that basically it is a sta-
tus quo sifuation

SR: No it is not a stalus quo
situation. As | see it, it is a man
power rehabilitation pro-
gramme. Retrenchment (s
when you force people to re-
tire. The excess in the jute
seclor, where separate study
and scparate programme have
alrcady been done, if the
people working into re-
tirement voluntarily, then that
will be a number suflicient
cnough to pay for us for their
voluntary retirement. At this
stage, frankly speaking, | think
there I1s no need for re-
trcnchment. Becausc rc-

trenchment involves compul-
sfon,

“I am disguised in the
manner in which

government offices run.
Say, civil service.”

DS: We interviewed you
when your first became the
Finance Minister. Then you
had stressed on the need o
reduce the government. You
expressed your feeling that it
was over-extended in respect
of the number of employees,
buildings and bureaus and de-
partments, many of which of
Jer very litdle services. What do
you think of it now?

SR: Now | feel more
stronger and worse about it
than | had poinled out last
time.

| think government is the
worst institution. We all would
have been better ofl if it was
possible to climinate these
institutions for good.
Whereever the government
puts its hand, something gocs
wrong there. It would have
been better i people could
have been allowed to run thetr

own allairs.
| am disgusted in the man-

ner in which government of-
fices run. Say, civil service. |
tell you, 1 am absolutely
amazed by the way it runs. It is
absolutely status quo oriented.
Unless you tell them, they will
do nothing. There is no drive
or inftiative and enthusfasm.
This is one of the reason why
our devclopment programme
[ails its target. Not because of
the lack of finance, but greatly
because of the lack of enthusi-
asm and initiative from the
civil administration for project
planning, project processing
and project implementation.

DS: Thank you Mr.
Rahman, for your time.

Rising Star
The Rising Star will be published

on Saturday. We regre! the
inconvenience caused o our

. '-'.: o T

roblem, couples can take a blood test prior to starting a
amily. With modern medicine and diagnosis, anything ab-

normal can be detected very early. It is

precicrable that

cousins don't marry each othcr but il you fecl so strongly
about each other, then %:nhcad, Just bc aware of the problem

which might arise, and

Dear Mita.

ve Lthe sirength to face it

We have been married for five years and have tuo children
My husband is a very kind and gentle person but very uncom-
promising when he is angry. It takes him a long time to get
over his anger and when | complain the situation gets worse.
What should | do? It causes strain and [riction in the relation

ship.

Dear Shelali,

Shefali Narayangany

There are many pcople who cannot recover from an un-
pleasant incident as promptly as others do. This s a

personality trait and very hard to change

. The worst thing you

can do is point it out just when he is angry. If it does not

upsel you to much just let it pass for the moment. Dri

ng it up

later, in a more congenial atmosphere. Discuss the event that
led to the unpleasanincss In a frank non-thrcalening and

nonaccusing way. This will not change him overnight, but
over the years will certainly have some good effects. '

Dear Mita,

Recently, | have been losing a lot of hair to the extent that
I might become bald socon. What can | do? | had such
hatr, but it started shedding since | was 16 and now | am 29.
Is there any remedy? | have consulted many doctors but it has
not helped. What do you suggest?

Dear Dipu,

Dipu Dhaka

Losing hair has become a very common phenomenon, net
only among men but women oo, and now a days we do come
across semi-bald women. The reason is a mixture of heredity,

food habits, weather and care. Our doctor says:

cells are made of protein, a high protein diet
Hair loss is also due to excessive tension or

Since the hair



