Dhaka, Wednesday, July 8, 1992

| Housing Policy for Village

About three and a hall crore ple, more than
one-fourth of the country's total population, have
no rool on their heads and 86 per cent of the
houses villagers live in are of very poor qualily
and unhealthy. And ol the total dwelling houses in
the country 86.20 per cent are in villages. Just

how dismal the housing situation is can be imag-
ined by these [igures alone worked out a sur-
vey, many ol the findings of which have been car-
ried by a Bangla daily. All the findings, without
exception, paint a gloomy picture of the state of
future housing as well — unless some radical
sleps to reverse the process is taken. The in-
creasing trend of rural migration to cities indi-
cates that the whole country will be put to the
severest of tests on the question of providing its
people with the minimum decent housing condi-
Lion.

Housing, though a fundamental human right,
has not received the attention it should have from
the government policy-makers and national plan-
ners. Years on end village people have been erect-
ing houses with weak frames made of easily per-
ishable materials. In the [ace of hostile nature,
those are most vulnerable. When employment —
gainful or other — is scarce and madi‘n}urther
worse by the absence of a housing policy, the
problem has accumulated to the point of bringing
aboul a national catastrophe soon. Interrelated as
employment, housing and living standard are,
they have to be considered together for a solution
to the problem.

The argument against a permanent housing
policy, put forward so far, is that the housing is
an unproductive sector. Apparently it is so. But a
closer look into the problem is sure to give a dif-
[erent picture in that the colossal wastage suf-
fered E\*ETP’ year due to the use of low-standard
malerials for housing goes unaccounted. A durable
sheller is not just a necessary condition for a rea-
sonably healthy living but also provides the people
wilh a mooring of life. That is essential for stop-
ping the undesirable mass migration to cities. On
the one hand, it makes the villages barren and,
on the other, gives rise to slums and shanty
towns in cities. Currently, only 7.6 per cent of the
countiry’'s total land area is being used for housing.
Compared to the size of the population, this is
ridiculously low.

All this is an indication of an unbalanced
growth of sociely, more so considering the pref-
erence for palalial housing in cities. The grim
realily is that polarisation in society is taking
place much faster than expected with the
prospect of a social chaos of unprecedented
order. To avoid this, the policy-makers should
give serious thought to increasing the economic
activily in villages at a tremendous pace — prefer-
ably in the area of small-scale agro based indus-
ries. Without strengthening the rural economy,
the possibility of bringing to an end the exodus of
village people is almost nil. Time is, however,
fast running out for the planners whe should
already perceive in the problem a nightmarish
vision. The key question is to raise the living
standard of the people. Housing along
with health, education and economy must
undergo a change for the better for realisation
of that objective. Since all the ingredients for
housing, including land, are scarce in
the country, a discreet use of them is most
desirable. So, a housing policy aimed to help
build stronger and better houses in villages
should be in order.

National Heirlooms

A Danish national and a Bangladeshi are now
being detained on charge of trying to smuggle out
of the country antique articles worth about a
crore Taka. We do not know how the valuation
was done but we hope this was done by expert
eslimation. As the articles in question were not
lorry-full heaps but pieces easily countahle on the
fingers, the century-old specimen of the fabulous
Bengal cralt must be of such real value as
we rarely come hﬁ' in the normal course of our
life. We cannol help marvelling over the [act
that till only a century back Bengal used to
produce such things of beauty and value.
Surrounded by crass tastelessness in
everylhing — and absence of any touch of mastery

}n l;,11.*1};1hiﬂg — it is very dilficult to take in that
act. |

And, contrarily, it is very easy to know for cer-
tain that what the Dane has been said to be up to
exposes bul the tip of an iceberg — a submerged
mount of thievery involving who knows how many
billions of Taka worth of national heirlooms. And
this has been going on quite strongly for a very
long time — one can sel the beginning to Sultan
Mahmud's 17 expeditions of plunder a thousand
years back or to Nadir Shah's carrying away of the
Takht-Taus or Peacock Throne some six years
laler, suiling one's taste. Bul those royal loots can
hardly compete in magnitude and mindlessness
with what slarled happening after Clive of
Plassey. Europe had then only just begun to wake
up Lo the value of eastern antiquities which pro-
cess got a great fillip through the birth of Egyp-
tology. thanks to the Napoleonic Egyptian expe-
dition. Allraction for subcontinental antiquities
grew by leaps and bound, similarly, alter Indolog-
ical studies by William Jones, Horace Hayman
Wilson and Scherebaltskoi-put the value nl‘y;.ljb-
continental achievements in culture and civilisa-
tion, arts and sciences almost at par with that of
Egypt and Assyria-Babylonia. Plundering of objects
having high historical and artistic value have
been conlinuing ever since. For the (irst hundred
years of this there was no stopping it even legally.
Now that there is law against taking away by any
means such national treasures — it cannot be said
that the flow abroad has in anyway been effec-
tively inhibited. |

We have two main tasks in the matter. The first
in evidently to plug the drain not only through
siringent preventive measures but also through
vigorous campaigns to discover all such objects
still at large in the society and put them all in
their appropriate places — and keep an unsagging
vigil on whatever comes out of the earth. The
second task at hand is equally important, il not
more. Every nation, big or small, is taking back
its antique treasures {rom the troves of the im-
perialistic plunderers. Let Bangladesh exert her-
selfl forcelully enough to get back her national

heirlooms [rom the markets and museums
abroad.

I beginning today, Wed-

nesday, brings to my
mind the words Benazir
Bhutto, former prime minister
of Pakistan, has used following
the army's induction in the
troubled Sind. She has said
that the battle of Sind iIs the
battle of Pakistan, warning her
counirymen that “therc were
moments in the history of
nations when evenls start
moving in the dircetion of dis-
aster.”

| beieve that the battle of
parliament is the battle of
india. Political parties in our
country too face the moment
when Lhetir conduct — and ac-
tion — can initialc a chain of
events that 'may [urther cmas-
culate the institution, which is
already cflete. Parliament has
lost ita credibility, not so much
because of problems torment-
ing the country as because of
disdain in dealing with them.
Even when Lhe issues are de-
bated, the effort s to cvade
them, lo scorec a point or Lo
embarrass the opponent, not
to appreciate their gravitly.
This has, indced, damaged its
image and cflectivencess.

It was probably naive to
imagine that the forces politi-
cal partics had sct inlo motion
would have no impact on par-
liament. But one never though
that polilics would be so Lrivi-
alised. Parllament fails to rise
to the occasion beecausce na-
tional intecrests arc subordi-
nated to personal and party
gains, It s fast losing its rele-
vance in the context of prob-
lems [acing the nation; its
staturc and sanctily is far lcss
than before. Even if the institu-
tion stays, il may ccasc to mat-
ter il it continucs to [unction
the way il docs now.

Walching the Lok Sabha
scssions from the press gallery
for the last 35 years and sceing
the deterioration in the calibre
and contribution ol political
partics and their lcaders has

Indian Parliament Opens

Today in a Mood of Inertia

Parliament has lost its credibility,
disdain in dealing with them.
to embarrass the opponent, not to appreciate their gravity.

Even when the issucs are de

becn an unhappy expericnce.
Probably parltament had to re-
flect one day the loss of norms
and valucs which has dimin-
ished the nation. But finding
the forum being reduce to an-
other arcna of politics, Intrigue
and manipulation has been
painful. The entire scene has
changed lor the worse,

The reason why the current
scssfon is crucial is the peo-
ple’'s cxaspceration, which is
rcaching a culminaling point.
Disappointed over its non-
performance, they increasingly
feel that parliament #s not the
answer o Lheir troubles.
are not one with Lthe growing
militancy, oflering violent and
desperale remedics. Nor have
they yet abandoned the hope
lor betterment through demo-
cratic mecans. [3ut what gocs on
the two llouscs does not en-
thusc them either.

| can now predict the way
the procecedings in the Lok
Sabha will go. The ruling
Congress party will be up in
arms when it ‘calches’ the op-
position on the wrong foot. It
will be vice-versa when the
Congress is in the dock. The
Janata Dal and the Communists
may say thcy will have no truck
wilh the Bharatiya Janata Party.
But all of them will be on the
same side if they get an oppor-
tunity to cut the government
Lo size,

Therefore, | do not under-
stand the logic of the argu-

ment by some Janata Dal Mg
in opposing the name of G G
Swcll for presidentship. Shou-
id their party denounce him
because the JP has su

his candidature? Docs he ecase
lo be secular after the BJP
backing? By the same logic,
Mamta Bancrjee, minister of
stale for sports, should be
abandoned because the BJP
has supported the Congress (1)
in its demand for a prove by

been doing, If it can divide the
opponents. But H eannot
command the t. which

it should in a parllameniary
nee.

system of

When Indira Gandhi lost
her majority after the split in
the Congress in 1969, the
communists stood by her be-
cause thoy, by and large, sup-
poricd her policies. Even then
she went to the polls in two
years' time. It is difficult to

BETWEEN THE LINES

——'m

Kuldip Nayar writes from New Delhi

the Central DBureau of Inve-
stigation into the attack on her
in Caleutia.

When there 18 a conlest, it
has to be foughi and the two
sidcs have to muster the max-
imum support. This is what
the Congress is doing. The op-
position should realise that the
Congress will always play one
party against another and sit
back to ¢njoy the fight among
them as it has becn doing in
the past.

The ruling party is smug
because it has managed the
gamc ol numbers, even though
it docs nol enjoy a majority in
the Lok Sabha. A minority gov-
crnment can manocuvre 1o
stay in power, as the Nara-
simha Rao government has

imagine that the communists
will sustain the government
when the crunch comes be-
cause they have declared to
fight tooth and nail agatnst its
cconomic policy, the govern-
ment's fece.

The confidence in parlia-
ment will be in proportion to
its ability to tackle the issues
raised in the House. That the
opposition may try to embar-
rass the government is nothing
surprising in a democratic set-
up. But if the treasury benches
take umbrage and retaliate, as
they did during the last ses-
slon, parllament may go down
E:“ further in the eycs of peo-
ple.
Unfortunately, the role of
Chicl Election Commissioner,

not so much because of problems tormenting the country as because of
bated, the effort is to evade them, to score a point or

T N Seshan has still reduced

the government and the oppo-
sitlon. This time he has
mecssed up even indirect clee-
tions to the Rajya Sabha from
Bthar, which is ruled by the
Janata Dal. The C )
backing him instead of making
him quit, despite a motion of
impeachment nst
him. Already paluzrht
ing questioned because of the
money and muscle power used.
For the Central Election Com-
mission to acl in a partisan
manner can reduce Lhe
excreise o a farce.

Scshan's role §s bound to
creale uproarious scenes In
parliament. But then there are
other problems which are also
messy. One of them is the
'scam’, the Rs 8,000-crore
bungling ever the ‘shares and
government securities. The
opposition looks' like implicat-
ing some ministers. Both
Home Minister S B Chavan and
Finance Minister Manmohan
Singh have said that no minis-

. ter was involved. Their state-

ment is surprising because the
various inquiry ncies, in-
cluding the CBI, have yel to
complete their investigations.
The exoncration will only
heighten the opposition's sus-
picion and discourage the in-
quiry agencies [from naming
the ministers cven when found
guilty.

There has also been hesita-
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in the scandal, and others,

will be able to hold In
discussions and also examine
the vartous bills as well as

consultation. A ‘consultative
council,’ purely advisory in ch-
aractcr, was to be es-
tablished, drawing members
from the organisations of spe-
cial interests. the pro-
posal should be revived.

What ultimately will, how-
cver, maller is not a commil-
tee or consultative body but
the quality of men and women
sitting in the two Houses. They
are the ones who can retrieve
parllament from the morass of
inaction and sterfle thinking in
which it has got stuck. This
again depends on those whe
control political parties. Can
they rise above petty consid-
crations? To queote ‘Benazir
[3hutlo once again: “History
does not forgive insincere and
incompetent leadership.”

Economic Giant Flexes its Political Muscle

Manik Mehta writes from Bonn

F OR 45 years Germany
sullcred rom Lhe con-
sequences ol World War

Two and the wounds inflicled
by the division of ils nation.

Germany — or (o be precise,
West Germany — was brand-
marked an "cconomic giant but
a political dwarl® which could
display cconomic muscle bul
was caught in a political cage,

With the German reunfifica-
tion in 1990, Lhe gianlt seem Lo
have stcpped out of the cage
and made its prescnece felt in
the inlernational arena,

Some recent developments
have vindicated the growing
independence of the German
foreign policy, which had been
influenced by the sensitivitics
ol neighbours and allics.

A recent instance refllecting
this was the reaction ol Ger-
man Chancellor lelmul Kohl
o the criticism by the World
Council of Jews of the privale
visit by former Austrian Presi-
dent Kurt Waldheim, who has
been boyeotted for his alleged
Nazi pasl.

Kohl remonstrated angrily
that the Couneil had no right
to tell the Chanccllor whom he
should meet in his own coun-
ry.

Germany is asscrting itscll
in other arcas too. Bonn has
been instrumental through its
untiring former Joreign minis-
ter Hans Dictrich Genscher in

mobilising a massive G-7 eco-

nomic aid package for thc
Commonwealth of Indepen-

dent States, particularly Rus-
sia,

Germany's voice in the Eu-
ropcan Community is now be-
ing heard and its ideas heeded
more than ever belore. Indeed,
as Eurocrats openly say in
Brusscls, "nothing moves with-
oul a German push’.

Bonn was instrumental in
the signing of the trealy of

Germany is asserting its foreign policy in the post-Cold War Europe. It was a driving force
behind EC recognition of Croatia and Slovenia, and Bonn also played the senior partner in
the creation of a Franco-German army. But Germany’s preoccupation with Europe has led
to cuts tn its aid to the developing world. »
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Support for Croatia
and Slovenia

Maastricht laslt December.
There is also tlalk Lhal Ger-
many should be given a por-
manent scal in the United
Nations sceurity Couneil.
[lowever, Genscher and his
successor Klaus Kinkel have
been resisting such calls, so as
to allay the apprehensions ol

- those who fear an all-loo-pow-

erful Germany.

Genscher, foreign minister
for 18 ycars — the longest
lerm in any democratic coun-
try — has heen a driving [orce

behind the reeent high-profile
diplomacy.

The EC stand on the Yu-
goslavian conllict, lor instance,
specarhcaded by Germany, did
creale apprehensions in the
minds of some allics; Wash-
ington felt bypassed by Gen-
scher's initiative in pushing
thought the hasty EC recogni-
tion of Slovenia and Croatia.

"Gernlan  forcign  policy

makers face a dilemma .., they

are damned il they take action
on an issuc ... they are damned

il they don't,” says a German
political scientist.

Il the handling of the
Yugoslavian civil war gencrated
criticism of Germany, Boon's
passive support to the West
against Iraq duging the Gulfl
crisis angered many Western
politiclans for what was
deseribed as "inaction.”

llowever, the term
"Genscherism,” considered an
irritant in Washington, is now
accepled in the US as a syn-
onym for Europcan integration
and a European security iden-
LiLy.

"This acceptance has come
about becausec my perceptions
proved to be corrcct. Consc-
quently, we have today a much’
stronger concurrence in Ger-
man-American policies than
had been the case in the past,”
Genscher said in a recent in-
lerview, :

"NATO will rcmain an im-
portanl sccurily instrument in
the backdrop ol new internal
changes. The creation of the
North Atlantic Coopcration

Council, as an oflfer to the
states of eceniral and castern

FEurope and the former USSR,
is the best testimony for
NATO's peaccful and stabilising
[unction.” :

Germany wants to creale an
cllective system for safeguard-
ing peace — under the frame-
work to the West European
Union (WEU), NATO, and the
Conlercnce on Security and
Co-operation in  Europe
[CSCE]). This would constitute

the miain scceurity objective of
forcign policy.

Maastricht underlined the
nceessity of a European de-
Ienee identity and confirmed
the WEU as joint instrument of
the future European defence
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The Germans taken this
further “by creating a joint
Franco-German army as the
corc of the "Euro-Corps” which
would, later, be open to all the
WEU states. Germany has em-
phasised, apparently te allay
North American fears, that
WEU and NATO would com-
plement each other.

Genscher believes that
sccurity should not be defined
sitrictly in narrow military
terms. "It also includes social,
cconomic and ecological stabil-
ity. The problems of the
former Soviet Union, for
instance, canpot be solved by
military means,” he says.

“This must be linked wilh
the process of demeocratisation
with ‘cconomic development
and the creation of social jus-
tice, The securily concept
must also include the protec-
tion of natural resources and
safety of nuclcar power sta-
tions. | see a big danger in
limiting Lthe security concept
to military aspects,” Genscher
warned.

Critics ol foreign policy
have charged that Bonn has
been ignoring the developing
world. They say that Germany's
policics towards the Third
World, which feels "neglecled”

as a rcsult of Germany's preoc-
cupation with unification and
castern Europe, have increas-
ingly shown lcss concern.

Aid (o dewveloping countrics
has been cut; India, which has
been the largest recipient, will
only rcoeive about $220 mil-
lion Lhts ycar — a comedown
from more than $250 million
in 1991].

African countries, hard hit
by declining revenues from
cxports, rising import prices,
natural disasters and political
unccrtainties have been vocal
about Bonn's’ indiffcrence
~-German Prestdent Richard
Von Wreizsaecker has warncd
against ignoring the Third
Werld. "While we may be bur-
dencd by our preoccupation
with the East, it would bc
morally and politically wrong
lo ignore the poorer countrics
ol the world,” he said recently,

BBut foreign policy is condi-
tioncd by domestic pressurcs
and it is expedient for politi-
cians to cut development assis-
tance rather than attract the
wrath ol the electorate, which
lecnds to oppose paying any
cxtra bills.

Genscher's critics say he
was hardly interested in Third
World allairs. Kinkel s lo
be diffcrent. Addressing a re-
cent gathering of Afrfcan am-
bassadors in Bonn, he assured
them of German interest in
Third World aflairs.

But, Kinkel said, Germany
would espouse issues such as
respecting human rights, envi-
ronmental protection, and the
democratisation of political

systems in the developing
world. — GEMINI N

MANIK MEHTA, born in
India, has lived in Germany for
more than 20 years. He wriles
regularly on German and
international affairs.
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Why should I plant a
tree ?

Sir In this, the 30th Ilculer
since January 1991, undcer the
above heading, plcasc permit
me to quole excerpts [rom an
arlicle cntitled "Can Eucalyp-
tus be appropriate for poor
farmers?” which appecared in
APPROPRIATE TECIINOLOGY,
Vol. 19, No. 1, Junc 1992.

"Two [actors have cnabled
thesc Lribals [Lree farmers) lo
avoid dependenee on interme-
diaries and to scll dircclly to
buycrs. One is that buyers
come directly to their villages.
The other is thal no permits
arc required in Gujarat for the
felling or transit of Eucalyplus.

"In Indian States where
permils arc required, farmers
(cspectally poor ones) usually
have dilfticulty in obtaining
them, because of burcaucratic
hassles and corruption. They
arc obliged, therelore, 1o sell
to middlemen who can work
the system and who charge
extortionate amounts for these
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| Letters for publication in these columns should be

;I addressed to the Editor and legibly written or typed
with double space. For reasons of space, short letters

are preferred, and all are subject to editing and cuts.

| Pseudonyms are accepted. However, all communica-

tions must bear the writer's real name, signature and

specialized services, offering
producers far less lhan the
market price for their trees.
Thus the controls advocated by
the environmentalist lobby and
Govt, offlicials to prevent ex-
cessive or premalure felling of
trees are scll-delealing. They
encourage the cxploitation of
poor (or law abiding) farmers
who want o sell their trces,
and discourage the planting of
further trees.”

The article details the im-
pact of small 'tree [arms’
growing Eucalyptus in an arid
arca ol Gujarat, India. The For-
est Act 1927, which has paral-
ysed all tree planting in
Bangladesh in the private sce-
tor was very much the same as
in India, but which has alrcady
been drastically medified or
totally discarded therc in the
light of prescnt day realitics
and requircments. Same 1s in
Nepal, Sri Lanka and Pakistan
where prizes totalling millions
of rupees are awarded Lo pri-
vate foresters with startling
results.s

I am extremely gralelul to

Mr M Anwarul Alzal [or his
kind sentiments ol rewarding
me for my efforts, as ex-
pressed in once of his recent
letters 1o the editor. The sight
of my thousands of trces in an
otherwise barren landscape, is
a reward enough, but if the au-
thorities pay ‘any heed to his
request then leaving me alone
to manage my plantation my-
scll, and to let me harvest my
treces without . hindrance,
would be more than any re-
ward they could think of, Of
course, it | have to start filling
up more ‘forms’ to claim my
'reward,’ then please forget it.

Today is the lst July and
the usual Annual Tree Planting
Week will kick ofl with strenu-
ous activity. The macro, the
mini and the micro will line up
with saplings Lo be vidco-taped
getting their hands into honest
soil, while statisties wilk be
spouted by flunkeys of saplings
planted, milions spent and
acres covered. Within months,
all will be forgotten and per-
haps, 5% of the plants will
have survived. Those planted
in the files will survive 100%.

Extensive coverage on TV ex-
horts all to plant trees and

"amongst the benelits detailed,

is Lhi*ngt:m which only pours
salt inlo my wounds. "A tree is
the most profitable 'fixed de-
posit' and can give you a sub-
stantial income in due course,”

Indeed it is and it, ean, but

having planted nearly 100,000
trees/plants on 30 degraded
acrcs over Lhe last 12 years
with my own moncy, | now
find, after applying nearly two
ycars ago, to harvest just a
small mature portion, that all
this time, 1 have been working
for the insensitive, the unrea-
sonable, the incflicient and the
corrupt and their legions of
touts. [ can tell you what 1 will
not be doing 1-7 July — [ will
not be planting one single
blessed trec — and | have
100,000 reasons for not doing

80.

S Sikander Ahmed
Chittagong

Money for work

Sir, Government has taken
a laudable step in abolishing
the rationing system. That has
saved the exchequer crores of
Taka which is now available for
development. Another field
where corruption and pilferage
is allegedly rampant is food lor
works programme — out of Lthe
food allotted [or the purpose
hardly 20% is utilised; rest
gocs down lhe drain due to

corruption allegedly, of deali
officials and or Union Counci
chairman and members.

Hence the best course
would be to sell the food avail-

able for the purpese by publie
auction and works programme

in rural areas may by under-

sence of any

taken with the sale procecds
by inviting tenders, This is
likely to give much better re-
sult and will prevent lot of
‘system loss’,

Saleh Ahmed Chowrdlhury
Dhaka Cantonment.

VAT and indentors

Sir, With eflect from July 1,
1992 VAT has been imposed
on the earnings of the indcen-
tors. As advised by the NBR the
indcntors had to be registered
with the respective VAT Cir-
cles. Unfortunately the VAT
Circles could not as yel give
any guidclines for the asscss-
ment.

The Hon'ble Finance Minis-
ter at the time of announce-
ment of the Annual Budget for
the year 1991-92 under which
the VAT was introduced men-
tioned the system as modern
ad scientilic one. Morcover, it
was also pointed out that un-
der the system double taxation
could be avoided. In fact the
manufacturing sector has been
benclited with the iIntrodue-
tion of VAT system as any
amount of VAT paid on raw
materials are deducted from
the amount ol VAT asscssed on
the finished product. But ab
clear-cut guide-
lines from NDBR or respective
VAT Circles, the indentors are
in confusion regarding the
assessment of VAT on Lhair in

come. Their income is sought
to be taxed twice in contradic-
tion to the Hon'ble Finance
Minister's statement.

The indentors derive their
income from commissions
paid by the foreign supplicrs
for their services in oblaining
the orders for them. This
amount is included in the value
of goods sold and payment for
which are made mosltly
through letters of credit. And
al the time of clearance of
consignments from the
ports /airports /customs ware-
houses VAT at the rale ol 15%
are assessed and realised on
the basis of respective invoice
values, which is inclusive of
the amount eof commission

able to the indcniors. IL is
elt that the contradiction is

quitc apparent.

Will the Chatrman, NBR and
Ministry of Finance be kind
enough to advise their com-
ments and issue clear-cul
guidance in the matier. We are
sure this will be helpful to all
concerned to clear confusions.
Absence of such e¢lear-cul
guidclines may benefit only
some corrupt offlicials Lo whom
ignorani people are prey
and ean be as and
when neoessary. This does not
work out beneflicial to the na-
Lion,

N Islam
Mol ifheel
[ Mwnkra

Commercial Area,



