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Real situation belies the World Bank's praise

Recently the World Bank's
Vice-President for the South
Asian region lauded the eco-
nomic policy of Bangladesh
through a letter to our Finance
Minister. His points of praise
among others were the open
door policy in trade, especially
the tmport liberalisation step,

allocation for the to be
retrenched workers and staff
from the public sector, privati-
sation programme and other
measures towards a competi-
tive market economy.

As far as the policy mea-
sures are concerned we praise
also them. We do not have any
different opinion about those
policies in the context of the

world situation. But
what we worry about is that, in
practice these measures in
Bangladesh are not working at
the desired pace and direc-
tion.

Import liberalisation was
never a popular issue with our
domestic entrepreneurs, They
wanted more tax holidays and
protection from foreign com-

titors. Protection for a too

ng period is not desirable as
it undercuts the consumers’
welfare by compelling them to
pay higher prices for com-
modities. But protection can-
not also be withdrawn forth-
with. Therefore the govern-
jnent should be selective when
withdrawing protection.
Otherwise it may hit the new
industries., which hoped much
on protection, at least, for a
few years while calculating
domestic demand and prices
for their products.

While we should advise the
government to be selective in
case of protection of domestic
industries, we will at the same
time the government to
say and clearly that en-
trepreneurs cannot expect
protection for ever. Irrational
protection keeps the domestic
industries weak and does not

ut them on a cost-efficient

ting. An industry that sur-

vives outside competition also
attains export potentiality.

Import liberalisation also
implies an export drive. If we
import more commodities
from abroad we won't be able
to pay for them unless we ex-
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penetrate and are seriously
competitive. Therefore we
must decide beforehand what
to export and at what price.

The world is divided
among big market-blocs like
ASEAN, EC, and North
American Free Trade Area
(NAFTA). Market-blocs attain
economic efficiency, espe-
cially, in production beyond a
level which did not exist ear-
lier. markets can easily of-
fer the producers the
economies of scale and they
can put their s on the rest
of the world market at a much
cheaper price. It is hard to
even imagine that Bangladesh's
export products would be
competitive in such a situation
what sh can do is to
also look for {ts own market-
bloc and see how best it can
use economies of scale in pro-
duction.

The poorest nations in the
world in the coming days will
be those who remain outside
the market-blocs. They will
end up by importing more and
exporting less.

In privatisation, our per-
formance is dismal. We have
not moved a step forward from
the point where we were two
years back. Though we talked
loudly about privatisation pro-
gramme, we failed to hand
over even one single public
sector enterprise to the pri-
vate entreprenéurs. Now the
bureaucrats are putting lengthy
notes in privatisation files and
hobbling the process with
other red-tapes which will
only lengthen and make the is-
sue complex. The government
secems Lo be confused and is
still trying to finding a proper
way out. But this is not a
unique problem for
Bangladesh. Other countries
are finding solutions to such
prgblem and Bangladesh
should learn. from their e
rience. Time-killing with pri-
vatisation issue is only accumu-
lating losses in the state-
owned enterprises, and gov-
ernment shall later be com-
pelled to sell these at a much
discounted price.

The retrenching of excess
public sector employees will

workers in public sector, The
politiclans are specially scared
of admitting it, But it is the
function of mainly the politi-
cians to convince the would be
afflected persons in particular
and the nation in general, that
there are excess employees in
the public sector, and they are
taking a big share from our na-
tional budget without con-
tributing anything.
Unfortunately the politiclans
oppose such move and make
things complex for the gov-
ernment.

Anyone who has even
slightest faith in market econ-
omy will admit that we need a
small-sized government in
terms of employees. But

esh has a government
which has become a burden on
itself. Such big-sized govern-
ment cannot be sustained by
the revenue we raise through
tax, after making provisions for
a predetermined growth rate
of five cent per annum. We
hope that the government will
show fits strength in re-
trenchment programme and
the World Bank will also main-
tain its pressure in this re-
spect.

Irony is that, the govern-
ment instead of putting an end
to 'department’ creation has
gone on to create new de-
partments even till recently.
The creation of the Dhaka
Electric Supply Authority
(DESA) is one such example. It
was said that the government
created DESA under the pres-
sure of WB to reduce systems
loss in the power sector. But is
this the type of organisation
the WB wanted?

During the last one year we
saw depression-like situation
to exist in Bangladesh econ-
omy. Investment. import. sav-
ings. national income etc all
registered very little growth.
The only good thing was that
the price level also remained
low. which. according to crit-
ics, was also the result of eco-
nomic slow-down

There were some measures
towards reform in the financial
sector. especlally in the
moncy-management sector in
the context of a market econ-
omy. such as liberalisation of
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