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Mayors Show the Way

The mayors of three city corporations — Chit-
t City ton, Rajshahi City Corporation
and ulna City Corporation — have resigned
their posts voluntarily. This they have done (o
contest for the mayoral offices they held since their
appointment to the posts in early 1991. Mirza Ab-
bas. Mayor of Dhaka City Corporation is soon 1o
follow suit — in fact the expecled resignation is
likely to come about belore his [liling the nomina-
tion paper on December 29. When Lhis happens, all
incumbent mavyors will have left their ollices at
least a month ahead of the scheduled mayoral
elections on January 3Q. 1994

Through this welcome tesignation the point that
the mayors have attempted to make loud and clear
is that they are ready to respecl the democralic
principle ol equal opportunity for all the candi-
dates. Indeed. even if their resignations may notl
have substantijally curbed their pﬁvﬂcﬁ)& they used
to enjoy during their tenures, the symbolic value of
the act will be well recetved by the common people.
the cities' electorates in particular. This litUie ges-
ture of democratic liberalism will not only eamn for
the ruling party candidates wishes bul also a
few more votes. But the richest contribution they
will have made in the process is the strengthening
of democratic institutions — and by extension, the
country’s democratic tradition.

While we record our unreserved appreciation for
the step taken by the ruling party candidates, we
are also of the opinion that this is not enough. With
the ruling party’s blessings. these candidates can
still take advantages of the administration in a
manner unaccepiable in a democracy. In countries
like ours, the administrative machinery has a
queer notion of pleasing the bosses by enthusiasti-
cally promoting — sometimes without the author-
ity's bidding — the ruling party’'s causes, The (rue
test of the men in power lies in overcoming the
temptation of usln%— better say, abusing — any
willing machinery. Once the mayors have taken the
first step, our hopes rise 1o a new pitch that the
public representatives will not [ail to uphold the
democratic code of conduct.
© This ctation of ours is however nothing un-
usual because it has to do with the very basics.
People's representatives have long thrived on
rhetorics and h risy and the results have not
been very good for society. At a time of social
degradations all around, the leaders have them-
. selves to set examples of integrily in the first place
before they asked it from the common man. The
mayors have, let us hope, fusl set a precedent
which will be relentlessly followed and extended

beyond the confines of mayoral polls. The January

30th election must keep its slate clean on a few
other counts. For example, the use of government
vehicles for election campaign and any ministerial
bachnﬁur the ruling panty candidates can and
should be avoided.

When all this has been ensured. the other most
important task will be to hold a free and fair elec-
tion. Not only are the poMs to be held freely and
fairly, these must also be seen to have been held as
such. This is important. The opposition should
also be res nnsigle and generous enough to see
virtues in the positive move taken by the ruling
party in having their candidates vacate their oflices
ahead of electton: The bottomline is to give democ-
racy a real chance and come oul of a murky past
once for all. Let the good work done leave its bene-
ficial and inwigorating miluences on other areas of
life. so that the language ol reason pets the betler
of anv dubious ego-play.

Hearty Christmas
Greetings

The [estive mood ol the Christian communities
throughout the world has been a sharﬂdljﬂy for ev-
erybody in Bangladesh. Pope John Paul Il set the
lenor [rom the Vatican: Lel humanity rejoice’ in the
joyful news' of the birth ol Christ which heralded a
religion of greal, perennial values. Through the
carols and Masses and other leslivilies were cre-
ated a soothing and delectable atmosphere conjur-
ing up the wider and partaken vision of harmony,
peace and prosperily in a trouble-lorn world.

Il is the express — as distinguished from the
merely ritualistic — expectlation ol the ecclesiastical
order, from the top to the couniry level, that we
share their joy which underlines the universality of
the Christian approach. It is in this light that we
consider the greelings that the President and the
General Secretary ol Bangladesh Christian Associ-
ation Lewis A Costa and Michael B Malo respective-
ly have conveyed to all commmunities of Bangladesh.

It is of the essence in Chrislianily to share the
weal and woe ol mankind and co-exist in peace
with other religious. communities ol the world. The
two 'h's — humanily and harmony — make up the
messianic content ol the great religion,

On mankind's shared journey. Christianity has
left indelible imprints. Christian values, in matters
small and big, have formed an integral part of the
human heritage. Some ol il, in human aflairs, has
been star-studded — like in aid to the poor and
distressed segmenis ol humanily and the occa-
-sional concerns expressed for human rights and
civic discriminations. At the other extreme, reli-

gious and ethnic bigotries have willingly or unwit- -

tingly had a field-day in pockels of humanity,

somewhat receiving an oxygen ol support from

those who held the power (o set the wrongs t.

Many have had the regrettable reason to feel that
if Bosnia- Herzegovina were nol a Muslim majority
area its troubles would have been long over. J[hEI’E
is obviously a palpable dillerence between militant
Islamic funddmentalism and the defence of funda-
mental rights of a civic population being trampled
for no better than religio-ethnic causes. Seen [rom
a purely religious angle. [or argument's sake, boih
Islam and Christianity are monotheistic, with one-
ness of God as the unvarying article of faith with
them. Jesus Christ is also a prophet of Islam. How
are the Muslims (o be salisfied on this point.

Quite evidently Christianity as a religion is not
blamed here. In [act, many politically reputed lead-

ers and opinion-makers ol the Christian pursua-

sion itself, in Europe and the USA, were unsparing
in their criticism of Christian values being thrown
to the winds in Bosnia-llerzegovina. This, we be-
lieve, to be the glimmer ol strength in Christiahity,
that needs maintaining to its logical flourish.
This note is added (o reinforce how very prized
the immutable values of Christianily are to the en-
tre humanity. And what other occasion as celebra-
tive and stirringly reminiscent of Christian ethos
would be as fitting as the present one to recall it all.
We greet the Christians ull over the world on the
greal occasion making il to Easter with all the sin-
i::.;ilt__'tf and. goodwill flowing naturally out of our
S,

| godless Gulag.

- in the world one would

Victory Day in a Rural Community: Unfulfilled

am often told that politics

in Bangladesh is primarily

an urban phenomenon
which the rural people regard
with feelings of powerlessness
and scorn. It is only al clection
time that and politicians
knock at their doors. Fat in
hand or, perhaps, cap in hand,
politicians approach them, all
smiles and most humble, in
sceking their favours but the
smile is wiped ofl their faces as
soon as the clection results are
announced. There must be a Jot
of truth in such an n.
But is it wholly true? | had an
opportunity to look at the pic-
ture recently when | spent a lew
days in a remote corner ol
Habiganj — my ancestral home
district. In fact, | decided to cel-
cbrate the Victory Day this year
in Nabi — a thana head-
quarter a rural bazar in the
area. For me, the experience
was indeed a rare one and every
bit worth while. It not only rein-
forced my belief in the passion-

ate interest and commitment of

rural communities to the demo-
cratic process, but also pro-
vided me with vivid impressions
of the fervour with which these
communities celebrate Victory
Day, and the determination
with which they remain wedded
to the ideals of the Liberation

Movement.

Citizens of Dhaka celcbrate
Victory. Day with the pomp and
splendour that only a capital
city — even il it is the capital of
a pogr nation — can aflord. The

high dignitaries of the state and

the official elites, take part in
elegant functions and lavish re-
ceptions. But how does the rest
of the country celebrate the
day? What does independence
mean for the common man and
woman? Do they fully share in

the profound emotion that such

a day evokes? | wanted to find
the answers to these questions
and so [ spent a few days in
Nabiganj and a neighbouring
thana, Bahubal. My travels by a
microbus, often on bone-jar-

ringly rugged roads, gave me
the opportunity to attend and

bazaar for sho

The anger of these poor farmers discomfited me because I was

going to address the

in

minuates’ time. For these bitter and disillusioned men the emotion-charged discussion about

observe the celebrations of our

Victory Day in several commu-
nities. |

"The public mecting held on
the oecasion in was
large, well attended meticu-

lously organized by the local
Awami League commiltce. The
audience at the meeting con-
sisted of a cross-section of pro-
ple, with the relatively better-
educated apparently well-repre-
senfed. Students and youth,
who maintajned discipline,
dominated the meeting by their
vibrant s s. The truc vil-
lagers, those who do not live in
the town but had come lo the
ng or other
busincss were re too, bul
they were rather quict. Standing
on the side with bags or baskets
in hand, they seemed o me to
have a bemused and perhaps,
also a detached look. Some of
them had come to sell their
farm products Lo get some cash
to buy [ish or spices or some
other ilems of daily neccssity,
Looking at the scene | wondercd
if the patriotic speeches and all
the excitement carried any
meaning for them. Thelir reac-
tion, when | spoke to a few ol
them, astonished me. They cer-
tainly knew that i1 was Viclory
Day and the significance of the
occasion; they knew thatl on
this day twenty twbd years ago
the: Pakistani forces were de-
fealed by the Mukt Bahint and
the Indian forces. They revered
the Father of the Nalion; they
would not tolerate anybody
questioning their patriotism.
There was, | detected, much
bitlerness over the current
failure to address the pressing
problems of the rural popula-
tion. One outspoken man asked
me¢ rather sharply if the Awami
lLeague had anything to say
aboul their plight. He was bitter
aboul the prices of farm prod-
ucts. Rice farmers in particular,
bul also those selling vegeta-

bivs, were angry that nobedy
paid any attention to their diffi-
culties. were unanimous
in- criticizing and blaming the
present t for the de-
terioration in the economic sit-

price of rice may be a help to
the landless labourers who

riee for their families. (This is
the vicew held by the World
Bank and other doneors). The
particular farmer | was talking
to replied that he was himselfl a
landless farmer but he was
working on a few bighas of

olther peoples’ land as a s hare
cropper. The low price alleeiod
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him as much as the ewner of
the land. Farmhands who nci-

ther own any land nor till gther
peoples land under share crop:

ping arrangcment arce in a
worse predicament because
wealthy farmers, who usually
cmploy them as farmhainds are
refusing to do so because of the
unremunerative level ol price of
the farm products.

The anger of these poor
farmers discomfited mw because
| was going lo address the
meeting in fow minutes tin,
For these bitter and disillu
sioned men Lthe emolion:
charged discussion aboul fred:
dom and sovercignty did not
seem o evoke the kind ol re-
sponse that one expects. In the
cend, they were polite and many
of them —the farmers who hid
come from the surrounding vil-
lages — listened to the specches
attentively but T had a nagging
feeling thal the Victory Day thad

Siberia: God Returns to the Gulags
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Siberia’s vast frozen expanse has for centuries been a place for internal
exiles. Now, even God is staging a comeback, reports Maria Persson

Lofgren of Inter Press Service from Novosibirsk, Siberia.

T is probably one ol the
most inhospitable places
on earth. It's cold, it's poor,
thére are few comforis — and
for centuries even God was
banned by its strictly atheist
population,
Siberia: of all places in the
former Soviet bloc it had the
least regard for religion. Even

t before the advent of canymu-

nism in faraway Moscow, oppo-
nents of the Russian Orthodox

church were banished to this

Siberia, which means
‘Sleeping Land,” is so big it
could fit in the entire United
States with lots of room to
spare. It spans five time zones
and its untapped riches — tim-
ber, minerals and coal — are
drawing greedy looks from Ko-
rean and Japanesc tycoens.

But the slumbering giant is
showing signs of waking up.
Novosibirsk, a town of one mil-
lion inhabitants, is regarded as

‘Siberia’s capital and is now go-

ing through something of an
economic boom.
Further east, Khabarovsk

{ and Vladivostok .have been

transformed by slick clothing
stores, fast-food outlets and ho-
tels that cater to businessmen
from across the Sea of Japan.
And economic free trade zones
are emerging to boost business.

- In many ways, Siberia today
has the feel of the American
wild west in the days when Eu-
ropean migranis surged west-
wards i search nfrﬁ;:hd and
Even more astonishing than
Siberia's material boom is that
rcligion is also on the rebound.
It might be the least ltkely placc
Lta
religious revival but God has,
unduuhmdly, returned Lo Si-

beria. g

The two Russian Orthodox
churches in Novosibirsk had
been largely neglected for
decades and their congregations
dwindled down to a few old-
timers calling in for Sunday
mass

Today, there are three

churches, a chapel under con-

'struction ‘and four religious

gathering halls. There are
church schools; Sunday
schools, masses, baptisms and,
most popular of all, a lot of re-
ligious singing. Services are all
well-attended despite the dark,
bone-chilling cold of the long
Siberian nights.

The new religious fervour is
inspired by the sudden e¢n-
trance of evangelists from the
United States and dilferent
parts of Europe. The
‘'missionarics’ are gencrally

young, well-dressed, well-versed -

— and hold a certain appeal for
the population of a town that
has E}or loo long been frozen in a
spiritual limbo,

The Western arrivals are
spreading the word of a varietly
ol rcligions.. Baptists, Seventh
Day Adventists, Church of God,
Catholics lead the contingent.
There are German groups, US
groups and, recently the Scan-
dinavians have arrived in force.

It has all been enough to fire
a ncw religious spiril in the
community — and in the class-
roem. Some schools now allow
representatives from the differ-
enl sects to leeture pupils.

A few religious sccils have
pened their own schools

even o
in and around the city.
Thirteen-year-old Julia was
so impressced by a Swedish
misstonary in her classroom,
that she decided to be baptised,
Despite the invitation to joint

Lheir church, however, she
chosce the laith of her clders —
Russian Orthodox.

Paradoxically, Julia's main
problem was trying find a god-
mother. Although Siberian
youlh are more enthusiaslic
about religion, many of the
older generation remain scepl-
iy .

Many of the city elders also
scoll at the youngsters’ fervour.
They say religion has just been
madec more jashionable [rom all
the Nurry ol activity, bul that
there is no depth of belief.

The influx of Weslern sects
— despite their success at in-
spiring followers. — has also
annoyed the Russian Orthodox
Church, which itself is Lrying to
rcassert itself after decades of
suppression under commu-
nisim,

The Orthodox church says

the Western sects have a totally

different perception of Chris-
tianity from the Eastern
church. |

One Russian Orthodox priest
in Novosibirsk charged: *“The
Weslern missionaries don't

" know the real God — they are

preaching lalse and wrong mes-
sages,”

The Eastern church per-
ceives that life in this world
should be endured in waiting
for the real world after death.
While the soul is part of man
and in the world, it is in a con-

‘stant mystic and holy uhilica-

tion with God. .

The Eastern church's per-
ception of endurance and the
religious culture it has tradi-
tionally inspired arc evident in
the Russian people’s paticnee
and their resilience 1o withstand
cven the most appalling
difficulties, such as living-in a
frozen wastcland like Siberia.
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Sir, Here is small contribu-
tion to she ongoing dis« ssion

about-the polythene bius 1 my

country, Germany, them we use

already for quite somc time
plastic bags which are bio
degradable. It might be con-

sidered to help the small poly-
thene bag manufacturers to ac-
quire the necessary knowledge
and technical provisien for
making safer plastic bags which
indeed for many people are al-
most a necessity,

H Lechner

Directress

Gemunl Cultural Centre, Dhaka
" Road accidents

Sir, It seems thal there is no
remedy to frequent road acci-
dents in our country. The inci-
dence of road accidents is in-
creasing day by day. Recently
the young son-in-law of our Bri-
tish Council Association’'s oflice
sccretary, had died in a tragic
road accident near Mohakhali.
We cgndole the death and ex-
press our profound sympathy to
the bereaved family. Everyday
we are losing our nearest and
dearest ones on Lhe roads!

[Fut this situation should not
continue to exisl. | think, the
government should undertake

an cliective programme involy-

_ing the members of the public

to contain road accidents. Per-
haps the rickshaw, bus, tempo,
babi-taxi passengers  should
now take initiatives to make the
drivers of these vehicles aware
about the curse and conse-
quences of road accidents. The
youth clubs can also help in
restoring traffic discipline.

M Zahidul Hagque
Asstt Prof, BAI, Dhaka

A welcome move

Sir, The present government,

the first one democratically

elected since 1975, has not
given us much reasons, con-
trary to popular expectations,
to be effusive about wielding of
state authority. But still 1 am
obliged to congratulate Prime
Minister Begum Khaleda Zia for
taking a good step — maybe a
small one, but certainly a right
one in the right direction. This
step relates to naming of five
city roads in and around Dhaka
University campus after five
highly esteemed martyred intel-
lectuals of our country namely
Professor Muneir Chowdhury.
Zahir Raihan, Shahidullah
Kaiser, Altaf Mahmud and Dr
Fazle Rabbi.

While | wholeheartedly wel-

come this decision, may 1 sug-
gest Lhe relevant authorilies
find out at least three more

such reads to be consecrated to .

the sacred memories of Dr G C
Dev, Dr Jyotirmoy Guhathaku-
rata and Dr Alim Chowdhury to
whom the nation owes a debl
too greal for words.

S A Momin
6 Free:.School Street, Dhaka

BTV'F. weather
- report

Sir, In BTV's weather report
we see the recorded maximum
and minimum temperatures of

- our five divisions each day. It
really looks funny to see Barisal

division so small compared to
the size of other four divisions.
Barisal division is nearly one
third of Chittagong division. In
order to keep a reasonable uni-

formity in size, BTV can possi-

bly mention about four regions

like north-east, north-west,
south-east and south-west by
drawing imaginary lines in our

map in four approximately

equal regions instead of five di-
visions.

" We ho this will it a
better lnukpc =

Motius Samad Chowdhury
Phuliola Tea Estate, Sylhet

we spcak so clogquently about
did not mean exactly the same
thing 1o them. There is a gull
that separates them from the
educated and relatively well of
chite of the country. Y WUTC
not cold to the patriotic
but it was clear 1o me
that their minds were preoecu-
pied by other, more urgent con-
cerns. Largely flliterate, beatcn
by the daily Struggle 1o stay
alive and often heavily bur-
dened by debt, the farmer is
unable to share the joy and ihe
glory of viclory in our War. of
I . %
|’ sensed the public mood
and the other speakers

sensed 1t too. To some exiend
the farmers’ mood changed

RELCORL

| by Shab AMS Kibria

when we started o explain the
"Save the Farmers” programnw
of the Awami Leaguc. Those
days even the ilifterate pcasant
understands the importance ol
the price of fertilizers and pus-
ticides or the cost of running a
pump or Lhe procurcment price
of rice. lie knows the critical
importance ol timely credil on
reasonable terms. The govern-
ment, they feel, has turncd
their back on them and the
people are aware ol Lhe prosent
government's indifferenee Lo
their problems. So they wanted
lo know more aboul Aw:ini
League's programme for the
poisants and they wanted to
hear it dircetly from Shetkh
I1asina. Their feeling was thal
the leaders now in office have
et them down.

The public meeting organized
on 17 December at Inatgan)
bazaar to celebrate the Victory
Day was somewhat different in

" and severeignty did not seem to evoke the kind of response that one expects.

character. It was certainly a
public mecting but by sunset it
turned into a loeal festival
Thousands of people from the
surrounding villages had
conwverged in a fleld near the
bazaar to celcbrate the day.
Since there was no eleetricity
the organizers had installed a
generator. Agriculture is the
main ceonomic activity of the
arca but there are fami-
lies with wage-earners lving
abroad. Perhaps, lor this rea-
son, the commu was rela-
tively prosperous, being
¢nlirely rural. | was told that
this partigular area was
wovercly affected by Pakistand
brutality in 1971 and the mem-
ory of murder and rape has not
yel been erased by time. The
¢nthusiasm for independence
remain undiminished. Here too,
I laced insistenl appeals o ar-
range a visit by Shetkh Hasina
| was astonished to observe the
intensity of the emotion for
3angabandhu and the appeal of
Sheikh Hasina's name.
The fanatical devotion to the Fa-
ther of the Nation, whom so few
of the people assembled there
had scen, reflected more than
just affection for the man; it
sttmmed, in my view, from a
decp-scated beliefl in  his
dreams.

The Kushirara river [lows
through the area which is al-
most at the border of Sunam-
ganj district. As | was going by
a microbus | saw parched land
on all sidcs. Refreshed by the
silt of the overflowing river, the
soil is good and capable of yield-
ing two or even three crops. The
local people recognize the po-
tential but they lack the re-
sources o develop | tion fa-
cilities.. The small list of de-
minds that was presented to
e by the local people was so
modest that 1t was almost pa-
thetic. Habigany, like the greater
Svlhet arca as a whole, the
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people belicve, is from
i vl The road condi-
i confirms thetr complaint of
indifference. The Habigani-

-Sherpur road is prac-
in the same condition as
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duce and to travel to the nearby
administrative centres, and bet-

ter security thrm;rrmd
police services. half a
century of promises and decep-

tion have made them rather
and have taught them to
depend on themselves, the
restoration of parliamentary
democracy has given them new
that the political system
will become more responsive to
their needs. All the national
parties have a solemn responsi-
bility in ensuring that this hope
does not give way to frustration
and disillustonment.

Rice Markets in Bangladesh Work

A most notable development
in our economic scene is a con-
siderable decline of rice prices
in real terms during 1992-93.
The causes and consequences
of this have captured the minds
of both the professional and
ordinary people. The profes-
sionals, for obvious reasons, are
more concerned. Rice economy
after all has been responsible
for a quarter or so of
Bangladesh's gross domestic
produet in the early nineties.
And rice is a wage good par ex-
cetlence : it accounts for about
two-thirds or more of the daily
caloriés consumed by the bot-
tom half of Bangladesh's popu-
lation. Finally, rice price is per-
haps among the most important
determinants of the level of
overall commedity prices. An
active and practical interest in

" the economics of the-rice econ-

omy of Bangladesh appears to
be in order.

It is in this context that the
article by S B Chaudhuri in The
Daily Star of October 14, 1993
is notable. The author reviews

the positions, mooted more re-

cently, in relation to both the
favourable and deleterious el-
fects of rice price decline. The
author weaves rice’s multiplier
elfects and issues of agricul-
tural diversification into his in-
teresting approach to the evalu-
ation of the policy problem at
hand. At a formative ‘point,
however, the author expresses
dissatisfaction with rice's pri-
vate marketing system. His
reasoning runs like this: Paddy
prices have [allen drastically.
But rice prices that consumers

in Dhaka, both in the city and

rural areas, pay have not fallen
commensurately at all. The ex-
isting marketing system of rice,

lo quote, "seems to work to the -

disadvantage of both the grow-
ers and the consumers”. A
ringing indictment of the rice
marketing chain lapping up
most of the differentials ‘be-
lween paddy and rice prices is a
major conclusion of this article,
And, with due respect to
Chaudhuri, this writer finds
this conclusion substantially
invalid. It is the aim of this
writer to put the author's data
and methods under a somewhat
more detailed scrutiny.

The Price Evidence
to Use

Chaudhuri's evidence is
about movement in the con-
sumer price index (CPI) for
middle-income families 1in
Dhaka, and for rural population
in Dhaka [district] respectively.
Rice is only one of many differ-
cnt types of goods in house-
holds' consumption baskets, al-
though it may beé the single
most important. The contents of

the following Table are of intcr-

Nuimuddin Chowdhury

csl in this context. It sulfices to
highlight merely two observa-
tions about this information.
First, for urban middle-income
households, only 36 per cent of
all expenditures on food are on
rice, and this is lower than the
corresponding percen for

rural middle-income familics (of °

44 .6%), (The fact of the rice's
percentage share being lower
for urban families here is prob-
ably due to average incomes of
those families being higher than
for their rural counterparts.)
Second, by the same logic, rice's
percentage expenditure share —

‘ecall it ABS, a code for avrraﬁ

budget share — is likely to

lower for middle-income f[ami-
lies in Dhaka than the 36 per
cent mentioned earlier. While
this was not made explicit in
the Bangladesh Burcau ol
Statistics data | used, it will be
safe to assume this to be in the
neighbourhood of one-third.

A statement about the mar-
gin-lapping conduct of a mar-
keting chain is on tenable
grounds when based on evi-
dence of comparative price lev-
¢ls for the commeodity at issue
corresponding to its different
marketing stages. (To'be on re-
ally solid grounds, | hdsten lo
add, such a statement would
have to be based on more in-
formation than miere price lev-
els.) llad Chaudhuri availed of
just such a comparison of rice's
rclail prices during the year
through March 1993, he would
probably have dissuaded him-
self from the assertion he made,
as I show shortly.

I1is choice of the price evi-
dence misleads. Given the ABS
of rice, the price of rice could
have fallen quite perceptibly
without taking the CPl down
with it at all, or by a commen-
suralc measure, Why? Because
non-cereal foods absorb more
than half of the consumption
basketl at issue, and because
their prices might have in-
creased as much as to essen-

* tially neutralise the effect of the

fall in rice prices. At this point
let me present the evidence that
Chaudhurt's argument really
needs.

The Evidence

Rice price at retail level fell
roundly for all grades since
aboul September, 1992, More
specifically, in March 1993,
prices for medium rice in Dhaka
were 12 per cent down, and for
fine rice 13 per cent down,
upon a year ago. During the
same month, prices for coarse
rice, which predominale rural
consumption, were down nearly
18 per cent. It is inescapable
that rice's prices fell in Dhaka
for both urban and rural buyers

TABLE — Distribution of Food Expenditure for All Groups
and Middle-income Families, All-Bangladesh, 1985-86

All groups
: Urban

Cereals 36,3

Rice 31.6
Wheat 3.4
Non-cereal 83.7

Fish, pulses, 241

meat

Vegetable 9.0

All other food 30.8
Note : Middle-income

Rural
50.8
455

49.2
18.2

8.3
22.7

ranges from Tk. 2600-2999

Middle income
Urban Rural
40.5 49.6
36.0 44 .6
3,9 v Lok 1.6
59.5 50.4
21.8 18.4
9.6 8.3
28.1 23.7

Source : Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics, Household Expen-

diture Survey

reflecting price declines regds-
tered for paddy. During this
whole period, public distribu-
tion of efther rice or wheat re-
mained limited to ‘a wirtual
trickle, and had nothing, in
essence, (o do with Lhe price
fall. (The large publc stocks
had been pressing foodgrain
prices downward indcpen-
dently.] The conclusion is in-
e¢scapable thal private market-,
system has substantively
delivered during the period at
issue, The best-kept sceret of
the situation is that rice mar-
kets of Bangladesh arc labour-
iMtensive, crowded and compet-
itive.

Bangladesh's Rice
Markets

Time was when, at lcast in
popular perception, rice mar-
kets were haplessly servile Lo
the rapacity of a handful of
wholesalers. That pcreeption
used to be grounded on the evi-
dence ol a fairly large scasonal
Erl-ce spread dividing the post-

arvest trough and the sharp
spikes during the hungry sca-
sons of Ashwin and Karltik.

Such large spreads can, in

principle, be due to scveral
other structural features ol the
cconomic environment al issuc
than merely the rapacious pro-
clivity of traders. A thin rice
market, typical of pre-'Green

. Revolution’ technology, 1s onc

such feature. The growing dil-
fusion of high-yicld-varicly
(11YV) technology, especially in
the production’ of winter rice,
has growingly delivered. Riec
markets have expanded quite
vigorously. About a hall of
Bangladesh's rice outpul in

1989-90 was marketed. The .

number of marketing agcents in
the rice economy is large. close
to at least two hundred thou-
sand in 1989-90. To give an or-
der of magnitude about the
growth in the number of mar-
keting agents, the number of
aratdars in Badamtoli in 1973
was 13, and in 1993 is aboul
230 — a gain of nearly cighteen
times. Badamtoli is secmingly
the most exclusive place of all
in Bangladesh's rice markets.

The paddy and rice muurket-
ing is labour-intensive. In 1989-
90, close to 58 per cent ol all
paddy marketing by farmcrs of
paddy was directly absorbed by
Jarias at the farm gate. Farnwrs
are an important porl to call for
every conceivable buyer class of
paddy, except the autbmatic
mills. The degree of price com-
petition, which is the norim, is
high. And, finally, rice markoets
are reasonably well-intcgrated.
The action and resources of a
regionally more decentralised
mass of market players, than
has been true historically, in-
creasingly determine the price
and distributional outcome of
rice exchanges in Bangladesh.

This account is rendered
here 80 that the reader is betler
informed while evaluating the
recent changes in Bangladesh's
rive economy. Rice's marketing
system, while it can undergo
considerable improvement in
terms of grading, standardisa-

1ton and the like, hag at leasl
delivered to urban consumers
imost of the downward price ad-
recent

justments of more

months.




