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" Gas Price Raise: Why
and How?

Late last month, the government raised the
price of gas by ten per cent on average. The in-
crease was also made retroactive — from March 1.
Although consumers would find themselves none
too happy over the prospect of paying more
for the fuel, the price rise, in itself, perhaps
is not that much of an event. After all, the
increase in the cost of public utilities represents
a continuous trend. Rather, it is the way the
measure was put through which calls for
attention and the inconsistencies therein which
attract notice.

We live in a democracy. We also have a frcc and
alert press. Actions of the government thus come
under close scrutiny and the citizens come to
know of things early. So it happened with the lat-
est dose of gas price raise. Certain aspects of this
episode merit special mention.

It has been reported widely in the press that
the government was approached by the con-
cerned agency in the matter of gas price raise,
months ago, but the authorities withheld a deci-
sion in view of proximity of the city mayoral
elections. In the évent, the ruling party lost the
election in the two cities where gas price
increase might have become an issue and won in
the two cities where it was not. Apparently,
+delaying a decision on gas pricing did not help
matters.

Then there is the question of responsibility for
the gas price raise. Here also, it has been widely
reported in the press that the Asian Development
Bank (ADB) has been pressing hard for the price
increase. The ADB is said to have held up releas-
ing a big chunk of project loan till the price was
raised. It was further reported that the ADB has
put a deadline by which gas price must be.in-
creased if the loan in question was to be availed
of. To the uninitiated, it would come out clearly
that it was the ADB which was prompting the
price raise. In a way, the responsibility for the
price increase is thus passed neatly on to the

- ADB.

Such happenings do not raise the stock of our
goodwill with the donor community. Nor do these
improve the show of our commitment to re-
forms. Even worse, such dealings hurt the
credibility of the government actions in the eyes
of the public. The image of the government is
affected. Citizens come to know of these anyway
and start doubting transparency in government's
moves.

Theé governmernt should take any measure for
raising the price of a product only if it is con-
vinced itself that this is something that needs to
be done. And, it should take the people more into

confidence. The government would probably fare
far better then.

Dealing a Blow to
Child Labour

A remarkable seminar held recently recom-

mended to the government that they ratify tne
ILO convention on child labour as part of a pro-
cess to eliminate the evil from our country. It was
remarkable because the seminar was held jointly
under the auspices of the government and the
ILO — which meant that the government was us-
ing the seminar to recommend to itself certain
urgent measures long overdue. And it was doubly
remarkable as a judge was called upon to deliver
‘the main and only paper and the judge chose
not to mince words in pointing to the
governmental failings in the serious matter of
providing legally for the elimination of child
labour as also in emphasising the imperative for

executive mechanisms for implementing those

provisions. We congratulate Judge Zinat Ara for
dealing a most necessary blow and compliment
the government for organising a willing taking of
the same.
Child abuse through under-age employment,
and employment in jobs which only stunt its
growth into a human being of developed faculties,
has for some time been a black spot associated
with Bangladesh, thanks to some child right
championing lobbies. Our state leaders have
taken pains to fight that image internationally.
'But on the domestic front, next to nothing has
been done or even proposed to improve the child
labour profile of the nation. Judge Zinat Ara very
unambiguously shows the slip: The Constitution
enshrines such principles as human rights,
women's rights, right to education etc. but it
doesn’'t have anything on children's right -and
their proper upbringing. There is no single law
enforcing the minimum age of the child entering
a job. And again there isn't any law whatsoever
regulating child labour in such sectors as agricul-
ture, fishery and household aid where most of our
four million serving children work.

There is no doubt that the government has

wizened up to the need of effecting changes in-

the child labour situation and the seminar was but
a token of that. Good intention and knowledge of
How best to address the problem are first re-
quirements for doing that, to be sure. But the

problem involves the very socio-economic canvas

and as such would not readily lend to any cut and
solution. As Judge Zinat Ara has observed to abol-
ish child labour or at ledst bring it down to a tol-
erable limit, the country needs to alleviate

poverty and increase social awareness besides en-
acting, amending and enforcing laws. All this

would take a long time. But a beginning must be
made here and now.

HE first ever jobs

ference of thcwldl

leading industrial po-
wers — the Group of Seven (G-
7) countries — held in Detroit,
USA, last month, ended with-
oul prescribing any solution for
their persistent problem of
unemployment. Originally
billed as the G-7 jobs summit,
the two-day conference on
March 14-15 was attended by
the finance and labeour
ministers {rom Britain, Canada,
France. Germany, Italy, Japan
and the United States. Unem-
ployment issues raised al the
Detroit conference would now
be. considered at the economic
summi of the G-7, to be heild
in Naples, Italy, this summer.

Unemployment in the
European Union (EU) is said to
be running at over 10.7 per
cent and could peak at 11.5
per cent in mid-1995. Unem-
ployment in the USA s
behaving better and fell to 6.4
per cent at the end of 1993,
the lowest in 3 years, although
it crept up to 6.5 per cent in
February, 1994. Unemploy-
ment in Japan hit a 6-year
high of 2.8 per cent in 1993
and is now said to be nearer 3
per cent. In a country like
ours, where unemployment,
including under-employment,
is generally reckoned to be
around 30 per cent, the deep
concern shown by the G-7
countries even over a jobless
rate of 10 per cent, would
seem difficult to fathom. We
would perhaps consider
ourselves doubly blessed If our
rate of unemployment ever
came down to 10 per cent.
The reality is — G-7 is the club
of world's affluent nations. To
most ol them, even a 3 per
cent unemployment rate might
spell a crisis.

The G-7 jobs conference
did not bring about a conver-
gence of ideas on how to
tackle unemployment in the
leading industrial countries.
Nonetheless, the meeting did
bring to focus certajn aspects

HE world's arms bazaar

is heating up with new

exports. Billions of
dollars are pouring into the
coffers of American armament
manufacturers.

According to a recent sur-
vey made by American news-
papers, new contracts are be-
ing signed with Saudi Arabia,
Kuwait, the United Arab
Emirates (UAF) and a number
of Southeast Asian countries
for the supply of high-technol-
ogy ftems, aircraft missiles and
radar systems.

In a world of industrial re-
cession, the brisk sales are
tonic to the United States in-
dustry.

Real bargains are expected
as the British and the French
are equally determined to sell
their hardware to eager Arabs.

Hotels are full in Jeddah,
Riyadh. Dubai, Abu Dhabi with
top-flight sales personnel from
British, American, French and
other Eu firms trying to
make a quick buck in the arms
bazaar. One analyst has noted
that everything is being sold
“from jet fighters to binoculars.
Some n-f the arms are available
even in local supermarkets.

A new boom market has
emerged from the Gulf to East
Asia for the international arms
pedlars although according to
the International Peace
Research Institute, world mili-
tary spending has fallen

sharply by 15 per cent in
1992

The eastern bloc which
used to account for about 30
per cent of the world de-
fence's expenditure, is a
shadow of its former self with
the Commonwealth of

ing their defence spending.
Resource-strapped Russia
leads the pack, cutting down
procurement of new weapons
by 80 per cent.
The North Atlantic Treaty
Organisation (NATO), as a re-

Warsaw Pact countries, has ef-
fected a nearly 50 per cent re-
duction . in its conventional
arms. This led to a further cut
in arms demand.

The US rnment earlier
banned the sale of air-borne
warning and control sysiem
(AWACS) - planes to India be-
cause of trouble with Pakistan.

But now defence sources
say that, in a major turn-about
of their Balf.'ﬂ puli{:y, two US

Sir, Writing a letter for a

' newspaper is an outcome of

refinement that calls for .a

thorough grasp of the situation
and the subject matter, as well

were o create an impression

— which we letter writers de-

sire — in the mind of the read-

ers one would have to possess

an artist's eye in addition to an
s rational mind.

Most of the letters that are
published in the newspapers,
therefore, not only contain
useful information/facts from
where to proceed if you are an
executive or administrator,

-some of them are near-mas-

terpieces of literature. They
also enrich a newspaper for

hére the readers find echoes

independent States (CIS) halv-

sult of the demise of the-

as imagination. In fact, if one

the unemployment syn-
drnmt which might provide
food for t to the poorer
nations as i

One such pointer .that
EII'IH‘ from the debate is
the that labour market

pdldulin stifl eppployment-
protection rules, present wage
bargaining systems, minimum-
wage laws, working-hour regu-
lations. more often tend to de-

stroy jobs rather than create

ney ones. At best, these codes
protect those already at work
at the expense of job-seekers.
In short, such measures have a
negative impact on employ-
ment and curb labour market
flexibility. Employers have less
incentive to create additional
jobs and new entrants into the
workforce are denied access (o
employment.

Social protection laws and
generous unemployment bene-
fits also are seen as factors in-
hibiting employment. Such
passive labour market mea-
sures, it is argued, fodter indo-
lence among the unemployed
and they turn less keen in
seeking new jobs. Employers
feel less obliged to hire dis-
placed workers, who are get-
ting government dole anyway.
Besides, aid to the unemployed
is finance with the taxpayers
money. It's not easy to raise
new taxes. In a situation of
rising joblessness, increased
public spending on unem-
ployment benefits strains gov-
ernments budgetary resources
and could impair its ability to
undertake active labour market
measures such as public em-
ployment programmes, train-
Ing, placement services and so
on.

How to protect the jobs of
their less-skilled workers is
the problem that is worrying
the rich industrial countries
most. Yet, there is also a grow-
ing realisation that they need
to move to the upper end of
the market and produce more
of high-value-added goods.
Understandably, need to im-

companies are willing to sell
electronic warfare systems to
India.

Earlier, the US defence de-
partment warned India that if
New Delhi developed its own
AWACS system. American
firms will sell AWACS planes to
Pakistan.

Some Western diplomats
saw in this move American de-
sire to balance the military
might of India with Pakistan.
They called it the balance of
terror in the Indian subconti-
nent.

Western defence experts
have noted the rapid moderni-
sation of Pakistan's armed
forces under new Pakistan
Prime Minister Benazir Bhutto.

Says one senior expert:
"Comparatively, India has al-
most three to one superiority
over Pakistan's military might.
Bul something has gone wrong
somewhere. The economic
crisis has triggered off cuts in

- New Delhi's defence budget.”

~ Defence experts have noted

that Pakistan has strengthened
and acquired a new weapon
system. Pakistan's recent mili-
tary acquisitions from China
reportedly include the high-
range surface-to-surface mis-
siles.

India’s defence ministry
thinks the idea behind China's
selling of arms to neighbours is
to limit India's influence in the
region in the long run.

Offering a {:nmparauv:
assessment, India's finance
ministry has pointed out that
Pakistan is spending seven per
cent of its gross domestic
product on defence against
India's 2.5 per cent.

Pakistan has acquired about
300 tanks from China, and is
trying to improve further its
position by looking to the
United Kingdom, France and
other countries. It has even in-
creased its anti-tank capability
with anti-tank missiles from

- China. .

Defence analysts here are
getting apprehensive over the

tense situation in India's bor-

ders with Pakistan and
Bangladesh.
Now  Prime Minister

Narasimha Rao declares that
defence will have the highest
priority. So experts are work-
ing on buying better and more
sophisticated arms for the
Army, Air Force and the Navy.
With more than one million

men in uniform, New Delhi has-

of lhf:ir frustrated minds;
unique being written in indi-

vidual styles, without being re-
ports and universal in appeal.

In order to get better coverage
of public grievances, in enrich-
ing the newspapers and to en-
courage néw hands., more of
the letters must be published
taking a positive step towards
recognising their importance
in national reconstruction, de-
velopment and enforcement of
justice.

Col Mirza Shafi (rtd)
President Letter Writers

Forum
82F, Rd-5, Banani, Dhaka

Sir, 1 feel the bridges on
the highways should be wider

transition. Time is another
factor. Meanwhile, some of the
leading industrial countries in
Europe are trying out unortho-
dox modes of tackling unem-
ployment. Many sceptics, how-
ever, view these measures as
‘quick fixes' to deal with the
problem.

Shortening the workweek
and sharing jobs, come high on
the list of guick fix' measures
to combat unemployment. The
idea generally is to switch
from a five-day to a four-day
workweek accompanied by a
proportionate reduction in
wages, tax cuts and incentives
for the concerned companies
to compensate them for the
added cost. Everyone then
shares whatever work is avail-
able. "Work less, and everyone
works,” is the motto. Some of
the giant industrial firms in
Germany are said to have al-
ready made the switch.
Enthusiasts favouring the idea
say Lhat the plants giving the

new system a try have seen
productivity gain, even off set-
ting- the cost of more
people. Face with the spectre
of wholesale layofis, the exist-
ing workers also have turned
more amenable to accepting
limited pay cuts to preserve
jobs. And. they are getting
more time for leisure. -
Another idea floated at the
G-7 jobs conference seeks to
allow employees to work a
fixed number of hours in the
year, rather than each week.
This will allow employers

greater flexibility 10 deal with
séasonal variations and heild
stretch out job availability.
Workers would be able to plan
their own free time better and,

as an analyst put it in a slightly

different context. gain greater
access to personal freedom to
enjoy the benefits of automa-
Jtion rather than suffer its rav-
ages.

In parenthesis, it's worth
pointing out that sort of a
work-sharing deal is working
out in Japan as well. To pro-
tect jobs. some of the trade
unions in Japan are said to be
agreeing to a freeze on wages.
Afraid of layoffs, some others
are acceptling lower pay rises
during wage bargaining ses-
sions with employers. In
essence, the workers are set-
tling for lower benefits in ex-
change for job security and in
the hope that their sacrifice
would promote new hiring by
the employers.

In France, one person in
four of the workforce in the
age group under 25, is unem-
ployed. To encourage employ-
ers to hire young people, the
French government recently
passed a law authorising pay-

Prakash Chandra writes from New Delhi

the third largest army and the
fourth largest air force in the
world.

According Lo Air
Commodore Jasjit Singh. di-
rector of the Institute for
Defence Studies and Analysis:
“The Cold War has ended but it
has not changed the [unda-
mental assumptions of global
securily. The peace dividend is
yet to come, although the de-
fence budget has started com-
ing down."

In an apparent reversal of
policy, the Defence Research
and Development Organisation
(DRDO), based in Bangalore,
decided to revive the airborne
surveillance platform (ASP)
project because of the growing
threat from neighbouring
countries. There was also
mounting pressure from the
Indian Air Force and the Navy,

Chiefs of the Air Force and
the Navy have gone on record
in the recent past stating that
AWACS will vastly improve
India's air defence and attack
capability.

The ASP project will also
get 1,000 million rupees
(US$32 million) over the next
five to six years for the design
and testing of ten prototypes.
A sum of 600 million rupees
(US$19 million) has already
been spent on the project
since 1984. It has led to the
development of key sub-sys-
tems and hardware compo-
nents.

While no formal effort has
been made to get foreign sup-
pliers, French and Israelj
companies, besides the US
firms — Texas 1 ments and
Hughes Aircrait Systems —
have evinced interest in pro-
viding technology for the
Indian ASP.

The ASP will have the ca-
pability to track 55 targets
over a 200-kilometre radius,

compared with 200 targela.

over 400 km radius for the
American AWACS . E-2
Hawkeye.

In"a related development,
the Americans announced a
further change in policy in the
annual report of the US
Department of Defence.

Ironically, it was the de-
fence department which had
exercised restricted control
over selling sensitive tech-
nologies to foreign countries.

Now, under mounting pres-

than the road. Muﬁ}; accidents

have occurred because of the

bridges being narrower.

Vehicles dashed the railings
(which happen to be weaker
too, and need to be made
stronger to withstand veloc-
ity) and fell off.

Day by day. number of vehi-
cles on the road Is increasing
and also the number of acci-
dents. All our national high-
ways need to be expanded
further, and more so the
bridges. After all, human lives
are more valuable than the cost
of such constructions. Will the
authority take up the. pro-
gramme of ensuring safety as
such, in all earnest?

M A Mobin Mozumder
Survey of Bangladesh, Dhaka

| trogen

sure from the US arms indus-
try, the defence department
has supported the call for Jib-
eralisation of American tech-
nology exports.

The Pentagon now says that
American security ‘would not
be impaired by the removal of
controls on some widely avail-
able technologies. It adds that
the US policy must aim at pre-
vention of the proliferation of

ment of salaries

Slgnals for Poorer Nations from G-7 Jobs Conference

The youth won_ the day, for
now at least.

Last year, the European
Commission had drawn up an
ambitious programme to ward
off unemployment in its mem-
ber countries. The plard calied
for creation of new jobs
through bhuge public works
projects. The programme was

to be funded by multibillion
dulllru public borrowings.
Some of the member states
baulked at the idea of such

huge borrowings by govern-
ments. They argued that the
plan was not -in conformity
with governments' attempts to
cut their deficits and reduce
public borrowings to restore
sustainable growth. In the end.
the Commnission’'s plan could
not make much of a headway.

By and large. the message
from the Detroit jobs confer-
ence carried a similar import.
Although the G-7 ministers
postponed a decision for the
future, t did seem to agree
on the impertance of a right
mix of macroeconomic policies
to tackle their deep-seated
problem of unemployment.
They emphasised the need for
structural reforms to make
their labour market flexible

and more adaptable to change.

& - L -

LL the same, certain

disturbing signals also

emanated from the G-7
jobs conference. The leading
industrial nations do not
attribute the phenomenon of
joblessness in their countries
only to structural imbalances
and automation. They continue
to blame the reduced demand

for less-skilled labour in the .

West, on trade with developing
countries. Import of low-
priced goods frem the

mass-destruction weapons.

According Lo reports reach-
ing the Indian government,
the US commerce department
has been strongly backing the
demand for liberalisation of
technology exports.

The same argument had
been advanced by the powerful
Aerospace Industries Associa-
tion (AIA) of America that
brings together the most

important American civil and -

military aerospace companies.

. doiing.

rights. world-wide,
In fact, it rather

nations might actually end up
is to inject into the
poorer economies, something
of the labour market rigidities
they themselves decried at the
G-7 jobs conference.

US Changes Policy on Arms Sales to India

It noted that controls have
been costly to the US industry,
Restrictions have seldom pre-
vented the target couniries
from receiving the goods and
technologies they sought.

The assessment is that the
US administration should in-
stead devote its energies to
preventing the diffusion of
chokepoint technologies that
are critical for the manufacture
of mass destruction

WEeAPOTS.
Depl:l‘uwwlMil

OPINION
National Fertilizer Policy Needed

One of the planned objec-
tives of the Government is to
alleviate poverty, and as such
various programmes are being
followed. With 75% .of our
population “mostly rural,” be-
ing involved in agriculture ei-
ther directly or indirectly and
contributing nearly 40% of our
GDP, the government is focus-
ing on agriculture as a vehicle
of poverty alleviation, and quite
rightly so. With the efforts of
all concerned “farmers, agri-
cultural extension workers,
donors, NGOs"”, we have now
attained a near self-sufficiency
level in food production and
are even exploring possibilities
of exporting rice. Our food-
grain production during 1991-
92 stood at 19.3 million met-
ric tonnes whereas in 1973-74
it was 11.9 million metric
tonnes. Although the increase
in production is not compara-
ble to that of Korea or Taiwan
where production increased
four fold, however, it is a no
mean achievement. The
“"Green Revolution” model
based on a package, which in-
cludes use of seeds (HYV) with
a high response to big doses of
inorganic fertizers and chem-
ical pesticides and the avail-
ability of water for irrigation
during the dry season, assisted
greatly to reach the self-suffi-
ciency level.

It is now becoming more
and more obvious that the
‘over use’ of land and soil has
caused decline in crop yields
and studies carried out by FAO
established yield declines of
1.3 per cent per year on some
fields in Asia using the Green
Revolution technique. In addi-
tion, the soil fertility level of
the cultivatable land in

Bangladesh which was over 2.5

per cent during 1982-83 has
sharply decreased to 1.5 per
cent, a figure considered criti-
cal by the experts. Studies car-
ried out by BARC has found
that fertility level of about 70
per cent of the total 9.3 mil-
lion hectares of arable land in
the country has gone below the
critical point in the past ten
years, primarily because of
indiscriminate use of fertilizer
— mostly nitrogeneus fertiliz-
ers which give immediate re-
sults in increased yields. Since
a farmer's main goal is to in-
crease output the use of such
fertilizers provided him with
the answer. However, agricul-
tural extension workers should
have pointed out to the farm-
ers the detrimental impact of
disproportionate use of ni-
ous fertilizers which, I
believe, they never did and it

 is fair to say that very.few prac-

tical field level demonstrations
on the beneficial use of bal-
anced fertilization exists in the
country,

Time has now come to
make a total reassessment of
the situation in the light of
declining crop yields, ever in-
creasing costs of agricultural
inputs—mainly fertilizers and
pesticides — so that in our
fight against poverty alleviation
the agricultural way is not lost.*
A national policy on fertilizer
production and utilization is
the crying need of the hour. In
this connection the example of
China is worth mentioning,
which, in the early eighties,.
introduced a system which was
subsequently called “presc-
ription fertilization(PF)." The
objective was to increase
agricultural productivity in a
sustained manner.

In 1983, the Chinese
Ministry of Agriculture ar-
ranged a conference to discuss
the concept of "balanced fer-
tilization™ which resulted in
the grouping of various forms
and ways of application under
the name PF. Through vigorous
and sustained campaigning,
the new practice and its mer-
its were acknowledged by the
farmers nationwide ahd, as a
result, by 1986 more than 20
million hectares were fertil-
ized according to FP princi-
ples, which by 1989 reached
33 million hectares and is still
rising. The effecis in general
were as follows — agricultural
production has inereased be-
tween 10-20 per cent. and
even more economic return is
further enhanced due to the
fact that fertilizer use has de-
creased by 5 to 10 per cent
leading to better efficiency;
soil fertility status has im-
proved through planned inter-
action of mineral and organic
fertilizers, simultaneously eco-
nomical sysiems are better
protected; balancing the nutri-
ents in the soil improves vari-
ous growing processes of
plants, improving thus the
crop quality.

Due to the vigorous use of
the PF system it had an impact
on fertilizer manufacturing as
well, to the extent that fertil-
izer factories were sel up in
the Provinceés which special-
ized to produce 50-80 types of
compound fertilizers with such
micronutrients combined
which are typically deficient in
the soils of that province.

Bangladesh's agricultural
output is increasing at the rate
approximately 3% per annum
and if we can achieve half, or
even a quarter of that achieved

« billioh to US$2 billion which

‘means for its early implemen-

would be the best for cultiva-

regarding soil fertility or hu-
midity etc.

conference under the au
of the Ministry
should be a
participation of all concerned—
farmers,
tists, agricultural extension
workers,
suppliers of fertilizers, manu-
facturers of fertilizers, repre- |
sentatives of various chambers
and trade bodies, donor agen*
cies and others so that after
due deliberations on the vari-
ous aspects, forms and ways of
application of balanced fertil-
ization’ ,a consensus could be
reached which will lead the
way for the initiation of the
system of Prescription Fer-
tilization (PF) and that will
have a marked impact on agri-
cultural output and environ-
ment resulting in economic
and environmental prosperity
for the nation in the years to
COme.

by China after the introduction
of the PF system, then by the
year 2000 A.Dr we will have an
estimated surplus of at least |
500,000 to 10,00,000 metric

tons of rice for export having
an estimated value ol US$1.50

will have a significant impact
on our economy especially the
people connected with agricul-
ture— the 75% of the popula-
tion.

Our policy planners should,
therefore, recognised the in-
troduction of the PF sysiem, in
the light of the Chinese expe-
rience, and develop ways and

tation. In this connection, re-
searches carried out by the
various organs such as the
“Soil Research Development
Institute”(SRDI) and the BARC
may be pooled for the devel-
opment of the PF system. The
SRDI has developed “Thana
Land and Soil Resources
Utilization Guides” for B89
thanas and field surveys were
completed for 260 thanas and
the remaining surveys will be
completed by 1997. However,
in view of the urgency of the
situation such surveys should
be completed earlier by refix-
ing priorities and allocating fi-
nance. At the same time, BARC
has embarked on a Tk.10
crore project, the end result
being the development of a
“"GIS system™ which will be
able to tell the farmers of a
particular village which crop

tion on the basis of the data

In my view a national level

of Agriculture
rranged with the
researchers, scien-

environmentalists,

Dewan M. Uzair Afzal
Dhanmondi R/A, Dhaka




