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Bridge for 21st Century

At long last the Jamuna bridge project is set on
a firm course to be a dream-come-true by 1997 —
just the period of time absolutely necessary to
construct a civil engineering marvel of such
complexity and magnitude. Years of psychological
gambit and monetary contribution in driblets by
our people and the singular pursuit of the idea by
ail elected government found their redemption as
the World Bank, the ADP and the Japanese gov-
ernment finally agreed to provide the critical
wherewithal for it.

Since the external financiers have come for-
ward only after being fully satisfied with the
technical feasibility and the economic return po-
tential of the bridge it can be said to have passed
the highly exacting normative test in interna-
tional parlance. It is the sure footing on which
Prime Minister Khaleda Zia laid the foundation
stone for the bridge that seems to be notewor-

Bangladesh which is otherwise mentioned as
the most homogeneous nation among the coun-
tries of South Asia — being unilingual — has had a
river like the Jamuna, if not so much the Padma,
separating its north-western part from the east-
ern half of the country. This divide will be re-
placed by physical, psychological and economic
cohesion by virtue. of the bridge across the
Jamuna. The four to five-hour ferry time, both
ways, not to speak of the long waiting on either
bank, will be reduced a mere 40 minutes' motor
or rail ride. Reconciling to this speed in a chron-
ically slow-moving country itself will mentally
revolutionise us. And, the power, gas and
telecommunications inter-connectors promise to
turn the economy into an integrated productive
whole. This will greatly remove the stigma we
carry of a poor infrastructure and pave the way for
sizable foreign investments linking our market to
the international market-place in due course. It is
specially the high potential for employment con-
tained in the project as it is implemented, let
alone when it is completed, that draws our atten-
tion at the moment. The prospect for a frog-leap .
or a quantum jump in many respects makes JMB
into something of transcending value. It's a bridge
for the 21st Century.

Given the endless list of the benefits to accrue
from the project, it is from its very construction
phase that we must ensure an effective use of the
internal and external inputs to ensure its smooth
completion. The 5,680 acres of the working area
must be a thriving activity zone, free from the
buffeting of the national or party politics. Our
technicians and engineers are expected to be
keenly observant of the technologies at work, so
that they are able to grasp some by way of a
technology transfer. The selection of the site in
Tangail 'is understandably designed to keep a
leéway for some other links on the eastern side '—
the Mawa bridge for one. From this stand-point,
we need to locally update and refurbish our skill
in building bridges. This will also stand us in
good stead while maintaining the Jamuna bridge.

So, as soon as the clatter and the clank rend
the air we must be nationally alive to the twin
task of taking forward the construction as well as
the rehabilitation works to their successful com-

pletion. _

- Unwanted Eatables

A special police drive against adulterated food
and manipulated weight is going to be launched
from April 15. It is heartening to know that at the
time of conducting the drive, representatives
from the health directorate and Bangladesh
Standard Testing Institute (BSTI) will be present.
This certainly is a qualitative improvement in the
approach to the issue. After all no one should be
harassed or punished for a crime he has not
committed. The best guarantee for such a drive's
success lies in the fairness and impartiality with
which it is carried out. Most of our campaigns fail
to produce any results because of their doubtful

credibility. _

* This time, let us hope, the three agencies, in-
cluding the CID, charged with the responsibility,
certainly have a point to prove. The point is that
their collective efforts can bring order in the
chaotic food production, processing and business
sphere. For long dishonest manufacturérs and
traders have taken an unfair opportunity of a
market that is largely a seller8' one. Both the con-
sumers and the growers get a bad deal.
Consumers' rights are rarely recognised. All be-
~ cause the rules for quality control are less strin-
- gent — if not lax — and implementation of those
rules is even a rarer event. The consumers are
also unaware of their rights and therefore have
to contend with the standards the businessmen
set.

It is however a dangerous symptom. People's
health is too important an issue to be left to the
profit-mongers, We have time and again com-

mented in this column on how malpractices and -

criminal offences are being committed to put at
risk the health of the entire nation. We do not
know how long the proposed drive will continue.
. If it is like one of those many weeks' ritualistic
observances, things will end up bringing no
change in the current deplorable situation. We
would rather hope that such a drive continues
without any let-up.
The prime task of such drives should be to

break the unholy alliance of dishonest traders and~

producers. One thing has to be made mandatory:
the quality of eatable items must meet the speci-
fication of the BSTI, failing which any factory
or industry will make itself ineligible for the
manufact licence. If the traders are found to
have tinkered with food items or copied some-
thing, punishment will be meted out accor-
dingly. If this drive can come up with a list of
the wrong-doers, they must be given exemplary
punishment so that none dare commit the
same offence in future, Once the adulteration in
food is brought to an end, the good work has to

be taken to the areas of counterfeit consumer
items.

myth is in vogue, with
careless encourage-

A ment by the multi-

lender agencies that by
changing and altering at ran-
dom the rules and regulations,
a nation's fiscal policies can be
changed overnight and further,
economic success can only be
achieved by means of privatisa-
tion.

The multi-lender institu-
tions, in particular, within the
Bretton-Wood frame-work have
managed so far te contain
management and overhead
costs within 40 per cent and
therefore, they can luxuriate in
evaluating and contradicting
their own recommendations of
policy options for managing a
nation's economy. A nation,
however, should find it suicidal
to jump back and forth at the
instance of the lenders who
are managed by divergent in-
terests and experiences and by
incoherent political under-
standing.

A nation needs unified
commitment of homogeneous
population and contiguous re-
gional affinity, of culture and of
habits in the market. The re
glonal and geo-political objec-
tives are as important for a na-
tion as borrowing from the
multi-lender institutions, to
achieve the economic goals.

Privatisation will not neces-
sarily lead to free market sys-
tems, as private management
is only one of the structural
functions of the free market.
Free market requires some
preconditions to be met before
it can start functioning. First of
all, it is very necessary to un-
derstand the nature and dy-
namics of ‘capital’. Capital is
fundamental to free market

- and perhaps is the reason why

free market is also described
as the 'Capitalistic System'.

Modernity of Capital Management

A Perspective of the Private Sector in Bangladesh

Historically and traditionally

capital was accumulated from
agricultural surplus. land
rights (mineral resources) and
feudal wealth. in Bangladesh all

these three sources are non- '

existent. Agriculture has for
about a century produced be-
low par yield, mineral re-
sources (if any) are still being
explored. Whatever feudal
wealth were accumulated had
been transferred to Calcutta
and elsewhere — to the cen
tres of investment by the
Hindu zamindars. After 1946
the zamindars themselves mi-
grated to India with whatever
assets they were left with.

The Muslim zamindars
started the process of strip-
ping assets since mid-twenties
and by mid-forties almost all of
them had become virtually
bankrupt.

Against this background one
needs to ask, where is the cap-
ital in Bangladesh? Who accu-
mulated it and how was it ac
cumulated? How has it been
functioning for last 23 years?
Unless these questions are
properly answered and under-
stood, all new initiatives and

measures by any government
will only succeed in camouflag-

. Ing the malfunctioning of the

market and will prevaricate
economic development.

The total accumulation of
capital during 1946-70
Pakistani period by the so
called East Pakistan en-
trepreneurs was so minuscule
as not to be measured by any
scale of economic indicator.
However, some investors from
West Pakistan under the pa-
tronage of PIDC (EPIDC),
PICIC, The Industrial Bank,
and various commercial banks
were directed to invest in
carefully chosen sectors for
foreign exchange earning. The

by K B Ahmed

East Pakistanis were mostly
employed in the civil service,
mid and lower level business
management, and in the un-
productive agriculture.
Therefore. no accumulation
of capital or assets took place
before 1970 with the excep-
tion of some low-level personal
savings and building of some
new dwelling houses in the
new town centres around the
province. -
By 1970 the leading politi-
cians, social scientists and
economists started highlight-

ing the plight of the people of
LDCs and had put forward sev-

eral proposals as part of ODA of
which a part was to be man-
aged by the multi-lender insti-
tutions and the other part ne-
gotiated bilaterally with the
individual donor. Bangladesh
attracted the attention of all
sorts of political leaders,
multilateral organisations and
eventually Bangladesh's capital
city had turned out to be the
‘Wall Street' of donor agencies.

These donors became the
only source of capital for the
Bangladeshis who are parading
around the world in designer
suits, with the watches and
shoes to go with them and a
glee of a Cheshire-Cat purport-
ing to be the private sector en-
trepreneurs from Bangladesh.
This was achieved with politi-
cal patronage and with the
connivance of bureaucracy.
Acquiescence of the donors
turmed this connivance into a
national economic policy in
Bangladesh.

The amount funnelled from
the aid spree during last 23
years was very substantial.
Unfortunately the beneficiaries
were not prepared for this
windfall. No trend or plan was

afoot to mobilise this wealth 1o
turn this into an investment or
ATy ecCononuc activity

Beneficiaries were mainly
relations, friends. and associ-
ates of the political and bu-
reaucratic functionaries. The
focus was more on collection
of kick-backs. bribes, commis-
sion and fees preferably in for-
eign exchange. than utilising
this as a source for invesument.
The first impact was to save in
foreign banks somewhere out-
side Bangladesh. and then rue-
fully squander at casinos. at
the designer shops and at hol-
iday resorts. Few. howevet_ in-
vested overseas particularly in
the real estates. A substantial
part of the funds was used for
education abroad for those who
could net study in Bangladesh.
A good number of them did
not find it necessary to return
to Bangladesh and those who
did, did so suffering from an
anglo-indian’ syndrome

There was an attempt to di-
rect some investment in
Bangladesh. The policy plan-
ners found it convenient and
appropriate to allow the so-
called investment banks to
continue in the same way as
was originally structured in
Pakistan time The manage-
ments of these institutions
were always kept under the
tight control of the bureau-
cracy and line of credits were
always used under special
terms. The recent reports as
are now made public, demon-
strate pitiful mismanagement
of these banks and their in-
vestments,

Almost all of the so-called
private sector investors bor-
rowed from these banks under
political and bureaucratic pa-
tronage and they succeeded in

siphdning off further funds
fromn the system. It involved all

soris of fraudulent practices
from assets manipuldtion to
hiding profits. When one is al-
lowed to peep through the
state of affairs of these invest-
menils. one may experience
the modern day stories of
Arabian Nights

Sone investinents are con-
tinually making losses for
twenty years and banks are
buying the excuses and refi-
nancing the management.
Some investments physically
do not exist and banks are car-
rying the loan in the books
without any verification (or
some sort of verification). A
retinue of servants, staff. cars
and other paraphernalia are
routinely financed by bank
loans on account of invest-
ments.

New houses have been buiit,
plush offices are decorated.
impressive presentations are
made to foreign visitors and
regional cooperations are
enunciated; and in short a
culture of fraudulent practices
is being perpetuated in the
name of promoting private in-
VesStments.

Taxes are pot paid, if not
avoided, bills for utilities are
not pald for years and when
paid, bills are discounted by
private negotiation. Treasury
comes short on every account.

In any market economy
self-regulation is very funda-
mental to its expansiort and
success. The legal system and
system of accounting are
equally important for self-regu-
lation. In Bangladesh at least
for last twenty years the ac-
countants, auditors and legal
advisers had become accom-
plices to tuating this cul-
ture of fraudulent practices.
This Is as valid in private sec-

tor as it is in the public sector.
The auditors fafled to dis-

Bucks Replace Bombs in the Battle for Burma

Daniel Girard writes from Manerplaw, Burma

Burma's army rulers have gained legitimacy and international investment by negotiating
ceasefires with some of the ethnic groups with whom they have been at war for years, and by
allowing the jailed opposition leader to meet a foreign visitor. Gemini News Service reports
that the moves look less like first step towards democracy and more like another military

T first glance, the villa-
ge resembles a summer
camp rather than the
headquarters of the insurgents
in the world's longest-running
civil war. Women sit on the
river bank watching children
frolic in the water while in one
corner of a well-worn field
young men play badminton.
A closer look reveals tLhe
realities of nearly five decades
of war. Baby-faced boys and

older men wander down dusty

roads with AK-47s and M-16s
slung ever their shoulders.
Behind a barracks decorated
with the motto "Give me lib-
erty or death” lies a cemetery
whose ranks of crude wooden
crosses increased nearly
twofold during the pgovern-
ment's major offensives in the
last lwo springs.

The hot, dry weather is
back and with it come the
large artillery guns of the en-
emy positioned two hills away,
well within range. Although
some groups have laid down
their arms and the military
rulers 240 kilometres away in
the capital, Rangoon, appear to
be softening, it seems the

will continue,

"A ceasefire will not solve
the problems of the people of
Burma,” says General Saw Bo
Mya. president of the Karen
National Union and leader of
the Democratic Alliance of
Burma. "Only political change
will solve the problems."

The military junta, which
has re-named the country
Myanmar, seized power in
1988 in a coup and anti-
democracy crackdown that left
up to 8.000 dead.

It has signed ceasefire
ﬁmenls with many of the

n ethic groups who have
been fighting the central gov-
ernment since 1948, shortly
after independence from
Britain. The rulers have now
turned their attention to the
Karen, long considered
Rangoon's fiercest opponents:

While Bo Mya says he is

willing to talk to the military
rulers, he says they must meet
in »a neutral country and be
ready to accept the results of
the 1990 election which over-
whelmingly endorsed the op-

Letters

BAI problems

Sir, Before drawing the
kind attention of our esteemed
Agriculture Minister Maj Gen
(Retd)] M Majid-ul-Huq thro-
ugh this column, I would like
to acknowledge with due
appreciation his significant
contributions in the develop-
ment of the country's overall

agriculture sector including

agri education, research and
extension. Under his able and
dynamic ministership, the
country has reached self-suffi-
ciency stage in the food sector.

On his personal initiatives,
some long-standing physical

d operational problems of

. forces have
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manoeuvre.

Rangoon’'s rocky road
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position National League for
Democracy led by Aung San
Suu Kyi. Since the 1988
crackdown, the democracy
been based at
Manerplaw, alongside the

Karen

Bo Mya admits peace talks

are likely to fail and that his
under-equipped, outnumbered
army will sustain heavy losses.
Asked through an interpreter
if he expects an attack before
the May rains, as has happened
in previous years, he shrugs:
"We just don't know."

But few observers expeet.
Rangoon to launch a major of-
fensive. For more than a year
the cash-starved military junta
has been operatihg a public
relations campaign to change
its international pariah status,
in the process gaining legiti-
macy and foreign investment.

Bangladesh Agricultural Ins-
titute (BAI), Dhaka have so far
been solved. Now | would like

, to draw his kind attention to

the following three major
prablems of BAI teachers, stu-
dents and staff:

Service Rule problem: For
the last few years teachers
serving in different agri col-
leges including BAI are not
getting promotion because of a
separate service/promotion
rule, other than the existing
one of BARIL. The job of teach-
ers is quite different to that of
the scientists, hence the crite-
ria for evaluating teachers'
performance should also be

“This war has changed from
one of weapons to one of eco-
nomics,” says Phaithoon Pho-
mwichit, a researcher at
Chiang Mai University in
northern Thalland. "The mili-
tary realises it can't stand
alone in today's world. It
knows it needs friends.",

Following that theory, it
signed a ceasefire deal with
the -Kachin Independence
Army in January 1993, provid-
ing an unhindered path for
arms and other goods to travel
from China to Rangoon. It also
gave the military a share of the
cash generated from the sale
to China of timber and other
resources in the region.

That move, plus 'other
ceaselires with smaller groups,

“along with the process of writ-

ing a new constitution which
will enshrine the military's

¥ -

difllerent. Accepting this dif-
ference, a new service rule has
been drafted by a committee
and submitted to the Ministry
of Agriculture for approval. No
action has”yet been taken on
this.

Accommodation problem:
Although under the initiative of
the present democratic gov-
ernment, some new residen-
tial quarters for teachers and
staff and new Halls for stu-
dents have been constructed
inside the BAI campus, the ac-
commodation problem is still
too acute. On the other hand,
there are some century-old
stafl quarters which lack mod-
ern amenities. The teachers
are residing in these guarters
ignoring various problems —
which are below’ their entitle-
ments too. Some years back,
standard rents were intro-
duced for these quarters but
later on full rent is betng tm-
posed. As these quartiers are
sub-standard and dilapidated,
it is therefore illogical and un-

have increased the junta's le-
gitimacy,

When it recently allowed
the jailed Suu Kyi to see her
first non-family visitor since
her 1989 arrest — United
States Congressman Bill
Richardson — many called it a
positive sign.

. Richardson said junta lead-
ers must talk with Suu Kyi to
discuss the country's future
and that if the meeting took
place "some modest step from
the US would be appropriate.”

Shortly after the Rich-
ardson-Suu Kyi meeting, junta
personnel were quoted as
saying he 1991 Nobel Peace
Prize winner would remain
under house arrest for at least
the remainder of the year. A
senior Thai official added that
the opposition leader is likely
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just to collect full rent from
the occupants of these quar-
ters. Hence, a proposal has
been made to the higher au-
thority to retain the standard
rent system on the old quar-

.ters on the BAI campus.

The outstanding gas/elec-
tricity bill problem of the
students’ Halls still remains
unsolved.

We would be highly grateful
if the esteemed Agriculture
Minister may please take nec-
essary steps by applying his
good office to solving the above
mentioned problems of BAI at
the earliest.

M Zahidul Haque
General Secretary,
BAI Teachers' Assoc, Dhaka

Save Lalmatia roads

Sir, Lalmatia roads have
been just carpeted by the au-
thorities concerned. We are
very pleased and thank them.
However, a few land owners
are busy doing construction

, about

“aefugees, the vast majority of

to be permanently barred from
politics under the new consti-
tution.

Thailand, which is home to
70,000 Burmese

themm Karen. has announced it
would restrict cross-border
travel by non-governmental or-
ganisations aidihg insurgent

qu s. It has also been crack-
ng down on arms shipments

to the Karen.
The Thais and others have
talked publicly of larger-scale

investment in Burma in natural -

gas, dam construction and

logging.

ey are also proposing to
invite Burma as a guest to the
annual summit of the six-
member Association of South-
east Asian Nations (ASEAN)
scheduled tor Bangkok in July.
The group’'s other members
are Malaysia, Indonesia,
Singapore, the Philippines and
Brunei,

Such talk has outraged hu-
man rights groups who say that
while large-scale military op-
erations may not be as preva-

lent. the junta still rules ruth- °

lessly. Peasants continue to be
conscripted as battlefield
porters, while the milifary ex-
torts money and crops from
farmers and imprisons hun-
dreds of its opponents.

And the reason the interna-
tional community is ignoring
the abuses and accepting these
cosmetic changes is simple,
critics say: greed.

"Burma's got everything that
everybody else wants in terms
of resources. They're sitting on
a goldmine.” says Faith Doherty
of the Southeast Asian
information Network, a Thai-
based non-profit organisation
monitoring Burma.

Thailand and its ASEAN
partners have adopted a so-
called constructive engage-
ment policy towards Burma.

works using these roads to
serve their purposes. Soon
these newly carpeted roads
will be ridden with pot holes
and will become almost unus-
able. By what right these land
owners are engaged in using
these roads knowing very well
what the outcome would be?
They simply do not care! But
we do, and requesi the author-
ities concerned to take imme-
diate action to stop this dam-
age befose it is too late.

Azad Rahman
Lalmatia, Dhalka

Jamuna Multi-
purpose Bridge

Sir. We express our heart-
felt congratulations to the Govt
of Japan for signing an agree-
ment to provide 200 million
JS dollars as co-financier far
construction of ‘Jamuna
Multipurpose Bridge We also ~
congratulate the other co fi
nanciers | ¢ World Bank and
Asian Development Bank The

his country was an “outsider”
and would 'not get involved in
(Burma's) internal affairs.”
General Bo Mya says that
while Thafland has restricted

territory, thereby doubling the
price of those available, his

group has had no problem
continuing cross-border

“ trade with Thal |

"It seems as t the inter-
national community is encour-
aging the (junta) while trying
to suppress us,” he says.

. A 1993 UN General
Assembly resolution expressed
"grave concern” with the
junta’s continued human
abuses. But tough words have
not been followed by actions.

Feeling betrayed by the in-
ternational community is not
the only problem facing the in-
surgent forces. When the
Kachin signed their ceasefire
with the military they were
expelled from the democratic

. At Kyi has urged opposi-
tion groups to stop squabbling.
"We must be united if we want
to get democracy,” she said.
“It's not going to do us any
good if people keep rondemn-
ing each other.”

Opposition forcegy face a
tough battle to get the interna-

| tional community and some of

‘their own groups back on side
as Lhey were following the
1988 military crackdown. But
there is no talk of surrender.

"Sometimes | suffer for our
allidnce,” admits Maung Maung

"Aye, Minister of Trade in the
exiled National Coalition
Government of the Union of
Burma. '

"But I never suffer from iso-

lation because we are worki
for our people. Behind the

 military. our people are wait-

ing for us.”
DANIEL GIRARD is a re-

porter with the The Toronto
Star’ on a one-year internship
with Gemini News Service
sponsored by the International
Development Research Centre
in Ottawa.

Construction of the bridge will
help build economy of the
country. The contribution of
Japan, World Bank and Asian
Development Bank will be re-
membered by the people of
Bangladesh for ever,

The donor agencies very
often blame us for not utilising
the fund in time. The con-
struction work of the bridge
has already been delayed. |
would request the concerned
authority to start the work at
the earliest possible time. The
construction work has got
many phases. The works like
construction, river training.
approach road and rehabilita-
tion of the displaced persons
can be started simultaneously.

There should be (frequent
meeting of all agéncies to eval-
uate the progress of work. This
will help speed up the
progress of work,

Mahbubul Hague Chowdhury
Kalabagan, Dhaka



