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FTHOLUGHL thousands

ol pages havw been

written by various ex
perta invalved in a number ol
commissions on lecal
government, the decentralized
administration has been hardly
given a chance lor its
consolidation in Bangladesh
Had this dppertunity been
given in right eamest. many of
the crises in loday's ics
and economics in Bangladesh
could have been easily avoided
We will have try Lo give a his-
torwal context in which the is-
sue ol Jdeveutralization can be
meaninalully discussed AL the
end n the discussion soine
critical tssiwes wluch may have
wider implic alions for dewnoc
racy and develapucnt will also
be identuicd

The Brniush Raj) puisued a
policy of nuhit watchmen ¢ .
was primarily interesied i the
stalus quo and law and order
administration. Newly intro
duced European laws though
incorporating cusliomary
usages regulating the conduct
and nahts of the members in
order 10 maintain the status
quo. did not always prove dy
namic enough to sulit to the
changing needs of the people
While the carler Sama/ pre
ferred consensus oriented
judgement. the modern colo
nial state tried o commodities
the legal system in the west-
ern impersonal way The rural
poor particularly got alienated
from the centralized legal and
administrative system. This di-
chotomy had serious implica-
Uons in the subsequent evolu
tion of the local government
system in Bangladesh

Even though a variety ol lo
cal bodies were established or
reformed e g. municipal cor
porations, municipal commit
levs, notified area commitiees,
cantonmen!t boards, district
boards. union boards| the di
chgtomy mentioned above
persisted. The local govern
ment system could never
meaningfully incorporate the
local autonomy

The post-British govern
ments in Pakistan though gave
lip services te the issue of local
tmael o bypas el
thorities while 'doing devel-
opment’. Many a times, buy-
reaucratic controls over these
authorities' were strengthened.

Introduction of Basic
Democracies (BD) with
a hierarchy of councils with di-
reci elections to the lowest
tier (Union Councils and
Committees), and indirect
elections from each tier Lo the
next higher council was a
significant initiative. The na-
ttonal parliament: “and
President were also to be
elected by the local councilors.
Only the lowest tier had
elected chairman. Higher level
councils were to be chaired by
bureaucrats.

The BD sysiem was inte-
grated into development ad-
ministration at the local level
in the early sixties. However,
this system was tainted by
Ayub Khan's desire to manipu-
late the local power base for
his regime stabilization. This

n of the system made
it all the more unpopular and
the subsequent struggles for
democracy in 1969 and libera-
tion in 1971 made BD system
an easy target of attack.

Another important initia-
tive during the sixties was the
establishment of the Academy
of Rural Development in
Comiilla under the leadership
of Akhtar Hamid Khan. The

experiment. though misused
—————elee

T HE  past trgic  expe-
rience ol short terin
_ development panicu-
larly in the field of flood

control in Bangladesh taught
us an unforgetable lesson that
we have give a second thought
in designing and implement-
ing any future development
plan. Development plan for
'‘Beel Dakatia’ which was im-
plemented by the then Water
Development Board in 60s
proved to be a potential disas-
ter within a decadé. Due to
construction 'of embankment
large areas of 'Beel Dakatia’ in-
undated permanently. Econo-
mic _activity declined in the
area which forced more than
halfl of its population to Yeave
the locality. This was the scene
of a development disaster
Very recently Water Develop-
ment Board has undertaken
another project to reclaim
agricultural land from
inundation and waterlogging to
minimize the misery of the

ol Beel Dakatla. This ac-
tion has solved the problem of
walerlogging (o a great extent,
but its long term wviability is
also in doubt.

The wetlands of sh
have suffered drastically from
the impacts of rising popula-
tion. In the Ganges-Brahma-
putra floodplain alone appr-
oximately 2.1 million ha. of
wetland has been lost to flood
control, drainage and ir-
rigation t. The ex-
ploitation of the haor écosys-
tem began with the ever ex-
panding agrarian settlements.
For production of rice, the
wetlands are being reclaimed
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given to short-run,
benefits for vested groups.
Swamp forests which Wwere

once extensively distributed
are now on the verge of ex-
termination. from these
changes in the landuse pat-

Decentralization and Development:
- The Bangladesh Experiences

by the centralised state is still
considered lo have spawned a
number of NGO initiative In
Bangladesh and Pakistan
After the Dbirth of
Bangladesh. the local govern
ments were superseded An
attempt was made W reorga
nize the feld. administration
through district governor s’
scheme in 1975 with wide

power lo the district gover
nors o centrol the officials
within the distnicts However

the scheme could not be im
plemenied as the then gov
ernment was brutally over
thrown by a ¢oup detal
Though provisions ol
elected local governments
were revived after the abolition
of one-party system following
the coup the elections of the

by Atiur Rahman
officials themselves did not
ke the wiea of devolution the
nusniber of cases creased and
the acuvilies of bwokers and

touts iRtensilied |([Rahman,
| 9889) Notwithstanding these
crticisms. the wsystem «ould

have been unproved

the: democratl :
Following abolition of the

Upazila syslem a new Comumis
sion was set up which again
ired 1o bring back the. older
two ler  struciure of district
and union councils. Urban ar
eas especially the big ciues
were Lo be administered by a
municipal corporation While
elections have been held in the
four metropolitan areas and
the elerted mayors are npow
siruggling hard (withowut much

and lur

there are some serious issues
which need 1o be taken up by
the policy makers and aca
demics The issues. Lo mention
a few, are

(1) The ideological Issue of
whether decentralization
is a means |0 Mere eco-
nomic development or an
el as a political aspira
tion — a basic hurman need
has (0 be sorted out. If this
issue can be sorted out.
the roles of all viher agen
cies (government! organi
rations non-government
orgamnizations. community
based organization) can be
placed accordingly

All successful modeias of
decentralization had con
unutty But in Bangladesh ,

b ves were changerd 1on

Devedopment depends upon the wellbeing of the peasaniry

lowest uUer of local govern-
ment were not held tll 1977.
During the period of 1975-82
an attempt was made to orga-
nize “Swanirvar Gram Sarkar”
or Self-sufficient village
Government. But with the
promulgation of Martial Law in
1981, the experiment for
building an alternative to gov-
ernment ended in fiasco. In
1982. a Committee
Administrative Reorganization/
Reform was constituted. The
committee recommended for
strengthening local ' Gover-
nments. Upazila system based
on the Comilla mode! of rural
developiaent was introduced
in the light of the recommen-
dation of the Commillee.
Under this system thana
(renamed a upazila) was made
the focal point of all ad-

mi.aistrulive activities
There was a significant in.

-crease in governmenl expendi-
tures in the rural areas. espe-
cially in the field of infrastruc-
ture development since the in-
troduction of the system. Also
a administrative set up with
elected chairman of the
parishads supported by ser-
vices of national officers was
established. There was censid-
erable delegation of authority
to officers at local level, espe-
cially the placement of judicial
officers at the Thana level was
a significant step. However.
there were strong criticisms
against the system as well. The

for -

support lrom national adminis-
trative departments) to func-
lion as autonomous bodies, Lthe
other local bodies, particularty
the rural ones are still not
quite active. There is total
confusion in the local govern-
ment system and the local
leaders of these bodies are al-
ready dislllusioned.

The fact remains timt be-
cause of lack of continuity,
step-motherly attitude of the
national bureaucracy and
short-term political expedien-
cies. the local institutions, de-
spite some being clected, are
still. for from autonomous or
effective

The experiences in decen-
tralizaton in Bangladesh point
out clearly that this cannot be.
imposed from above and the
benefits of decentralization
have to be eamed and de
fended by grass-rools organi-
rations. The decentralization
invariably requires innovation.
creativity and flexibility These
clements are conspicuously
lacking in bureaucratic organi-

cations. which always played
the role ol midwives In raising
the decentralized structures

The Critical Issues

Given the experiences of
decentralized both in the gov-
ernment and non-governmenl
seclors, it can be safely argued
that despite numerous benefits
which may derive Ilrom il

— Pt A K M Mo

frequently and local insn
lutions were manipulated
for creating local bases of
power by authertanan
regimes at the top. Such
politicization in tum pro
voked legitimacy crisés n
local governmen! sysiegs
and their very survival be-
came vuinerable wath ev-
ery change of govermanent.
So there is a need for cen-
stitutional guarantee lor
the continuily of deven-

iralised Structures
Decentralization is neces-

sary butl not sufficient for
rural poverty alleviation. It
cannot be eflfective unless
there is social mobilization
of the rural poor under
the banner of the organi-
ratuions which can safe-
guard their own interests.
This presupposes raising
of consciousness of the
poor and constitutional
support for such acuvities
from the’state. The facili-
lating role of an animator
or calalyst in this respect
shauld as well be recog-
nized.

The successiul implémen-
tation of decentralization
depends not only on polit-
ical and administrative
support but also on the
continuous and
availability of resources. So
there should be a constitu-
tional guarantee ol rev-
enue-sharing and also the

(3]

i4)

Disappearance of Wetlands

tern. there has also been a de-
cline in fish and migratory
birds. The beels are being
drained and embankments
built to save crops from flash
Noods.

Chalan. beel, which was
once the largest in Bangladesh
encompassing parts of three
northern districts, was sub-
jected to rapid natwral siltation
in the early twentlenth cen-
tury. About a century ago. the
beel stood as 421 m2. In 1987,

a wide range
the floodplains

Wetlarnvls are importani reservoirs

by Helal Ahmed

it dried up completely leaving
only small man made ponds.
Over exploitation of [orest
produce in the Sundarbans |Is
adversely ailecting the natural
ecology of the mangroves caus-
ing changes in forest structure
and species composition and
may have a long term effect on
Nora and fauna. The volume of
Sundari stands has decreased
by about 40% since 1959 and

af biodiversity and provide

of important benefity to millions of people on

fuelwood harvesting has in-
creased [aster than that of
wood. The Nal river estuary in
Teknaf, and Chakaria
Sundarban which used to have
extensive mangrove swamps
and mud fats. have been
cleared to yleld place to
shrimp farming. salt produc
tion and rice cultivation.

Human Intervention and

Pollution

Wetlands are regarded as
sinks for many products ok
human activity in the catch-
ment area and act as natural
drains for the removal of
wastes to Lhe sea. Pollution in
the rivers |s caused by various
organic and- Inorganic ele-
ments. If it remains in opti-
mum condition, water is puri-
fied in due course through a
natural process known as
homaeostasis depending on
type and load of pollutions.
However, if the balance Is dis-
turbed due to excess of one or
several of the component ele
ments, it results in pollution of
water.- Along with the growing
human populations, there has
been an increase in domestic
garbage and municipal wastes
causing sew contamination.
The use of | fertilizers
and pesticides in agriculture
has increased enormously.
Their residue ultimately flows
into the water bodles.
Approximately 30% of the ni-
trogen fertilizers added to
agricaltural land (s lost
through drainage. and a part of
it is likely to be carried
through percolating water
ending up in groundwater
reservoirs and ponded envi-
ronmenis causing eutrophi-
cation of surfate water bodies.

Groundwater with high
concentratiori - of nitrites due

Development

timely

local mstitutions can be
givent the authorily o raise
fund through discripnina-
tory user charges (lor pub
lic services now given
free} which would compel
the richer seftions of the
community o bear pro-
portionately higher costs.
Transfer of powers to local
government officials must
take place simultaneously
with the transfer of pow-
ers (o judiciary at the local
level  All successful soct
fties with strong local
governmenis have sitrong
and independent judicia-
ries. In Bangladesh this is
not the case. Here the
separation of the executive
branch of administration
from the judiciaty has not
yet been possible and
hence dfficials are pro-
tected against judicial
proceedings except under
criminal charges So a re
formed judiciary with ad
equale power. prestige
independence and finan
ctal Iaentives (a8 a pre.
requisite for successful
decentralization

The local government
should have an elected
aub committer with ape
cific police powers to su
pervise internal law and
ardler

The local self government
huatiea ahotilkd have the au
tharily to exercises a com
prehensive responsibility
for the provision of ser
vices and the promotion of
s jal and evonomie
velopment arran  They
should therefore have
the authority to make the
NGO and () activities of
thetr areas accountable (in
agreed [ormmsl to them

The local government of
Nctale and national officlale
it urder the disposals of
hx al governments should
undder go  ape lal training
programies which try to
shape the altitude of (he
ufficials so that they can

appreciate the self-re-
and other needs of

(5)

(7)

rle

the local .
(9) The of the Lenure
of the al government

bodies should be deter-
mined on the basis of the
size of the electoral com-
“munity. The smaller the
comununity the shorter
should be the tenure

Conclusjons

The issues raised in the
above discussion are guite crit-
ical and the recommendations
made will not be easy Lo im-

plement. Even in the best of

circumstances decentralization
is a difficult proposition. Those
who traditienally hold power
and have become accustomed
to it, for examples the vast ma-
jority of elites — politicians,
administrators, technocrats.
etc are not prepared to give up
that power voluntarily. So de-
centralization cannot simply
be written in a project pro-
posal by a well-meaning con-
sultant and be implemented by
an equally well meaning na-
tional government. This re-
quires a change in mindset
and sincere peolitical commit-
ments of those in whose hands
the power has been concen-
trated. However complex and
difficult this may appear. the
aspiration for a poverty free
society cannot perhaps be real-
ized without meaningful de-
centralization.

The twriter is Senior
Research Fellow at BIDS.

to excessive use of urea, when
used for drinking. can cause
carcinogenic condition in
higher animals. The rapidly
expanding field of indusiries
further contributes to the
chemical pollution in the form
of industrial effluents that flow
directly into the waterbodies.

The tanneries situated by the
river Buriganga or the south ol
Dhaka city contaminate the
water. among others. by
Chromium which adversely af-
fects fish and other acquatic
vertebrates. The other indus-
trial pellutants known to be
discharged in waler are mer-
cury. lead, arsenic and iron
compounds. The discharges in
and around Ghorasal fertilizer
factory caused as accumulation
of arsenic in the nearby soll as
high as 3778 ppm. It Is possi-
ble that some of the viral epi-
demics of fish are predisposed
or exacerbated by water pollu-

ton. Existing industries dis-

charging eflluents into water-
ways should be assisted In
establishing reasonable targets
or effluents and developing
and implementing methods for
adequate treatment.

The effects of pollution In
the wetlands extend to human
Labttation alsq. A survey indi-
cates that life expectancy in
the haor areas is significantly
shorter than the national aver-
age. As the bare high grounds
of the wetlands are converted
during rainy season into ad-
verse environment con-
taminating drinking water,
gastroenteritis and water

borne diseases become
common. The of these
diseases with chronic
malnutritiont’ afd ipadequate
health the high rate
of infant . Bangladesh,
with almost of its area as
wetlands, Is petennially

plagued with as many as 32
walerborne diseases.
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Capitalism for the Poor

‘” rHAT if other means.
apart frem interna-
tional aid, existed to

help poor peoples Lo recover

from the slump. for instance
by ending money to the most
enterprising of them to enable

a village to escape peverty
This experimeni has been

attemnplied. for five years now

in Purkina Faso by the French

Centre lor ( ooperation in

Agranamle Hesearch  for

Development  (( IRAL)) and a

privaie non profit making or

ganisation, Action Sahel

Hurkina s one of the
Alrian countries which suf
fereedd greatly Irovm  severe
drought 1n the BDa with s
cropges wiped out  its herds

deciiated and (rade paralysed,
In order o help cope with Lhe
COMMEgUETCrs ol Lthe ralastro

tcarly three million

‘" From a
rowers, 98 per cent have .al-
ready paid back their loans
without delay. It is enough to
make our western bankers

rich.” one of the latter admits,
amazed. In fact. it is possible

by Olivier Clement

to ohtain this result because a
very strict system of collective
responsibility operates be-
tween the borrowers

Bangladesh

The idea of extending the
rules of capitalien to dhe poor
was the brainchild of an
economist from Bangladesh.
Muhammad Yunus “When | re
turned to my country at the
age of 31 afler studying in the
United States” he recalls. 7]
was appalled at the sight of
people dying of Munger on the
sireris What could be done”

So Muhammad Yunus took a
closer look al what was hap
pening In a village, he en
quired about the difficulties

. It is a revolution in

the fine development theories.
Muhammad Yunus begins by

a little money to a few
people who inspiré confidence
in him : a young boy with no

Sainath Chronicles the
Path of Good Intentions

Daniel Girard writes from London

NDIAN journalist Palagu-
mmi Sainath freely admits
the first big story of His

Killing time before a 3 am
sub-editing shift at the United
News of India (UNI}), Sainath
plucked a report on the coun-
try's primary education system
from a rubbish bin in the
agency's head office in New
Delhi. It had been tossed there
by reporters who believed all
the news had been extracted
from its dull, statistic-laden

A thorough read revealed Lhe
story others had missed : 2,937
primary schools across the
country had no feachers and
nearly 20.000 others had just
one. often working on a tempo-
rary basis. :

The revelations shocked and
outraged many Indians and the
jssne became the subject of
parliamentary debate.

That was 198]. Now. 13
years later, Sainath is again set-
ting the national agenda in the
world's largest democracy.

‘This time he is shining the
spotlight on a subject mosl
indians — and residents of
many more countries around
the world — would rather keep
in the dark : the plight of their
poorest people.

In a nation where 39 per
cent of the population 312 mil-
lion people — live below the
poverty line, Sainath did not
have to travel for to find stories.
But he did; covering more than
70.000 kilometres over a 14-
month period as part of his
study of india's poorest dis-
tricts.

The work to date — some 80

* storfes published in the Times
of India, 6.000 photographs and
audio tapes of many of inter-
views with the people he visited
— has netted numerous jour
nalism awards in India as well
as the United States

Bt of a muaech greater innpor

tance is the impact of Sainath's
stories on Indian society.
Government polices have
been influenced. State legisla-
tors have transferred senior of-
ficials following revelations in
Sainath's stories. The pages of
the country’'s major newspapers
are featuring more stories on
rural issues. a dramatic change

tions.

"It would be no exaggeration

to say that his work has created
an extraordinary reader re-

sponse, stirred up government
machinery at all levels. en-

thused the (non-govermmental
organisations) NGOs working in
the field, and has been taken

up as a model . by journalists
nﬁ over the country.” says K
Balakrishnan of The Times
Fellowships Council. which
sponsored Sainath's research.
For his part. Sainath is the
portrait of a man intensely
committed and passionate

abownt his work
1 don't like the image of

journalist as crusader.” the 37
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solidarity among the borrow-
ers. His future customers must
creale groups of five pt#
from different families

, &l an interest rate of 16
per cent (which is the average
rate in Bangladesh first
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nations from well-meaning
Western individuals when in

money governmeénts.
Sainath is clearly pleased
with the strong reactions to His
dozens of stories aboyt the daily
fight for survival among im-
rd Indians, but mysti-

uff of daily journalism.”
& thhhm has a history

from Jawaharial Nehru

in New Delhl. prides

himself on investigating the
process behind a story rather
than simply recording the news

Sainath is already planning
his next project : reports from
the 10 cities with the h .
unempleyment in India.
is Mttle doubt that assignment |
will cause as many waves as his
work.

Although he insists his tar
get audience is India and that
intermational = not a

high priertty. nath agrees
that his methods of extensive

research and ‘& voice (o
the down can provide
leasons  for s and

vear-old Bombav resident said readers around the warkd

in an intlerview,. “The assump-
thon that we and | know best s

very scary. | think local people

Tt really is just basic jowur-
nalism * he says
— (v Nrwes



