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Question of Emphasis
Bangladesh Bank Governor Khorshed Alam

sounded optimistic at the Economic Re-
porters’ Forum meet on Tuesday. He said that
the current financial year could end with a
GDP growth rate of 5 per cent or more. pro-
vided 'the trend of success' is held on to.
Although he has some basis for making his
projection, he does not seem to have elabo-
rated it. Somewhat contrary to the notion that
we might have been derailed from the growth
path owing to the apical political agitation,
the entire rural component of GDP growth,
meaning farm, off-farm and oottage industrial
output has fortunately come largely unharmed
‘though the ordeal.

The next six months, however, will be cru-
cial with the cumulative effects of politics
reaped home either as a whirlwind or settled
state of affairs. More to the point would be the
macro-economic support to the growth
engine. It is here that we do not read very
healthy signs and symptoms.

The foreign exchange reserve is under con-
siderable strain. It has dwindled through
emergency food import in September fol-
.lowed by the abrupt car purchase. Between
July and November 1995, import bill soared
to US dollar 2,798m as against an export
earning of dollar 1.583m only. Foreign aid
disbursement fell from 642m dollar in July-
November 1994 to 489m dollar in the corre-
sponding months of 1995. Remittances from
expatriate Bangladeshis were below par.

Public sector borrowing, usually much
larger than private sector lending, reached
even a notch higher this year. In a stark con-
trast to the last financial year, government
borrowing has led the way to domestic credit
expansion, something that prompted
Bangladesh Bank to tighten its monetary pol-
icy. A severe credit squeeze has been applied
by the central bank for the different banks to
abide by resulting in dampening the spirit of
new entrepreneurs.

We can only put our right foot forward if

government borrowing can be drastically re-
duced and outstanding public and private sec-
tor loans are recovered on an effective scale.

Procurement Drive

It seems we have not learnt any lesson from
last year's spurts in the price of cereal. At
that time the government virtually did away
with a drive to build a buffer stock and thus
failed to check the price rise. The need for a
fice procurement drive in the harvesting sea-
son having been keenly felt this time around,
we have had one going on for sometime.' But
after one and a half months of the procure-
ment drive, only seven per cent of the tar-
geted two lakh tons of paddy could be col-
lected. The reason for such a low level of pro-
curement is that the prices of paddy and rice
in the open market are higher than those
being offered by the government.

During the remaining two weeks of the
procurement period, the total amount lifted
to the godown could at best be 50,000 tons,
accordingly to observers. Now what is the ra-
tionale behind fixing the procurement price
at two taka less than the market price? From
the very beginning the drive was a non-starter
because of that unrealistic price offer. And the
authorities take as long as one and a half
months to realise that the drive is doomed to
be a failure. Even after the realisation has
dawned on_them, look, what measures they
have taken!“They have now decided to give an
~Incentive price to the suppliers. If a supplier
can supply more than 20 tons of rice he gets a
bonus price of 25 paisa per kg. Similarly, a

supplier enjoys a bonus price of 30 to 35 paisa

per kg for supplying rice in excess of 100 and
300 tons respectively. This should at best be

considered a piecemeal effort and that too at

I HE Election Commi-

ssion has a difficult
mission to accomplish. The
task is complex and onerous :
It has to define the norms of
political conduct; it has to
see that there I8 no
infringement of those norms;
and it has to apply, effec-
tively, sanctions for ensuring
compliance. It has to seck
consensus of the major
players; but when the players
fail to agree on a reasonable
set of norms for selfish
interests, it has to impose
the reasonable norms ol
political and electoral con-
duct. The nation expects the

Election Commission to be

proactive rather than reac-
tive.

On the surface, the present
stalemate centres on the
conflicting desires of the
political parties to get to
power. It is quite legitimate
— for the stuff of politics is
power. All the major parties
— excepting the Jamaat-e-
Islami — had held office.
None of them can say that it
did not make mistakes or
there was no manipulation of
election, though the extent
might have varied. They now
demand a fair election. For
ordinary citizens that is
significant: underneath the
mundane struggle for power

there is the desire to
establish a moral political
order. The Election

Commission has the major
institutional responsibility to

help establish that order,
l&ﬂnﬂn-l independence

and divided loyailty of civil
servants : The Election
Commission has taken com-
mendable initiatives despite
lukewarm support from some
political parties. It is, how-
ever. still hamstrung by de-
pendence on the government
for its senlor officers and ab-
sence of adequate number ol
elfective instruments for en-

forcing sanctions. In point of
fact. it is less dependent on

the povernment than it ap-
pears to be; it has to assert
its authority and the silent
majority — who are turned off
by the sterile political strug-
gle for power — will be with
the Commission.
Institutional and opera-
tional independence of the
Commission is eroded — or it
appears to be so in public
perception — by its depen-
dence on the government

which seconds officers to the -

Commission. The Election
Commission can choose its
own officers and ask the gov-
ernment to send only them.
It does not have to accept any
officer sent by the govern-
ment. As long as these offi-
cers are beholden to the gov-
ernment for their career,
they cannot whole-heartedly
support the Commission's
initiative to constrain politi-
cal use of power by the exec-
utive branch of the govern-
ment. There is nothing to
prevent the Election Com-
mission to appoint senior of-
ficers or even retired officers
on contract; no longer de-
pendent on the government
for their future, they are
likely to be more indepen-
dent. The government has
used contract to fill up key
positions of Secretary — e.g.
Finance Secretary, Home
Secretary, Cabinet Secretary.
Establishment Secretary,
Principal Secretary. There is
hardly any valid argument to

Nation's Expectation : Transitional

Government and Election

by Mohiuddin Ahmed

sion that prerogative. To be
able to effectively coordinate
with the other secretaries
and departmental heads, the
senior most officer of the
Commission can be of a rank
similar to that of the Cabinet
Secretary or Principal Secre-
tary.

The recent [lasco about the
Election Commission Secre-
tary is only a manifestation ol
the anomaly of being sumulta-
neously secretary to an inde-
pendent body and secretary
subordinate to the govern-
ment. The individual secre-
tary has behaved admirably in
the event. But that does not
conceal the essential mis-
judgement inherent in this
position. He is like a mer-
maid or satyr in the myths. In
order to establish its author-
ity and image. the Commis-
sion may consider returning
the secretary to where he be-
longs — the government. The
formality of requesting the
government to replace him
can be shortened. if not dis-
pensed with altogether.

Limiting authority and
budgetary discretion of tran-
sitional govermment: The
Election Commission may
consider limit of the legiti-

additional expenditures.
When the parliament is dis-
solved and the election can
return another party witl
majority, the transitional
government cannot antici-
pate such approval. There-
fore, it should not initiate
changes in policy or incur
additional expenditure or
make commitments for ex-
penditures not already ap-
proved. If the election re-
turns another party. they may
not approve the actions and
expenditures incurred by the
transitional government. The
anomaly dramatically brings
out the rationale for the re-
straint. There would be ex-
ceptions to this principle,
though: and in our context
these would include emer-

gencies caused by natural

disasters, external exogenous
shocks., conclusion of aid
preferably not req fun-
damental changes in ;

Restriction on public ex-
penditure is essential for
both economic and political
reasons. Government every-
where tends to be expansion-
ary as election comes closer
— which is not in the long

term interest of the health of

the economy. Ours is no ex-

or can still get the loans
rescheduled will not come
within the mischiel of the
law. Rescheduling is entfrely
within the competence of the
banks. The Boards of the
NCBs and the government
owned development finance
institutions are packed with
directors nominated by the
government including mem-
bers of the ruling party. The
professional management
personnel are also appointed
bv the government. Borrow-
ers with connections with
the directors and the politi-
cal bosses have easier access
to rescheduling. Besides. the
law had been under consid-
eration of the government for
quite sometime. The Banking
Division of the Ministry of Fi-
nance collected directly from
the banks list of defaulters
and some important minis-
ters had had access to this
list before approving the law.
Some rescheduling also took
place while the law was being
examined. The Bangladesh
Hank keeps list of all default-
ers and large borrowers It
should publish the list of de.
faulters as it stood before the
new law was proposed and
the list of those who had

Use of public resources for
party purposes : There ought
to be restriction on use of of-
licial privileges for party or
election campaign. One of the
most abused is travelling on
government expenses. The
ministers as parliament
members were entitled to
the same privilege as other
members:. their responsibili-
ties as ministers would justify
a little more than just that.
After dissolution of parlia-
ment and when other former
members are not entitled to
this privilege. it is doubtful if
frequent visits by the minis-
ter= to their constituencies
and districts can be treated
as oflicial in a strict sense. On
these visits they spend much
of their time on party politics
and election campaign, often
accompanied by party mem-
bers. The Election Commis-
sion may institute indepen-
dent audit of all such expen-
ditures and recoup to the
state expenditures which
were not genuinely in public
interest. The ministers may
be pgiven the benefit of doubt
in the beginning; later., how-
ever, the principle may be
implemented more rigor-
oushy.

The most difficult issue that the Election Commission may have to deal with is government's
claim of success when it cannot be proved by facts or statistics. This has happened in

mate scope and authority of
the governmen! in its pre-
sent transition phase. After
dissolution of the parliament.
the Prime Minister carries
on the functions of the cabi-
net at the request of the
President until the new
elected government enters
office. As examples in other
democratic countries show,
the transitional government
does not initiate new poli-
cies, make commiunents for
or undertake expenditures
which have not already been
approved and included in the
budget.

There is an important ra-
tionale for limiting the au-
thority of a transitional gov-
ernment. An elected gov-
ernment exercises authority
on the basis of the popular
mandate it receives in the
election. At some peoint of
time the mandate so received
ends. In our present context
the mandate ends definitely
with the dissolution of the
parliament; it makes little
sense to count the majority
when the parliament is no

Bu control s ane of

the most critical S

on a transition government.
As regards taxation, it is clear
that no new tax can be im-
posed or the level of taxation
raised except with the ap-

proval of the parliament. The |

government is normally ex-
pected to limit expenditure
to the amount and

approved by the parliament.
However, some flexibility is
allowed so that the govern-
ment can respond to emer-

gencies or other needs for -

expenditures not already ap-
proved. As long as the gov-
ernment has the support of
the majority in the parlia-
ment, ‘it can anticipate
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retroactive approval of the

ception and the policy follies
are already taking their toll
on the economy Large con

iracts and purchases can bhe
used for patronage. More in

sidiously, they can pgenerate
clandestine [unds for election
expenses.

ECNEC and CCPC (Council
Committee on Purchases and
Contracts) in the last two
immeetings approved a large
number of projects and con-
tracts. Some of these were
perhaps necessary and had
been neglected because of
other pre-occupations of the
government. Unwittingly
perhaps. the government
claimed to have approved
over 70 per cent of projects
in the first six months. A
large number of these pro-
jects were approved in the
last two meetings, ecach
meeting considering 50-60
projects. ECNEC could hardly
give enough attention to all
these projects; and such
haste is prima facie negation
of financial accountability.

The Election Commission
may advise the government
to abide by the fiscal consti-
tution strictly and make full
disclosure of facts as well as
the process of decision in-
volving new expenditures.

Implementation of ineligi-
bility of loan defaulters: The
recent ordinance declaring
loan defaulters ineligible to
contest parliamentary elec-
tions is a bold initiative on
the part of the government.
The honest intention of the
law may not be achieved if it
is implemented in a partisan
spirit. Those who could get

" VER since the earliest’ [35
X Iﬂlﬂhﬂﬂlm - _L-H'.":' . -

he wanted to

get rid of, man has-relied on-

advertisement. Today, bill-

administration of law and order and economic management

their loans réfscheduled since
then, The Election Commis-
stun may consider all political
parties to urnish Lo it a list
ol candidates who had had
their loans rescheduled since
talk about the law started.
The independent candidates
show also furnish the same
information to the Commis-
ston in respect of themselves.
» Equitable access to publicly
owned information media :
The government owned in-
formation media shall be
used to project the pro-
grammes and activities of the
government. However, the
government ministers have
often used the media for par-
tisan purposes also. Officially
organized ceremonies also
have been used for political
purposes. The Election
Conunission may require that
the party in power does not
monopolize the media for po-
litical purposes and establish
some principle for equitable
access of the major contend-
ing parties to government
owned media for expressing
their political views. Robert.
Dahl. an eminent US political
scientist, gave a 'minimalist
procedural’ definition of
democracy : Democracy con-
sists of contestation and par-
ticipation — i.e. all parties
have the same right and
scope for presenting for pub-
lic judgement their respec-
tive views and participate in
political contest on that basis.

Equitable access to tax fi-

nanced media would be
essential for ensuring the
minimal procedural democ-

racy.

loyment of civil servants
nsuring neutrality will be
« difficult issue lor the Elec-
tion Commission to handle.
Its several rounds ol discus-
sinn with government ser-
vants at different levels do
not seem to have produced
any easy and workable solu-
tion. Apparently. the rule of
transferring people after a
certain specified
nullifying recent transfers al-
legedly on 'ministerial
wishes' does not address the
problem. The Election Com-
mission may have to establish
criteria for posting and leave
the government to follow that
in deployment of government
servants. Any deviation
should be promptly cor-
rected by the Commission
and its wrath should visit the
officials not following those
principles. Here are some
suggestions that the Commis-
sion may consider.

First. the government has
promoted at different levels
officers in excess of positjons
sanctioned legally by the gov-
ernment. The choice should
be restricted to those only
who would have held his or
her position even without

l‘:ﬂl:rlﬂtr of civil servants :
|

these doubtful procedures

adopted by the government.
Second, for senior positions
— e.g. secretary, heads of de-
partment, heads of corpora-
tions — the government usu-
ally receives advice from the
senior civil servants —
namely Cabinet Secretary,
Establishment Secretary,
Principal Secretary. The ad-
= derives its value not only

Of Jingles

period ore

from tradition but also from
the fact that they have known
their colleagues for a long
time. The government has a
right not to go by that advice
if it is not proper. However,
choice of officers for senior
positions without such advice
or rejecting advice without
adequate reassigns makes the
whole process somewhat par-
tisan. For instance, should
the government choose a ju-
nior officer for Cabinet Sec-
retary if a senior and compe-
tent one is available? Most
probably not — and if the
government exercises such
prerogative, it may find the
process difficult to explain.
The Commission need not
nullify such doubtful choices
but can have the government
disclose the process. This
gives a message down the bu-
reaucratic hierarchy. They
remain neutral only if they
know that offices are not
distributed on partisan or pa-
tronage considerations; if
this happens at senior levels
the junior officers would fol-
low suit. If the stock from
which the government can
choose officers is limited to
the '‘normalized’ size and
aberrations are disclosed, bu- -
reaucratic discipline and
ethics would get a boost.

Penalty for misinformation:
The most difficult issue that
the Election Commission may
have to deal with is govern-
ment's claim of success when
it cannot be proved by facts
or statistics. This has hap-
pened in administration of
law and order and economic
management. Most reports
indicate a serious deteriora-
tion in law and order — if not
a break dowin - in towns as
well as mulassil areas. Gov-
ernment’'s claim for eco-
nomic success also seems
less defensible now. The Bu-
reau of Statistics has de-
ferred publication of growth
and inflation estimates be-
cause they are not what the
government wants. This
amounts to suppression of
facts or giving to the nation
misleading information. In
most countries this is treated
as criminal offence; and even
if the perpetrators are spared
criminal conviction, political
penalty can be very high. Let
us not forget that 'defaulting
on truth is no less an offence
than defaulting on loan'. If
loan defaulters cannot seek
election to the parliament,
there is no reason why truth
defaulters should not be
treated in the same fashion.
The Election Commission
may have to take firm action
against 'truth defaulters’, dis-
barring them from election.
Election cannot have much
meaning if someone can win
on the basis of disinforma-
tion!

Political conscience and
nation's expectation : The
nation's expectation from the
Election Commission is high.
It has to set high standards
for political morality. It is no

easy task. But it has never

been easy for anyone who'
wanted to bring about funda-
mental reform in a society.

The writer is a publisher
and newspaper columnist.

Comillar rashmalai and
Porabarir chamcham are
now made in Tikatuly or
BBakhshibazar by people who
have perhaps never been to
Bogra, Comilla or Porabari.
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Conflict-torn World

The world witnessed as many as 71 'little
wars' last year, says a private watch body in
the USA. Some other analysts, however, put
the number down claiming the world has be-
come less violent than it was during the Cold
War. Well, the criteria vary and so does the
number. But the truth is that the planet had
to go through numerous localised conflicts
ranging from the Bosnian crime against hu-
manity to a milder version of strife in the
form of an attempted coup in Comoros. .

The group concerned about the post-Cold
War dangers has been engaged in monitoring
conflicts and also in raising the level of peo-
ple's consciousness of the same. If
Afghanistan, former Yugoslavia, Somalia etc
show the most savage side of the ctvilization's
face, there are other demeaning characteris-
tics that manifest within the borders of a
country. Drug, violence and organised crime
certainly do not fall into the category of inter-

state conflicts but they are no less a threat to
broader peace and welfare.

Despite national progress, many countries

are showing their vulnerability to various per-
versions. A world is not necessarily going to
be all-perfect, but it surely needs to wage a
fight against all forms of impingement on hu-
man rights. The US-based group has rightly
drawn our attention to a very worthy cause.

made a shameful retreat from
the lawful measures taken

the police. Another laurel for .

the Home Minister, another
feather on the cap of his fail-
ure. Had it been in a ctvilised
country, the Home Minister
would be out of office long
ago. If we take stock of the
failures of the different min-
isters of the present govern-
ment, barring a few, other
ministers would also have

ﬁ;m: out of office long ago.
“Mind you I have alwa a
supporter_of the BNP, and of

this is my view then what
would be the view of others?
Having said this, 1 also feel
that it is the utter failure of
the opposition parties efhpe-
cially the Awami League that
+they have not addressed the
issues that affect the com-
mon men and mobilised pub-

- lic opinion within the house
~and outside (not by strikes .
'and breaking of publi¢ and

fub}r semi-

pﬂvaiﬁrr&p&rﬁn

nars meetings.

The law enforcing agen-
cies have degenerated to
such an extent that the peo-

le has completely lost con-
idence Iin them. The gov-
ernmeént machinery from the
- minister' down to the consta-
ble is responsible for such
state of affairs. But | know
and am sure if the minister
and the officials under him

were sincere and read and

acted in acoordance with var-
jous manuals and laws. such a
state of affairs would not have

happened.

Sir, We are lucky enough
to get education supposedly

‘at the international level in

the private universities in our
country. Students are en-
couraged and getting them-
selves admitted in these uni-
versities. Our guardians re-
main happy that the students
are away from the destructive
political activities on the
campus. _

But in one of the reputed
private universities of Dhaka,
there is a teacher who is
middle-aged and a bachelor
tries to disseminate his polit-
ical ideas to the students. Not
only that, young female stu-
dents are scared of him as he
often expresses weakness
for them.

The students cannot raise
these sort of issues to the
Vice-Chancellor of the uni-
versity due to some rules and
regulations. But it can be said
that this is a serious problem
which will create an adverse
impact on the newcomers of
the institution.

We appeal to the authority
of the university concerned

to find and sort out the

teacher under reference for
the betterment of the cam-

pus.

'R K Majumdar
TFajmahal Road
Dhaka-1207

line passengers who have

done more than twenty thou-

{ sand miles can cross your .

heart and swear that the
hostess actually smiled and
spread a blanket over you
when you fell asleep? 1 had
one eye open throughout my
five thousand mile journey to
Nairobi to see if all those air-
line ads were true to life. But,
all she did was scorn at me
thinking 1 was winking at
her. The nerve of the lady! I
am no quadruped beast. Look
lady, two hands.

And, if everyone of us us-
ing toothpaste got sparkling
teeth with a glint, each of us
would require sunglasses to
protect our eyes. Then we
would look for a sunglasses

advert where the girl wears.

little else.

It has puzzled me. | mean,
with all the good roads
around you, why should you
drive through mud and mire?
For God's sake! There are
boats to
drudgery. In England, one
could lose his license for that
sort of adventurism. So, how
does the boatmaker come
into the competition? Well,
he has a boat with wheels.
And, now you can drive and
sall in the same contraption.
The only problem is you will
never reach Sadarghat
through the traffic of

do that sort of.

Nawabpur.

Years ago soap operas
were born out of soap ads.
But, frankly!- where do they
get all those dirt on a shirt?
Have you ever wondered what
would you do with a pink
soap when the green socap
you have is just as good? And.
of course, now that there are
so many of them. they have to

advertise soap operas.

| wouldn't touch one of
those colas if a sip of that
carbonated water would
make me go round and round

in slow motion with a silly
grin on my face. What would
onlookers think?

The clothes manufacturers
are the worst. They use such
tall men in the ads that their

clothes never fit a wimp like
me  They could be more
senisitive After ail. we are the

majority.

This ad thing has run into
the masses. There is this am
rawvallah who gets his amra
irom Tangail and then vells
lis neart out to proclaim they
are irom Barisal. Bogurar dod

ads.

Movie-makers have a novel
way to publicise their latest
releases. They have a rick-
shawvan with all the glitter-
ing four-colour posters and
an accompanying mike ren-
dering important dialogue
and all the songs. They are so
good that it is no point going
to a stifling movie house. Just |
hire a rickshaw, pick up a
Coke and follow the van. In
only a few minutes you would
have seen the entire movie.
It's cheap and the best part
of it 1s nobody knows you
have been to the movies.
Clever. eh?

Who does not advertise
these days? The astrologer
who can’t but predict only his |
own future; the coal importer |,
who goes koila, koila, koila;
the manpower exporter or
leech who promises utopia ta
the gullible. Teachers ped-
dling their printed notes,
students vending their time
to end up in marriages,
politicians who are as virtu-
ous as the celibate blossom
soliciting votes with corny
lines: t* “y all advertise.

Anu. the sad part is many
of us believe in them. The
perplexing part is that there
are already advertisements
urging us puzzied primates
not to belteve in advertise-
Inenits.



