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Arsenic Poisoning of Ground Water in Bangladesh

INCE early 1996, arse-

nic ng ol the
g‘wﬁ“ﬂtrr has

S

been ed from Satkhira
and Kushtia, western border
districts of Bangladesh. The

deadly arsenic pollution of
round water has threatened
the lives of thousands of people

in these districts.
M Th:IE di:trict Public Health

Engineering Departments of
Khulna tested samples of water
from 14 shallow tube wells in
Fakirhat and Bagerhat thanas
and detected serious arsenic
contamination in five of these
tube wells.

According to Public Health
Engineering Department of
Kushtia, the presence of arsenic
was found in water pumped by
tube wells of Kushtia Sadar
and Bheramara Pourashava.
The Public Health Regional Re-
search Centre sent a team of
experts to Kushtia to collect
water samples from 14 tube
wells. The results are given be-

low:

Courtpara 0.135 milligram/
litre

—do— 0.135"

Paschim

Majampur 0.330°
Amlapara 0.133"
Bheramara 0.694"

Mutunhat 0242"

—do— 0.915"

Arsenic contamination of

d water was also reported

om Meherpur district. One

tube well in anagar village

under Sadar thana recorded
0.781 milligram /litre.

The World Health Organiza-
tion's (WHO) safe limit for ar-
senic dri water is 0.01
mg/litre and the maximum
permissible level is 0.05
mg/litre, The arsenic contami-
nation of ground water in the

by Amjad Hossain Khan

The source of the problem has

to be identified and remedial measures

taken. Sealing of some tube wells and resinking of new
may not be a permanent solution.

tube wells

tube wells are alarmingly high
and is not fit for drinking pur-

S.

The Executive Engineer,
PHED in Kushtia recommended
collection of water sample from
at least 15 tube wells in each
union.

The Khulna City Corpora-
tion has taken up a programme
to detect arsenic pollution in all
the tube wells under the Corpo-
ration.

The first reports of arsenic
contamination appeared in
1978 in West Bengal in India.
The initial theories that tried to
explain the cause of pollution
were many, such as results of
use of insecticide and pesticides,
metal strainers in industrial
effluents etc. But subsequent
study proved such theories as
wrong. The School of
Environmental Studies (SOES],
Jadavpur University, Calcutta,
started investigation in 1988
when sporadic cases of arsenic
poisoning began to be reported
in West Bengal. The SOES has
analyzed several thousand wa-
ter samples from 1000 loca-
tions in the districts of Malda,
Murshidabad, Nadia , Burdwan,
north 24 Parganas and south 24
Parganas. eir investigation
revealed that over 1.5 lakh
people were already affected
and another 7.5 la WETE €§-
timated to be drinking arsenic
contaminated water.

The West State Public
Health Engineering De-
partment for implementing

anti-arsenic schemes had done
it own survey and found that
about 1.54 lakh people were ex-

osed to arsenic poisonin
through 1000 contaminate
tube wells.

In 1992, a committee of ex-
perts from the School of Tropi-
cal Medicines, All India Insti-
tute of Hygiene and Public
Health, Central Ground Water
Board, the West Bengal Public
Health Department, State Water
Investigation, Directorate, and
the Centres for Study of Man
and Environment, Presidency
Co was set up by West Ben-
gal Government under the
chairmanship of Mr AK
Singha, Emeritus professor of
Geology at Presidency College.

The Comrmittee studied the soil
and hydrological conditions of

the three districts that form
part of the upper deltaic plain
of river Bhagirathi. The inves-

tigation revealed that a 450 km
long layer of arsenic rich silt
clay was lying between the
depths of 70 and 200 feet below
the surface. The geological ex-
]'_Jl]anatiun being offered is that
ugh withdrawal of groundwa-
ter is triggering chemical
changes deep underground. Ex-
perts believe thal with the low-
ering of ground water table in
February-May period, pyrites, a
mineral which holds the ar-
senic, begins to oxidize in the
dewatered zone and leach the
poison contaminating the
aquifer.
Hydrologists and geologists

have reason to suggest a corre-
lation between agriculture and
arsenic poisoning. Apparently,
the contamination began to be
reported after the state of West
Bengal began to tap ground wa-
ter in a big way from the early
seventies.

The West Bengal Govern-
ment have identified 36 arsenic
affected zones in the districts of
Malda, Murshidabad, Bardwan,
Nadia, 24-Parganas North and
South. All these zone are lo-
cated between the G -Bha-

rathi river and the western
rder of Bangladesh.

The school of Environmen-
tal Studies, Jadavpur Univer-
sity, Calcutta hosted an inter-
national conference from 5-8
February, 1995. The conference
was attended by 37 arsenic ex-
perts from all over the world.

In July, 1995, Dr Aftab Alam
Khan and Dr Kazi Matin Ahmed
of Dhaka University Geological
Department in an article "lIs
Arsenic Contaminating Our
Ground Water?" published in
The Daily Star, on July 2, 1995
drew attention to this problem.
The authors explained that the
western border districts spe-
cially the southern region is
very vulnerable to arsenic con-
tamination. The sediments on
both sides of the border have
the same depositional history
and geological environment the
region being known as Ganges
delta. The aquifer of the con-
taminated zone in West Bengal
and that of the region within
Bangladesh are hydraulically

connected. The authors con-
cluded that the ground water of
the region al e south west-
ern border b:ﬁgnf Bangladesh is
highly vulnerable to arsenic
contamination.

Inspite of the reports of ar-
senic contamination of the
ground water published in
newspapers no systematic
study has been taken so far. The
Public Health Engineering De-
partments with their limited
resources and equipment have
tried to collect water samples
from affected tube wells in the
western districts.

Dr Khan and Ahmed have
su ted to form a study group
with hydrogeologists, water
supply engineers, environmen-
talists and public health ex-
peris to c out in-depth in-
vestigation. dom sampling
without considering the re-

onal ground water flow may
ead to erroneous results.

The arsenic poisoning of the

round water particularly in
the Ganges delta has poised a
serious threat in West al in
India. The World Bank with the
help of World Health Organisa-
tion is helping then in this mat-
ter.

The situation so far reported
in Bangladesh is alarming. As
reported the arsenic contami-
nation originated in India.
Particularly on the east side of
the Ganges-Bhagirathi. The
source of the problem has to be
identified and remedial mea-
sures taken. Sealing of some
tube wells and resinking of new
tube wells may not be a perma-
nent solution. It is high time
that the Ministry of Health

gives serious attention to the
problem,

The writer is ex-Chairman,
Bangladesh Water Development

Board

i ———
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ADULT LITERACY

The Nature of the Campaign

I N to im the
nation's literacy rate, a cle-
arly defined modus oper-
andi must be adopted. Only
then the effort is likely to be
cost-effective. Thus, we need to
know what our goals are. For
example, are we shooting for 99
per cent literacy? What is the
time frame for achieving this

al? How much resource are we
0 devote to this agenda? How
will we assess how the
campaign is progressing? Who
will oversee the programme?

Here, I consider only one el-
ement of the modus operandi —
the appropriate t of knowl-
edge to impart in the process of
the literacy campaign. Is it cor-
rect to have an idyllic, broad-
based education for all in a re-
source-poor, late-starting,
heavily*populated economy?
Must Geography, History, En-
glish, for example, be taught to
everyone? Does everyone need
it? Is everyone going to use it in
the near future as tourists or in-
ternational relations experts?
Is it not possible that we shy
away from starting a process of
educating our masses because
we carry around in our minds a
broad humanistic vision of ed-
ucation? Already the religions
values of the nation are im-
parted very broadly. That by it-
self is basic humanism. So,
there will not be a total empti-
ness if the nation's literacy
drive does not support a broad
plank of information. We will
still be able to produce a "think-
ing" person. Thus, is some hu-
man capital not better than to-
tal illiteracy?

During periods of war, mili-
tary officers go through what is
known as a 'short commission’'.

by Dr Shafi A Khaled

They are not subjected to the
standard peace-time practice of
a two-year-long commission.
Why should we not view the ex-
isting situation in Bangladesh
as war-like? Afterall, turmeoil,
uncertainty, scarcity and profi-
teering has been pervasive for
two cades now. Given the
speed at which technology is
progressing and given where we
are at in the comity of nations,
the Bangladeshi society should
be made into an application
oriented nation. Fundamental
and earth-shattering changes
are not expected of us, nor is it
necessary for our immediate fu-
ture.

They may occur here and
there. But they will not happen
routinely and by design.
Bangladesh's Drug policy, ek-
mutho-gur, ek c imn?{:‘rhun
adh-sher pani, the Grameen
Bank, or the now defunct ad-
ministrative decentralisation
prograimne are rare instances
of our originality. Our broader
academic strategy cannot cen-
tre around an expectation of
such outcomes happening at
regular intervals. 'l%at is even
more true in case of a literacy
campaign. We may want our av-
erage citizens lo become practi-
cally skilled in limited areas
through brief and intense expo
sure, Their earnings would ac-
crue from specialised employ-
ment. They may gain on-the-
job training just as thousands
of Japanese supervisor end up
obtaining Industrial Engineer-
ing degrees. Even at its current
stature. Japan is criticised for
not being a basic research ori-
ented nation. If a country can go
s0 far without "basic research,”
then is it not a good model to

m%’? -
owever, our circumstances
of economic development are
diametrically different from
those faced by Japan. They are
not even same as those of Tai-
wan or South Korea. Hence, we
are still more limited than
Japan in providing a broad-
based education for all. Thus, in
choosing between rigorous ba-
sic science and business ap-
Emach and applied science and

usiness approach, given the
foreign investment and trade-
oriented nature of today's de-
velopment, it could be argued
that our future workers be given
short commissions in a series
of related applied areas. They
can then quickly plug into ex-
port-oriented industries that
are pping up at every turn.
Theypgm': a]gsn the rcamnry be-
hind attracting collaborative
foreign investments.

Now, what | have written
here is not new to some of the
roups already mounting mini
iteracy campaigns of their
ownl. Also, because the su
tion here relates to "functional”
literacy., it is likely to be appre-
ciated and accepted more read-
ily by those who are its object of
attention. Furthermore, the de-
preciation rate may be min-
imised by this approach. In
other words, literacy rate loss
due to non-use could be miti-
gated by teaching people the
three Rs [rtading,g w’rlt:ill:;g, and
arithmetic)] by focusing on
things that interest and affect
them immediately and on a
permanent basis (functional
literacy). Moral: Literacy cam-

_paign success hinges on the

narroiwwness of its focus.

A Presid of the

United Stgg wrote

John Quincy Adams
in 1828, "was an office neither
to be sought nor declined. To
pay money for securing it
directly or indirectly, was in
my opinion incorrect in
principle.” Despite the lofty
sentiment expressed by the
sixth president of the United
States and the son of the second
president, candidates in every
election since George Washing-
ton first assumed the office
have spent money to secure the
presidency.

ing Patterns
In the early years, political

funds were spent d:vrim for
printing costs. Much of the
presidential campaigning took

place in newspapers an m-

lets subsidized by political
actions favoring one or an-
other candidate. In time, candi-
dates adopted other means of

spread cam messages,
mih:d'li:% "EII‘II:]F ""‘Biogra-
phies, bu and and

personally taking to the cam-

trail. Radio was first used
in the 1924 campaign. and in
1952 television emerged as a
pri means of communicat-
ing wim voters.

As the size and population of
the United States expanded and
the means of campaigning for
office developed, the costs of
campaigning for office grew
correspondingly. In 1860,
Abraham Lincoln's winning
general election tnmpablgn re-
pg:iu;’ﬂi}r cost ah{:gt al!mn gcl:ﬂ
a o ent -

as's can% ahultcjf $50.000.

1 hundred years later. John
Kennedy's campaign spent
about 89.7 million to defeat
Richard Nixon, whose cam-

cost about 8$10.1 million.

n the lﬂ.ﬂ" presidential
campaigns since 1960, ex-
nditures have continued to
ncrease. C gns have be-
come tech cally more so-
phisticated thus more ex-
pensive. In the 1992 general
election ¢ . the fifth in

which public funds were pro-

vided, incumbent Republican
George Bush had about $90 mil-
lion spent by his campaign or
o his behall. including a publi
grant of §55.2 milliou.
Democratic Party candidate
Bill Clinton had more — $130
million — spent by his cam-
p or on his behalf, also in-
cluding a public grant of $55.2
million.

The total cost of electing a
residént in 1992 was about
550 million. That sum in-

cludes not only the $220 mil-
lion spent by or on behalf of the
two major political party can-
didates in the general election:
it also includes funds spent by
all the candidates who sought
their parties’ nominations. by
the nominating conventions of
th]:‘:1 parties, and by third-part
and1 enident campaigns.

‘The costs of electing a presi-

dent — some 8550 million —
represented about one-sixth of
the nation's 83.2 billion politi-
cal campaign bill in 1992. Fhe
remaining funds were spent to
nominate and elect candidates
for Congress (S678 million). to
nominate and elect hundreds of
thousands of state and local of-
ficlals (8865 million)., and to
ay the costs of state and local
rallot issue campaigns and
administrative., fund-raisin
and other ex ses of party an
nonparty political committees.

This 83.2 billion political

bill needs to be put in perspec-
tive, In 1992 governments al all
levels in the United States — na

tional, state, country and mu

nicipal — spent a total of 82 |
tfllion in taxpayer money The
53.2 billion spent on election
campaigns. whose outcomes
determine how such enormous
sums of tax money are spent,
amounts to a mere fraction of
one per cent of the total amount
of this government spending

Sources of Funds

In the earliest presidential

campaigns. collections from
candidates and assessmernts
upon officeholders were suffi-
cient to pay the necessary costs.
But as campaign costs in-
creased, other sources of funds
had to be found.

Andrew Jackson. first
elected president in 1828, gen-

erally is credited with bringing
in the "spoils systemn.” reward-
ing with favors and government
jobs those who had contributed
to campaigns. With the end of
the Civil War in 1865, those
corporations and individuals
who had amassed fortunes from
American industry began to pay
a major share of presidential
campaign costs. Those sources
increased in importance when
the United States Congress
passed the Civil Service Reform
Act ol 1883, which prohibited
officers and employees of the
United States from seeking or
receiving political contribu-
tions from each other. The
Hatch Act of 1939 extended to
almost all employees in the ex-
ecutive branch of the federal
government the restrictions on
political activity that the 1883
act imposed on Civil Service
employees.

Reform Efforts-

After the turmn of the century,
concern over the influence of
corporations in the federal elec
tion process led to enactment of
a number of campaign finance
regulations. The first lederal
prohibition of corporate con
tributions was enacted in 1907

Forty years later that ban was
extended permanently to labor
unions e first lederal cam

paign fund disclosure law was
passed in 1910 In 1911 the law
was amended to require pri
mary. convention and pre ele
tion lnancial statements of all
candidates for lederal olfice
and to Hmit the amounts that
could be spent by candidates for
the House and the Senate A

..............

o e

-----

subsequent court decision,
however, severely diminished
the impact of the law. In 1925,
federal campaign-finance legis-
lation was codified and revised.
though without substantial
change. in the Federal Corrupt
Practices Acl. which remained
the basic campaign finance law
until they year 1972,

Each tlime restrictive laws
were passed. politicians devised
new methods of raising money
As noted, when the assessment
ol governmen! emplovees was
prohibiled. attention swiing to
corporate contributions. When
ey 101 turn were barred . candy
dates and parties sought gils
froim wealthy individuals  in
¢luding many corporate stock-
holders and officers. When the
size of contributions to polit
(4l committees was limited by
the Hatch Act In an attempt 1o
restrict the influence ol wealthy
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30 Classic We Dive At Dawn
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individuals, parties and politi-
c1ans found other ways of rais-
ing funds.

Public Funding

In regard to presidential
campaigns. the laws provide for
optional public matching funds
for qualilied candidates in the
prenomination ]periﬂd To qual
ifv for the matching lunds. can-
diddates seeking their parties
presidential nominations are
required to raise 55 000 in pri
vate, individual contributions
ol 8250 or less 11 at least 20
~1ates Then the lederal gov
comanent malc hes each contri
bution from an Individual to
guahibied candidates up to 8250,
although the lederal subsidies
may not exceed hall the
prenomination campaign
spending limit, which was
827 6 million in 1992

e lederal government also
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Financing Presidential Election Campaigns in the US

provides public funds to pay the
cosls ol the national nominat-
ing conventions ol the two ma-
jor political parties. In 1992,
each of the parties received a
grant of about $11 million. Mi-
nor parties are eligible for a
partial convention subsidy if
their candidates received more
than five per cent of the vote in
the previous presidential elec-
tion.

In the general election, ma-
jor-party presidential candi-
dates are eligible to receive pub-
lic treasury grants to fund their
campaigns. As noted. those
Franls amounted to $55.2 mil-
ion each in 1992. Provisions
also are made for partial public
lunding of qualified minor
party and new party candidates.

The public funds provided in
presidential -camapaigns are in-
tended to help supply. or to
supply completely, the money
serious candidates need to pre-
sent themselves and their ideas
to the electorate. They also are
meant to diminish or eliminate
the need for money from
wealthy donors and interest

groups.

The feasibilitv of public fi-
nancing in the last live presi-
dential campaigns depended on
Lhe {EHEH}?EFS willingness to
earmark a small portion of
Ltheir tax liabilities — S1 for in-
dividuals and 52 for married
persons ﬁltn%ljmntly — for the
Fresidential Election Campaign
Fund by using the federal
income tax checkoff on their
tax forms. This procedure pro-
vided enough funds to cover the
S175.4 million certified to 1992
presidential prenomination
and general election candidates
and to the nml]nr parties for
their national nominating
conventions. The 1992 public
funding payouts were slightly
less than in 1988, when 8176.9
million in government funds
were pald out The amounts in

The
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each presidential election year
vary according to the numbers
ol gualilving candidates and
their fund-raising appeals.
Earlier experience with payout
costs were: S132.6 million in
1984; S101.6 million in 1980;
and $71.4 million in 1976, the
first time there wire publicly
lunded presidenti.il campaigns.

Contribution and

Expenditure Limits

The 1970s reform laws also
imposed contribution and ex-
penditure limits on all federal
election campaigns. but the US
Supreme Court sub-sequently
ruled that spending limits are
permissible only in publicly fi-
nanced campaigns. currently
only presidential campaigns.
Individuals may coniribute no
more than $1, per candidate
per election. and multicandi-
date committees may con-
tribute no more than $5,000 per
candidate per election. General-
election candidates who accept
public funding. however, may
not accept private contribu-
tions to further their cam-
paigns, although they may ac-
cepl private contributions, up to
the Emits specified, to help
them defray the costs of com-
plying with the election laws.

The contribution and expen-
diture limits are intended to
control large donations, with
their potential for corruption,
to minimize financial dispari-
ties among candidates, and to
reduce opportunities for abuse.
Individuals and groups. how-
ever, may make unlimited in-
dependent expenditures in pres-
idential and other federal elec-
tion campaigns — that is. they
may spend unlimited amournts
on communications advocating
the election or defeat of any
candidate — as long as the
spending takes place withoul
consultation or coordination
with any candidate’s campaign
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committee. Substantial sums
were spent independently in the
1980 presidential prenomina-
lion and general-election cam-
paigns, leading some camLEaJFn
participants to challenge the le-
gality and constitutionality of
such spending. A Supreme
Court ruling, handed down after
the 1984 eral election, found
in favor of those making inde-
pendent expenditures. While
awaiting the outcome of the le-
gal challenge to their activity,
roups and individuals s t
17.4 million independently to
advocate the election of presi-
dential candidates in 1984. In
1992, only $4.4 million was
spent independently in the
presidential campaigns.

Individuals and groups also
may contribute to political
arty committees at various
evels. Those commiltees in
turn may spend money on be-
half ol their parties presiden-
4 yekets. In 1992 Republican
?ﬁd #mg?:raiié argﬁ:!;nh]ﬁﬂt-
tees spent considerable
amounts in support of their
presidential tickets for such ac-
tivities as voter registration
and turnout drives. Other no-
table sources of presidential
campaign-related spending
were labor organizations,
which gtnerallz favored the
Clinton-Gore ticket by publish-
ing favorable communications
and conducting voter registra-
tion and turnout drives of their
own. Thus, even though public
funding and the related -
diture limits are intended to
control presidential campaign
spending, there are still numer-
ous legal ways in which sub-
stantial private funds may be
spent to attempt to influence
the %Enéral election outcome.
Finally, federal election law
requires full and timely disclo-
sure ol campaign receipts and

expenditures. - {Abridged)

The author is director of the
('itizens' Research Foundalion

and professor of political sci-
ence al the University of South-

ern California. — USJPS Feature
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