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The base-line for financial sector reform seems
. to have been strengthened. The management

boards of banks have been somewhat divested of

olitical party cronies, simultaneous holding of
Eank directorships stands rejected, and lending by
political considerations is being professedly
shunned. In addition, the Prime Minister has as-
sured a World Bank team which visited her on
Tuesday to make a presentation of their proposals
for an early financial sector reform that she does
not have to be charitable with small loans either.
Small lending operations accounting for a huge
credit figure, a recovery back-log can be conse-
quential%y large.

The financial sector reform process has got off
to a late start and it thus devolves upon the present
government now to speed it up.

The government has constituted a banking re-
form committee. While its recommendations are
awaited, the World Bank has submitted its propos-
als for overhauling our banking sector to the gov-
ernment. In fact. a dialogue has got underway be-
tween the WB and the GOB functionaries on the
specific banking sector reform project put up by the
tormer.

What is there in the project? It seeks to combat
‘default culture’ by improving bank managements
and providing them with adequate legal ammuni-
tion. But the banks face severe operational prob-
lems right at this moment. They are crippled under
the dead-weight of accumulated bad debt estimated
at Tk 150 billion. This accounts for a whopping 37

er cent of the total disbursement figure of Tk 395
sillion. It is the recovered loans that gives banks
the money to re-lend.

The recipe now being talked about is that banks
ought to accept a degree of central bank's represen-
tation on their managements in return for the cap-
ital support they might receive. Without question-
ing Bangladesh Bank's right to supervise and in-
tercede in appropriate cases, especially where
things have sharply gone downhill, let us say that
the banks' respective administrations must be al-
lowed to function autonomously. If there is no po-
litical or hierarchical impositions on them and
the laws are strengthened adequately there is no
reason why the banks cannot perform in the best
interest of the national economy.

Call of Reason

Sooner or later the voice of reason and reality
had to make itself heard. Appreciably, it managed

a fairly unified reverberation yesterday as the |

leaders of four leading business organisations of
the country urged the government to cancel the
weekly holiday on Friday and reinstate, instead,
Sunday as the no-work day of the week in a tempo-
ral solidarity with the rest of the business world.
This was inevitable because country's interna-
tional business transactions have come to suffer
since this highly hypocritical imposition from the
September of 1982. The then government did it
with the sole intention of gaining some ground un-
der its feet by thriving on the religious sentiment
of the predominantly Muslim population of the
country. Friday being the special prayer day of the
week for Muslims, it found the idea of declaring it a
holiday extremely useful to sell itself as a great
champion of Islam both in and outside the coun-

trv. But the reality is that sanctitude of Islam has
got nothing to do with the declaration of Friday as
a holiday. Muslims Kkeen and regular with their
habit of offering Jumma prayers performed this
religious rite as completely and as satistactorily
when Friday was a working day as they do it now.
We are not the only country with a majority Mus-
' lim population. Malaysia, known for its strict ad-
herence to Islamic culture and values has no prob-
lem with Sunday being the weekly holiday. Same
is the case with its south east Asian neighbour In-
donesia, the country with the largest Muslim popu-
lation in the world. Interestingly, Pakistan, the
country before whose zeal for epitomising the
spirit of Islam even Saudi Arabia tends to pale at
times . has of late reverted back to Sunday as its
weekly holiday from a poignant understanding of
its economic reality.

The fact is declaring Friday as a weekly holiday
was a decision that sacrificed national interest for
political convenience. The emaciated economy of
Bangladesh was weaker for this change. In an age
of global cooperation, Bangladesh chose to remain
isolated due to the sanctimonoiusness of an auto-
crat. Worse, the subsequent democratically in-
stalled government felt no urge to come out of the
cocoon of self-defeating illusion and prejudice
created by its predecessor. With Friday unaltered
as the weekly holiday, Bangladesh continued to be
cut oft from international business world for three
- continuous days! It is a shame how a country like
ours that woke up at different points of time from
the planted nightmares of religious stunt and grej-
udice, could allow the forces of autocracy to abuse
sense, discretion and interest. Now that the point
has been made, the government should do the pa-
triotic concern a favour by doing away with the
suicidal imposition as soon as possible.

Housing for W omen W orkers

It was a good thought on the part of the Prime
Minister. When the newly installed leaders of the
garment manufacturers called on her at Ganobha-
ban on Thursday she asked them to take steps to
solve the housing problem of the female garment
workers.

When the garments came and employed more
than a million women, the portals were thrown
wide open for women to get familial and social
recognition through the very powertul instrument
of gainful employment. It lent the society a
qualitative change when the busy million started
walking briskly to their plants and repairing back
to their hovels rather late in the evening — droves
after droves of them.

If the garments entrepreneurs have done that
unknowingly, their eyes gloved on cheap labour
that made their ‘plants rake in millions for them
from abroad, let themm now do this knowingly. A
woman garment worker, on top of enjoying a
healthful employment situation and working at-
mosphere, must also be given accommodation —
hostel-type if she is all by herself and small flats if
she has a family. This will act tremendously to
boost the productivity of the garments establishments.

We are happy that the garments leaders have re-
sponded positively to Sheikh Hasina's urgings. The
next happy thing that we want to hear from the
garments sector is that a competition has begun
among owners to build colonies for their women
workers.
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Bangladesh : Affirmative and
egative Perspectives

Many would not like

accept the argument

that Bangladesh could have even been worse off, fortunately it is

not. But if anybody poses the situation like this: Bangladesh could have even been better off but unfortunately
| it is not, would there be any rmm_for ceiebru_:tinn?

HEN a nation is devo-
utly poised to celebrate
its 25th anniversary

ol nationhood, the task that.
possibly. assumes paramount
importance is an assessment ol
the performance of the nation
in the whole course of the tou-
rney since independence. While
the air of a monumental mood
in celebration of silver jubilee
is now prevailing across the
country, with equal emphasis, a
number of compendious acad-
emic papers are in circulation
to speak of the successes and
failures that the 25-year-old
Bangladesh bagged in her life-
time to date. To cite a lew ol
them. Dr Azizur Rahman Khan
of Calitornia University was,
perhaps, the first to come up
with an authoritative account
of socio-demographic and eco-
nomic achievements ol
Bangladesh for the last quarter
century. Again, Professor
Rehman Sobhan's devoted and
distinct works on various is-
sues pertaining to the develop-
ment of Bangladesh since inde-
pendence hardly t‘S['EIFﬂ our no-
tice. Above all, a volley ol re-
search papers can now be found
to have some glimpse of past
erformance record ol Bang-
adesh.

The latest addition to the
gloss of assessment came from
two prominent economists of
Bangladesh, Abu Abdullah and
Binayvek Sen (DG and Research
Fellow. respectively) of BIDS. In
a recently published article en-
titled.” Bangladesher Pachish
Bachhar: Akti Itibachak Pre-
kkhit" (Twenty-five Years of
Bangladesh: An Affirmative
Perspective) the authors, appar-
ently, attempted to filter few
drops ol hopes in the existing
ocean of hypes. They seem to
have summarily dismissed the
notion that the poor of
Bangladesh are getting poorer
or that Bangladesh performed
very badly over the last twenty-
five years. Let's pick up few of
their observations:

In the nearly two decades of
post-independence era, (1975-
1993) the growth rate of GDP
stood higher at 4.1 per cent
compared to 3.2 per cent of the
two decades in pre-indepen-
dence era. The commendable
deceleration in the growth rate
of population over the same pe-
riod of time succinctly suggests
the difference in terms of the
rate ot growth of per capita in-
come: 0.66 per cent during 1950-
70. 1.46 per cent in the late
1970s and 2.2 per cent in the
late 1980s and 1990s. Bang-
ladesh thus crawled fairly well,
although failed to run like
India or Pakistan.

It may be noted here that the
average growth rate of GDP at 4
per cent (1993-1994) took place
despile a relatively stagnant
agricultural sector, Slim indus-
trial development and a robust
service sector, in fact, fueled the
wheels during this period. In
relative terms, a growth rate of

I i' OUR essential needs of
the economy are parame-
ount. First and foremost

is the need to contain inflation.

As on January 18, 1997, the

Wholesale Price Index was 7.5

per cent higher than a year

back; but the common man feels
the pinch much harder because
cereals prices have increased by

19.8 per cent, pulses prices by

14.3 per cent, and the index for

fuel, power and light has gone

up by 17.4 per cent over the
year.

As a result, transport costs
have gone up sharply in all ur-
ban areas; and the poor in cities
— who have to commute over
long distances daily — feel the

inch the most. Sugar prices

Eave also been raised recently
how it is still to be reflected in
the official price index. There is
talk of further raising issue
prices of cereals from the Public
Distribution System (though
the poor are supposed to be pro-
tected by sum:)lying "Green ra-
tion card holders” with rations
at half the increased price).
Again, the large army of land-
less rural workers, urban con-
struction workers, and a host of
others never had any ration
cards; so this talk presages only
an increase in rampant corrup-
tion in the food distribution
system.

Secondly, the latest picture
of industrial production growth

4 per cent stands quite high
when compared with the aver-
age growth rate of the low in-
come countries [excluding
China and India) at 1.4 per cent.
Further, during 1980-9 riod,
Bangladesh was ranked 9th out
of 47 countries and durin
1990-94 period, 11th out of 5
countries. Bangladesh, on the
other hand, does not seem to
have largely lagged behind
other low income countries in
terms of macro economic man-
agement. Her advancement in
terms of few indicators like
lower budget and trade deficits,
low levels of inflation and high
FOREX reserves need special
mention.
From 1975-77 to 1990-92,
ross per capita income of
angladesh increased by 73 per
cent. Had the distribution of in-
come been equal. the burden of
poverty could be axed heavily.
Unfortunately that did not
seem to have happened. And it
is forestalled by the fact that
while in 1973/74. the bottom 40
er cent of the population
agged 18.3 per cent of national
income. in 1991/92 the same
group eked out only 17 4 per

work, extension ol power HUE-
ly. greater access to credit by
Eandrcsa families. expansion of
primary education programme
etc. Hopefully, strengthening of
these factors in future would
help poverty reduction at a
much faster pace than before.

Bangladesh, reportedly. also
made certain progress in the ar-
eas or Human development. In
1970, the infant mortality rate
was 154 per 1,000 while in
1990s, it was 80 per 1000. Adult
literacy rate, femnale literacy
rate etc also showed signs or
improvement. The progress
might not be up to the mark but,
the authors feel, one should not
downsize the achievement
level.

Substantial progress could
also be in sight is the realm or
social changes. Bangladeshis
have over the years, inculcated
a sense of "modernism’ in their
thoughts and attitudes. For ex-
ample. growing number of
womeri, from both high and low
income classes, are entering the
job market. Garments indus-
tries are dominated by female
labour force., BO per cent of
whom are under 25 and about

Beneath the Surface
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by Abdul Bayes

cent. anwlthstandinﬁ the
worsening income distribution.
the good news is that the bottom
40 per cent experienced a per
capita increase by 1.4 per cent.
Needless to mention here, per-
haps. that such a growth rate
for the bottom 40 per cent had
significantly affected the over
alkll poverty syndrome: in
1991 /92, half or the rural popu-
lation, reportedly, groaned un-
der poverty live compared to 70
per cent in 1973/74! The au-
thors also observed certain re-
ductions in the share of mal-
nourished children. For exam-
ple, in 1985/86. 30.9 per cent of
the children aged 6-7 months
were prey to serious malnutri-
tion while the share dwindled
to 25.4 per cent in 1992. By and
large, the authors tend to firmly
conclude that during the last 25
years of Bangladesh's existence,
the difference in the levels of
poverty among urban and rural
areas narrowed down.
Bangladesh 'seems to have
succeeded in making

poverty. The authors found no
evidence, whatsoever, fo sub-
stantiate the trustrating notion
that there has been no change
in the poverty situation of the
country or that the poor of
Bangladesh are getting poorer.
However, the major factors that
helped poverty reduction are:
introduction of irrigation-led
HYV technology in agricultyre.
developed cornmunication net-

a minor |
‘dent into the vicious circle ol

54 per cent of them are yet to be
married. About 35 per cent of
them read upto class 1, and 27
per cent upto class IX — thus ex-
ceeding the national averages
on these two counts. Further-
more, about 70 per cent of those
working women hail from vil-
lages and 76 per cent had no
work experience, these hard
working women are found to
work for 12-13 hours in the
siven environment of factories,
he fact that in 1991/92,
800.000 women were found
working in urban areas is a
clear pointer to the sea changes
ol a conservative socfety. The
above mentioned dynamism
was more vividly brought to the
fore by the fact that in the re-
cently held general elections.
the participation or rural
women heaved the size of total
vote cast. In fact, the growth of
NGO activities in Bangladesh
(spearheaded by Grameen Bank)
contributed the most in the im-
provement of women of a tradi-
tional society.
The expansion Dl'diarl?;]}f
appipg aguvites and  their
g%j'ci‘g;ggsl'?urinl; E‘IE last Two
and a half decades also tend to
confirm the notion that
Bangladeshi traditional society
had started to cleave to modern
ideas. The massive reduction in
fertility rate — from over 7 in
1960s to 4.8 in late 1980s to 3.7
in 1994 certainly defied the
prophets of doom who had pre-
dicted a nightmare of yearly

population boom. What is cred-
itable is that the achievements
occurred in the face ol high il-
literacy, religious bindings and
massive anti-family planning
campﬂtiﬁ,n by fundamentalists.

Finally, the authors lauded
the democratic transition that
Bangladeshis aspired for a long
time and the way they succeeded
in upholding it. According to
their view , Bangladesh is
rightly set to the goal towards
democracy with reduced terror-
ism and election manipulation,
increased uninterrupted partic-
ipation of people. The idea of
the caretaker government
added a [urther fillip to the ful-
filment of the aforementioned
objective. The authors then
drew the curtain by concluding
that. by and large, the situation
in Bangladesh is not as terrible
as it could have been. However,
significant progress manifested
in some fronts but dismal fail-
ures razed other fronts. The
next twenty-five years should,
therefore, take lesson for the
last quarter century.

Despite all our positive de-
velopments, as mentioned b
the authors Bangladesh is still
a country where: (a) nearly two-
thirds of all adults are illiter-
ate: [b) 29 million children are
out of primary schools: c) there
is only one doctor for every
12.500 people; (d) two-thirds of
under-five deaths are at-
tributable to malnutrition; (e)
the population density of 800
person per sq. km even sur-
passes the density that would
result if the entire world popu-
lation moved into the territory
of the USA; () half of the total
urban population lives in
slums/squatter settlements; (g)
| 5 million children under 16 an
exploited as child labour and
10,000 children between the age
of 12 and 16 are forced into
prostitution; (h) 50 per cent of
children are born under-weight
against the average of 19 per
cent for developing countries; (i)
military holdings (total mili-
tary equipment of all descrip-
tions) have gone up by 122 per
cent in less than a decade and (j)
more than hall of the total
population survives below
poverty line .

When set against the above
mentioned odds (cited by Ma-
habubul Huq. an eminent
economist of Pakistan, in his
forthcoming book. "Human De-
velopment in South Asia), the
success stories narrated by the
authors might look absolutely
pate. For that matter
wotild not like to accep

ave even been worse off, fortu-
nately it is not. But if anybody
poses the situation like this:
Bangladesh could have even
been better off but unfortu-
nately it is not, would there be
any room for celebration? We
want gallons of water to drink,
not a glass of water would serve
the purpose although availabil-

ity of the latter could also be
considered as an achievenment.

many
t the ar- '
ﬁument that Bangladesh could |

Dhaka Day by Day

An Evening with

Film Makers

by Fayza

i “T"T' R

Panel discussion on films at Alliance Francaise.

Cafe "37°2 Betty Blue" was
bursting with both Bangla-
deshis and expatriates to its
seams. The atmosphere was
dimlit with small candles in-
terspersed on the white cane
tables. "Sanga". a blue drink,
was being served complemen-
tarily. Guitarist Rob West and
saxophonist James McLauren
Eiayed as speakers came to a
alt. On the panel of speakers
sat Tanwir Mukammal. Zainul
Aman. Amirul Kauser, [jaz
Khan Majlish and Uttam Guha.
The evening at the cafe at Al-
liance Francaise was dedicated
to discussing "Insight into Al-
ternative Film Making. "

Tanwir Mukammal was the
first speaker. He said that there
are 90 feature films a year.
Dwelling on the difference be-
tween the commercial and al-
ternative films he said. "The
alternative films are 16 mm
and made outside the FDC while
the commercial films are 35
mm and made inside the FDC.
The alternative films are
cheaper. They have the liberty
to distribute.”

Tanwir added, "We hire audi-
toriums. gave ads. in the paper.
Thousands come and we gel
funds. collecting money. Over
the last ten years the network is
expanding. We do not take in
film stars, for they only do
harm. They own a lot of the me-
dia and get the monopoly. We
like to work with the theatre
people. They have the commit-
ment and they give the time and
energy without money."

Anwar Hossain said, "Even
as there are individual persons.
so there are alternative minds.

Some heed Songs and dusites to!

please their minds. There are
moments you wart to be serious
and sensitive. As a protest, al-
ternative filmm makers create
films which deal with normal
human problems. Satayajit Rai
made 25 such films in the seri-
ous tone.”

Tanwir Mukammal added,
"The audience of the alternative
films are mostly middle class.

Steps to Correct Indian Economy

by Arun Ghosh

India would lose all the momentum of even the lopsided growth registered over the past two years. Thus,

the most urgent need is for a massive increase in public investment for the build-up of basic infrastructure.

is bleak, primarily because of
the failure of infrastructure in-
dustries to perform. For the
past six years, public invest-
ment for infrastructure devel-
opment has been on a steady
decline. Now even Dr Manmo-
han Singh says that he had
made a mistake in not provid-
ing adequate funds for the ex-
pansion of power generation
capacity. Long and repeated
power cuts are now suffered
even by the otherwise privileged
residents of Delhi. It is signifi-
cant that Nagaland Chief Min-
ister, Mr. S C Jamir has come
out with the forceful statement
that "Liberalisation has been
disastrous for Nagaland" be-
cause nobody now cares for in-
frastructure development in
that (backward) State,

The result of the withdrawal
of public investment on infras-
tructure is thus both politically
and economically suicidal, be-
cause with tottering infrastruc-
ture, even Direct Foreign In-
vestment is likely to taper off.
India would lose all the mo-
mentum of even the lopsided
growth registered over the past
two years. Thus, today the most

urgent need is for a massive in-
crease in public investment for
the build-up of basic infrastruc-
ture.

Simultaneously. there is
need for significant increases
in public expenditure on educa-
tion of health. The recent ten-
dency to privatise these essen-
tial elements of social infras-
tructure facilities caters to the
needs of only the rich, the elite,
and leaves out in the cold the
vast masses of the population.
If this trend persists, poverty
and ignorance would ict not
37 per cent of the population (as
today) but may be 50 or 60 per
cent of the population, in the
not too distant future. This is
not only unacceptable, it cannot
be sustained; and political
upheavals could then destroy
the country.

Both the above considera-
tions point to the third essen-
tial need; namely, the need for
the mobilization of a signifi-
cant volume of additional re-
sources for social and economic
infrastructure development.
The fourth need today is the
careful management of the bal-
ance of payments.

Although the latest foreign
exchange reserves (as on 31
January, 1997) stood at $ 19.8
billion, the future scenario is
bleak. Our export growth has
been flagging, our industrial
production is getting to be in-
creasingly more import inten-
sive, and (according to the
Petroleum Ministry) oil im-
ports alone are expected to
touch $10 billion in 1997. This
is not sustainable. Careful
management of the foreign ex-
change would therefore have to
be an important task of the
budgetary exercise, so as to in-
crease investment in crucial ar-
eas and to discourage profligate
spending, and restore confi-
dence in the future of the Indian
economy.

The crucial point in the
above context is confidence —
confidence of both Indians and
foreigners in the stability and
growth of the Indian economy.
Again, such confidence can
come only from a firm control
over inflationary pressures,
and an assured long term
growth path based on steady
improvement in infrastructure.
Today, the focus of all invest-

ments — both domestic and for-
eign — is on the possibility of
quick capital gains, both from
Eurchasc of (undervalued) pub-
c assets and possible depreci-
ation of the exchange rate of the
rupee. (One should note in this
context the recent IMF estimate
of more than $100 billion — or
Rs 360000 crores — of Indian
funds stashed away abroad; and
a recent American study indi-
cates that during 1994 and
1995, capital flight from India
to the USA alone amounted to
between S4 and 11 billion).

The most important need to-
day is to announce the rejection
of the substantive part of the
Fifth Pay Commission recom-
mendations (in regard to hikes
in salaries and perquisities of
senior officials), and, at the
same time, to reduce the expen-
diture on routine administra-
tion. The merger of depart-
ments, reduction of surplus
staff and their redeployment
where they are required, is one
part of the Pay Commission
recommendations that should
be quickly implemented. Dear-
ness allowances, increases — as
per past practice — should

It is a pity that we can't reach
the downtrodden. Technicall

our products are not so ¢ ;
When the puPular:f: is sup-
pressed, They feel they can ex-
Frtss their feelings in short
ilms.”

There were excerpts the
films of "The Fading Wild Or-
chid.” "Ochin Pakhee”, "Termi-
nating Numbers in the Human
Body" and "Begum Rokeya'.

E:f}az Khan Majlish. speaking
in particular about his produc-
tion of "The Fading Wild Or-
chid" said. "We had to finance
ourselves. this is an old issue.
We had to take the initiative
ourselves. The Kaptai Dam did
not do what we expected it to do.
We laced problems when we
weill 1o interview, People were
fiesitant to give interviews.
This film was economical and
was well a{ppreﬂated abroad.”

Aminul Islam put in, "In
short films you get back some of
the money but in documentary
there are no such rewards."

Ms France Lesnier. who or-
ganised the evening of films
and talk at the Alliance Fran-

caise cafe said, "Direct dia-
logues are important in
Bangladesh. The 'platform’

helps to make people known.
This evening was to make peo-
ple meet. This was also to make
people used to French ways of
open discussion while gaining
knowledge on Bangladeshi cul-
ture. The provocative films
make you think. We do not
know if this ‘platform’ will
work. This is just the begin-
ning. We hope to cultivate our
public.”

The evening was a pleasant

'} oné though crowded and warmg

This was one way to relax. meet

eople and increase one's
Ennwlcdge. while having a cool
drink. Usually students alone
come to the cafe. Here outsiders
were welcomed and they had an
entertaining time watching ex-
cerpts from successful alterna-
tive films. One wonders how
successful the other "platforms”
will be.

meanwhile continue.

At the same time, the olive
branch held out by Prime Min-
ister Nawaz Sharii of Pakistan
should be grasped firmly; and
the advice of hawks in the Insti-
tute of Defence Studies, rejected.
A beginning can be made by
unilateral resumption of easy
travel facilities, and of trade
and cultural exchanges. In the
Budget, both defence and inter-
nal security expenditures
should be actually lowered, and
certainly not increased.

At the same time, there is
need to lower of the interest
rate. In the 1996-97 Budget, in-
terest payments alone were es-
timated to cost Rs 60000 crores,
and preliminary forecasts indi-
cate this figures to go up to Rs
80000 crores next year. The
Government of India has been
borrowing at rates varying
from 13 to 14 per cent per an-
num. This is absurd; even if the
rate of inflation remains at 7
per cent, the Government bor-
rowing rate cannot and should
not be any higher than 10 per
cent; and only a drastic reduc-
tion in the structure of interest
rates would achieve this, and
reduce the burden of interest
payments. Incidentally, that
would also give a boost to in-
vestment in both agriculture
and industry. Mandira

The writer is a former Mem-
ber of Planning Commission.

Sir, The workability of
SAARC is now being increas-
ingly questioned by some of the
member-nations. First, the
Ganges accord between India
and Bangladesh came on a bi-
lateral basis, although the
mighty river flows through
more than two countries, and
falls into the sea via the large
delta in Bangladesh. Then came
the eastern sub-regional idea,
now sought to be formalised
through formal meetings, start-
ing with the coming foreign
ministers' conference of on
the four nations, not of all
members. The latest news is
Nepal's moot to link itself more
closely with the ASEAN devel-
oped members at high level.

Meanwhile, a US govern-
ment spokesman, at a Dhaka
press conference, was reported
to have ruled out the possibility
of United States suprorung any
SAARC sub-regional organisa-
tion, but may support chosen

aspects of sub-regional coopera-
tion. This diplomatic hair-
splitting cannot be ignored, as
it reflects the direction of US
foreign policy in Asia.

As known to all, the bug in
SAARC is the traditionally sour
Indo-Pak relations, lingerin
since British India was divide
in 1947. So for all purposes, the
west limb of SAARC is in limbo,
and smaller members such as
Bangladesh and Nepal are
scl]utﬁgiing to extract more out
of the SAARC institution lo
move ahead with the national
development efforts, with the
friendly cooperation of the
neighbours across the borders.
Big India is exercising her op-
tions.

In the SAARC exercise, the
role of Myanmar, however di-
rect or indirect, is yet missing,
depending on the mood of the
superpower /s, who control the
strings of international puppet
dances. The US foreign policy
during the coming months can
be guesstimated on the basis of
the recent state of the Union
message by the President.

One thing is clear, the global
spotlight will be on Myanmar
sooner or later, because the
western philosophy is at odds
with Myanmar's philosophy,
regardless of sovereignty rights
of nations (leaked report: US
may use force in foreign coun-
tries to extract terrorists, etc).
Bangladesh, so close to
Myanmar, cannot be indiffer-
ent to international implica-
tions on her eastern borders
(the Indian border is also on the
East); and should be doing her
home work diligently.

SAARC is stirring, and
Bangladesh is getting in the
thick of it, like it or not. As for
Pakistan, it remains to be seen
what difference the new gov-
ernment in Pakistan would
have on the SAARC stance. The
next moves on the chess board
would be watched with interest
by the international and re-
gional observers., especially
when the Opposition is not in-
clined to toe the official line on
SAARC sub-regional moot.

A Husnain
Dhaka

What is happening in
the power sector?

Sir, 1 am deeply upset by
hearing about the sufferings of
our ple caused by the crisis
ol electricity in our country. ]
just can't believe that in Chit
tagong, electricity remains only
for three hours out of twenty-
four! How can it be possible?
How has the situation come to
such a ?

In the past, in our country,
the situation was not so bad. |
can't imagine why suddenly it
has become so. When other
countries are going up in every
sphere, il seems we are going
dowr.

Why is the government not
taking necessary steps to bring
the situation to normal? We
know that in our country a huge
amount ol money is being
wasted upon many unnecessary
projects. Bangladesh Televi
sion's Chittagong centre is a
worthwhile example. 1 think
the government should stop
wasting money on these sorts of

projects and use them on those
which are essential to a healthy
and secure living.

In the last two months, I
have not seen power failure for
a single second in America. |
teel very sad thinking how our
people are suffering and our
economy is affected by the er
ratic supply ol power.

The government must take
utmost efforts to bring the situ-
ation to normalcy. But taking
any step to import electricity
from another country is out of
the question, it will only ruin
our country. We must set up new
power stations and bring the ex
isting ones to working condi
tion.

Nur Jahan
Connecticut. USA,

Agri-education
Sir, Following the authori
ty's decision to withdraw Agri-
cultural Education’ as a com-
pulsory subject from the SSC
curriculum, certain schools —
as it has been leamt — are going

to cease the provision of taking
Agricultural Education as an

optional subject by the inter-
ested students at the SSC level.

It is not clear to us as to why
the authorities have withdrawn
Agricultural Education as a
compulsory subject from the
SSC course. But this was made
compulsory on the recommen-
dation by the national experts
considering the practical im-
portance of studying Agricul-
tural Education at the sec-
ondary level in the agro-based
Bangladesh The concept was
that, after passing SSC exam,
those who would not be able to
go for further education plus
drop-outs at the S5C level
would take up farming occupa
tion to form a qualified farm-
ing community and would en-
sure modernisation and devel-
opment of Bangladesh s major
industry and economicbase —
Agriculture

Would the authorities con-
cerned please review their deci
sion on the above mentioned
matter?
M Zahidul Haque
BAI. Sher e Bangla Nagar
Dhaka-1207



