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Ban on TUs

Our highest commendation to the work done by

the Task Force on Trade Unions in the Banking

Sector. And we lend full support to the useful set of

recommendations it has submitted to the Finance
Minister within a pleasantly short span of time —

| a little over six months.
Never before the vicious role of degenerated

trade unions was so thoroughly exposed as has
been done by the Task Force with incontrovertible
factual details. Their octopus-like grip around the
respiratorial tract of the banking system has
grown over the long haul with a common thread of
pampering them into spoilt children running
through governments since the inception of
Bangladesh. Professional trade unionism thriving
on conventional political patronage turned out to
be chameleon — even worse than the earlier ver-
sion — during the military or semi-military
regimes. Even the vestigial moorings to principled
trade unionism as part of political philosophies
thus got cut off. The trend is continuing to this day.

The purpose of the TUs should have been the wel-
fare of the employees and not the personal well-be-
ing of their office bearers. So, we are for a workers'
representative structure, that is compatible with
the designated role of the TUs, not an inch beyond

that.
It would be ideal under the present circum-

stances to weed out the TU culture by completely
banning it from the scene. Short of that, for prag-
matic political reasons, the TU Task Force has
recommended an alternative route to reaching that
goal of disciplining the banking sector by adopting
a gradualistic approach. Initially, there ought to be
a three-year moratorium on TU activities, by
declaring the NCBs as an emergency service sector.
i This is to get the necessary respite and ambience
for refashioning the TUs in a way that they are not
only defanged but also revitalised in a new form
with a positive content.

Since this government made bold to form the
Task Force in the first place, it should not be found
wanting in political courage to implement its rec-
ommendations. Not a day be lost in initiating the
process of ridding the nationalised banking sector
of pernicious trade unionism.

This Himalayan Backlog

The courts of law in the country are pressed
down by a backlog of 700 thousand undisposed of
cases. At the Supreme Court level alone there are
about 87 thousand unresolved cases. This is a
maddening situation. The Herculean augean stable
was a far easier job to clean up. How many years
the forty-odd high court judges would take to clear
up this load of 87 thousand? If the per capita output
is a fantastic 40 cases a year it would take them 54
years. It is highly likely that by the time these
would be finished, cases about double this tremen-
dous load would pile up. There must be a way out of
this situation of reducing.the .state's insurance of
justice to all to such a mindless farce.

The less said about the district and lower courts
the better. As they are, these courts resemble asy-
lums if not shambles. The inner reality of a 6.67
lakh pile of cases pending with these courts would

push all sane people into the realm of the unreal
and irrational. When wise people said justice de-
layed is justice denied, they did not know what that
delay would amount to in Bangladesh. The moun-
tainous backlog has robbed Bangladesh's system of
justice of all meaning.

What remains of a state if justice is thus
marginalised? From the emergence of the first
states, the arrogation of coercive powers to itself
was justified by a gurantee of justice. The highest
form of state and governance — democracy — is
wholly negated in the virtual absence of justice our
judicial backlogs amount to. This huge and unjust
piling up of cases is naturally a case of exponential
accumulation over the years. Each successive gov-
ernment since the exit of British colonialism
brushed aside the growing needs of judicial expan-
sion. For about three decades the strength uﬁ:ihe
judicial manpower stool still. Incredible!

Law Minister Abdul Matin Khasru is an emi-
nently sensible man. He knows the problem and
believes that his government is all for doing some-
thing positive about it. But he seems not to have
done his arithmetic right. Forced with that big a
challenge he must start thinking big and convinc-
ing his leader and the colleagues that radical mea-
sures are needed here. Like doubling the capacity of
the Supreme Court and tripling the whole judicial
manpower before the end of the present term of the
government. And setting up cells to sift backlog
material and dispense with them in some sum-
mary manner acceptable to all.

Make it Public

Nearly seven months after the Magurchhara
blow-out, information filters out in trickle that
design flaws in drilling led to the disaster at the
gas exploration site in the north eastern part of the
country. A report in Thursday's issue of The Daily
Star while referring to the probe committee’s re-
port on the June 15 explosion informed us of this.
An independent fact finding mission’s report,
based on the data recorded 24 hours before the
blow-out, also pointed out that the catastrophe
gz:_?l;rplacﬂ not by chance but by avoidable human

Our question is why so late and why so fr en-
tary? Before we can go the whole hog i'?; backing the
government for full compensation from Occiden-
tal, the operating company, we need to know all the
contents of the report. It is for its own interest and
a commitment to democratic norm that the gov-
ernment should make the report public. Its claim
for compensation would be richer for conviction if
it carries the weight of public understanding and
demand.

The inquiry committee had completed the re-
ort within two and a half months of the incident.
t was then submitted to the government Septem-

ber last. Since then it has been lying idly with the
authorities, with little or no sign uF governmental
activism. It should be remembered here that
Magurchhara is not a mono-dimensional disaster.
It has, as the report says, caused at environmen-
tal disaster too. All these aspects have to come un-
der the purview of any appraisal for compensation.
And for that the report has to come out in full. We
urge the government to divulge the report in its to-

tality . _I
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Spectre that Haunts the

Banking Sector
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sector and, second, to arrest any future loan defaults. And both of these to happen require straight

Task Force (TF)

constituted to delve d
into the trade union/CBA
activities in the hankinﬁ seclor
unveiled the spectre inhibiting
the healthy growth of the
sector. It may be noted here that
the TF was formed against the
backdrop of Reports hovering
around El'lﬂ.l'ch{ in the sector,
especially in the light of the
recent rumpus in Bangladesh
Bank.

The most shivery news that
the report annexed (vide the
Dainik Sangbad, 24-10-97) is
about a CBA leader. His sala
is only Tk 4000 a mont
(almost a poverty level income),
"Poor” though, he ricdes a luxury
AC car, moves with mobile

hone. From 6-8-1995 to 21-4-

997 (21 months) he managed
about Tk 22 lakh and deposited
in a branch of his bank. And
most of it has been deposited in
cash! Reportedly, he drew taka
one lakh on average per month.
The report further contends
that some of the trade union
leaders refuse to go up the lad-
der by accepting promotions.
They tend to refuse the offer in
writing. The economics is sim-
ple: trade unionism is more
profitable and also powerful
than getting promotion.

Information collected from
eight banks appear to show that
of the total staff in banks. 30
per cent do not do any work
whatsoever. Some way or the
other, those taking ‘french
leave’ are connected with trade
union activities. Bank wise, the
proportions of not doing duties
are as follow: Bangladesh Bank
(22 per cent), Sonali Bank (89
per cent), Janata Bank (24 per
cent). Krishi Bank (30 per cent).
While existing laws tend to re-
spect union or CBA activities

T HE recent report of the

COarOnt Viepe.

disconcertingly, they do not re-
spect laws. "Even with regard to
promotion and transfer at offi-
cial levels, which is not under
their (CBA) purview, they (CBA
leaders) intervene and coerce
the mana%:ment. In such cases,
they take bribe ranging from Tk
5, to Tk 20,000 from the of-
ficial concerned.” (The Daily
Star, 18 May 1997). An enquiry
into the activities of NCBs show
that CBAs administer parallel
administration. For example,
according to prevailing laws,
unl&r Bpr:sid:ntn and secretaries
of CBAs cannot be transferred.
But they managd to distribute

assaulted executive director and
general manager to face a dis-
missal. But the next govern-
ment reinstated him and the
Pree.ldent of the country himsell
ntroduced the "hero” as his
"younger brother” in a public
meeting.

While the formation of the
TF and preparation of the re-

rt in due time deserve special
hanks, one could only expect
the recommendations of the TF
are sincerely considered by the
government. A total of 18 valu-
able suggestions are ded in
the report which, if duly con-
sidered and implemented, could

Beneath the Surface

by Abdul Bayes

the grfAl—vﬂeg: to all the members
of C

By and large, the findings of
the report sharply point to
the spectres that haunt the vital
sector to disturb smooth flow of
financial blood in the body of
the economy. Corruption. ir-
regularities and display ol
muscle power tend to be the or-
der of the day. Whereas, no ac-
tion could be taken against
them. Further, anarchy, bribe,
shouting in premises have be-
come a "culture” in the arena of
our banking sector. The man-
agement is so helpless that they
dare not touch the hair of those
involved lest they are treated as
tactless and transferred else-
where by top brass. To substan-
tiate this premise, the TF report
cites one example. A trade
union leader once physically

save a lot of the rot.

The basic problem in taking
the evils to task is political pa-
tronisation. Whether in power
or not. the political es use
these unions and C for their
political gains. The union lead-
ers or CBAs also tend to change
political colours with the
change of government. This is,
we think, a sheer trading of na-
tional interests in pursuance of
narrow political ends. We can
only hope that both govern-
ment and opposition leaders
should discuss this report in
and outside the Parliament to
arrive at a consensus. In the
name of democratic rights and
voice of the poor, the activities
of the union and CBAs appear to
have taken hostage the whole
banking sector.

Another spectre in our bank-

ing sector is loan defaults. The
latest information on this
count tend to show that about
83 per cent of the total indus-
trial loan disbursed by the
Bangladesh Shilpa Rin
Sangstha (BSRS) is defaulted
(Bhorer Kagoj, 26 Februa
1998). So much have been sai
over the years about defaults
and defaulters that any com-
ment on this would sound mere
tition. However, we are glad
to note that there has been some
progress in getting back some of
them. One can only relate the
above mentioned union/CBA
activities with loan defaults
also. The union/CBA leaders, in
collusion with high ups. mman-
aged tt:_rr%ct through some of the
loans. They also manage to t
their "Feoplc“ at the helm an?-
{;lc:rq =i the banks to get the job
ne.

The present imperatives are,
therefore, to contain the high-
handedness of the unions and
CBAs in the banking sector and
second, to arrest any future
loan defaults. Both of these to
happen require three clear-cut
steps : (a) a political commit-
ment on the gart of both gov-
ernment and opposition to
shun unionism in ks and to
that effect, initiate laws and
regulations; (b) stop giving po-
litical shelter to those involved
with such activities and (c)
delink union and CBA from po-
litical colours i.e. no union or
CBA (if at all they are allowed to
operate) should use the name of
any political party or political
leader. To face the spectre
haunting the baking sector, it is
not only the government which
should be asked to do the job.
but it is we who should ask the
government to do the job and
extend our support.

Instruments of Ill, and

Other Frivolities

All I know is that gossip is an act of will. I know that though gossip often comes from harmless chatter, it can
— and it usually always ends up — harming its victims more than it helps its perpetrators. I also know that
gossip has become an insidious, almost everyday occurrence in our lives — so common, in fact, that some peo-
ple might even fault me for discussing the subject on the "august"” editorial pages of this serious newspaper.

But when to mischief mor-
tals bend their will,

How soon they find fit in-
struments of ill!

The Rape of the Lock,

“ Ty i

T is' exceedingly tempting;

that is part of the problem.

"Have you heard the lat-
est...?” asks the voice on the
telephone. It is, typically, a sac-
charine-sweet voice and a tone
casual enough to be titillating.
(I always fall for the tone.)

I'm usy,ajynu want to say at
first. [ actually don't have time
to gossip. It's wrong to gossip.

"You'll never believe this,”
the saccharine-sweet voice
says, softly.

Really. Why not, it can't be
that scandalous. What have
they done now.

‘1 don't know if I ought to tell
you. Maybe you're right. It's
wrong to gossip,” Ms Saccha-
rine suggests casually.

And you're hooked. You put
your calls on hold, tell your sec-
retary to buzz off, shut the door
and bury yourself in yet another
exciting episode of the latest
muck which the rumour mills
of Dhaka's elite circles are
churning out for genteel
consumption,

No. | don't believe you. Re-
ally. Is that what happened. I
mean, who told you no, not her,
how did she hear about it..? Oh,
| see, he told her and she told
him and he told her and she
told her and she told you. Yes,
Quite right. That's right from
the horse's mouth. Really. | am
shocked.

"Don't tell anyone, you must
romise me absolutely." Ms
accharine murmurs. (She

knows you know she doesn't ex-
pect you to keep it to yourself )

Your lips sealed, you
promise her solemnly. (Which
means you'll spill the beans at
the first opportunity.)

"Tell me, tell me! What did
you hear...?" demands this
other woman at a social event
the next day. You might call her
a friend though she could also,
on occasion, pass as your en-
emy, if you get my meaning,

Quite apart from which
chaeleon like characteristic,
she has am vnmhiealthy euriosity

that could kill entire colonies
of cats in one day.

two of you to add, rein-
force, embellish and legitimise
a tale of frivolous facts and
petty insecurities that have the
potential to dent if not actually
damage the objects of your in-
terest.

Potential, yes. But does ﬁ:rs
sip do any real harm, | wonder.
When | am being flippant
(which is often) I trot out one of
my favourite lines on the sub-
ject: "There is only one thing in
the world worse than being

YE;J' you tell, her:iw]l::al ¥Qu
0 ele .
Tk i 3
heard from ' *h
you proceed

nocent people's private lives?”

No. It is always based on un-
confirmed allegations about
someone, and it is always stated
behind their back. It's like say-
ing that someone is a thief, or a
bad person, or is doing sope-
lhing terrible without actiy:
aving ‘proof. People often*be-
lieve gossip — they say, where
there is smoke, there is fire. So
you have to be careful what you
repeat and what you believe
about other people.

“"Why do people gossip?”

- I l;lgluc'ﬁﬁ u-r;tiu:-u‘ they don't
€ Lhe person they are gossi
ing about. Or because gndmg't
have ethics. Maybe, people don't
know they are gossiping, when

Lhey are gossi :
you gogsjkll:tg)' he asked af-

ter a few moiments.

B Almas Zakiuddin

talked about. and that is not be-
ing talked about.” wrote Oscar
Wilde. .

People usually laugh when |
quote Wilde to them, just as
they also laugh about. and
laugh off gossip, as though the
practice of ill-will through
anonymous, seemingly idle
chatter, supposedly the particu-
lar pastime of women with
nothing better to do in life, is
all a big joke. But is it.

"What's gossip,” my son once
asked me. He was about 13 years
old at the time.

Gussig is repeating silly,
trivial things, things whic
don't matter. Frivolous fan-
tasies,

"So gossip is harmless?”

Not really. It can be danger-
ous, If ggu‘re repeating some-
thing about a person's private
life, for instance, something
which isn't true, it could lead to
other people getting hurt, to a
scandal, and that can harm a
lot of innocent people.

"Is gossip always about in-

Never. | never gossip.
"But when you talkgd to Be-
linda Auntie about Auntie Ag-
ie's problems with her hus-
rand use he is carrying on
with his secretary you said it
was a scandal and I heard you
repeat it all later when Auntie
Glenda came over and she said
she had heard it already from
Uncle Larkin, and father said
later he had heard the scandal
too, so wasn't that gossip..?"
My son looked me straight
in the eyes, a hint of an accusa-
tion lurking in his. Children

can be quite tiresome, can't
they. So | pulled rank on him,
what else. When your children

have you cornered, that is the
only way out.
ou are not sup to lis-
ten to grown-ups talking, I ad-
monished him, He stared right
back at me, tne cheeky fellow.
Eyes clear and honest, chiding
me silently for being a gossip —
and a liar.
Okay. | crumbled, as I always
do with my children. 1 admitted

. Mhq are dishor
ew qunEatlkg %ﬂf&a

it. | gossip — but only some-
times. My son's face went funny
for a few moments, then he

tened up. (Given the choice,
| believe children prefer parents
who are honest but fla

what Hﬁs”“nanyigg'

your secretary mean!) eventu-
ally lnaigﬁ interest in the sub-
ject as c usually do when
you tell them the truth.

"lilut his questions haunt me,
sLill.

They haunt me because last
week [ noticed a face at a ;
It was a pinched face, with ter-
ribly hard eyes and lips drawn
back in an ugly sneer.

"She's the one. Bad mouths
everyone, even you. Doesn't stop
gossiping," whispered (a differ-
ent) Ms Saccharine in my ear. A
few moments later., when
Pinched Face canie up to us, Ms

Saccharine hugged and kissed -

her and said the most flattering
things to her, and about her. |
smiled sweetly too.

It is scary to admit that you
are part of the hypocrisy which
feeds the rumour mill, too. You
might think you don't hav: a
choice. Or that your particular
variety of gossip is harmless,
but who is to know for sure. I,
certainly, don't have the an-
swers

All I know is that gossip is
an act of will. I know that
though gossip often comes from
harmless chatter, it can — and
it usually always ends up —
harming its victims more than
it helps its perpetrators. [ also
know that gossip has become an
insidious, almost everyday oc-
currence in our lives — so com-
mon, in fact, that some people
might even fault me for £s-

cussing the subject on the "au-
gust’' editorial pages of this seri-
ous newspaper. But that is part

of the problem, isn't it.

You know something, I
think that is the problem — the
most difficult part of dealing
with gossip is to acknowledge
that is exists. Especially by
those who deny it the most.

—
——

The political drift
Sir, The standard of our pol-
itics is going down, as more and

more democracy is bei rac-
tised. It 11::'“."4:21]9.}Ir that ti?l%epis a
tough tester of character and
ideas. Our politics is veering
away from the noble objectives
trapped in the book of constitu-
tion, which has been kept
locked in a secure place, and tﬂe
key has been mislaid.

The custodians are lost in
the political traffic jams. The
traffic lights are out of order.
The right of way is self-en-
forced. The lane-changing virus
has entered the sacred precinct
of the Jatiya Sangsad. The
Speaker is speechless at the
moments sorting out two
knotty cases of 'consensus' or
desertion.

All this changing of the floor
is for the love of the mute
masses. We are feeling the
strain of this overbearing af-
fection for two generations; but
the donkey's load is never light-
ened — or, enlightened.

We seek salvation through
our leaders, but unluckily, they

=

——

=

—

need salvaginF.

| end recalling a mystic Urdu
couplet which reads: "planning
for the next 100 years, without
knowing the morrow’s fate".

AZ
Dhaka.

Hoping for a
clean city?

Sir, Spruce and vegetate ter-
ritory is our long cherished
dream. "It's a great aspiration”
one can argue and say, how
could it be possible? But m
opinion is ditferent from them.

though having been a sick
country's inhabitants, if we try,
cooperate and co-act with the
government which is taking
some pragmatic steps after as-
suming the throne, we can get "a
country of cleanliness",

But lots of negligence and
sluggish doctrine have taken
root in our minds. One can
again argue that it's only the
duty of our t, because
we %ut them to power. Well no
doubt, when someone violates
the rule, it's the duty of the gov-

—

ernunent to punish the person.
But, what if it is the other way
round...?

Md Shammi Shafi
A-459 Khilgaon
Tilpapara, Dhaka

How much land does
a man require?

Sir, A gruesome incident
took place at Sharafshata of
Rangunia in Chittagong which
was reported in many newspa-
Eera on February 12, '98. Four

rothers when went to lake pos-
session of their land were at-
tacked by their uncle and
cousins with axes, daos and
other lethal weapons, as a re-
sult three brothers died on the
spot and one was seriously in-
jured. It is so cruel that one has
t:;jgaup with horror and disbe-
Hy wi]] don't knug how the fam-
bear such a tragedy — i

is too shocking. t

II!.'I_l‘nmali:u.:;rﬂ‘:-l grecdl for land
an roperty perplexes me,
wea!tg amaaeecrchypunacrupu-
lous ways will never bring hap-

==

piness, one will have to pay for
it some way or the other.

In this context a story which
| read many years ago came to
my mind.

After being shown a vast and
beautiful land a man was told
that he could become the owner
of the land which he could cover
up by walking from sunrise to
sunset, but there is one condi-
tion, he must return to the
starting point before sunset.
The man started walking at sun
rise but he became so greedy
that he walked on and on, when
at last he looked upon the sky
he realized that there was not
much time left for the sunset
and he was far away from the
starting point. He started to run
but it was a futile effort, from
sheer exhaustion he dropped

dn:n dead before reaching the
goal.

Alter that he needed only the
small space to bury him. The
story was named l:.{h:w.n.a' much
land does a man require’.

Nur Jahan
East Nasirabad, Chittagong.

A Triumph of Iraq’s
Diplomacy

by Barrister Harun ur Rashid

Iraq has diminished the influence of US and
UNSCOM, introduced non-specialists to be added to
UNSCOM teams investigating Iraq’s presidential
sites and actively involved the UN Secretary Gene

___in expediting thelm 1 nfmnmicmtiana.

HE Agreement brokered

by UN Secretary General

with the Iraqi Leadershi
on Februal?' 23, 1998 appe
to be one of the finest moments
for Iraqi diplomacy. Though
the deal opens the suspected
chemical and biological
weapon sites to unfettered
inspection, the role of the
United Nations Special
Commission (UNSCO has

been diminished by the terms of

the deal. The UN experts now
would be accompanied by
diplomats representing the five
Security Council members —
Britain, China, France, Russia
and the United States. This
would imply that the style of
inspections by UNSCOM lid by
Mr. Richard Buttler will un-
dergo a change in a significant
way. The gung-ho approach by
UNSCOM is now over. A more
moderate and sensitive ap-
proach would be replaced by a *
search and destroy mentality”
of the inspectors.

Iraq wanted to end the in-
spections by UNSCOM. They
believe that after seven years
UNSCOM should complete the
job and economic sanctions
should be lifted. Iraq believes
that the inspection teams work
for the US and its intelligence..
Russia, China and France ap-
pear to take the view that the
inspections by UNSCOM should
not continue for ever.

The deal is essentially the
agreement of Iraq to the unfet-
tered access of inspection
teams to locations what has
been defined as eight
“presidential sites”. This
Agreement does not apparently
address the issue of other presi-
dential properties not amon
the eight listed by Baghdad.
Iraq could have th this
position with the envoy of Rus-
;i% ;‘?n'?h France. But it giéd not.

ere a s to be man
reasons for sucg: an approach. :

Irz{%wanted an agreement
with Secretary General Kofi
Annan and not with an envoy
representing a member of the
Security Council. The UN repre-
sents the international com-
munity and Iraq wanted to
demonstrate its respect to the
intgrnational community b
brokering a deal with the UN.
Furthermore Mr. Annan had
publicly s ted that the US
should avoid humiliating Iraq.
This statement reflected Mr.
Annan's- objectivity
trality on the issue. Prior to the
visit of the Secretary General,

Iraq made statements that the !

visit of the Secretary General
would be productive and useful
in diffusing the situation.

Iraq wanted to curb the in-

and neu-~

fluence of US and of the Chief
Inspector of UNSCOM through
the active role of the UN Secre-
tary General. Now the deal that
is made between the UN and
Iraq undermines the central
role of UNSCOM. Though Iraq
apparent] ve in on ints
. it is unli the UNSCOM will
return to where it was before
this crisis.

Once the UN Gen-
eral's office is actively associ-
ated with the inspections of the
sites, Iraq will have a much
more leverage than before to
initiate actions to lift the eco-
nomic sanctions. Already the
Secretary General was reported
to have said that though there
was no time-frame to end the
inspections, it is assumed that
there would be a reasonable
time to complete the inspec-
tions in Iraq.

Iraq's agreement with Mr.
Annan has boosted his profile
as he has successfully averted a

war in the Middle East. Obvi-
ously Mr. Annan is pleased
about it and I he would

take a more conciliatory ap-
proach to the inspections of
sites. Moreover, the UN Secre-
tary General is involved in ap-
Ermdng the sale of Iragi oil for

umanitarian reasons and had
successfully doubled the
aﬁmunt by the Security Coun-
cil.

The stand-off had also ex-
posed the double standard of US"

licy. Israel not only flouted

urity Council resolutions
but has in its I]}oss:salnn nu-
clear arsenal. US accepts the
conduct of Israel and the whole
Arab world realised acutely the
inconsistency of US policy in
the Middle East. No Arab coun-
try was willing this time to al-
low its territory to the US for
its military strikes against
Iraq. The popularity of Iraq
President had increased amo
the ordinary people in the Ar:g
world.

In my view
achieved its purpose through
this Agreement with the UN: it
has diminished the influence of
US and UNSCOM, introduced
non-specialists to be added to
UNSCOM teams investigating
Iraql's presidential sites and ac-
tively involved the UN Secre-
tary General in expediting the
lifting of economic sanctions.
The arguments of Russia, China
and France that UN actions
should not be based on the rec-,
omnmendations of Mr. Buttler)
have been further strengthened. |
It;is indeed: a gfeat:triumph’of'}
Iraq’'s diplomacy.

e writer is a former
Bangladesh Ambassador to the
LW ¥ GEI Em

Ira has
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In Defense of Economics

by Munir Quddus

Economists try to measure
economic progress objectively.
One of the several measures of
economic well-being is known
as the %:'nss domestic product
(GDP) that roughly measures
the total market value of all
goods and services produced in

the country over a . In 1996
the GDP in Bang] h was 32.1
billionn dollars up from 14.3

viton  dollars Iin 1975
{(Bangladesh: Annual Economic
Update, 1997; The World Bank).
This is an inflation-adjusted
increase of 124.5 per cent in
roughly twenty years. Does this
indicate that the nation in 1996
is more than twice as better off
than it was in 1975? Or that the
standard of living in
Bangladesh has more than dou-
bled over this period? No. First,
it is not just income that has
increa over the period but
also has the population.
Specifically over this pe-
riod, Bangladesh has grown by
adding a net of 43 ion citi-
zens to its population, increas-
ing from 75 million to 118 mil-
lion, a 57 per cent increase.
Therefore, the per capita in-
come or the standard of living
on average has increased by
much less than the increase in
total income. Nevertheless,
compared to 1975 the per capita
inflation-adjusted income has

risen to $260 in 1996. Does this
mean that eve citizen in
Bangladesh has benefited? Of
course not.

This is an average measure
and fails to account for the dis-
tribution of income. Many mil-
lions of individuals or even
large groups within the total
population may have suffered a
decline in their living stan-
dards. The average must be in-
terpreted with care. If you don't
know how to swim and I tell you
the average depth of this river is
one foot, should you attempt to
wade through the river? Better
not. The average depth does not
reveal that the river could be
twenty-feet deep at places.
Again, economic welfare is not
necessarily the same as general
welfare.

Besides these qualifications,
a good economist will also tell

u that there are other prob-
ems with the GDP measure. Us-
ing these indicators to compare
across nations with iffer-
el price regimes would be care-
less. Having said all this, objec-
tively speaking, the total in-
come (size of the pie) as well as
the income per person in
Iilgn ladesh has increased since

The conditions Sabrina
Rashid is referring to is best

explained by changes in in-
equalitly or the distribution of
income and wealth in the coun-
try. Rising per capita income
and even wealth is perfectly
consistent with an increasing
number of poor households.

A simple example: Suppose
in a community there were 100

ple in 1975 with 70 per cent

elow the poverty line. This
means 70 people were r in
1975. Today. if in the same
communi ere are 200 people
with only per cent poor, than
in some sense poverty has de-
creased (70 per cent to 50 tg;r
cent of the community, and that
!ndicat;mmgmss] but on the
other h the number of poor
have also increased from 70 to
100! But notice these numbers
also indicate that in this h
thetical community the num
of non-poor have also increased
from 30 to 100. Whether this is
progress or not becomes a
somewhat philosophical ques-
tion — whether the glass is half-
full or half-empty.

Sabrina Rashid asks in ex-
asperation why can't the bril-
liant economists solve our
problems (in slightly different
words?).

My retort: Why can't all the

ood medical doctors in
ngladesh like herself cure the
sick in the country? She will
agree that there are more sick
people in Bangladesh today
than in 1975. As a physician,
she knows that a doctor can di-
agnose the illness (if at all the
patient comes to the hospital,
and millions are unable to do
so}, but they cannot cure the ill-
ness. That to some extent de-
pends on the patient. Whether
or not the sick can afford the
medicine; and whether or not
the sick accepts the doctors ad-
vice and takes the medicine on
time and as told.

The economy is as complex
and as frustrating as humans.
Just di the decease and
prescribing the medicine will
not cure the sick economy. Ac-
cording to Douglas North, a No-
bel Prize winning economist,
the causes of the poverty of na-
tions and the solutions are
well-known. However, there
still remain many more r
nations and poor people than
rich nations and people. Why?
Because, the medicine
economists prescribe is not ac-
cepted the societies and their
leaders. rty is not mainl
an economic problem. Rather it

is a social and above all politi-

cal R:oblun
is is in response to some

of the issues raised in Dr Sab-
rina Rashid's January 29 letter.




