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MARTYA Sen's work on
famines is his best as an
economist. This masterly
investigation has exposed the
nature and working of some of
the cruellest processes of depri-
vation of man by man. It takes
some sense of humanism to do
rigorous research on a subject
of this nature and a commit-
ment, in an environment where
this kind of inquiry has not
been very popular among the es-
tablishments including the
economics establishment.
Amartya's work on famines is
comparable in its depth, com-
mitment and message with the
work on the famine of Bengal
by artist Zainul Abedin. For
this work alone Amartya de-
served the Nobel Prize much
earlier as many of his admirers
have been wanting and expect-
ing: but the Nobel Prize jury on
economics had not given us the
hope that one could claim this
prize working on such a 'sub-
versive' subject. On this ques-
tion of ideology of the Prize I
- have already written (The Daily
Star.24.0ct '98).
In Bangladesh we have seen
the post-flood famine in 1974,
and the flood this year has been
more severe. Thanks to en-
hanced resilience of our people
and all-round social awareness
including awareness of the me-
dia, we may not see quite a
famine this year. But people are
suffering beyond measure;
countless people are spending
their days without a full stom-
ach taking one meal a day; and
many are dying of acute under-
nourishment and related dis-
eases and may continue to do
so. The situation has evoked
wide response from among the
fortunate in the society by way
of coming to the assistance of
the flood victims. We the fortu-
nate do come to the assistance
of the distressed at times of ma-
jor calamities; but we separate
from them when 'normalcy’ re-
turns. and in fact become, with
the objective of enhancing our
own private fortunes, a party to,
or make compromises with, the
very structures and processes
that oppress or exploit the peo-

ple and deprive them of their
right to resources. This depriva-
tion, indeed, is one major rea-
son why during periods of natu-
ral calamities like the present
flood large sections of the peo-
ple get devastated — even if they
stand up by their resilience —
while others remain unscathed.
Amartya has consistently
talked of such deprivation and
resulting inequalities in soci-
ety, thus taking an explicitly
ethical position that lesser
economists have hesitated in
taking.

It may be enlightening to re-
flect on the ultimate form of
this deprivation. I do not know
how far Amartya has gone in
talking about deprivation of
Man by Man. for I have not read
all his writings; but I know that
Rabindranath Tagore has gone
very deep. | am drawing Tagore
in discussing Amartya because
Amartya had sat in Tagore's lap
when he was an infant, his
name was given by Tagore, and
in my judgment the depth of
Tagore's own socio-economic
thinking toward uplift of
mankind remains unsurpassed
to this day. Some of Tagore's
profoundest thoughts are zipped
in his songs which are not only
rated by some as his best poems
(c.[.5unil Gangopadhyay,.
"Chitto Pipashito Re".Desh., 27
Jan 1995) but also present some
of his deepest philosophies of
life and human relations. There
is one on pain and companion-
ship worthy of deep reflection:
"mamo dukhhero shadhono”,
(fulfillment of my pain). A
translation will always be in-
adequate; but let me try :

When I laid my pain at your
feet

to fulfil it,

the moment that had come
was lost.

Why couldn’t our union be
auspicated

by your tears ?

The feel was dry.

the flowers withered in the
heat of the day

amidst the apartness:

the lei could not be put round
your neck.
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by Md. Anisur Rahman

Amartya's winning the Nobel Prize is a very
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valuable event
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insofar as this will give,some strength to those

who are concerned with ethics in the discourses of economics and development, and this may add some weight
to the balance on the side of ethics. . . Rabindranath and Amartya Sen — let this trend of the Bengali Mind

Seemed | saw, for a moment,

pity in your eyes,

and that washed it alay.

Had you given me the gift of
your pain,

it would have come back to
you

as the fruit of paradise. _

The hapless had sought a
companion in her sorrow, to
share in a togetherness ; but she
got pity instead. This is how we
the fortunate treat people when
they are struck by major
calamities like floods and cy-
clones. We give them relief, with
pity in our eyes, and do not ex-
tend to them a hand of compan-
ionship in their suffering. This
is no more than giving charity
while our own ostentatious
living continues undiminished.
This, indeed, is the ultimate
form of deprivation of Man by
Man: even in times of the great-
est calamities they will get from
us not a hand of companionship
but a hand of charity in which
lies the greatest humiliation of
Man — to thus kneel down with
an extended hand to the giver,
even to be abused if there is in-
discipline while receiving relief
(during the famine of 1974 |
myself witnessed hungry people
in a gruel kitchen being liter-
ally whipped to discipline them
[see my discussion of the
Famine of 1974 in The Lost
Moment, UPL, 1993]). And the
irony is that with such relief
work it is the 'giver’ who gets the
glory of 'mobleness' while the
glory to the suffering people for
their heroic struggle to face
their disaster is denied — a great
deprivation and inequality
even in the recognition of re-
sponses to such disasters.

During our freedom struggle
many of our freedom fighters
had dreamt that the nation
would not thus fall apart, that
the war-devastated nation

would choose a path of shared

austerity to rebuild itself. That
did not happen: we rolled down
along a path of deprivation,
growing inequalities, and un-
equal distribution of suffering
and glory at times of major
calamities. In my assessment
the most inspiring social
movement this nation had after
independence was the Rangpur
Self-reliant Movement. While
Rangpur was the district worst
hit by the flood and famine of
1974, people of sixty villages
who formed this movement re-
jected relief and the gruel
kitchen completely, arranged
for respectable work for the dis-
tressed, established community
control over surplus foodstuff
in all households in the vil-
lages, and provided ‘entitle-
ment’ (to use Amartya's term) to
the distressed to at least one
meal a day against such hon-
ourable work. This preserved
the self-respect of all, even of
the most distressed;: and the
glory went both to the dis-
tressed as well as to the initia-
tors of this movement to give
‘exchange entitlement' to food
to the distressed.

And such entitlement was
not given by the "free market”
nor by the state none of which,
as Amartya has shown, is in-

terested or capable of giving
such [honourable} entitlement
to the needy at such hours: this
was given by the local commu-
nities initiating and adminis-
tering compulsory procurement
of surplus foodgrains , a third
sector on which Tagore had also
rested his hope for economic
management oriented to peo-
ple's welfare and to preserving
the dignity of the people.

The flood in Bangladesh this
year has been judged to be the
worst in this land in living
memory. A national austerity
drive to meet this disaster
would not have been an inap-
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propriate response. A time had
come to thus express solidarity
with the suffering people at
least at a time of a major
calamity. An experiment could
also be launched to entrust lo-
cal communities with the
command: of foodgrains avail-
able to each locality — perhaps
NGOs and the Grameen Bank
between themselves could have
worked as facilitators in such
an experiment. Instead, we the
fortunate have become active in
flood relief and assistance work

Efficient Relief Distribution: Cash or Kind?

LOODS. cyclones and
consequent reliefl
distribution has become a

permanent [eature of life in
Bangladesh. And therefore il is
extremely important that we
ask ourselves whether the
current mode of reliel dis-
Iribution is efficient. i.e.; is
lhf::::re any scope for improving
B

Anytime disaster hits any-
where in the world, the usual
response of other human beings
is to rush with relief materials,
such as food (typically canned
food). blankets, clothes, tents
and medicine. In a disaster like
earthquake — which is com-
pletely sudden and unpre-
dictable — there is no alterna-
tive lo employing professional
and well-trained teams for the
purpose of rescue, distribution
of relief and rehabilitation.

In the case of Bangladesh's
floods, the disaster is a slow
and a predictable process. Ac-
cordingly, there is very little
need for emergency and quick
reliel operations compared to
wha! would be needed in case of
earthquake or a wildfire. That
is why we find all sorts of peo-
ple getting involved in the relief
operations: people who are not
quite experienced in baking
breads or rowing boats get in-
volved in these activities.
Some people derive great joy
from participating in these ac-
tivities. Some would argue that
these activities create a sense of
parlicipation, promote empa-
thy and fellow feeling for the
sufferers.

Since I am not a social sci-
entist 1 cannot comment on
these social benefits. All | wish
to do is comment on the eco-
nomic cost and benefits of these
activities. I shall argue that
from an economic point of
view. These activities are waste-
ful compared to a much simpler
alternative: distributing relief
in kind instead of cash. My sug-

gestion is not new, this was sug- .

ested by many economists be-
ore including the recent Nobel
prize winner Professor A K Sen.
Although for economists, it
is easy to understand why cash
is superior to other forms of re-
lief. most le find this very
su?rlai even outrageous.
In fact. if I correctly remember
Professor Sen's comment he
made ten ﬁem a%: when he
came to Dhaka, BBC stopped °
taking interviews from him af-
ter he made the suggestion of

distributing cash among the
disaster-hil people.

To lain the economic ra-
tionale behind Sen's advice,
let's consider the value of time
of our Prime Minister. Accord-
ing to economic theory the
value of the time of a person is
measured by evaluating the
economic loss ated by this
person’'s absence from work. If
our Prime Minister is absent
from her work for one hour. we
can safely assume that the eco-
nomic loss is at least, say one
thousand taka. Similarly the
value of an hour of a managin
director of a multinationa
company would be no less than
five hundred taka. Now lets as-
sume that the PM and one MD
of a multinational compan
baked one hundred pita breads
(ruti) by spending one hour for
the flood affected. Ignoring all
the cost associated with PM and
the MD’'s travel (fuel. traffic
jam. security, entourage. media
contingent etc.), how much
value did they add for the soci-
+ ety? Did they cause more harms
or more good for the flood af-
fected

The value added by the 100
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Now lets assume that the PM and one MD of a multinational company baked one
hundred pita breads (ruti) by spending one hour for the flood affected. Ignoring all the
cost associated with PM and the MD's travel (fuel, traffic jam, security, entourage,

media contingent etc.), how

much value did they add for the society?
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NGO personnel distributing relief materials among flood victims in Pabna: A typical scenario now.

pieces of bread baked (the value
of labour) is no more than 100
taka. Therefore the sociely has
achieved a net loss of 1400 laka.
This is because if the PM and
the MD were busy with their
usual productive activities so-
ciety could have gained 1500
taka but now because they
baked bread instead the societ
ﬁnt only 100 taka. The flood-ai-
ected would have been helped
much more efficiently if these
two highly productive persons
would have devoted that valu-
able one hour in their normal
productive activities, had added
1500 taka value to the society
and have donated just 750 taka
in cash to the fl affected.

Many highly productive
ple have followed the Prime
inister's example of baking
bread. Highly productive firm
managers, high officials, stu-
dents, teachers, entrepreneurs
have devoted time in this low
Eroductlv: activity of baking
read. or buying medicine,
travelling long distances with
cloth and other goods. Lot of
companies have employed their
workforce, who are highly pro-
ductive in their own businesses
but inexperienced and ineffi-
cient in conducting relief activ-
ities in the production and dis-
tribution of relief goods. By do-
ing this they have not only

causer a net loss of national
outpiit, they have also con-
iribited to unemployment of
people whose Lime is lol less
valuable.

If instead of baking bread
highly productive people had
simply donated money people
whose opportunity cost of time
is lot less, such as a poor
housewife or a professional
baker, could have been em-
ployed in this job. By doing the
ob of distribution of relief in
ind instead of cash the more
ErﬂductWﬁ' people of the society
ave stolen the job of these poor

people without ever intending
to harm anybody

And what about the quality
of these hreads they have
baked? There have been man
complaints by the flood-al-
fected people in the shelters
that a lot of bread was not
baked properly and they could-
n't eat those.

Some people argue that in
our country most people are un-
employed in disguise and the
value of their time is very little
anyway. So. they argue, if some
students or even working people
devote some of their leisure
time in baking bread, there is
no loss. They also add that, if
the Prime Minister's token act
can motivate these people to
give voluntary service, that
would be a net benefit. A deeper
look would show why this rea-
sonable sounding argument is
not very tenable. First of all one
need to recognise the fact that
even the leisure time of students
and working people is valuable.
The fact that they have chosen
to enjoy leisure or study instead
of working by itself proves that
in their personal evaluation the
leisure time is more valuable
than that of a professional
baker.

During an cmErgencly. like
the flood altruistic peug have
the tendency to forget that their
time has other valuable uses.

The Prime Minister, by her
symbolic act, has simpr af-
firmed their wrong feelings.

The act of baking bread would
be more valuable than any
other activity only if there were
nobody else looking for this low
roductivity job. It is hard to
lieve that the floods create
such acute labour shortage to
justify the otherwise employed
ones to give their valuable time.
Moreover, the argument that
we have disguised unemploy-
menl and hence these activities
employ the Lruly unemployed is
not true Rigorous empirical
studies have consistiently
shown that there is no disguised
unemployment in countries
like ours. I do not think anyone

can convincingly argue that or-
ganising a large-scale cooking
or feeding operation requires
only the leisure hours of some
otherwise unemployable indi-
viduals.

Distribution of relief in kind
instead of cash has another
significant drawback. While
cash does not distort choice, re-
lief in the form of goods does
distort choice. For example,
suppose a family has a very sick
child desperately needing medi-
cal treatment, but the altruistic
individuals give them a dozen
of half-baked breads and two
saris. Now imagine how diffi-
cult would it be for this family
to find a drug store who will be
willing to give some medica-
tions in exc of those saris!
If cash was given to this family
they could either transport
themselves out of the flood-af-
fected area to go to a hospital
and pay for the medical treat-
ment and other associated re-
quirements. Giving cash does
not only broaden the choice set
of the flood-affected, it also
shows that we respect individ-
ual freedom; i.e.., we do not
wrongly assume that the donors
know more about the needs of
poor than the poor themselves.

Certainly there are circum-
stances in which cash would be
of no use or of little value. For
example remote areas, where
profit-seeking businesses are
not likely to deliver Fﬂﬂdﬂ be-
cause of high costs of transport
and communication. These
places are better served by relief
in kind. I would argue that this
type of circumstances is rela-
tively rare and should be han-
dled by professional relief
agencies like CARE, BRAC etc.
In these cases expertise is re-
quired because non-profes-
sional individuals do not have
the required expertise for iden-
tifying the needy, for determin-
ing the exact compeosition and
the gquantity of their needs, for
collecting and preparing the

needed materials, and for
transporting the needed mate-
rials and arranging proper de-
livery. For the more typically
flood-affected, living in non-
remote areas, such as people
who had taken shelter in the
.designated shelters in flood free
’ s. supply of cdsh would
nigke it easier for them tg buy
whatever they consider impor-
tant for themselves.
I believe that unless the
Blace: is extremely remote. if the
ood-affecled get an inflow of
cash, enterprising individuals
would create a regular traffic of
boats carrying essential items
for the flood-alfected. If enough
money were poured, even float-
ing bakeries, medicine stores
and floating clinics would be set
up by private initiatives. It is
true that the food and other ne-
cessities will be more expensive
in those distant places, but
those will be cheaper than
transporting commodities by
non-professionals. If the flood-
affected people find it cheaper
to bur the more nsive bread
locally compared to buying
bread by going to distant places,
floating bakers will have cus-
tomers. If these businesses do
not survivg flood-affected peo-
ple will start transportin
themselves to bring the need
items. These profit-seeking en-
ter?‘rises are likely to provide
high quality service at low cosis
because competition for profits
should resull in the survival of
e T h e AP RESELS: o
distributing reliel in kind in-
stead of cash is to prevent thefl.
While cash is easy to carry andl
distribute it is also very easy lo
steal. Specially the fnrei%n
donors have good reasons to be
concerned about the prospect of
their relief money being spent
otherwise. Similarly individ-
ual donors when giving money
to unknown individuals should
have good reasons to suspect
that the money will end ug
somewhere else. | agree wit
this concern and [ think it is
perfcctiy logical to donate relief
in the form of goods instead of
cash under these circum-
stances. My worry is that lots of
resources wastéd even when
there are no such concerns.

The last good reason I can
think of for donating relief in
kind is that :?u d can do-
nate their tiSed i that wbuld
fetch little’value in the market,
while they may be of great use to
the flood-affected. This is also
logical and 1 have no problem
with this ‘case. | would have
problem when | find people
spending their cash to buy
goods for the purpose of dona-
tion. | think I have shown that
this causes wastage of valuable
resources. | think 1 have also
shown that this wastage is
greatest when otherwise highl
productive people get involv
in not only buying goods but
also in producing goods for the
disaster-stricken.

Only now, long after Sen
have convincingly shown that
people die in famine not because
of shortage of food but because
of the lack of purchasing power
to buy, we find governments and
NGOs talking about entitl-
ement. | believe a day will come
when people will try to rise
above their emotional at-
tachment to the usual practice
of distributing relief in kind
and accept the more logical ap-
proach i.e., consider distribut-
ing cash before considering any
other form of relief.

The writer is Associate Pro-
fessor of Economics, East West
‘University - *

bindranath

relaining our own ostenlatious
life styles, failing to show a
deeper sense of solidarity with
the people. Just as we [ailed to
show such a sense of solidarity
in the task of rebuilding the na-
tion after our freedom struggle.
The thought of such national
austerity drive is not just a ro-
mantic dream. England devas-
tated by the Second World War
had lunched such a drive, and
even the Queen's personal con-
sumption of food was tightly ra-
tioned (two eggs a week).
Perhaps because we are a
poor nation, when we taste lux-
ury we cannot give it up, even
temporarily. But in the result-
ing show of inequality and the
concomitant deprivation lies a
source of the growing crimes
and lawlessness that we are
alarmingly witnessing in our
social life; this is not a result
only of an absence of the rule of
law with which most concerned
thinkers seem to be preoccupied
— it will not be possible to ar-
rest this trend just by tighten-
ing the rule of law without
bringing down social depriva-
tion and inequalities to an ac-
ceptable level. We have seen,
during our liberation war when
people of all classes and from
all walks of life had joined
hands as comrades and gone
through the great hardship of

life lnﬁelher, hhow even ‘crimi-
nals” had become transformed

to show the best of them. On
this we may remember Kahlil
Gibran's unparalleled line on
good and evil: "What is evil but
good tortured ...?"

Encouraged by Amartya Sen

il

winning the Nobel Prize some
colleagues have asked me if dis-
courses and policies in devel-
opment will not now turn to-
ward people's welfare, if not as
far as Tagore went but at least
some way ? | am unable to hope
that this will happen. I am un-
able to hope that even in the
mainstream development eco-
nomics such a turn will take
place. There is a fulfilment in
lecturing in classes and semi-
nars and in writing about the
thinking of great men; to follow
their thinking in practical life
or even to profess them is an-
other matter. Even Tagore's
songs are sung mainly as enter-
tainment and relaxation, and
the influence on our actual lives
of the philosophy of life and so-
ciety that many of his songs
contain is absolutely nil.
Tagore himself did not achieve
much in his practical experi-
ments with his social and eco-
nomic thoughts, mainly be-
cause most of the associates
who were available to him to
deliver the experiments did not
really share his commitment.
And Amartya will possibly stay
abroad and not even try.

Yet Amartya's winning the
Nobel Prize is a very valuable
event insofar as this will give
some strength to those who are
concerned with ethics in the
discourses of economics and
development. and this may add
some weight to the balance on
the side of ethics.

Rabindranath and Amartya
Sen — let this trend of the Ben-

gali Mind conquering the
world, continue.

Fax No 88-031-740296
Email No. erlctg @ Spct net. Com
*ABX (CTG): 741343-46, 740361-62

Short International Tender Notice

Sealed tenders are invited from the bonafide Manufacturers/Suppliers/Agents for
supply of the following materials on C&F Chittagong basis as per specifications, term
d conditions mentioned in the schedules of relevant %e

Eastern Refinery Limited

(A Subsidiary of Bangladesh Petroleum Corporation)
North Patenga, Post Box No 35

Chittagong-4000, Bangladesh
Dated: 27th October, 1998

nder documents:

Tender No | Description of | Cost of tender | Last date for purchasing |Opening date
materials |schedule per set of tender schedule of tender
| ER/PUR/IT- Skin Tk 200/- 29-11-98 30-11-98
43 /98 Thermocouple

FP-23079-1/11

3, N

Tender documents may be obtained from (i) Accounts Department of Eastern Refine
imited, North Patenga, Chittagong or (i) Manager, Liaison Office, Eastern Refiner
imited, 338, Segun Bagicha, Dhaka on payment of the cost of tender schedule in tak
r equivalent currency (Non-refundable).
- The tenders must be
astern Refinery Limite
entioned in the tender documents.

Eastern Refinery Limited Authority reserves the right not to accept the lowest
eject any or all tender without assigning any reason thereof.

ed in the tender boix kept in the Purchase Department
th Patenga, Chittagong, Bangladesh aé per date & tim
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