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Interview -

Unfazed, focused in times of trouble

The prolonged and pervasive flood did all that it could to
damage the economy, but things, “thank God”, are back
on track, says Finance Minister Shah AMS Kibria in an

FTER 33 months, three
budpgets, and ahead of the
third annual meeting of
aid-givers. Finance Minister
Shah AMS Kibria exudes
confidence. He cites figures to
claim that he has been able to
erase the marks of devastation
wrought by the 10-week
flooding last year. Even the low
revenue collection caused by the
lack of economic activity
during the prolonged deluge is
being covered up by an
increased flow into the state
coffers. By the end of the fiscal
ear. he does not see a shortfall
eyond five per cent. a good per-
formance even in normal cir-
cumstances. Excerpts (See In-
ternet Edition for the full text)
of an interview:

DAILY STAR (DS): The dev-
astation wrought by the worst
floods last year definitely put a
huge brake on your targeted
growth. Where do we stand to-
day after six months?

SAMS Kibria (SAMSK): Let
me begin by saying, thank God
we are standing and have not
fallen flat on our faces in spite
of a flood, the like of which 1
have not seen in my life. I have
never seen a flood that lasts for
three months, There is a quali-
Lative difference when a flood
lasts for a week or two and a
flood lasts for one months or
two months. People of this
country know how to deal with
lloods of one or two weeks. They
can cope with this, But (when it
continues for) one month, two
months. three months, there is
a qualitative change. Things get
destroyed. So the damage was
eriormous, not only in terms of
the damage to the infrastruc-
lure, to agriculture, to indus-
tries. bui also damage to the
household economies., The
household economies will take
some time to recover. That is
whil we had in mind when we
launched our massive pro-
gramme of agricultural credit.
The damage 1o the household
econonlies was huge, how to re-
build their economies {was our
major concern). They lost poul-
Lry. equipment, cattle and
seeds,

We directed all our energy,
aftention and resources to-
wards the rural economy, to-
wards the agricultural econ-
omy. 5o let me claim, in all
humility and modesty, that the
country has recovered from the
floods and now we are on the
wiay o regaining the momen-
tutn of growth as before.

| will claim this by using one
symbolic indicator. Our revenue
collection had [allen behind the
target. This was the subject of
much criticism. much breast-
beating on the part of some
professionul pessiniists. Excuse
me tor using the ternmn
"prolessional pessimists”, but
they love to take a pessimistic
view ol lile, They would he the
~_happiest people if | also joined
their ranks and started wailing
]ﬁnd crying that everything is

0st.

Actually, in terms of rev-
enues, [ have got a bit ol good
news. It is also an indication of
how we are recovering [rom the
flood, For example, the revenue
in March was just a little over
the target. So this is something
that has to be taken into ac-
count. The recovery is proceed-
g gradually. It is regaining
momentum, At this moment we
are behind our target by about
eight per cent. but we hope that
we will bring this down. It will
not be more than five per cent
by the end of the year.

The recovery in the months
of April-May and particularly
June is expected because some
of the taxes are paid in June. So
we expect that even if we don't
reach the target, we will be
reaching at least 95 per cent of
the target which is not bad. In
the previous years, the actual
collection was always a little
less than the target. In this par-
ticular year, since we have had
this devastating flood, if we end
up with a revenue collection
Just about 95 per cent of the tar-
get, 1 would consider this to be a
success. In March the target was
Tk. 1434.55 crore and we have
collected Tk. 1435.10 crore. So
the situation is improving and
one can take some satisfaction
from this.

DS; But you will be running
short of money considering
your expenses,. How are you go-
ing to cover it up?

SAMSK: We will see at the
end of the year to what extent
the ADP implementation is
done. There is usually three or
four per cent shortage in the
implementation, so I don't ex-
pect any serious difficulty in
this regard. This is one incﬁca—
tor of the situation.

The other indicator is even
more serious for the health of
the economy and the prospects
for the future. That is the rate of
inflation. As I have said t be-
fore, and | have no hesitation in
claiming this that | am a man
who believes in non-inflation-
ary growth. | don’t believe in an
illusion of growth that every-
body's income is rising, but the
cost of living is also rising.
That is not one that I like. A
very moderate degree of infla-
tion, say five per cent, is not so
bad. but well above five per cent
is not acceptable to me. Fortu-
nately, here also the latest
trend is good.

As you know, there are two
components of inflation, One is
related to food prices and the
other the non-food prices. The

food prices were definitely af-
fected by the floods and caused
inflation. For example, the an-
nual rate of inflation in 1997-
08 was 6.99 per cent. But point

to point inflation is what indi-

cates the real, current trend.

And the point to point inflation
had started to rise directly as a
result of the flood beginning
from September. In August, it
was 7.78 per cent, and then in
September 8.35, in October 9.27,
in November 12.44, in Decem-
ber 12.67. But then in January
in came down to 10.09 per cent
and in February to 8.34 per
cent. So this is the trend. The

trend is more important in in--.

flation matters. Here there was
a rising trend and again there is
a falling trend.

Equally significant is the
non-food prices. The non-food
inflation rate always, all
through this period, remained
below five per cent. Non-food
inflation in July was 4.45 per
cent. In August it was 4.33. In
September. it was 4.12. In Octo-
ber,.it was 4.20, in November
4.15, in December 4.34, in Jan-
uary 4.13 and now it is 4.09. So
this is again something that 1
take some pride in. .

We can take some credit that
the inflationary situation. in
spite of the flood and the effect
on the food prices, has re-
mained stable. The fact that the
non-food prices have remained
stable is perhaps the most sig-
nificant factor in our overall
inflationary situation. In pre-
vious interviews with the press,
I have said that we are not ex-
cessively concerned about in-
flation. This was the reason, If
this also started to rise, I would
be concerned. As a conservative

economist, | would be con-
cerned,

DS: What about other indica-
tors?

SAMSK: As regards, the
growth rate and other indica-
tors, we were hoping that we
would be able to achieve a
growth rate of at least 6 per cent
this financial year. This was
our hope, It is a matter of calcu-
lationn now. By the end of the
year if this trend is maintained
and if we have inflation rates
fallinlg. revenue collection ris-
inﬁ. if the crop is a bumper one
which, by the Grace of Allah, it

" seems it will be, and if indus-

trial production continues
ﬁaining momentum. we should
ave a good growth rate.

DS: You have revised your
target, What is the target now?

SAMSK: For the growth rate
one does not fix a target like
that, It is just a notional targe.
It is not a calculation that we
are going to exactly reach this.
We see how various segmeitts of
the economy perform. Fortu-
nately we invested heavily in
the agriculture sector and this
scclor has responded.

We are seeking lo reinvigo-
rate the industrial sector as
well. I hope it will also respond.
For example, we are issuing
bonds to increase investment in
the industrial sector. Those
who say that the industrial
sector is not getting any re-
sources or term lending, they
exagperate. I have the latest [ig-
ures and 1 lind that term lend-
ing, excluding working capital
and trade finance, is Tk 1144
crores in 1998. In 1997, it was
1029 crore. Mind it this is term
lending. These are new projects.

D5: Which sectors came up
well?

SAMSK: [ will give you the
figures. Jute. cotton and weav-
ing, apparel industries got 25
per cent of the investmert. En-
gineering, basic metal and
metal products 8.36 per cent.
Paper. paper products 6.16.
Manufacturing of chemical
products, plastic products and
rubber 8.48. Beverage and to-
baceo industries accounted for
5.07 per cent. Food stuff 3.68.
The other categories are large,
3381,

DS: You had identified cer-
tain areas as thrust sectors, Are
they giving you the expected re-
tums?

SAMSK: | would say that the
garments seclor is still way
ahead of the others. The support
to the other seclors is gradually
showing results. We have had a
fairly large investment in ce-
ment, paper products, foodstuff
and apparels and textiles. In
chemicals, 1 had expected it
wotild be more. In small indus-
trics. Lhe investment is very
small, only 4.53 per cent.

DS: Why is this the situation
with small industries?

SAMSK: Small industries
are nol always able to take ad-
vantage of professional man-
agemen! and modern machin-
ery. 50 they suffer. Just like
handloom and power loom
where productivity is low.

DS: So they need govern-
ment support?

SAMSK: Small industries

 definitely need support.

DS: Has that support gone to
them? 1
SAMSK: We have given

srmall industries large measures
of support. In matters 0[_' taxes,
cottage industries are virtually
free although some of the cot-
tage indusiries like weaving,
handloom industries pay very
little taxes. The interest rate is
also lower.

This lower interest rate is
acting against the small indus-
tries because they are charged
two per cent less than the other
sectors under the orders of the

overnment. But the banks are
ree and they don't like lending
at a lower interest rate so il is

actually working against small
industries. The banks have no
incentive. The banks are not
lending them money. Private
banks don't finance small in-
dustries. Even the state-owned
banks, they don't like lending
to the small industries. If we
equalised. perhaps the small
industries would have received
a larger share of loan because
banks are profit-seeking insti-
tutions. '

DS: Some people say tax
breaks and fiscal concessions
create a distorted situation in
some areas in the sense that
these are often discriminatory.

SAMSK: That's true. That is
why [ am not very keen on dis-
criminatory interest rates,
Sometimes it acts against the
purpose. By keeping the rate of
interest of small industries low,
you are denyinl% virtually credit
to the sector. No one in inter-
ested in giving credit to the
small industries. Whereas if
there was no such instruction
from the government, then per-
haps they would have consid-
ered them on the merit of their
proposals. This is a matter
which should be considered
very carefully by the govern-
ment, and we are do s0. We
have to bear in mind that this

interview to Toufique I

"The media has played it up to such a great extent. They present

it as if the donors are either pressurising the government and the

opposition or holding it as a kind of threat, which is not the case.
They are not holding this as a threat. At the same time, why

should the donors have a mediator’s role?"

tvpe of discrimination in inter-
est rates in the long run creates
distortions.

DS: What about other indica-
tors. For example, foreign ex-

e reserves and ...

SAMSK: The other indica-
lors are not too bad. Imporis
have increased by 4.42 per cent.
Import figures are rather.late in
coming. Import is, a lengthy
procedure. Until the LC is dis-
charged. it is not possible to get
a linal figure.

There has been a massive in-
crease in food imports, There
has been an increase in capital
machivery. In other sectors
there has bern some decrease
like in interinediale goods.

Following or during the
floods. Lhe garment industry
delinitely lost some business.
Many of the buyers who visited
Bangladesh or saw the pictures
or received reports were con-
vinnced that this country would
not be able to deliver the goods
in the next few months. Some
thought it might take years. So
Bangladesh lost some orders.

We have the figures until
January and it is jusl about the
samne as last vear's. But the an-
nual average growth this year
will not be like last year's
which was 16 per cent in ex-
ports. Remiltance is growing at
9 27 per cent steadily. Last year,
between July to February, we
hacl received about 100 million
dollars. This year we have re-
ceived 109170 million. Just
alwout a 100 million more.

We have received 138 mil-
lion trom the IMF as emergency
assistance and 200 million
from the World Bank. All of the
200 million has not been dis-
bursed vet. maybe even less
than a 100 million dellars. But
we will eventually get this.

DS: Did you know that this
mini World Cup cricket did a
world of good for Bangladesh?

SAMSK: | am in tull agree-
ment with vou. It reh.abilitated

our image abroad. The whol
world saWw things were nﬂran

in Dhaka.

Dsimsil?y the in;:&'nntlunal
comm respon
itively? e e

SAMSK: Very positively.

DS: But don't you thin{ this
international community is go-
ing a bit too far?

Kibria: The donors have ex-
pressed their concern. I think it
is the opposition and the press
which are unduly poeliticisin
it. The donors have express
their concern, and | think they
are fully justified in feelin
concerned because. after all,
they are our friends. They are
Interested in our development
and they are giving us assis-
tance. If they see that the people
are unable to work and cannot
make use of these resources that
they make available by work
stoppage and other activities of
a disruptive nature, they will be
concerned. But their concern
has been given political conno-
tations by the opposition and
by the media.

The media has played il up to
such a great extent. Why should
the media give it exaggerated
publicity? They present it as if
the donors are either pressuris-
ing the government and the op-
Position or holding it as a kind
of threat, which is not the case.
They are not holding this as a
threat. At the same time, why
should the donors have a medi-
ator’'s role?

I don't believe that the
donors want to mediate, or to

“arbitrate, or to play a political

role. All this is being suggested
to them by the press and a sec-
tion of the political establish-
ment, particularly the opposi-
tion. They think that here is an

opportunity. The donors will
arm-lwist the government This
15 very unfortunate,

DS: But you are sometimes
arm-twisted by donors.

SAMSK: No, [ would not say
arm-lwisting” is the right
word. When the donor countries
engage in a very lively discus-
sion with us, I think it is ve
good. In the relationship that
we have with the donors, there
should be free exchange of views
and ideas. 1 personally think
that the government always re-
tains the right to act in the way
that it does. I have acted the way
I wanted. but | have always had
very pleasant, friendly and co-
operative relations with the
donors and [ have agreed to dis-
dgree with them on many is-
sues. For example. [ declared at
the very beginning that we
would give some subsidy lo
agriculture if it was in the na-
tional interest. Did I get fright-
ened by the donor reaction?

When our perceptions and
the denors’ perceptions do not
tally, the only way is to discuss,
argue, debate and then agree on
d COITIITION COLTSE.

DS: But in some cases we see
that they try to overstep their

limits. For example, in the case
of KAFCO ...
SAMSK: In the case of

RAFCO. we are doing what we
want to do. The Hon'ble Minis-
ter of Commerce and Industries
is the person to ask about this.
Those who negotiated this deal
in the eighties were not patriots.
They did not safeguard the
interests of the nation, and no
we have to take care of nattona
interests unicder very dillicull
circumstances because the
lenders who have lent money
might misunderstand us if the
contractual obligations are not
fullilled. So we are (rying to
saleguard our interests and at
the same time keep our face
wilh Lthe lenders. It is a difficult
job, but 1 think there should be
some kind of inquiry as to how
such an agreement was signed.
The penﬁle who are responsible
should be tried and punished
for this unethical conduct, We
are trying to deal with a difli-
cult situation.

DS: When it comes to putting
undue pressure on the govern-
ment of Bangladesh by one of
our big donors, how do you look
at that? The Japanese ODA arm
OECF virtually issued threats to
the minister concemed ...

SAMSK: The Japanese gov-
ernment has been very very
considerate. The government
and OECF are not identical. So
you must Keep this distinction.
The government of Japan is try-
ing to be helpful. 1 have dis-
cussed the matter with the Am-
bassador and [ found him ex-
tremely helpful. But there is a
gquestion of contractual obliga-
tions, We are trying to find a so-

lution which will sateguard our
interests and the government is
acting in this matter with great
care, both about our interests
and also aboutl our interna-
tional itnage and reputation,

DS: Let's turn to other areas
of economic management. How
do you find the situation in the
banking sector today? L

SAMSK: | have been trving
to reform the banking sector for
the last two yvears. llave | made
any progress?

Tne resulis have started
coming in. [ am very glad to tell

ou that the guality of the loans
ﬁa-.re improved and the rate of
all the classified loans since
June 1996 have lallen lo less
than 10 per cent froin 35 to 40

r cent. To be precise, the clas-
sified loan rate has fallen to
9.36 per cent since 1986

What we have achieved is
very important. There is a gen-
eral awareness among the peo-
ple that discipline in the bank-
ing seclor is a must. The most
important factor is public per-
ception. Public perception todav
is that loans must be repaid.
Public perception in the past
was that once you got the 1money
in your hand, one was nol to
think aboul when to pay back
or how to repay. So now this
has sent a warning signal and
that has worked much more
than any law. People know that
the situatien has changed.
Loarrs musl be repaid,

50 what have we achieved?
Those who are taking loans
now are more careful. They are
taking loans for projects which
are linancially viable. FPeople
are ol coming with any kinc?nf
project, saying just give the
money and something wili
happen. That kind of attitude is
gone,

DS: How about punishing the
bankers who are responsible?

SAMSK: | think the bankers
should be punished. One thing
thal seems to be ignored by the
media is that a large number of

bankers have actually been
catitht and purnshed, Hundreds

ol bankers have been dismissed.
Soinme of them have been sent to
jail, -

‘We have to keep in mind
certain basic things. The pri-
vate banks in the beginning dic
not behave properly.
Bangladesh Bank was party re-
sponsible because if Bangladesh
Bank dealt with these direclors
with a strong hand, perhaps
they would not have had the op-
portunity to abuse their privi-
leges,

DS: Can you cite examples
where bank directors have heen
punished?

SAMSK: The number of no-
tices issued for loans to bank
directors is 75 and Tk. 65 crore
has been adjusted. We have done
a lot in this area. Many settled
their problems by paying up

I don’t believe that the donors want
to mediate, or to arbitrate, or to play
a political role. All this is being
suggested to them by the press
and a section of the political
establishment, particularly the
opposition. They think that here
18 an opportunity. The donors
will arm-twist the government.
This is very unfortunate.

morney. That is one thing. Some
of them went lo court There
have been delays but the courts
are at last recognising the grav-
ity of the situaticnn. and jn the
recent months we have received
clear indication from the courts
that the seriousness of these
difficulties is being appreciated

and we can see an end to this
kind of abuse by bank direclors.

DS: But reforms In judiciasy
still remain an unfinished
task.

SAMSK: We have to thank
the donors. The World Bank has
taken up a very large project on
judicial secfor reforms, train-
ing of the lawyers and investing
in inlrastructure of the judi-
clary.

The progress is slow in these

dreas. You cabinot expect dra-

matic change, but I am now very
eptirnistic. This rejorm project
will have an impact.

DS: We hear that there is
some element of corruption in
the judiciary. Should we talk
about it?

SAMSK: Il is belter that we
don't go too deep into it. The
government is committed to rid
the administration of corrup-
tion. Naturally. it has to be {ree
from corruption and has to
function according to the
NOTIS, '

Inn spite of public criticism,
criticism from business and
press, we recognised that gov-
erninent salaries were nol very
adeguate, so we went ahead
(with pay hike] because 'we
thought the people must get a
salary which is reasonable.

This governmernt has moved,
and we have deliberately taken
up this judicial reform pro-
gramine.

DS: Don't you think that an
independent judiciary would
have done a lot better?

SAMSEK: The judiciary
Lhruu%h the Supreme Court en-
joys full independence. The
civil court enjoys almost full
independence, There is no de-
pendence,

There has to be some ac-
countability. The government
is accountable o the people. It
does not enjoy that freedom. If
there is corruption, someone
has to leok into il. make an in-
guiry and then give punish-
ment. This government had
very boldly taken a decision
that all postings even in the
lower judiciary would be done
in consultation .with the
supreme Court, This pgovern-
ment has moved far miore than
any goveruent in the past.
The issue of an independent ju-
diciary has to be scen in thie to-
tal context of Bangladesh.

DS: Not much reform has
been done in bureaucracy.

SAMSK: The process has
been slow in starting, but it is
now galthering momentum. The
(Public Administration Re-
lormis) Comnmunission is very ac-
tive mow. Recently there was a
seminar which came up with 15
or 16 recommendations. The
Prinme Minister has sort of ap-
proved this generally and we
are in the process of imple-
menting them. So the reforms
are proceeding. The pace cannot
be same in every sector. Some

people think it is a very simple.

thing, that two and two is four
and vou do it like that. But a re-
form programme that desta-
hilises the economy will set us
back rather than take us for-

ward. .
In the financial sector, we

have taken publie opinion first.
We have prepared the public for
the change. Now a respectable
person is declared bankrupt

“with his whole family. And the

public accepted it. There was no

shock. Rather Lhe public wel-
comed this. So you have Lo take
the people with you in a demo-
cratic country. You cannot act
like a dictator,

DS: Some of the reforms and
changes are going to be politi-
cally sensitive and unpopular.
Now that you are about to enter
the fourth year in government,
don’'t you think that yow'll be
facing problems and that the re-
forms will be politically
costlier?

SAMSK: If the reforms are
good for the country and prop-
erly explained and carried out
with prudence, they will be ac-
ceptable. It depends on how you
do it, how you implement your
reforms. That is very impor-
tant. Sometimes people’s per-
ceptions are based on reforms
carried out in a revolutionary
situation. In a democracy, you
don't do it like that. You do it
gradually, in stages. That type
of reform is more enduring,
more durable, more sustain-
able. If you do something
quickly, it may not last.

We have seen three milita
dictatorships. The Pakisian
military dictatorship. Then in
Bangladesh in 197v5-76 and
lhen again in 1982, The first

-thing the dictators did was to

order rickshaws not to be seen
on the streets. Under the first
martial law in this country
(1958], there was an order that
no farmer could hoard rice.
They thought they would [ix the
tarmers a ration because they
were hoarding food grains,
What happened? | had gone
home on vacation and | heard
from the farmers that these
military fellows were going
around and the farmers were
afraid that if they found rice in
the warehouse. they would be
heaten up and taken to jail. So
they }jus_*.t didn’t Know what Lo
do. They threw the rice into the
pond. This happened in my vil-
lage. So all kinds of irrational
cdecisions are taken and people
act out of fear.

Relorms should be based on
a proper understanding of whal

is being done. Of course the res-
oluteness of the reformer must
be understood by the people. As
long as they understand that
the authorities are determined
to do this, the people will re-
spect it. That kind of determi-
nation {s needed.

DS: In all democracies,
politicians try to be responsive
to the election needs. So this
was probably your last year, the
third year as Finance Minister,
for you to take unpopular deci-
sions, Could you take advantage
of that?

SAMSK: [ (hink in my own
area [ have done practically ev-
erything that could be done in
terims ol relorming the finan-
cial sector. For example, in this
very difficult area of the capital
mArket, the stock exchange
which had suffered a very un-
fortunate development ...

DS: Why hasn't it got back to
normal?

SAMSK: I think the luck of
confidence is the main {actor.

DS: Then, what about the
confidence-building measures?

SAMSK: That is anotllier as-
pect of the matter. The people
must have the confidence (hat
those who will manipulate, will
be punished. That deterinina-
tion of thic government must be
seen by i %Jt‘UpIU. Selling pres-
sure 1s osull strong from all
thuse whio lost Lheir stakes,
There is a flicker of interest, [t
will take some time. Every-
where, where there has been a
crash. the market has taken
three to four years to fully re-
gain its normal level. In New
York. it took four years to come
back to the normal level. The
selling pressure will gradually
ease off as more and more peo-
ple sell their losing shares. The
market will regain its strength.
We are introducing the deposi-
tory system which will intro-
duce. to a very great extent,
transparency. So whatever lin-
gering lack of trust is there,
should go.

I am hopeful that as a result
of all the measures we have
taken, particularly the result of
the depository, which will be set
u]E soon, the market will prob-
ably gain strength.

DS: When do youn expect the
depository to come into

SAMSK: [ have asked the
concerned authorities to get it

oing wilthout any further de-
ay. Right now they are working
on it. bul the system is a com-
plex one. It will take six months
1o sel up.

DS: There is a feeling that
some of those sitting in top po-
sitions at the Securities and Ex-
change Commission are not re-
ally efficient enough to run the
show?

SAMSK: Where are the effi-
cient people? Where are the
hiding themselves? Banglades
does not have dozens o ple
with the requisite skill and
knowledge for the market.
Moreover those who have the
knowledge and skill lack the
interest. We have to find some-
one who is interested. There are
people who know this business
well. There are brokers. Uni-
versity professors themselves
are in business. So you have to
find people who are not going to
use Lheir position to gain per-
sonally. It is not very easy.

There are not too many people
who will meet all these re-
quirements. We need more ex-
ertise at the Commission. We
ave increased the number of
members of the Commission to
four and we are looking for two
new members, one with a legal
background and the other with
accountancy background,

DS: Are you happy with the
pace of tion?

SAMSK: It is not a question
of being happy or unhappy. It's
a question how much we have
been able to accomplish. We
have prepared the ground for
privatisation and the pace will
increase now.

One basic problem was that
those who got the industries
cheated the government. They
never paid the full price. They
paid only 20 or 25 per cent of

the price and then on one plea
or the other refrained from pay-
ing the government the balance.
So the government had the op-
tion to accept the situation or go
to court. In some cases, the gov-
ernment went to court and got
the industry back. But getting
the industry back is no solu-
tion. We found the people (who
bought them) had cleared the
industries of all its assets,

DS: What about social devel-
opment? After 33 months, how
do you look at the issues at
stake?

SAMSK: The government
has attached importance to
poverty alleviation. Foverly
alleviation, in our view, can be
achieved by two means. One, the
growth rate has to be raised. Il it
is stagnant or going at a slow

ace, we will not make much

eadway. We may reduce
poverly, but we will not be able
to eradicate poverty. In the first
year we had a growth rate of 5.9
RE}: cent, in the second year we

ad a growth rate of 5.7 and this
year we don't know the out-
come. | hope it will not be less
than four per cent.

Secondly, there must be at-
tention to the lowest segment of
the society. Changes must take
place in favour of the lowest
segment. How? The massive
credit programme that we
adopted was a refllection ol the
governpment's national eco-
nonic policy, We thoushi: ahout
the poor first.

When vou talk about micro-
credit, yott think about NGOs.
But the government gives as
much as the NGOs and this pro-
%ramme is not given much pub-

icity, but the record is so pood.
Then we have this old age al-
lowance. In all honesty. has
any government in this country
thought of the poorest, the most
miserable, the elderly people in
the country? This government
has. We have under this scheme
nearly hall a million people.

Next we had always a pro-
gramme for house-building for
the upper class, but had any
thought been ever diven to the
housing needs of the poor peo-

le? They don't need 20 to 25
akh. They need 20 to 25 thou-
sand. We have started a pro-
gramme of housing for the poor.
We have already given a loan of
Tk 20 crore to the NGOs. We are
doing it through the NGOs. :

Then the Prime Minister has
a project which she is person-
ally supervising called the As-
rayan Project. Again she is
building sheiters for the shel-
teriess. [ would say these are di-
rect moves for the poor, in ad-
dition to the health pro-
gramme, the education pro-
gramme and other pro-
grammes. This government has
gone furthest in addressing so-
cial issie's than anv other gov-

: mﬁgl .lj’hfﬂf l}%]& Bﬁhﬂ:rc for the
Aid Club mectring next week, our
readers would be interested to
know your mind. We hear that
this year there will be no aid
pledged by donors.

SAMSK: People wha know
about these things know that
aid is pledged and committed by
Lthe donors throughout the year.
Il is a continual process by the
[inancial institutions like the
World Bank and ADB. Everyv
board meeting ol theirs. one or
the other of our projects come
up and it's a continuing process.
Many of the donor countries
have their ovm budget cycle and
at the time of their annual bud-
get exercise, there is a kind of
calculation of the expected aid
[low. That kind of calculation
will definitely be there and you
will see the figures that people
are waiting to see. | don't like to
talk about this at this stage be-

ause somchow thie beliel 1s that
tgﬁe ?’Laris meeting wiﬁ not come

up with any ligures. Lel us see
what happens.

DS: There was a time when -
the quantum of aid pledged used
to be considered as the yzzd-
stick of the government's credi-
bility and successes. Do you
think we have been able to
move away from that?

SAMSK: People want to see
how much is being disbursed,
how much is being utilised.
What is important is aid utili-
sation. f we can increase the
rate of utilisation. the donors
will definitely give more
money.

They provide a substantial
part of the development budget.
This 55 per cent or so represents
the foreign exchange compo-
rient of many projects. If we did
not get this money. there would
be corresponding pressure on
our foreign exchange. Suppos-
ing a project had an expenditure
of Tk 100 crore and Tk 50 crore
is foreign assistance; this 50
crore becomes crucial. The
point is that we still need for-
eign assisiance. Some ol the
publicity and propaganda on
this is not welcome.

DS: Do you see a time when
the Financ: LIinister of
Bangladesh will not have to
travel to Paris for aid? In how

years?

SAMSK: | don't want to
speculate on this. I am not a
seer. 1 think in about 10 to 15
years' time this will become a
minor matter.

UNDP used to pive technical
assistance and also financial
assistance. As the chief of ES5-
CAP, I have seen that in some
countries the importance of
UNDP programmes was limited.
In Malaysia, Korea, Singapore,
UNDP was not that important.
But in Bangladesh, India.
Nepal, UNDP programnines were
important. S0 as countries
move up in scale, these assis-
tance programmes, multilat-
eral programmes become less
and less important. Foreign aid
too becomes smaller part of the
nutlay of development.

During the time of the auto-
cratic regime in Bangladesh, I
mean during Ershad’s time, the
entire foreign budget was for-
eign funded. When this man

oes around the country talkin
ig about democracy and goo
governance. people should ask
where he had taken the countsy.

DS: Thank you for yo
time.



