HE Government of
I Bangladesh has decided to

allow India to "tranship”
goods to its seven eastern states
through Bangladesh using
Bangladeshi transports.
According to the government,
the tegcmé. and mcuddhaiities are
yet to etermin y "experts"
of both the countries. This has
let loose an unhealthy
commotion and misgivings in
some quarters and also stirred
up some public debate. Public
debate on any national and
social issue is always healthy.
But the issue, though mainly an
economic one, is turning out to
be more political and appears to
have headed to a wrong
direction, ab initio. Major
political parties and some
vested interests in the social
and political arena have started
digging old dirt in an apparent
attempt to force the is8ue to fade
away by nurturing seeds of
panic.

Along with these forces la-
belled as "anti-Indian”, some
well known intellectuals have
joined hands in 'discrediting’
the present government's tenta-
tive decision of approving tran-
shipment of Indian goods
through Bangladesh — as a pre-
liminary step to an ostensibly
full-blown transit priﬁ!eghe*
Even the association of teach-
ers of Dhaka University re-
cently issued a statement op-
posing the government deci-
sion. From such a supposed-to-
be enlightened body, the pro-
mulgation seems to be politi-
cally motivated or at best. not-
so-thoughtful considering all
factors in the context. Mr. Sai-
fur Rahman, a former finance
minister was perhaps the only

_opposition leader who con- °

tributed a substantive critique
by bringing up some serifous
economic as well as otherwise
important questions as they re-
late to Bangladesh's interest,
which deserve to be addressed
meticulously.
The central points of the de-
bate should be economic, and
not political ones. Unfortu-
nately the issue does become a
olitical football when the
eader of the largest opposition
party announces, "We'll rather
give our lives than corridor to
India." One must note the sky
.difference that exists between
"transhipment” (or transit for
that matter) and 4 "corridor".
Besides, ’transit’ generally
means transportation of goods
of one country to another,
through the territory of a third
country. But the situation is dif-
ferent here in that, we are dis-
cussing the possibility of goods
of one country (India) to be
shipped to a different region of
the same country through a sec-
ond country [Ban%leades ). How-
ever, il seems to be only a mat-
ter of time before a "Jihad" is
declared by leaders of some
forces in the opposition.
Nonetheless, before we go to
analyse the relevant  issues,
statements, declarations, pre-
senlations, etc., we must not
lose sight of the timid, vacillat-

on the "Role of

Universities in Higher
Education and Research in the
21st Century's Bangladesh"
organised by the Federation of
Bangladesh University
Teachers' Association held
recently at BUET stressed the
need for more allocation of
fund for research activities and
higher education in the country
so that the future generation
could meet the challenge of the
next millenium. Chaired b
Professor Jasim Uddin Ahmed,
the seminar was addressed by
guest and Jahangirnagar Uni-
versity Vice-Chancellor Profes-
sor Alauddin Ahmed as the
guest of honour.

There is no denying the fact
that education in the country is
now in a confused and uliar
state. Tracing back the decadent
state of education, the keynote
speaker in the seminar Prof
Igbal Mahmud, ex-VC, BUET
asserted that all over the world
it was taken for certain that ed-
ucational achievement and
economic success are closely
linked. Sure enough, the strug-
gle to raise a nation's standard
is fought first and foremost in
the classroom. What has estab-
lished this idea more so in peo-
ple's minds is a recent, and to
many a rather alarming, phe-
nomenon: the new intensity of
global economic rivalry. At the
present moment the ided of in-
ternational competition among
nations manifest in educa-
tional method and systems has
been strikingly evident. The
keynote speaker stressed the
fact that on the threshold of the
new millenium the key to eco-
nomic progress is deeply rooted
in the nations' advancement in
scientific learning, skill in the
application of technical knowl-
edge and a free and unfettered
atmosphere for the growth of

reative skills.

Speaking about the success
of some emerging economies in
the Asian region, the keynote
speaker asserted that the most
successful are the ones that
have educated most of their
workers up to and in many
cases beyond levels typically

S PEAKERS in the seminar

ing, seemingly unconvincing,
and apparently defensive as
well as less-than-democratic
position taken by our govern-
ment on the issue. By acting in
this fashion the government
has done its share of making
already murky water even
murkier — wittingly or unwit-

tin%ly.

t is relevant to mention
here that transportation of
oods to seven eastern states
rom the rest of India through
the curvy and treacherous
roadways of the high elevation
mountains of the state of As-

sam costs about 20 per cent or’

more over and above g]l: regular
carrying costs. According to re-

rts gg rovision of trmnﬁgit thru

angladesh would save India
about 2.5 billion US dollar per
year in reduced transport costs.
A discussion on some of the
multifarious ramifications of
the issue is now in order.

India wants a "corridor" and
not transit: Internationally the
rights of access of land-locked
states to and from the sea are
covered and governed under the
broad guidelines of the UN Con-
vention on Transit Trade of
Land locked states of 1965 and
other subsequent amendments
to it. There are now 42 land-
locked states worldwide of
which 12 are in Asia. Certainly
India is not one of them. Even
so, whether or not India could
request B adesh for a transit
privilege under the guidelines of
the Convention (assuming both
countries are signatories of the
treaty) claiming its eastern
region to be ;F:ugraphically
disadvantaged” (as was
stipulated in the charter} would
be a matter to be settled by legal
experts on both sides. But
apparently India has not taken
tl?at route. It wants to settle the
issue bilaterally (India is
alleged to be obsessed with a
bilateral-tilt in its fnrei%n
policy). It is being asserted by
some quarters that India ac-
tually wants a “"corridor”
through Bangladesh, perhaps to
fight insurgencies in the eastern
states, and transit is a prelude
to the fulfilment of that "evil
design".

Speaking of the corridor, it
is difficult to conceive that a
Fund number of Bangladesh cit-
zens can found to agree to give
up their sover ty on a signif-
icant chunk of land for any
price. After all, this country re-
gardless of how terrible shape it
Jnay be in, was created at the
sacrifice: of-an ocean of blood.
Interestingly, even-those who

Wgrked ainst the very cre-
ation of the country, séem to

have become the parens patriae
of our freedom and sovereignty!

But doesn't India already
have a corridor of its own con-
necting the region in question?
In fact, those seven eastern
states are ﬁﬂﬂ aphically con-
tiguous with the rest of India,
and existing road communica-
tions are good enough for the
military -to fight any number of
battles with the insurgents. Be-
sides, Indian leaders are cer-

Higher Education and Re

achieved in the west. Undeni-
ably true, the new jobs in to-
morrow's industries, in manu-
facturing and services alike
will call for more than button
pressing automations. They
will require workers that are
literate, numerate and train-
able — in a word educated.
Speaking about the spectacular
success of some Asian coun-
tries, now known as "Asian
Tigers" the keynote speaker
made this point abundantly
clear that the investments they
made in education, i.e. in
schools, colleges and universi-
ties paid off enormously. Unde-
niably true, while in some
countries international com-
parisons are already being used
as a catalyst for eduecational
reform, and an intense compe-
tition to achieve economic suc-
cess, we have shown appalling
apathy towards even achieving
at least a meaningful standard.

For example the poor per-
formance of Swedish children
in Maths in the mid 1980s led to
the setting up of a new pro-
gramme of inservice training
for teachers. Sweden has since
pulled itself up above the inter-
national average having scored
120, decidedly the topmost po-
sition in the table of nations
with Bangladesh coming to 21st
position from the top with a
score of 110 superseding Pak-
istan with score of 98.
Economists are now convinced
that higher investment in edu-
cation coupled with the initia-
tive to develop human resources
has helped South Korea reach
the top. Incidentally, one might
recall that starting 1998 Kore-
ans have been banned to hire
private teachers or "Kwawoe" in
subjects other than arts and
music for all students below
university level. Seoul’ it- is
learnt, wants to curb excessive
spending on tutors and reduce a
burgeoning, mostly untaxed
service industries dominated by
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Are We Behaving Rationally?

by R Karim Khondker

With revolutionary development in information and communications technology the world becomes closer

everyday, the interdependence among nations in all spheres of life is also on
world except ours in the subcontinent. Our mind set, shaped by largely o
the major stumbling blocks.

Every attempt to remove such blocks is sabota

of backwardness and retrogression.

the rise in every other region of the
ur sad history seems to be one of
ged by dark forces

tainly not oblivious of the sen-

sitivity and fragility of the rela-
tionship between our countries,
especially during the post-1975
era. Hence allowing a "corridor”
to India? Given our history, and
the social and political realities,
in Bangladesh vis-a-vis India,

perhaps nothing could be any-

more impractical.

Transit will be a threat to
our security and ty: In
reality India has already been
using our river ways for some-
time and that has not been a
threat to our security and
sovereignty to date. A close ex-
amination of the existing In-
dian socio-politico-economic
circumstances would reveal
that the issue of transit is
purely an economic one for In-
dia. Despite all the loud
rhetoric about the successes of
democracy, Indian democracy
has largely been at best a politi-
cal democracy, a political struc-
ture to shelter and facilitate
"some strange kind of corrupted
capitalist growth" ... it indeed is
a "democracy for few", and as
such has run into deep trouble.
As all the evils of the capitalist
development start raising their
heads, the ruling elites of India
are becoming increasingly
alarmed and desperate. Rand-
hir Singh, a well known Indian

_political philosopher observes,

‘Just as the structural logic of
British imperialism meant the
accumulation of wealth in
England and poverty in India
before 1947, the structural logic
of Indian capitalism is most
manifest today in the unequal
and uneven development
within the country ... " :

The ruling class of India is
ng hard to rein in this evil

‘of uneven development, a typi-

cal characteristic of the capital-
ist growth. The eastern part of
India is one of the two most un-
derdeveloped - regions aof the
country. In this part, grievances
against the central government
and the State of India abound,
and the result is a number of se-
cessionist insurgencies. One
prudent and effective way to re-
gain some control under the
circumstances would be to
warm up the economic pulse of

_this region.

Let us assume for the sake of
argument that India does have
an “"evil design" of gaining a
corridor by taking (undue) ad-

vantage of the transit facility.

How is it to be protected against
the will of the majority? Some
would answer, 'by force'. These

individuals are either too
naive, or are purposely trying to
mislead ordinary people. Any-
one with the foggiest idea about
military science would agree
that no matter how powerful an
army otherwise may be, to con-

" quer a land and hold on to it

would inevitably call for de-
loyment and use of the in-
antry. Generally, deployment
of infantry involves huge casu-
alties — the worse so should the
populace be a hostile one. The
strength of the Indian army
regulars is estimated to be in
the neighbourhood of 1.3 m.il-
lion (13 lakhs) whereas we are
130 million (13 crores). Assum-
jn%l the entire army is deployed
(which is not a realistic as-
sumption) to protect a narrow
300-km long strip or corridor,
could that still guarantee the
safety of their commercial traf-
fic against all possible sato-
tages and guerilla attacks? The
sane answer will be a big NO.

It may sound rather awk-
ward and unkind, but yet the
fact of the matter is that the
turbulence in the eastern region
of India works in our favour
contextually. First, it is in the
best geopolitical interest of In-
dia not to destabilize the region
further by doing anything to
strain the relationship with
Bangladesh. Doing so would
just be a geopolitical suicide on
the part of India. Second, we
can actually oblige India by
granting transit facilities and
use that as a political leverage
to gain better and more
favourable deals in settling
outstanding problems, e.g.
making our enclaves cnnt‘ijgu"
ous with our mainland, finding
a generous and permanent solu-
tion to the issue of water shar-
ing, getting easy access for our
goods to the Indian market, ete.
Finally, the existing interna-
tional laws are in our favour.
The Article 125 of the afore-
mentioned UN Convention of
1965 specifically declares,
“Transit States, in the exercise
of their full sovereignty over
their territory, shall have the
right to take all measures nec-
essary to ensure that the rights
and facilities provided for ...
land-locked states shall in no
way iniringe their legitimate
interests.”

India has problems with all
its neighbours, and hence it
cannot be trusted: India does
have problems with its neigh-

urs. But do there exist any

countries in the world with

common borders that have 100
per cent agreement on all mat-
ters pertaining to their inter-
ests? Take for example, the case
of USA and Canada which
share a common border. This
border is cerfainly one of the
most peaceful in the world, Yet,
besides disagreements on nu-
merous economic issues, one
can hear constant bickering,
blames/counter blames on acid
rain, fishing rights ete..

How long shall we remain
hostage in the hands of the past,
near past, and distant past? If
we understand the underlying
factors, could we not try to
change our mind set and rise
above the Micky-Mouse think-
ing? Consider the outery about
the transhipment issue, the
only difference from the distant
past is that the "ery” in today's
Bangladesh is wrapped up in a
slightly different package. That

'18, instead of ‘Islam in danger'

during Pakistan period, now
the slogan is 'freedom in dan-
ger, with an unspoken but
pretty much transparent indi-
cation that the ‘Indians are
coming and in the name of
transit, they will be occupying
our land ... taking away all we
have, etc.! Any attempt to mend
the cracks in relationship and
move forward with the en-
hancement of economic and
otherwise cooperation is con-
fronted with hubbubs and
shiploads of propaganda by
g}a ing a big Demon out of In-
ia.

When some well known in-
tellectuals of the society declare
“India cannot be trusted”, how
ordinary citizens are supposed
to think and evaluate the issue
on its own merits. Yes, we did
not always receive the kind of
cooperation from India in all
matters in the ways we had ex-
pected — such as areas of wa-
ter sharing, access of our goods
to their market, settlement of
disputes in some borders, etc.
True, at times India just ignored
us and even tried to affront us
by doing thin%s such as erecting
barbed-wire fence along some
border areas (which is not yet
stopped completely) to stop
“illegal immigration”. Cer-
tainly these acts are politically
motivated. and are too silly to
be taken seriously by any
thoughtful person. For, com-

pelling economic interests have.

caused humans to migrate from
one end of the globe to another
for centuries. The Great Wall of
China could not stop human

migration two thousand years

by Md. Asadullah Khan

ago, as we know from the Chi-
nese experience. Thus, Indian
rulers at times acted in ways
that could be termed anything
but generous, but were rather
public relation disasters. One
may suspect and reasonably so,
that these acts were quite delib-
erate. To explain such psyche
one must resort to analyse the
nature and class character of
the Indian State and also of its
managers, :

‘Nonetheless, these along
with other acts of non-coopera-
tion and apathy on the part of
India vis-a-vis Bangladesh (and
its other neighbours) should be
judged with reference to the
context. Playing the ‘'India
card', that is ejecting a dose of
venom toward India whenever
it becomes necessary to gain
some cheap popularity, has
been a favourite weapon of the
politicians of all major parties
in Bangladesh. Even Awami
League, during its 1996 election
campaign allegedly played the
‘card’ occasionally to prove its
‘India-neutral’ credential. All
relationships — individual, na-
tional or international — are
like two-way streets. It may be
recalled, our past governments
in the post-1975 era were any-
thing but India-friendly. and
often showed belligerent atti-
tude toward India. no matter
what they would have to say in
public.

Third, those who opine that
‘India cannot be trusted"” should
be reminded about 1971 when
nearly 10 million of us took
rtfuge — the only refuge we
could find to save our lives. Cer-
tainly we "trusted” India then.
We received help when we
needed help. Of course, the
likely answer would be that In-
dia had a geopolitical interest
in it. Sure it did. But hew about
the broad masses of India? Can
we not remember the social-
economic sacrifice made by the
people of India, especially the
residents of West Bengal,
Tripura and Assam? It seems
that we have a serious case of
I:?psu.s memoriae may be a lapse
ol convenience! However, to see
it from another angle, those
who make such statements may
be ‘correct’ from their own per-
spectives. Many of them ﬁead
not ‘trusted” India then, nor do
they now, and never will. It is
no secret that the sea-changes
in the nature and policy of our
government following the Au-
gust 1975 coup d'etat could be
cited as raison de plus to turn
India off in respect of its rela-

Private universities that have almost sprung up like mushroom have been collecting 2 to 3 lakh taka per student
annually without protest from the guardians or students even when they have no equipped laboratories, no
libraries and not even a suitable environment for catering education. But for public universities when it comes to
hiking tuition fees or any other charges, it becomes a heated political issue with angry protests and rampaginz
of the campus leading to closure of the universities

foreigners. More important, it
seeks to promote egalitarian-
ism among students by disal-
lowing parents a chance to buy
their children a superior educa-
tion. The authorities' move is
not entirely without justifica-
tion. In the year 1996 Koreans,

it is learnt spent 8 25 billion or:

fully 150 per cent of the gov-
ernment's education budget on
kwawoe. The cost to individual
families is staggering.

A household typically
spends $ 1900 a year on tutoring
for a single secondary school
student and $ 1500 on a child in
primary school. Many families
are said to spend up to half their
income on private teachers. A
recent opinion poll in Korea
found support among nearly
half of the respondents for a
complete ban on the practice.
Private tuition or coaching cen-
tre-based education in the coun-
try is chipping away at the edi-
fice of the education system and
destroying merit and growth of
intelligence of the students.
Rather, government should
work on improving the nation's
quality of education as well as
access to it. If the government
can manage to do so, then the
demand for private tutors will
naturally decline. The govern-
ment must provide in public ed-
ucation what parents are
obliged to buy privately. Since
the last one decade, higher edu-
cation systems in the country is
tottering on the edge.

The problems are two-faced:
lack of resources and declining

quality. Some of the seats of
higher learning have faught the
apathy by their own effort. But
situation has now reached a
critical position: these institu-
tions have been pushed to the
ropes by a severe resource
crunch that has jolted the uni-
versities in the country. Quality
has suffered, laboratories have
become antiquated and li-
braries have cut down on sub-
scriptions. Speaking about
BUET, Vice-Chancellor Profes-
sor Nooruddin Ahmed (chief
guest at the seminar) mentioned
that an effort to bring the dif-
ferent laboratories in the BUET
in line with the advanced uni-
versities of the world would
need at least 100 crore taka. But
subsidies from the government
are being cut resulting in dete-
rioration of the quality, This is
a move that most feel would be a
knock-out blow for the system,

Mentionably, South Korea
and Ghana had the same GDP in
the 1960s; while South Korea's
GDP grew eight fold by 1998,
Ghana remained where it was
and the main reason for such
decline is its poor competitive-
ness. Bangladesh now ranks
lowest in all sectors. Leaving
aside the education sector, evin
in sectors of textiles, jute, steel
and manufacturing industries
with its emphasis on labour in-
tensive production methods,
Bangladesh is rapidly losing its
edge.

Speakers at the seminar
noted with grim shock and ccn-
cern that in the country higher

education has been classified as
"‘non-merit goods/services".
This was done, possibly keeping
two things in mind: the fact
that subsidies are not benefit-
ing the target population, im-
plying the fact that most stu-
dents going to universities hail
from the middle and upper-
middle classes, and that the so-
cial rate of return in this sector
is low, meaning that the higher
education really benefits the
individual more than society.
So the question of allowing
subsidy in this sector is
abysmally low.

This must be a very short
sighted decision. Speaking
about the rate of return. one
might naturally ask what is the
rate of return in allowing sub-
sidies to the Jute and Textile

.sector that remain perpetually

sick. Speakers expressed the
view that in an era of liberali-
sation, when the country needs
trained manpower, besides a
cutting edge on research and de-
velopment, curtailing funds to
this sector would be akin to
following a suicidal path. It is
therefore high time that a de-
tailed study was done to work
out what constitutes social re-
turn and what constitutes pri-
vate return in higher education.

BUET Vice-Chancellor added,
"It is well-known that universi-
ties in the country especially in
the public sector are engaged in
a battle of contending dooms:
mediocrity, a terrifying vacuum
of quality, antiquated labora-
tories, and teaching methods,

migration of teachers and last
of all an appalling lack of in-
terest exhibited by the students
in pursuing higher education.”
The VC added that coaching
centre-based education has
proliferated in the country
dishing out education in cap-
sule form. Students gathering
knowledge from photocopies of
selected topics without going
through the text books are get-
ting intellectually less capable
to tackle problems and chal-
lenges of the day. On the other
hand, aware of the bleak future
that awaits them in employ-
ment opportunities, most of the
students studying in leading
universities have switched over
to private tuition as occupation
that fetch them a handsome in-
come, more than they could
earn after getting a degree.

But earning while learning
is a dangerous intoxication and
that only encourages a student
to prolong his stay in the uni-
versity to the utter detriment of
the educational atmosphere.

Universities run by subsidies
from the UGC with no capacity
to generate their own resources
are facing a severe deteriora-
tion in quality because they
have utterly failed to equip the
laboratories, provide educa-
tional inputs most needed in
this era of fast progress and in-
novation. The subsidy universi-

tionship with Bangladesh. Fair
or not, this kind of reaction
from the Indian government
was not unexpected in the light
of the past history of the sub-
continent and the fact that. In-

dia was a partner in our inde-
pendence war.

The major source of the lack
of trust (about everything relat-

to India) on the part of some
influential members of the
‘civil society' has little to do
with what India does or does
not vis-a-vis Bangladesh, per
se. It is the built-in prejudice,
the roots of which have péne-
trated too deep in our psyche.
According to local newspapers,
one opposition leader concluded
that granting transit to India
would bring epidemic of AIDS
to Bangladesh through contact
with Indian transport workers.
many of whom carry the germs.
That sounds too insulting and
heart-breaking and it on]
manifests one's malice, iF
anything,

The Government of
.:lh has not been demo-

cratic transparent in deal-
ing with the issue: The allega-
tion is perhaps partly correct.
Given the importance and sen-
sitivity of the issue the 'prelim-
inary’ decision of the govern-
ment, as hasly as it was, came
as a shock to many. Undeniably
the government did not com-
plete the ground work before
taking such a monumental de-
cision. A national debate both
within and outside of the par-
liament should have preceded
even an exploratory and condi-
tional approval of the issue on
the part of the Cabinet. An
elaborate presentation about
the long term political and eco-

nomic implications of granting
the privilege to our neighbour
who surrounds us on all sides
but one, could have prepared the
public for acquiescence, at a
minimum. No wonder that even
before any formal pronounce-
ment. the decision became a
tool for an assault upon the
government by the opposition
‘alliance'.

When it comes to taking a
shot at'the main opposition
generally. Mr Tofael Ahmed,
the Minister for Trade and
Commerce who is well-known
for his staunchly partisan cre-
dential, takes the lead in behalf
of the ruling party as the 'trig-
ger-man. With due respect for
the Honourable Minister, this
time his own missile bounced
back to strike him only! For ex-
ample, in reply to the opposi-
tion's outery on the issue Mr
Ahmed went on the offerice to
counter attack the apussition

by citing the forrer 30,0 dov
ernment's sigmiin o e SAPTA
in 1980. lnturoaaotely, every
time he prescencd arguments in
this - line i reasoning, he

sounded awfilly defensive and
pathetically unconvincing. By
pointing linger at the main op-
position he sounded as if
though it was niot right, vet the
present government has nio op-
tion but to fulfil the obliga-

search: Tottering on the Edge

tional improvement. The stark

fact is that when it comes to ,

buying, say., MIGs, cost is no
object and logic goes out the
window.. But when it comes to
making investments in educa-
tion and research or even sav-
ing infants' lives, penury is the
rule. Why the governments in
the country right from 1975 has
been lavishing millions annu-
ally on military spending,
deemed not so worthy and use-
ful in the present context?

The more appropriate ques-
tion is why governments in all
these years have been so short-
sighted about investing in edu-
cation especially higher educa-
tion and research. For a gener-
ation public spending has tilted
towards the needs of the afflu-
ent who are far away from the
next generation. This is a
rather shocking tendency to
spend frivolously to-day rather
than investing sensibly for to-
morrow. Proposals to enhance
allocation for universities for
raising educational standards
meel opposition because they
would be expensive and incon-
venient for the powers that be.
Moreover in our country plan-
ners and administrators tend to
forget the growing consensus
that education is the key to get-
ting rich for countries as well as
individuals. It is now widely
believed that one of the main
reasons why "Tiger economies”
like Singapore and South Korea
have grown so quickly is that
their governments had made
determined and successful ef-
forts to raise educational stan-
dards. That means govern-
mernts everywhere have woken
up to the full economic signifi-
cance of education just as they
are making desperate attempts

ties get from the UGC is mostly o rein in public spending.

spent on salaries of teachers,
officers and other staff with
very little left for research or
_creating facilities for educa-

Undeniably true, in the
world around us there has been
an explosion of knowledge leacl-
ing to spectacular improvement

tions!
Having said all of the above
let us ask the gquestion, even if
the government had done ev-
erything in the ways as have
been indicated above, would
that have satisfied the opposi-
tion and would the tranship-
ment decision have sailed thru
smoothly? Of course not. Our
principal opposition party is

there to oppose and oppose
only.

Some important economic
issues at stake: With revolu-
tionary development in infor-
mation and communications
technology the world becomes
closer everyday, the interde-
pendence ameng nations in all
spheres of life is also on the rise
in every other region of the
world except ours in the subcon-
tinent. Our mind set, shaped by
largely our sad history seems fo
be one of the major stumbling
blocks. Every attempt to remove
such blocks is sabotaged by
dark forces of backwardness
and retrogression. Said or not,
the feelings are mutual. One
positive step was the formation
of the SAARC. Unfortunately, it
has been called a "non-starter”.
Many independent observers
outside of the subcontinent
would note a high degree of ego
and a lack of generosity on the
part of the largest country, In--
dia. The result is a stage o stag-
nation in the realization of the
SAARC potentials.

In the absence of a workable
multilateral arrangement on
the transit issue fort coming in
the foreseeable future.
Bangladesh should NOT pass
this opportunity for advance-
ment, be it in a bilateral
framework provided that it is a
two-way street — and convine-
ingly so. Having accepted it in
principle we must build a gen-
eral consensus, however feeble
the consensus may be, and con-
duct hard bargaining with India
with an open mind to produce a
mutually beneficial econoniic
agreement on an ad hoc basis at
the outset. In so doing, we

" should be vigilant but not sus-

picious. We should have a mind
set ready to fight hundred bat-
tles with India so long as the
battlefield is confined to a ccn-
ference room, across a table. We
will need to ascertain our gains
in exchange for the expected
enormous economic boons,
over and above a higher state of
internal social and political
stability for India. It must rot
be one party's agenda. Our gcv-
ernment, it it sincerely desiies
to go ahead with the decision,
should form an advisory coin-
mittee composed of individunls
from a wide spectrum of profes-
-inns and views that can moni-
tur and advise the negotiating
teaiiy, and hold open debate.

The author is the Head of the
Department of Economics and
the Department of Biisiness
Administration at Shahjalal
University of Science a-ad
Technology. Sylhet.

in the quality of life. More so,
because of the revolution in "In-
formation Technology”, in re-
cent times, teacher training and
educational inputs have become
accessible even to poorer coun-
tries. Students in the develop-
ir:}g countries could now take
advantage of the most sophisti-
cated methods through the use
of Internet, a facility that can
be extended even for students in
the rural areas to keep them-
selves abreast of the latest revo-
lution in the frontier of knowl-
edge. In the context of latest
predicament and controversy,
the nation must ponder if it
should abandon higher educa-
tion in as much as either the
World Bank or the powers-that-
be considers it wasteful with a
shocking consideration that its
social rate of return is minimal.

The stark fact is reducing
subsidies in the present mo-
ment will crush the tottering
colleges and universities. Pri-
vate universities that have al-
most sprung up like mushroom
have been collecting 2 to 3 lakh
taka per student annually
without protest from the
guardians or students even
when they have no equipped
laboratories, no libraries and
not even a suitable environ-
ment for catering education.
But for public universities when
it comes to hiking tuition fees
or any other charges. it becomes
a heated political issue with an-
gry protests and rampaging of
the campus leading to closure of
the universities. Given the fact
that subsidies are cut, then the
funds need to come from some-
where. Since last 1990, concepts
like alumni funding, industry
collaborations have been
bandied about. But resource-
F&neratinn either hK the col-
eges or universities has proved
a dismal failure.

Before subsidies are cut, in-
stitutions have to be given vi-
able options of sourcing funds
that must be backed by a deci-
sion reached on political con-
sensus. Universities must be
given a viable time for survival.

The writer is Controiler of
Exammatiﬂnﬁ. BUET.
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