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Indo-Vietnam Pact and
Pakistan's Look-East Polic

When President Clinton was visiting India, its Defence Minister George
Fernandez was in Vietnam to sign a military pact for boosting co-operation in
defence and security matters. Mansoor Mamoon looks at the far-reaching

implications of the agreement in the entire region

T HE strategic shift in Wash-
ington’s policy in South
Asia by courting India and
sidelining long-time ally Pak-
istan as evidenced by President
Clinton’'s recent visit to the
subcontinent apparently made
General Pervez Musharraf to
embark on his first-ever trip to
South-ea st Asian countries. He
visited Malaysia, Singapore,
Indonesia, Brunei Darus-salam
and Thalland. This look-east
policy of the military regime
was largely designed to bring
Pakistan closer to South-east
Asia region. But the trip has
proved to be lack-lustre as the
redoubtable Pakistani General
was advised to restore democ-
racy and exercise restrain in
his country's long-drawn quar-
rel with India over Kashmir by
the leaders whom he met during
his visit to the region. These
countries have just began to re-
cover from the economic slump
that hit them three years ago,
and hence are not in a position
to provide Pakistan with finan-
cial assistance.

One ain for General
Musharrat, however, was that
the Asean (the Association of
South -east Asian Nations)
agreed to accept Pakistan as its
dialogue partner. India is en-

joying this with the Asean for

quite a long time. It has also a
sizeable number of expatriates
in these countries which wield
enough influences at the state
levels. India has strong com-
mercial standing in South-east

Asia.

From South East Asia the
Pakistani General orchestrated
the feeler of a dialogue with In-

dia "anywhere at any level”, but
it persistently refused to accept
the olive branches extended by
its arch enemy saying
lamabad should first stop what

that Is-

Delhi termed as its cross-border
terrorism in Kashmir. In so do-
ing General Musharraf wanted
to show that he genuinely
wanted rapprochement and
peaceful co-existence with In-
dia. In Bangkok the Chief Ex-
ecutive of Pakistan admitted
for the first time that his coun-
try was having problems in its
relations with the United States
and he would be trying to find
avenues for their improvement.

He, however, said he is not
concerned with the increasing
bonhomie between Washington
and Delhl as India has the right

to have its own national inter-
ests uppermost in its mind. He

is more concerned with how to
remove the impediments in his
countries' ties with the US. In-
dependent analysts are of the
opinion that President Clin-
ton's visit to South Asia has
failed to diffuse and de-escalate
tensions between India and
Pakistan but has rather fuelled
acrimony between them because
of his open tilt towards New
Delhi. As a fall-out of US
Presidential visit, India is
bursting with glee with the feel-
ing that it has been able to score
a clear diplomatic victory over
Pakistan. The US Federal Bu-
reau of Investigation (FBI) is
setting up its office in India for
joint action against and fact
finding about militancy and
terrorism. This is a new devel-
opment in the sense that the US
made the proposal to India sev-
eral years ago. India was so lon
hesitating but after the visit o
Clinton and with the menace of
lurching terrorism, it has fi-
nally agreed to the proposal and
the process of setting up of FBI
office in India is now on.

This has naturally caused
consternation in Pakistan. In-
dia Is also spreading out its

wings in the blue waters as far
as to the China Sea. When
President Clinton was visiting
India, its mercurial Defence
Minister George Fernandez was
in Vietnam to sign an unprece-
dented military pact for boost-

ing co-operation in defence and
security matters. Prior to that,
the S defence secretary
William Cohen also visited
Vietnam, Though the two visits
have no relation, yet China has
every reason to feel disturbed at
the development (n its proxim-

ity. Indo-Vietnam military co-

operation agreement, analysts
maintain, will have far reach-
ing implications In the entire
region. Vietnam is antagonistic
towards China since long over
many issues. The two countries
even had some armed encoun-

ters over their dispute involv-
ing some Islands in the China
Sea. The islands are believed to
be rich in oll and China is eye-
ing them for quite some time.

India's entering iInto accord
with Vietnam Is thus likely to

be viewed with suspicion by
China.

Beijing also has territorial
disputes with New Delhi over
which the two countries fought
a brief war In 1962. Though

there was some euphoria in New
Delhi over the celebrations of

the 50th anniversary of the es-
tablishment of diplomatic rela-
tions between the two countries
the other day, the People's Lib-
eration Army Dally sugéesled
that both China and Russia
should remain attentive to
Washington's increasing pres-
ence in South Asia. The com-
ment is significant as the
mouthpiece of the People's Lib-
eration Army Is usually taken
seriously by the observers. This
indicated that China is not al-
together happy with the new

shift in Indo-US relations,

Cohen also visited Talwan
which is under threat from
China to the effect that if its
newly-elected leadership opts
for independence, Belfing might
be tempted to use force to an-
nexe it with the mainland, A
classified US report on the
combat readiness of Talwanese
military capabllity sald that it
Is not strong enough to counter
any possible Chinese attack on
the island. Cohen, however,
sald he has trust and confidence
in the combat preparedness of
the island's troops.

The US |s believed to have a
far-reaching perspective game
plan, While it is favouring India
at the cost of Pakistan, it, In its
turn, also needs New Delhl's
support In containing China
from advancing towards former
Formosa. India’s military pact
with Vietnam {s certain to
Hlease Washington as this is

kely to alert China and make
it think twice before venturing
against Taiwan. Vietnam is
also a member of Asean in
which Pakistan is trying to
make some inroads.

Forging of new Indo-US axis
will have its impact not only in
South Asia, but its spill over is
likely to be spread in the region
of South-east Asia as well.
Eventually there will be polari-
sation of relations among
China, Pakistan and Russia on
the one hand, and the US, India
and Vietnam on the other.
China, India and Pakistan have
nuclear deterrents. Hence the
polarisation might portend
danger for both South Asia and
the South-east Asia. The
smaller states might, therefore,
be required to maintain strict
vigilance over their respective
security and equi-distance from
all the regional powers,

A Farewell to Arms!

M. Abdul Hafiz looks at Pakistan's all-pervasive gun culture and praises
Islamabad's initiatives in curbing it

N 15 February, 2000 Pak-
istan's military regime of

General Pervez Mushar-

raf announced a major 'de-
weaponisation' plan for his

country, now virtually awash
with private fire arms that
range from pistol to automatic
machine-gun. The immediate
goal of the plan is to stop licens-
ing new weapons and ban the
public display of guns which
gives an impression of lawless-
ness. Later, of course, the mili-
tary would be rounding up the
illegal weapons. If the guns are
not turned in, the military says,
they will be forcibly taken from

the people after giving due
warning. The state will also
start a '‘gun buying back' pro-

gramme to reduce their number
in private hands.

In the next phase the gov-
ernment plans to regulate the
manufacture of weapons in the
north-western tribal areas —
the principal source of private
fire arms and cancell thou-
sands of licenses for automatic
weapons issued by previous
regimes. The overall intention
seems to be to contain violence
generated by those weapons and
restore order in Pakistan that
is fast turning ungovernable
under the influence of a perva-
sive gun culture. The authorities
tried to crack down on this
monstrous problem also in the
Faat but their efforts were
ylunted by its impre%nable
complexity. Can Musharraf
make any headway on this ut-
terly complex issue which
would invariably bring him in
clash with some of the country's
vested interests that include
Pakistan's gun-toting religious
militants?

The fire arms had tradition-
ally been a proud possession of
an average Pakistani. But it's
lure for them increased from
the abundance of firearms since
early 1980s when the United
States sent huge supplies of
weapons through Pakistan to

arm the Afghan Mujahideens
against Soviet invaders. Many
of those weapons found their
way to Pakistani arms market
which made brisk business over
these attractive commodities.

Over the years all these
sources of weapons fed and re-
plenished, where required the
private armouries of the feudal
land owners and tribal chlefs.
The sectarian groups — the Shi-

.~ The sophisticated weapons were

ite and Sunnites — also built up
their sophisticated arsenal
with weapons from the same
sources. In rural Sindh, it is al-
leged, the bandits rob and kill

also captured from retreating or
defeated Russian troops and
they Included world class
‘Kalashnikov' automatic rifles

which soon splashed Pakistan's
border areas with Afghanistan.
Not only that they fell in many
private heads, 'Kalashnikov'
became a craze and symbol of
pride for gun-lovers in Pak-
istan — thus creating what has
since been known as Kalash-
nikov culture. The tribal arms
manufacturers — adept in copy-
ing from the prototype — pro-
duced thousands of these
weapons in their quasi-au-
tonomous territory in the fron-
tier areas exempted from Pak-
istan’'s writ. There are esti-
mated seven million Kalash-
nikov guns in the NWFP (North
Western Frontier Province) and
its tribal areas alone.

Apart from these sources of
arms supply which are more of
Afghan war legacy, Pakistan
has permanent private arms
manufacturing factories in its
tribal belts along Afghan bor-
ders. The gun-loving tribals
were allowed some latitudes in
this respect right from the
British days. Darra Adamkhel,
a small tribal town between Pe-
shawar and Kohat contains five
gun factories and some 2,600
gun shops. On sale in those
shops are both Chinese and
Russian version of Kalash-
nikov rifles, hand grenades and
even anti-aircraft guns. Some
Taliban militants, if not these
tribal gun traders, could also
lay hand on American built
stinger missile. Can govern-
ment dismantle or dilute this
traditional arms business iIn
Darra which is considered to be
the largest gun market of the
world.

Feuple at random with their
ight machine guns. To match
their opponents the criminals
heavily arm themselves. Many
businessmen, politicians and
bureaucrats have their stock of
private arms for protection.
The ethnic groups like the MQM
finds weapons to be the sole in-
strument for their survival as
evidenced from their bitter
Stmg%ie with the opponents in
Karachi and Sindh.

This unprecedented accumu-
lation of weapons in private
hand poses a direct challenge to
country's lawful authority and
a stable internal order. The in-
ter-ethnic hatred and feuds, the
greeds for the spoils and an in-
stinct for revenge and survival
together with the an easy access
to the sources of armed produce
a heady mix for crimes of be-
wildering variety. Not only
have they disrupted the coun-
try's economic life — in Karachi
above thousands of people died
since mid-1980s. The country's
overall crime rate also contin-
ued to rise. The fire arms re-
lated crimes like murder,
sniper victim and bomb blast
have also Increased. Even dur-
ing the rule of General Mushar-
ral the criminal incidents from
the rocket blasts in Islamabad
to the assassination of Igbal
Road, the defending lawyers of
former prime minister iIn
Karachi have been highly dis-
turbing for the regime.

All these partly explain why
the military government con-
fronted with myriad other is-
sues of the polity and exasper-
ated with its own problem of le-

gitimacy decided to take on this
particular menace. Even if the
reactions to the steps taken in
this regards are mixed so far
they however seen to be per-
forining miracle. Since March
1, the deadline for not display-
ing arms in public the Port City
of Karachi has been unusually
civic with no gun battle, no vio-
lence ripping through its nor-
mal life. Even the warning fac-
tions of the MQM seem to be
taking a breather. Even if some
of the political and tribal lead-
ers are pessimistic, supports
also have been powering in
from various quarters. Many
suggested tougher actions like
cancelling all gun licenses and
ordering every body to term in
his guns immediately. They
view the weapons to be destroy-
ing the country's pristine cul-
ture as well as its bodypolitic
and values.

But the government's real
problem in its anti-gun drive
lies elsewhere. The sceptics
wander how will it work if the
government continues to sup-
port religious militants. Heav-
ily armed radical Islamic

roups whom Mushurraf is
1imself believed to be patronis-
ing will be difficult to be dis-
armed. Because their cause is
extremely popular within the
army and if the government
places arms restriction on the
militants there could be serious
consequence of it and even they
(militants) might twin their
guns on the military rulers.
Equally difficult will be any at-
tempt to disarm the gun-lovin
tribal areas of NWFP an
Balochistan. Although the au-
thorities insist that there will
be no exception to the new laws
it remains to be seen how do
they proceed with regards to Is-
lamic militants groups as well
as the tribals in imposing their
anti-gun writs.

The author is a retired
Brigadier of Bangladesh Armuy.

I'rouble for the Couple?

The surrender of Laloo Yadav and Rabri Devi in India may not
be all sunshine for others, especially the NDA and the

litical drama in the eastern

Indian state of Bihar, Laloo
Prasad Yadav and his wife,
Chief Minister Rabri Devi, sur-
rendered before a special court
on Wednesday after they were
accused of amassing ill-gotten
wealth.

The court granted bail to
Rabri Devi but rejected the bail
plea of Laloo, the Rashtriya
Janata Dal (RJD) chief. Yadav is
accused of having appropriated
Rs. 4.2 milllon disproportion-
ate to his known sources of in-
come from 1990-96 when he
was Chief Minister of the coun-
try's one of the poorest states.
His wife is accused of aiding and
abetting him in acquiring the
wealth.

Laloo Prasad Yadav being
taken away to jail may not be
the right solution to curb vio-

IN a twist to the unfolding po-

e

Congress party, writes Navine Murshid

lence and agitation in Bihar.
There IS no reason to under-
mine Laloo’s popularity. Espe-
cially since they surrendered
themselves, the idea of having a
back-up may not be ruled out.
While he has a rather dis-
paraged image with corruption
cases lined up on his neck, he is
also responsible for giving low-
caste Indians in Bihar a volce
they never had. And these low
caste people are a rowdy bunch.
Laloo created sensation
when he stepped down from his
post as Chief Minister, for yet
another money scandal, only to
declare his illiterate wife with
no political background his
successor. This time around,
when the duo is faced with an-
other scandal, they have a lot of
support. Rabri Devi's (Laloo's
wife) status as Bihar's Chief
Minister saved her from going

to jail. This gives her a lot of
time to plan her next move.

Her not having any political
background and education
should not mislead people into
thinking that she {s incapable
of running her party. We have
such leaders In Bangladesh who
are doing their job quite well,
There is no reason to doubt her
capabllities.

Earlier, when overnor
Vinod Pande asked Nitish to
form government and Congress
gave thelr support, Laloo was
visibly angered and had de-
manded the governor's order be
rescinded. The fervour may not
be lost yet.

The opposition National
Democratic Alllance (NDA) de-
manded that Rabrl Devi resign
immediately, It even asked
Governor Vinod Pande to dis-
miss her government in case

she does not step down.

"We will continue our agita-
tion till Rabri Devi is in power
because we will not let a for-
mally charged person remain

chief minister of the state," a
senior NDA leader [s quoted to
have said.

Laloo Yadav's determina-
tion The NDA would try to take
full advantage of Laloo being in

jall.
The Congress too would

look forward to Rabri Devi's
resignation, thinking that a
Congressman would become the
next chief minister. But Laloo
Yadav and Rabri Devl may not
be willing to give up. They are
up for yet another fight for
power. There is not reason for
the NDA or the Congress to be
hopeful, unless they
they are up against unless the
have a plan number two as well.

now what |
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Pak@stan‘;s. proposal to India for talks may well be taken as a positive result from
Clinton's trip. India remains unwilling, Has Islamabad suffered a diplomatic
defeat? Does President Clinton's interests in Bangladesh arise from the

inadequacies that India and Pakista o
aftermath of US President's & ik

dent Clinton's visit in

As South Asia settles down to the
visit, its impacts are beginning to unfold. Did Preg;-
dicate a significant policy shift in South Asia?

Ekram Kabir, A Maher and Navine Murshid search for the answers

The Charade is Over,
Long Live Ties

NDIA refectcd Pakistan's first formal

proposal for the resumption of peace

talks last Friday. It said that Islamabad
must first halt its alleged support for cross-
border "terrorism” in Kashmir.

Referring to a meeting between Pak-
Istani Forelgn Secretary Inamul Huq and
the Indian High Commissioner G,

Parthasarathy, an Indian foreign ministry

spokesman was quoted to have said: "Dur-
ing the mcetin&. the Pakistan foreign sec-
retary conveyed his country's desire to re-
new dialogue with India and also raised
concerns about India's so-called aggressive
postures against Pakistan. But right con-
ditions have to be created first for a dia-
logue.”

The offer made by Islamabad on March
29 was the first formal proposal since the
military takeover there on October 12 last
year. Earlier Pakistan's Chief Executive
General Parvez Musharraf had made some
public offers for talks, but New Delhi had
decided to remain non-responsive.

Peace talks between India and Pakistan
have remained frozen since the military
conflict that took place last summer be-
tween the two nations. Ten weeks of fight-
ing in the Kargil mountains of Kashmir,
which began in May '99, followed a land-
mark bus journey by Indian Prime Minis-
ter Atal Behari Vajpayee (o Lahore in
February.

Since Islamabad's offer came four days
after US President Bill Clinton wrapped up
his week-long tour of the subcontinent, the
Implications of the offer are more impor-
tant than what is presumed in the two capi-
tals, especially in New Delhi. In this re-
spect, India's rejection of holding talks
does not augur well for the South Asians
region at large.

There are serious problems between
these two countries, none more serious
than the dispute over Kashmir, and if
headway is to be made in resolving them,
then the two countries must sit across the
table and talk. There has to be some flexi-
bility in attitudes, no matter how rigid the
situation may seem. There must'be the po-
litical will to move away from their respec-
tive dogmatic positions, if they want what
is good for the region.

New Delhi, with the passage of time, ap-
pears to have hardened its earlier stand
further of not doing business with the mili-
tary ruler. India worked for the postpone-
ment of the Saarc summit, to be held in
Kathmandu in November last year, because
it did not want that platformi used by the
coup leader to get respectability. Moreover,
India, along with some African countries,
spearheaded the move for Pakistan's sus-
pension from the Commonwealth.

India may have reasons to think that
Pakistan is diplomatically on the losing
side. New Delhi has become successful in
isolating Islamabad during the US Presi-
dent's visit to the subcontinent. But did
President Clinton's visit indicate changes
in the US policies altogether?

Clinton's trip may have signalled a
clear preference for democratic India over
military-ruled Pakistan as a future US
partner in South Asia, but the old allies
certainly kept their relationship going. In-
dia, basking in the afterglow of the visit,
should not feel that it has diplomatically
defeated Pakistan, by creating divisions in
US-Pakistan relations. Although the Chief
Executive of Pakistan admitted for the
first time that his country was having
problems in its relations with America
and he would be trying to find avenues to
improve them, yet it would be inappropri-
ate to assess that Pakistan has been inter-
nationally sidelined.

According to Pakistani defence analyst
M H Askari: "Americans heads of state
have had very close relations with mili-
tary rulers in the past. It would be naive to
believe that any amount of sermonising
would either hasten the process of restora-
tion of democracy or restore status quo
ante as on October 12, 1999. That is one is-
sue best left to the ongoing judicial process
to determine."”

Many like him in Pakistan think, as
the US government has said time to time,
that America still has high stakes in Pak-
istan, no matter how much the former re-
bukes the latter in public. What does the US
really want from Pakistan? The US fears
religious fundamentalism and the Tale-
ban. Then there is Osama bin Laden who
poses a serious threat to the US both in
terms of global terrorism and interest in
the Middle East. It will need Pakistan to
prevent nuclear technology transfer to
Iran, and for that matter to any Arab coun-
try. Moreover, Pervez Mus{larraf‘s re-
cently-concluded visit to Malaysia, Singa-
pore, Indonesia, Brunei Darus-salam and
Thailand Is an ample proof that Pakistan
is not going to sit idle. There are reasons to
believe that Pakistan's participation in
post-cold war power axis is still necessary
and may increase after a brief setback. And
this all the reason why India should agree
to resume peace talks with Islamabad.

In the meantime, Pakistan has shown a
remarkable gesture of goodwill by allowing
a gas pipeline to India from Iran thrmth
Pakistani territory. This may well be the
context against which New Delhi should
start communicating with its important
neighbour. If the spirit of the Lahore bus
ride can be put in place even partially, the
existing gap between the two countries is
bound to narrow down. Indeed, history was
made in Lahore when a beaming Vajpayee
descended from the bus as the then Pak-
istani Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif was
waitln%anxim:sly to greet his counterpart
in the historic city.

It would be doing injustice to the region
if India thinks there's no need to engage
Pakistan. Kashmir is not a problem that
will disappear from inattention. India
should not be settled on the point that it
would not talk to a military ruler. It also
needs to think about other neighbours in
the region. After Pakistan's offer for talks,
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the onus is largely on India to make it hap-
pen. As General Mirza Aslam Beg, the for-
mer Pakistan army chief, said to an Indian
news magazine Outlook: "India, being the
stronger actor, must show the requisite
humility to defuse tension and reorient its
attllllude so that a climate of real peace pre-
valls..,."

A defence and forei olicy analyst of
E’aklstan. Lt. Gen [th]g'll‘la at Myasoodysald:
If Vajpayee feels uncomfortable in meet-
ing Gen Musharraf now, {t should be post-
poned for a while. But surely the foreign
ministers of both countries could meet
soon. It will have a positive impact and
contribute towards easing tensions. After
conditions somewhat stabilise, a meetin
of senior military officers could also be
considered. Meanwhile both governments
must ease travel restrictions, particularly
for journalists and the media to help de-
velop a greater understanding and toler-
ance of each other's viewpoint. South Asia
today stands at a crucial time in its his-
tory. We need leaders with new vision and
approach. Leaders who can break free from
the strange hold of the past and carve a fu-
ture where both the countries can have a
vibrant and prosperous society.”
Moreover, Atal Behari Vajpayee, in an in-
terview with the News WeeE. soon after the
Kargil bloodshed began, had said that he
had gone to Lahore because he felt that as
neighbours they should harbour peace, He
said he felt that citizens of both the coun-
tries wanted to lead a peaceful life. The
Kargll bloodshed had saddened him and he
felt that that was the time for talks. The

uestion is, why then, is he adamant in his
ecision of not talking?

People are beginning to think that Clin-
ton’s visit made India a little too confident
about itself. They had begun to think that
it could go on without the support of its
neighbours. The fact that Turkish Prime
Minister refused to go to Pakistan durin
the time he visited India, only adds to the
high esteem India placed itself, But, India
has no reason, whatsoeyer, to feel that
Pakistan is not important where US ties
are concerned. Their 'fallure’ to prevent

Clinton to visit Pakistan proves just that.

His visit {tself shows that he is interested
in Pakistan exclusively for American con-
cerns. Clinton would not forget his 'part-
ners' who helped him open dialogues with
China; who stood by them when Soviet
Union invaded Afghanistan; who helped
‘end the cold-war'. It is interesting to not
that on these occasions US-India ties were
stringent.

One thing that is apparent is that some
other aspects of Clinton's visit did not
make much of a difference in the two
countries. In both India and Pakistan,
Clinton talked about the CTBT, use of nu-
clear weapons, restoring friendship among
the two nations, Pakistan returning to
democracy etc. Neither country took note
as far as prompt results are concerned.
However, Pakistan's offer for talks may
well be taken as a positive result from
Clinton's trip.

Clinton's interests in Bangladesh
seemed to arise from the inadequacies that
India and Pakistan provide. India and
Pakistan still did not give word to ratify
the CTBT; communal and other conflicts
are still prevalent in both countries; added
was the fact that there seemed little hope
for Pakistan to return to democracy. The
US perhaps saw Bangladesh as a symbol
for coexistence of democracy, Islam and
secularism, all of which are absent in the
other two countries of the region.

Whatever may be the reasons behind
Clinton's Dhaka visit, when Clinton ar-
rived here, we were ready with our needs
glossary. To a few casual observers, some
of the issues that came up for discussion or
pleading may have been a trifle too awk-
ward for presentation. Those observers
may also be somewhat uneasy with the
manner in which the US side was ap-
proached. In all, a variety of issues were
touched and the performance of both par-
ties was mixed.

Security concerns attracted a lot of at-
tention both by the media and the Secret
Service. Many felt the furore was too much
even if it was the first visit by a superpower
head of state. The state euphoria tugged at

‘the limits of national security in the ho

of inducing a little more attention out of a
generous visitor. Maybe the routine was
exaggerated but some aspects needed seri-
ous looking into. For example several im-
portant state positions were ‘taken over'
temporarily by the US advance teams.

There were reports of FBI men moving in
and out of Minto Road area bulldings, a
sign of Infringement upon state security
areas. Could Clinton’s coming possibly
been interrupted if some of our ‘sensitive’
locations were not allowed to be rummaged
by US advance teams?

Business and commerce were important
agendas even before the President’s visit,
There were some last-minute hassles that
threatened to spoil the atmosphere. The
Dhaka team’'s performance with the oil
and gas companies regarding signing of
PSCs (Production-Sharing Contracts) with
three major US companies was outright
reproachable. The Petrobangla burgee mis-
erably exposed the typical state of bureau-
cracy in the country. Thought provoking to
ponder why this notorious sport was not
for their intelligence departments to dis-
cover for themselves! Maybe they had done
so discreetly earlier, as Commerce Secre-
ta?r William Daley frowned on some art-
fully termed ‘red-tape’ snags that tied up
US companies here. His comments fur-
thered upon support for ‘critical structure’
of the country, a luscious term pounced on
by salivating political theorists, both ex-
tremist and pro-growth. They brought
down the atlas, a very Asian one, in their
ferment and asked such questions as to
what a groomed ‘critical structure’ in
Bangladesh would do to American inter-
ests with India and Pakistan. For
Bangladesh though, it would mean careful
scrutiny of the sectors ‘lent out’ (a verv un-
fair term in the context of BD-USA rela-
tions) for development, with sound fore-
sight and intelligence. To an extent we were
overwhelmed by the visit with respect to
the business conference arranged with our
local community and the American delega-
tion, As one of our Chamber chiefs put it,
the conference was a bit out of focus and

many serious i{ssues could have been dis-
cussed,

Back in the sun, the Clinton visit would -
- no,doubt promote American investment in
. Bangladesh whether immediate or, some

time in the future. The local business
community seem to have a better under-
standing, now, of what their American, or
any other foreign investors, would expect
from a Bangladeshi business environment.

Bangladesh, a nation of 120 million,
with half below the poverty curve, has been
the recipient of many a comment fitting
the needy. So it is embarrassing, if not
downright infuriating, to see approaches
that drag out hopeful pans of the public cof-
fers. Asking for debt relief on a 10-hour of-
ficial visit (and that too the first one) is,
arguably, incredulous when it could be ini-
tiated at subsequent talks when the US
President was not in Dhaka.

A lesson worth learning from Clinton:
his sweet repertoire on how standing debts
could be turned into grants for use in affor-
restation had many charmed into sol-
vency. Another important opportunity
arising from this visit is to comment on
the role of the opposition parties in the last
decade, linked to foreign debts.

The US should note how much
Bangladesh could have paid through the
negative ‘pay-offs’ from the hartal or
strikes called in the last ten years by all in
the political arena. Could that money not
have been used for payving off national
stakes? Or are we acquiring much too eas-
ily and materialising the shackles of fi-
nancial slavery?

On a positive note the telecommunica-
tions sector received a boost in the form of
WorldTel's investment to install over
300,000 digital telephones. Better commu-
nications would mean more commerce and
faster Internet processing, in whole a
rapidly changing industrial and economic
landscape. This is again a wake-up call for
the BTTB and concerned authorities to
take advantage of the superior technologi-
cal know-how it is being exposed to. Pri-
vatisation will further strengthen
Bangladesh's telecom base. The national
re%‘u ators must be pressed to redraft their
policies and. in the face of resistance, may
even be broken up to check monopolistic
attitudes and ensure this opportunity is
exploited to the full. The impact on Inter-
net facilities must be taken seriously, as
the sorry state of the present facilities pre-
vents us from doing basic tasks and keep
abreast of the rest of the world.

President Clinton had a motivating ef-
fect on South Asia as a whole. Taking from
Clinton, when East meets West there is
bound to be much ado about a lot of things.
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