
A perfect day would have 
ended for him if it weren't for 
what she said before the sun 
went down. The evening was 

warm and rainless, and the glowing 
red sun glimmered through the 
coconut tree like a blazing pita 
bread slashed in the air. He didn't 
know she had followed him to the 
roof until the embers of her uneasy 
breath burned on his shoulders. 
When he turned around to face her, 
she said to him the most devastating 
thing of his life.

She left as soon as she finished 
saying what she had come to say. He 
leaned against the railing of the roof 
and lit up a cigarette, wondering 
how life had been unpredictable to 
him, bringing its surprises like a 
harsh sea dumping its garbage on 
the shores. In the gathering dark-
ness of a miserable night, he 
assessed that his life was reduced to 
a shadow of the past. 

She insisted that he stayed for 
dinner, but he had already made up 
his mind that he wasn't going to 
listen to her again. He refused to 
stay and she kept asking, her face 

showing no sign of the cruelty with 
which she had ruined his day. He 
couldn't close his eyes that night as 
he recounted in his mind how the 
same woman who had done him a 
murderous mischief asked him to 
stay for dinner.

When he woke up in the next 
morning, the burgeoning rays of a 
bright sun had filled the room. He 
opened his eyes with a void in his 
heart, his face contorted in reaction 
to the light creating cover for the 
anguish of his grieving soul. He felt 
like a man who had lost everything, 

who had survived shipwreck and 
washed up to the shore, left with 
nothing but the memory of horror.

He had trusted her and pinned 
his hopes on her like a stake in 
gambling. Indeed he had gambled 
his life away on her, always believing 
that she was truthful to him. He 
lived on that belief, which brought 
him the strength to face each day 
like a man who squanders his sav-
ings on the racetrack, hoping that 
the next bet would win.

That day he didn't go to work, his 
mind deflected by what had hap-
pened in the night before. He lazed 
through the day, going out of the 

house only when he needed to buy 
cigarettes. There was a throbbing 
pain somewhere in a corner of his 
soul, the pain which revived every 
other pain he had buried in his 
bones. He was despaired like a 
shopper who had waited long hours 
for a purchase, only to arrive at the 
counter to be told that the shop was 
closed.

He resented what had happened 
to him and how his whole life was 
wasted on a bluff. She called him in 
the evening, insisting that he should 
try to understand her situation, that 

what she had said last night didn't 
mean she didn't loved him any 
more. He screamed on the phone, 
stomped on the floor like a frenzied 
monkey and threw his arms in the 
air like a man whose mind was on its 
brink. She pleaded with him for 
calm, wept on the phone in the 
hysteria of a woman, who was faced 
with interminable grief.

He was convinced that it was just 
one of her tricks and hung up the 
phone. Women use tears to defuse 
men, and whenever he fought with 
her in the past, she shed tears, which 
dissolved him like salt in the water. 
He ignored the warnings of friends 
and relatives, who told him that life 

was too short to go in pursuit of an 
absurd dream. But he never thought 
it was going to end like this, that she 
would just quit one evening by 
uttering a few words before the sun 
went down. 

For the next few days he walked 
around like a zombie, his mind 
afloat in the sea of sorrow. He went 
to work, visited friends and met with 
relatives, but his conversation 
mostly centered on morbid subjects 
like death, separation, desolation 
and betrayal. She called him at work 
and home and he hung up at the 

sound of her voice, she sobbed on 
the phone when he picked up and 
he sobbed right after he put down 
the phone. 

On Friday morning she showed 
up in his house, right after his family 
had finished breakfast and each 
member started to drift away with a 
cup of tea and a section of the news-
paper. He was flustered when he 
saw her, the quizzical looks on the 
face of his parents giving him a 
sense of annoyance at her injudi-
cious behavior. She insisted that he 
talked to her, and he insisted that 
there was nothing to talk about after 
what she had said to him under the 
coconut tree before the sun went 

down.

She accused him of being arro-
gant and insensitive, someone who 
possessed all the vices of the male 
race. She blamed him for being 
selfish and inconsiderate, one who 
forgot that love was about caring for 
each other and not being bogged 
down with the bookkeeping of gains 
and losses. She also said to him that 
she had come to tell how he was 
rude to her, how she was convinced 
over the last few days that she had 
given her love to the wrong man.

He swallowed every word she 
uttered like a lump that choked him 
in the throat. He argued that if love 
was about caring, how could she tell 
him what she had said before the 
sun went down. He said she had 
hurt him enough to cost him half his 
longevity, the stress and strain of the 
last few days were about to kill him. 
His body shuddered as if the appari-
tion of what he had just uttered in 
words was looming before him. 
Love, he concluded, was the worst 
amongst ailments, one that had the 
symptoms of addiction to drugs, 
creating ecstasy when it was taken, 
and distress when withdrawn.

All that time neither had looked 

at the other. He looked outside 
through the window, and she fixed 
her gaze on the floor. The servant 
brought tea and sweets in a tray, and 
left it on the bed when the people in 
the room showed no interest in his 
presence. An uneasy silence 
weighed in the air until he opened 
his mouth, talking as if he was 
addressing someone outside of the 
room. He asked her to have some 
sweets and tea, and she replied that 
she had a filling breakfast before she 
came.

When he repeated his request, 
she reminded that he had refused to 
have dinner that night although she 
had asked him so many times. He 
said he had lost appetite after she 
had given him the fright of his life, 
and he had done nothing of that sort 
for which she should refuse to have 
tea in his house. She said that at least 
she had looked at him when she 
talked to him, and that no guest 
would feel welcome if the host 
didn't look her in the face.

He turned around and faced her 
like he did that night before the sun 
went down. She had already put half 
of a sweet into her mouth, her teeth 
sinking on it like the jaws of a cutter 
closing on an object. She took the 
other half and offered to him, tears 
welling up in her eyes as he hesi-
tated to receive it in his mouth. 

As he chewed on the sweet while 
she wiped her tears, he felt that 
once again love had caught him in 
its net.
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He said she had hurt him enough to cost him half his longevity, the stress and strain of the last few days were about to 
kill him. His body shuddered as if the apparition of what he had just uttered in words was looming before him. Love, 
he concluded, was the worst amongst ailments, one that had the symptoms of addiction to drugs, creating ecstasy 
when it was taken, and distress when withdrawn.

RON CHEPESIUK

I T wasn't too long after the end 
of the Cold War that a new 
force we in the media call 

"terrorism" began to assert itself in 
the international arena. The battle 
against terrorism didn't look like it 
would compare in scope and 
impact to the Cold War. Then the 
momentous events of September 
11, 2001 happened and our world 
has not been the same since. The 
media images of those events are 
still vivid. Hijackers seized four 
passenger aircraft in the air and 
guided two of them into the Twin 
Towers of the World Trade Centre 
in New York City. The horrible sight 
of the Towers crashing to the 
ground and then the shocking 
news that more than 3,000 people 
died traumatized the country. 
People of other countries shared 
America's shock and outrage and 
there was a tremendous surge of 
sympathy for Uncle Sam. 

U.S. President George Bush, Jr., 
took aggressive charge of what he 
said will be a 'War on Terrorism". 
The media in the U.S. and other 
countries accepted without ques-
tion the U.S government's lead and 
jumped on what will certainly be 
the story of the 21st century. Soon 
the newspapers, airwaves and 
cyberspace were filled with stories 
about "America's new war." 

The parameters of the big story 
were set at once when George Bush 
labeled America's attempt to deal 
with the September 11 attackers 
and their allies as "war." In the 
anger, worry and doubts that 
follow in the wake of September 11, 
no one wanted to raise any com-
plex questions that might interfere 
with the country's focus, and the 
media accepted without question 
that America is at war with terror-
ism. 

The situation after September 11 
is much like what happened in 
1982 when Uncle Sam began fight-
ing the other war launched by 
President Ronald Reagan: the War 
on Drugs. What had essentially 
been a criminal and social issue 
became a military priority and 
Reagan sent out an impressive 
array of military hardware, intelli-
gence and other resources to South 
Florida and the front lines of the 
drug war. Reagan and subsequent 
presidents began to pressure other 
countries through offers of aide, 
threats and sanctions to be on its 
side in its war on drugs. The presi-
dents didn't exactly put it like 
George Bush, Jr., did later in the 
War on Terrorism but it had the 
same intent: You are either with us 
or against us in our fight against 
international drug trafficking. 

As the U.S. pursued its war on 
drugs, the mainstream Western 
media never questioned whether 
America was really involved in a 
war or dealing with a criminal 
issue. The same thing happened 
after 9-11. In a war, a country fights 
other countries and armies are 

involved. Nineteen men who had 
no allegiance to any country car-
ried out the actual attack on Amer-
ica. Planes had been hijacked 
before, terrorist style attacks com-
mitted and innocents killed, but no 
war on terrorism was declared. In 
1993 the World Trade Centre was 
bombed and almost brought 
down, but no war was declared. 
The bombings of U.S. embassies in 
Kenya and Tanzania in 1998 
caused much death and havoc, but 
no war was declared. In the wake of 
9-11, we have nearly forgotten 
about white right-wing extremist 
Timothy McVey who blew up the 
FBI building in Oklahoma City in 
1995, killing scores of innocent 
people. But the U.S. government 
didn't declare war on the Patriot 
movement. One wonders then if 
America's response to the horrors 
of the events on September 11 
would have been so dramatic if the 
images had been less graphic and 
the loss of life had been less, say, on 
the order of the attacks in Kenya 
and Tanzania in 1998, or the hijack-

ers had botched their malevolent 
plan.

But that's all idle speculation 
now because with the collective 
anger of the American people and 
the understandable desire for 
action, the media accepted the 
Bush administration's framing of 
the September 11 attacks as an 
"attack on America." and the 
administration's response that "we 
are fighting a "war on terrorism." 

That was a momentous develop-
ment for the U.S. and the western 
countries that are Uncle Sam's 
allies in its battle against terrorism. 
If we are at war, then we aren't 
dealing with criminals, so we don't 
have to bring our suspected ene-
mies before a court of justice, 
especially the civilian variety. In 
fact, to protect state security we 
can detain suspects indefinitely or 
eaves drop on conversations 
between them and their lawyers. If 
we are at war, then the public 
doesn't have a right to know how 
we are pursuing it. Indeed, operat-
ing in secrecy is the best way for a 
government at war to identify, 
disrupt and expose the enemy. If 
we are at war, then civil liberties, 
the bedrock of a democracy, can be 
restricted -- and further restricted -
- in the name of state security. If we 
are at war, then information that 
was readily made available to the 
public can become dangerous to 
state security, in the wrong hands 
and must also be restricted. All 
these developments have hap-
pened since 9-11.

The U.S. pursuit of its new 

"war," moreover, has had grave 
consequences for the western 
media. The media is now under 
tremendous pressure as the U.S. 
and its allies relentlessly pursue its 
enemies. Indeed, in the name of 
state security, their governments 
have been working over time to 
manipulate and intimidate the 
media. This has been well docu-
mented by media watchdog groups 
such as the International Federa-
tion of Journalists (IFJ). In its 
recently released report, "Journal-
ism, Civil Liberties and the War on 
Terrorism," the IFJ described a 
variety of the heavy-handed tactics 
being employed and noted that 
"journalists must be free to work 
without being pressured into 
service by the government." 

Journalists working a democ-
racy must also have reasonable 
access to information to keep the 
public informed. That's why many 
American journalists like myself 
are disturbed by the federal gov-
ernment's bold move to drastically 

restrict the American's public right 
to access government information 
in the wake of September 11. In a 
disturbing trend several other 
Western countries, not coinciden-
tally some of US's closet allies in 
the Iraq war, are following Uncle 
Sam's lead and slamming tight 
their doors to freedom of informa-
tion.

And while journalists in the 
Western media like myself are 
having a more difficult time trying 
to get access to government infor-
mation, Western governments are 
putting pressure on the media to 
report the War on Terrorism the 
way they want it reported. 

We got a strong dose of the 
tremendous and growing pressure 
that the U.S. media is under as the 
result of the War on Terrorism. 
During the recent Iraq War, which 
was fought under the guise of the 
War on Terrorism and bore the 
name of "Operation Iraqi free-
dom," several national and local 
media figures in the U.S. had their 
work censored, either explicitly or 
implicitly because of the critical 
views they expressed on the war. 
Here are a few examples: 

##The television network 
MSNBC canceled Phil Donahue's 
talk show after an internal memo 
which was leaked to the press, 
argued that Donahue would be "a 
difficult public face for NBC in a 
time of war. He seems to delight in 
presenting guests who are anti-
war, anti-Bush and skeptical of 
administration motives." The 

report warned that the Donahue 
show could be "a home for the 
liberal anti-war agenda at the same 
time that our competitors are 
waving the flag at every opportu-
nity." 

## During the Iraq War, MSNBC 
and its chief competitor the Fox 
network, which is owned by media 
mogul Rupert Murdock, adopted 
an obvious in-your-face-patriotic 
approach to reporting the War. 
Both used the government's name 
for conflict, "Operation Iraqi Free-
dom," as their title for their cover-
age, eschewing the more neutral 
language their  competi tors  
adopted. They used the flag as 
backdrop, and the two stations' 
anchors and commentators openly 
expressed their views pro-war 
about many aspects of the conflict. 
One anchor reporting on the 
search for Saddam Hussein asked 
"Did we get him?" Some commen-
tators made disparaging remarks 
about guests who raised questions 
about the conflict. But the coverage 

paid off. The ratings for the two 
cable news networks soared. To 
stay competitive, all the other 
major networks, to some degree, 
allied themselves with U.S. forces. 

## But the patriotic fervour just 
didn't impact on U.S.'s national 
media. For instance, Kurt Hauglie, 
a reporter and columnist for Michi-
gan's Huron Daily Tribune, quit the 
paper after allegedly being told that 
an anti-war column he had written 
would not be run because it might 
upset readers. 

##The Internet was not immune to 
the attack of the censors. For 
instance, the web site Yellowtim-
es.org , which featured original 
anti-war reporting and commen-
tary, was shut down by its Web 
hosting company on March 24 
after it posted images of U.S. POWs 
and Iraqi civilian victims of the war. 

## Even Wall Street got on the 
censorship band wagon after the 
Qatar-based Al-Jazeera news 
network's attempts to set up an 
English-language website were 
foiled by unidentified hackers who 
launched a denial of service attack. 
Then Al-Jazeera was unable to 
obtain alternative credentials at 
the NASDAQ exchange. A NASDAQ 
spokesman told the Los Angeles 
Times "In light of Al-Jazeera's 
recent conduct during the war, in 
which they broadcast footage of 
U.S. POWs in alleged violation of 
the Geneva Convention, they are 
not welcome to broadcast at our 
facility." This is the same media 
that showed images of shackled 

Taliban prisoners from the Afghan-
istan War being transferred to 
Guantanamo Bay in Cuba. The 
impact of the Iraq War on media 
coverage caused much contro-
versy and will certainly have an 
impact on how future events in the 
War on Terrorism are covered.

If you recall, reporters in the 
1991 Gulf War had little access to 
the Kuwait's battlegrounds, where 
the allied troops were routing 
Saddam Hussein's army. Being 
miles from the action, there was 
little way that journalists could 
check the facts, and they had to 
depend on military briefings for 
their reports. The practice allowed 
the allied forces to control the 
news, put the necessary spin on it, 
and make propaganda via the 
media to support its military pur-
poses. The journalist's job is sup-
posed to cut through the fog that 
the military spreads and deflect the 
spin and report what is really hap-
pening. What the world ended up 
seeing instead was a war presented 

like a huge video game with the 
military in its briefings showing 
what was supposed to be pin point 
precision bombing. It all looked so 
painless, for we never did see the 
images of the thousands of Iraqi 
soldiers and civilians that the 
bombing killed. 

The military had learned its lesson 
well from the Vietnam War, which 
the U.S. generals believed had been 
lost by what they claimed to be 
biased media coverage. The media 
had too much access to the fighting 
and its blood and gore, the generals 
lamented. That changed with the 
Gulf war. 

But in the war to oust Saddam, 
the U.S military needed to revise its 
media strategy, so it came up with a 
brilliant idea that resulted on a big 
change in how Iraq conflict was 
brought into our living rooms.

Uncle Sam and Tony Blair had 
an image problem. Many around 
the world questioned their inten-
tions in pursuing war with Saddam. 
Putting the media in controlled 
briefing rooms far from the field of 
action aren't going to change 
hearts and minds. Then why not 
"embed' the media in the coalition 
troops. So under the military's 
direction, more than 500 journal-
ists moved with the troops and 
reported the fighting first hand. 
The practice of embedding was 
controversial; in fact, it still is. 
Those who liked it thought it gave a 
very localised view of events.

'Marcy McGinnis , Senior Vice 
President of News Coverage for 

CBS News, told the American 
Journalism Review, "The images 
that television news crews, trans-
mitted to viewers showing the U.S. 
invasion of Iraq were unprece-
dented. The networks were able to 
bring this war into the living rooms 
of Americans. It's the first time you 
can actually see what's happen-
ing." But many journalists and 
most of the world were unim-
pressed. Embedding, said the 
critics, leads to bonding, which 
makes it difficult for journalists to 
think objectively. If your safety is 
in the hands of soldiers you are 
embedded with, you're not likely to 
criticise them. And besides, what 
did the public really see? Embed-
ding may have made for exciting 
reports, but the embedded jour-
nalists constantly made mistakes 
about what was happening. In 
watching CNN and BBC World 
news reports of the Iraq war, view-
ers were often more confused than 
informed about events. 

But despite the criticism sur-
rounding embedding, the military 
viewed it a success. The American 
public loved the coverage and 
Bush's popularity ratings went 
through the roof. If the U.S. pushes 
on to Syria, Iran or Yemen, you can 
bet the military will allow embed-
ding once again. So where does 
that leave the Western media in a 
year and half after 9-11? As the U.S. 
pursues what could be a potentially 
long and uncertain battle against 
terrorism, the Western media finds 
itself in an extraordinary position 
wedged between western govern-
ments that would prefer to wage 
war in secret and a public that 
loathes the press. Recent opinion 
polls show that journalists in the 
U.S. are about as popular as crimi-
nal trial lawyers.

Yet, it is vital that the people of 
these western countries learn as 
much as they can about conflict, 
which is being waged in the name 
of the people and their way of life. 
The public may shoot at the mes-
senger, but, more than ever, the 
media will have to try and do its job 
well. The people need as much 
information as the media can 
provide. This will help foster a 
robust debate about the war so that 
the right decisions can be made. 
We don't want a situation where 
the lack of media access will be 
used to cover up mistakes rather 
than protect lives and operations. 
After all, an open society is what the 
War on Terrorism is supposed to be 
about, isn't it? Unfortunately, so far 
after September 11 what we have 
got is a Western press manipulated 
by the military, hampered by 
official secrecy and intimidated by 
fear of offending the public and the 
government. That I'm afraid has 
been the impact of the War on 
Terrorism on the media in the U.S. 
and other Western countries.

Ron Chepesiuk is Fulbright scholar and visiting 
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A lover's spat

MOHAMMAD BADRUL AHSAN

NASHID KAMAL

I had not seen him board the 
plane but he was there in the 
first class. He and his wife 

National Professor Sufia Ahmed 
were traveling to Bangkok from 
Dhaka. They were going to Sri 
Lanka to observe polls. So was I , 
but just for a holiday with my (late) 
husband General Anis Waiz. I was a 
PhD student in London and Barris-
ter Ishtiaque Ahmed, Chacha, as I 
addressed him, wasn't very happy 
to see me getting married before 
finishing my PhD programme. He 
looked at me ,`Please finish your 
work, your father and I toiled so 
hard to study abroad, your strug-
gles are nothing compared to that, 
we even had to wash dishes in 
restaurants!'

His humble admonition rang 
loud bells in my ears, they were a 
generation who had toiled hard to 

reach the fine stages of being the 
pillars of this society. They started 
their careers from scratch and rose 
to eminence in the truest sense of 
the term. Barrister Ishtiaque was 
the first person ,other than my own 
father, who took me in his arms 
when I was born in London while 
they were both studying in the bar. 
Many years later I discovered my 
grandfather's letters to his wife. He 
was visiting his son in London 
around 1956 when both my par-
ents and the Ishtiaques were study-
ing there. In every letter he men-
tioned their names, of visiting 
them, eating at their place and 
even the menu that was served! 

These stories and many more I 
had heard from my childhood 
which is also full of memories of 
Ishtiaque chacha who stood tall 
not only with his physical presence 
but also with his love for our family. 
As he entered the house we were 

petrified that the routine would 
start, he would assemble me and 
my sister Naeela and their own two 
children Rifat and Raina against 
the wall of our house. He'd call 
every one to witness the Laurel and 
Hardy-like comedy specially with 
Raina being a huge tall girl and 
Naeela  a small tiny tot still at ten. 
Many such differences existed 
between the Ahmed family and 
ours but their friendship persisted 
through thick and thin.              So 
much so that Ishtiaque          chacha 
almost died in the arms        of his 
best friend, my father             former 
Chief Justice Mustafa      Kamal.

Although we had this long asso-
ciation, I never stopped discover-
ing various aspects of  Chacha and 
the day my father took oath as the 
Chief Justice, I had a wonderful 
revelation. The High Court Bar 
Association gave a reception to my 
father where Barrister Ishtiaque 

addressed the audience. I was so 
impressed to hear his fluent and 
impeccable Bangla that I was 
almost in tears with joy. My father 
had always teased him with the 
colloquial `khotta' meaning `non-
Bengali' but the choice of words, 
d ic t io n  an d  c o n gr ue n c e  o f  
thoughts that emerged from his 
Bangla speech was just remark-
able. My daughter Ashna e-mailed 
his grandchild Lia in London 'Your 
grandfather mentioned two gener-
ations of bondage between the two 
families, he left us out'. Grandfa-
ther got back a dose from his most 
loving granddaughter in London 
and even apologised to Ashna.

In another of his deliberations, 
he was the chief guest in a 
programme where an English book 
titled 'Layman's Heart Disease' 
(written by Dr Boren Chokroborty) 
was being launched. His written 
speech was very long and he 

described his experiences in 
obtaining treatment in Singapore 
and London. Many people thought 
it was such an irrelevant speech 
until he came to Bangladesh and 
took treatment in Bangladesh 
Medical College (BMC). His final 
message was that the local doctors 
at BMC treated him far better than 
those he mentioned earlier. He had 
this strong patriotism in him and 
like a child would be hurt by spike-
like stray comments from local 
newspapers.

In recent years when he became 
the advisor to the caretaker govern-
ment for the second time, he was 
earnestly hopeful that he would be 
able to see through the separation 
of the judiciary during his tenure. 
He narrated the entire chain of 
events to me and Anis, as he sat in 
our living room, he sent the driver 
back home to get all the paper 
cuttings. He handed them to me, 

'Baba please keep them nicely -- I 
may be gone soon and may not be 
able to see this through'. Chacha 
was so kind and loving to everyone 
that sometimes it was very difficult 
to distinguish between his real 
family and us. Even his juniors who 
worked with          him had a touch 
of his love as he brought in food 
from home and insisted   that they 
all share the food together. 

My sister Naeela started her first 
job under him and received her 
first paycheck. But that was not the 
only first -- throughout my own 
academic and cultural career, 
every laurel that I have earned has 
been cheered by uncle Ishtiaque's 
first phone call. His own two chil-
dren Justice Dr Syed Refaat Ahmed 
and daughter Dr Raina Fateh are 
the two most wonderful human 
beings that he and Sufia auntie 
have gifted to this society. The last 
time I visited Chacha before he was 

seriously ill, he was wearing his 
home lungi and ganji, sitting in a 
chair and looking at his pot plants 
and rose garden. He missed his 
children as they were away, he 
made me sit next to him and said 
'When I will be gone who will look 
after these flowers?' He com-
plained that I didn't love him 
enough and never took care of him. 
He always felt very proud of me and 
told everyone that he carried me 
when I was born. 

And in death he carried my love 
and that of the teeming millions, 
his favourite rose petals were 
strewn all over his body as he 
entered the unknown world. 
Ishtiaque chacha came to this 
world to make it better for anyone 
and everyone around him. His 
right hand did not know what the 
left hand  had given out in charity. 
May God grant him the beauty of 
the roses in heaven, the songs that 

he loved, the peace that he right-
fully deserves.

Nashid Kamal is Professor of Demography in the 
Independent University, Bangladesh. 
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Rose petals for Ishtiaque Chacha

Grounds for serious trade 
negotiations exist
A vibrant Bangladesh economy is to the 
long term interest of the whole region, 
especially India 

T HE foreign minister-level Indo-Bangla Joint 
Economic Commission (JEC) meeting held in 
Dhaka on July 14-16 after a time-lag of six years 

took an important decision: both countries agreed to 
initiate free trade negotiations in mid-October in New 
Delhi. Closely on the heels, Commerce Minister Amir 
Khosru Mahmud Chowdhury at a press briefing with 
members of the Overseas Correspondents Association 
of Bangladesh (OCAB) has made some relevant points 
about the upcoming FTA talks.

The commerce minister has used some expressive 
phrases like resolving 'trade disputes' with India, reap-
ing 'early harvests', striking 'square deal with New 
Delhi in bilateral trade' as the set of 'right conditions' 
that needed to be fulfilled before the FTA negotiations 
can begin along meaningful lines.  All these expres-
sions indicate our eagerness as well as the issues that 
we need to address before FTA actually comes into 
being.  The other way of putting it would be: are we 
going through a teething time before something solid 
happened in the bilateral trade paradigm between 
India and Bangladesh?

Minister Khosru has laid down four pre-requisites to 
the FTA talks: obtaining special and differential treat-
ment to Bangladesh as per the WTO charter; consider-
ation for comparative development stages of the two 
countries; resolution of problems pertaining to tariff, 
non-tariff and para-tariff barriers under one package; 
and assurance for equitable share of trade by reducing 
the huge trade gap of one billion dollar. The minister 
lays emphasis on the WTO charter because it has 
called upon stronger economies to offer special trade 
terms to weaker economies for the next five to ten 
years. India has yet to live up to that expectation.

Basically, there have been a carry-over of expecta-
tions as far as Bangladesh is concerned. The Indian 
pledge to accord duty- and quota-free access to 25 cate-
gories of Bangladesh products has drawn a blank. On 
the back of such a debacle, Bangladesh has given her a 
fresh list of 118 items for free access to Indian markets. 
The commerce minister has made a test-case of 
1,00,000 tonnes of Bangladesh cement which is yet to 
be given entry.

We think Minister Khosru Mahmud has made some 
pertinent points, the validity of which has only been 
reinforced by an unabated trade imbalance that is 
heavily tilted towards India.

India's perception appears to be that rather than 
dealing with the items in a piece-meal fashion, let 
there be comprehensive lists of goods exchanged 
between the two sides so as to determine the relative 
weightage to be given to the various items. And there 
should be a package deal in the shape of free trade 
agreement (FTA).

So, the moot points are all on the table and the 
ground is well-prepared for serious negotiations to 
ensue between Bangladesh and India. The FTA with Sri 
Lanka could be replicated with special advantages 
accorded to Bangladesh.

A new generation of Bangladeshi businessmen has 
grown alive to the need for dealing with their Indian 
counterparts for a better slice of market access to 
India. They can't be blind-folded to the huge potential 
business that the vast and diverse Indian market holds 
out to them in their immediate vicinity. The fabric ship-
ment from India upon which our RMG sector is so criti-
cally dependent takes only 10 days while that from 
other suppliers would have taken a month or so. The 
prospect of receiving three consignments in one 
month is quite an advantage. The younger generation 
of Bangladeshi businessmen could veer away from the 
distant trade centres if the markets nearer home pro-
vided them with the right openings and incentives.

The volume of trade transacted between India and 
Bangladesh is huge and the potential is even greater; 
only that it is one-sided. A vibrant Bangladesh econ-
omy with a strong and sustainable growth trend will 
only be in India's self-interest. This India does not 
seem to understand in all its economic, social and 
political ramifications.

So, the upcoming FTA talks should address the con-
cerns of both countries with special efforts made by 
India to accord differential treatment to Bangladesh.

The best of results can only accrue from trade nego-
tiations if these are carried out without the encum-
brances of non-trade issues.
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