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Paylng taxes and full cmzenshlp

JENS STANISLAWSKI

ITIZENS wishing to reverse

the trend of political and

socio-economic decay in
Bangladesh would have to mobilise
resources several fronts. The Centre
for Policy Dialogue (CPD) at a recent
seminar suggested that raising
internal revenue is indeed in the
interest of the nation, and the inter-
est of the GoB, which relies too
heavily on foreign governments to
finance expenditure at home.
Speakers pointed out that self-
reliance should be a central con-
cern, as was well as accountability
and credibility of government.

Donors, unconvinced that the
GoB can or will carry out policy that
is in the national interest, attach
conditions to their support with the
intention to realise what they con-
sider is in the national, or perhaps
"human" interest. But donors and
the GoB do not always see eye-to-
eye, and the national interest is a
domain of constant ideological
conflictand contestation.

"As it should bel" says the advo-
cate of liberal democracy. Conflict
and contestation will generate an
important dialogue, required for
rationale in decision-making, as
well as compromise, consensus and
legitimate policy formulation.

But where is the voice of the
citizen in this dialogue? As the CPD
suggested, should not the dialogue
be held between the citizens and
their government, rather than
between state and donor? What is
the point of democracy if citizens do
not voice their demands? Surely, ina
democracy, the national inferest s
synonymous with the citizens'
interests, and citizens should ideally
wanttobepartofthis dialogue,

So why don't citizens simply take
charge, organise, and participate
more actively in policy formulation?
There are scores of them In Dhaka
city alone -- they are the middle and
upper classes. They are literate,
capable, and opinionated. Why do
Lthey not seek representation, and
hold their government to account?
Afterall, itis also "their government"
-- [t says so in the constitution. They
would perhaps be motivated to
make a difference, when their hard-
earnetl incomes were taxed to pay
for bad roads, schools without
resources, and hospitnls without
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proper access -- not (o mention
(in)security.

That's how it should work, or at
least, that's how democracy works
in the West, where taxpayers as an
interest group, play a central role in
state-society interaction. Important
to note here is that citizens in the
West do in fact contribute a signifi-
cant proportion of their income for
public goods and services. In the
OECD, taxation constitutes some 35
per cent of national income on
average (compared to 8-10 per cent
for Bangladesh).

More importantly, everyone who
takes a salary is obliged to contrib-
ute a significant part of it, thereby
constituting a common interest
among taxpayers, The common
interest generates a certain public
awareness, which in turn provides
relevance and context to public
policy debate. What should the
government do with our money?
What can we expect in return for our
taxes?

While CPD emphasised the need
to raise revenue to gain further
independence in policy ‘formula-
tion, there are other obvious bene-
fits from raising taxes. To fight insti-
tutionalised corruption (and paliti-
cal bias in the civil service), salaries
of public servants must be raised
significantly because if an official
cannot secure the future of himself
and his dependants by his salary, he

Taxation, the necessary evil, is a crucial element in lheJ

citizenship equation with far reaching political/economic

consequences for the state and saciety And while taxation alone will not solve the problem of this country's political
economy, it will, at the minimum, raise the government capacity to live up to the social contract. Most importantly, it will
motivate cmzans to think as a community, to demand reforms that are in the interest of tax-paying citizens.

must seek further income one way
oranother.

Securing one's gwn livelihood isa
moral obligation that transcends
any belief or norms system. To
artract the most competent of pro-
fessionals, desperately needed and
contractually obliged to serve a
citizenry in need, salaries must be
brought in line with market rates --
anything less will act as a standing
invitation to inefficiency, rent seek-
ing, and political bias.

More revenue is also needed to
finance nationwide infrastructure
projects such as water delivery,
roads, electricity, and communica-
tion, without which economic
growth and social development
cannot realistically be expected to
take place,

Aside from these obvious bene-
fits, which can heal the crippled
bureaucracy to become a true agent
of development (for which purpose
it was intended), there is a deeper
meaning to argument for taxation --
whichIbelievelies atthe heart of the
concept of modern citizenship. A
closer inspection of the gover-

nance/citizenship model reveals
that there is certain monetary
dimension to citizenship which is
rarely discussed and which requires
illumination. i

We can approach this issue by

suggests that citizens must pay for
theirrights to be upheld by the state,
obliged, as they are, by constitu-
tional law -- the modem social
contract. By law this obligation falls
upon all, whether rich or poor, and

posing the following questions:. by law, contractual obligation falls

Does a person really have rights ifno
organisation actually protects
them? How can rights be said to exist
without a source of funding, perpet-
uating the existence and protection
of those rights? How will an
untrained, uncoordinated, corrupt,
politically biased and most impor-
tantly wunder funded organisation
such as the police, juridical or civil
service guarantee my rights to
property, justice, education, oppor-
tunity, health, dignity, and life?
(Again, I stress the issue of funding
because any attempt at reform will
be undermined unless public ser-
vants can secure their livelihood
without having to diversify their
sources ofincome byillegal means.)
For readers concerned with
reality as opposed to theory, your
answer will likely be negative. The
reality of the modern state system

upon the state to protect citizens'
rights, whetherrichor poor.

This discussion necessarily
implies that a law/rights based
cultureislinked to taxation. I believe
thisis true in because a) taxes enable
the state with the capacity to deliver
constitutional entitlements, and b)
imposing taxes generates common
interests among citizens, enabling
them to think and act collectively,
and c) taxes generate a certain
awareness of the social contract,
enabling tax-payers to think and act
as citizens, rather than subjects of
the state. The actof paying taxbrings
the citizen-to-state relationship a
step closer towards the formal
realm, and sets the stage for state
accountability, in the legal contrac-
tualsense.

But how can low-income citizen
be expected to carry the burden of

Hope and the ruins

. FAREED ZAKARIA
writes from Washingron

N poor countries, natural
disasters are not earth-
shattering news. [t's not that
people there don't value life deeply.
But thcy have accustomed
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Asian countries have few sturdy machanisml for joint action, compared with Europe and

North America, with their alphabet soup of transnational institutions from the EU to NATO
to the OSCE. This is not ideal for a continent filled with rising economic powers that have
historical animosities and border disputes. Last week's events could be a spur toward

greaterregional cooperation.

themselves to tragedy, and to facing
tragedy with limited media attention,
cash-strapped governments, few
local charities, and almost no
insurance. But traveling in India last
week Iwas struck by how differentitis
this time. The interest, attention, and
coverage of the tsunami have been
all-consuming. The scale of this
calamity hasshocked even lhosewho
ure hardto shock.

Thank goodness President Bush
has now said the right things and
promised that the United States
would lead in the relief efforts. What-
ever the reasons for his early silence
andthe initial offers of paltryaid, they
were received hereas partof the Bush
administration’s general arrogance.
"They don't care about what the
world says or what happens here," an
Indian businessman said to me. A
couple of newspapers have pointed
outthatthe numberwho diedonone
day last week dwarfed the number
whodiedonSeptember11,2001.

Now there are many possible
responses. The United States actually
has a defensible record on disaster

relief (as opposed to aid for develop-
ment). And an earthquake or tidal
wave is quite different from a terror
attack and ongping threat from a
global network. But I hope the Bush
administration rises abave these
arguments and recognises it has a
greatopportunity here,

The United States may be con-
sumed by the war on terror, but
developmentis Asia’s daily fight. The
tsunami hits it at this very basiclevel -
- nature striking in places that cannot
just rebuild and rebound. (US federal
aid to Floridalast year for its compar-
atively minor hurricanes totaled $13
billion.) In local media, the tragedy is
being reported entirely through this
lens. Will the demands of relief and
recovery overwhelm governments?
Will a public-health crisis erupt? Can
the hundreds of thousands of home-
less rebuild? In other words, how
does this crisis affect the effort to
move people out of poverty and
disease, which is the ever-present
task of most governments in the
region?

Forits first term the Bush admin-
istration has been somewhat blind
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An International Development Organisation is
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to this reality. I remember touring
Asia right after Bush had attended
an economic summit of Asian and
Pacific states in 2003. I was struck by
how his entire focus was on the
threat of terrorism to the region,
post 9/11 -- and how completely he
misread hisaudience.

Take the three countries most
strongly affected by the tsunami:
Indonesia, Sri Lanka, and India. It's
not that they don't understand the
problem of terrorism. They have all
dealt with it for decades. It's not that
they don't have big political prob-
lems. They do. In fact, interestingly,
the tsunami's greatest impact has
been in three areas that have had
secessionist movements against
their countries: Aceh in Indonesia,
the eastern parts of Sri Lanka and (a
much smaller force) in Tamil Nadu in
India.

This is not, however, the big
picture for these countries. The big
picture is that large numbers of
people herestill liveon less than $2a
day, that infant mortality and mal-
nutrition are still at unconscionably
high levels, that for large parts of the
population, life is not that different
than it was 200 years ago. This is the
big picture, This is the war they are
waging.

And itis abig opportunity for Presi-
dent Bush. Even before the tsunami,
most governments in the region had
been trying to do something about
these enormous difficulties, and had
rid themselves ofold dogmas-- social-
ism, protectionism -- that were crip-
pling their chances. A practical atti-
tude of problem-solving pervades
Asia these days, and that makes it
possible tolookat these dismal condi-
tions and believe that they can be
overcome,

They could also use this tragedy to
bring themselves closer, Asian coun-
tries have few sturdy mechanisms for
joint action, compared with Europe
and North America, with their alpha-
bet soup of transnational institutions
from the EU to NATO to the OSCE.
This is not ideal for a continent filled
with rising economic powers that
have historical animosities and bor-
der disputes. Last week's events could
be a spur toward greater regional
cooperation. The United States, and
all outside countries, should @y to
encourage aid through coordinated

taxation? Is it moral to impose taxes
onthem?In tackling these questions
we should bear in mind that the
poor already pay taxes on consump-
tion (VAT), from a moralistic stand-
point the least desirable with
regards to the poor. While consump-
tion tax Is relatively easy to collect
and therefore widely collected, itisa
regressive tax, meaning that the
lower one'sincome, the higherone's
taxburden.

It is also the least desirable tax
with regards to the poor, because it
is "hidden" as few people in Ban-
gladesh seem aware of paying VAT
on a multitude of goods. Consump-
tion tax does not bring about

awareness because it is hidden,
informal, and without receipt. As
such it does not carry the quality as
an act of citizen contribution to the
state or community.

The poor and low-income citi-
zens would be better off paying
taxes on their income, rather than
on their consumption. Substi-
tuting regressive consumption tax
for progressive income tax would
not only be more equitable (and
moral), but it would benefit soci-
ety in that it would generate
awareness of the common interest
and people's role as citizens.
Rather than debating the question
of whether the poor can or should
pay taxes, we can make the ques-
tion bigger: Can the poor afford to
remain subjects, as opposed to
citizens?

In the status quo, the government
as an agent of development,
remains crippled without sufficient
revenue required to deliver consti-

tutional entitlements, and rights
exist only for first-class citizens.
Society remains without a culture of
citizenship, unable tointernalise the
social contract, and unable to think
and act as a community, largely
unaware of rights and obligations
vis-a-vis communityand nation.

Taxation, the necessary evil, is
a crucial element in the citizen-
ship equation with far reaching
political/economic conse-
quences for the state and society.
And while taxation alone will not
solve the problem of this coun-
try's political economy, it will, at
the minimum, raise the govern-
ment capacity to live up to the
social contract, Most importantly,
itwill mativate citizens to think as
a community, to demand reforms
that are in the interest of tax-
paying citizens.

Jens Stanistawskl is a Ph.D candidatp at the
University of Bath.
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VACANCIES

IN EDUCATION MANAGEMENT

Victoria University, Melboumne, Australia is a state-owned university with over 55,000 students at its
Melbourne and offshore campuses. Its Dhaka Study Centre has been offering one of the mast
prestigious MBA Programs in the country since April 2001. The unit has the following vacancies to

STUDENT RELATIONS OFFICER

The job entails student counseling, record keeping, maintaining database and providing teaching
assistance to local and foreign faculty members.

The candidate must have an honors/bachelor degree in any of the following disciplines: Business
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