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Strengthening the EC

Indispensable for credible elections

HIEF Election Commissioner MA Aziz's plans to

request the government to amend the electoral

laws to empower the EC to cancel the candidature
of contestants guilty of gross irregularities during the elec-
tion process, and to permit the EC to initiate contempt
proceedings for violation of its orders, bear a practical
relevance to the ongoing discussion on electoral reform.

We are supportive of the CEC's line of thinking to have the
power to disqualify candidates guilty of violation of electoral
laws, rules, and code of conduct. In the present dispensa-
tion, only fines can be imposed by an Electoral Inquiry Com-
mittee on any candidate violating rules during electioneer-
ing, which is insufficient disincentive. If the EC does not
have the power to cancel candidatures as punishment for
violations, then it becomes nothing more than a paper tiger.

Insofar as the power to punish any person for contempt or
electoral law violation goes, the EC, we believe, needs to
elaborate on this demand in order to generate a clear under-
standing as to who the contempt proceedings might be
moved against and under what circumstances. In fact, we
would suggest an informed public debate on the issue with
legal and constitutional experts participating in it.

Itis vital that the EC be given all the power that it needs in
order to hold credible elections. The EC should be beholden
to no ministry and subordinate to no one. From the day that
elections are called until the votes are counted and results
declared, in the matter of administering the elections, the
EC must remain all powerful, and brook no challenge from

To this end it is crucial that the EC have full control over its
own finances and staff. There should be a budgetary allo-
cation made for the EC, which amount should then be trans-
ferred directly to the EC so that it can operate with full auton-
omy. Similarly, the EC also requires a permanent secretar-
iat, which reports only to the CEC, and the power to hire and
fire its own staff. These reforms would make the EC finan-
cially and administratively autonomous, which is the sine
qua non for its independence and its effectiveness. The EC
cannot be expected to function independently if its finances
are under external control and it has virtually no permanent
staff. Indeed, much needed work on the electoral roll and
other administrative functions are left undone due to inade-

It is crucial that the EC be strong, autonomous, and fully
independent, and we are in favour of whatever reforms are

Engulfing waters
Relieflagging behind

HE floods have struck a bit early this year and there is

reason to believe that the situation may turn critical

during the rest of the monsoon, a fairly long period to
brace ourselves for. One million people in seven northern
districts have already been affected.

Let's take it as an early flood warning and start rolling up
our sleeves to meet the exigency head-on.

River erosion is leaving a large number of people home-
less and destitute. There will be a telling effect on the rural
economy due to pauperization of a huge number of people.

Acute shortage of food and drinking water has been
reported from the flooded areas. This is where prepared-
ness leaves much to be desired. The rush of waters seems
to outpace the relief operations. We are fully aware of the
measures that need to be taken to rescue flood victims. But
as it happens, government relief operations are launched
rather late in the day due to bureaucratisation and people in
great distress are left to fend for themselves in extremely

An outbreak of water-borne diseases, particularly diar-
rhoea, has already been reported. The supply of pure drink-
ing water has to be restored immediately to prevent spread
of diseases. The government will have to respond to the
sanitation problem in kind. Well-equipped medical teams
must be on their way to the afflicted to save human lives.

The people whose lives have been disrupted will have to
start anew once the situation improves, so that a compre-
hensive rehabilitation programme needs to be drawn up,
provided for and kept in readiness for implementation on a

Of crucial importance will be the challenge to keep the
market prices down balancing it out with the dire need for
ensuring emunerative prices to the farmers' compensatory

TO THE EDITOR
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Smallholders and changing agriculture

ABDUL BAYES

Food Policy Research Institute

(IFPRI), under the aegis of
South Asia initiative, held a host of
seminars and workshops in various
parts of the region. And everywhere,
the talk of the table was High Value
Agriculture (HVA) comprising crops
other than cereals. One might
wonder why cereals should take a
back seat in those seminars and
workshops and why poor countries
should strive for reaching "rich"
foods. The first year economics
answer to the question is that
consumption of food is a function of
income, prices (own and
substitutes), tastes etc. Again, as
income goes up, some goods
become "inferior" goods to claim
small budget share e.g. cereals.
People switch over to sandwiches
whenever their income rises.
Apparently all the explanatory
variables in the demand function are
believed to be changing in this part
of the world and hence the demand
and supply of HVA crops. However,
what | notice in some of the
presentations is a ring of
commonality among countries in the
emerging situation. To drive home
the point, | shall draw upon one such
presentation.

I N recent years, the International

Four fundamentals

In one of the research papers,
Ashok Gulati, Nick Minot, Chris
Dlegado and Swasti Bora examine
the causes and consequences of a
shift towards high value agricultural
products. In their search for vertical
links with farmers of the growth of
such products, the authors mainly
focus on eight Asian countries:
Bangladesh, India, Pakistan, Indo-
nesia, the Philippines, Thailand,
Vietnam and China. The first prem-
ise of the paper is that unlike green

ways: by creating new export oppor-
tunities for production and influenc-
ing consumption patterns with
increasing access to imported
foods. And finally, food marketing
channels have also been affected
by a relatively liberal FDI policy.
Initially FDI flew to food processing
and recently to retail food sector.
The authors notice that while per
capita grain consumption was either
falling or growing at less than one
per cent per year in all eight coun-
tries under  consideration, per

capita consumption of HVA crops
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BENEATH THE SURFACE

per cent in Bangladesh and Viet-
nam. But my own research (and
for IFPRI) shows that of the total
agricultural crops in retail chain in
Dhaka city, 10-15 per cent pass
through supermarkets.

Second, FDI and growing
demand for processed foods have
increased the overall size of the
processing sector as well as the
scale of operations of individual
plants. In Bangladesh, few local
companies like PRAN are engaged
in processing and FDI yet. Anyway,

tions that link them to HVA mar-
keting channel. Allow me to elabo-
rate the points on the basis of my
research observations. Chandina
is well connected with Dhaka city.
And Chandina is also a place
where BRAC -- arenowned NGO -
- targets small farmers with inputs
to grow vegetables. Chandina
farmers are now growing French
beans only for export. Chandina
farmers are also experiencing a
lot of exporters coming to buy
their crops. As high as 30 per cent

First and foremost, develop risk mitigating strategies that would protect small holders from various
production and marketing risks. Second, develop a mechanism whereby small holders would have
access to financial capital. Mind that production and marketing of HVA crops is capital intensive. Third,
change the existing laws and regulations pertaining to agricultural production and marketing. That may
imply attracting FDI in the retail sector for technology. Fourth, develop infrastructure -- electricity, roads,
and telecommunications. And finally, search for innovative institutional arrangements for HVA crops. In
short, the time has come for HVA crops and policies should soon follow suit.

revolution that was driven by tech-
nology (higher-yielding varieties),
the current transformation is caused
by changes in food consumption
pattern. Mainly four factors affected
the change. Rapid economic growth
in many Asian countries allowed
consumers to shift from grains and
other starchy staples to higher value
foods such as fruits, vegetables,
eggs, dairy products, and fish.

Second, urbanisation accentu-
ated the change by affecting life-
styles, increasing exposure to
media, and expanding availability of
such goods. Third, changes in trade
regimes --from inward to outward
looking -- also affected production
and consumption patterns in two

The last trumpet

M.J. AKBAR

mindless, one wouldn't mind so

much. The troubling part is that
Dr Singh has a keen mind honed by
a passion for reading. It is possible
though that ever since he was
catapulted from chiaroscuro to the
national limelight in 1991, his pri-
mary reading has become files.
Bureaucrats have a very simple
methodology when they want to
consume a minister's time: they
feed the minister with his passion.
Since Dr Manmohan Singh is fond
of reading, | am ready to wager a fair
bit that the bureaucrats around him
are making sure that he has enough
files to read from waking-hour to
goodnight-collapse.

The Prime Minister has been
making some long-haul flights of
late, a necessary part of his cum-
brous duties in running the affairs of
a virtual superpower. Last week he
was in Scotland, with a place of
honour in the waiting room of one of
the most exclusive and glittering
clubs, code-named G8. The fact
that the Prime Minister of China,
Wen Jiabao, was also present in
that resplendent waiting room
added to the lustre. British hospital-
ity at Gleneagles, the scene of the
meeting, was at its finest. According
to reliable reports, the British spent
a hundred million pounds on the
conference. This however is less

I F Dr Manmohan Singh were

impressive than the fact that
France's combative President,
Jacques Chirac, who is known to
sniff so loudly at the mention of
British food that it can be heard
across the channel, stood up after a
meal and sent his personal congrat-
ulations to the chef.

Since academics is much higher
on Dr Singh's wish-list than food, the
British were wise to feed him with
what he wanted, an honorary
degree from Oxford, the university
that gave our Prime Minister a

was generally growing at 2-10 per
cent per year, depending on the
country and the commodity.

Superior'supers’

The trends outlined above tell
about the food marketing system in
Asia. First, income growth, urbani-
sation, and the deregulation of FDI
have attracted supermarkets and
other types of food retailers. Bar-
ring Bangladesh where supermar-
kets are mostly local and at a
nascent stage, some Asian coun-
tries witnessed FDI in food sector.
In Thailand and the Philippines,
more than half of food is sold
through supermarkets. According
to the authors, the share is only 5

less go into polishing the speech,
but | hope Dr Singh gets a chance to
read some books apart from
speeches and files.

The first book | would put on his
table is Poverty and Famine, by a
fellow-Indian, a fellow-economist,
and a fellow-compatriot from
Oxbridge, DrAmartya Sen.

Dr Singh mentioned many names
of those who had enriched the Indo-
British relationship, men from public
life, from academics (Dr S
Radhakrishnan and Dr Bimal
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processed food exports have gone
up and fast than the overall agricul-
tural exports despite a range of
tariff and non-tariff barriers. Third,
innovative institutional arrange-
ments cropped up to embrace the
induced changes. For example, in
many countries including Bangla-
desh, contract growing is in evi-
dence and particularly in Bangla-
desh, some NGOs stepped into the
production and marketing of HVA
crops, especially to tie up the tiny
tillers vertically.

Will the small survive in the
transition? Well, that depends on:
(a) infrastructural development
that connects them with markets
and urban centres, and (b) institu-

million Bengalis died of famine
during the period 1942 to 1945, of
which most died between March
1943 to November 1943. This total
does not include the normal mortal-
ity rate of any population. | would
suggest you read the figures again.
Nearly four million Bengalis died in
less than three years in the most
wretched, painful, and inhuman
manner possible. Dr Sen shows that
there was no major grain shortage in
Bengal in 1943, despite a cyclone
the affected the aman crop and the
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of the household income of the
poor farmers in Chandina come
from sales of vegetable only! It is
thus not only infrastructure but
also institution that matter.

Information and
tion

Drawing upon Indian experience,
the authors are of the view that
the role of information and com-
munication technology is impor-
tant for the growth of HVA crops.
"Lack of complete and timely
information about production and
post harvest technologies, mar-
kets, prices, and export potential
is a major factor often cited as a
limitation in promoting agricul-

innova-

Governor of Bengal, explained to
the Viceroy: 'The Famine Code has
not been applied as we simple have
not the food to give the prescribed
ration'." Later, the government
admitted, on the record, that "the
food shortages were mainly due to
hoarding." Of course Indians were
involved in hoarding, but surely the
good governance of the British
could have sorted out what was an
administrative matter.

The British inaction was more
mala fide than that. "As it happens,

_

Let me offer, within this limited space, another statistic, this time from Kennedy. In 1750 India had
24.5 percent of the world manufacturing output and Britain had 1.9 percent. In 1900 Britain had
18.5 percent and India had 1.7 percent. While there was definitely more than one reason for the
reversal, may | suggest that colonialism had something to do with this?

much-deserved degree in econom-
ics. Dr Singh was forthright. "I am
truly overwhelmed," he told Oxford,
adding, "Nothing can be more
valuable or precious than receiving
an honorary degree from one's own
alma mater. This is a day | will truly
cherish." It was in such an expan-
sive mood that Dr Singh remarked,
in his speech, that "even at the
height of our campaign for freedom
from colonial rule, we did not entirely
reject the British claim to good
governance."

This week Prime Minister Singh
takes an even longer flight, to Wash-
ington, where, when he rises to
address the august Senate of the
United States, he will warm the
cockles of George Bush's heart.
Within a fortnight, Dr Singh will find a
place in the hearts of both men who
rule the world, and that is no small
achievement. Some of the time on
the long flight to America will doubt-

Tender coup!

The DCC is doing big business
nowadays, forgetting its own basic
business of providing conservancy
and other urban services by the
city's foster fathers, voted into
power in good faith. One big joint
venture private group has landed
two lucrative contracts in elevated
highway and power projects. The
public sector cannot deliver, and
the private sector is monopolised
by political tycoons.

The smeared political regimes
do not have the moral courage to
introduce urgent management
reforms in the municipal sector, all
cities are facing similar mal-
administration problems as the
unqualified and non-professional
political masters cannot run the
show technically.

There is no formal transfer
system in the municipalities and
city corps, hence the lack of
change of atmosphere in the cor-
ruption ridden offices. The Nagar
Bhavan looks impressive from the
outside, but inside it stinks, as the
politicians just do not bother to go

by the rules and regulations. If the
top leaders pose as pseudo
mastans, what could be expected
from the lower tiers?

The political culture is rotten to
the core. It should be retired for a
while for recuperation, to enjoy an
extended holiday, for which the
incumbents have been reimbursed
in advance (huge amassed wealth
in Technicolor)

What is the viable and noble
alternative to political governance?
None, except robot rule; as
humans have disqualified them-
selves from looking after the wel-
fare of the rest of the six billion
souls, on this infernal hell known as
Mother Earth.

AZ
Dhaka

Poor parking sense

Ref. letter in DS 1/7/05, on lack of
parking sense by owners and driv-
ers in Dhaka city, [double and triple
parking in front of schools, shopping
streets], the [fake] driving licences
may be seized, and the vehicle
owners may be heavily fined. The

DCC is slow in earmarking more
parking spaces all over the city, and
should not boast about a single 14-
floor parking complex in Motijheel
CA.

Also it is not clear how a large
number of multi-storied buildings
have been allowed to be con-
structed so close to one another,
disregarding the huge traffic gener-
ated around each building.

In foreign countries, the police do
not talk, but stick fine clips on the
windscreens or hand over to the
drivers. These cannot be cancelled
by the police writing it, and the fine
has to be paid in cash in the local
office (not paid to the prosecuting
police writing out the slip).

Where there is a will, there is a way,
including taking bribe!

AHusnain

Dhaka

"God bless you"

Mr. Mushtaq Yosif Sultan, | just
came across your letterin The Daily
Star of June 10, 2005. The thoughts
that you have tried to share with us
stir our minds to pause and think for

a while how we are living our lives.
Though we are not a gigantic per-
sonality as you are that entails a
world of responsibilities on a shoul-
der, yet we too--who have so much
less responsibility-- do live in the
similar way that you have found
yourself in. Your thoughts are
therefore an early warning for us to
rectify ourselves-- an opportunity we
may not have had otherwise.

| am writing this letter to you in the
hope for a favour from your gracious
lending of a hand to humanity. | shall
be obliged if you would kindly pro-
vide me with your contact number
and address, allowing me to get in
touch with you.
Maria Gomes
Tejgaon, Dhaka-1212

Nylon bristles

Nylon bristles are strictly required to
be sterilised before attaching them
to the toothbrush on health ground.
But allegedly, this requirement is
breached in a blanket fashion by our
toothbrush manufacturers. The
unsterilised nylon-bristles are
purveyors of serious ailments for its

Krishna Matilal) and literature. Even
Salman Rushdie got a look-in. It is
possible that Dr Singh might want to
follow up this verbal honour by lifting
the ban on Rushdie's controversial
book, The Satanic Verses. The
Prime Minister of India did not
mention Dr Amartya Sen, although
the latter has received the Nobel
Prize in economics for his work on
hunger, and his conviction that
nature has much less to do with
famine than man. There could be a
sensible reason for this omission. Dr
Sen has been master of Trinity
College in Cambridge, and it is well
known that any positive reference to
a Cambridge man is a scandal in
Oxford. Be that as it may, even a
quick glance at Dr Sen's book would
have led Dr Singh to Chapter 6, on
The Great Bengal Famine.

In the last years of the British Raj,
resplendent as it was with good
governance, between 3.5 and 3.8
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end of rice imports from Burma due
to war. Even the official famine
enquiry commission, whose conclu-
sions were sometimes at variance
with facts, admitted that the deficit in
food supply was only about six per
cent. There is no space to gointo the
details of this extraordinary tragedy,
but | offer a few sentences from Dr
Sen's book in order to whet the
appetite of the Prime Minister for
facts. Dr Sen says, "No matter how a
famine is caused, methods of break-
ing it call for a large supply of food in
the public distribution system." Not
very difficult to understand. But what
did the good-governance Rajdo?
"One curious aspect of the Ben-
gal famine was that it was never
officially 'declared' as a famine,
which would have brought in an
obligation to organise work
programmes and relief operations
specified by the Famine Code
dating to 1883; Sir T. Rutherford, the

even the request for permission to
import 600,000 tons of wheat was
turned down in London on January
16 [1943, the year of the worst
deaths], only a small part of it being
met." On the other hand, and please
underline this heavily, "On 26 Janu-
ary (1943), the Viceroy wrote to the
Secretary of State for India: 'Mindful
of our difficulties about food | told
him (the Premier of Bengal
[Husseynn Shaheed Suhrawardy])
that he simply must produce some
more rice out of Bengal for Ceylon
even if Bengal itself was short! He
was by no means unsympathetic,
and it is possible that | may in the
result screw a little out of them'."

You screwed a lot out of us,
Viceroy! Nearly four million Bengalis
were to die of starvation and the
good-governance Raj was export-
ing rice from Bengal to Ceylon!

| do not blame the British for the
sins of India. That is stupid. India fell

tural diversification and acceler-
ating growth in the production of
high value crops". The most
successful example is an initia-
tive by the Indian tobacco Com-
pany (ITC) for promoting
soyabean production and market-
ing. In Bangladesh, a farmer from
Thakurgaon rings a wholesaler in
Chittagong to know about the
prices of the perishable products.
Once convinced about profitabil-
ity, he catches the bus at 6 am and
reaches Chittagong at 7 pm with
all his vegetables. The perishable
products become prizeworthy in
the face of facilities.

Policy points

Quite obviously, the mindset has to
be changed to help small farmers
in the crucial context so that they
can smell good. First and foremost,
develop risk mitigating strategies
that would protect small holders
from various production and mar-
keting risks. Second, develop a
mechanism whereby small holders
would have access to financial
capital. Mind that production and
marketing of HVA crops is capital
intensive. Third, change the exist-
ing laws and regulations pertaining
to agricultural production and
marketing. That may imply attract-
ing FDI in the retail sector for
technology. Fourth, develop infra-
structure -- electricity, roads, and
telecommunications. And finally,
search for innovative institutional
arrangements for HVA crops. In
short, the time has come for HVA
crops and policies should soon
follow suit.

Jahangirnagar University.

to the British because it had
decayed and, as Robert Clive said,
was ready for conquest with but a
few thousand troops. Clive may
have been exaggerating but not by
much. But Britain was an imperial
power, and operated on the logic of
self-interest rather than Indian
interest. If there was good govern-
ment in many aspects, it was only to
reinforce British rule, not to save
Indians from their misery.

A second book for the Prime
Minister's reading list: The Rise and
Fall of the Great Powers by Paul
Kennedy, a historian at Yale. It was
pertinent of Dr Singh to mention the
work of the Cambridge historian
Angus Maddison who showed that
India's share of world income was
22.6 percent in 1700, almost equal
to Europe, and collapsed to 3.8
percent by 1952. As an economist,
Dr Singh should also have
answered the question, why. Let me
offer, within this limited space,
another statistic, this time from
Kennedy. In 1750 India had 24.5
percent of the world manufacturing
output and Britain had 1.9 percent.
In 1900 Britain had 18.5 percentand
India had 1.7 percent. While there
was definitely more than one reason
for the reversal, may | suggest that
colonialism had something to do
with this?

A third book, Clive: The Life and
Death of a British Emperor. For only
one quote. When Clive entered
Murshidabad after victory at
Plassey, he noted that: "The city of
Murshidabad is as extensive, popu-
lous and rich as the city of London
with this difference, that there are
individuals in the first possessing
infinitely greater property than any
inthe last city."

No one conquers a poor country,
Prime Minister.

MJAkbar s Chief Editor of the Asian Age.

TO THE EDITOR

users.
Will the health authorities look

into the matter with urgency on

behalf of the consumer-public to

allay fear on this score at the earli-

est?

Syed Badrul Haque

Lalmatia, Dhaka

High price in highway
On the bright and sunny morning
of 08 July 2005, | was once
again convinced about the per-
fection of my short trip to
Chittagong as | was travelling
back to Dhaka by road. How-
ever, my concept of perfection
was short-lived in the second
half of my journey from Comilla.
My emotions travelled down
memory lane once again after
long ten years when | came
across Madhaiyar Hat and found
two dead bodies lying on the
shoulder of our so-called
Dhaka-Chittagong Highway. On
attempting to see further, | could
see a covered van standing on
the road covering almost half
the road and underneath that
van stood a smashed private

car. The private car which was
hit from behind by another local
bus went beneath the chassis of
the covered van and was
sandwiched in between. At the
time | crossed the site of the
accident, one of the bodies
could still not be recovered from
inside the car. | convey my
heartfelt sympathy to the family
of the Hon'ble State Minister
Begum Selima Rahman who
along with other family members
were on their way for a family
occasion in Comilla.

The Almighty has His preroga-
tive to decide our fate but no one
wants to accept a death which is
caused as a result of our reactive
malfunctioning system that only
starts functioning temporarily
after any adverse incident/event
takes place. Who do we blame for
such reckless driving? Sitting in a
luxurious Volvo coach | was more
surprised when the driver of the
same coach started driving reck-
lessly and no one bothered to
point it out. It was a young coura-
geous lady who was sitting next
to me that reprimanded the

driver for his reckless driving.

Ever since 17 June 1995,
every time | drive through this
Dhaka-Chittagong highway, | am
reminded about the tragic death
of my beloved brother who had
come all the way from the USA to
surprise his family before my
wedding and had finally shocked
us all by being a victim of death
caused by a similar accident at
Gouripur. This is a loss none of
us can ever compensate and as
such like many others, | can
completely relate to the family of
the deceased victims of
Madhaiyar Hat.

When do we see a highway
with modern management sys-
tem in between Dhaka-
Chittagong which is the most
important communication hub for
our economy? We may not have
all the amenities that a highway
has to offer but the least we can
expect is to support huge load of
some thousand private cars,
buses, trucks and container
movers that ply each day by
making appropriate lanes both
ways. | don't know if | shall be

lucky enough to see such high-
way as | see part of it fulfilled
while traveling to Sylhet by road.
The recent much hyped-about
highway patrol police about
whom we have all heard and read
in the newspapers, were enjoying
a perfect holiday ignoring their
presence on highways as their
solemn duty. | don't need an
answer from them but would urge
them to justify if they are doing
justice to the taxpayers' money.
What do we have to do to
increase the efficiency of our
drivers who, despite having
access to formal education, still
manage to acquire more than one
licence? Can our society think of
such capacity building for our
poor drivers? | see many non-
governmental organisations but
never saw any of them coming up
with some idea on the capacity
building on road sense and skills
on driving for our poor drivers.
Will the government be kind
enough to think it over?
Moin
Dhaka
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