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Will someone miscalculate and think the on‘y route open is the non-democratic one? A

form of permanent caretaker government, perhaps? A transition regime? They ¢an be
put into power by a Third Force. They cannot be voted into office. If anyone is thinking
along those lines, they had better be very careful. Not only is it wrong, it will be

illegitimate.

FARID BAKHT

GRICULTURE, industry
Annd power generation are

reeling under self-created
crises, The winter boro, crop is at
risk of falling because the authori-
tivs cannot provide electricity to
work the irrigation pumps or diesel
at affordable prices. In fact,
affordability of anything (i.e, infla-
tion) should be the Achilles heel of
this administration. [t has not
made an inta of difference in politi-
cal terms,

Police are shooting dead ordi-
niry people whose only crime is to
demand electricity. In history
baglks, we read that such incidents
later Become tumning points. How
will this massacre (what else would
you call it?) in Kansat be seen in the
fiture? To date, the opposition
have saton theirhands.

And what ahout our "develop-
ment partners'? The vocal donors,
happily micro-managing every
aspect of our economy, are pre-
occupied with elections. Women

refugees are beaten in Cox's Bazar
yet they remain silent. The other
day, so-called Biharis enacted
scenes reminiscent of the West
Bank with stone throwing youths
facingup toarmed police.

All this violence is acceptable
because the donors and their
attendant political officers in the
embassies see us as their allies. As
long as we vote in the United
Nations on the side of Washington
(wittch out what happens with
Iran) and regularly send troops and
NGO workers to assigned hotspots,
our transgressions are ignored. We
getoffwith amild slap on the wrist.

However, when it comes to
energy and infrastructure, they are
notindforgivingmood. Asthey siy,
follow the money. :

Who wantsto getelected?

Could someone compare the
comments made by certain
Western embassies before and
after the 2001 elections, and today
regarding the impending elec-
tiond? How many of them praised

the last election? Until 2004, how
many of them were still marvelling
atour "unique” system of caretaker
government?

Suddenly, we find that there is a
real risk of the next elections being
stolen. Well, Eurcka! Of course, it
will be manipulated. Of course, the
voter list will have significant dis-
crepancies. It always has and. it
always will. So why all the fuss now?

Calling Number 3

By casting doubt on the process,
certain countries are keeping their
options open. Post-election, they
can then call the election either
“free and [air" or "full of irregulari-
ties." Thus, what the election moni-
tors.do this time will be crucial.
Most are funded from abroad and
someareliableto beleaned on.

Let us say, for example, that a
BNP-Jamaat-Jatiyo alliance returns
with a whopping majority. If this is
not part of the game plan [or some,
then the new regime can be weak-
ened simply by calling the elections
unfair. You know the drill: "Ballot

boxes were allegedly stuffed.
Candidates were harassed.
Counting was slowin many polling
stations.” Etcetera. Etcetera.

That would then allow the
"opposition” to create & storm and
destabilise the country, ultimately
bringingin the "good guys."

Dreamor nightmare?

In 2003, a new name appeared. Its
one point strategy Is to wait for the
BNP to break up and set the "re-
jected” candidates up as their
representatives, i.e. BNP 1T versus
the "official" BNE That is what the
Bikalpa (alternative) in BKB means.
If that was all that was available, 1
would prefer Coke Lo Pepsi.

In parallel, prominent NGO
leaders huave stepped into the
breech. Recently, some ex-pats
have become excited about the
latest formulas. They are positively
in the throes of ecstasy, after that
speech? [t seems all very contrived
tame.

The fact remains that ultimately
NGOs have negligible political
power, despite having micro-credit
centres in every nook and cranny.
Their political constituency is the
village of Gulshan/Baridhara, not
the villages in the countryside,
There is a crucial difference
between an NGO and a political
movement. Calling an NGO a
Movement does not make it so,
They look the part because they

have friends in the media.
Even if they posed as a move-

ment, they cannot find a party o

support, which has a reliable
nationwide network. That space
has always belonged to the Awami
League, a genuine political party,
which for some reason his decided
to sleepwalk. Hence the continual
search for an alternative. That
dreaded phrase: "we need a
national government" is back in
vogue, afteraspotof hibernation,
The third option is not perforin-
ing to the expectations of its back-
ers. It has not made any break-
through in the rural heartland.
Those voters have either not heard
aboutitordonotbelieve the hype.
Will someone miscalculate and
think the only route open is the
non-democratic one? A form of
permanent caretaker government,
perhaps? A transition regime? They
can be put into power by a Third

Force. They cannot be voted into

office. If anyone is thinking along
those lines, they had better be very
careful. Not only is it wrong, it will
beillegitimate,

Finally, we can all agree we need
free and fair elections. But one
where there is real choice. We are
debating about Coke, Pepsi, or
even Sprite, Don'twe know they are
all equally bad for our health?

Farid Bakhtis a freelanca contributor to The Daily
Star.

O-Bangali: Crisis in identity
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When | see an entire nation mesmerised by Lollywood or being educated in the archaie
Bengali education system, or a privileged group who shun their own linguistic and
cultural heritage for the sake of modernity, | cannot but help sometimes feel that the

deaths of 1952 went in vain.

SHAHANA SIDDIQUI

Amar bhaiyer rokte rangano
Ekushey February
Ami ki bhulite paari

: A\YBI Eht' i iaoL st and
i !'umr-. puli’d‘ml sticide,
"but does no one quite
see the irony in thase lines of the
song? Why “Ekushey February"
and not "Atay Falgun™? Till today,
ns a nation, there still remains a lot
of emotional and paoliticised frag-
mentation of the history of 1971
Liberation War. But as for the
language movement of 1952, there
is a consolidated 1ake on this par-
ticular historical event which Is in
many ways considered to tran-
scend beyond nationalism, sym-
holising the epitome of "Bengali-
ness." Yetthe dayinitof itselfholds
acontradictory. Instead of remem-
bering the historical movement an
its Bengali calendar, we very
proudly show off our "Bengali-
ness" on "Ekushey February." And
1 was scolded while growing up for
speaking Bangl-ish when the entire
nation has been commemorating
Inzhtsmsmnstylurnr decades!
Why be so controversial?
Rather, why be so blunt? The paint
of Ekushey February was to grab
the attention of the readers on a far
more pressing and immediate

issue of identity confusion which =

we as g nation seem to be harbour-
ing. The eommemoration of the
Bengali language movement
anccording to the
Christian/Westeérn calendar, for
me, is not the epitome of Bengali-
ness, but rather Bangladeshi clue-
less-ness.

Herelwantto pointouttoavery
important but usually overlooked
differentiation between a
Bangladeshiand a Bengali. Notall
Bangladeshis are Bengalis and not
all Bengalis are Bangladeshis, A
partieular numhber of ethnic
Bengalis of this world constitute as
the nationals of the country known

as Bangladesh. While we sing so
proudly for a mother tongue our
heroes had given their lives for, we
forget about the thousands of
minority non-Bengali children
who are farced to be'educated in a
Inngm;,ciwh!dra Tomes dcross 1o,

thient as neo-imperialistic,
While we put on those while

sarees with black borders and
khadi and paanjabi (by the way, if
you pseudo intellectual men truly
want to have that "Bengali" loak, I
would recommend a lungi rather
than a paanjabi which is in fact
Pakistanil) for the morning proces-
sions, we still come home to watch
our favourite Hindi soaps on Sony
T™

While certain parents insist that
English medium schools are too
‘lopse” and Bengali standard of
edugation s still quality education,
those same parents will spend
extra money years after years for
private English lessons and push
for their children to migrate to the
US, UK, Australia, or Canada. On
the flip side, a walk down North
South University campus on any
given day, which prides itself as
being the best private university of
the country, being affiliated with
American universities, it feels like
the Bangladeshi version of
Beverley Hills 90210 with rick-

‘shaws and fongs!

At first glince this is all quite
amusing, but then ane digs a little
deeper and finds the same contra-
dictions in every part of the social
strata and realises that people are
generally apathetic and accept
them quitesubmissively. Whatdol
meant Let us take my favourite
topicof Hindimovies. Morespecif-
ically, let us talk about Devdas and
everyone's love for the movie.
Everyone ather than my own par-
ents and myself, not a single
Bangladeshi whom [ know, irre-
spective of how Bengli-ness they
preach (or do not preach for that
matter), raised a single objection to

the complete murdering of per-

haps one of the greatest stories
writieninthe Bengalilanguage.
The inability of Devdas, the son
ofazamindaar, toleave hiscomfort
and become de-classed for the
woman he loved and its implica-
tions inl9th pentury Bengal orithe

F assivity of the Bengali man which
Ate o crestles the grounding lor a

plethora of work on Bengall mas-
culinity (or the lack ofl) did not
seem o be of interest (o the film-
makers of thisversion of Devdas,

No, rather, we are blessed with
the over-acting of Alshwarya, the-
much-too-heavy-to-dance-
around-but-still-going-strong-
Madhuri, and the terrible handling
of the dhoti and daaru by Shahrukh
miah. People of both Bengals were
mesmerised by the glitter and
glamour. My favourite parts of the
entire movie were how Chan's
mother is @ natonk-wallih and
sudden insertion of Bengali
expression said in the most God
awful accent by those Hindi-
speaking wallahs, (Yes, I actually
watched the entire movie! Three
very good hours of my life were
needless tosay wasted.)

Notasinglesign of protest. Not
a single objection. Instead, we
clapped ind danced to the songs.
We wow-ed and ooh-ed to the
sarees. We completely basked in
the glory which is Bollywood.
Interestingly enough,
Sharatchandra still holds true
about the Bengali passivity,

I know maore children who can
sing and dance to the latest Findi
mavie songs yetcannotrecite even
two lings from any of the classic
Bengali nursery rhymes. Parents
allow their children to watch
Privanka Chopra shake her assets,
but will not permit the viewing of
movies like Sound of Music
because of a kissing scene between
Mariaand the Captain. Dollywood
movies are becoming more
obscene by the day and the funda-
mentalists are more interested in
promoting hijab forwomen.

While our entire topic of discus-
sion about the state and nation-
hood centres on bi-partisan poli-
tics, we are unable o create spaces
to question, criticise, analyse,
situate, deconstruct, re-construct
whatit meansto be aBengalianda
Bangladeshi. We have allowed
ourselves to be completely swal-
lowed by the neo-imperialism of
Bollywood. We have reduced the
culture to Bangla printed sarees,
eating phuchkas, re-mixes of
Lalon, over glorifying Nazril and
Tagore without understanding for

nm:c khblrwmk and r‘mrmmunu :

cising the BLng.ﬁl CDU:I.II'}’SII:IL‘ as
sveiinGrameen Phoneads,

This is not o say that culwre is
static and should go untouched.
Quite the contrary since [ am an
avid believer of cultural exchange.
But here no culture is being trans-
mitted out, rather all is channelled
in. So much of our disjointed
nationalism stems out of these
haphazard cultural changes.
Bangladesh is so caught up in the
whirlwind of globalisation and this
immediate push for modernity
without understanding the conse-
quences of national and cultural
losses that my generation in partic-
ular finds itself in the midst of
complete identity crisis.

Those of us living, studying
abroad are constantly compared
and contrasted with and against
the Indians yerwe are unable to put
up a strong enough stand for our-
selves simply because we have not
achieved anything significant
enough as a nation, as an ethnic
group. Those of us surviving in
Bangladesh (I fall in both groups
since I spend equal number of
years both abroad and in mother-
land) either become apathetic to
stich changes and go with the flow,
or for many, the frustrations of such
changes have led to seeking com-
fort and allegiance with certain
fanatic groups who create that
spice which we as civil society are
unable to provide for ourselves,

This article was not written o
persudde my generation to take
upon @ puritanical stand on the
matter of globalisation and our
prolonged identity crisis. But
rather, how do we absorb such
magsive changes that the world is
undergoing while retaining certain
important and vital lessons of the
past? How do we retain our heri-

tage while competing at the global
level? What does it mean to be a
Bengali/Bangladeshi and have
"fusioned,” hyphened, fragmented
identities? Why are we this prone
to sweeping away with the currents
of tides? Why do we as a nation
discuss these identity crises on
peripberal terms?  Why do we
simplify cultural troubles along the
lines of English-Bengali media of
education or secularist-
fundamentalist approaches to
politicsand societal interactions?
When [ see an entire nation
mesmerised by Bollywood, or
being educated in the archaic
Bengali education system, or a
privileged group who shun their
own linguistic and cultural heri-
tage for the sake of modernity, 1
cannot but help sometimes feel
that the deaths of 1952 went in
vain. [suppose it is quintessential
for me to end this article with a
quote by Tagore, but | also feel that
these lines sadly hold an entire
universe of truth:
Shaat koti (well now choddo koti
plus those Bengali babus in West
Bengal) shontaner he mughdho
Janini
Rekhechho Bangali kare manush
karoni.

Shahana Siddiqul (s a contributorof The Daily Star.

More clowning at Commer’ée

ANM NururL HAQUE

HE majority of the people

became crippled with the

persistent pressure of price
spiral of all the essential commodi-
ties during the last Ramadan. The
most comical aspect of the crisis
was that when the national media
reported the immense sufferings of
the people due to price spiral, the
Commerce Minister Altal Hossain
Chowdhury informed the nation
that the prices of essential com-
modities inthe markerwerestable.

A national daily termed this
remark of the Commerce Minister
as "a cruel joke." The advisor for
commerce ministry also advised
the people to eat molasses instead
of sugar as the price of sugar has
goneup.

The persans in power who are
supposed o assure the people not
to he worried as the government
has taken appropriate measures to
halt the rise in prices must not
make mockery with the miseries of
people.

Ithas been reported that, speak-
ing in London, where he was to
inaugurate the Bangladesh

Exposition, that the minister men-

tioned that Bangladesh's popula-
tion could be reduced if it were
struck by a tsunami or Hurricane
Katrina.

The minister also sald at a press
conference at his ministry ‘on
January 31, that his ministry wauld
take necessary measures to assign
either Trading Corporation of
Bangladesh (TCB) or Bangladesh
Sugar and Food Industries
Corparation (BSFIC) or both to
import sugar within a week and
then release it to the market either
on retail opwholesale basis.

Although the minister arranged
the press conference to tell the

medin representatives about the
successful holding of the first ever
single country Bangladesh Trade
Showin Sri-Lanka, he faced avolley
of questions about the unusual
price of sugar. Sugar is now selling
at Tk 58 to 60 perkg against Tk30 to
32 about one and a half months
ago.

It has been learnt that a dishon-
est syndicate, mainly importers in
Chittagong, are controliing the
country's sugar market with the
blessing of some mandarins in the
government.

Answering a question about
delay in taking actions for the
skyrocketing price, the Commerce
Minister said, as the ministry is a
government wing, it has some
formalities to complete before
taking any action, "But we are very
much conscious about the present
sugar price and taking measures to
bring the high sugar price down in
the market," he cldimed.

Indicating high price on the
international market, the
Commerce Minister said sugar

price has increased all over the
world due to shortfall of produc-
tion: "Whileits pricein the interna-
tional market was $193 per metric
ton a couple of months ago, now it
has gone up to $420." So, higher
price of imported sugar is likely to
bealingering phenomenon for the
country,

According to a government
report, the consumers in
Bangladesh are paying exarbitant
prices for sugar compared to the
consumers in neighbouring coun-
tries. The report revealed that
consumers in India buy sugar for
half of the retail price in Dhaka.
One kilogram of sugar is sold for an
equivalent value of Tk 26.88 in
Kolkata, while itis for Tk 39.44 in
Karachi, for Tk 30.20 in Katimandu,
forTk34.92 in Myanmar, and for Tk
26.26in Kuala Lumpur.

So the statement of the
Commerce Minister on price of
sugar in the international market
doesnotmatch withreality.

ANM Nl Hague isa contibutor of The Disy Star.

Solving the fuel crisis

Superficially, increase in demand in fue

Qe

Jis a good sign of progress. But is the

constantly increasing demand for petroleum entirely attributable to industrial growth?
While we are busy blaming the supply-side, have we thought of the real reasons for our
demand for petroleum to be increasing so rapidly. Our industrial growth rate is
nowhere near the rate of increase in fuel tonsamptlon itis time to be concerned about

thede mand-suleus welL. '
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DR. NOUSHI RAHMAN AND
KYOKO MONA

HE recent crisis in petro-

leum supply has produced

chaos and confusion
among businesses and individual
cansumers. Two underlying rea-
sons have caused such outcome:
(1} failure to secure orders with
suppliers, and (2) inadequate
coordination to distribute avail-
able petroleum nationwide
because of sudden excess demand
by the Chinese economy. Let us
examine both of these issues sys-
tematically.

Failure to secure orders
Ithas become common knowledge
now that Bangladesh Petroleum
Corporation's (BPC) outstanding
debrof Tk 8,000 crore (roughly $1.3
billion) with Sonali and Janata
Banks prevented BPC from secur-
ing further funds to buy additional
petroleum. The poor credit stand-
ing prevented BPC from getting
loans from the other nationalized
nommercial banks (NCBs) since
November, 2005.

While the NCBs and two foreign
banks (Standurd Chartered and
HSBC) have finally agreed to loan
BPC several hundred million dol-
lars "at commercial interest rate,”
the proposition seems very grim.
The effective interest rate that
Standard Chartered will charge is
14.73 percent! Soon enough, BPC
will struggle to pay the mere inter-
est on the $250 million loan it is
aboutto receive.

Even if the imminent petroleum
crisisis met through all these loans,
how would BPC tackle another
crisis? By that time BPC would owe
s0 much in interest in addition to
capital of the loans. And, on top of
that, BPC would have to plan on
securing more funds to buy the
much needed petroleum for the
varioussectors in our country.

What can be done to ensure that
BPC can secure orders in the
future? One tangible suggestion is
to look for new petroleum suppli-
ers in Venezuela, Russia, and
Nigeria. Another necessary step
would be to renegotiate petroleum
exploration pacts with (question-
ably competent) foreign compa-
nies as soon as curent contracts
expire. Sometimes structural
changes within the petroleum
companies (because of mergers
and acquisitions) may void the
gurrent contract, allowing for quick
opportunities for contract renego-
tintions.

Inadequate coordination
The petroleum crisis and gas price

increases in the [ast two years js not
a unique problem for Bangladesh.
Every nation is facing the same
crisis.  Regrettably, Bangludesh
government is handiing this crisis
withlittle considerations on proba-
ble effectiveness. It is common
knowledge that everyday OPEC is
drilling up more oil than ever
before to meet the current demand
of the world, However, sudden
excess demand from China
because of their economic growth
is one of the main reasons for this
oil crisis,

For Bangladesh, this shortage of
petroleum supply has exacerbated
the problem of inadequate coordi-
naton in our diswribution process.
Tanker trucks bound for the north-
erm districts have been stalled and
left parked for days, while petro-
leum supplies have dwindled in
those districts. Despite access (o
dependable communication
facilities (land and mobile
phones), petroleum prices have
varied hugely inrecent days. While
businesses and individual con-
sumers are aware of price gouging,
it seems that these people are not
aware of the proper authorities to
whom they can report such inci-
dences forimmediate action.

The conditions are so extreme
that northern district farmers are
paying anywhere between 20-50
percent premium when buying
much needed petroleum products,
Our top-down government has
ordered dealers to straighten out
the chaos within a week, or else
military forces will be brought in.
How is this going to improve our
coordination efforts to ensure
proper distribution?

Extensive monitoring, which is
very expensive, can bring order for
now. However, such a quick fix
does not address our chronie con-
dition. Our chronic condition is
our inadequate coordination
capabilities to distribute eurrent
petroleum reserves in the most
equitable way throughout the
country. A necessary requirement
is @ web of communication infra-
structure throughout the nation.
We have the communication infra-
structure, but somehow we still
cannotachieve coordination!

Whatis the real problem?

According to Say's Law, some form
of demand will rise to meet any
increases in the supply. We really
cannot afford to have just any
mandom increase in fuel demand.
While we do need to secure orders
from petroleum suppliers to
enable ongoing operations in
businesses and in households, we
are really oblivious to the demand-

side problem, like the rest of the
world.

Superficlally, increase in
demand in fuel is a good sign of
progress.  But is the constantly
increasing demand for petroleum
entirely attributable to industrial
growth? Orisitsignificantly attrib-
utable to under-maintained
motors, extravagant lifestyle of
several thousand people who run
multiple automobiles all the time
and use fuel-buming generators to
mitigate for load shedding. While
we are busy blaming the supply-
side, have we thought of the real
reasons for our demand for petro-
leum to be increasing so rapidly.
Our industrial growth rate is
nowherenear thenite ofincreasein
fuel consumption; {t'is time o be
cuncerned about the demand-side
aswell.

Government policy
suggestions

1. Government should inftiate
mass awareness programs to
inform people of global petroleum
crisis and help people to explore
alternatives,

2. Government official themselves
mustshow energy conservation.
3.Government should set an
award for people who come up
with better alternativesespecially
scholarship progrmms for BUET
students.

4. Government should impose a
very high unit tax (for unit pur-
chased) on private consumption of
gasoline and diseourage people to
use private cars, which they buy
from foreign marker for luxury
instead of reinvesting the foreign
exchange. Over the course of
months, people will be encouraged
to use public transportation (just
like people let go of their estab-
lished habits of using polythene
bags).

5. Government should give some
il subsidies to the businesses that
use gasoline, for example the trans-
portationindustry,

6, Government should impose
exemplary penalty on those who
break rules for petroleum usage,
for example towing away the pri-
vate car of the owner.

7. Government should first control
its officials, who often break the law
and make the law loose.
Government officials and their
family must recognize they are
setting the standard for the rest of
the nation.

Or. Neushi Rahman (Assistant Professor of
Managemant, Paca University, New York) and
Kiyoke Meoa (Ph.D. Candidate in Economics, City

. Unversity of New York, Neww York.
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