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T
HE International Food 

Policy Research Institute 

(IFPRI) recently organised a 

workshop on "Trade Liberalization 

and Food Security." Held in New 

Delhi under the aegis of its Asia 

Office, the workshop on food secu-

rity (FS) went through a number of 

case studies relating to FS in South 

Asian countries, and suggested 

some important ramifications result-

ing from the nexus between FS and 

liberalisation. In this column today, 

we shall try to present an analytical 

framework on FS as revealed by the 

discourse.

Basically, FS is a developmental 

problem. A household can be 

termed food insecure if its consump-

tion is low or inadequate compared 

to the dietary needs for an active 

and healthy life. Of course, the 

inadequate supply is caused by the 

inadequacy of the purchasing 

power or lack of entitlement to 

e x c h a n g e  f o o d .  B o t h  l o w  

income/asset base and high retail 

food prices could cripple such 

entitlements of food deficit house-

holds. 

The eminent economists at that 

workshop identified four specific sets 

of issues in this context: (a) distribu-

tional issues; (b) domestic supply 

side issues -- covering both agricul-

ture and infrastructure amongst the 

non-agricultural sectors; (c) interna-

tional trade issues; and (d) domestic 

trade issues. The presentations 

attempted to outline the channels 

through which these four sets of 

issues affect household income and 

retail price of food, and hence their 

purchasing power and ultimately 

their degree of food (in) security.

Poverty is at the root of food 

insecurity. Households with little or 

no assets (including land) would 

suffer the most from food deficit. 

Their entitlement is limited by the 

limited purchasing power or their 

meager income that might not 

enable them to buy food priced high 

at retail level. Even those owning 

some land are not better off due to 

very tiny size of land holdings that 

severely limits access to home-

grown food. This is especially true 

among many of the countries in 

South Asia, including Bangladesh. 

They are the net buyers of food and 

food intake remains pitifully low due 

to insufficient purchasing power. 

The rich farmers are generally 

net sellers of food where a high food 

price adds to their kitty to keep them 

food secured. Thus the extent of 

inequality in the distribution of 

income/assets partly explains the 

variations in FS across households. 

The solution is then to generate 

income earning opportunities for 

poor people. And the durable solu-

tion is sustained economic growth.  

No matter what the distributional 

consequences might appear apriori, 

a robust and sustained economic 

growth is the main means to end 

food insecurity across households. 
In the absence of sustained 

durable economic growth, well 

designed and well implemented 

income transfer programs can, in 

principle, be an effective alternative 

for increasing the income of the 

poor. But unfortunately, such pro-

grams are, in many cases riddled 

with numerous problems pertaining 

to coverage, targeting, inefficien-

cies, corruption and leakages. The 

safety net programs, allegedly, have 

turned into safe havens for the 

healthy and wealthy ones, pushing 

the needy on to the back burner. 
Inadequate income aside, high 

food price is another dominant 

deterrent to FS. The shortage in 

domestic production, if not met by 

timely imports, might witness price 

hike. Even with internal trade, the 

situation gets aggravated due to 

abrupt swings in the international 

market. Thus, national level food 

insecurity translates into household 

level food insecurity and at the same 

time national level food security 

does not entail household level food 

security.
Food prices can be high even 

when sufficient food is available in 

the country. Two important factors 

could fan the fire: (a) the high trans-

port and storage costs; and (b) high 

domestic trade margins. High 

storage and transport costs are 

caused by lack of roads, ports, 

railways, warehouses, etc and are 

uneven across regions, causing 

regional disparities in FS. 
High domestic margins are the 

result of oligopolistic markets rather 

than competitive markets where a 

large number of buyers and sellers 

act with easy entry and exit. High 

trade margins imply that farmers 

receive a low price for their produce 

while consumers pay a high price for 

their purchases. 
That is, the farm gate price of 

food and other products are dispro-

portionately low while it is high at 

retail levels. With high storage and 

transport costs and high trade 

margins, food prices may rise even 

with increased national supply of 

commodities. That is, household 

level food insecurity can co-exist 

with national level food security.
The critical roles of infrastructure 

and domestic market reforms are 

keys to addressing the issue of food 

insecurity. Empirical evidence else-

where tends to reveal that a region 

with better infrastructural facilities 

tends to face fewer risks with food 

insecurity while the most insecure 

regions are those with backward 

infrastructure. 
Rural infrastructure building thus 

emerges as the most important 

intervention in facing the problem of 

food insecurity. Such infrastructure 

works in two ways: first, by engaging 

the poor in construction and mainte-

nance of infrastructure and thus 

enhancing their entitlements in the 

markets, and second, by allowing 

free movements of food from fire-

pan to the fork resulting in low 

marketing margin, low prices. 
Domestic market reforms -- 

updating the laws and regulations -- 

are very much needed. Recent 

allegations about business syndi-

cates in Bangladesh and their 

ramifications, as admitted by the 

Commerce Minister himself, point to 

the observation that unless reforms 

are afoot, food insecurity might exist 

despite sufficient food supply. 
Bangladesh has progressed 

reasonably well in terms of rural 

infrastructure (although many miles 

yet to go) but domestic markets, 

allegedly, are captives of some 

unscrupulous traders. The IFPRI 

workshop tried to remind policy 

makers that perhaps all that glitters 

in the name of food self-sufficiency 

is not gold in terms of food security 

of the poor people. The sooner we 

realize this, the better it is for us.

Abdul Bayes is Professor of Economics at 

Jahangirnagar University.
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I
F one were to identify five lead-
ers who have decisively shaped 
I n d i a n  p o l i t i c s  s i n c e  

Independence, Mr Vishwanath 
Pratap Singh will surely figure 
among them. A quarter-century after 
he rose to national eminence as a 
leader of exceptional integrity, he 
remains a towering personality, with 
an untarnished reputation. He's far 
taller than any former Indian Prime 
Minister, barring Indira Gandhi in 
1977 to 1980. 

Mr Singh's relevance was reaf-
firmed when he turned 75 on June 
25 and was felicitated by a cross-
section of people, including the 
poorest of slum-dwellers. 

The celebrations turned into an 
occasion for leaders ranging from 
Prime Minister Manmohan Singh to 
Ram B i las  Paswan to  the  
Communist parties' AB Bardhan 
and Sitaram Yechuri, to express 
solidarity and signify that Mr Singh 
will have a major role in any future 
Centre-Left regroupment. This is so 
despite his complicated relationship 
with the Congress, thanks to the 
Bofors issue. 

As noteworthy as the presence of 
these leaders at Mr Singh's birthday 
was the absence of the Bharatiya 
Janata Party and Samajwadi Party, 
who were crucial to the formation of 
Mr Singh's National Front govern-
ment. 

The reason for Mr Singh's contin-
ued relevance isn't that was he was 
Prime Minister for long. In fact, he 
held the office for just 11 months, 
one of the shortest tenures of any 
PM. 

Nor can one attribute Mr Singh's 
relevance largely to his stature as 
the "Mandal messiah," who a long 
16 years ago extended affirmative 
action to the Other Backward 
Classes. 

Mr Singh's relevance derives 
from his unique role as The 
Transition Man, who bridges many 
divides. Mr Singh was influenced in 
his youth by Socialist thought, but 
joined the Congress. Yet, he quit the 
Congress in 1987 and became the 
non-Congress parties' biggest 
rallying-point. 

He has since continued to be 
pivotal to all efforts to mobilise 
Centre-Left forces. No other person 
has offered so many bridges across 
different parts of the spectrum. 

Mr Singh stands at the centre of 
India's shift from leader-driver, top-
down, manipulative politics, to a 
politics of plebeian self-assertion. 
It's not that leaders no longer matter 
-- of course, they do. But subordi-
nate groups like Dalits and OBCs 
have become vocal. They want self-
representation, rather than patron-
age-based indirect representation 
on their behalf. 

This is reshaping Indian democ-
racy into a system that is seen by the 
people as capable of empowering 
them -- not just exercising power 
over them. The change has helped 
formal democracy, based on repre-
sentation and elections, acquire a 
more substantive character. 

This shift makes India's current 
politics -- with its many flaws, but 
with its robust, rambunctious and 
vibrant character -- qualitatively 
different from numerous anaemic 
democracies. Mr Singh is one of the 
leaders who catalysed it.

Mr Singh forms another bridge: 
between public morality and politics, 
symbolised by his resignation over 
Bofors. Bofors was a scam with 
many cross-links: between military 

and civilian decision-making, for-
eign arms manufacturers and 
domestic recipients of bribes, and 
between them and middlemen like 
the Hindujas. 

The Bofors investigation turned 
exceptionally rich information and 
generated an outcry. With Bofors, 
VP Singh too became a household 
name. 

Over the last five years, Mr Singh 
has forged links between political 
parties, on the one hand, and peo-
ple's movements, non-party political 
groups and NGOs, on the other. He 
tirelessly defends the rights of slum-
dwellers, informal-sector workers, 
landless Dalits, and victims of 
displacement. 

No political leader has done more 
for the Right to Information cam-
paign in the Hindi belt than Mr 
Singh.

Mr Singh always tries to reach out 
to movements of the downtrodden. 
His amazing dedication to the 
underprivileged and the energy he 
gets from it explains why 12 years 
after he was detected with a nasty 
cancer, as well as kidney failure, he 
continues to be active among mar-
ginal groups who are nobody's 
constituency. 

Every week, he addresses doz-
ens of public meetings and activists' 
discussions in different cities, taking 
a break only for his thrice-weekly 
dialysis. 

None of this minimises the impor-
tance of Mr Singh's decision to 
implement the Mandal report. This 
was done partly to counter 
Hindutva, which then posed a big 
challenge to secular politics. But 
Mandal's significance lay neither in 
this, nor in opening up 15 percent of 
Central jobs for OBCs -- barely 
14,000 annually, or a drop in the 
ocean. 

Mandal's true significance is that 
it mainstreamed affirmative action 

and made it irreversible. Only a well-
regarded upper-caste leader of 
impeccable reputation could have 
taken such a bold step which was 
bound to provoke violent opposition. 

It redounds to Mr Singh's credit 
that he did so knowing this would 
topple his government. As he him-
self puts it: "I scored a goal, but I 
broke my leg irreparably!" 

After the United Front's collapse 
in 1998, Mr Singh concentrated on 
building a broad secular front and 
also used his informal-sector mobili-
sation to this end. But he decided to 
take sanyas from competitive poli-
tics and didn't join or build a party. 

In the 2002 Uttar Pradesh and 
2004 Lok Sabha elections, he 
worked closely with the Centre-Left 
and regional parties, including the 
Samajwadi Party -- because that 
was crucial to "unhinging" the BJP 
from power. 

Mr Singh has now revived his Jan 
Morcha with Mr Raj Babbar, who 
was recently expelled from the SP. 
This has set him on a collision 
course with the SP. 

It seems likely that the Jan 
Morcha will erode the SP's base to 
some extent in next year's election 
in UP while indirectly helping the 
Congress and other non-BJP 
forces. The outcome will also deter-
mine whether a front independent of 
both the Congress and the BJP can 
be formed. 

Platforms like Jan Morcha will 
continue to reshape public thinking 
in parts of India along broadly pro-
gressive lines. The political space 
that Mr VP Singh represents will 
also expand. 

One can only wish Mr Singh well 
as he fights for an equal and just 
social order in which the poor can 
live with dignity and pursue the 
agenda of emancipation. 

Praful Bidwai is an eminent Indian columnist.

In praise of VP Singh 

PRAFUL BIDWAI

writes from New Delhi
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Ministry of NRB Affairs: A closer look

AS ISLAM

I
N a recent article titled "How 
About a Ministry of NRB Affairs" 
in the Daily Star (May 19, 2006), 

Mr. Zafar Sobhan, the Assistant 
Editor, explained the need for cre-
ation of a Ministry of Non-Resident 
Bangladeshis (NRB), similar to 
those that already exist in India and 
Pakistan. The idea of creating the 
Ministry of NRB Affairs as proposed 
by Mr. Sobhan, and later endorsed 
by an expatriate, Dr. Matiur Rahman 
in the "Letters to the Editor" column 
deserves high-priority consideration 
by the government.  If the ministry is 
created, good chances are that it will 
continue regardless of the change 
of the regime. Otherwise, the ten-
dency is that any action, irrespective 
of its merits, changes with the 
change of regime.

Two examples 
In the early 1970s an SSC candi-
date, in order to pass, was not only 
required to obtain average pass 
marks in the board examination but 
in addition had to produce a certifi-
cate that two illiterate persons learnt 
Bengali alphabets and simple 

arithmetic from him. Imagine the 
impact of that program if it had 
continued.  

The other example is based on 
my personal experience. It was 
1973. In an effort to bring back 
expatriates for the building of the 
newly created sovereign state, the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs circulated 
a  l e t t e r  t o  n o n - r e s i d e n t  
Bangladeshis (NRB), asking them 
whether they would like to return to 
Bangladesh; if so on what terms and 
conditions. 

I was then in Dar-es-Salaam, 
Tanzania, on leave from Dhaka 
University.  I also received a copy of 
this circular.  Bangladeshis 
responded in an overwhelmingly 
positive manner.   Such a well-
intentioned move died down soon. 
According to unconfirmed reports, 
the civil servants who wielded 
power at that time didn't like the idea 
that the expatriates would enjoy 
more pay and privileges than them. 
So the permanence of the proposed 
NRB ministry needs to be consid-
ered before its creation.

Agenda
If the ministry is created, one of its 
most important tasks will be to 

identify the NRBs available in vari-
ous fields and create databases, 
one for each field.  Once such 
databases are available, arrange-
ment by the proposed ministry may 
be made so that a copy of any 
advertisement requiring a highly 
qualified scientist/technologist may 
be sent individually to such persons 
inviting them to apply. Surely, as 
pointed out by both Mr. Sobhan and 
Dr. M Rahman, such experts are 
available and their services would 
cost the exchequer less than the 
services of their foreign counter-
parts.

Many of them would like to offer 
their services on a part-time basis 
without leaving their present jobs. 
Because of their exceptional ability 
and extraordinary experience, such 
expatriates may be able to dis-
charge their responsibilities taking 
advantage of IT advancements 
such as video conferencing, cell 
phone facilities, and illustrated 
email messages. By working part 
time such persons may be able to 
provide the country almost the same 
benefit as they could have if they 
were appointed full time by the GoB 
or an industry.

The main drawback for many 
expatriates with grown up children is 
to find a good college or university in 
Bangladesh where their wards can 
pursue their education.  For them a 
part-time employment is the best 
solution so they could finance the 
education of their college and 
university going sons and daugh-
ters.

Databases
The help of the Foreign Ministry will 
be needed to collect preliminary 
information on all possible sectors, 
namely, on those of science, tech-
nology, industries and trades for the 
proposed ministry. It is a lengthy 
process, but judicious use of IT will 
make it simpler for the Foreign 
Ministry to keep track of non-
resident Bangladeshis engaged in 
various kinds of professions or 
pursuing undergraduate, graduate, 
or post-graduate degrees, and to 
pass on the information to the 
proposed NRB ministry for the final 
preparation of the databank.

Creation of websites 
I shall cite an instance as to how a 
recently launched website: "Global 
N e t w o r k  f o r  B a n g l a d e s h i  
Biotechnologists (gnobb.org)" has 
been able to create a database of 
166 expatriate biotechnologists 
working all over the globe particu-
larly in the US, Japan, and UK.

The search engine in this website 
has been designed in such a way 
that it is capable of retrieving rele-
vant information such as the names 
of expatriates and local scientists 

working in a particular field of bio-
technology, merely by entering a 
specialised field in the search box 
on the right hand column and press-
ing the box marked "GO" under-
neath it. 

Supposing an interested person 
wan ts  to  know how many  
Bangladeshi biotechnologists (BB) 
are working in different fields of 
"cancer," all he/she needs is to write 
the word  "cancer" and press "GO." 
It will retrieve names, each with a 
hyperlink giving the relevant infor-
mation of that person, in brief, with 
his expertise and email address; 
similarly, names in plant biotechnol-
ogy and names in tissue culture will 
show up.  

Possible avenues of help 
There are important organizations 
such as The Engineering Institute, 
Bangladesh Medical Council, 
Bangladesh Academy of Sciences, 
Bangladesh Associat ion for  
Advancement of Sciences, individ-
ual scientific societies on different 
disciplines including those on 
eng ineer ing  and  med ic ine ,  
Chambers of commerce that the 
proposed ministry may approach for 
help in the data collection process. 
After the proposed ministry 
launches a dynamic website with an 
online submission form for the 
expatriates to directly fill in, and the 
news gets round, the seemingly 
difficult task will become much 
easier. 

In the GNOBB website some 
online forms can be viewed 
although they were created for 

different purposes. One of the forms 
is the "participation form" and the 
other relates to the visit of GNOBB 
members to Bangladesh so that 
interested local organisations may 
contact these expatriates and utilise 
their services in various forms, such 
as for seminar lectures or short 
consultancy assignments or 
requesting them to take short theory 
and lab courses etc.

Strict guidelines
On no account should these high 
salaried technical jobs be offered to 
people with political affiliation. 
Recruitment should be based purely 
on the merit and experience of an 
individual. In order to reap the 
benefits of hiring technical people, 
there should be a high-powered 
advisory board consisting of 50% 
high local officials of relevant minis-
tries including PSC nominee, VCs of 
some technology universities (both 
from public and private sectors) and 
50% expatriates of Bangladeshi 
origin (only a foreigner if no 
Bangladeshi expatriate is available 
in a particular specialised field) to 
assist in the selection process.

Attitude and morals 
I couldn't agree more with Mr. 
Sobhan when he asserts that those 
who studied in a foreign country 
from their childhood have in their 
character embedded moral values 
such as integrity of character, basic 
honesty, respect for human dignity, 
love for work, keeping away from 
underhand means to get promotion 
or gain favour. The more these 

talented people return to serve our 
country the better are our chances 
of rising to the top among Asian 
nations. 

After all, in basic intelligence and 
capabilities, Bangladeshis are in no 
way behind any other nation, as has 
been proved again and again by 
Bangladeshi expatriates occupying 
high positions in multinational 
companies or even as entrepre-
neurs of newly-established foreign 
private companies.

One adverse effect 
Mr. Sobhan may not have noticed 
one dismal side of the picture. It is 
t r u e  t h a t  t h e r e  a r e  m o r e  
Bangladeshis who are anxious to 
return to their motherland but there 
are others also who do not have 
time to teach their children Bangla 
or Bangladeshi culture.

In Austin, I attended a number of 
cultural functions arranged by the 
Bangladeshi community. The chil-
dren, who accompany their parents, 
are least interested in attending 
those shows. Most of them hardly 
know the language and as such do 
not enjoy such functions.  They do 
not know our history as to how 
Bangladesh was created. Before we 
realise it, there will be less and less 
of such cultural functions in the US 
and other foreign lands.

On the other hand, look at other 
communities: Chinese, Sikh, Indian 
and Pakistanis. They speak their 
own language, follow their culture 
and visit their parent countries much 
more often than Bangladeshis. The 
result is that while the ties of expatri-

a t e  p e o p l e ,  o t h e r  t h a n  

Bangladeshis, continue to remain 

strong with their motherland, many 

young Bangladeshis in foreseeable 

future will no longer take pride in our 

culture and soon be lost to this 

country. 
It is high time that the Bangladesh 

government takes suitable steps to 

reverse the process. In the event the 

NRB ministry is created, a separate 

division needs to be established. 

The responsibility of this division will 

be to investigate, with the help of 

embassies and High Commissions, 

into the causes that gradually 

detract the children of expatriates 

from taking interest in Bengali 

culture, and those that dissuade 

them from learning the mother 

tongue. 
In this matter we can follow the 

Brit ish Council or American 

Information Center by founding 

Bangladesh Council in important 

cities of the US and the UK to begin 

with. It would not cost the govern-

ment much because Bangladeshi 

expatriates living in those cities will, 

for sure, come forward to help in the 

establishment of such centres and 

take active part in running them.
I support the creation of an NRB 

ministry on a pattern in conformity 

with our own style and culture and 

not necessarily a copy of such 

ministries that exist in India and 

Pakistan.

AS Islam is a retired Professor of Botany, Dhaka 

University.
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HE fate of people, destinies 

T of nations, and history itself 
are determined to a substan-

tial extent by political leaders.  
Political leadership plays a pivotal 
role in addressing the national 
challenges at critical junctures for a 
country. 

Poets, artists, scientists, engi-
neers, researchers and administra-
tors contribute to the national devel-
opment through different disciplines 
and help enrich scientific, educa-
t iona l ,  cu l tu ra l  and  soc io -
economical development. 

However, it is the political leaders 
who coordinate all activities, make 
the most of all available talent and 
potential, and explore all opportuni-
ties to attain the goal of freedom and 
achieve success at a national level. 
All countrymen pay respect to these 
political leaders and statesmen. 
Such political leaders are remem-
bered for their deeds and are glori-
fied for their leadership.

Some political leaders were 
always key figures in their nation's 
history. Their perceived heroism 
and moral authority made them a 
source of patriotic inspiration and 
worthy of respect and veneration.  It 
is necessary to mention the names 
of a few leaders and statesmen who 
have remained immortal for their 
remarkable contributions and their 
historic speeches. 

Abraham Lincoln was the 16th 
president of US. Within six weeks of 
his assumption of office in 1860, civil 
war broke out between the North 
and the South of the US and contin-
ued for four years.  On January 1, 
1863, President Abraham Lincoln 
i s s u e d  t h e  E m a n c i p a t i o n  
Proclamation, which eventually led 
to the liberation of all slaves in the 
US. He was shot on April 14, 1865 
by an actor named John Wilkes 
Booth while attending a play at 
Ford's Theatre in Washington DC. 
Lincoln died the next morning.  

President Lincoln delivered 
many speeches on human rights, 
democracy, and politics. Of these, 
the Gettysburg Address  [November 

1863] was most well known for its 
spirit and vision. Lincoln began his 
speech by saying: "Four score and 
seven years ago our fathers brought 
forth upon this continent a new 
nation, conceived in Liberty, and 
dedicated to the proposition that all 
men are created equal."

Lincoln defined democracy and 
merit of independence: "That this 
nation shall have a new birth of 
freedom; and that this government 
of the people, by the people, and for 
the people, shall not perish from the 
earth."

His sense of ethics is evident 
from the following quote: "With 
malice toward none, with charity for 
all, with firmness in the right, as God 
gives us to see the right." There 
were many outstanding leaders in 
the history of the US and the world at 
large, but Abraham Lincoln was 
admirable because of his belief in 
democracy and because he sacri-
ficed his life to establish human 
rights.

Around the world there were 
many great leaders who changed 
the history of their nations with their 
magnificence, charisma and, above 
all, their patriotism. One of the great 
leaders was Simon Bolivar of South 
America. His contributions towards 
the independence of Bolivia, 
Colombia, Ecuador, Peru, Panama, 
Venezuela were unprecedented.  

Influential leaders in history 
include Sir John Macdonald of 
Canada, Sun Yet Sen of China, Otto 
von Bismarck of Germany, Sukarno 
of Indonesia, Tunku Abdul Rahman 
of Malaysia, Habib Bourguiba of 
Tunisia, Julius K Nyerere of 
Tanzania, Kemal Ataturk of Turkey, 
Ho- Chi- Minh of Vietnam, Nelson 
Mandela of South Africa, Sir 
Edmund Barton of Australia among 
many others. 

Queen Victoria of England, 
Queen Isabella of Spain, Queen 
Catherine the Great of Russia, and 
Empress Tzu-his of China made 
glorious contributions during their 
respective reigns.  Prime Minister of 
Britain Margaret Thatcher, Prime 
minister of India Indira Gandhi, 
Prime Minister of Sri Lanka Srimavo 

Bandaranayke, Prime Minister of 
Israel Golda Myer were also 
applauded by their countrymen for 
capable leadership. 

Some political leaders were 
almost deified for their political 
philosophy and patriotism. Their 
images were often elevated to the 
level of national symbols and fea-
tured on items such as banknotes, 
stamps and national memorabilia. 

One of these leaders was 
Mahatma Gandhi of India. His 
philosophy of non-violence as a 
means of civil disobedience in order 
to establish swaraj inspired the 
people tremendously. At the same 
time, he motivated his followers to 
get rid of discrimination based on 
colour, creed, and caste with com-
mitment to truth and justice.

The fall of political leaders from 
the zenith of power was also 
observed in the course of the world's 
history. Josef Stalin was regarded 
by millions of Soviet citizens as a 
father figure. A wave of suicides was 
recorded following the announce-
ment of his death, suggesting that 
some citizens had sincerely come to 
believe that life without Stalin was 
unthinkable and unbearable. Within 
just a few years, however, the scale 
of his repression became evident, 
leading to his denunciation by his 
successor Nikita Khrushchev and 
the removal of his body from the 
mausoleum where it had been laid 
alongside his predecessor, VI 
Lenin, the founder of the Soviet 
Union.

President Suharto of Indonesia 
abandoned his post after 32 years in 
the face of student opposition. 
President Nixon was compelled to 
resign on August 9, 1974 due to the 
Watergate scandal.  Nixon was a 
great supporter of Pakistan during 
the Bangladeshi liberation war. He 
laughed at Indira Gandhi, calling her 
an "Old Witch" when she went to the 
US to explain the reasons for the 
war. 

The Prime Minister of Japan, 
Kakui Tanaka, had to resign for his 
alleged involvement in embezzle-
ment.  West German Chancellor 
Willy Brandt who was awarded the 

Nobel Prize had to resign because 
his assistant was a German spy. 
The former Prime Minister of India, 
Lal Bahadur Shastri, resigned as 
Railway Minister subsequent to a 
railway accident that he was held 
accountable for under the doctrine 
of ministerial responsibility.

This is a critical stage for politics 
in Bangladesh. The expectation of 
the people is that political leaders 
will overcome the controversial 
issues with their acumen, insight 
and their excellence in negotiation. 
In an article published in the New 
Nation on June 12, 2006, Mr. Mainul 
Hossain observed: "In our view, the 
present political leadership, either of 
BNP or Awami League, cannot save 
democracy or even their own lead-
ership. The present party politics is 
either about corruption or about 
reckless violence. In short, the crisis 
the people are facing is the crisis of 
failed political leadership."

The crises the nation has to deal 
with involve the issues of free and 
fair elections, dealing with corrup-
tion and reckless violence, and 
establishing good governance and 
rule of law. On the economic front, 
poverty reduction and attainment of 
the millennium development goals 
are fundamental objectives that 
political leaders must work towards 
in order to gain the confidence of the 
population.

The history of our civilisation and 
background of our multi-party 
political structure speak of overcom-
ing serious challenges in the past.  
Parliamentary democracy is the 
basis of our system of governance. 
The parliament must be a house of 
talented and dedicated representa-
tives who formulate laws for the 
welfare and development of the 
nation. It should not be a house of 
slander and slaughter, as Zulfikar Ali 
Bhutto intended it to be in early 
1971.  Our political leaders will 
hopefully withstand the test of time 
and make politics a more noble, 
dignified and prestigious profession 
to serve the cause of the nation.

Dhiraj Kumar Nath is a freelance contributor to The 
Daily Star.
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