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T
HE recent spate of political 
reform-oriented activities 
should surprise all thinking 

people because it required a mili-
tary-backed and allegedly non-
representative government to 
awaken the mainstream political 
parties and make them realise the 
imperatives of reforms including 
party reforms.

The present scenario perhaps 
resembles one wherein captives 
held in bondage for a painfully long 
time have suddenly begun to taste 
freedom and apparently are des-
perate to free themselves from the 
remaining shackles. In such a 
situation, one starts to understand 
the paths of the servile behaviour in 
our political arena in all its ugly 
manifestation.

In our politics one can see a 
patron-client relationship, other-
wise described as strong band of 
paternalism. The adversarial 
relationship between people and 
authority has been promoted by our 
politicians and as a result, our 
people have become beseeching 
supplicants and not demanders. 
We do not ask for amenities as a 
matter of right, services in return for 
payment of taxes, respect and 
dignity as a citizen but everything 
as a gesture of goodwill from our 
'benign' rulers.

It is largely true that most of our 
politicians seek special favours and 
feel gratified if corrupt and inept 
supreme authorities bestow these 
upon them. Instead of collective 
gains they have preferred individ-
ual profits. Most people are 
beguiled by the feigned humility 
and politeness of corrupt leaders, 
ignoring the disastrous effects of 
the visionless and directionless 
policies.

It is not unusual to see many of 
our otherwise upright and honour-
able politicians praising dishonest 

and callous leaders because those 
leaders were good to them at a 
personal level. It would not be 
wrong to assume that even edu-
cated Bangladeshis look to their 
leaders for favours rather than 
ideas, meaningless rhetoric rather 
than concrete action.

While deliberating on demo-
cratic reforms or political party 
reforms, we should not be oblivious 
of the reality that instead of long-
term institutional reforms everyone 
wants short-term gains. In our 
situation the best politicians is one 
who never says 'no' to his voters or 
friends.

Since there is hardly any distinc-
tion between public property and 
private gains and no effective 
system of accountability, our politi-
cians have always been ready to 
dole out favours to their cronies and 
sometimes to the general public. 
This generosity at public expense 
is appreciated by all and sundry. 
Thus it does not strike anyone 
seeing people of good standing 
appreciating the large-heartedness 
of wily politicians and slippery 
bureaucrats.

We continue to suffer from a quick 
fix syndrome that is based upon 
wishful analysis. It is amazing how 
over-simplistic and phony solutions 
are offered, accepted and often 
implemented for complex social and 
economic problems. For example, 
increasing crime against property 
and social unrest is always treated 
as a law and order problem which 
can be dealt with more force and 
coercion. It is not surprising, there-
fore, to find that many of our edu-
cated people believe that we can 
make our townships havens of 
peace by imposing Saudi-style 
stringent punishments.

Democratic and the political 
party reforms have not received the 
due attention because our political 
elite have not believed in the con-

cepts of modern governance. They 
did not think that a neutral civil 
service selected on the basis of a 
competitive examination, codifica-
tion of laws, delegation of powers, 
local self-government and an 
independent judiciary and more 
modern universities and colleges 
for social sciences, medicine and 
engineering were essential for 
building a democratic and progres-
sive polity.

The striking irony of recent times 
is that the suspension of demo-
cratic activities following the 
change of 11th January last has 
actually resulted in the sharp awak-
ening of the political conscience of 
the nation. A realisation has per-
haps dawned that the people are 
the only keepers of the constitution 
and that at poll time they need to 
exact a heavy price from those who 
have been manifestly notorious by 
indulging in the worst of corrupt and 
undemocratic activities.

Many politicians including the 
party heads did not sound credible 
when they pointed to the para-
mount necessity of the holding of 
party council session for carrying 
out the proposed reforms. This is 
so because at least one major 
political party did not hold any 
council session for the last 12 to 14 
years. In fact, major party decisions 
have been mostly influenced by the 
sycophants and the time-servers, 
the cringing and the craven.

It is to be hoped that the present 
government will enact such laws 
and take such executive action as 
are not meant merely to deal with 
the difficulties of the moment but 
calculated to ensure the good of the 
country in the long years ahead. 
Though political party reforms are 
no less important, the caretaker 
government would be rendering a 
lasting national services by effect-
ing badly needed electoral reform.

The nation needs to be salvaged 

from the cesspool of degradation to 
which professional politicians have 
reduced our country. By voting 
such politicians to power we have 
kept a gifted and enterprising 
nation in the ranks of the poorest on 
earth. The survival of such politi-
cians as public figures depends 
upon the continuation of the forces 
of ignorance. For many of our portly 
politicians, goodly in girth, public 
deprivation is good business: they 
talk continually about poverty 
without having the will, the exper-
tise or the imagination to eradicate 
it.

The time has come when our 
citizens must wrest the initiative 
from professional politicians and 
insist upon individuals of knowl-
edge, vision and character being 
chosen as candidates for parlia-
mentary election. Simultaneously, 
there is a deep-felt need for an 
intelligent and adequate organisa-
tion of voters. Equally important 
would be to cast off the shackles of 
political feudalism. We need to 
commence the process of transfor-
mation which would enable the 
people to control the government 
instead of being dominated and 
dragooned by the latter.

The projected reforms would no 
doubt facilitate the cleaning of our 
polity but to shake off our crippling 
servility the national conscience 
has to be aroused to such a degree 
that it will cease to tolerate false-
hood and dishonesty in public life.

Let us remember that obedience 
to democratic values which is 
enforced by the national ethos and 
not by the machinery of criminal 
justice is our best guarantee of a 
clean public life. What we need 
urgently is a morally enthused 
political leadership which can really 
lead to higher standards of ethics 
and decency in public life.

Muhammad Nurual Huda is a DS columnist.
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P OLITICS has always seemed 
to me something unpleasant. 
Whenever someone says 

there is politics in it, it means some-
thing twisted -- not straightforward -- 
even foul and dirty. This has been 
proven very decisively by the facts 
and events that unfolded over time.

The word politics does not seem to 
be well defined in the dictionary. 
Encyclopedia Britannica says the 
word politics came from Greek word 
"polis" meaning city or state; this 
means affairs relating to a city or 
state. But in Bangla the word politics 
means Rajniti which should normally 
mean Nitis -- the norms and princi-
ples created and practiced by the 
Rajas, (kings and emperors) for 
ruling the subjects under them. Such 
Rajniti cannot bring democracy 
which obviously means Nitis or 
principles followed by the people to 
rule or govern themselves. The 
suggestion is -- we should consider 
changing the Bangle translation of 
politics from Rajniti to Gononiti or 
Jononiti and politicians Gononitibid or 
Jononitibid.

Political reforms 
There must be extensive reform in our 
political system. Unfortunately, politics 
in Bangladesh has really been Madam 
or Apa Rajniti as the parties went by 
whatever Madam or Apa said. But now 
things are changing. Even within the 
parties the reform proposals are being 
put forward.

The Election Commission has 
also been rightly insisting on reforms 
of the present politics for bringing in 
democracy within the political parties. 
Such reforms are necessary for the 
purpose of registration of the political 
parties. The commission has said 
that such reforms are to be done by 
the parties themselves. It goes 
without saying that it cannot be 
imposed from outside. However, 
some guidelines can be suggested to 

facilitate their reform work.
What it means now is it has to be a 

joint a decision making process and 
revolving presidency within the 
political parties. Some of the issues 
are already on the table for discus-
sion. One view is that the people 
involved in the party management 
and administration must not be in the 
government. This means if Madam 
and Apa remain chiefs of the respec-
tive parties, which seem rather 
difficult under the present political 
situation because of widespread 
allegations of corruption and mis-
management against them, they 
must not be in the government.

Lootocracy!
Extremely shocking information are 
coming to light every day through 
media apparently based on interro-
gation reports of the Joint Task 
Forces about the amount of people's 
wealth plundered by the looters. They 
created lootaracy under the garb of 
democracy. Let Anti-corruption 
Commission work hard, as it is doing 
now, and report its findings.

How much money does a man 
need? Do they not know they will also 
have to leave this world one day and 
that could come any time. They must 
also know that nobody in this world 
has so far been able to enjoy their 
plundered assets -- all remained in 
foreign banks and banks benefited. 
One Eleven has brought disaster for 
these looters; they have no chance of 
enjoying the loots ever.

Envoys' role
Some envoys have been crying 
hoarse for immediate opening up of 
the indoor politics. Indeed, some of 
them openly criticised the govern-
ment for not opening up. This was 
openly objected to by some politi-
cians and many civil society mem-
bers over the last couple of months 
through the media and particularly 
the TV talk shows. Even the Law 
Adviser himself clearly disapproved 

such comments in one of his remarks 
some time ago.

One newspaper (The Daily Star 
June 19, 07) reported -- "US Envoy 
discourages formings political party 
'under pressure'". She openly said," I 
do not want to see anybody coerced 
or forced to join a new party and 
certainly we do not want to see any 
military involvement in politics... I 
have made this point before that 
military should not take any sort of 
political role." She talked in terms of -- 
'I'. This is never done by an accred-
ited representative of a country. We 
as citizens would like to put a ques-
tion -- why should she say things that 
infr inge the sovereignty of 
Bangladesh? Can an envoy of any 
country in Washington do that? 
Certainly not. An envoy representing 
a great country and the superpower 
like the USA should particularly 
observe the limits set by the interna-
tional conventions. 

Our military establishment already 
made its position clear. This came out 
i n  t h e  d a i l y  n e w s p a p e r s .  
Unfortunately, one or two more 
envoys also made some remarks on 
internal affairs that infringe the sover-
eignty of the country. Some of our 
politicians are also to partly blame. 
The envoys apparently do such 
things as some of our political leaders 
go to them and seek their help. 

Even our media people are not 
supposed to ask the envoys to give 
their views openly on internal matters 
of the country as they are not entitled 
to talk openly on such matters 
through media. They can always talk 
about culture, traditions, history, 
environment and other international 
matters that concern our respective 
countries. They or any delegations of 
their countries can also hold press 
conference if it is a joint one with our 
officials on agreed matters.

It has also been observed that 
some of our Advisers and important 
institutions allow TV cameras to 

cover their meetings with such 
envoys and foreign delegates. This 
should be discouraged as envoys 
often talk things which should not 
received open publicity. This is partic-
ularly valid for our foreign office as it 
often deals with envoys or foreign 
representatives on very critical 
issues. It would be advisable to be 
less "visible" as they are not politi-
cians. This is being raised here as 
many people have been criticising 
these matters.

Concluding remark
In any case, a clean environment has 
to be created before the election 
takes place. The Road Map has to be 
set by the CTG with clearly laid down 
time frame for the major works to be 
completed by all institutions and 
particularly by the Election 
Commission. Only then the goal can 
be achieved.

However, only changes in the 
political parties' structures and rules 
would not be enough. The members 
of the political parties must bring in 
real changes in the mind set with 
open promise to the nation not to 
indulge in any corruption, muscle 
power, grabbing of others' proper-
ties etc. Service to the people must 
be the only motto. If the politicians 
do not indulge in these anti-social 
activities, others including bureau-
cracy and business men would also 
not indulge in such activities. 

What is needed is complete 
overhauling of the political, adminis-
trative and business systems. Only 
then real democracy can return to the 
country. It has to be done in such as 
transparent way which may oblige 
the Transparency International (TI) to 
pack up and go back to Berlin. That 
would indeed be the real achieve-
ment of the One Eleven.

Muslehuddin Ahmad is a former secretary and 
ambassador and founder VC of North South 
University.
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Only changes in the political parties' structures and rules would not be enough. 
The members of the political parties must bring in real changes in the mindset 
with open promise to the nation not to indulge in any corruption, muscle power, 
grabbing of others' properties etc. What is needed is complete overhauling of 
the political, administrative and business systems. Only then real democracy 
can return to the country. 

STRAIGHT LINE
The projected reforms would no doubt facilitate the cleaning of our polity but 
to shake off our crippling servility the national conscience has to be aroused 
to such a degree that it will cease to tolerate falsehood and dishonesty in 
public life. Let us remember that obedience to democratic values which is 
enforced by the national ethos and not by the machinery of criminal justice is 
our best guarantee of a clean public life. 
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M
ICROCREDIT is not the 
panacea for poverty eradica-
tion. There is no panacea as 

such. But microcredit is an effective tool 
for poverty alleviation. And of course 
there are other tools as such. But 
microcredit perhaps has proven itself 
more effective by now. Quite a few big 
and many small NGOs are active with 
their microcredit programme across the 
country. Not that they have turned each 
poor solvent, but their coverage of the 
poor is rising.

The initiator of microcredit, Nobel 
laureate Prof. Yunus has  recently said 
that if we try hard we can make poverty 
a thing of the past. He is not too far from 
truth. If the existing microcredit activities 
can be ten times larger, the coverage of 
the poor can be ten times bigger, 
perhaps not far from covering all under 
poverty line. 

Bangladesh is a country of more 
than 140 million and majority of them 
are poor. The population growth is still 
not under envisaged control and the 
number of poor people is of course 
rising. But the rate of coverage of the 
poor by microcredit activities (increase 
in the number of membership of NGO 
programmes) has been estimated as 
much higher than the rate of population 
growth. And their lies the point to be 
hopeful. More because there are so 

many success stories of poor and ultra 
poor NGO programme members 
turning considerably solvent within not 
so considerable length of time.

For instance, very poor Tara Begum 
of Mirpur under Sirajganj Sadar thana 
has become quite solvent and now 
owns a microbus and eight rickshaws 
that fetch her a good amount every day. 
But eight years ago she was too poor to 
think of two square meals a day. Her 
husband Nannu Mia used to ply rented 
rickshaw in the town. But what he 
earned was hardly enough to buy basic 
food for the family, not to speak of other 
essentials, some days they passed on 
only one meal or no meal at all.

Both the husband and the wife were 
orphans. Tara Begum could have read 
upto Class VIII at the orphanage. 
Nannu Mia couldn't have even that. 
They were poverty stricken much 
below the line. During such hard time, 
one day Tara Begum saw a lady per-
suading a neighbourhood woman, a 
poor housewife like her, to be a member 
of her savings group and take loan to do 
something and earn. Tara Begum also 
got inspired and consulting with hus-
band became a member of ASA's 
savings group. It may be mentioned 
that the lady was an ASA staff.

Then began her struggle for freedom 
from poverty. She took a Tk 4000/- loan in 
the first instance to buy a rickshaw for her 
husband. Second time she took Tk 

6000/- as loan and added to that her 

savings of Tk 3000/- to buy six more 

rickshaws to rent. This way she took 

loans each year and raised the number 

of rickshaws to 20, which brought her 

rental of Tk 400/- at the rate Tk 20/- per 

rickshaw per day. From this she spent 

cautiously for the household and regu-

larly paid instalments and also saved.
After eight years Tara Begum's 

household is free from poverty now. Her 

husband Nannu Mia no more plies 

rickshaw, instead does the mechanic's 

works himself for the rickshaws. The 

couple could construct a semi-pucca 

house in place of thatched shelter and 

buy some necessary furniture. They 

could educate two of their daughters, 

beyond primary level and give them in 

marriage with potential bridegrooms. 

The youngest daughter reads in Class 

VII. The eldest son has read upto Class 

X. Two younger sons are also school 

going.
This year Tara Begum has gone one 

step more further in her enterprise  with 

microcredit. She took Tk 30,000/- small 

business credit from the organisation, 

added her own savings with it, sold 12 

of the 20 rickshaws and bought a 

microbus at Tk 2,00,000/-. Now she 

earns  Tk 15,000/- to 20,000/- per 

month plying the microbus and eight 

remaining rickshaws. From this she 

clears installments regularly, meets the 

family expenses and also saves with-

out fail. She is thrifty, solvent and self-

reliant now. She dreams of possessing 

quite a few microbuses gradually, as 

she could possess 20 rickshaws step 

by step.
Another success story of how micro 

credit can cause wonder is of landless, 

almost ultrapoor Amena Begum's. A 

landless resident of Hossainpur under 

Sirajganj Sadar thana she was just a 

very poor housewife seven years ago. 

Husband Jahangir Hossain although 

knew some handicraft couldn't do it on 

regular basis for want of capital. Then 

he plied rickshaw. But with such irregu-

lar and small income they could hardly 

procure the bare necessities, often they 

had to starve with the children. 

However, one day Amena Begum 

came in contact with Sohag Landless 

Women's Group leader Tara Banu who 

advised her to be a member of the 

group and take loan from ASA to start 

their handicraft enterprise.
Amena also took a loan of Tk. 4000/- 

in the first instance, and along with 

husband Jahangir Hossain started their 

bamboo craft business. She also took 

further loans step by step over the years 

and expanded their business employ-

ing 35 workers now. Her husband goes 

outstation to bring in the raw material -- 

bamboo, and supply the product -- 

bamboo baskets, beyond local market 

to Rajshahi, Comilla etc.
The workers at her factory are paid 

Tk. 80/- on an average per day. The 
working capital is estimated to be 
around Tk. 40,000/- now. She has 
taken Tk. 20,000/- loan at the latest. Her 
monthly income is about Tk. 10,000/- 
now. She regularly pays her installment 
and also saves as much she can. The 
family no more faces hardship. The 
couple's only sorrow is that their eldest 
daughter is handicapped. The other 
daughter reads in class VI, and son in 

class IX. Amena Begum wants to give 
her children higher education so that 
they never have to bear the brunt of 
poverty.

Amena Begum is solvent now. Micro 
credit has changed the course of her 
life. She now advises others to come 
out of the vicious circle of poverty with 
the help of micro credit. She has bought 
some land and built a semi-pucca 
factory shed. She wants to expand it 
further to provide employment to more 
people. Her husband Jahangir Hossain 

is also optimistic with the demand for 
their products in the market. If with more 
of the loan they can produce more, they 
can sell more, he believes. And they 
being enterprising it does not seem 
very hard either. Hopefully they will be 
flourishing further in future.

Now these are only two success 
stories of only one microcredit provider 
-- ASA, which must have many other 
such success stories at many other 
places of the country. And there must be 
so many more success stories with 

other major micro credit providers -- 
Grameen, BRAC and Proshika, not to 
speak of so many more small NGOs 
across the length and breadth of the 
country. With millions of members 
under their fold, no doubt such success 
stories can be termed as innumerable. 
And with more innumerable success, 
semi-success and sub-success real 
stories, mitigation of poverty should not 
remain a far cry for a long period.

Manik Chowdhuy is a freelance contributor.
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Tara Begum with her microbus
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FY in websites for feedback is a 
remarkable move. Perhaps, this 
novel move aims to gather voluntary 
feedbacks from the people to com-
pensate for the parliamentary 
debate and, hence, does not indi-
cate a policy shift towards 'participa-
tory budgeting'. However, as I would 
like to argue here, participatory 
budgeting can be a credible policy 
choice for Bangladesh. Specially in 
the backdrop of Bangladesh's anti-
poor growth and current stride to 
fight corruption, participation has the 
potential to create a back-up, if not a 
better, conduit to assess citizens' 
concerns in a more tangible and 
transparent way.

As Joseph Schumpeter once 
pointed out, “the budget is the skele-
ton of the state stripped of all mis-
leading ideologies”. Yet, like in most 
of the countries, budgeting exercise 
in Bangladesh largely remains an 
exclusive domain of the bureaucrats 
and the technocrats. Although in 
post PRSP era, one can also discern 
positive trends spearheaded by new 
generation civil servants, there is still 
limited room for citizens' participa-
tion. Additionally, lack of capacities 
outside the public sector to inde-

pendently analyse the budget 
makes it difficult to utilise whatever 
room that exists. Nevertheless, 
applied budget groups are taking 
root in a broad set of countries. 
Budget groups are taking root 
despite extreme paucity of data, 
repressive regimes, extensive 
corruption and political turmoil.

Why participation is 
important?
Participation in budgeting provides an 
important opportunity for the com-
moners to translate their aspirations 
into actions. As it is argued by Nobel 
Laureate economist Joseph Stigliz, 
citizen participation is a sine qua non 
for pro-poor policies; it is not an 'either 
or' choice. Indeed, the formulation, 
implementation and monitoring of a 
pro-poor budget should be participa-
tory in a manner that is equal, inclu-
sive and collegial (Department of 
Economic and Social Affairs, UN, 
2005). 

Government enjoys perfect 
monopoly in producing public goods. 
Thus, market mechanism cannot 
judge the quality and relevance of 
public goods, like national defence, 
primary education, etc. Yet, direct 
participation of the people can 
effectively address this issue. 

Besides, poor people often have 
limited access to express their 
concerns through established 

channels as, Arundhati Roy once 
indicated, it “offers us a very reduced 
political space”. A direct link with 
grassroots and their representa-
tives, hence, provides a useful 
opportunity to measure, in market 
jargon, the “client satisfaction”.

In this context, direct citizen 
participation helps build trust and 
promote transparency in govern-
ment actions. Significantly, both of 
these elements are vital for achiev-
ing the MDGs, especially poverty 
reduction.

Dimensions of 
participation
Participation in budgeting process 
has d i f ferent  qual i f iers .  In  
Bangladesh, where most revenue is 
generated at the centre, participants 
in local budgeting focus on expendi-
ture to address local issue. In con-
trast, participants need to have a 
holistic picture of national goals and 
appreciation of the revenue issue for 
their participation in national budget.

Scope of participation in budget 
formulation vis-à-vis participation in 
providing feedbacks on a proposed 
budget varies significantly too. 
Additionally, participatory monitoring 
of budget implementation calls for a 
higher degree of 'collaboration' than 
otherwise is required. Last but not 
the least, degree of ownership of the 
stakeholders is poles apart when 

participation is approved by a legal 
stature than when it is only voluntary 
participation by the citizen. 

Bangladesh situation
Authorities meet and seek opinions 
of several large national stakeholder 
groups during budget formulation 
process. However, absence of 
established framework for incorpo-
rating concerns of these groups 
undermines the potential of these 
meetings. Additionally, traditionally 
marginalised groups like landless, 
women, youth groups, almost never 
get to meet with the authority.

After budget proposals are made, 
grassroots organisations with their 
limited capacity and access commonly 
remain silent. A few 'think tanks' and 
industry associations usually offer 
formal assessment of the proposal 
from their own stand point. These 
bodies mobilise media support to 
express concerns and changes, often 
successfully. Yet, in the absence of 
participatory monitoring, bureaucrats, 
in the past, exercised administrative 
instruments (e.g., SROs) freely to undo 
any changes.

Finally, though a recent trend, 
sometimes government engage with 
a small group of representatives 
from the civil society organizations to 
gather inputs for budgeting process. 
Considering that most of the opin-
ions expressed by these groups is 

actually incorporated in the budgets, 
these engagements are more pro-
ductive but not particularly pro-poor. 

Challenges of participa-
tion
The first challenge is lack of an 
institutional framework for participa-
tion. Line ministries may finalise 
respective budget strategies in 
consultation with people's represen-
tatives before forming their budget 
proposals. This can open up scope 
for more meaningful participation at 
the formulation stage. In this regard, 
capacity of each line ministry may be 
strengthened to link their proposal to 
larger poverty reduction strategies 
and MDGs. Once finalised, the 
proposal should be made available 
to all to promote policy debate.

Similarly, the newly setup Budget 
Analysis Unit (BAU) of Bangladesh 
National Parliament (BJS) can 
effectively facilitate participation of 
the grassroots in several ways. The 
unit can conduct sectoral and the-
matic analysis of budget and publish 
their findings in a way that is well 
understood by the grassroots. They 
can also coordinate among the 
Finance Division, National Board of 
Revenue and the Bangladesh Bank 
and the grassroots organisations 
and facilitate exchange of views. 
Additionally, the unit can also collate 
the opinion and concerns of these 

organisations for the Members of 
Parliament. As the only legally 
mandated discussant group, 
strengthening the Members of 
Parliament with people's perspec-
tive would be vital.

Mechanisms may be established 
to ensure interaction between grass-
roots representatives and relevant 
parliamentary standing committees 
who oversee the monitoring and 
evaluation of budget implementa-
tion. Such interaction would neces-
sarily promote ownership and trans-
parency.

The other daunting challenge in 
ensuring people's participation is 
capacity. The Sirajganj model, an 
internationally acclaimed working 
model of enhancing capacity to 
participate in local budget, can be 
replicated more vigorously in this 
regard. 

Both government and the devel-
opment partners can undertake 
specific steps to build capacity of 
grassroots to participate in the 
national budget. Lessons learned 
from a very successful intervention 
in Ghana to build capacity among 
various stakeholders can be men-
tioned in this regard. In that particular 
case, multi-stakeholder partnership 
worked together to spur the develop-
ment of requisite capacity in grass-
roots organisations. 

Finally, steps are required to 

bridge the capacity gaps of the 
national planners too. Inadequacy 
and inaccuracy of data, limitation of 
national statistical system, lack of 
tools to monitor impacts from a 
holistic height, and lack of coordina-
tion with the budget implementation 
agencies are some of the most 
damaging issues. Often, these 
limitations discourage the planners 
to engage into wider debates and 
discussions. Ongoing initiatives in 
this regard can be strengthened 
from 'participatory budgeting' angle 
too.

Conclusion
Although participatory budgeting is 
useful as a tool to promote political 
inclusion and social justice, it is no 
panacea. Participatory fiscal deci-
sion making needs openness and 
sincerity from the authorities. 
Governments can use and have 
used participatory budgeting to 
advance their own shady agenda by 
simply 'hiding key information'. 

It is also important to carefully 
examine which organisations are 
participating. There was near con-
sensus in the development commu-
nity that it is possible for civil society 
to move budgets to a pro-poor posi-
tion [World Development Report 
2000]. However, the tone of the 
World Development Report 2004 
was much less optimistic and 

pointed out how civil society can turn 
into pressure group of the rich and 
the famous. 

People's participation is not an 
alternative to good governance and 
responsive political system. Having 
a reliable conduit of participation can 
only strengthen the decision making 
process in the context of a demo-
cratic system that is responsive to its 
constituents. Otherwise, as experi-
ence shows, even the participation is 
'hijacked' by 'the rich and the lobby-
ists' and offer little to the most (Ste-
phen L. Esquith, 1997).

Bangladesh has taken great 
stride towards enhancing transpar-
ency and ensuring accountability of 
public institutions. Participation is 
one key element of this initiative to 
make it sustainable. The move to 
include people in the budgeting 
process, although limited, is a good 
start in the right direction. I hope such 
inclusion would not remain as an 
alternative strategy but would gradu-
ally evolve as a strategy to include 
alternatives.
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