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I
T now appears that the Chattak 

(also known as Tengratila) gas 

field has embraced a prema-

ture death. It did so at the hands of a 

wicked gang comprising foreign 

and local associates. This may form 

an example of a textbook case 

study as to how a promising 

resource base of an impoverished 

nation can be plundered for the 

sake of personal gain of few high-

ups in government machinery. 

In 2003, the previously discov-

ered Chattak gas field was given to 

Niko Resources Company for 

development under a controversial 

contract. As the work began, the 

field suffered two blow-out acci-

dents, one in January and the other 

in June 2005, thus totally stopping 

its developement. Billions of cubic 

feet of gas worth crores of Taka 

were lost in the air, people lost their 

houses and properties and had to 

flee. 

This caused much uproar imme-

diately afterward, to the embarrass-

ment of Niko Resources. But the 

uproar gradually weakened and 

eventually melted away. The gov-

ernment made a meager compen-

sation claim for only 9 billion cubic 

feet, which has not been paid even 

two years after the accident. Latest 

media reports suggest that Niko 

refused to pay the government's 

compensation claim. Rather, the 

two parties are likely to go for an 

arbitration process to settle the 

issue.

The scene on the ground looks 

as if a war had been waged, with all 

its fury, fire, blasts, and devastation. 

Just like when a war is over and all 

is quite on the front line, the 

Tengratila gas field has an uncom-

fortable silence all around it. 

Neither the media nor the citi-

zens care to talk about it anymore. 

Only the villagers still sit in the field 

and contemplate how such a thing 

could happen. They find it very 

difficult to come to terms with the 

reality -- a reality that showed how a 

young, healthy looking, gas field 

which was supposed to bring fruit 

was doomed.  

The gas field which was sup-

posed to add much needed gas to 

the national grid has an uncertain 

and undef ined future now. 

Apparently, there is no plan to bring 

the field to life again, no recovery of 

compensation for gas loss, and no 

action to bring the culprit to justice. 

Defined as Chattak (west) gas 

field, with an estimated recoverable 

reserve of 270 billion cubic feet of 

gas, this is one of the simplest 

geological structures for drilling and 

producing. There are several 

subsidiary companies under 

Petrobangla which have recently 

completed plans to drill wells in 

similar and more complicated 

structures to produce gas, like 

Titas-15, Titas-16, Kailashtila-5 and 

-6, to mention a few. 

So any discussion on the issue 

stumbles on the question, why was 

Niko contracted to drill the produc-

tion well in the first place? This was 

one of the most discussed topics in 

the media at one point in time, and 

need not be repeated. But the 

unsettled issues that remain are: 

the amount of gas lost, how much it 

was worth, and what compensation 

was received from Niko. 

The first question is, how much 

gas loss was incurred? Many 

geologists suggest that the two 

accidents have inflicted so much 

damage to the underground gas 

reservoirs that it will not be possible 

to make the gas field operational 

again. If we accept this view, the 

loss is staggering. The total recov-

erable reserve of 270 billion cubic 

feet (Bcf) of gas in Chattak gas field 

is worth at least $675 million, or Tk 

4725 crore (at gas price  $2.5/1000 

cubic feet). Therefore, this is what 

the gas loss is worth.

There is perhaps another way of 

looking at it. The gas reserve in the 

Chattak gas field is divided into four 

layers at four depth levels. The top 

gas layer is at a depth of 550 m, with 

an estimated reserve of 115 Bcf. 

This is the one which was involved 

in the blow-out accidents, and a 

large amount of gas from this layer 

escaped to the surface through the 

drill pipe.

But more importantly, since the 

drill-hole was not cased by the 

drilling company, the gas from this 

layer found an easy way out of the 

open hole into the sandy porous 

layer above. Thus, a huge amount 

of gas moved to the sandy layer in 

an uncontrolled way to form numer-

ous gas pockets. 

It is most likely that almost the 

entire gas reserve of 115 Bcf from 

this layer has been dissipated into 

the sandy layer above through the 

open hole. In such a case, no part of 

this gas can be recovered, and the 

estimated gas loss would be about 

115 Bcf, worth $287 million or Tk 

2000 crore.

The layers at deeper levels 

include the one at a depth of 1080m 

with an estimated 70 Bcf of gas, at 

1250 m with an estimated 65 Bcf of 

gas, and at 1630 m with an esti-

mated 20 Bcf of gas. Even if we 

assume that these gas layers have 

not been disturbed, any drill hole 

aimed at producing from these 

layers must pass though a danger 

zone of dissipated gas pockets 

above, any one of which may lead 

to fresh blow out if hit by drill pipe. 

So it is a question of judgment as to 

whether one would estimate a loss 

of the entire 270 Bcf of gas, or only 

the top layer with 115 Bcf of gas.

Ironically, the gas loss claim of 

only 9 Bcf appears too little, and 

does not fit into any of the above 

reasoning. This claim includes a 

surface gas loss of 1 Bcf in the first 

accident,  2 Bcf in the second 

accident, and a subsurface gas loss 

of about 6 Bcf. 

The government's claim of the 

gas loss is based on the report of a 

committee which is unduly soft with 

IOCs, as pointed out by many 

energy observers. The government 

also claimed a sum of Tk.84 crore 

for the environmental damage. 

Interestingly, the environmental 

damage and the gas loss in 

Tengratila, estimated by the 

E c o n o m i c  A s s o c i a t i o n  o f  

Bangladesh, amounts to at least 

Tk. 3175 crore (ref: Abul  Barakat, 

General Secretary, Economic 

Association of Bangladesh, July 

2005). 

Energy observers believe that 

the time is not far of when 

Bangladesh is going to face a 

serious energy crisis. This is very 

well reflected in the Wood 

Mckenzie Consultant report, which 

predicted that serious gas crisis 

would begin as early as 2014. 

Under such circumstances, there is 

no option for the government other 

than wholehearted honest efforts to 

bring up new resources, and to take 

maximum care to utilize whatever is 

available. 

What the Tengratila event testifies 

is just the opposite. Nobody seems to 

care much about the loss of a pre-

cious gas field. One may wonder how 

the government is going to handle an 

impending energy crisis, when it 

seems least interested in addressing 

an issue as important as the plunder-

ing of precious gas resources by 

callous and careless means.

Dr.Badrul Imam is a Professor, Geology 

Department, Dhaka University.

Contemplating loss of a gas field: Tengratila case study
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T
HE second half of the last 

century has witnessed 

d e mo c ra cy  sw e e p i n g  

across the world. Autocratic govern-

ments, dictatorships and kingships 

have slowly given way to demo-

cratic rule. In the subcontinent, the 

British raj came to an end, leaving 

behind two new countries. 

While India established strong 

democratic traditions, Pakistan 

faced difficulties in forming a stable 

government and, eventually, the 

military stepped in. Differences 

between the two wings grew, and 

relations got bitter. Religion was not 

a strong enough reason to bridge 

the physical distance and the cul-

tural divide. After almost a quarter 

century of uneasy relationship, 

discrimination and disappoint-

ments, a new state emerged in 

1971. 

The struggle for independence 

was a popular one and was suc-

cessful in a relatively short period of 

nine months, but at a very high cost 

in life and property. The people were 

euphoric and had visions of a bright 

future. After more than thirty-five 

years, we are not yet sure of how 

many of our expectations and goals 

we have realized. 

Achieving stability and establish-

ing democratic traditions proved 

elusive. On paper the country is 

democratic, but are we really so in 

practice? We have elections, peo-

ple vote, and with high hopes, we 

see governments being formed. 

Soon thereafter, people become 

disappointed, movements take 

place, police go into action, casual-

ties occur, and governments fall or 

are discredited. New elections, new 

governments, familiar faces, and 

the same old disappointments. The 

cycle has become all too familiar. 

Successive governments have 

promised us the moon, but failed to 

deliver and live up to the expecta-

tions beyond the first few months in 

office. Why is it that after more than 

thirty-five years of freedom, we are 

yet to enjoy stability and progress? 

Why is it that political parties and 

individuals are all ardent supporters 

of democracy but, as a nation, we 

are unable to make it work? 

It is, indeed, a paradox. 

In the geographical area that 

makes up Bangladesh today we 

were always considered difficult 

people to rule, a tribute to our inde-

pendent spirit. This land has nour-

ished many enlightened leaders 

who rose up against tyranny and 

oppression. We have always been 

active for our rights and, as we 

progressed through the twentieth 

century, Bengalis were always in the 

forefront of political thinking. 

Leaders like H S Suhrawardy, A K 

Fazlul Haque, Moulana Bhashani 

and Sheikh Mujibur Rahman 

became synonymous with Bengali 

nationalism. 

In East Pakistan, the language 

movement in 1952 united all 

Bengalis in demanding recognition 

for Bangla as the state language. It 

was the same spirit that led us to 

protest against the domination by 

the minority, and disproportionate 

share of development. Our aspira-

tions were modest but disappoint-

ments grew, and things came to a 

head in 1970. 

Sheikh Mujib led the Awami 

League to a majority in elections, 

but was prevented from forming a 

government. Instead, the Pakistani 

army was let loose in a reign of 

terror. The genocide in 1971 was a 

shameful chapter for humanity, and 

only inspired the Bengalis to be 

single-minded in their resolve to be 

independent.

After a tenacious resistance, 

untold sacrifices, and on the ruins of 

a devastated economy and a shat-

tered infrastructure, a new nation 

emerged. As an independent 

nation, our democratic spirit pre-

vailed, but our experience with 

democratic practice fell far short of 

expectations. 

Now that we had become inde-

pendent, the political culture 

needed to shift gear and review 

priorities. Unfortunately, one gov-

ernment gave way to another, and 

the changes were anything but 

peaceful. United in opposition, we 

were now divided in freedom. We 

had inherited a political culture 

which encouraged massive show-

downs, fiery speeches, hartals, 

work stoppages, vehicle burning, 

blockades, and sit-ins to achieve 

political ends, irrespective of the 

cost to the nation. The party in 

power always criticised this, and the 

parties out of power always resorted 

to it.

Hartals may be damaging for the 

economy, but the parties consider it 

a right and a politically legitimate 

weapon. Any loss is considered as 

inconsequential for the greater 

cause. This is the commonly 

accepted view of all political parties 

whenever they are out of power, but 

when they are in power, they want to 

crush it with force if need be. 

Out of this mistrust, the concept 

of a caretaker government was 

born. A caretaker government is a 

novel idea, but for how long? How 

long before this is also compro-

mised and discarded? One some-

times wonders if the system is at 

fault, or the peoples' choice of their 

leaders. 

Unfortunately, we also do not 

subscribe to the view that the oppo-

sition has an important role to play. 

The opposition opposes everything, 

and the ruling party always tries to 

prove that it is always right. The 

opposition often opposes for the 

sake of opposition, and the ruling 

party often disregards the opposi-

tion simply because they have a 

majority. This attitude benefits none, 

and only undermines the spirit of 

democracy to the detriment of the 

nation and also of the parties. 

Bangladesh has held several 

elections, but the only election 

Bengalis are nostalgic about is the 

one held in 1970. The nation was 

united, we had a leader, and the 

d e m a n d s  w e r e  s p e c i f i c .  

Repression, genocide, mass exo-

dus, and brutal military rule could 

not suppress the indomitable spirit 

of the Bengali nation. Yet, within a 

few years, everything was coming 

apart. The father of the nation was 

dead, and there was military rule in 

the country. Five years later another 

president was dead. 

Slowly, a kind of stability and a 

quasi-democracy was established, 

but not for long. Gradually, dissatis-

faction brought the political foes 

together to topple their common 

adversary, Ershad, in a massive 

show of popular protests, bringing 

the country to a standstill. 

After the departure of President 

Ershad, another chapter in our 

history began. Since then, we have 

had three elections, each bringing a 

new government in power. There 

has been progress, but not up to the 

expectations of the people. The 

dark reality is that an election in 

Bangladesh has become big busi-

ness. 

Today, it is money and muscle 

power that is needed to contest and 

win elections. A candidate has to pay 

hefty sums to secure party nomina-

tion, and spend another hefty amount 

to contest elections. As and when one 

gets elected, his first priority is to 

recover his investment. 

Political candidates have under-

stood this, and have made the 

system convenient so that one is 

able to do so. The media has 

exposed where the priorities of our 

lawmakers lie. Corrupt individuals 

have undermined the system and, in 

the process, the electorate has also 

been generally corrupted. 

Even in such a pessimistic sce-

nario, in towns and villages, people 

sit in roadside cafes and tea stalls 

and carry out a post-mortem of the 

latest news in the daily papers, 

praying and hoping for better days 

to come. All of them are hoping 

against hope that tomorrow will be a 

more promising day. 

They have been disappointed 

before, but they have not given up 

hope. They expect democracy to 

deliver some day. Meanwhile, the 

media continues to reveal new 

stories of corruption of the lawmak-

ers and our leaders; the same ones 

to whom we had trusted the future of 

this nation. Everyone was aware 

that there was corruption, but the 

extent has surprised us all.

Corruption is bad, but what is 

more disappointing is that, in the 

process, institutions have also been 

corrupted. What we are reading in 

the daily newspapers is undermin-

ing our trust in our lawmakers and 

also in democracy. There is nothing 

wrong with democracy per se, but 

with the people whom we trust to 

make it work. 

Unfortunately, the individuals 

who were trusted with guiding the 

destiny of the nation did not mea-

sure up to it. Worse still, many of the 

same lawmakers will possibly be 

returned to parliament in future. 

Such is the power of money in our 

politics.

Democracy is not only about 

holding elections, but also about 

respecting the rights of individuals 

and making progress a viable 

reality. It is about accountability and 

putting the nation before self. It is 

the tragedy of our people that, while 

being acutely aware of the benefits 

of democracy, we are unable to hold 

our leaders accountable. 

We have seen governments 

which disregard the opposition, 

making it a tame one or one which is 

opposed to everything. Maybe we 

have got our understanding of 

democracy wrong. Is it only limited 

to our right to vote, or is it also about 

respecting the right of others to vote 

freely? Is it also about voting for the 

right people good enough to be our 

leaders? If so, then we must choose 

people who can collectively lead the 

country along the road to stability 

and progress. 

Democracy is not limited to using 

the majority to come to power, but is 

also about sagaciously using the 

power for the welfare of the majority. 

This is what every candidate prom-

ises but cares little about, and 

conveniently forgets after elections 

are over. 

There are no credible signs that 

things are likely to improve anytime 

soon. The parties are talking of 

internal reforms to be more demo-

cratic, but it is not yet clear how 

committed they are, and whether 

democracy will be a factor in their 

decision making. Will the process 

be transparent, and the reforms 

meaningful? Will there be dialogue 

among the parties? The issue has 

become such a burning one that the 

major parties are being forced by 

circumstances to bring about 

changes. We have to wait awhile 

before we know what these 

changes are going to be. 

The preliminary signs make us 

cautiously optimistic, and yet not so. 

The curse of our democracy is that 

we have the body of democracy but 

the soul is missing. The leaders of 

the major parties are often not on 

talking terms, and the atmosphere 

in parliament is neither congenial 

nor constructive for meaningful 

discussion of national issues and 

finding acceptable solutions. 

The political parties continue to be 

blame-oriented rather than progress-

oriented. There is no vision for the 

nation. Do we know where our priori-

ties lie? There are a host of other 

questions to which none of the parties 

has any definite answer. Yet they 

make promises, which even they 

know they cannot keep. 

Meanwhile, the nation and the 

people remain anxious and expec-

tant, but the future at this point in 

time remains uncertain. Given this 

scenario, when can we expect to be 

ready for elections and meaningful 

democracy? 

If not now, when? If not under 

these leaders then under whom? 

With so much fervour and commit-

ment to democracy, there was 

expectation that now there would be 

stability, and that democracy was on 

firm ground. Alas! That was not to 

be. It seems that we may be firm 

advocates of democracy, but we 

cannot make it work.

Air Vice Marshal M Rafiqul Islam NDU, psc is 

former Chief of Air Staff of Bangladesh Air Force 

and former Managing Director of Bangladesh 

Biman.

Are we ready for democracy?

BABAK DEHGHANPISHEH

I T H  h i s  r i m l e s s  

W glasses and black-

leather loafers, 36-

year-old Amar Hakim evinces a 

certain clerical chic. The young 

cleric is soft-spoken and articu-

late, a marked contrast to his 

rabble-rousing contemporary, 

Moqtada al-Sadr. 

On a 2005 visit to Washington, 

he charmed US congressmen and 

columnists alike with his admira-

tion for how Lincoln had saved his 

republic from civil war. "I don't 

want to say he's necessarily a 

young Lincoln or Jefferson," says 

a US official in Baghdad who 

wasn't authorized to speak on the 

record. "(But) people seem to feel 

he's wise."

That should be cause for 

hope, since Hakim now leads 

the most powerful Shiite party in 

Iraq, the Supreme Islamic Iraqi 

Council. As US Gen. David 

Petraeus constantly empha-

sizes, the US troop "surge" can 

at best dampen the violence 

that plagues Iraq. Only the 

country's political leaders can 

truly stabilize the situation, by 

using that breathing room to 

fo rge  las t ing  compromises  

between Iraq's various factions. 

The fact that they have not is at 

the core of growing Republican 

disillusionment over the war. 

"That government is simply not 

providing leadership worthy of the 

considerable sacrifice of our 

forces," Sen. John W. Warner, the 

ranking Republican on the Armed 

Services Committee, declared 

last week. The hope of a more 

enlightened, younger generation 

of Iraqi leaders is a tantalizing 

one.

But in Iraq, Amar Hakim has a 

darker reputation. When he ran 

his family's multimillion-dollar 

foundation, he had a habit of 

rolling through Baghdad in a 

convoy of flashy SUVs, sur-

rounded by a scrum of body-

guards and hangers-on. Like his 

father, Abdelaziz al-Hakim, who 

is currently receiving chemother-

apy for lung cancer in Tehran, he 

has close ties to Iran. (Amar was 

arrested by US forces earlier this 

year coming across the border 

from Iran to Iraq, although then-

U . S .  A m b a s s a d o r  Z a l m a y  

Khalilzad quickly apologized.) 

He has pushed hard for greater 

regional autonomy, in order to 

c rea te  an  o i l - r i ch ,  Sh i i t e -

dominated superstate in the 

south. Critics, many of them 

Sunni, have nicknamed him 

"Uday Hakim," after Saddam's 

corrupt and sociopathic son.

The problem is that Iraqi politi-

cians like Hakim may share a goal 

with Washington -- saving the 

republic -- but disagree on means. 

The young Hakim has fiercely 

resisted a revision of the de-

Baathification law, a key "bench-

mark" to promote reconciliation 

with Sunnis, on the grounds that it 

may allow former regime ele-

ments back into official positions. 

Saddam's thugs killed nearly 

two-dozen of his family members, 

and their portraits still adorn party 

offices. Amar himself has survived 

13 assassination attempts, pre-

sumably by Sunni insurgents. 

"Are the Nazis in Germany 

allowed now to get sensitive 

jobs?" he asks.

Hakim and his party do support 

Prime Minister Nuri al-Maliki, 

Washington's great hope in Iraq. 

But neither are they shy about 

their sectarian loyalties. "Amar 

Hakim does not differ from others 

who use religion as a means to 

get political gains," says Laith 

Moussawi, an Iraqi history profes-

sor. 

Hakim spent the bulk of his 

youth in exile in Iran, and his 

views have been shaped by the 

Islamist government there. During 

parliamentary discussions on the 

Iraqi constitution in 2005, he 

reportedly proposed a motion to 

rename the country the "Islamic 

Republic of Iraq."

He is perhaps most closely 

associated with the push to create 

a southern "Shiastan." Fellow 

Shiite Sadr opposes the idea, and 

his followers have clashed repeat-

edly with Hakim's. The rivalry 

between the Hakim and Sadr 

families is decades old. 

But Hakim insists that the 

violence would quiet down if the 

region were granted more say in 

its own affairs. "We believe that 

this step will unite Iraq, not 

divide it," he says. "It will put an 

end to the Iraqi Shiites' historic 

feeling of being marginalized."

He also downplays the rivalry 

between the two families, pointing 

out that his father studied with 

Moqtada's father and that his 

mother is from the Sadr family. He 

met Moqtada in Najaf after the fall 

of the regime. 

Asked whether it was a political 

or religious gathering that brought 

them together, he replied, "Rela-

tives don't need any special occa-

sion to meet." Like many of 

Hakim's statements, the senti-

ment is refreshing. Whether it 

translates into any real reconcilia-

tion, however, remains to be 

seen.
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