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No elegy for jute
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Just recently, when the government took a,rather hard-line in closing down more jute
mills, a few economists even pointed out that by using half of the money that the
government would be spending for finishing the mill-closure formalities (i.e. payment
of arrears and others), it could have run those mills after sorting out the existing

problems,

REAZ AHMAD

UCH has been said
about jute -- about the
prospect of survival
and revival of the "galden fibre” of
Bangladesh. But it is not enough
vet. While people speak or debate
on the jute issue from their diver-
sified stand-points they often tend
to position themselves in a hostile
situation -- they think their views
are so dissimilar from each other
thatthere is no converging point.
But, this notion is utterly perplex-
ing, specially when one can see that
there are enough common grounds
to share, and learn from, rather than
belngargumentative and rigid.
While the post 1/11 caretaker
regime sees the issue from the
economic point of view that pub-
lic money should not be wasted in
running the production-
inefficient state-run jute mills,
independent economists and civil
society members, particularly
those having sympathy for the jute
workers and their families, con-
sider closing down of mills as a
punishment to the workers for the
failures of the management and
corruption in Bangladesh Jute
Mills Corporation (BIMC],
Civic forums and rights organi-

sutions are campitigning for the
revitalisation of the sector and
criticising the government policy
of mill closures. A citizens' bady,
Public Commission on Jute and
lute Industries, is now working on
ireportin thisregard.

On the other hand, the World
Hank, which has been associated
with Bangladesh's jute sector
reforms since the '90s, maintains
that the poor financial perfor-
mance of jute mills continues to
be a major concern. Today, BIMC
is the second largest loss maker
among public sector manufactur-
ing enterprises, withannual losses
of Tk2.3 billion, accounting for
aver 50 percent of total manufac-
turing SoE (state-owned enter-
prises) lossesin FY20086,

"In 2002, jute sector reforms got
anew lease of life with the closure
of Adamjee Jute Nills (ATM). This
alone led o a decrease in BIMC's
losses from Tk.3.9 billion in
FY2002 toTk.2.1 billion in FY2003.
ltalso led to anincrease in BIMC's
productivity, which jumped from
roughly Tk.25,000 per employee in
FY2001 to Tk.39,000 per emplovee
in FY2003," the World Bank
Country Director in Bangladesh
XianZhuwrote inarecent article.

Despite shutting down of many

state-run jute mills in recent years,
and retrenchment of hundreds of
jute waorkers, the time has not
come yet to sing an elegy for the
natural fibre. Every cloud has a
silver lining. While, the govern-
ment, World Bank, and civil soci-
ety members are holding various
critical, and sometimes very dis-
similar, views on jute sector
reform, they all have got one thing
i commaon -- and that's the mose
important one -- HOPE for resur-
gence of jute in Bangladesh.

All the stakeholders in the jute
sector might have severe differ-
ences of opinions on how w han-
dle the jute sector and manage the
mills, butit's very pleasant to note
that none of them has actually
ever said: "[ute is doomed in
Bangladesh.” Racher, they all are
hopeful that good policy support
combined with necessary
reforms, cost-production ration-
alisation, and creation of level-
playing field for private jute mill-
ers, can still bring about a jute
renaissance in Bangladesh.

From this rare unison of posi-
tive notes of all the stakeholders
about jute, we should find paths to
rejuvenate the jute sector and
regain the rich legacy of the
“golden fibre" of Bangladesh.

The danger is not that synthetics
will crowd out the demand for jute
in international markets; it lies in
our own inefficiency in operating
the mills properly, and in the ram-
pant corruption and non-
accountability, and patronisation
of non-cost-effective state-run
mills by means of guaranteed bank
loans year after year.

Just recently, when the govern-
ment took a rather hard-line in
closing down more jute mills, a
few economists even pointed out
that by using half of the money
that the government would be
spending for finishing the mill-
closure formalities (i.e. payment
of arrears and others), it could
hive run those mills after sorting
outthe existing problems.,

But, as some say, its easier said
than done. These jute mills actu-
ally carry a legacy of problems,
ranging from unnecessary, politi-
cally motivated manpower
recruitment to fund misuse, to
loan non-repayment, to machin-
ery wearing out-- all due to sheer
negligence toward the jute sector
by the successive political govern-
ments. No one posses any magic
to quick-fixall these inonego.

Now, a new thinking is brewing
in government circles; to lease out
all the state-owned jute mills in
phases to stop spending on them.
Press reports suggest that the jute
ministry has initiated a move to
strike  management-outsourcing
contracts with interested private
parties, based on production
sharing, to efficiently run the eight
jute mills, instead of divestment.

The public sector jute units
under the lease-out process

include four closed mills --
People’s Jute Mills, Karnaphuli Jute
Mills, Forat-Karnaphuli Carpet
Factory and Qoumi Jute Mills. Four
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others are Alim Jute Mills, where a
lay-off has been announced,
Dhaka-Baghdad Jute Mills, RR Jute
Mills and MM Jute Mills,
Theideaisto enterinto five-year
production sharing contracts with

private entrepreneurs for the eight
mills, as the government cannot
guarantee the operation of the
mills after their privatisation. It is
something new by way of which
BIMC can avoid losses, but can
keep the industrial units in opera-
tion and earn some money as well.

We think that before the govern-
ment embarks upon any new
experiments with the much-
neglected jute sector, it should
further enpage with other stake-
helders, share their concepts, and
listen to the workers, managers and
the private parties. Lest we forget,
ance jute was on wp of our export
basket and used to fetch the high-
estamauntofforeigncurrency.

When jute was the country's
main export item, the activities
were more rural based, rooted in
agriculture. This had a broad
based distributional effect on the
rural economy. But slowly jute lost
its edge in the export basker, from
59 percent of the total export
earning in 1983-84 to only 4.7
percentin 2004-05.

Until the beginning of the
privatisation of jute mills in 1983,
the number of jute mills unde
state ownership was 77, which has
now heen brought down to a mere
18, Before we further narrow down
our state-run capacity to produce
jute products, we must give it a
serious thought.

And, mind it, prudence does
not rests with the government
only -- we have to listen to other
stakeholders' views two. After all,
jute is a national asset -- grown
aver the years, much to the credit

of toiling farmers. Jute farmers
had hard days when even the
market did not give them the
production price.

Now that things are changing
for the positive -- and growers
have started getting relatively
betier price -« it's high time for
policy planners o give back the
honour of producing the "golden
fibre" to them (growers).

Bangladesh was all through the
major provider of raw jute to the
mills set up by the British in
Calcutta. But then the scenario
changed, and India has been the
leading jute producers since the
1970s. Today, it produces 1.977
million metric tons of jute while
Bangladesh produced only
963,000 metric tons in 2003-04.

The more recent growers, like
Chinzg and Thailand, decreased
output in the 1980s and 1990s.
Myanmar, Nepal and Brazil are just
somesmall producers on the edge.

Dhaka houses the International
Jute Study Group (IJSG). The
government should also make
better use of 1ISG expertise to get
clues on how to steer the nation's
pride sector -- jute -- t0 a new
height. 1JSG must have records
and documents about how India
prospered in the jute sector over
the years -- and those were the
same years when Bangladesh's
jute sector suffered the most
setbacks. May be a sheer co-
incidence, or maybe not?

Reaz Ahmad is Chief Operating Officer of a
communicaticn consultancy firm and a freelance
conlributorto The Daily Star.

Death from all sides
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A nine-minute police video made in the mul'nents after the shooting shows helicopters
similar to those used by Blackwater still hovering over the wreckage of charred,
smoking and bullet-pocked cars. The graphic images include footage of burned human
remains and show the street littered with brass bullet casings.
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INCE the fatal Sept. 16
Blackwater USA shooting in
Baghdad's Nasoor Square,
officials from the private securiry
company have insisted thac their
puards were mesponding o fire
from "armed enermies.” Yet, an
extensive evidence file put
together by the lragi National
Police and obrained by Newsweek
-- including documents, maps,
sworn witness statements and
police video footage -- appears to
contradict the contractors' ver-
sion of events. A confidential
incident report, which has been
provided by Iraqi National Police
investigators to American military
and civilian officials, concludes
that the Blackwater vehicles
"opened fire crazily and randomly,
withoutany reason.”
A pine-minute police video
made in the momenes after the
~ shaoting shows helicopters simi-
- lar to those used by Dlackwater

still hovering over the wreckage of

charred, smoking and bullet-
pocked cars. The graphic images
include footage of burned human
remains and show the street lic-
tered with brass buller casings.
Theyalso show what appears to be
a polige officer waving a pistol at
the scene; the footage was cap-
tured by a different police officer,
who had run over from the nearby
lraqi Mational Police beadqguarters
(portions of the video have been

_previously broadcast; it was

recorded without sound).

Irggi National Police investiga-
tors also believe that Blackwater's
helicapters fired on the cars from
above, according to confidential
police documents and interviews
with senior police officials. A
memo written on Sept. 17 by the
lead [ragi police investigator siates
that shortly after the shooting
began, "helicopters opened fire
from the air roward the cars and
civifians," Gen. Fussein al-Awadi,
the commander of the Iraqi
Mational Police, told Newsweek
that the umjectory of some of the
bullet wounds could only have

been caused by fire from the air. "If

anyone moved -- whenever they
saw sameans leaving -- either the
convoy or the chopper shot him,"
says Ali Kulal Salman, an under-
cover Traqi vatonal Police officer
who was working as a rraffic cop a
the scene (une of the police docu-
ments lists 17 fatalines and many
more wounded tram the shooting,
Other accounts have put the death
ollat L.

Blackwater officials have
acknowledged thar their helicop-
ters were at the scene of the shoot-
ing, but have denied that the
guards inthe choppers opened fire.
In statements from Blackwater
puanis provided o the LS. State
Department and obtained by ABC
Mews, the puards say they were
firedd upon by uniformed  [ragi
police officers and athers dressed
i civilian clathes from multiple
locations near the traific circle. Still

images provided to the network
show a Blackwater vehicle pocked
with five bullet marks. Anne Tyrrell,
a eompany spokesperson, said
shortly after the incident that the
company “acted lawfully and
appropriately in response to a
hostile atack i Baghdad ... The
‘civilians’ reportedly fired upon by
Blackwater professionals were in
fact armed enemies and
Blackwater personnel returned
defensive fire.”

Yet, Iraqi policemen and other
Iragi witnesses wald Newsweek that
the Blackwater contractors apened
fire unprovoked. "No ome shot at
Blackwater,” says Col, Faris Saadi
Abdul, the lead [ragi police investi-
gator, "Blackwater shot without
any cause.” Al-Awadi, the National
Police commander, says that min-
utes after he heard the shooting
begin, he rushed to the scene,
which is just around the corner
from the National Police head-
quarters (he says he was accompa-
nied by a unitof American military
trainers embedded with his
puilce). "We were trying o figure
out why they were shooting," he
told a Mewsweek reporter at the
National Police headquarters in
Baphdad over the weekend, "We
tried to find a reason and we could-
n't.” He says that his men searched
the civilian cars at the scene, but
didn't find any weapons. When
fraqgi investigators later swopped a
different Blackwater convoy near
the scene of the shooting, the gen-
eralsays that the Blackwater guards

refused to comment about the
incident.

At the lragi Mational Police
headquarters in Baghdad on
Saturday, witnesses to the shooting
milled around the halls, waiting to
provide investigators with addi-
tional statements about the inci-
dent. Sithan Diab, a traffic police-
man who was working in Nasoor
Square at the tume of the shoaoting,
said that he'd-told his story to ac
least four separate investigators,
including American military and
civilian officials (he says that as far
as he knows, nobody from
Blackwater has contacted him
directly).

Thetrafficcop, dressed inaerisp
white shirt with blue epaulers, told
Newsweek that he had been alerted
by radio to the arrival of the
Blackwater convoy shortly before
the wvehicles approached Nasoor
Stpuare, justafter noon on Sept. 16.
About 30 minutes before, Diab
says, he'd heard an explosion in the
distance that sounded like a car
bomb, but says that it didn’t worry
him because "it was far away” (in
the statements obuined by ABC,
the Blackwater guards said that a
car bomb exploded near the site of
a meeting of the official that they
were protecting, prompting them
Lo eviacuate).

Diab says that he stopped
ancoming traffic to allow the
Blackwater vehicles to pass, As the
convoy pulled into the circle,
according to Diab, the Blackwater
guards began throwing boties of
water from their vehicles -- asignal
to stay back. Yet shortly after the
convay slowed to a stop in the
circle, he says, the Blackwater
guards "started shooting ran-
domly." One of the bullets hit the
driver of a white Kia that had
stopped near the roundabout
(Blackwater guards have said they
felt threatened because they
believed the car was continuing 1o
move toward them). Diab says that
he and another policeman, Ali
Kalaf Salman, rushed to the carand
tried to pull open the doors. As they
did, the Blackwater guards intensi-
fied their fire.

The Blackwater men said in
their written statements that they
believed a policerman was "push-
ing" oneofthe vehicles -- which the
guards suspected to be a car bomb
-- toward the circle, which
prompted them to fire. When asked
whether he was pushing the Kia,
Salman, the undercover police
office, laughs. "When you see
someone get shot, you try w help
them," he says. Salman says he was
carrying a 9mm Glock, but kept it
halstered throughout the shooting.
ABC reported that Blackwater
guards also said they saw one
person pull out what appeared to
be a trigger device for a bomb. But
the Iraqi policemen suggest that
perhaps the edgy Blackwater
guards mistook everyday items for
lethal weapons. "1 pulled my radio
out ta call an ambulance, and they

shotatme," says Diab.

When the waffic police arrived
at the white Kia, awoman in the car
"was crying and holding her son,”
says Salman. As the shooting inten-
sified, the two policemen said they
were forced to flee on foot across
the square, Theysay they looked on
as the guards fired at the Kia from
all directions. "Whenever they saw
movement inside the vehicle, they
started shooting,” says Salman.
Fventually, the men said, the
Blackwater guards launched larger
projectiles -- perhaps rifle-fired
grenades -- at the white Kia, setting
it on fire. The video obrained by
Newsweek shows a large-caliber
shellcasingatthescene.

The convay then continued
around the traffic circle, according
o a confidential Iragi police dia-
gram obtained by Newsweek and
provided to American investiga-
tors. According o the accompany-
ing incident report, the Blackwater
guards opened fire on an lraqgi
Army checkpoint ona nearby road
leading away from the square. The
convoy also apparentdy sideswiped
at least one Iragi civilian vehicle in
the circle. Samir Hobi, 40, says he
got out of his car and complained
to the Blackwater guards about the
damage. He says one of the guards
shouted back: "Shut up or I'll shaot
you,"

Iraqi officials have long chafed
at what they perceive to he arro-
gance on the part of American
contractors, and the fact that they
are not technically subject to any
local laws. [n the immediate after-
math of the Nasoor Square inci-
dent they tried to ban Blackwarer
from lIrag (though they later
relented and agreed to ajoint U.S.-
lraqi investigation of the inci-
dent). Iraqi officials have main-
tained from the beginning that the
incident was unprovoked. The
[raqi Mational Police force is itself
controversial. A recent report by
retired Marine general James
Jones concluded that the force was
infilirated by sectarian loyalists
and should be disbanded.

At times, the official National
Police version of events seems to
be tinged with hyperbole. Al-
Awadi, the National Police com-
mander, told Newsweek that
there were "hundreds --hundreds
-- of American vehicles" on the
scene shortly after the incident.
Thart is almost certainly an exag-
geration. Still, the [raqi police
accounts also roughly jibe with
the stories of civilian eyewit-
nesses interviewed by Newsweek
shortly after the shooting. Iraqi
officials have hinted that addi-
tiona! videotapes of the incident
may exist, that have yet to be
made public. Ultdimately, it may
take further sifting of the hard
evidence before investigators can
determine whart really happened
atNasoor Square.

& Nawsweak Intermational. All dghts reservad,
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Development and disaster
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Temporarily, we get the needed food, shelter and medicine but, subsequently, our
development sector suffers the most for lack of external funds which we desperately
need for capacity building and for self- sustainability. Thus, in the long run, we always
remain at risk of increased social vulnerability, which provokes further disasters and
further need for more funds as humanitarian assistance, creating a wclous cycle of

suffering and poverty.

ZULFIQUER AHMED AMIN '

ANGLADESH is a naturally

disaster-prone country by

virtue of its lociation on the
Bay of Bengal, which is augmentecl
hy interference in natural
processes by neighbouring
countries and the present plobal
warming caused by indiscriminate
exploitation of nature by the
developed countries.

Bangladesh is sitated at the
interface of two contrasting set-
tings, with the Bay of Bengal and the
northindian Ocean to the southand
the Himalayas to the north, This
gives the country the life-giving
monsoons on ane hand, and cata-
strophic disasters like tropical
cyclones, storm surges, floods,
droughtsanderosion, on the other.

About 5.5% of cyclonic storms
form in the Bay of Bengal, and
about 1% of cyclonic storms of the
global total hit Bangladesh. On the
other hand, if the tropical cyclone
disasters in which the minimum
death toll was 5,000 are considered,
then it is found that about 539 of
the total number of deaths globally
occurred in Bangladesh.

Thus, it is seen thar with 1%
cyclones hitting Bangladesh, itis the
worst sufferer in terms of human
casualty, These disasters cause huge
lass of lives and property and
impede the development activities,
While Bangladesh is already strug-
gling with these disasters, the coun-
try is likely to be affected by the
biggest ever, long lasting, and global
scale human-made disaster in the
foreseeable future.

Every tme a natural disaster
aceurs, we appeal for glabal assis-
tance, and the generous fund
providers are never miserly in
providing us with required funds to
overcome the damage done.
Funds, in the form of relief assis-
tance, come to give us food, shelter,
rehabilitation and health care, but
all these measures are short term.
To a certain extent, preparedness
measures are also involved, which
are too meiger in a broader per-
spective, The five largest donors to
Bangladesh are the World Bank, the
Asian Development Bank, Japan,
the Europeantinion, and USAID.

Since 199, humanitarian aid
provided by the European
Community Humanitarian Aid
Office (ECHO) has played a crucial
role in international emergency
assistance, responding to natural
disasters which struck Bangladesh,
providing annually around 30
million of food security support
through the government, WEP and
NGOs, In the 2004 flood, Tapan's
curnulative assistance was about
$6.2 million for food, clathing, soap
anid clean water. Responding 1o
food in 2007, the UK has given £1.9

million of immediate aid, providing,

food, water, shelter and medicines.
All these donations are directed to
meet the impact of disasters.

Disasters affect the whole nation,
butitis the poorandvulnerable who
dre most prong w environmental
degradation and natural hazards
and who are likely to suffer the
consequences through death and
displacement, and the systematic
loss of development gains., For
them, it produces a vicious cycle of
poverty. During disasters we are
oftered humanitarian assistance at
the cost of developmental assis-
tance from the global forum,

Tempornarily, we get the needed
foad, shelter and medicine but,
subsequently, our development
sector suffers the most for lack of
external funds which we desperately
need for capacity building and for
self- sustainability. Thus, in the long
run, we always remain at risk of
increased social vulnerability, which
provokes further disasters and fur-
ther need for more funds as hurmani-
tarian assistance, creating a vicious
cycleofsufferingand poverty.

The relief-development distine-
tion is useful to describe wo
responses to human need that are
premised on very different founda-
tions. Reliefis generally perceived
as the short-term provision of
physical commodities to victims of
an acute crisis. Development,
however, is understood as a pro-
cess that enables chronically mar-
ginalised individuals, househaolds,
and communities to achieve
greater sell-relinnce in meeting
human neads, Self-reliance does
not necessarily imply self-
sufficiency, but enhanced capabil -
ity through economic, social, and
political change. This is achieved
through the expansion of physical,
human, and social capital, expand-
ing economic productivity, social
arganisation, and political power.

In ane sense relief and develop-
ment processes are diametrically
apposite. For instance, it is argued
that through the provision of goods
and services, the relief approack
creates a dependency relationship
between donor and recipient. This
dependency relationship rem-
forces long-term structural con-
straints to development, weaken-
ing household and community
self-reliance. Our present outlook
towards disaster is focused mainly
on the impact of the disaster anly,
and the result is apparent, despite
the flow of funds we are dipping
more intacrisis and poverty.

A long term vision for develop-
ment assistance rather than
humanitarian assistance 1o face
future onslaughts of disasters by
capacity building and
sustainability of efforts can be a

~warthy approach. i we can_

strengthen our development sec-
tor, the murginalised population
will leap above the poverry line and
will develop the ability to cope with
any disaster, and there will be only
marginal changes in their socio-
ecanomic siatus, which they can
regain by self-help without plung-
ingintothe poverry cycle.

The mathematical model of
di:;astar says: Vulnerability
Disaster = Hazardx ————
Capacity
In the light of this model, the cur-
rent natural disaster mitigation
approach, where efforts are only
directed to reducing the hazard,
the component of nature, initiated,
guided and directed by nature
itself, can only treat the cause but
cannot prevent it; whereas putting
more efforts in reducing vulnera-
bility and increasing capacity
building can vyield relatively per-
manent measures against natural
disasters, which can only be
attained by more atiention to the
development sector.

After the 2004 tsunami, India
and Thailand declined any exter-
nal humanitarian assistance,
though there was a flood of money
from the donors (estimated $8000
per victim) to Indonesia, Sri Lanka
and Maldives, and an evaluation
analysis considered it a disastrous
wastage of money to face a disas-
terwithoutlooking to the future.

Mirigating the adverse effects
of disasters is inextricably linked
o promoting sustainable devel-
cpment. What Is, therefore,
required to both improve human-
itarian assistance during disas-
ters and accelerate progress
rowards social development is a
comprehensive two-pronged
approach that puts energy and
resources into preparedness for
catastrophic events, while simul-
raneously investing in mitigation
and development processes that
aim to reduce risk.

Continued donor support is viral
to sustain the safety net, but it is
imperative for us ta decide how an!
where to use the money o Lring real
benefir for our society. We cannot
forego our interests for the interests
of the donor agencies, which will
lead us deeper [nto the crisis and
make us more dependant on them,
sacrificing our own sovereignty for
them to decide wha i
the real issue s:"Dg
assistance during
forselfreliance?!
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