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Water crisisin the city
Serious handiingof the situation

severe water crisis has made thin'gs go from bad to
worse for people in Dhaka. With all the frequent power
outages, horrendous traffic jams and the like already
complicating life in the city, the shortage of water promises to
create new nightmares for everyone. In very large areas of the
city, notably Rampura, Kalyanpur, Shekher Tek and
Mohammadpur, citizens have been suffering from lack of
water for the last four or five days. There are areas where water
supply has been in a state of suspension for as many as four

There are some very disquieting reasons behind the crisis.
The Sayedabad water treatment plant, which in normal cir-
cumstances produces 22 crore 50 lakh litres of water has now
been reduced to astate where there is ashortfall in the supply of
water by as much as 6 crore litres. Earlier this month, the short-
age was projected at 3 crore litres. Obviously, there has been a
worsening of the situation. Unfortunately, however, no clear
steps appear to be in sight for addressing the problem. WASA
officials have acknowledged the crisis, but have pointed fingers
at the severe power outages as well as low voltage of electricity
as being responsible forit. There may be a point here about the
state of electricity supply. Only a few days ago, the adviser in
charge of power wondered why power outages ocgurred in the
middle of the night when there was hardly any reason for it. But
while outages can be cited as a reason for the shortfall in water
supply, the fact remains that even without such outages there is
always a shortage in water supply by as much as 50 crore litres.
Add to that the sizzling weather and the shortfall shoots up to
70 crore litres. This is indication enough that water has been a
problem for city dwellers even in normal times and that correc-
tive efforts need to be taken to deal withit.

What confounds the situation at present is that the water
crisis has hit people in the Ramadan season. There are some
very legitimate fears that the crisis will only acquire darker
proportions as Eid approaches. At the same time, there are
complaints that personnel responsible for operating WASA
water pumps are often found derelict in carrying out their
duties. WASA has at present 467 deep tubewells but compared
with that figure there are only 263 generatars. As for mabile
generators, there are only 31 of them. The demand for water in
the city is 210 crore litres, which goes up to an additional 30
crore litres when the weather heats up. Theseare facts that need
the serious attention of the authorities. With half the city gasp-
ing forwater, a sense of urgency must be broughtinto handling
the crisis, especially in this season of Ramadan and Eid.

Our expatriate workers'
Handling of the issue leaves much

ers have not been handled well is an understatement.

Their woes have been splashed very poignantly in the
media continually, without any improverient in the situation,
[t seems that very little time is being given to ensure the entire
process of workers employment abroad that occupies several
stapges are foolproofand hassle free. '

Over the last several weeks in particular the travails of a large
number of workers in Malaysialeft in limbo due to documental
lacunae was heartrending, Some of them have returned home
but many are awaiting repatriation and due remuneration, In
the meantime one of them has died in Malaysia while waiting

I g 1 O say that the problems of expatriate Bangladeshi work-

Only the other day 82 Bangladeshi workers were returnecd
from Dubai for possessing fake travel visas. And equally dis-
turbing is the recent news of seven Bangladeshi workers of a
furniture factory in Saudi Arabia, being burnt to death.

The relevant authorities perhaps need to be kept reminded
that our workers abroad earn the largest foreign exchange for
the country. Itis a thankless administration that fails to ensure
that these persons getthedeal that theyare promised.

Regrettably, they get the raw deal in most cases, starting from
the very first phase, thatis the actions of the relevant agencies at
home, to the time they are absorbed in the receiving country by
their employers. The fact that 82 were sent home for possessing
fake visas demonstrates the sloppy oversight exercised by the
authorities, whose one fundamental job is to ensure thatall the

Theless said of the local employers not living up to the bargain
both in terms of work conditions as well as workers' remunera-
tion, the better. The squalor and the decrepit conditions they
have tolive inand the hazardous conditions they have to work in
arenotalien to the relevantagenciesin Bangladesh.

In seeking greener pastures abroad Bangladeshis do not
forfeit the right to the minimum dignity of human beings or
their basic right as a human. Regrettably, neither the employ-
ing agencies in Bangladesh nor the foreign employers care to

The Baily Star

Asia's poverty permutations
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HE continent of Asia

claims to have achieved

remarkable progress in
terms of poverty reduction in the
past decade. The claim is appar-
ently appeasing but, down to
earth, disheartening when pitted
against the prevailing pervasive-
ness of poverty in the region.

Repartedly, the specter aof
hunger still haunts millions in
the continent everyday. In pov-
erty discourse, lifting a certain
portion of the people out of
poverty may sound soothing but,
in acute situations, the comfort
could wither away in the face of
the nature of the movement in
and outof poverty.

Akhter U Ahmed of the
International Food Policy
Research Institute (IFPRI)
recently delved deep into the
dynamics of changing poverty in
this region. He argues that -- as
far as poverty reduction in Asia is
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While poverty is predominantly rural, urban dwellers have higher food energy
deficiency than rural dwellers. Again, the prevalence of hunger is higher among
urban poor living on less than a dollar per day. This may sound surprising, as the poor
mostly throng to cities in the hope of tackling hunger. But a close scrutiny of the
budget shows that the urban poor may face sharper trade-offs among competing
needs for their meager incomes than do the rural poor.

cancerned -- what appears to
glitter for the whole region may
not be gold for its every part.

It is true that the number of
poor peaple fell during this four-
teen-year period but, equally
true is that the regional composi-
tion of Asia's poor has also
changed dramatically. For exam-
ple, in 1990, about half of Asia's
poor lived in South Asia but,
today, it is three-quarters of 614
million Asian poor.

As compared to this, East and
Southeast Asia almost halved the
rate of poverty during the same
period of time. Rapid growth,
good governance and openness
could be the cause for the seem-
ing comfort. [nanother attempt,
Martin Ravallion and others have
shown that poverty measured at
a dollar per day is basically rural
in East Asia, with 93 percent of
the poor living in rural areas,
whereas the same is relatively

more urban in South Asia where
three-fourths of the poor live in
rural areas.

For many countries in Asia,
those living on below a dollar a
day are already the poorest of the
poor. However, in some cases,
large sections of the population
live on below a dollar a day --
[ndia 34 percent and Bangladesh
33 percent -- and the poorest are
those who live far away from the
$1 a day line. [t is being argued
that those who benefited from
the recent growth in the region
were already staying close to the
line. Fortune did not favour those
far off fram the poverty line.

Whether we consider the
extreme poor (between 51 and
0.60/day), hardcore poor (be-
tween $0.60-.50/day) or ultra
poor (living on less than
$0.50/day), South Asia’s share in
each of these three was lower in
1990 compared to 2004. Again, in

all parts of the region, the preva-
lence of ultra poor fell by a
smaller margin than extreme and
hardcore poor, while it is the
hardcore poor in South Asia who
witnessed a remarkable waning.
In rural India, poverty reduction
has benefited those well below
the poverty line more than those
closetoit.

Akhter Ahmed also uses [FPRI's
Global Hunger Index (GHI) to
locate the hot spots of hunger in
Asia to look at trends of hunger in
Asia. It may be mentioned here
that [FPRI's index is considered a
powerful tool to help mobilise
political will and promote good
policies by ranking countries, and
illustrating trends in terms of
hunger and malnutrition, In
general, values greater than 10
indicate serious problems in
terms of food availability, short-
falls in nutritional status of chil-
drenand child mortality.

More than 20 is alarming, and
exceeding 30 points is extremely
alarming. The index so calcu-
lated shows that South Asia is a
current hot spot of hunger and
under-nutrition but made large
strides in combating hunger and
under-nutrition in the 1990s.

The improvement in South
Asia's GHI came about largely as
a result of a reduction of the
prevalence of underweight chil-
dren in this region. However, in
South Asia, relatively high food
encrgy deficiency prevalence
(helow the 2,200 kilocalorie cut-
off) ranges from 51 percent in
Pakistan to 61 percent in
Bangladesh. Interestingly, the
deficiency occurs in spite of
satisfactory food grain output,
implying that not food shortage
but the lack of the exchange
entitlements invites hunger in
theregion.

While poverty is predomi-
nantly rural, urban dwellers have
higher food cnergy deficiency
than rural dwellers. Again, the
prevalence of hunger is higher
among urban poor living on less
than a dollar per day. This may
sound surprising, as the poor
mostly throng to cities in the
hope of tackling hunger. But a
close scrutiny of the budget
shows that the urban poor may
face sharper trade-ofls among
competing needs for their mea-

ger incomes than do the rural
poar.

They may only be able to cut
their food consumption after
meeting the bare minimum
expenses for housing, health,
transport etc. This means that if
the policy intention is o address
baoth poverty and hunger in
urban areas, then itwill be neces-
sary to have dual objectives,
requiring different stages.

The first Millennium
Development Goal aims to
reduce poverty by half between
1990 and 2015. That is, the pro-
portion of the poor living on less
than a dollar per day and suffer-
ing from hunger should come
down by half during the targeted
period. [t seems that Asia is on
the track to achieve that goal.

One might expect that those
lying close to the poverty line
waould go up -- even for a tran-
sient period -- but those
below will continue to lag
behind. Policy makers, therefore,
should tinker less with the arith-
metic of poverty reduction,
rather, they should deal more
with its dynamics. Policy pre-
scriptions need to emphasise
education, credit and orpganisa-
tions for those trapped perma-
nentlyin poverty.

Abdul Bayes Is a Prolessor af Economics al
JahangimagarUniversity.

Political endgame in Pakistan

PRAFUL BIDWAL
writes from New Delhi

S. Benazir Bhutto has
reportedly struck a
deal with President

Pervez Musharraf, under which
corruption cases filed against her
between 1985 and 1999 will be
dropped, and she will tacitly
support his election as Pakistan's
president.

Although details aren't avail-
able at the time of writing, the
understanding has all the mak-
ings of a collusive agreement
which promotes the narrow self-
interest of two individuals, but
does nothing to lmit the role of
the military in public life, or
restrain the president from sack-
ing clected governments and even
parliament.

Nothing now stands between
Gen. Musharraf and the presi-
dency (which he can win only by
violating democracy's spirit)
barring Pakistan's Supreme
Court, which is hearing petitions
challenging his candidature.

If the court acts like it did on
September 28 by dismissing
similar petitions, it will let down
many democratically-minded
Pakistanis who came to trust it
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As this column has a.r'g-;ued, India has a luﬁg&érm stake in a demo:ra'tic,. stable

Pakistan which reins in the military. A democratic Pakistan is indispensable to South
Asia's future as a peaceful, prosperous, and harmonious region. Democratisation will
help India and Pakistan demilitarise mutual relations and contain communal and
sectarian forces in both countries. The Benazir-Musharraf deal may have set back
that prospect at least for some time.

after it reinstated Chief Justice
Iitikhar Chaudhry and aflirmued
the right of exiled former Prime

Minister Nawaz Sharil to return,

Yet, its verdict can go either way.

The court's earlier judgment
upheld the Election
Commission's flagrant manipula-
tion of rules which forbid anyone
who halds an office of profit from
contesting elections for two years.
This was manifestly bad in law.

Evidently, the All Parties'
Democratic Movement (APDM],
led by the Pakistan Muslim
League (Nawaz), put all its eggs in
the court's basket. It should have
understood that its Chaudhry
case judgment was driven less by
respect for democracy than a
concern to defuse the lawyers'
agitation for his reinstatement.

The court failed to give effect to
its own judgment on Mr. Sharil's
right to return, avoiding a con-
frontation with the army.

[t may not be unfair to con-
clude that Pakistan's democratic
institutions are too compromised
by prolonged military interfer-
ence to be relied upon to uphold
constitutional principle. Its main-

stream parties aren't strong or
willing to complete the process of
full democratisation.

This raises whitt might be
called a "chicken-and-egg" prob-
lem. How can Pakistan make a
much-needed transition to [ull
demacracy while its political and
juridical institutions are weak?

And yet, how can its institu-
tions facilitate {or at.least not
obstruct) that transition in the
face of authoritarian pressures to
compromise themselves -- just to
survive?

The moral-political pressure of
a mass mobilisation for democ-
racy alone can cut this Gordian
knot.

But the APDM hasn't generated
such.pressure. Had the PMLIN)
sustained its mass campaign in
support of Sharil's right to return
after he was deported to Saudi
Arabia, things would have evolved
differently. But this didn't hap-
pen.

At any rate, another round in
the fight for democracy has been
lost. But this isn't the last round. A
new one may have begun with the
Benazir-Musharraf deal and the

announcement that Gen. Ashfaq
Pervez Kiyani will succeed Gen.
Musharrafas army chief.

' Flow the fight for democracy is-
played out will be decided by four
factors: the political parties’
tactics, the higher judiciary's role,
the masses' mood, and the United
States' calculations.

Amang Pakistan's parties, the
APDM alone seems determined to
try to discredit the presidential
election by getting its lawmakers
to resipn. It wants to dissolve the
NWEP Assembly. However, the
PMLIQ)
confidence motion against the
government to prevent this before
October 6. How this plays out
remains to be seen at the time of
writing.

A potential spoiler is the
Jamiut-ul-Ulema's Maulana
Fazlur Rahman, who plays both
sides of the street. Perhaps an
even greater negative may be Ms.
Bhutto.

Pakistan's higher judiciary, its
image burnished, can assert
greater independence. But this, as
ofnow, is an open question.

Pakistani public opinion has

has moved a no- .

decisively turned against the
army. Hecent surveys say Gen,
Musharraf's approval ratings
have dipped to just 34 percent
from 60 percent in mid-2006.
Fifty-eight percent of respon-
dents give his government "poor”
or "very poor” marks; 56 percent
say they feel less safe than a year
ago.

The US role could become
overwhelmingly important.
Washington favours the Pakistan
army strongly over civilian lead-
ers, The presence in Islamabad of
senior State Department officials

“#s Me, Sharif was being deported

showed their approval of Gen.
Musharral.

Gen. Musharral's latest over-
tures to the US, and Gen. Kiyani's
appoinunent, will strengthen this
relationship. Newsweek says Gen.
Kivani is "smart, tough, talented,
and pro-Western" --the preferred
choice of "Western military offi-
cials."

Ms. Bhutto too has been woo-
ing Washington with offers of
allowing international agencies to
interrogate Dr. A.(). Khan and
letting US troops conduct an
attack within Pakistan targeting
Osamabin Laden.

By making a shady, US-
brokered deal with Gen.
Musharraf, Ms, Bhutto would
vialate the Charter of Democracy
she recently signed with Mr.
Sharif: "We shall not join the
military regime or any military-
sponsored government. No party
shall solicit the support of the
military to come into power.”

if the PPP cuts such a dishon-

ourable deal, as seems to be hap-
pening, it could split. Warse, that
would help the army entrench
itself aggressively in public life
just as it's losing its credibility.
This would weaken the pro-
democracy momentum.

Regretably, no external agen-
cies or forces appear willing to
restrain Gen. Musharraf. The
three nations that matter the
most to Pakistan -- the US, China,
and Indin -~ seem resigned to
supporting & dominant role for
the Pakistan army.

This remains true of India after
National Security Advigér M. K.
Marayanan certified that that "the
worst is over” for Gen. Musharraf;
there's "no major dent” in his
influence aflter his "graceful”
acceptance of the chiel justice's
reinstatement.

This tails the US view of Gen.
Musharraf's indispensability, and
i5 deeply cynical twwards the
Pakistani public's democratic
aspirations.

As this column has argued,
India has a long-term stake in a
democraric, stable Pakistan which
reins in the military. A democratic
Pakistan is indispensable to South
Asia's future as a peaceful, pros-
perous, and harmonious region,
Democratisation will help India
and Pakistan demilitarise mutual
relations and contain communal
and secturian forces in both coun-
tries,

The Benazir-Musharraf deal
may have set back that prospectat
least for some time.

Praful Bigwaiis an eminant Indian columnisl.

The Burma equation

Holding a candlelight vigil in front of the ﬁ[l}rmese a
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mbassy in any city of the world is

symbolic and necessary, so that ordinary citizens <an express revulsion. Such
protests publicly humiliate Burma's diplomats in the cities where they like to shop
and be seen as part of the smart set. Picketing in front of gas stations is another
story; the fuel at the gas station may actually have come from Nigeria or Texas, even
if the gas station's logo is that of a French company doing business in Burma.

SALIL TRIPATHI .

HE world is appalled by

images and accounts of

brutality in Burmese
cities and is looking for ways (o
pressure the military regime. But
one point is clear: The standard
tols of Western liberals and
NGOs are not likely to be effective
in our multipolar world, and in
Burmaspecifically.

[nthe 1970s and 19805, activists
shamed Western companies
doing business in apartheid-era
South Africa by boycotting prod-
ucts or calling for divestment.
Corporations doing business in
furma are beyond the reach of
activists. So activists should
ot the governments backing
b junta rather than the compa-
tes active in Burma,

_For sume time now, activists
h¥ targeted two oil companies,
Total "of France and Unocal, a

the

Chevron subsidiary, because they
have major investments in
Burma.

Representing a group of
Burmese civilians who preferred
anonymity for safety reasons, the
Washington-based International
Labour Rights Forum sued
Unoeal in the United States under
the Alien Tort Claims Act, which
allows any litigant, even a non-
American, to sue a multinational
company for a tort that violates
the law of nations or any US
treaty, e'ircn if that act was com-
mitted qutside the US. Unacal,
accused of using forced labour in
Burma, did not admit wrongdo-
ing but settled the case out of
court.

Total, too, was sued in a French
court, and settled the matter with
the litigants about two years ago.
The firm initiated a socioeco-
nomic development program in
areas near the Yadana pipeline

and, to assuage critics, invited
Bernard Kouchner, now France's
foreign minister and among the
founders of Médecins Sans
Frontiérs, to visit the site. His
reportwas largely positive.

Premier Oil, a British oil com-
pany, too, had faced pressure, not
anly from campaigners, but also
from then British foreign secre-
tary, the late Robin Cook, who
asked the company to leave
Burma. The firm sold its interests
to Asian companies some years
ago.

But criticism of companies or
quiet lobbying by companies did
notstop the Burmese junta. As the
situation in Burma deteriorates,
activists in France and elsewhere
plan protests at Total's facilities,
and Belgian prosecutors decided
to reopen a case against Total for
crimesagainst humanity.

Whether economic sanctions
can change the behaviour of a

regime like Burma's is a complex
issue, and the extent to which the
regime in Rangoon can survive
because of contributions foreign
firms make through taxes and
other payments, is unknown,
given the apaque nature of the
country and its finances, includ-
ing other sources of revenue, not
allof them legal.

The underlying assumption
behind campaigns and lawsuits is
that Western firms have leverage
to influence intransigent regimes.
That assumption ignores how
globalisation has reshaped our
world.

The biggest investors in Burma
are companies from China,
Thailand, Singapore, and India, as
a Human Rights Watch press
release notes. As globalisation
shifts centers of production,
logistics and marketing from
traditional centers to new loca-
tions, the decision-makers also
change.

AWestern company is suscepti-
ble to pressure because it oper-
ates in a campetitive marketplace
and must respond to a range of
stakeholders. Partofa free society,
the company must deal with
activists chaining themselves to
its facilities, seeldng newspaper
photographs, and expecting no
worse punishment than warnings

fromlocal police.

Firms from China and
Singapore don't face such scru-
tiny; firms from Thailand and
India, while investing abroad,
have notyet aroused the attention
of local activists to their activities
overseas.

This allows Chinese firms,
often state-owned entities, to act
exactly the way their owners want.
Such investments prop up unrep-
resentative regimes. Last year, a
senior exccutive of the European
Investment Bank in Luxembourg
lamented that its standards on
environmental and social issues
were so high that it regulacly loses
business to Chinese lenders,
often in the least-developed
countries, Western firms and
governments are powerless in this
regard.

Burma's leaders know this.
They can live with Heineken or
Carlsberg leaving Burma, because
they know Asian breweries will
take over those projects, as indeed
theydidin the mid- 19905,

Many Western activists haven't
grasped this concept, that substi-
tutes are readily available in a
globalised world, although
Western governments have fac-
tored it in, and lean on China to
influence Burma. At first glance,
asking China to do something

seems bizarre, in 1984, China
used the People's Liberation
Army against its own non-violent
students. Why would China care
aboutmonks in Burma?

The answer may lie in the 2008
Beijing Olympics. Many in the
West realise that China's coming-
outparty is the one great opporiu-
nity to push China to change the
way it does business worldwide,
particularly if it wants to be taken
seriously as a world power. Hence,
the pressure on China over the
conduct of the Sudanese-
supported militia in Darfur, and
now Burma, two states regarded
as China's responsibility. The
world expects China to rein in
these governments.

Activists predictably focus on
US companies like Coca Cola and
Western arrists like Steven
Spielberg to influence China.
Spielberg has said he may quit his
position as artistic director for the
Olympic Games over Darfur,
Chinese leaders resent foreign
lectures abouwt how they should
manage their internal affairs, and
it's debatable if such campaigns
can bring substantial change in
China.

One of the outcomes of multi-
polar globalisation -- in which
China, India, Singapore,
Thailand, Brazil and Russia have

became important players -- is
reduced leverage for the West. The
business interests that benefit
from Burma are no longer in
London, Paris or New York, and
are more likely to be in Kolkata,
Beijing or Singapore -- beyond the
reach of the activists.

Holding & candletight vigil in
front of the Burmese cmbassy in
any city of the warld is symbolic
and necessary, so that ordinary
citizens can express revulsion.
Such protests publicly humiliate
Burma's diplomats in the cities
where they like to shop and be
seen as part of the smart set
Picketing in front of gas stations is
another story; the fuel at the gas
station may actually have come
fram Migeria or Texas, even if the
gas station's logo is that of a
French company doing business
in Burma.

That company may nat be the
most important investor in
Burma. lm:nr.'tsin[.:ly, in t'rugilc-
states, countries like China call
the shots. Unencumbered by local
pressures, they can invest any-
where, irrespective ot risks to
reputatio.

The rise of China raises oppor-
tunities, threats, as well as chal-
lenges, It is vital that China
becomes a responsible super-
power. But how China views the

world is not the way the world has
worked in the past.

China wants to reshape the
debate, and its handling of Burma
shows that. It has spoken of the
principle of non-interference in
the internal affairs of a country, to
prevent the UN Security Council
from taking aggressive action on
Burma. The challenge for the
international community is to
show that the values they want to
see reflected in the behaviour of
Burmese authorities aren't exter-
nal or Western values, but univer-
sal values.

Globalisation e¢nsures some
shared virtues; bringing about
lower prices is one shared value,
and freedom of expression and
opposition o corruption and
violence are others.

And one area where global
values trump localist
exceptionalism is the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights,
approaching its 60th anniversary,
which all nations of the world,
Burma and China included, say
they respect.

Salil Tripathiis a London-based
writer who specializes in Asian
and international economic
affairs. He is former correspon-
dent for India Today and Far
Eastern Economic Review.
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