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Activate Union Parishad to effectively face the disaster
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Union parishads will have to play the mostjv'ﬁal role in the process of coordination. UPs
must also be used for distributing help. We do not understand why this important
institution with rich traditions, which has withstood the test of time, is not used to
tackle this dire emergency. Also, if the elected UP representatives cannot effectively
respond to this call of humanity with honesty and dedicatien, there is no justification in
keeping this 135-year old institution.

BADIUL ALAM MAJUMDAR

have just returned from the

cyclone Sidr affected areas.

Along with a group of volun-
teers, | went to Borguna,
Patuakhali, Pirojpur and Jhalakathi
with some emergency relief sup-
plies and much heartfelt empathy.
I'here, [ saw the devastation, which
turned some areas into killing
fields and shattered the lives and
livelihood of so many.

Aweek after that fateful night of
November 15, the smell of death
lingers in the air as some of the
dead still remained unburied, the
wails of orphaned children are ever
present, and the cries of widowed
women pierce the darkness of the
night. There is so much pain there
that one's mind goes numb, and it
becomes impossible to hold back
the tears,

The number of deaths and
injuries cannot accurately portray
the devastation. Properties,
houses, plants and crops -- almost
ill the worldly possessions of the
residents -- were destroyed. Food
from their homes, fish from their
freshwater ponds, cows, buffalos,
goats, ducks and chicken were all
wiped away by the tidal surge.

Fishermen lost their nets and
boats. Where there was no high
tide, the water, contaminated by

fallen leaves and other debris, has
become unusable and pond fish
are dying. The environment of the
affected areas is totally polluted,
The victims are hungry and thirsty.
Many are livingunder the open sky.

. They do not even have seeds to

plant.

This scenario is common to
almost all districts of the south.
Conditions in the chars and near
riverbanks are, however, most
serious. Falishatoli village under
Monsha Baliatoli union of Borguna
Sadarisacaseinpoint.

Almost no dwelling is standing
there. Even the soil from the foun-
dations has washed away. The top
of the embankment protecting the
village is gone; creating deep
ditches every few meters. Twenty-
two people from this location were
reportedly lost, nine people being
from a single homestead. A "war"
appears to have been fought here,
as very few things have remained
standing.

Each story I heard in the Sidr
affected areas was more horrifying
than the one before. I heard of a 10-
year old schoolboy whose dead
body was washed into a house. His
school backpack was still tightly
strapped to his back. Clearly, he
tried to flee from death carrying his
mostimportant possession!

I heard of a young man dying

under a fallen wall while trying to
rescue his blind, aging mother.
Instead of swimming away to save
her own life, a mother embraced
death holding her child to her
bosom.

In Falishatoli, [ heard of a mason
who came home from his work-
place in Dhaka to find that all four
of his family members were dead.
He was last seen leaving the area
wailing -- "who should I live for
anymore?"

This is not the first time that a
natural disaster has hit coastal
Bangladesh. They have occurred
many times before. The great tidal
wave of 1970 killed over half a
million people. The loss of life and
property in the 1991 cyclone was
alsoenormous.

In addition, there have been
many relatively smaller calamities,
Even though the destruction from
these smaller calamities was less,
thefr cumulative impact is serious
and far-reaching.

Because of repeated disasters in
the past, many people were already
in an awful state before Sidr
arrived. Malnutrition, especially
among the poorest segment of the
society like women and the disad-
vantaged, is nakedly visible here.

The women of these areas are
short and very thin, The effects of
wormen's malnutrition are clearly

noticeable among the children.
Because of malnutrition, their
immune systems have not devel-
oped fully.

Given an outbreak of common
diseases like diarrhea and pneu-
maonia, they will, therefore, be the
first victims. Even though malnu-
trition and lack of immunity are the
real killers -- diarrhea and pneu-
maonia are easily blamed for the
deaths.

Clearly, the lives of the people of
Sidr affected areas are once again
shattered, but they are not
defeated. In the past, these people,
wholost their loved ones and much
of their material possessians, have
courageously fought back. They
appear to be determined to do so
again this time, Resiliency is a
unique trait of the Bangladeshis,
especially among the disaster
prone peopleofthis country.

Another distinguishing attrib-
ute of these people is that they have
few worldly possessions and their
demands are also very limited,
Given rock-bottom minimums,
they are satisfied. If they are able
feed and clothe themselves and
have roofs over their heads, they
feel "grateful.” )

They do not need fancy cars or
extravagant palaces. Stll, our
policymakers have repeatedly
shown indifference toward these
citizens in the past. Our leaders
have even ignored their survival

‘needs during disasters. Thus, we

don't even have enough cyclone
shelters for the coastal areas. Only
2000 such shelters with stared
capacity to hold 20 lac exist,
although the population of the
coastal region is several times
more.

What was most visible to me in

the Sidr affected areas is the lack of
coardination. Many individuals,
organisations, and the government
are distributing emergency relief.
They are doing it based on their
own instincts and cursory informa-
tion. As a result, even a week after
the disaster hit, help has not yet
reached some remote areas where
the communication system has
broken down.

In some locations, especially
close to the riverbanks, relief sup-
plies have been distributed repeat-
edly. Consequently, the right kinds
of supplies are not reaching the
right places. This is unacceptable
in acountrylike Bangladesh, which
has vast disaster management
experience. In any event, the gov-
emment will have to take responsi-
bility for the coordination, and we
are pleased that it has taken the
initiative under a honourable
adviser,

A prerequisite for coordination
is reliable information. The num-
berof dead and injured, where they
are, what types of damage occurred
in which location, and what type of
help is urgently needed in different
areas -- such information needs to
be collected for each village. For
example, information aboutwhose
dwellings were demolished, which
families are hungry, who lost how
many bulls and buffalos, how many
hand pumps are dysfunctional,
which public institutions such as
schools were destroyed, etc., needs
to be collected.

With an appropriate format
developed for this purpose, the
local Union Parishad representa-
tives could easily gather this infor-
mationinafewdays.

It would only require the initia-
tive of the UNOs. The help of the

armed forces would be needed for
reaching the remote areas. District
and upazila level officers, instead
of performing protocol duties,
could be assigned to specific
unions to help with data collection
and need assessments. We feel that
such information and groundwork
argstill needed.

The information offices at the
upazila could be turned into infor-
mation centres, where which type
of help is needed in which areas
could be displayed. The informa-
tion displayed at these centres
could come from Union Parishads,
journalists and social workers, and
could be used by all concerned to
direct assistance to appropriate
places. The adviser's office, to be
located in Barisal, could do the
much-needed supervision and
monitoring through the DCs and
otherfunctionaries.

Union parishads will have to
play the most vital role in the pro-
cess of coordination. UPs must also
be used for distributing help. We do
notunderstand why this important
institution with rich traditions,
which has withstood the test of
time, is not used to tackle this dire
emergency.

Also, if the elected UP represen-
tatives cannot effectively respond
to this call of humanity with hon-
esty and dedication, there is no
justification in keeping this 135-
year old institution. Unlike in the
past, there are no parallel networks
of "MP sarkar” to bypass them or
make them ineffective.

Since human beings are not
angels, in order to avoid "election
politics” on the part of the UP
representatives, distinguished
local people and social workers
must be tagged with them in this

endeavour. NGOs must also work
in coordination with UPs. Our
experience of using this arrange-
ment for distributing relief sup-
plies has been quite positive and
confidence inspiring.

Several priorities must be kept
in mind in extending help to the
Sidr victims. Emergency supplies
of food, water, clothes, especially
winter clothes, seeds, bullocks for
cultivation etc., will have to be
immediately arranged. Women,
children, the old and the handi-
capped will have to be given prior-
ity. Damaged gardens and ponds
need to be cleaned. Roads must be
cleared and electricity connections
restored.

People must be provided finan-
cial support to restart their liveli-
hood efforts, which the govern-
ment has already initiated. Books
and supplies for students must be
arranged and educatonal institu-
tions renovated. We must not also
forget the relatively better off fami-
lies, who have lost everything and
are hungry, but are uncomfortable
aboutstandinginline for relief.

In the middle term, the Wapda
embankments must be repaired,
and they must be elevated and
made stronger. Otherwise, salt
water will damage the crops during
the high tides in the rainy season,

In the long-term, many more
cyclone shelters will have to be
constructed. Houses for the vic-
tims will have to be built based on
scientific designs so that they are
cyclone-safe. A green belt will have
to be built throughout the coastal
line, for the Sundarban had greatly
protected some areds from the
ferocity ofthe cyclone.

However, cautiousness must be
exercised in planting trees. Cyclone
Sidr damaged alien trees like
Chambal, which are very soft.
Many rain trees were also uprooted
-- it is alleged that polyethylene
bags from the bottom of the sap-
lings were not removed, and some-
times roots were trimmed before
they were planted.

While returning from the Sidr
affected districts by launch, it
occurred to me as [ approached
Sadarghat that | was returning
from one devastated area to
another. In contrast to the south-
ern districts, the devastation in the
capital city is in the values and
norms ofitsresidents.

This realisation becomes more
acute seeing the continued compe-
tition among the rich to occupy the
banks of the Buriganga River. It
became increasingly clear to me
that honesty, equity and fairness
ete. -- the values based on which
the liberation war was fought -- are
no longer held by many who live in
Dhaka city's concrete jungle.

It is clearly reflected in one
single political family's alleged
plundering of nearly Tk.16,000
crores, which is apparently equiva-
lent to the total loss of the cyclone
Sidr. Thus, all the palatial buildings
ofthe capital city appeared to meto
be nothing more than monuments
of the devastated values of their
owners, If we are really to maove
forward as a civilised nation, we
must urgently do something about
restoring these disappearing val-
ues.

Or. Badiul Alam Majumdar Is Global Vice-
President and Country Director, The Hunger
Project, Bangladesh, and Secrotary, Shujan.

Rehabilitation job cut out
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There may also be development projects ll the area, re
way, that can be given priority attention, The point is not the projects themselves but .
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jetting money into the hands of the population. To achieve this objective it is worth
taking some risks with procurement.

FORREST COOKSON

HERE is vast discussion of
T what to do for rehabilita-

tion of the reported 1
million households that have
been devastated by Sidr. In addi-
uon to the households there are
many SMEs that have had assets
destroyed. These discussions
tucus largely on giving grants or
loans of foad, water and materials
in households and o SMEs to
cnable them to rebuild and
replant.

This approach assumes that
providers of grants have vast
amounts of information on the
needs, which they do not actually
have, Hence, whatis provided may
not match what is needed. Every
ltousehold faces particular,
unique difficulties. But the man-
apers of the grants will always
work in fixed packages. One
lionisehold needs to rebuild bunds
i the paddy; another needs to

prop up damaged trees. One
needs to build a new house;
another needs to replace a rool.
One needs to buy fishing nets;
another needs to drain and clean a
fish pond. One needs to repair a
tubewell; another needs to dig a
new pond. One SME has lost its
stock and has to procure; one SME

the SMEs, without purchasing
power in the hands of the public
they are not going to get much
business.

How to get money into people's
hands? People will send money to
the distressed, but it will not be
enough. Further, the affected
households need to rebuild self-

has lost its machines and has 1o _ copfidence and pride. Handouts

repair or purchase replacemients,

The obvious solution was long
age explained by Amartya Sen --
provide income through public
works ar, in a few cases, cash
grants. The available purchasing
pawer will cause the private sector
to locate, transport and sell the
things that the houscholds and
SMEsneed.

Information is generated
through the market, efficiently
and cheaply. The bureaucratic
approach will never collect the
real information needed and will
not know the actual needs of the
households. While loans will help

have the opposite effect; people
must be empowered to tackle their
own problems, not be made into
beggars. Here two government
actions can a play keyrole,

First, to facilities private cash
transfers into the region the
mobile telephones must be work-
ing, and ways to transfer cash
accomplished with the assistance
of banks and mohile phone com-
panies. Second, there must be a
massive public-waorks program.
The government must put aside
the public procurement rules
during this emergency.

One can identify up to 500

contractors that the government
has dealt with before. Identify sites
for 2,000 shelters in the devastated
areas; use designs that are already
available (2,000 shelters holding
500 persons each provides addi-
tional shelter for 1 million per-
sons). The quantity surveyors can
recalculate the costs with current
construction materials prices.
Then the contractors are invited to
sign contracts to build one or
more shelters atanagreed price.

Payment may include a bonus
if completed early. Supervision
teams comprising officers from
LGED and the Bangladesh military
may be formed to ensure quality.

The important thing is that
workers are hired locally (a con-
tract condition) and money flows
into the local economy through
their wage payments. The finan-
cially empowered local house-
holds will undertake to sort out
their own problems.

There may be other construc-
tion projects -- repairing highways
and bridges, rebuilding schools or
clinics -- that can also be started
quickly. Shortened procurement
procedures may be followed.
There may also be development
projects in the area, ready to start
or already underway, that can be

given priority attention.
The point i not the projects
themselves but getting money

into the hands of the population. |

To achieve this objective it is
worth taking some risks with
procurement. Altogether, the
government must create immedi-
ately a construction program in
theaffected areas, rapidly employ-
ing the local population in public
works.

How to fund such an effort?
There should be no hesitation
here. A two-step process would do
the job.

s Fund directly through the bud-
get. Borrow more from the bank-
ing system if necessary. This
takes no time whatsoever. The
government can authorise the
necessary expenditure program
inoneday!

Approach donors, non-resident
Bangladeshi groups, etc. to
contribute to the construction
fund. To do this will probably
require partner participation in
the oversight of the programs,
but this is not bad -- it helps to
prevent corruption. The
Bangladesh government should
invite support but not wait to
receive if; it can seek sugges-
tions but the program must

reflect decisions and standards
stipulated by Bangladesh. If the
" partners will not participate say,

"thank you, but de not bather,) |

In the past the rehabilitation
programs have been slow; here
the objective is to spend rapidly.
The key pointis to empower finan-
cially the distressed households
by generating immediate employ-
ment opportunities. This will
revive the local society and econ-
omy. The government has already
authorised increased lending. But
lending without income genera-
tionis dangerous.
if this accelerated public works
program gets underway, bank
lending will become effective.

Rescheduling micro credit .

becomes meaningful. Without
employment generation we will
end up with greater household
debt and the poorest households
will notreceive much help.

Sen's insights into disaster
management, particularly fam-
ines, have shown the way.
Handouts and grants are needed
in the immediate aftermath, buta
public works program generating
employment is the most effective
solution to getting through the
next year. Let the government
commission the projects; the

private sector organise and carry
out the construction: the workers
buy what they need for survival
and rehabilitation; and the privaie
traders respond to the demands
and supply the materials.

The government should avoid
getting involved in long term
programs of supporting the popu-
lation, buta public works program
achieves this support and gener-
ates economic activity to restart
the economy.

There may be some households
so badly struck as to require
grants. That should be arranged
through the local authorities in
appropriate cases. Eligible house-
holds may include a single mother
with small children, or an elderly
couple etc.

How much is involved in this
program?

One million households need
assistance. Household consump-
tion expenditure in the area we
estimate at Taka 50,000 (this is
probably on the high side but
reflects the Khulna-Barisal divi-
sions average household con-
sumption according to the HIES
2005).

Employment in public works
projects must replace 50% of this
expenditure during one year for

50% of the households. This
implies Taka 1,250 crore should be
paid as wages to the labour force.
Total canstruction: cost would be
aboutTaka 3,750 crore.

A program with two thousand
shelters at Taka one crore each
would produce about half of the
needed public works. Including
multiplier effects such a program
would generate Taka 3,000 crore in
demand, 75% of what is needed.
There will be additional amounts
from other programs, cash grants
from friends and relatives etc. But
the proposed insertion of cash can
bemet.

Such a program would not be
perfect: There will be corruption,
neglected areas and housecholds
not covered, But most of the dam-
aged area will be served and the
population will be able to get their
lives restarted through their own
work.

Start an emergency public
works program to construct 2,000
shelters at a price tag of Taka one
crore each. This will generate the
cash wages needed to restart the
economy. It will also provide
protection against future
cyclones.

Forrast Cookson is a fraslance conlribuler to The
Dally Star.

Where the jobs are ...
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In today's world of technology, informa{aén, and globalisation, a lot more than a
university degree is required to be a successful corporate executive. Each year, more
and more local graduates, armed with a basic degree from makeshift local institutions,
cnter the race for employment with hopes of landing the dream job as a corporate

vxecutive.

ASIF ANWAR

OST middle-class
M parents wish to see their
sons find employment
in the corporate world. They
imagine him browsing through files
biehind a desk, dressed in slacks,
shirt, and a te (I don't mean to be
sexist, but most parents still prefer
the role of a housewife for their
daughters, even after higher
vilucation!). We don't hear children,
reegardless of economic
huckground, aspiring to become
anything less than a doctor,
crigineer, architect, civil servant,
tracherete.

Even the picture of a fuwre
griduate, as seen in newspaper
wdvertisements of private universi-
tics, colleges, and jobsites is usually
thut of a corporate executive

dressed in French cuff shirt and a
sharptie.

But there are hardly any adver-
tisements from institutions offering
education leading to future caners
as nurses, chauffeurs/professional
drivers, auto mechanics, ele;tri-
cians, carpenters, masons, etc,
These professions have no glamour,
but imagine a world without them.
People engaged in these lines of
work are the ones that build a
nation.

And interestingly, both demand
for employment and wages in these
sectors are growing at a faster rate
thanthatofthecorporateworld

The number of educational
institutions in Bangladesh, which
offer higher studies, has grown
significantly in recent years.
Unfortunately, the same cannot be
said about the quality of the ed uca-

tion.

As a matter of fact, { believe that
the expansion in the number of
units has come at the expense of
quality, due to the irresponsible and
indiscriminate issuance of licenses
by the University Grants
Commission (UGC). The proofis in
the number of institutions closed in
recent years due to sub-standard
qualityafecucation, and for fraud.

Nevertheless, even today, most
private universities and colleges,
having no permanent campus or
adequate facilities, offer nothing
more than a very basic education
provided by inexperienced and
unqualified faculty. With a few
exceptions, of course.

In today's world of technology,

information, and globalisation, alot

more than a university degree is
required to be a successtul corpo-

rate executive, Each year, more and
more local graduates, armed with a
hasic degree from makeshift local
institutions, enter the race for
employment with hopes of landing
the dream job as a corporate execu-
tive.

Unfortunately, most join the glut
of "university educated" unem-
ployed youths, since the limited
number of available corporate jobs

' goes to the top graduates from a

handful of institutions. Even expa-
triate Bangladeshis and foreign
nationals, due to the dearth in
locally available qualified person-
nel, are filling senior level corporate
openings.

Institutions specialising in tech-
nical education, with the exception
of those related to computer and
mobile technology, have not had
much growth in quantity or in qual-
ity.

An anomaly indeed, considering
the growth in demand and rising
wages in jobs related to such spe-
cialised education/training. Part of
the reason could be the lack of
respect we have for such careers,
and our fascination with corporate
deskjobs.

The rest can be attributed to the

lack of government and private
initiatives, co-ordination amongst
labour related government and
semi-government agencies, and
most importantly, absence of legis-
lation regarding vital labour issues
such as minimum wage, employee
rights, employer responsibilities,
working conditions, worker's pro-
tection, etc.

I was clueless when it came to
hiring a chauffer recently. The most
effective method seemed to be
"waord of mouth" spread through
other drivers in my apartment
complex and those working for
other members of my family.

It took me more than 2 weeks to
find someone, and once satisfied
atter having tested his driving skills,
[ was faced with an array of deci-
sions to make, like: How much do T
pay him? What would be his/her
responsibilities? Working hours and
holidays? Bonuses? Meal breaks?
Rest periods? What should my
chauffer expect from me? What kind
of working environment must [
provide?

[t may seem insignificant to
discuss the employment of a chauf-
fer but, lest we forget, a large num-
ber of individuals are engaged in

Will | get the job?

this profession (even if we were to
assume only 50 per cent of the
number of cars registered in this
country are driven by chauffeurs),
earning an average of § 1,000 or
more per year.

I was guilty of the common
prejudice towards certain profes-
sions as a result of growing up in a
third world country. But my views
changed when [ landed in the US as
a student at the age of 17, with just
enough money to cover tuition and
boarding for the firstsemesteronly.

Since then, [ worked as a cleaner,
day labourer, security guard,
switchboard operator, pizza deliv-
ery guy, toll collector, taxi driver, and
as a waiter/bartender before 1

embarked on a professional career
following graduation.

I can't say [ enjoyed all the jobs,
because sometimes [ did not have a
choice. However, [ did have fun
working as a cab driver and a4 bar-
tender. These were well-paid jobs
that involved service at a personal
level.

MUNEM WASIF] DRIK NEWS

[ had the opportunity to serve
and meet many interesting people,.
including my first girlfriend in the
US, and many future friends since °
they were customers at the restau-
rant where [ worked or were passen-
gersinmycab.

Private initiatives such as
employment agencies will help
bring many of these vital profes-
sions under a structure and estab-
lish a minimum standard.
Government initiatives regarding
legislations and guidelines protect-
ing the rights of emplayees engaged
in professions such as chauffeurs,
waiters, models, or whatever it may
be, will only encourage the glut of
unemployed youth towards gainful
employment instead of waiting for
the elusive corporate deskjob.

Enforcement of these
legislations will increase wages and
standards of service in the long run
and, as a natural consequence,
provide a level of job satisfaction. It
will also give our unemployed youth
an opportunity to find dignity in
such professions, and earn our
respect as people engoged in build-
inganation through hard work.

Asif Amwar is a lacturer al tha Schoal of Business,
IV]:3



