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Rupalisaledebacle

Gotothe bottom, hold the responsible

FTER keeping Rupali Bank in hibernation for a long

time, but in a state of suspended animation that a

Saudi prince was about to salvage it by buying it off,
the sale process initiated some two years ago has come to
naught -- thanks to the buyer reneging on the price he had
originally offered. Having been the highest bidder at US$
458 million and thus apparently winning the deal, the Saudi
prince Bandar had since dragged his feet. Only in December
last year, that too departing from normal practice, he wrote
to Army Chief General Moeen U Ahmed to say he was willing
to pay only US$ 185 million. Small wonder, the government
has decided to terminate the sale contract.

The bona fides of the Saudi prince has come under ques-
tion-mark. His Bangladesh agent is said to be an interna-
tional arms dealer, so that the credentials of the buyer group
were suspected to be dubious, more so because they didn't
have any background of investing in or running of banks or
financial institutions. Why in the first place, before making a
deal with him two years ago, the highest bidder's profes-
sional background, especially his eligibility was not fully
gone into? The caretaker government must be thanked for
preventing the bank going into wrong hands.

The waste of time and money is highly regrettable. Some

privatisation commission sent delegations abroad in search
of foreign buyers spending Tk 17crore on so-called 'road

We are not aware whether,
commission's stipulation, the Saudi prince had made secu-
rity deposit of 2.5 percent of the total price quoted for the
bank by him. Could we get compensation for the loss of time

Experienced bankers and leaders of financial institutions
tend to sniff wrongdoing behind the deal made during the
former government. They suspect that the buyer has
decided to back out with the change of government appre-
hending thattheycouldn'texecute their hidden plans.

We would, therefore, urge the government to get to the |
bottom of the affair, identify those responsible and hold
them to account. The ACC maylike to go intoit.

New measures on theroad

Enforcementof traffic rules is what matters

HE authorities plan on taking new and more strin-
gent measures towards handling traffic rule viola-
tions on the roads. It is a move that should have come
sooner since a lax observance of rules and an imposition of
nominal fines for violations have really done little to stream-
line vehicular movement. One cannot but agree with the
authorities that raising minimum fines for various viola-
tions of traffic rules is now an absolute necessity if thereis to
be a deterrent to bad or flawed driving or a wrong plying of

There are quite a number of aspects which must be stud-
led before any tightening of traffic rules is considered. In the
first place, provisions must be there for drivers to be made
aware of road regulations. This can be done through ensur-
ing that they are fully and professionally trained for their job.
The unfortunate reality is that a very large number of drivers
on our streets do not appear to be aware of some very basic
rules of the road, such as keeping to particular lanes or over-
taking other vehicles. In the second place, there are the
many instances of a gross overturning or ignoring of rules on
the part of both drivers and traffic personnel. All too often,
vehicles do not come to a stop, for quite a long while, even if

indicate. Such methods of work generally lead to tailbacks
and then a huge congestion. There is then, of course, the
lackadaisical application of rules relating to the use of dilap-
idated, soot-spewing vehicles. The rules must come down
hard on such vehicles. And that depends on the presence of
truly professional traffic policemen on the roads.

Any application of traffic rules must also aim at minimis-
ing traffic congestion. Multi-storied buildings, whether
residential or commercial, must by law be compelled to
have parking spaces. There must be guarantees that rules
relating to such buildings, parking spaces and all, are

according to privatisation

fic intersections. Finally, while a strict enforcement of rules
and imposition of heightened fines are welcome, let care be
taken thattheydo notopenup a fresh newavenue of corrup-
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SYED BADRUL AHSAN

IME was when diplomats

stayed frenetically busy

extolling the virtues and
values of their nations in the coun-
tries they were posted in. Diplomacy,
if you remember, was once a truly
high calling, one that established the
dynamics of how nations were
expected to interact with one
another.

There was Thomas Jefferson and
then there was Benjamin Franklin,
both of whom excelled themselves in
France as representatives of the just
freed British colony that called itself
the United States of America. And
there remains the story of Talleyrand,

Our own modern-day diplomat
Henry Kissinger brought him back in
circulation, along with Castlereagh
and Metternich, in the late 1950s. All
three men have been points of refer-
ence in the historical diplomatic
ensemble for the past four decades,
perhaps more.

So there you have something to
mull over. And while you do, you
might want to reflect on how the
principles of diplomacy appear to
have taken a fresh new turn, espe-
cially when such diplomacy relates
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~ GROUND REALITIES

Men with a sense of history, with clear perspectives on their heritage, do not grumble.
They wait for that pristine dawn when men greater than they will arise in their midst, to
remind them of Bangabandhu and Tajuddin Ahmed, to take the old, ancient path to
collective self-esteem along the tradition set by these supermen as they led us to

freedom.

to third world nations unable to have
their political classes come together
in theirbroad national interests.

A few weeks ago, Kofi Annan
travelled all the way to Nairobi to
convince President Mwai Kibaki and
opposition leader Raila Odinga that
they needed to rein in their antago-
nism so that their followers could
stop hacking one another to death
and let Kenya move on to normality.
Not many months ago, it was the
United States that convinced
General Pervez Musharraf that he
would have to let Benazir Bhutto get
back to Pakistan if politics was to
recover something of a democratic
sheen.

Not much later, the Saudis

to Pakistan and today goes around
spreading the word that the general
mustbe impeached.

There are other instances of diplo-
matic intervention (or shall we call it
intercession?) you come across these
days. Look around you., The
American Geeta Pasi has just been to
see some of the leading lights in the
Awami League and the Bangladesh
Nationalist Party. The degree of
influence thatan American diplomat
wields in Bangladesh's politics is not
hard toimagine.

Anybody who is somebody in a
major political party of this country
finds himself in a state of excitement
once someone like Pasi (or, before
her, Patricia Butenis) decides to drop
by or, even better, chooses to send
out gracious invitations to dinner at
her diplomatic residence. That
causes a good number of people --
and some of them are people you
know -- to grumble loudly, to ask the
rather impertinent question of why a
foreign diplomat posted in the capi-
tal of this sovereign country must be
going around speaking to and advis-
ing men and women who should be
knowing of better ways of conduct-
ing politics.

Grumble all you want. The fact

despite themselves, owing to the
manner in which our politicians
have stepped up to their doors with
their pleas and entreaties in defence
of democracy and good governance
in Bangladesh.

[tis a question of self-esteem you
deal with here. And that kind of self-
esteem is what you spotin places like
India, where democratic pluralism is
so rooted in depth and substance
that no foreigner will call forth the
courage or the naivete, as the case
may be, to advise politicians in the
Congress and the Bharatiya Janata

Party on how they should be dealing
with one another in the interest of
democracy.

It now follows that the degree of
strength on which Indian democracy
operates is non-existent in
Bangladesh. Worse, there is yet
hardly any hint of things getting any
better, which is another way of saying
that between now and the general
elections, whenever they are held
(and the deadline must not go
beyond December of this year), the
people who man the embassies of
western nations here in Dhaka will
remain busy sketching out packed
schedules of meetings between
Bengali politicians and the all-
powerful diplomats of the world's

tempted, sorely, to cast long dirty
looks at your politicians for having
brought this country to this kind of
an impasse, for impasse it is. But
when you sit back, perhaps in the
depths ofthe night, and reflect on the
realities around you, you just could
feel something of a ripple of sympa-
thy rise up in you for many of these
politicians.

No, we are notspeaking here of the
men and women who, under the
cover of elective politics, pushed the
nation to extremes of despair and

desperation In the five years till
October 2006. These are people who
must be made to answer before the
law for all their acts of commission
and sins of omission, for everything
nefarious they have caused to hap-
pen.

But there are other politicians
whose relentless struggle for good
government, for welfare-oriented
politics, is on record, Of course, Dr.
Kamal Hossain thinks the political
classes, irrespective of party or alli-
ance affiliations, all hold collective
responsibility for the imposition of a
state of emergency in January 2007.1s
that truly the case? Or must we now
remind ourselves of the malaise that
began extending itself all across the
land with the lajuddin caretaker
administration running the show?

No, ladies and gentemen, we
cannot, and we do not, judge all our
politicians by the same yardstick
And while we believe it is unfortu-
nate that politics did reach a point
where an imposition of emergency
became an absolute necessity, even
an inevitability, we do not think that
those who put up a brave struggle to

They did what needed to be done.
The resignation of four honest advis-
ers in that crooked arrangement
vindicates such a position.

And why do many among us now
have this crescendo of sympathy for
all these embattled politicians? Why
are we not inclined to take issue with
them over their linkages with west-
ern diplomats? The answers are not
hard to come by. In the more than a
year that has elapsed since the arrival
of the existing caretaker arrange-
ment, no windows have been

opened that could permit the politi-
cal classes and the government to
smile at one another, to nod at one
another.

Our advisers comne forth with their
opinions on politics when they are in
the presence of the media. And our
politicians have stumbled on the
very legitimate thought that all those
talk shows on television, inter-
spersed with tea or post-prandial
conversations with western diplo-
mats, are some of the means by
which they can pass on theirideas or
theirworries to the powers that be.

Anyone who suggests that such ag
means of communication between™

two important players on the current
national stage is fine, or as it should
be, is missing the point and forget-
ting history. In 1969, for all his impo-
sition of martial law in Pakistan,
General Yahya Khan went around
meeting Bangabandhu Sheikh
Mujibur Rahman, Zulfikar Ali
Bhutto, Mian Mumtaz Daultana,
indeed everyone who mattered in
national politics at the time.

In Bangladesh today, it is now all
those well-meaning foreigners like
Geeta Pasi and Anwar Chowdhury

Tk 35crore has been spent on the privatisation venture. In |  the shrewd French diplomat negoti-  brushed aside Musharraf's objec- ©™ains, though, that these diplo- 4,0 one nations stationed in o9 he 1ajuddin caretaker outfit  who, perhaps unbeknownst to
compliance with donors' condition, a forei gn onsultan cy ating his country outofthewoodsfor  tions to a return home by Nawaz m.als,lr espec{;al}lly fmn: the West, };ave Dhaka. Paci:irnmg were mfacrlw way Jmpard[;si: thilemsel;les, hz:ve lakenf : ti.lll“-'lrl them

g . X =g : transformed themselves into a class, : : Ing cause of democracy in selves the role of intermediaries
firm was appﬂln[ed at Tk 17crore 70 lakh. Besides, the yearson end. Sharif, who triumphantly went back Now, the truth 1slhatyuunﬂghtbe country, between the politicians and the

administration. They did not ask for
such space. Mustwe now grumble?
Men with a sense of history, with
clear perspectives on their heritage,
do not grumble. They wait for that
pnstine dawn when men greater
than they will arise in their midst, to
remind them of Bangabandhu and
Tajuddin Ahmed, to take the old,
ancient path to collective self-esteem
along the tradition set by these
supermen as theyled usto freedom.

Syed Badrul Ahsan s Editor, Current Aflairs, The
Dally Star.

Political tsunami in Kuala Lumpur

HARUN UR RASHID

ALAYSIA, a country of

nearly 24 million people,

of which ethnic minori-

ties (Chinese and Indians) constitute

35%, went to the polls on March 8. It

is a parliamentary monarchy whose

largely ceremonial monarch is

elected every five years by the nine

hereditary Malays kings of peninsu-

lar Malaysia (West Malaysia) from
among their own members.

[ts current Prime Minister

Abdullah Ahmad Badawi (68), who

11 general elections.

The question was not whether his
coalition party would win; rather the
question was how many seats his
coalition party would get. Prime
Minister Badawi told voters the night
before the election that they could
cause instability and chaos if they
abandoned BN, implying that racial
tensions could flare up.

In 1969, after Barisan suffered a
major electoral setback, race riots
broke out in which hundreds of

said: "You have to vote for our future.
You have to vote for our children ...
What will happen if there is chaos
and thereisinstability?"
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BOTTOM LINE

Democracy does have roots in the Islamic world. It is argued that historic Muslim
societies were more representative than their modern counterparts because the central
government was not as powerful. Muslim society was a society where communities had
some control of their own affairs. There was more decentralisation of power. The
central government was mainlyfocusing onissues of law and order or security. '

Worst election result for the
ruling coalition party
It appears that 10.9 million eligible
voters sent a different message to the
ruling party. With a few seats yet to be
decided at the time of writing, the
ruling coalition won 137 and the
opposition 82 of the 222 seats in
Parliament.

In Kuala Lumpur, the opposition
has captured 10 of 11 seats in the
parliament. No one expected the

opposition to do so well across the
board

he calls politically motivated, hailed
the result as a message that it was
time for change in Malaysia.

Mr. Ibrahim'’s Justice Party has 31
seats out of the opposition’s 82 so far,
according to the commission's
website. The opposition now has
control of an unprecedented num-
ber of seats in parliament, 82. Before
the election, itheld 19.

Prime Minister Abdullah Ahmad
Badawi's coalition lost its two-thirds

Malaysia and two states in East
Malaysia.

Before the elections only one state
was under opposition control,

Kelantan. The election commission
confirmed opposition wins in
Kelantan as well as Selangor, Perak,
Kedahand Penang.

The loss of Penang, which has a
majority of Chinese voters, is consid-
ered a personal blow to the prime
muinister, as it 1S a major industrial
centre.

Three ruling component party
leaders failed to secure a seat at the
lower house of the parliament,
including Malaysian Indian
Congress president Samy Vellu, and
People’s Movement Party acting

continue to control the state's gov-
ernment.

Media reports indicate that the
ruling coalition in Malaysia has
suffered its worst election result in
decades by winning only a simple
majority, say election officials.

Thebiggestloseris Prime Minister
Badawi, who dissolved parliamentin
February, one year before the five-
year deadline. He wanted to judge
the popularity of his government

Badawi to quit is his predecessor, Dr.
Mahathir Mohamad, who accused
him of destroying the United Malays
Organisation (UMNO), the largest

partyin the ruling alliance.

Dr. Mahathir, who chose Badawi
as his successor more than five years
ago, said he had made the wrong
choice. "I think he should accept
responsibility for this. He should
accept 100% responsibility," he said.

Badawi dismissed suggestions
that he would now face pressure
from party members to step down.
His son-in law, Khairy Jamaluddin,
told reporters: "We suffered a lot of
losses tonight. But we are going (o
fight on. We are not going to quit. Itis
not the end of the world and we are

listened to your heart with a lot of
conviction that the time for change
has arrived ... This is a defining
moment, unprecedented in our
nation's history. Today anew chapter
hasopened.”

Whytheloss?

Itis clear that people wanted change,
and Chinese and Indian ethnic
minority voters deserted the
National Front, which was in power
for 50 years. Growing tensions

the election campaign, and the

governmenthas appealed for calm.
Ethnic minorities make up more

than a third of the population. Many

complain that government policy
has denied them fair access to jobs,
education, and housing. The govern-
ment's affirmative-action policy has
given Malays educational, housing
and job preferences since it was
createdin 1971.

Analysts say that ethnic tensions
and widespread concerns about

.‘price rises have diminished the

popularityofthe ruling party.

Indians in Malaysia say the Malay-
Muslim majority discriminates them
against. Some Indians allege that
racial harmony is not possible in a
country that has one set of rules for
the majorityand a differentset for the
minority. They ask why they should
vote for a government that treats
them not as "citizens of equal right”
but as guests who simply enjoys the
goodwill of their hosts.

Tensions have increased in recent
months as a result of a series of illegal
street demonstrations. Last
November, 10,000 Indians took to the

operated with two opposition parties
-- the DAP and PAS -- against the
government, and pledged to scrap
therace-based policy.

Tricia Yeoh from the Centre for
Public Policy Studies said that this
election was drastically different to
the last. "There has been, in the
past four years, an increasing
disquiet in almost all sectors of
society,” she said. "This is due to a
number of reasons...the failure of

parity between different societies
in Malaysia.”

Yeoh said the electoral systemisin
need of reform because of conditions

that are unfavourable towards the
opposition.

“You've got non-Malays very
disgruntled with the government,”
said Maznah Mohamed, a senior
fellow at the National University of
Singapore. "The opposition parties
have really gotten their act together
in terms of strategising, and they
havetheiriconofaleaderinAnwar.”

Farthermore, Prime Mihister
Badawi's leadership appeared to be
weak and listless. His difficulty has
been that he succeeded strong man
Dr. Mahathir Mohammad. Badawi
has always been a compromiser, and
is not confrontational. He is a deeply
religious person and soft-spoken.
Malaysia's voters seem to have
preferred a strong man to a compro-
miser.

Itis a healthy sign that the opposi-
tion will have a role in the parliament
to make the government account-
able for their actions or omissions in

running the country. The opposition "

have now to show that they can work

the lights on their paﬁth have gonered. Ifthatis one problem, | ¢ clected in 2004 with 91% seats, Opposition figure AnwarIbrahim,  president KohTsuKoon. going to get through this." AIECH Cing dnne 5) r?;m e together. That means they must
there is another which usually comes up when constables | sought another five-year term. He aformer deputy prime minister who _ : Ibrahi d th le of Y‘ere arrested and the action , s

: ; y : puty p The Islamic Party of Malaysia rahim, sai € people of Hected the authoritarian character  SPOW that the Chinese, multi-racial,
and sergeants tak_e it upon thgmselves to direct nafﬁr: On | heads a coalition, known as Barisan  is banned from holding office after  (pag) reportedly has won a simple ~Malaysiahad spoken: e e st and Islamic parties can forget their
their own inclinations irrespective of what the traffic signals | National, whichhaswon all previous  being jailed for corruption in a trial majority in the state of Kelantan to "Today, at the ballot box, you Absyara Peoplets JusHon Partuirs religious and ethnic differences.

Democracy does have roots in the
Islamic world. It is argued that his-
toric Muslim societies were more
representative than their modern
counterparts because the central
government was not as powerful
Muslim society was a society where
communities had some control of
their own affairs. There was more
decentralisation of power. The cen-
tral government was mainly focusing

onissues oflaw and order or security.

adhered to as they appear in original plans. Where bus stop- parliamentary majority, and control : SRR e o3 g Malaysia, Indonesia and Turkey
ages are the matsief Eet them bgm osifjoned away from trzFf people were killed and a two-year  of five state assemblies, including  throughtheelection. between minority communitiesand  the administration to curb COrmup- ;e Gemonstrated that Islam and
| Pag ’ p y | state ofemergency followed. Badawi  Penang, out of eleven in peninsular Among those calling for Abdullah  the Malay majority have dominated  tion and the growing income dis- democracy go together by going

through periodicelections.

Bamster Harun ur Rashid is a former Bangladesh
Ambassador to the UN, Geneva.

f OPEC

Jl\nd. Even OPEC may be unable to hold prices

at today’s high and undesirable levels. Whatever happens, the long-term threat of a
global oil cartel will remain. We should be taking the hard steps to limit its power.
Considering our past complacency, we probably won't.

ROBERT J. SAMUELSON

OR much of its 47-year
existence, the Organisation

of the Petroleum Exporting
Countries (OPEC) has been a
cartel in name only. It could not, in
practice, control oil prices
because many of its members
regularly breached the production
quotas that were intended to
regulate the market. 50 OPEC
generally followed oil prices up
and down, as supply and déemand
conditions shifted. Butnow OPEC
may be the real deal: a cartel that
works. If so, that's bad news for us.
Look no further than last week's
OPEC meeting in Vienna. Oll
ministers declined to increase
_production despite a fairly obvi-

ous case for doing so. Not only
were oil prices fluttering just
above $100 a barrel, but the United
States is either in or near a reces-
sion and much of the rest of the
world faces anoticeable economic
slowdown.

The OPEC ministers were
unmoved. Indeed, they indicated
that they might actually reduce
production if weak demand --
presumably reflecting weak econ-
omies -- threatens to depress
prices. Notgood.

What's wrong is that a fall of oil
pricesis one of the mechanisms by
which a recession or economic
slowdown corrects itself. Lower
prices for gasoline, home heating
oil and diesel fuel improve con-

sumer purchasing power. They
muffle inflation and increase
confidence.

In this sense, they're an impor-
tant "automatic stabiliser” for a
faltering economy. If the auto-
matic stabiliser is disarmed -- or,
worse, transformed into an auto-
matic "destabiliser” -- then the
slowdown or recession may get
worse.

Oil producers don't much care.
High prices have been good to
them. Since 1999, annual oil reve-
nues for OPEC countries have
more than quadrupled, to an
estimated $670 billion in 2007,
says energy economist Philip
Verleger Jr. What's less clear -- to
experts, at any rate -- is whether

OPEC has merely benefited from
good luck (tight oil markets) or has
acted as a true cartel, restricting
output and raising prices. The
rightanswer is: both.

Of good luck, there's little
doubt. Two massive oil miscalcu-
lations both aided OPEC. First was
a widespread underestimate of
world demand, especially from
China. Since 1999, China's oil use
has almost doubled, to 7.5 million
barrels a day (mbd) in 2007. (In
2007, world oil use was 86mbd, up
13 percent from 1999. American
oil use was 20.8mbd, up 7 per-
cent.)

Second was an overestimate of
supply. War, civil strife and nation-
alisation have depressed produc-
tion in Iraq, Nigeria, Iran,
Venezuela and elsewhere. Total
global capacity might be 4.5mbd
higher without these setbacks,
says the Energy Policy Research
Foundation (EPRINC), an indus-
try research group. The combina-
tion of higher demand and

stunted supply has pushed up
prices.

But that's only the half of it. Go
back to late 2006. Crude prices
were slipping from about $70 a
barrel in August toward $50 a
barrel (a level that, a few years
earlier, seemed astronomical). A
true cartel would cut production
to prop up prices. That's what
OPECdid.

In two steps, it reduced oil
output by about 800,000 barrels a
day, notes economist Larry
Goldstein of Eprinc. "By July, 125
million barrels of oil inventory had
been wiped out," he says. At the
end of 2007, inventories (mea-
sured by days of supply) were at
their lowest point in three years.
Prices rose, Without OPEC’s sup-
ply cuts, they wouldn't now be at
$100 a barrel.

OPEC's present market power
dates to early 1999, says econo-
mist Verleger, Oil prices then were
about $10 a barrel. The 1997-98
Asian financial crisis had cut

demand; supply was essentially
unregulated. Saudi Arabia under-
took frantic negotiations with
other major producers, including
[ran, Kuwait, Venezuela and non-
OPEC members Russia, Norway
and Mexico. The result was an
agreement to cut production
sharply. Compliance with output
quotas was surprisingly good;
countries were terrified by the
collapse of their oil revenues.
"That's when OPEC started acting
like a cartel,” saysVerleger.

To some extent, we are paying
for past shortsightedness,
Dependence on oil imports, now
almost 60 percent of our supply, is
inevitable. We simply use too
much and produce too little. But
we could limit OPEC's market
power by curbing our demand and
increasing oursupply.

As the worldwide gap between
supply and demand rises, it
becomes harder for producers to
control the market. More have
spare capacity; more are tempted

to increase production to raise
revenues. Controlling supply
today is easier because most
producers are operating near their
potential. The surplus is concen-
trated in a few countries, espe-
cially Saudi Arabia, which can
adjust production to influence
prices.

The American approach is to
rant at foreign producers on the
silly presumption that they should
subordinate their interests to
ours. The resulting self-
righteousness rationalises a
refusal to do much that would
actually influence their behavior
and limit their freedom of action.
It was only last year that Congress
raised fuel-efficiency standards
for new cars and light trucks: the
dampening effects on oil con-
sumption will be years in coming,

We have steadfastly rejected
higher gasoline taxes to curb
unnecessary driving and
strengthen demand for fuel-
efficient vehicles (better to tax

ourselves than let foreigners taxus

through higher prices). And we -

have consistently restricted oil
drilling in Alaska and elsewhere.

It is a fair commentary that, by
doing so little to check its own
thirst for imports, the United
States has unwittingly contrib-
uted to OPEC's present triumph.
The extent of that triumph will be
tested this year and next. The US
Department of Energy projects
that non-OPEC oil supplies --
from Brazil, Canada and
Kazakhstan, among other places -
- willincrease.

Meanwhile, a weaker global
economy may dampen demand.
Even OPEC may be unable to hold
prices attoday's high and undesir-
able levels. Whatever happens, the
long-term threat of a global oil
cartel will remain, We should be
taking the hard steps to limit its
power. Considering our past
complacency, we probably won'L

© Newsweek Intemational. All rights reserved.
Reprinted by arrangement,

-,

R -9

.

i

St e -

l




