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NY other year Muhammad Yunus,

the Nobel Peace Prize laureate and a

pioneer of microcredit, would be in
Davos, Switzerland, this week. For years he
has been celebrated at global gatherings
like the World Economic Forum there for
helping move millions of impoverished
women toward a better life through tiny but

transformational loans.
Instead, he was in court again on

Thursday, facing accusations, considered
frivolous by most accounts, that one of his
nonprofit companies adulterated vitamin-
fortified yogurt. On Jan. 18, he was sum-
moned to a rural courtroom to face charges

of defamation lodged by a local politician.
Microcredit, the idea that Mr. Yunus

popularised as a path out of penury for
those long excluded from the banking sys-
tem, has increasingly come under scrutiny.
Scholars have cast doubt on its effective-
ness in fighting poverty, and politicians and
other critics accuse microfinanciers, many
of whom, unlike Mr. Yunus, profit from the

loans, of getting rich off the poor.
Now, the government of Bangladesh has

ordered a wide-ranging inquiry into the
microfinance institution he founded 34
years ago, Grameen Bank, after a
Norwegian documentary accused him of
mishandling donors' money. Norway's
government has said no money was mis-
used. Still, Mr. Yunus's troubles will deepen
what has become a global crisis in
microfinance that threatens to undermine
the very concept -- small loans to poor
people without collateral -- on which his

reputation rests.
Long accustomed to adulation at home

and abroad, suddenly, at 70, Mr. Yunus,
Bangladesh's best-known citizen, finds
himself very much on the defensive. In an
interview at his office here, Mr. Yunus

seemed stunned and deeply stung.
"There is some kind of misinformation,”

he said, his voice trailing off. "I shouldn't

say more."
A pause.
"Every word [ say will be held against

me," he said finally.
On one level, his troubles seem to be

largely political. Mr. Yunus, who leads a
spartan life, has for decades floated well
above the muck of Bangladeshi politics.
Then in 2007, while a caretaker government
backed by the military ruled Bangladesh, he
waded in, egged on by supporters who
argued that his leadership was needed in a
time of crisis.

+POINT COUNTERPOINT

faces inquiry

The government of Iy ',
Bangladesh has
ordered a wide- \%

ranging inquiry into
the microfinance
institution he founded
34 years ago, Grameen
Bank, after a
Norwegian
documentary accused
him of mishandling
donors' money.

He declared in an interview that
Bangladeshi politics were riddled with cor-
ruption. He floated a short-lived political
party. Bangladesh's political class did not
take kindly to being lectured by the Nobel
laureate. The steely leader of one of the
main political parties, Sheikh Hasina

Wazed, took umbrage, analysts say.
In the 2008 election that restored democ-

racy after a two-year interregnum, Ms.
Hasina led her party, the Awami League,
back to power with a vast majority. Her
critics say that in lashing out at Mr. Yunus
she is simply trying to eliminate a political
rival.

But lost in the talk of politics is a more
complex question: how to ensure that
Grameen Bank, which has 8.3 million bor-
rowers, has loaned $10 billion and has
become an indispensable part of
Bangladesh's social and economic fabric,
outlives its charismatic founder? Mr. Yunus
is now a decade beyond the bank's manda-
tory retirement age, and apparently there is

no successor in sight.
Long-serving internal candidates that

might have replaced Mr. Yunus as the
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bank's managing director after his retire-

ment have departed acrimoniously.
The government recently appointed one

of his former deputies, Muzammel Huq, as
chairman of the board. Mr. Huq has been a
vocal critic of Mr. Yunus, and the promotion
of a former underling has been taken as a
sure sign that the government seeks to oust

the bank's founder.
"I think he is a good man with a small

heart," Mr. Huqg said of Mr. Yunus. "He can-
not give credit to anyone but himself," he

added, with a wan smile at his pun.
Microfinance experts worry that a gov-

ernment takeover of Grameen Bank may
turn it into a tool of political patronage and
destroy it. Mr. Yunus said that he was eager
to step down, but that the transition must
be handled carefully to avoid panic among

borrowers and the bank's employees.
"l am riding the tiger," Mr. Yunus said. "I

cannot just get off the tiger without drawing
the attention of that tiger. So I have to very
quietly do it."

The Norwegian documentary accuses
him of improperly moving $100 million that
has been donated by Norway for
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microcredit to another Grameen nonprofit
organisation. The Norwegian government
later confirmed that the money had been
improperly moved, but it cleared Grameen
of any wrongdoing.

"There is no indication that Norwegian
funds have been used for unintended pur-
poses, or that Grameen Bank has engaged
in corrupt practices or embezzled funds,"
Erik Solheim, the Norwegian minister for
environment and international develop-
ment, said in a statement.

Bangladeshi government officials say
they are worried that the handling of the
Norwegian money may point to broader
problems at Grameen. Mahbubul
Mokaddem Akash, an economist at the
University of Dhaka who has been critical of
Grameen Bank, said that while Mr. Yunus
might be personally incorruptible, the bank
needed strong governing practices and
transparency if it was to thrive once its
charismatic founder departed.

"The main focus should not be on per-
sonal corruption but on prudential man-
agement of the institution," Mr. Akash said.

Grameen Bank is different from private
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Microcredit pioneer

microfinance companies that have come
into disrepute in recent years, accused of
charging exorbitant interest rates and being
too aggressive in making loans and collect-
ing payments. Grameen is owned largely by
its borrowers, who share its profits. The
Bangladeshi government owns 25% of the
bank and appoints two board members and
the chairman of the board.

The board is largely made up of poor,
uneducated women who are Grameen
borrowers. They lack the skills and experi-
ence to oversee its complex operations,
critics say. Mr. Yunus has tried, unsuccess-
fully, to get himself appointed as chairman
of the board so that he could continue to
oversee the bank after retiring from running
it. The government has refused.

But questions about how Grameen Bank
operates have been drowned out in the
acrimonious, deeply personal politics of
Bangladesh. Ms. Hasina, who had been a
supporter of Grameen and microcredit,
accused microfinance lenders in December

of "sucking blood from the poor."
Ms. Hasina has long resented Mr. Yunus's

success, analysts here say, worried that he
will emerge as a political rival. As early as
1996, when Ms. Hasina became prime min-
ister for the first time, she wanted to reduce
the independence of Grameen Bank and its
founder, according to a senior bureaucrat
who worked for her at that time.

"She wanted a shuffle of the bank's lead-
ership," the bureaucrat said, speaking anon-
ymously for fear of retribution.

It got worse when Mr. Yunus received his
Nobel Peace Prize in 2006. With the main
opposition party, the Bangladesh National
Party, divided and weakened, Ms. Hasina had
come to see him as a major political threat.

"She is afraid that another military gov-
ernment will come and try to use Yunus as
its face," said a retired senior government
official who worked closely with Ms. Hasina
but who feared being punished if identified.
"She wants to tarnish his image so that he
becomes less of a threat."

But Mr. Yunus's supporters are upset that
his legacy, so carefully built over decades of
serving the poor, has been so swiftly called
into question.

"This man has done so much for the
country," said Mahfuz Anam, editor of The
Daily Star, a leading English-language news-
paper. "He does not deserve to be treated
this way because of dirty politics."
©2010THE NEW YORK TIMES. DISTRIBUTED EXCLU-
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Tribute to a workaholic

MuHAMMAD NURUL HuDA
OT many Bengalis could
claim a place in our

N hearts for their work

obsession and public spiritedness.
A distinguished soul among those
very few who made an indelible
impression for their intense work
ethic and concern for the welfare of
others was late Mr. E. A.
Chowdhury who breathed his last
on January 28, 2009.

Itis indeed a sad commentary
on our social responsiveness that
the sterling qualities of a personal-
ity of Mr. E.A. Chowdhury's stature
went unnoticed by the public eye
for such a long time. Cynics would
hasten to add that Bengalis
become adorable only after they
pass away. It is in these circum-
stances that this writer remembers
Mr. Chowdhury with a tinge of guilt

and grief.
E.A. Chowdhury was gifted with

a flair for writing, no wonder he
was the editor of the school and
college magazines. He succeeded
in bringing out a hand-written
magazine. He studied in Sylhet
Government High School, did his
BA (Honours) in History from
M.C. College, Sylhet and M.A in
International Relations from
Dhaka University. While serving as
lecturer at Feni college he sat for
the central superior services exam-

ination.
Mr. E. A. Chowdhury was

appointed to the Police Service of

Mr. E. A. Chowdhury

Pakistan in 1954 and retired in 1986
after serving as Inspector General
of Police for two years. During his
eventful career he held charges of
greater districts like Mymensingh,
Dhaka and Jessore and acted as
DIG of Chittagong range and
Special Branch. Before becoming
IGP he performed creditably as
Additional IGP finance and devel-

opment at the Police Headquarters.
Mr. E.A. Chowdhury had the

distinction of being the first
Commissioner of Dhaka
Metropolitan Police, in whose cre-
ation he contributed significantly
by framing the draft ordinance and
arranging physical accommodation
for expanding police units. He
evinced admirable interest in
developmental work and the
expansive police facilities in Uttara
and Mirpur became a reality due to

tion.

his persistent efforts. The police
officers' mess in a prime location
at Dhaka and the Chittagong Police
Bhavan owe their creation to his
unceasing devotion.

Concern for others, particularly
in adversity brings, into focus our
personality traits, and this was
demonstrated in good measure by
Mr. Chowdhury during the instable
days of 1971, when he was
Superintendent of Police, Dhaka.
Many lives and property were
saved due to his timely interven-

Late E.A. Chowdhury was truly
workaholic for he could work for
sixteen hours a day. He relished
helping his colleagues in accom-
plishing their task. He would often
do the work of others ungrudgingly
and in a pleasant manner; this was
positive arrogation.

The untimely death of his young
son in a road accident did not deter
him from public duties, and he
served creditably as chairman,
Pubali Bank for many years after
his retirement from public service.
He also continued to grace the
position of president of the
Jalalabad Association, a body for
the welfare of residents of greater
Sylhet, and actively involved him-
self in the promotional activities.
His was an exemplary, public-
spirited life. May his soul rest in
eternal peace.
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The peoplerise in Egypt

Enough is enough. Mubarak, you should go! There are thousands of beggars on the streets of Cairo' every-
daywhereas Mubarak has indulged in good sums of money from US over the last thirty years tosurviveas a
dictator.What a joke.

SHARIF FROM LONDON

place.

NASARULLAH

Let this be a warning for the leaders of Bangladesh who are trying to groom their sons and sisters for future
leadership to continue the rule of dynasty. Also, any government ignoring truth and indulging in poor
politics must read the writings on the walls of Tunisia, Egypt, Yemen and elsewhere.

ARUN CHAKRABARTY, CANADA

A good election held

The mayoral elections were more or less sound, clean and participatory as well as well managed despite
some rigging, stray incidence and intimidation reported. Under no way can we compare the national
election with this by-poll where opportunities were limited to explore and review the detailed activities
and performances of EC and its wide effectiveness but still we are hopeful that lots of improvement took

What is wrong with USA?

The lack of a technically qualified cadre is not the cause of the current crisis. A major cause of this is the
huge economic downturn whose roots are in long-term spending of money the country did not have,
compounded by reduction of revenues. Some analysts think the roots of the downturn go back to the
borrowing by Reagan in 1980's to spend the Soviet Union out of existence. Then came the 9/11 tragedy and

the two wars costing hundreds of billions and massive borrowing; Bush tax cuts did not help.
Yes, there is a lesson here in Bangladesh, but not the one the article talks about. The extreme antago-

nism between Democrats and Republicans has accelerated the crisis of confidence in business and peo-
ple. With a majority in both houses of Congress, Obama's White House refused to offer meaningful con-
cessions to the Republicans, who matched this by being totally uncooperative even when the president
did extend his hand. Recent compromises happened only when Democrats lost their majority in the
House. Perhaps, there is a lesson in all this for the AL super majority and the BNP minority in Bangladesh
Parliament to the benefit of the country they both profess to love, more than they love themselves.

AHMED BADRUZZAMAN

from California

MUHAMMAD NURUL HUDA IS A COLUMNIST
FOR THE DAILY STAR.
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