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Surviving the worst earthquake
N living memory

ASHRAF l_m DDULA

ETURNING to Tnkyu after
R nearly a year upon conclu-

sion of my almost four-
year stint as Bangladesh
Ambassador to Japan, in the last
week of the wintry month of
February, naturally made me feel
very nostalgic.

The fateful day of March 11
broke at dawn with bright sun-
shine. It was a beautiful day with a
clear blue sky and without any
sign of bad weather, let alone a
catastrophe.

It was about 2.45pm. We had
already ordered some food and no
sooner were the dishes placed
before us, a trembling jolt threw
me off from the chair, the dishes
flew several meters away and the
whole building started shaking
vigorously, swinging from one side
to another. The chandeliers were
moving from one side to the other
dangerously. The Japanese people,
who have learned the drill of what
to do during an earthquake from
their birth, were quick to run for
COVEL.

But how could you run? The
world was about to fall apart, you
couldn't even stand on your two
feet! The furniture was hurtling
around dangerously. Women and
children were crying unstoppably.
My friend asked me to take cover
under the table, which I did imme-
diately. I was totally in a state of
shock without knowing what to
say or do. Never had I faced such a
situation. Thousands of thoughts
crossed my mind. Was I going to
die? The building started shaking
even more violently. I saw the
faces of my wife, my children and
my grandsons -- will I not see
them again? Is this my last day on
earth? I thought of my grand chil-
dren, my son and his wife. Where
are they? Are they safe? What has
happened to them? The building
was shaking again.

When I was in Tokyo from 2006-
2010, I had experienced several
jolts and tremors, but none of
such cataclysmic proportion. I
was trying to contact my son, his
wife and also my host on my cell
phone but the telephone network
was totally jammed. All of a sud-
den, breaking the silence, my cell
phone rang as if bringing a mes-
sage of hope and good luck. It was
Jasmine, my wife. [ shouted where
the hell you are calling from?
There is an earthquake going on

and I am under a table in a restau-
rant. She replied that she saw the
news on the TV and called me
right away. [ told her I was OK for
now and she should try to reach
Razin and his family. It was quite a
miracle that though we couldn't
connect with any phone internally
in Japan, Jasmine, sitting in
Dhaka, thousands of miles away,
was able to reach us all. She kind
of became a communication pro-
vider for us for the next two days.
[t must have been several minutes
before we could be rescued from
the building by the volunteers
who had already gone into action.

As we came out I felt a great
sense of relief -- I was not going to
die, yet. I saw Kato san, who had
brought me to the restaurant,
waiting for me. Without emotion
he said: "Sir, I was very worried
about you." I told him let's go
back, hurriedly bidding farewell to
my friends. On the way back I was
astounded to see hundreds of
people walking in different direc-
tions for there were no trains or
buses. But there was no chaos or
confusion or commotion.
Everybody knew their drill. I was
wondering how people who came
from far away would make it back
to their homes.

I asked Kato san, who was driv-
ing with lot of caution and care,

about his observation of the earth- n_

quake. As we were driving there
were few more jolts and we felt
that the car might topple over.
Kato san said he had never experi-
enced an earthquake of such a
huge magnitude. I asked him to
turn on the car radio and it
announced that the quake was of
the magnitude of 8.8, on the
Richter scale, which was the stron-
gest ever earthquake recorded in
Japan. The Kobe earthquake of
1995 was of the level of 7.8. Next
day, the intensity of the earth-
quake was revised to the level of 9
-- the fifth strongest in history.

We came back home. Jasmine
had called again and I asked her to
advise Razin to come to me as it
would be extremely difficult for
him to go back to Kanagawa. So
Razin had to walk about 12 miles
to join me at the Pakistan ambas-
sador's residence. He told me that
he was having a business meeting
at the 28th floor cafe of the
Shangri-La Hotel when the earth-
quake struck. They had to run
down the stairs while it was still

I think it is high time that we in Bangladesh
pay some real attention to the gravity of the sit-
uation before it is too late. A building code
should be put in place.

shaking. As the night rolled on,
and the world kept on shaking
from side to side unabated, the
true horror started unfolding grad-
ually.

The earthquake was followed by
a devastating ten-meter high tsu-
nami moving at 500km an hour.
The wave crashed into three North
Eastern provinces of Japan and
destroyed everything that came in
its way. The news of death and
destruction started pouring in,
while the powerful aftershocks
continued to rattle the country
every now and then. At one count,
more than 300 aftershocks of the
level of 6-7 struck up until the
night of March 15. Adding to the
woes, two nuclear reactors in
Fukushima province exploded.

To many Japanese, this posed
the greatest danger with is associ-
ated health risk as, according to
them, they were prepared to con-
front the aftermath of an earth-
quake but not the consequences
of a nuclear explosion. There were
reports of food shortages and
scarcity of essential items. Water
was most scarce and fuel was
rationed.

The day after the earthquake I
went to my son's place. A friend of
mine who lived nearby came to
see. She brought with her four half
liter bottles of water. As she placed
them down on the table she
remarked: "I thought they would
be the most precious gift at this
moment." I had no words to
appreciate the gesture and

thought to myself that it was only
in Japanese minds that such an
idea could occur.

The calamity has not only cost
the country enormously in terms
of human lives, the economy has
also taken a huge battering, at a
time when Japan is reeling from
various economic ills. It is
believed that by the time the full
count has been made, the death
toll could be well over 10,000, with
trillions of dollars of property
destroyed. The preliminary esti-
mates suggest that more than 6%
of GDP has been lost. But what
about the long term impact both
nationally and globally?

In spite of the immediate
impact that affected the country
as well as the world there is cau-
tious hope that given the Japanese
history and track record of rising
from the ashes, once again the
devastation will motivate the
nation to emerge like a Phoenix
from the debris of the catastrophe.
The day after the earthquake,
Prime Minister Naoto Kan said:
"When we faced together an
unprecedented challenge, and
while the immediate priority
would be saving lives, the nation
could one day look back at this
time as a moment that helped
create a new Japan." An article in
the March 15 issue of
International Herald Tribune,
headlined, "Summoning the spirit
of Japan" by Nasrine Azimi, a
senior advisor at the UN Institute
for training and research, echoing
the hope of the Japanese prime
minister exudes optimism that it
might not be long before Japan,
with all its creativity, harmony,
technology and hard work,
reemerges as a new and powerful
nation. A modicum of cooperation
was already palpable in the politi-
cal circle as there appeared to be
some restraint in heating up the
political temperature.

I stuck out the whole time
switching between Kanagawa and
Tokyo, all the while braving one
aftershock after another. Even
today (March 16), as I was prepar-
ing to catch my flight at 6.30 in the
morning there were few tremors,
including one just before I
boarded the plane -- what a warm
send off, I murmured to myself.

As I tried to sleep I was troubled
with millions of questions coming
to my mind -- the most critical of
all: what would happen if an

earthquake of such a magnitude
ever struck Bangladesh, since
there was already apprehension
that Bangladesh, especially Dhaka
city, lies on a major fault line? A
dispassionate analysis will reveal
that the majority of the damage in
Japan has been caused by the
tsunami and not by the earth-
quake, though its ferocity was very
high.

Since 1995, Japan has ensured
that all the new buildings strictly
adhered to the building codes
including the earthquake protec-
tion while the old ones were retro-
fitted with equally strong mea-
sures. These were on the top of
regular drills conducted by the
Tokyo Metropolitan Council to
prepare the people for such an
eventuality. Thus, a great many
lives were saved. In the case of
tsunami however, though Japan
had adequate measures to con-
front such calamities, with miles
of sea walls at places 12 meter
high, the fury and rage of nature
proved to be too powerful to be
overcome by man.

[ think it is high time that we in
Bangladesh pay some real atten-
tion to the gravity of the situation
before it is too late. The authori-
ties first and foremost must dis-
tribute a handbook with detailed
instructions as to what to do when
an earthquake strikes. The City
Corporation should also conduct
life saving drills on what to do
during an earthquake. We can seek
Japanese help in this regard. The
government can issue earthquake
protection kits at a subsidised
rate. And, finally a building code
should be put in place to be
strictly adhered to by all.

I think it is also pertinent to
review our decision to build
nuclear plants, given that we are a
densely populated country and
any nuclear accident will wreak
havoc on us. So we should be
absolutely zero tolerant on safety
issues if after all we decide to go
ahead with the plan.

As I met many of my friends --
Japanese, foreigners and
Bangladeshis -- [ was confronted
by everyone with one question:
"Why are you doing this to Dr
Yunus?" I think it is not only hurt-
ing our image as a nation, it is also
hurting the image of the govern-
ment.

The writer is a former Secretary and an
Ambassador.

The moveability of a supposedly immoveable object

NoFEL WAHID

I am sure you have heard of
that rather amusing philo-
sophical paradox, "What hap-
pens when an irresistible force
meets an immoveable object?" We
obviously do not know the answer
to that paradox, but not because
of lack of curiosity. Which leads
me to query, what happens when
a moveable object meets a resist-
ible force? This is not a paradox;
we actually do know the answer to
this question. When a moveable
object meets and greets a resist-
ible force, a Nobel laureate gets
dragged through the filth of a
muddy political arena.

This Awami League govern-
ment's attempt to belittle our only
Nobel laureate, Dr. Mohammad
Yunus, is very unedifying and
leaves an unpalatable aftertaste.
There are many dimensions to this
saga. The legal issues are under
the consideration of the High
Court, while the government's
political motivations are being
prosecuted at the altar of public
opinion, and rightly so. However,
there is a third dimension to this

drama that has not been high-
lighted so far.

Questions have to be asked
about the Bangladesh Bank's role
in this whole fiasco. After all,
Finance Minister A.M.A. Muhith
did say during his briefing to for-
eign ambassadors and donor
agency representatives on March 3
(as reported by The Daily Star):
"Bangladesh Bank performs a
relatively minor role in supervi-
sion and audit of its operations ...
But Grameen Bank essentially is a
government institution governed
by a unique law."

[f the Bangladesh Bank (BB)
performs a limited function in
supervising an "essentially gov-
ernment institution" such as the
Grameen Bank (GB), why did it
send a "termination" letter to the
Grameen Bank Board?
Notwithstanding the limited
authority vested in the BB to
supervise GB, the BB quite clearly
had no problems with GB's corpo-
rate governance practices over the
past 10 years. So what has
changed? Why is the BB involved
now?

There is no need to speculate on

why the BB had a change of heart.
Finance Minister Muhith, the all-
extraordinaire communicator that
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body such as a central bank. The

separation of powers ensures that

no one public institution has a
monopoly over the two main
levers of economic policy, fiscal
and monetary policy. Many eco-
nomic studies have shown that the
credibility of a central bank,
derived from its effective and
independent management of
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monetary policy, has a very signif-
icant impact on its ability to
achieve low inflationary out-
comes.

And by the way, economic liter-
ature also overwhelmingly dem-
onstrates that low inflationary
outcomes are very important to
achieve strong and sustained
long-term economic growth.

Central banks, not unlike the

he is, has already informed us that
the government had "requested”
the BB to assess the legality of Dr.
Yunus' continuation in his current
position. BB subsequently com-
plied with the government's
request and issued a letter forcibly
ousting Dr. Yunus.

In most economies around the
world, there is a separation of
powers between an executive
body such as a ministry of finance,

judiciary, are designed to be
immoveable objects. Central
banks are vested with the institu-
tional capacity to resist the politi-
cal cycle-driven myopia of govern-
ments.

And make no mistake about it,
governments are not irresistible
forces. That is why our constitution
endows us with the right to pick up
a pen in anger and express our
thoughts. That is why you have the
right to vote one party in and
another out in an election. The BB
is endowed with equally effective
powers to oppose the executive
bully pulpit in the greater interest
of the Bangladesh public.

The BB, in complying with the
government's attack on Dr. Yunus,
has acted like a line ministry, not
an autonomous statutory body. Its
actions have diminished the pub-
lic trust in its authority, and have
desecrated its credibility to deliver
on its mandate -- to maintain
price stability, promote economic
growth and job creation, and erad-
icate poverty.

The writer is a professional macroeconomist.
E-mail: wnofel@gmail.com.



