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BUDGET 2014-15

A few conceptual notes

BIRU PAKSHA PAUL

HE budget of 2014-15 has

been a big surprise to many

quarters, including the World
Bank and the IMF, who thought that
Bangladesh would plunge into a poor
growth puddle due to political tur-
moil. If any foreigner had stayed in
Dhaka in October to December of
2013, he would have seen how politi-
cal parties repressed citizens' basic
rights.

The Bangladesh economy proved
its resilience once again. Achieving
6% growth along with 7% inflation is
no mean feat when India is flounder-
ing in 5% growth. Pakistan's case is
even worse, If the government can
induce investment and the opposi-
tion parties give up hartals, attaining
7% growth won't be miraculous. This
writing, however, intends to address
some technical or conceptual issues
which can be corrected next time:

Deficit: The term, 'budget deficit,
as shown in Tables1 and 3 (in the
budget document) is technically faulty.
The right term should be 'budget
balance' because the numbers -- such
as Tk. 67, 557 crore, or 5% of GDP --
are already negative. Also, 'budget
deficit' is itself a negative notion. As a
result, when a negative number
appears against budget deficit, it
makes us think of the amount as
budget surplus -- which is not the case.
Let the number be negative against

budget balance in the accounting table.
The finance minister can explain it as

budget deficit in the speech.
Non-development: The term 'non-
development expenditure’ is inappro-
priate. It should be replaced with a
term like 'fiscal expenditure' or '‘pub-
lic expenses.' The word, non-
development, does injustice to mod-
ern development economics when it
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sits before 'expenditure.’ A lot more
unpalatable is the case when 'non-
development' lies before 'capital
expenditure.' It does not convince us
that capital expenditure is guaranteed
to be non-developmental. Many
things outside the annual develop-
ment programime can be develop-
mental too. Development does not
mean investing only on, say, roads
and highways. Helping institutions or
facilitating our cultural life is also
developmental. If a good pay can
improve someone's health and thus
productivity, we can still call it 'reve-
nue expenditure,’ but no one should
brand it as 'non-developmental.’
Revenue and capital expenses help an
economy grow by augmenting its
consumption and investment. And
growth is the main driver of develop-
ment. When there is a whole host of
items in the revenue and capital
expenditure that contributes to devel-
opment both directly and indirectly,
the word 'non-development' sounds
improper in the budget.
Point-to-point: The measure of
point-to-point inflation is confusing
to ordinary people. It gives a partial
picture because it measures the
change in the price level of the same
month, say June, of two consecutive
years. The best measure is the average
of the last 12 months' inflation.
Point-to-point inflation may be a
cood indicator for the central bank to
understand the direction of inflation,
but not a solid picture of it. Often,
point-to-point inflation can be lower
than the 12-month average inflation.
Then some policymakers may use
this number in an opportunistic way,
camouflaging the real picture. Itis
always better not to burden the bud-
get speech with economic jargon and
technical terms. It should be made
farmer-friendly as much as possible.

Poor: On page 7 of the budget
speech, the finance minister said,
"......in a poor country like ours, we
need more time to ensure overall
social security.” While the minister's
patriotic intent is beyond doubt, his
inadvertent use of the word, 'poor’ is
self-degrading. Nowadays, even devel-
oped countries dare not call us 'poor.’
They rather define us as 'developing.’
Gone are the days when Western
snobs labeled us as 'a basket case,’ 'a
third-world nation,’ or 'poor.' Gone
are the days when 70% people lived
below the poverty line in our country
in the stagnant 1980s. Now the
number is below 30% and it ebbs
every day. Today, Bangladesh is a
growth generator, aspiring to be a
middle-income nation, and no longer
‘poor.’

Taka in crore: In this age of
globalisation, we should let global
readers understand our national
documents easily. The conversion of
taka figures into US dollars and using
million or billion where needed
instead of crore seem necessary, par-
ticularly in the English version of the
budget. Adding a separate page of
acronyms in the appendix would be
much appreciated.

Speech length: It is a relief that
the finance minister kept his speech
shorter than before. Now the budget
speech has gone below 100 pages
including tables. Still there is room
for reducing its obesity. Political
rhetoric can be shortened if it is not
possible to delete. The table of con-
tents is superfluous. Why is the 'Vi-
sion 2021,'which is broader than a
five-year plan in perspective, inserted
in the budget that is invariably an
annual statement? We do not include
a five-year plan in a yearly document.

The writer is Associate Professor of Economics
at the State University of New York at Cortland.
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Time running out

SAIFUL HUQ OMI

HE underlying truth about the
border tension between
Bangladesh and Myanmar has
different aspects; the central one, for
sure, is the Rohingya issue. The news

whole tension.

ger decades ago. RSO and a few other

role here.
[t seems that the US, UK, EU, UN  Think

ming from the decades of injustice to  tions.
a community, which, according to the

the world.

Two years ago, everyone thought army runs and controls the billion-
Aung San Sui Kyi would have a dollar business. With the ongoing

landslide victory when the elections
took place. In my latest wvisit to
Myanmar, I realised that it was getting
to an interesting point now. No one
can guarantee that NLD, Sui Kyi's
party, will win with a landslide. Thein
Sein, the leader of the military backed

=i o government, wants to capitalise on
about the border tension is framed as (ke situation to win popularity and

if it all started in May 2014 when they play the Buddhist card again by

opened fire on us, and one u_f Our  hringing up the Rohingya issue to the
brave souls, Mizanur Rahman, died in  centre of discussion. Let's not forget,

the attack. Exf.Ept_thzit the tensiondid Buddhist votes will decide who wins
not start when Mizanur Rahman was  (he election. It is for this same reason

killed. It started years ago, and the (h,¢ Sui Kyi had decided to remain
issue still remains alive. Rohingyas ¢jlent at the beginning. By keeping
have remained at the epicentre of the mute over the issue Suu Kyi thought
that she would reassure her commu-
From the research we have done, nal voters that she was with them, no
we know that the Rohingya Solidarity matter even if they were the prime
Organization (RSO) was much stron-  perpetrator of genocide.
“Create unrest on the borders,
armed militant groups started t0 generate jingo nationalism within the
regroup after the June violence in citizens, unite them with it and make
2012. They started to recruit new them forget the real issues” -- a typical
members. Funding from the Middle gtrategy for an unpopular govern-
Eastas well as from Turkey is playinga  ment. It is not the first time that this
strategy has been used to unite voters.
India-Pakistan
and human rights organisations have borderissues -- Kashmir, Kargil and so
either completely failed to stop the on -- our own tensions with India;
ongoing slow-burning genocide in Narendra Modi's flaming rhetoric
Myanmar or they have been lax in promising deportation of illegal
taking steps against it. Takingup arms  Bangladeshi immigrants. How many
is becoming the RSO's only option. It more examples do we need? It is a
is perhaps not the most logical conse-  political tool used as leverage to incite
quence but an inevitable one, stem- communal sentiments during elec-

back to the

It is also not just a matter of the
LIN, is the most persecuted group in refugees. There is rampant drug trade
going on at the border. Myanmar's

operations against Yaba in
Bangladesh, the Myanmar army may
become irate. They are losing money
and the BGB is leading the operation
against the traders. The rise in lawless-
ness at the border coincides with the
use of Rohingyas as 'mules’ trafficking
drugs across the border.

Let us all accept that we have a
problem and stop the blame game. A
good way to start would be to have a
count of how many Rohingyas are in
Bangladesh, since no official census
has been taken so far. We have to
engage with the international com-
munity in such a way that repatria-
tion to Rakhine becomes possible.
We must also be proactive in making
sure the influx does not happen
again, i.e. making sure that crimes
against humanity are not being
committed. Till then, the Rohingyas
seeking refuge in Bangladesh can be
given temporary status that will
make them feel safer and less vulner-
able, so that they do not fall, unwit-
tingly, into the hands of traffickers,
criminals, political radicals and so
on. Let us deal with a human issue in
a humane way. Let's stop portraying
them only as criminals when some
of our own political leaders are
controlling criminal activities in that
region of Cox's Bazar. How many
more like Mizanur have to die before
we realise that we need to act fast?
Let's act wisely; let's lend our hands
to those who need it the most, let's
lend our hand before the out-
stretched palms are radicalised and
used against our interest.
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