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In fond memory
of Dr Zahir

M SHAFIQUR RAHMAN

E went away this day two years ago. He went away rather

quietly. No visitors flocked around his sickbed. No news

was seen on TV or newspapers about his terminal illness.
He died in silence in a hospital abroad. A life so full of vigour ended
s0 unceremoniously.

He had a boisterous presence in life, which could never be ignored
by those around him. He knew how to draw attention; by robust
arguments in law court, by ruthless forehands in the tennis court,
and by euphonious sounds of the piano at home. The law court,
tennis court and music were his life, It is a pity that he had to leave
so soon. He left without knowing how much he was loved. For he
did not see the processions of mournful crowds rushing to his burial
from across the country. He did not hear the collective wail of the
nation on his parting. He did not know that judges of the Supreme
Court rose from their benches in his honour and stopped all court
proceedings for the day. A fitting tribute for a life so beautifully lived
and a soul so deeply loved.

His lifetime of dedication serves as a monument to the exemplary
man he was. Once the country's leading jurist, his contribution to
law, particularly in constitutional and corporate affairs, was manifest.
His views were dearly valued during
constitutional crises. He was a quin-
tessence of neutrality; not having
any political inclination unlike
most others, his objective and
dynamic opinions guided us in
times of crises. In a country of wide
political divide, he spoke with
clarity about the need for solidarity.
As a lawyer, his integrity and hard
work will continue to inspire us for
the rest of our lives.

We have not forgotten you Dr
Zahir, our dearest sir. Our hearts
still ache in sadness, and secret
tears still flow. Not a day goes by
that we do not think of you. In
your tiny chamber at the High
Court, we still sit, like we did when you were there. We still do the
same work as we did before: prepare petitions, yvell at the clerks,
discuss loopholes of law, pour out grudges against the judges. But
believe me, sir, it is not the same without you. And it is heart-
rending to realise that it will never be the same again. The childlike
glee with which you greeted us every morning made our day
brighter.You livened us up with your endless reserve of stories, the
real-life first-hand tales about your interactions with eminent per-
sonalities. We miss your little anecdotes. We miss your constant
guidance. You blessed us so abundantly with your support and
advice. For years, the little room in the High Court was an epitome
of captivation for us. The time spent with you cultivated a sense of
duty and a passion for law that we hope will stay with us for ever.

As Rabindranath said, death is not extinguishing the light; it is
only putting out the lamp because the dawn has come. As you rest
from your life's long labour, we pray for eternal repose of your soul.
Your life was a blessing, and your memory a treasure. There is noth-
ing more certain than death, and nothing more uncertain than its
time. We are ready too. After all, it is only a brief parting in a larger
scheme of life. May your soul rest in peace.

Dr Zahir

The writer is a practising barrister and an associate of Dr Zahir & Associates.
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Population, Prosperity and Public Policy

DESDEMONA KHAN and NAZMUL HUDA

" AN in Bangladesh, the nation
as a whole,” as a wise man
once put it, “is the principal

resource of Bangladesh.” Not just here,
throughout human history, a teeming
population has been synonymous with
'prosperity, stability and security'. Only
lately, since the industrial revolution in
England, did population come to be
viewed as a problem. The number of
people in Bangladesh too, was habitually
viewed as a problem, even the problem
in terms of other resources available. This
wise man of our nation, Professor Abdur
Razzaq, however, thought differently. "I
am not persuaded,” he asserted, "that the
first step in the solution of the problem is
an attempt to limit the number, birth
control and family planning and all
that.” More significant than the number
as such is the structure or composition of
a population, according to Abdur Razzaq,
whose public lecture 'Bangladesh: State
of the Nation' remains to this day an
unparalleled document of wisdom.

Writing in 1980, he asserted, “The
nation contains 80 million souls. Of this
10 percent or so would be in the age
esroup of 8-23. What the nation has in
store for itself depends on what the soci-
ety does for this rather small percentage
of its population,” It was in this area that
he thought the situation occasioned
greater pessimism than any other did in
Bangladesh as in other nations of South
Asia. Countries in East and South East at
the time, he observed, were already fol-
lowing a different path. “The prospects of
the nation are in the details of the plans
and programmes concerning this rather
small section of the population,” he
concluded.

Lived experience of the nation, four
decades later, seems to vindicate this
wisdom. As demographic studies now
show, conditions have changed for the
better. Incidence of poverty, as measured
by headcount ratio, by conventional
(national) poverty line, declined to 31.5
percent by 2010, at a time when popula-
tion growth rate is nearly 2 million per
year in a nation of 160 million.
Dependence on foreign aid has reduced
from 88 percent in 1972 to 2 percent in
2010. Data for the last five years show
GDP growth rate over 6 percent, reaching
6.7 percent in 2012, with a limp to 6.2
percent in 2014. Worldwide economic
slowdown notwithstanding, it sustained a
high growth trend in Bangladesh. It could
have achieved better had we utilised the
work force more efficiently.

According to a 2015 report, the Ministry
of Planning rejoices in the fact that popu-
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lation density of the country as a whole has reached "un-
precedented levels in human history with the exception of
very few small city-countries as Singapore, Malta and
Bahrain®, In addition, the document highlights, “Bangla-
desh is crossing a one-time demographic window of
opportunity that can be transformed into a demographic
dividend,” provided the right investments are made, espe-
cially on young people, now consisting 30 percent of the
whole population.

By the time our total population reaches 200 million,
say by around 2050, the nation would have added
another 40 million, even as fertility rates continue to
decrease below 'replacement level,' (i.e. 2.1 percent)
which it has already reached.

When the proportion of the population in labour force
age is increasing, it provides a one-time 'demographic
window of opportunity,’ or better a 'demographic divi-
dend,' for investment in human resources. As measured
by proportion of the population in labour force ages
(defined as falling within 15-59), this 'window' is pro-
jected to open widely in Bangladesh over the next 10-20
years, admittedly a rather short period. Likewise, 'depend-
ency ratio' too can be expected to drop sharply over the
next 20 years before rising again with the growth of the
elderly.

'‘Demographic dividend,' is characterised by availability
of more people in the productive age group. As child
mortality declines, families tend to be happy with fewer
children, leading to a further fall in total fertility rate. At
earlier phases, with more people of working age, the
number of children and senior people tend to be fewer in
the family. This phenomenon, 'dependency ratio,' is pres-
ently reduced to 52.2 percent.

In Bangladesh, demographic dividend found way in
1990 and this may continue to 2030. At that end,
increasing costs for the aged becomes a concern for
both the family and the nation. One learns from the
experience of many developed nations, say Japan, UK,
US and others.

Is Bangladesh ready to reap the fruits? The nation is
now 160 million strong, assuming a growth rate of about
1.6 -2 per year since 2011. A vast majority belongs to the
productive age group 15-59. The prime productive age
group, defined as 25-54, is now 38 percent. The net effect
of current policy, unfortunately, is counter-productive. It

is encouraging 'two nations within the nation,’ between
those who have and those who have not profited from
public expenditure.

As experience shows, the general fear of overpopula-
tion is now deprived of all foundations. The relation of
productive power to population is now back on the table.
Malthusian projections of population growth in geometri-
cal progression and the growth of productive power of
land in arithmetical progression have become irrelevant.
[t went wrong because science progresses as part of the
demographic dividend. Engels once aptly said, "The area
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of land is limited-that is perfectly true. But the labor
power to be employed on the area increases together with
the population; and even if we assume that the increase of
output associated with this increase of labor is not always
proportionate to the latter, there still remains a third
element - which the economists, however, never consider
as important — namely, science, the progress of which is
just as limitless at least as rapid as that of population.”

The writers are anthropologist at Centre for Asian Arts and Cultures, and
public health project manager at EngenderHealth Bangladesh.
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Degree Programs Offered
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School of Engineering & Computer Science (B.Sc.) :
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