DHAKA TUESDAY MAY 31, 2016

OPINION

The Baily Star | 7

HEN television
THE MIDDLE W presenter Sabina
PATH Nipa went

missing from Gulshan not
two weeks ago, the nation
had barely recovered from
the brutal killing of Sohagi
Jahan Tonu. Yet, Nipa's
disappearance has already
been overshadowed by the
sensational suicide of a
young girl called Sabira
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(21).

And this too, shall pass.

Allegedly, Sabira Hossain posted a video on
social media where she talked about her
boyfriend, their relationship and ensuing
frustrations. She then wrote a post elaborating on
her emotional state. And then she hanged herself.
One imagines that all this must have transpired
over a period of at least two or three hours, before
everything went silent. Those may have been the
longest three hours in this 21-year-old's life, an
eon spent waiting for someone to intervene; for
someone to care. Taking cue from her social
media activities, the boyfriend has been arrested.
However, the silent crime of our society at large
will continue to go unpunished.

Predictably, many news stories were about the
steamy world of sex, drugs and modeling. The
photos we saw were of a gorgeous model with
pretty eyes, dimples and a mischievous smile. The
stories were largely about premarital sex, logical
expectations of marriage, betrayal and
conservative values. The private details were too
marketable to be left out; or even not be made the
prime lens of analysis. Social media commentary
was even more frightening and judgmental. The
same community that encouraged young women
to break traditional shackles and embrace a
'progressive’ lifestyle - were the first to condemn it
when it ended in tragedy:.

Sabira has been adequately framed as a 'model'
and something of a 'wildcard' - who didn't care
much about social norms. Her final video,
featuring her in a slightly incoherent, vulnerable
state, has been branded by online media sites and
uploaded endlessly for public display. Not a single
voice suggested that her privacy be respected. You
see, she was a 'model" - a human being meant for
display and viewing pleasure. By painting her
thus, media portrayals have otherised the young
woman; she has been turned into a poster-girl for
a fringe 'glamour-fashion-modeling-media’
society where traditional values and social rules
don't apply. Theretfore, the usual rules of empathy
and compassion don't apply either. In this way, it
becomes easy for readers and viewers to imagine
how and why this girl would end up hanging in a
rented room, without a loved one present to
discourage, stop or even mourn her. It thus
becomes easy for audiences to distance themselves

from the tragedy, pretending that Sabira and they
never belonged to the same society.

I sometimes suspect that in our pseudo-liberal
urban circles, women who live by their own rules
are publicly endorsed as free spirits, but privately
scorned. The same people who attack and impale
the restrictive institution of marriage, insisting
that it be expanded to cover same sex unions,
open marriages, changing gender roles and
consensual premarital intercourse, also form
harsh opinions of young women like Sabira.
Everyone sees the modeling photos, the glamour
and the smiles. But the miasma of depression,
emptiness and helplessness pales behind the
halogen lights. Sabira's death thus becomes a
warning fable, a bedtime story for teenage girls,
outlining what not to do.

The psychological strains or trauma that this girl
experienced - and hundreds of other gitls are
currently experiencing — was entirely discounted on
the news. Perhaps we are culturally prone to
labeling psychological challenges as something
belonging to the realm of the 'insane’. It's high time
we turned our attention to psychological issues like
depression, single-parent families (e.g. arising out
of migration or death}), victim shaming and sexual
exploitation. Also absent in public discourse is the
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gravity of suicidal tendencies in the country. There
is social and organisational reluctance to highlight
suicides as a field deserving attention and resouirces.
Suicide is a taboo decision. It is a sin, it is a crime
and it is unglamorous. Suicides are so taboo that we
dare not point out that it is rising in our modern
society.

Bangladesh currently ranks 10th on the World
Health Organization's global ranking of suicide-
prone nations, up from 34th in 2012. A survey
found that 42 percent of Bangladeshi teenage
deaths resulted from suicide and that nearly 90
percent of the victims were young girls (Health &
Science Bulletin 2003). In the study, a counsellor
opines, "Females of Bangladesh have limited right
to impose their decisions. Most of the time society
and the family head neglect [the women's]
proposed options.”

But there has been no real acknowledgement of
the steady 'suicide phenomenon' and little
institutional support of it. There is no national
suicide hotline, even though some 10,000
Bangladeshis are taking their lives every year.
Media coverage has also dwindled throughout the
years, spiking only with new sensational incidents.
Yet, far less deadly scourges like religious
extremism and political violence have been in the
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headlines constantly.

In 2012, Kaan Pete Roi emerged as Bangladesh's
first psychological support helpline. A telephone-
based service, it is sustained by donations and
volunteers. The large telecom companies -
profitable beyond belief - have not even thought
to allow toll-free numbers to an organisation like
Kaan Pete Roi, let alone operate their own
counselling helplines. The numerous brands and
businesses that specifically target young women ~
selling makeup, clothes, jewellery or sanitary
napkins — have not stepped up to contribute to
psychological counselling efforts.

Suicides in Bangladesh, unlike suicide
bombings (Iraq, Palestine), farmer suicides
(India), financial-ruin suicides (Japan), are not
political, but private in nature, It all happens
within four walls, making intervention quite
impossible. Yet there is no denying that gender
structures and imbalances of power do contribute
to the socioeconomic backdrop and thus, play
into the statistics. The Lancet (2000) once
reported that Bangladeshi women are vulnerable
partly because they suffer from inferior social
status. Their multifaceted dependence on men
makes it difficult for them to cope with pressure
from husbands and relatives. Does this still hold?
We don't know. We need comprehensive studies
that go beyond mere numbers and attempt to
understand why 'relationship difficulties’ are the
#1 motivation behind suicides in Bangladesh.

Our cities are changing, our societies are
changing. Millions of young people are flocking
to urban centres, away from their own social
settings, A connected world presents them with
new examples and new idols. And this naturally
has an impact on how their behaviour evolves,
Over the past 15 years, dating has become socially
acceptable. Technology has made interactions
easier. Yet, rapid urbanisation also means a
breakdown of community chaperoning and
support structures, There was a time when young
suitors could not even approach girls, thanks to
overprotective neighbourhood boys. This
community protective ring is gone. Young women
no longer have the neighbouring apa (sister) to
talk to and must now opt for the app or service
instead. These are social transformations that
many a western countries have experienced in past
decades. I can live with uncritical acceptance of
western capitalist, neoliberal ideas and traditions.
But we must not fail to recognise their social
ramifications, on our unique eastern, South-Asian
society. We may form no opinion of Sabira's
choices or the life she lead. But I do insist that we
notice how her death is also a reflection of
changing socioeconomics, disintegrating
communities and our unforgivable apathy
towards posterity.
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The writer is a strategy and communications consultant.

Sabira has been
adequately
framed as a
'model' and
something of a
'wildcard' -
who didn't care
much about
social norms.
Her final video,
featuring her in
a slightly
incoherent,
vulnerable
state, has been
branded by
online media
sites and
uploaded
endlessly for
public display.
Not a single
voice suggested
that her privacy
be respected.

Asia already
accounts for
half of the
world's
population,
one-third of
global GDP
and the same
share of global
emissions. As it
is growing
rapidly, it could
reach half of
global GDP
and an even
higher share of
global emissions
by 2050.

Promoting advanced technology in Asia

TAKEHIKO NAKAO

its developing member countries
as they strive to close their
infrastructure gaps. Building on the
progress made over that time, these
countries now recognise the
importance of adopting higher
technical specifications and advanced
technology in infrastructure projects.
But they are often unaware of
technology options and can be deterred
by high initial costs.

On recent visits to Nordic countries,
Portugal, Spain and Austria, I had the
opportunity to meet with CEOs of
companies that use advanced
technologies to build bridges, power
plants, and water and sewage systems.
These companies have been operating
for decades in many parts of the world
including Asia, investing continuously
in technology innovation, I was
impressed by their enthusiasm for
sharing their knowledge and experience
with Asian countries. So, why not learn
more from such innovative companies
from around the world and involve
them in delivering better infrastructure
for improved public services in our
region?

There are at least three reasons for

OR nearly 50 years, Asian
Development Bank has supported

designing and executing projects with
advanced technologies in developing
Asia,

First and foremost is the need to
address climate change effectively -
through mitigation as well as
adaptation. Without the use of frontier
technologies, the targets set last
December at the Paris Agreement on
Climate Change (COP 21) will not be
achieved. We need to provide energy
for all while cutting CO2 emissions, in
line with a UN-led initiative. This
requires countries to invest more in
new and cleaner technologies,
including renewable energy, smart
grids, and energy efficiency. They also
need innovative urban transport
solutions such as integrated multi-
modal transit systems and electric
vehicles.

Second is the demonstration and
development impact of projects with
advanced technologies. Higher standard
infrastructure can help countries move
up the quality ladder, establishing
models that can be replicated through
their own resources. While ADB is
increasing its annual financing capacity
by 50 percent to at least $20 billion by
2020, the needs of developing countries
remain far higher. ADB and other
multilateral institutions can maximise
development impact by supporting the

spread of higher technology.

The third reason, at a more practical
level, is the cost incurred over the life-
cycle of infrastructure assets. The higher
initial investment cost of projects with
advanced technologies often leads
countries to opt instead for less
expensive lower technology solutions.
But these initial savings may be illusory,
as they do not account for other costs -
often quite significant - such as
maintenance and replacement.

Through a three-pronged action
plan, ADB will help developing Asia
adopt advanced technology.

First, we will strengthen our support
for project design to balance cost,
quality and sustainability
considerations over the life-cycle of
infrastructure assets. To accelerate this
shift, projects with advanced
technology or “green” content will be
prioritised for ADB-financing,

An example is the recently approved
$1 billion India Green Energy Corridor
and Grid Strengthening Project, which
adopts high voltage direct current
transmission technology to improve
efficiency and reduce transmission
losses as well as carbon emissions. The
Sri Lanka Jaffna Kilinochchi Water
Supply and Sanitation Project will
install a desalination plant to treat sea
water for potable water supply, using

semipermeable membranes to separate
salts from the water. Metro projects in
Ha Noi and Ho Chi Minh City in
Vietnam will result in cleaner, more
efficient and integrated urban transport
systems. The $1 billion Railway
Investment Programme in China
included installation of braking
systemsthat enhanced energy efficiency
and reduced CO2 emissions over the
life-cycle of the railway.

Second, in procurement
arrangements, ADB will place greater
emphasis on the quality of consultants
to ensure countries get access to the
best expertise in the latest advanced
technologies. We will also make
increased use of single contractor
arrangements such as turnkey contracts.
This makes it easier to maintain a
consistent focus on quality, as the same
contractor will handle engineering,
procurement and construction.

Third, we will provide more
expertise on innovative approaches. The
region's middle-income countries can
already finance their projects at a
reasonable cost through financial
markets. Unless ADB can effectively
combine finance with knowledge and
expertise, we will not add value. ADB
itself must continue to build up solid
knowledge and expertise.

For this purpose, I have established

seven sector groups such as energy,
transport and urban, as well as eight
thematic groups such as climate change
and public-private partnership within
ADB. These groups will provide
leadership in our knowledge work,
advise countries, drive innovation in
our projects, and build partnerships
with centres of excellence and other
institutions. In addition, our human
resource department has recently
started an experts pool system to recruit
highly specialised talents in such areas
as smart grids, railways, and water
utility management.

Asia already accounts for half of the
world's population, one-third of global
GDP and the same share of global
emissions. As it is growing rapidly, it
could reach half of global GDP and an
even higher share of global emissions
by 2050.

Asia's performance matters greatly. It
is time for transformative action to
build a smarter, more sustainable Asia
and Pacific region through more
advanced technology. ADB will play an
important role in this effort by
partnering with innovative companies
and institutions from around the
world.

The writer is President of the Aslan Development
Bank.
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At is man's constant effort to
create for himself a different order
of reality from that which is
given to h(m

CROSSWORD BY THOMAS JOSEPH

ACROSS singer

1 Weather zone DOWN

G Ayrunsource 1 Selected

11 Women's quarters

ol 2 Jacket flap

= C]l; ered aisplay 3 Dancer Castle

2 ess Slt;rltd ¢ 4 Chess pieces
Capitol Bldg. worker 5 Transistor part

16 Singer Waits
17 Old hand
18 Sister of Orestes

6 Molten rock
7 Sleeve filler

8 Skeptic's challenge
20 Before, in poems 9 Shirley's pal
21 Moon lander, forshort 1 Optometrist's exam
22 Takes the prize 14 Standard
23 Pamphlet 19 Painter Paul
26 Sacred song 22 Had on
27 Implausible 23 Rail carrier
28 Pickle buy 24 Mississippi explorer
29 Nile serpent 25 Make better
30 Flipped 26 Ran
34 Black goo 28 Rivers of comedy
35 Battery size 30 Makes headway
36 Fish with bobbingbait 31 "Let's make--"
37 Homebuyingexpense 32 Michelangelo work

40 Dancer Ailey

41 Gladden

42 Oboe parts

43 "Blowin' in the Wind"

Jones"
38 Comic Caesar
39 Jeans feature

33 Buddy of "Barnaby

BEETLE BAILEY

L LOVE MY
NEW TABLET
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by Mort Walker

L CAN SURF THE INTERNET
WHILE ESCAPING FROM SARGE!
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by Kirkman & Scott




