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MAXIMUM ACCOUNTABILITY

Canadian
court verdict
related to the

Padma Bridge (PB)
consultancy contact
has set off widespread
proclamation of
vindication of the
concerned
Government of
Bangladesh (GOB)
superiors, allegations by the Bangladesh
ruling regime of a conspiracy by the World
Bank (WB) and Dr. Muhammad Yunus, and
even demands for lawsuits against the WB for
defamation. This commentary explores if
such sweeping reactions are justifiable.

Unquestionably the Canadian verdict can
be seen as the glass half full from a
Bangladesh perspective. It is from a reputable
foreign court and does not corroborate the
WB'S allegations. Bangladesh has finally
found a window of momentary relief from
the disease (corruption) that continues to
tarnish the international recognition of its
stellar economic and social achievements.
The sweeping sentiment of the moment is
that Bangladesh is not as corrupt as others
think!

For its part, the WB has some pressing
issues on hand in this regard. Against the
merit of not revealing the identity of
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SHOULD BE THE NORM

whistleblowers (whose emails dating back to
2010 ignited the PB saga), the WB needs to
reckon with the negative image of an
interventionist organisation using only
unproven allegations to demand specific
governance actions by a sovereign country
and then withdraw its support altogether for
development projects. While the WB is
demanding transparency from sovereign
governments, its own actions are contrary to
that. While no large organisation is ever
beyond governance problems or questions,
the WB has not yet done a convincing job of
dispelling the globally popular perception of
bending rules in favour of selected countries
and business interests.

Having said that, it is not acceptable for
the government of any people's republic, to
seek refuge in the axiom of “innocent until
proven guilty”. For maximum accountability
and transparency, the operating norm should
be “guilty until proven innocent” and the
burden is to prove innocence, Accordingly the
boisterous GOB reactions appear premature.

First, the Canadian acquittal does not
involve any GOB official. [Charges against a
Bangladeshi minister were suspended on the
grounds of no Canadian jurisdiction and
extradition treaty]. While the acquittal does
not establish any wrong doing by the officials
of SNCL (or GOB), it does not prove its
absence either. The acquittal resulted from

the judge dismissing the wiretap evidence
because he questioned the reliability of the
information cited to obtain prior court
permissions for wiretapping,.

Second, unqualified celebration of the
Canadian acquittal provides indirect support
for SNCL, a multinational that has faced
numerous allegation of corruption. SNCL
settled fraud allegations with some Canadian
cities and its executives are currently the
subject of Libya and McGill University Health
Centre corruption cases.

Reportedly SNCL routinely used a
budgeting item, Project
Consultancy/Commercial Costs (PCC), for
bribery payments
| http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/snc-lavalin-
international-used-secret-code-for-bribery-
payments-1.1386670]. Incidentally, a now
acquitted SNCL official's (Mr. Ramesh Shah)
notes on a May 2011 trip to Bangladesh, while
bidding for the PB consultancy contract, had
pencilled in percentage bribery allocations
under PCC for senior officials who later
became the target of the WB's governance
demands.
[http://icclr.law.ubc.ca/sites/icclr.law.ubc.ca/fil
es/publications/pdfs/Chapter%201%20.pdf].
Allegedly, SNCL at the time, ranked second to
Halcrow Group Ltd, a British firm, on the
recommendation list of the Bangladesh
Bridge Project Evaluation Committee

[http://www.theglobeandmail.com/report-on-
business/international-business/asian-pacific-
business/snc-lavalin-in-bangladesh-world-
bank-sees-conspiracy/article8963225/]. Two
weeks later (June 2011), SNCL instead was
recommended for the PB consultancy
contract by the GOB to the WB.

Such information, albeit not yet
adjudicated, warrants a more guarded reaction.
The WB may have shared such specifics with
the GOB (and Canadian police) leaving it to
the country authorities for possible public
disclosure. Unfortunately, neither the GOB nor
the Anti Corruption Commission disclosed the
WB memos despite the merits
[http://www.thedailystat.net/news-detail-
251360].

Third, along with the PB case, the WB
found evidence of corruption by SNCL in an
electricity infrastructure project in Cambodia.
In April 2013, SNCL agreed to a 10 year ban
on bidding in the WB related projects.
Notably, in 2011, the WB suspended new
lending to Cambodia over the eviction of
poor landowners in Phnom Penh, when
urged by the NGOs.
|https://www.theguardian.com/global-
development/2011/aug/10/world-bank-
suspends-cambodia-lending]. Previously, in
2009, the WB suspended funding for two of
its 25 Kenyan projects, pending investigation
of corruption and fraud.

Global warming sets the stage for

HE first time |
encountered the
concept of a war

for the environment was
in the Command &
Conquer: Tiberian Series
of strategy games. In that
near-future world,
strange crystals fall from
space that multiply and
render local soil deadly
and unusable. As the so-called Tiberium
spreads across the Earth, human civilisation
fractures, and most of the developed world
unite to safeguard their territories while the
Third World is ravaged by the crystals; only a
shadowy apocalypse cult with a global terror
network offers salvation to the masses. At the
time I thought it chilling, though certainly not
prophetic.

Times change and the vision first outlined in
a 1995 video game seems increasingly possible.
Conflict driven by drastic environmental degra-
dation is our present and our future, and it did
not take space crystals to do it.

Climate change is long-term and at the
ground level it is subtle. People do not react to
its effects in the same way they might do to a
sudden collapse in stock prices or an attack
from another ethnic group. Its role in conflict
generation is thus rarely overt, which can at
times lead to this role being dismissed.
However, an indirect effect is still an effect and
climate change has had a hand in so many
flashpoints across the world that it is high time
its influence is acknowledged. It is imperative
that this be done in an era when the climate
change denial lobby is gaining, not losing, grip
on the reins of power. We, Bangladeshis, espe-
cially cannot afford to stick our heads in the
sand any longer.

Climate change is global but its effects are
not homogeneous. Throughout history we have
seen examples of fluctuations that have bene-
fited certain parts of the world over others.
Climate change affects local resources and these
changes inevitably have conflict-generation
implications. Generally warming effects reduce
resource availability in equatorial regions: con-
sider the millennia-long drying and southward
drift of the Sahara desert, a process that contin-
ues at present. In contrast it was a period of
general warmth that made possible the great
age of Viking exploration that led to the found-
ing of the first European colonies in North
America, and a 500-year period of mild weather
before the 11th century set Europe up well.
Warming periods in the colder climates open
up new resources and conflicts arise when the
local societies compete to exploit them. In the
hotter parts of the world the competition is
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(noun)

A feeling of longing, melancholy, or nostalgia

that is supposedly characteristic of the
Portuguese or Brazilian temperament.
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Climate change may have triggered the war in Syria.

over the control of what resources are left, and

there is spill-over across borders. In general,

many of the worst experiences of the Old
World.

The world isn't blind. In 2007, the
former Secretary-General of the UN, Ban

warming in the colder regions has a more indi-
rect hand in conflict generation, and primarily
impacts inhospitable zones. In warmer climates
the impact is felt directly by affecting precipita-
tion and evaporation, robbing regions of exist-
ing water resources. Furthermore, climate
change generates less conflict if there is room
for people to migrate and adjust.

Good examples of these principles in action
are the collapse of the Mayan and Anasazi
civilisations: drought upsetting the power bal-
ance between a civilisation's city-states and
prompting lethal internal conflict. The volcanic
eruption of Indonesia's Mount Tambora in
1815 threw ash clouds that blocked the sun's
rays worldwide, working with a centuries-long
cold front to create the 'year without a summer’,
This had a terrible impact in crowded Europe,
which was already reeling in the aftermath of
the Napoleonic Wars. Result: famine, riots and
arson. In Asia, late monsoons resulted in terri-
ble floods in China and India, sparking a chol-
era epidemic stretching from Bengal to Moscow.
In the United States, however, westward migra-
tion was available as an option and encouraged;
this acted as a social safety valve that prevented
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The lessons of history do not bode well for us
in the Third World in this era of anthropogenic
(man-made) climate change. Our countries are
poor and crowded and hot. It is no coincidence
that out of 38 cases of environmental migration
analysed by Dr Rafael Reuveny in 2007, only two
came from developed countries. Two cases had
North American origins, one was Russian; none
were European. Depressingly, of all the episodes
of migration studied by Reuveny, the highest
numbers of migrants per episode were from
Bangladesh; 12-17 million people seeking refuge
from food and water scarcity. We often imagine
that global warming will cause our nation to
sink, and that is the principal danger. Yet the
steady starvation of our rivers in a heating world,
coupled with India's stranglehold on the Ganges,
has already been grinding away at us. Confirmed
reports of illegal immigration to India exist as far
back as 1983, and the relationship between
migrant and host has not been peaceful. Of
course, not all migration is external: there is a
sensitive region within our own borders that sees
its share of ethnic conflict due to demand for
land away from the drying delta. Farakka casts a
long shadow.

Ki-moon, described Darfur as an 'ecologi-
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[http://reliefweb.int/report/kenya/world-
bank-suspends-funds-over-corruption-kenyal.
Interestingly, Kenya's Internal Audit
Department exposed the two cases. It seems
that Bangladesh was likely not singled out by
the WB on corruption allegations as
suggested by a conspiracy theory (involving
Dr. Yunus).

Fourth, the GOB repeatedly argued that
there was no corruption since no money
actually changed hands. But the WB, Canada
and most of the developed countries treat any
plan/scheme of corruption as a crime as well.
Clearly, prevention is better than cure and
Bangladesh is better off adopting this wider
definition in its fight against corruption.

To conclude, the Canadian acquittal of the
executives of a corrupt Canadian
multinational by itself is very thin ice for
Bangladesh to march on while trying to
become an upper middle income country of
clean governance. The WB and any external
party would naturally act to promote their
interests. It is up to Bangladesh to act,
preserve and promote its own by seeking
mutual interests, discreetly working out the
frictions, and deepening development
partnerships, not hostilities.
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cal crisis'. Environmental pressure driving
conflict has periodically been in the spot-
light for decades, notably in Rwanda.
Resource degradation is a Pandora's box
that lays bare the divides between class,
ethnicity and a whole host of other differ-
ences people cite as their cause for war;
global warming is degrading resources
worldwide, but particularly affects the least
developed countries. In contrast, the devel-
oped countries in their colder climates
enjoy relative security and may stand to
benefit from warmer temperatures - to
make matters worse these are the nations
with the greatest cumulative contribution
to anthropogenic climate change.

The international community wrings its
hands over whether or not climate change
sparked the conflict in Syria.
Environmental migrants arrive in the
developed countries, creating new lines of
conflict. Nationalism and isolationism
begin to creep into the mainstream, clos-
ing the door to these refugees. The United
States, the greatest carbon emitter in his-
tory, has elected a border-closer and cli-
mate change denier. A vision of the future
is being sketched here, and it is bleak for
us.

Yet our treatment of the refugees at our
own doorstep makes us poor players of the
role of the tragic victim.

The writer is an artist with a degree in Economics from
BRAC University.
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Please visit the NSU Website for the application form
www.northsouth.edu




