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OPINION

have been

a vora-

cious
consumer of
news trivia
since my
Dhaka
University days
when | was
quite a BBC
World News
addict.
Recently, on the morning of January
10, as I was listening to BBC
Newshour, an odd news header
caught my attention. It was reported
that China and Australia had a minor
tiff over a comment made by the
Australian Minister for International
Development, Concetta Fierravanti-
Wells. In a newspaper interview, she
criticised China for constructing
“useless buildings” and “roads to
nowhere” in many Pacific Islands
nations. It may be recalled that China
has been engaged in the construction
of “megaprojects” in Third World
countries, often financing them with
soft loans. Beijing, stung by this criti-
cism, hit back by accusing Australia of
"behaving like an arrogant overlord.”

Closer to home, what made this

brouhaha interesting for me are the
recent series of op-eds in The Daily
Star and Prothom Ale subjecting our
own megaprojects, some of which are
supported by Chinese and Indian
loans, to careful scrutiny. At a
roundtable on infrastructure develop-
ment in Bangladesh organised by The
Daily Star and BSRM in December
2017, many participants spoke up
against poor planning, cost overruns,
delays, and lack of proper manage-
ment. One of the participants, Dt
Ahsan H Mansur, Executive Director
of PRI, reportedly said that “Bangla-
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The megaproject paradox

Nuclear Power Plant for USD 13
billion to generate USD 2,400 mega-
watts of electricity but the same
amount of power could be generated
for USD 2.5 billion or less.”

To take another project, the pro-
posed rail connection over the Padma
Bridge, many at the roundtable had
questioned the wisdom of plunking
down almost USD 5 billion on a
megaproject which is of questionable
economic value, “The railway on the
Padma Bridge is a Tk 40,000-crore
project, which is costlier than the
bridge itself. How many trains need
to run on the lines a day to make that
investment worthwhile? Is there any
analysis of that? No," said Dr Mansur.

Now, megaprojects are ubiquitous.
These often take the form of big,
expensive infrastructure projects such
as bridges, roads, buildings, rail lines,
you name it. Whether one likes them
or not, they will stay with us. Why?
For many reasons.

First, they provide legitimacy to the
regime in power. Second, big projects
are symbols of the modern era. And
finally, the construction of these
projects provides a vision of the
future, However, megaprojects are
also often plagued by cost overruns
and delays.

So, the question is, what accounts
for this fascination with megaprojects
and the mega-problems that have
bedevilled these “white elephants”?
While each megaproject is a case by
itself, they all share some common
elements, according to Professor Bent
Flyvbjerg, Professor of Major
Programme Management at Oxford
University Said Business School. He
says that megaprojects are systemati-
cally subject to "survival of the
unfittest” and that might explain why
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Megaprojects are symbols of the modern era and provide a vision of the future. However, they are often plagued by

cost overruns and delays.

the worst projects are completed
rather than the best. Professor
Flyvbjerg's research on megaprojects
identifies “megaprojects paradox”
and examines its causes, and offers
possible cures for cost overruns, bene-
fit shortfalls, optimism bias, strategic
misrepresentation, and other issues.
In a publication titled
“Megaprojects and Risk: An Anatomy
of Ambition,” he and others are
critical of the mindset that leads
political leaders and lobbyists to
push for the adoption of
“megaprojects.” They start the book-
let with the following statement:
“Wherever we go in the world, we are
confronted with a new political and
physical animal: the multibillion-

dollar mega infrastructure project,”
and the offer “the iron law of
megaprojects”: over-budget, over-
time, and over and over again. They
blame project managers for the
mindset leading to the “break-fix
model of megaproject management.”
This faulty model is built around the
philosophy that at some point the
project will “break” and will have to
be “fixed,” but it also has led to
delays and cost overruns.

Finally, academicians,
policymakers, and politicians have
over the years hinted why cost over-
runs are so common, and often need
to be covered up. Professor Albert
Hirschman of Yale University in
1967 advised that initial cost esti-
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mates of megaprojects have to be
concealed, because if people knew in
advance the real costs and challenges
involved in delivering a large project,
“they probably would never have
touched it” and nothing would ever
get built!

A well-known American politician
who appears to have taken
Hirschman's advice seriously is
Willie Brown, former California State
Assembly speaker and mayor of San
Francisco. In a fascinating speech in
2013, he admitted that the true cost
of megaprojects was always hidden
from the public. “We always knew
the initial estimate was way under
the real cost. Just like we never had a
real cost for the [San Francisco]

Central Subway or the [San
Francisco-Oakland]| Bay Bridge or
any other massive construction pro-
ject. So get off it. In the world of civic
projects, the first budget is really just
a down payment. If people knew the
real cost from the start, nothing
would ever be approved. The idea is
to get going. Start digging a hole and
make it so big, there's no alternative
to coming up with the money to fill
it in.” Willie Brown might sound
cynical, dishonest or candid, but he
makes a good point.

However, I will concede that cost
overruns of 30 percent or more are
not extraordinary and can be
expected in large and complex
projects, and this happens even in
the best of circumstances. Once a
megaproject is initiated, many
factors such as international prices,
weather, and political climate in
the country are unpredictable.
Many large projects take such a
long time to build—more than
eight-and-a-half years for the aver-
age large dam—that they are vul-
nerable to a kind of entropy, in
which even unrelated events can
produce huge setbacks. Fortunately,
project managers in our country
can draw some important lessons
from the projects analysed by the
Oxford University group, and find
some hopeful signs from two suc-
cessful projects that China is
expected to complete on time and
within budget. These are the USD 2
billion mass transit light railway in
Lahore, and a coal-powered power
plant in Karachi, also costing USD
2 billion.

Dr Abdullah Shibli Is an economist, and Senior
Research Fellow, International Sustainable
Development Institute {ISDI), a think-tank In
Boston, USA.

The power of empathy
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we cOme across that is disturbing an elderly, sick man is eserves honour, reward, and privilege.
IMAGES positive news not a great sacrifice; it only requires that The truth is that in a balanced social order,

every individual is entitled to courtesy,
respect, kindness, safety, protection,
opportunity, and forgiveness.

We are becoming more technologically
savvy and materially sophisticated. But
there has not been a commensurate
upward movement in the emotional and
moral curve. We need to seriously reflect
on the kinds of power other than wealth
and status—the moral power of truth and
love—what Gandhi called Satyagraha
(truth force). The underlying principle
defining this kind of power is simple: Let
us try to use the non-violent force of love
to bring about social change. And let's
treat each individual as if they are part of
full humanity. The rest will fall into place!

about Bangladesh's
economic progress, and
the individual achieve-
ments of creative, entre-
preneurial, and innova-
tive Bangladeshis.
However, the good news
is undermined by the
cracks that are emerging
in our social structure. There is a perceptible
loss of social capital and trust amongst citizens.
If someone were to ask me “what is the central
challenge facing our society?” my answer would
be: a decline in compassion and empathy for
our fellow human beings.

My concern has been intensified by two
recent incidents in Dhaka city. The first was the
shocking news of an elderly man being
assaulted by his neighbours for protesting

we step into someone else's shoes and
make a small adjustment.

One may ask, how did we, as a commu-
nity, become so insensitive and selfish? It
could be because people with influence
and power, for a variety of reasons, have
abandoned their roles as advocates for
respectability, civility, and moral values. As
a consequence, the counterculture has
made great headway—a culture where
wealth and muscle power have taken pri-
ority over ethical considerations. We
accept this moral decline as the inevitable
cost of economic progress. With time we
have also begun to conflate wealth with
self-worth, ignoring the fact that full
humanity includes many more dimen-
sions. There is an insidious danger in this
kind of faulty thinking—both the wealthy
and the disadvantaged come to believe
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The second incident occurred more than a
month ago. An 85-year-old widow was

from the moral aspects of the issue, we need to
recognise that this kind of social degeneration

We need to seriously
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