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Heatwaves and
related biological
hazards, in
particular, are
expected to
increase in East
and North-

East Asia, while
South and
South-West Asia
will encounter
intensifying
floods and related
diseases.
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Resilience in a riskier world

As the Covid-19 pandemic has demonstrated, most countries are still ill-prepared for

VER the
O past two

decades,
the Asia-Pacific
region has made
remarkable
progress in
managing
disaster risk.
However,
countries
can never let
down their
guards. The Covid-19 pandemic, with
its epicentre now in Asia, and all its
tragic consequences, has exposed the
frailties of human societies in the
face of powerful natural forces. As of
mid-August 2021, Asian and Pacific
countries had reported 65 million
confirmed coronavirus cases and
more than one million deaths. This is
compounded by the extreme climate
events that are affecting the entire
world. Despite the varying contexts
across geographic zones, the climate
change connection was evident as
floods swept across parts of China,
India and Western Europe, while
heatwaves and fires raged in parts of
North America, Southern Europe and
Asia.

The human and economic impacts
of disasters (including biological ones)
and climate change are documented
in the UN Economic and Social
Commission for Asia and Pacific’s
(ESCAP) 2021 Asia-Pacific Disaster
Report. It demonstrates that climate
change is increasing the risk of extreme
events like heatwaves, heavy rain and
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flooding, drought, tropical cyclones,
and wildfires. Heatwaves and related
biological hazards, in particular, are
expected to increase in East and North-
East Asia, while South and South-West
Asia will encounter intensifying floods
and related diseases. However, over
recent decades, fewer people have

been dying as a result of other natural
hazards such as cyclones or floods.
This is partly a consequence of more
robust early warning systems and of
responsive protection, but also because
governments have started to appreciate
the importance of dealing with disaster
risk in an integrated fashion, rather
than just responding on a hazard-by-
hazard basis.

Nevertheless, there is still much
more to be done. As the Covid-19
pandemic has demonstrated, most
countries are still ill-prepared for
multiple overlapping crises—which
often cascade, with one triggering
another. Tropical cyclones, for example,
can lead to floods, which lead to
disease, which exacerbates poverty. In
five hotspots around the region where
people are at greatest risk, the human
and economic devastation as these
shocks intersect and interact highlights
the dangers of the poor living in several
of the region’s extensive river basins.

Disasters threaten not just human
lives but also livelihoods. And they are
likely to be even more costly in future
as their impacts are exacerbated by
climate change. Annual losses from
both natural and biological hazards
across Asia and the Pacific are estimated
at around USD 780 billion. In a

multiple overlapping crises

Climate change is increasing the risk of extreme events like heatwaves, heavy
rain and flooding, drought, tropical cyclones, and wildfires.

worst-case climate change scenario, the
annual economic losses arising from
these cascading risks could rise to USD
1.3 trillion—equivalent to 4.2 percent
of regional GDP.

Rather than regarding the human
and economic costs as inevitable,
countries would do far better to
ensure that their populations and
their infrastructure are more resilient.
This would involve strengthening
infrastructure such as bridges and
roads, as well as schools and other
buildings that provide shelter and
support at times of crisis. Above all,
governments should invest in more
robust health infrastructure. This would
need substantial resources. The annual
cost of adaptation for natural and other

biological hazards under the worst-case
climate change scenario is estimated

at USD 270 billion. Nevertheless, at
only one-fifth of estimated annualised
losses—or 0.85 percent of the Asia-
Pacific GDP—it’s affordable.

Where can additional funds come
from? Some could come from normal
fiscal revenues. Governments can
also look to new, innovative sources
of finance, such as climate resilience
bonds, debt-for-resilience swaps and
debt relief initiatives.

Covid-19 has demonstrated
yet again how all disaster risks
interconnect—how a public health
crisis can rapidly trigger an economic
disaster and societal upheaval. This
is what is meant by “systemic risk,”
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and this is the kind of risk that
policymakers now need to address
if they are to protect their poorest
citizens.

This does not simply mean
responding rapidly with relief packages
but anticipating emergencies and
creating robust systems of social
protection that will make vulnerable
communities safer and more resilient.
Fortunately, as the 2021 Asia-

Pacific Disaster Report illustrates,

new technology, often exploiting

the ubiquity of mobile phones, is
presenting more opportunities to
connect people and communities with
financial and other forms of support.
To better identify, understand and
interrupt the transmission mechanisms
of Covid-19, countries have turned to
“frontier technologies” such as artificial
intelligence and the manipulation

of big data. They have also used
advanced modelling techniques for
early detection, rapid diagnosis and
containment.

Asia and the Pacific is an immense
and diverse region. The disaster risks
in the steppes of Central Asia are very
different from those of the small island
states in the Pacific. What all countries
should have in common, however, are
sound principles for managing disaster
risks in a more coherent and systematic
way—principles that are applied with
political commitment and strong
regional and subregional collaboration.

Armida Salsiah Alisjahbana is the United Nations
Under-Secretary-General and Executive Secretary
of the United Nations Economic and Social
Commission for Asia and Pacific (ESCAP).

EATH is
D always

difficult
to accept, but
in the case of
some, it is more
s0. The news
of Major (retd)
Mugqtadir Ali
passing away on
August 20 not
only shocked
his family, but
also all his freedom fighter colleagues,
second war course batchmates,
professional colleagues in the energy
sector, and personal friends and
relatives. It was so because he was
in such robust health and was an
example to us of healthy living. His
brain stroke proved to be fatal. In a
matter of a few hours, we lost a dear
friend, the freedom fighters a proud
example, the energy sector a well-
known professional, and the country
an ideal citizen who worked relentlessly
for its betterment. He was courteous
to the core, the first to volunteer for a
collective cause, always exuding human
qualities and ever ready to extend a
helping hand to whosoever needing it.
Modesty was his trademark.

It was a motley group that had
gathered at Murti, a temporary
training camp in the mountainous
part of northern Jalpaiguri, India,
for the training of the second batch
of commissioned officer cadets for
the Bangladesh army to serve our
Liberation War.

There were about 70 of us, of
various ages and educational and social
backgrounds. As we gathered for our
first fall-in, in the early hours of an
October morning, I looked around at
all these unknown faces—recognising
only three—and realised that these
comrades in arms were all the family
I had, for God knows how long?
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TRIBUTE TO MAJOR (RETD) MUQTADIR ALI

An unassuming patriot from
the blessed generation

Suddenly, all these unfamiliar faces’
fates seemed to have been blended into
mine and magically made one.

They were all filled with a youthful
and dreamy determination to fight
for the country now under Pakistani
occupation. We all had an unspoken
sense of being a part of a far bigger
historical force, of something grand and
noble and beautiful. During our first
break, we started talking and getting to
know each other.

There was one youthful face, full of
earnestness, sincerity and grace that
naturally drew me towards him. This
was the first time that I met Mugtadir
Ali, soon to become one of my constant
sources of warmth, support and
friendship. We exchanged personal
information, and unbeknownst to
us, a bond was forming and the seeds
of a life-long friendship were being
sown. Every day, through our physical
training, theoretical classes, evening
games, long night patrols and modest
meals, our friendship grew.

Mugtadir was an ideal officer
cadet—disciplined, sharp, eager,
energetic, agile and mentally strong.
He was often the first one to answer
questions by the training instructors
and the one to rigorously engage them
on issues of formulating strategies and
tactics, whose rudimentary levels we
were being taught.

There was a special dynamic among
the 70 of us who, by some unknown
and unfathomable stroke of fortune,
had been thrown together. We realised
that for the foreseeable future, our
whole world consisted of just us—this
diverse group of freedom fighters, most
of whom we did not know till the day
we came together at the Murti camp.
Our Liberation struggle was that unique
moment in history that brought us
together, our love for our motherland
was that magical bond that held us
together, and our firm belief in the

independence of Bangladesh was the
dream that strengthened us, in every
moment of the time that we spent
together.

It was often that we felt anxious
and worried about our parents and
loved ones that we left home. There
were many occasions where we would
huddle together and talk about the
atrocities that we had ourselves
witnessed. Muqtadir’s was a very
meaningful and powerful presence for

Mugtadir Ali (1952-2021)

us in those occasions. He would drive
away our sorrows with his optimism,
his ardent hope about the future and
his steely determination about our
purpose. All this had a magical impact
on our psychology and strengthened
our motivation to carry on, whose
frequent author was Mugqtadir.

Within a short time, I became close
to Muqtadir, who showed most of the
virtues that make for an ideal freedom
fighter. I learnt about his personal life,
his family and especially about what
he did before he joined the Murti
camp. He joined the Liberation War
in May and after some initial training,

joined Major CR Datta’s operation

in what later became Sector 4. His
extraordinary valour and readiness to
engage the enemy earned him great
respect from his compatriots, which
later resulted in his nomination for the
Murti training to be an officer in the
Bangladesh army. In everything he did,
he exuded confidence, commitment,
determination, a single-minded sense
of purpose and a spirit of sacrifice that
would make him, later in his life, an
exceptional professional in the service
of his country. In the future, he would
be a part of that committed group
who would work tirelessly to build
Bangladesh after independence.

After independence, we parted ways.
On returning from Murti in February
1972, I resigned from the army and re-
joined my studies at Dhaka University,
and later entered journalism.

It was really after I co-founded The
Daily Star in January 1991 that my
friendship with Muqtadir began anew.
By this time, he was a well-known
professional and had for years worked
at Titas Gas Company, of which he
later became Managing Director. He
also became the chairman of Petro
Bangla and chairman of the Petroleum
Corporation of Bangladesh. He
retired as an additional secretary of
the government in 2012 and served
the private sector in various advisory
capacities.

His long involvement in the gas
sector earned him respect from experts.
He devoted himself to learning more
and more about the vital energy
sector, thus receiving laurels from his
contemporaries.

His role as the founding secretary
general of the Bangladesh War Course
Foundation (BWCF), an organisation
of all the participants in the first and
second war courses at Murti, was most
exemplary. His energy, discipline,
commitment and care for the

foundation got us off to a great start.
Subsequently, he held various executive
posts, in all of which his performance
was unmatched. In fact, for those

of us who were not such regular
members, Muqtadir was the person
who would constantly strive to get us
more involved. Thus, for any activity of
the foundation, I could count on his
unfailing effort to move us forward.

In his passing, we have lost another
freedom fighter and a patriot. Several
such brave and committed freedom
fighters left us during these trying times.
Due to the pandemic, we couldn’t
observe their passing in the appropriate
manner that they so richly deserved.
But we must remember that with the
passing of each of them, we are losing
members of that blessed generation
who had the honour and the privilege
of being personally involved with that
glorious moment in our history that
gave us an independent country, where
we can live in freedom.

My tribute to each and every one of
them for their unique roles in 1971—
roles that were a blend of youthful
energy, courage, sacrifice, love and a
beautiful dream of freedom and a life
of dignity. Muqtadir, who personally
touched so many of us in so many
splendid ways, personified all these
qualities in a magnificent way.

Mahfuz Anam is Editor and Publisher,
The Daily Star.

In everything he did, he exuded
confidence, commitment, determination,
a single-minded sense of purpose and

a spirit of sacrifice that would make
him, later in his life, an exceptional
professional in the service of his country.
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English writer

Human history
becomes more and
more a race between
education and
catastrophe.
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