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Justice eludes 21
victims of human
trafficking

Authorities need to address the
fundamental problems to stem
the scourge

T is unfortunate that the families of 21 victims of
I illegal trafficking, as reported in The Daily Star on
Sunday, have not yet found redress of their complaints
even after a year and a half since cases were filed in 2019.
And that is because the investigating agencies have not
been able to collect enough evidence to proceed with the
cases.

Bangladesh is one of the top 10 countries from where
people migrate to seek better fortunes abroad. In doing
s0, they sacrifice everything with only one hope—to
improve their condition and that of their dependents.

But when does one give one’s last penny to go abroad
looking for a job? What should one make of our
economic and social conditions when, according to the
chief of the International Organization for Migration
(IOM) in Bangladesh, nearly three quarters of a million
Bangladeshis choose to migrate abroad every year?

Unfortunately, the more vulnerable among the
migrants fall prey to local and foreign traffickers, getting
themselves into all kinds of horrid situations. Of relatively
recent innovation is migrants being taken hostage by the
foreign traffickers, into whose clutches these unfortunate
fortune seekers land ultimately. The international
syndicates with whom the local syndicates have a deep
link demand money from their relatives in Bangladesh
in return for their freedom. Unfortunately, many of the
trafficked victims go missing altogether.

Illegal migration and human trafficking—one of the
most serious socio-economic problems—has sullied
our image abroad as a developing country and brought
into question our development priorities. Unfortunately,
employment at home has become quite scarce and more
expensive than getting a job outside the country, for which
people are willing to risk their lives even. But there is a
lack of due diligence on the part of various agencies of the
government to stop this phenomenon.

There are certain realities that must be acknowledged
if this scourge is to be efficiently addressed. Firstly, we
must purge from our minds that it is only the indigent
and the illiterate who seek employment abroad. The
fact is, many well-educated individuals with university
degrees are among the 700,000 or so illegal migrants
who leave the county every year. It's economics that acts
as the driving factor. Paying bribes for a job at home is
much costlier than what the syndicates ask for to get them
to their chosen destinations. Secondly, there is both the
demand and supply side of the phenomenon. It is a myth
that there is no demand for blue collar jobs outside. The
reality is, according to experts, there is as much demand
for menial and lowly paid jobs as there are for white collar
jobs in many countries. Thirdly, the administration should
not disown those Bangladeshis who are languishing in
various countries, having gone there illegally. They are
our citizens and must be brought back—at least for the
sake of investigation and identifying the syndicates for the
purpose of prosecuting and punishing them.

Without improving our socio-economic conditions
and employment opportunities at home, and without
identifying the syndicates and their external links, and
without meting out severe punishments to the traffickers,
the fertile ground provided by those seeking greener
pastures abroad will continue to be harvested by the
syndicates.

Make accountability
a core part of RHD
projects

Project heads must answer for
delays, cost escalations

project undergoing frequent deadline extensions,
leading to cost escalations as a result. The project,

taken up in January 2017 by the Roads and Highways
Department (RHD), was to reconstruct a 38km stretch
of the Jashore-Khulna national highway, with an initial
budget of Tk 321.56 crore and a deadline till December
2019, as approved by the Ecnec. So far, the project
deadline has been extended three times, but even that does
not seem enough. Now, the Planning Commission has set
a new deadline of June 2022, but the newest revisions—if
approved—would mean an overall cost of Tk 371.52 crore.

We, alongside the Planning Commission, are left to
wonder about the causes of such delays and revisions
leading to so much of public money being spent,
especially for a mere 38km segment of a national highway.
The reconstruction work was taken up by citing the
insufficient thickness of the road. But more than four
years later, it is now rutted (due to overloaded trucks
plying on the road) and changes need to be made in the
project design. The plan to build three new truck bays has
been added to the project, and more money is required
to “raise the height of the shoulder of the road to widen
it.” According to the executive engineer of Jashore RHD,
it was only in March and May 2018 that the contractors
could be awarded the work after the tendering process
was completed, more than a year after the project was first
approved.

There are countless government projects like this
one that face awfully lengthy delays. Meanwhile, public
resources are squandered away for years with no visible, let
alone useful, results. There are reportedly at least 80 RHD
projects for which time extensions were sought in the
last fiscal year, so how many other projects from different
arms of the state are in a similar state is anyone’s guess.
This cannot go on if resources are to be allocated for these
plans, but the public is not getting what they are owed in
terms of improved infrastructure and services.

We urge the Planning Commission to look deeper
into the plans of such projects and ask project leaders for
justifications for the delays, before requests for extended
deadlines and increased budgets are granted. If such
delays are allowed to take place unchecked, we believe
it will do more harm than good for the country’s overall
development.
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government'’s
decision to open
educational
institutions

is a welcome
development.

All educational
institutions have
remained closed
since the beginning of the Covid-19
pandemic, and the promise of online
education has failed miserably to deliver.
The failure was not unexpected in a
country where mobile internet speed is
very poor. Bangladesh is one of the five
countries on the bottom of the global list
when it comes to mobile internet speed.

We are all aware of the steps taken by
the government to tackle the pandemic. A
few rounds of the so-called “lockdown,”
announcements of several stimulus
packages and the occasional vaccination
“festival” marked the last 18 months.
What remained constant during this
period was the closure of educational
institutions. Everything else has
continued as if the pandemic does not
exist, or normalcy has returned after brief
disruptions. But the doors of educational
institutions have remained stubbornly
locked, although we heard repeated
announcements that they will be opened
soon.

Bangladesh is among the few countries
in the world where the educational
institutions are still closed due to
the coronavirus. In fact, considering
the length of the closure, Bangladesh
ranks second in the world. Educational
institutions have been closed since
March 17 last year, and now it has been
said that primary, secondary and higher
secondary-level educational institutions
can be opened from September 12. As
for universities, they may soon follow,
with the Dhaka University vice-chancellor
stating that the university is likely to open
in phases in October.

Three of the long-term effects of
the coronavirus around the world are
particularly significant. First is its impact
on the educational sector. A generation
will lag behind others because schools
and colleges have been closed for so
long or the students have not been
taught in usual ways. Even in countries
where educational institutions have been
closed for a short period of time, this has
remained a major concern. The closure
has caused high rates of dropout; bringing
these children back to school remains
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Bangladesh’s
climate change
response, I get

excited by the
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milestones.
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climate planning,

I love to talk
about Bangladesh Climate Change
Strategy and Action Plan (BCCSAP). It
was exclusively prepared by Bangladeshi
climate change experts in 2008 (revised
in 2009)—not to comply with any global
agency, such as the United Nations
Framework Convention on Climate
Change (UNFCCC), but to meet the
country’s own needs. Over the last decade,
this has been the sole guiding document
to spend money from the Bangladesh
Climate Change Trust Fund (BCCTF)
and other funding sources, including the
development partners.

I also get excited when thinking of the
money we have been spending to face
climate crisis. Eleven years ago, the BCCTF
was established with the country’s own
money. Gradually, it became a pot of
about USD 450 million, which until May
2021 supported 789 projects. According to
the Climate Budget Report (2021-2022),
Bangladesh'’s climate-related budget
involving 25 ministries and agencies is
USD 2.96 billion, which is 0.73 percent
of the country’s GDP. Between 2015-16
and 2021-2022, we doubled our climate
budget. Despite the Covid-19 pandemic,
the government continued allocating
climate budget, which were 4.23 percent
(2020-2021) and 4.16 percent (2021-
2022) of the total national budget of two
consecutive years.

Regarding our climate leadership
in recent years, I love to highlight
Bangladesh'’s current presidency at the
Climate Vulnerable Forum (CVF) (2020-
2022) and the opening of South Asia
regional office of the Global Center on
Adaptation (GCA) in Dhaka in September
2020. We are currently formulating
Mujib Climate Prosperity Plan aiming
at becoming a resilient upper-middle-
income country by 2030. Many local,
national and international NGOs,

UN agencies, research organisations,
networks, and individuals are working
alone or in collaboration with national
and international entities to improve the
country’s climate resilience. Bangladesh’s

a challenge. Secondly, there has been a
decline in nutritional intake among low-
income people. Due to reduced income,
poor people have suffered from food
scarcity, and as such, malnutrition will
increase among a significant segment of
the society. It is not only the poor that
will bear the brunt of it—the middle class
will also be equally affected. The third
effect is the increase in income inequality.
Even during the epidemic, the rich have

Online learning is not equally accessible for all students in

Bangladesh.

become richer all around the world.
Bangladesh is not immune to these three
adverse impacts.

It is against this backdrop that the
educational institutions remain closed.
Public health theories cannot explain why
the government thought that infection
would be higher from the crowd of
schoolgoers than from the crowd of
people thronging shopping malls or ferry
ghats, but recent comments by ministers,
made either willingly or inadvertently,
provide the clue—it is sheer politics. As
some university teachers started taking
symbolic classes, and Unicef insisted on
July 12 that schools should be opened,
the government seemed to have felt the
need to make a move. Over the past
several months, the government claimed
to be preparing for the opening of the
educational institutions, but what those
“preparations” have been is yet to be
known. I hope the government and
school-college authorities understand
the difference between opening the

proud legacy of community-based
adaptation and nature-based solutions,
like ecosystem-based adaptation, has
made the country the “adaptation
capital of the world,” the “best teacher”
in climate change adaptation, and an
“adaptation leader.”

But I don't feel easy talking about three
aspects of our climate action.

First, the BCCSAP (2009) was meant
for 10 years, but its updating began long
before December 2018. Three years on,
the government has yet to finalise and
approve the revised BCCSAP. We have
seen so many significant developments
since the formulation of the BCCSAP in
2009—the ending of the Millennium
Development Goals (MDGs) era (2001-
2015), the beginning of the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) period
(2016-2030), amazing success in poverty
alleviation, and improvement in other
development indicators (e.g. food security,

is there to use?

child health, and primary education),
leading to Bangladesh’s graduation to the
lower-middle-income status. Fulfilling
“Vision 2021” encouraged the country
to envision becoming a high-income
country by 2041. The Bangladesh Delta
Plan 2100 (2018) aims at transforming
Bangladesh into a resilient delta.
Although Bangladesh emits less than
0.35 percent of global greenhouse gas
(GHG), according to the Nationally
Determined Contributions (NDC, 2021),
it proposed to reduce its GHG emissions
by 6.73 percent (on its own) to 21.85
percent (with international support)

by 2030. This commendable intention

is in line with the Paris Agreement of
2015, where about 190 UNFCCC parties
agreed to reduce GHG emissions to

keep the global temperature rise below
2 degrees Celsius. Alarmingly, in August
2021, the Sixth Assessment Report of
the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate

institutions after any other holiday and
opening now.

The government did not say whether
school and college teachers are included
as a priority on the vaccination list. It is
also not known who will be responsible
for ensuring that teachers and students
wear masks, and conducting testing on
a regular basis for the foreseeable future.
Students and parents need to know what
measures will be taken if the number of

—
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infections increases. What is the threshold
of keeping an institution open? Will there
be contact tracing?

It is important to ensure that
government schools and colleges receive
additional funding in order to adhere
to the health guidelines; monitoring
will be necessary to see whether they are
being properly spent. If the government
thinks that its only responsibility is
the announcement of a date, then
they are misjudging the scale of this
task. According to Education Minister
Dipu Moni, “We have already made
preparations for the opening of schools
and colleges.” Have these measures been
communicated to citizens and parents?
The government should draw on the
experience of other countries, especially
those sharing socio-economic similarities
with Bangladesh, not of countries in
Europe or North America.

The severe loss in the education sector
caused by the pandemic, especially due
to the long closure, will not be recouped

Change (IPCC) drew an increasingly
grim climate future for the vulnerable
countries. Our inertia to consider all these
domestic and international developments
and update the BCCSAP to expedite
climate action momentum is rather
disappointing.

Secondly, the climate change trust
fund (BCCTF) has funded hundreds
of climate change projects, including
formulation of strategies and action plans,
like updating the National Conservation
Strategy. However, the revision of the
2009 BCCSAP was not funded by the USD
450 million trust fund, but was supported
by the GIZ, our German development
partner. There must have been a fantastic
reason behind such a decision made
by the Ministry of Environment, Forest
and Climate Change. Such dependency
on foreign money continues, as the
Environment Ministry is currently
preparing the National Adaptation Plan

Throughout the 2000s and the 2010s,
Bangladesh prepared many environmental

and climate planning documents with foreign
money—the BCCSAP was an exception. Should
we still follow that old path because the money

(NAP) with the Green Climate Fund'’s
(GCF) support. Throughout the 2000s
and the 2010s, Bangladesh prepared many
environmental and climate planning
documents with foreign money—the
BCCSAP was an exception. Should we
still follow that old path because the
money is there to use? Or, since we are
meeting some international obligations
by preparing those environmental plans,
should international financiers pay us for
these? Where did our sense of ownership
and leadership go, which we had shown
when we prepared the BCCSAP?

Thirdly, an analysis of the BCCTF
allocations, as in Climate Budget Report
(2021-2022), showed that the Ministry of
Water Resources (132 projects), the Local
Government Division (441 projects), and
the Environment Ministry (68 projects)
together implemented 88 percent of
government agency-led projects. The
average allocation per project ranged from

ening,

only by opening the schools and colleges.
There was always discrimination in the
sector due to the unjust social system;

it has increased manifold over the last
year and a half. Children of the rich and
upper-middle class families have been
able to continue their studies, many
with the help of private tutors, whereas
children of the poorer families were left
with no support. This has pushed them
one step backward.

Merely unlocking the doors of schools
and colleges will not be sufficient to bring
back those who have dropped out of the
system. A study by Brac and Manusher
Jonno Foundation showed that child
marriage has increased by 13 percent due
to the closure of educational institutions
during Covid-19—the highest in 25 years
(Deutsche Welle, August 24, 2021). The
government must take the initiative to
reach out to the families who won't be
able to send their children to schools
as their primary breadwinners have lost
their jobs or their income has dropped
remarkably. School authorities as well
as NGOs can join hands to identify
these families. In short, this requires a
coordinated plan. Does the government
have that plan?

The university authorities will decide
when universities will be opened.
Authorities of Dhaka University have
given the impression that they have
prepared a road map. It is said that all
students at the university will be brought
under the immunisation programme
by September 15. The residential halls
are gradually being opened. But the
question is whether the government has
enough vaccine in stock to inoculate
all universities students. It is also not
clear what measures are being taken
by other public universities. Public
health considerations must prevail in
making the decision to reopen, but other
considerations should not be ignored. For
example, the university administrations
now have the opportunity to address
the so-called “gonoroom” culture in
various dormitories. This practice handed
over the fate of many students to the
Chhatra League leaders who control
those rooms. Indeed, considering the past
behaviour of university administrations
and their political proclivities, a change
is unlikely. But if they could do away
with this culture, at least one good thing
would come out of the long closure of
universities.

Ali Riaz is a distinguished professor of political science
at Illinois State University, a non-resident senior
fellow of the Atlantic Council, and the president of the
American Institute of Bangladesh Studies (AIBS).

g our climate funds right

usD 350,000 (LGD) to USD 900,000
(Ministry of Water Resources). On the
other hand, the Palli Karma-Sahayak
Foundation (PKSF) channelled USD
2.74 million of the BCCTF to 57 NGOs.
It means, on average, each community-
based climate change project received
USD 48,000 as a grant. While we are
proud of our country leading community-
based climate actions, lots of small
climate projects with small budgets
indicate we are stuck with the notion of
“pilot projects,” while tens of millions of
vulnerable people need large impactful
climate programmes on a wider scale.

Speaking of large projects, back in
2018, the government listed 48 potential
climate projects worth USD 3.17 billion
in anticipation that 72 percent of this
amount would come from the GCE One
project from that list received GCF's
approval in November 2020, which
will receive a USD 250 million loan to
encourage private sector investments
in the textile and ready-made garment
industries for adoption of energy-saving
technologies. For adaptation, the GCF has
so far given Bangladesh about USD 60
million as grants, potentially reaching out
to about 1.14 crore vulnerable people, i.e.
investing nearly USD 5.3 in each person'’s
resilience.

Significant funding deficit can also be
seen in implementing a number of big
climate-related plans. Out of 80 projects,
for example, Bangladesh Delta Plan
2100 identified 34 projects as climate-
relevant. According to Climate Budget
Report (2021-2022), over the next couple
of decades, USD 37 billion is needed to
implement the first phase of this plan.
Bangladesh hopes to receive a huge sum
from the GCF (USD 2 billion annually),
development partners, and private sector.
Large investment gaps are also seen in
achieving the adaptation and mitigation
targets outlined in the NDCs. The current
speed of channelling such large amount
of fund is slow.

So, we know where we want to go in
terms of climate resilience, how to go
there, and how much money we need to
make that journey. But, given the complex
global climate funding mechanisms and
the uncertainties owing to the Covid-19
pandemic, Bangladesh desperately needs
to design and establish innovative and
robust funding mechanisms. Can we have
a national dialogue on this?

Dr Haseeb Md Irfanullah is an independent consultant
working on environment, climate change, and
research systems. His Twitter handle: @hmirfanullah



