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“When we hand over 
responsibilities to the 
next administration, 

we can at least 
leave them with 

signed agreements 
and incoming 

funds. They won’t 
inherit a complete 
pandemonium.”

PROF YUNUS

The Daily Star Editor and Publisher Mahfuz Anam interviewing Chief Adviser Muhammad Yunus at the state guest 
house Jamuna.  PHOTO: STAR
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We are only facilitators, not rulers: Yunus
FROM PAGE 1

But where there’s an opportunity to 
contribute, I keep trying. Take the 
Sustainable Development Goals, for 
instance. There’s an opportunity 
there. I talk about the Three Zero 
Club, which is aligned with what 
the Sustainable Development Goals 
are all about. The things I’ve spoken 
about, I’ve said to bring them here, 
not leave them outside.

So, wherever possible, I speak up. If 
people like it, it will continue; if they 
don’t, it will fade. But at least we have 
to keep saying them. We talk about 
building a new civilisation. I’ve long 
been saying that the civilisation we’ve 
created is self-destructive. We have to 
break free from this self-destructive 
civilisation and build something 
new. Where can this change happen? 
Where in this civilisation of ours 
can we make changes? I try to bring 
up these issues whenever there’s an 
opportunity. Those who’ll come in 
the future may not fully understand 
or may even ignore what has been 
said, but we will keep trying. It’s not 
like we are forcing it.

TDS: Do you see any reflection of 
this among global leaderships?

Muhammad Yunus: Yes, I do, 
especially among the youth. Globally, 
young people represent a rising force 
with tremendous potential. There 
too, Bangladesh holds a significant 
sway, as it is a country of young 
people. Two-thirds of the population 
here is under the age of 50. You won’t 
find such a young demographic 
elsewhere, especially in countries 
like Japan, where the population 
is declining. Japan is a nation with 
a largely ageing population, where 
people don’t know one another. No 
one is aware how someone passes 
away. Despite accumulating vast 
wealth, when they die, no one is there, 
no children, no next of kin. An elderly 
person might tell another, “I’ll keep 
the light on here. As long as the light 
is on, know that I’m alive.” Despite 
their affluence, death in Japan is 
tragic and lonely. It’s only when a 
smell emerges that people realise a 
body has been left unattended.

We don’t want to go in that 
direction. We have the opportunity 
to use the power of youth. Youth 
means new dreams, new thoughts 
and creativity. We strive to inspire 
them and encourage them not only 
to dream, but to actively pursue 
those dreams and make them come 
true. I always say, if you dream, there 
is a chance to make it a reality. How 
can it be realised if you don’t dream? 
Dreams are our greatest strength. 
We must not be afraid of dreams or 
view them as something negative. 
We often believe that dreaming 
means being detached from reality, 
as if becoming a poet. In truth, it is 
the poet who envisions the future. 
That’s why we honour poets. They 
see what we cannot. Dreams come 
true because they are dreamt. How 
will they come true if they are never 
dreamt?

TDS: Let’s get a bit more realistic 
from this beautiful world. Your 
government has crossed the 100-day 
milestone. What are the successes 
during this time, and where have you 
not been successful?

Muhammad Yunus: There have 
been some successes and some areas 
with no progress. Overall, it has been 
a mixed experience. These 100 days 
have been very challenging for us. 
This government emerged from an 
absolutely chaotic situation with 
no prior government in place. One 
government typically hands over 
responsibility to the next, but we 
didn’t have that opportunity. We 
were born out of a revolution.

TDS: You had to take over state 
responsibilities directly after coming 
from the Olympics.

Muhammad Yunus: Yes. It took 
time to understand what is needed 
to be done and getting familiar 
with the machinery. There was an 
uprising and everything was in 
disarray. Wherever we went, we found 
chaos, be it restoring order, bringing 
back peace, re-establishing law and 
order, reviving business and trade, 
and getting the banking system 
functioning again. No institution was 
operational. Our foreign exchange 
reserves were depleted, and we didn’t 
even have the capacity to repay our 
foreign debts. This was the situation 
when we took over. On one hand, 
the economy was in turmoil, and on 
the other, there was social instability. 
It took time to gradually restore 
stability from that point.

TDS: How much progress have you 
made in 100 days?

Muhammad Yunus: In 100 days, 
we have made significant strides. 
We’ve brought this chaotic economy 
under some semblance of order 
and regulation. We’ve managed to 
stabilise the collapsing banking 
sector, and not a single bank has 
closed. Even in these challenging 100 
days, no bank has shut down, and we 
are hopeful that there will be none in 
future.

TDS: Is there any unfinished 
business?

Muhammad Yunus: The main 
area of incompleteness lies in law and 

order. There are movements being 
staged across the country. People 
come here [in front of Jamuna, the 
official residence of the chief adviser] 
with endless desires and expectations. 
They come here to press that they did 
not receive anything in the past 15/16 
years, they have been deprived, and 
their demands must be met today. 
But how can we give them in one day 
what hasn’t been given in 15/16 years? 
It’s been difficult to make them 
understand these issues.

You can express yourselves; we are 
not telling you to stop. But don’t do it 
by shutting everything down, because 
people are suffering. For example, 
students demanding the upgrade of 
Titumir College to a university had 
blocked the trains. We are trying to 
make them understand.

We can’t be harsh either, because 
we’ve come through a difficult 
situation. We won’t go back to the 
way things were before. We will not 
use the police or army as it was done 
in the past. So where will our strength 
come from? There was no police, no 
one else. That’s the reason it took 
time. Meanwhile, the Ansars started a 
movement, demanding an extension 

of the retirement age. We had to 
make them understand. Things are 
happening all at once. We have to 
make everyone understand that 
these things will take place; some 
are already being addressed, while 
others are being promised. But after 
a few days, they return saying it’s not 
happening. We have to explain again. 
Perhaps we are not good at getting 
our point across, which is why they 
come back with their demands.

Claims are being made time 
and again that the injured are not 
receiving proper care. Why wouldn’t 
they receive treatment? We are 
dedicating time and resources to 
each individual. Yet, the newspapers 
are carrying reports that the injured 
are not being looked after. This 
government is giving the highest 
priority to those injured in the 
movement.

TDS: So, there is no lack of 
commitment?

Muhammad Yunus: There is no 
lack of effort or service either. But 
one reported to a journalist that he 
is not recovering. The time it takes to 
heal cannot be done overnight with a 
magic wand. I don’t blame him either, 
because he’s thinking: ‘how long will 
I be like this’? Many have been sent 
abroad for treatment. After being sent 
to one country, they’ve said they need 
to go to another for better treatment.

TDS: Is there a possible 
communication gap here?

Muhammad Yunus: Yes, there 
is a communication gap, and we are 
working to address it. I wouldn’t say 
we have been completely successful, 
but we are making efforts to publicise 
it through our communication. We 
have a website, but many don’t even 
try to visit it. I asked the doctors, and 
they said they check regularly. If the 
doctors see them once a day, they [the 
patients] may feel it should be twice. 
Everyone is feeling a bit jittery.

A foundation has been set up, 
allocation made, and manpower 
deployed. The whole country’s 
attention is focused on them, so there 
is no chance of neglecting them. This 
government was formed with their 
support, and we are constantly by 
their side.

They are being given financial 
support, though not everyone has 
received it yet. As the distribution 
continues, everyone will get it. We 
have said that we are committed to 
supporting them for life, not just 
for one or two years. Governments 
may change, and attitudes may shift, 
which is why we’ve set up a separate 
foundation, allocated funds, and 
arranged for future funding to ensure 
there is no shortage of money. Yet, 
they still do not find consolation.

TDS: After your interview with 
Al Jazeera, there has been a debate 

about your government’s term being 
four years. However, your press 
secretary said you didn’t say that. Can 
you clarify this?

Muhammad Yunus: It was clearly 
stated in that interview. I talked 
about the term of parliament, saying 
it could be four years. Then the 
interviewer asked if our term would 
also be four years, and I said it would 
be less. That’s all I said.

TDS: So, it can be assumed that it 
could be more than three years but 
less than four years?

Muhammad Yunus: I didn’t 
mention three years either. I’m trying 
to keep it vague intentionally because 
if I state the term, people would be 
looking at that and try to hurry us to 
finish it quickly. We want the reforms 
to be carried out, and that’s what all 
our efforts are directed towards.

TDS: When asked about the 
election roadmap, you said that let 
the reforms happen first. So, is it 
possible to provide a roadmap for the 
reforms?

Muhammad Yunus: We are 
working simultaneously on two 
parallel paths, with equal attention 
and efforts given to both. One is the 

path of reforms, and the other is 
of elections, which has nothing to 
do with the reforms. The Election 
Commission will likely be unveiled 
within a day or two. The commission 
will operate independently, and it’s 
not under my control. Whatever is 
necessary will be provided.

However, the commission will have 
to consider what the election will be 
based on. It will not have that answer 
until the reform committee submits 
its report. Even after receiving the 
report, they can’t proceed without a 
[political] consensus.

TDS: The reform committees have 
been given 90 days. Recently, four 
more reform committees have been 
formed.

Muhammad Yunus: The first 
six are the main ones. If those 
committees submit their reports, 
it will be sufficient. The rest can be 
addressed later.

TDS: So, the reports [of the 
commissions] are likely to be 
submitted by the end of December. 
What are the next steps?

Muhammad Yunus: Consensus. 
We will hold meetings with political 
parties. Efforts will be on to reach an 
agreement on what they want and 
what they don’t. We won’t impose 
anything. We would say that we have 
prepared the document, now it’s up to 
them to tell us their views. Editorials 
will be written in the media, and their 
opinions will be considered. We will 
also take the views of the civil society.

TDS: How much time will you 
allow for this process?

Muhammad Yunus: The quicker 
the consensus, the quicker the 
process. If there’s no consensus, the 
election train will come to a halt. 
Different issues are being discussed. 
For instance, the number of women’s 
reserved seats and how they will be 
elected. These will have to be resolved. 
If political parties tell us there’s no 
need for reforms, and instead they 
want elections, we will do that too. 
How long it will take to complete the 
reforms depends on the parties. If no 
one gets ready for the election and yet 
insists on holding the election before 
the reforms, we will do that. Who 
are we to stand in the way? Everyone 
wanted reforms, but if that’s to be 
done, time must be given. If they give 
us time, it will happen. If not, we will 
hold the election.

How long does it take to hold an 
election? 90 days.

TDS: Yes, as stated in the 
constitution.

Muhammad Yunus: The election 
will be held within 90 days.

TDS: The debate started due to 
the ambiguity regarding the term. If 
we look at the process of the reforms, 
you’ll get all the reports by the end 
of December or January, or possibly 

even February. After that, discussions 
will take place with all political 
parties, which could take three or 
four months. By July, you will have a 
clearer picture. Even then, there will 
still be about six months left in 2025. 
This creates some ambiguity among 
people ...

Muhammad Yunus: There is no 
ambiguity. As far as the time you 
mentioned, if the political parties 
want the election at that time, we 
will do that. We are not making any 
decisions on our own.

TDS: The responsibility for reforms 
lies with you.

Muhammad Yunus: I’m urging 
them for reforms. I’m saying that we 
have got an opportunity, please use 
it. If all political parties decide today 
that reforms are not necessary and 
want elections, then who am I to 
carry out these reforms?

TDS: The reality is that the major 
party is the BNP, then there are 
Jamaat and a few smaller parties. If 
these parties tell you that reforms are 
not needed and elections should be 
held, what will you do?

Muhammad Yunus: I will do it.
TDS: There are many people 

outside these parties. How will you 
take their opinions into account?

Muhammad Yunus: This is a new 
question. In that case, a referendum 
may be necessary.

TDS: You’ve said you would act 
according to the people’s verdict.

Muhammad Yunus: Not the 
people, only the political parties. 
I don’t think we will be able to go 
to the people. A referendum would 
be needed for that, and that’s 
cumbersome. We are only taking the 
opinions of political parties, and this 
is clear.

TDS: Do you have any thoughts 
about the participation of the Awami 
League?

Muhammad Yunus: We won’t 
impose this. The BNP has said 
discussions must be held with them 
[Awami League]. We assumed this 
reflects their [BNP’s] opinion.

TDS: What if other political parties 
say that discussions cannot be held 
with them [Awami League]?

Muhammad Yunus: It will depend 
on which party is larger, and which 
is smaller. If the political parties 
agree that the Awami League should 
participate in the discussions, then 
it will happen. We don’t subscribe 
to any specific ideology. We’re not 
imposing anything. We’re just 
making the arrangements.

TDS: The country’s economy is 
a crucial issue. The finance adviser 
informed that the state of the 
economy is very bad. In your address 
to the nation, you said you would leave 
a strong economy before handing 
over power. How will you make that 
possible, and what initiatives are you 
taking?

Muhammad Yunus: We are 
fixing the banking system, stabilising 
foreign exchange reserves, and 
improving business, trade, and 
exports. Through these efforts, it will 
be done.

TDS: Foreign investment is crucial 
for our economy. Recently, Moody’s 
has downgraded our rating. This will 
have a significant impact. Shouldn’t 
there be a stronger economic 
message? What is your government 
doing in this regard?

Muhammad Yunus: We are trying. 
As I mentioned in my speeches, 
everyone is supporting us. No one 
has said they cannot accept this 
government and will wait for elections 
instead. Everyone is supporting us 
and enthusiastically stepping forward 
to help. They are showing interest, 
allocating funds, but it will take time. 
I’ve urged them not just to allocate 
funds but to release them quickly, 
and they have agreed. So, in that 
sense, we are reassured. When we 
hand over responsibilities to the next 
administration, we can at least leave 
them with signed agreements and 

incoming funds. They won’t inherit a 
complete pandemonium.

TDS: Coming back to elections, 
you are saying that the sooner the 
reforms ...

Muhammad Yunus: … the sooner 
the elections. And if the political 
parties decide that reforms are 
unnecessary, elections can happen 
even sooner. We are not acting 
like rulers. We are merely acting as 
facilitators here.

TDS: The police were harsh 
in subduing protests during the 
previous government’s tenure. Now, 
there seems to be some uncertainty 
among them about who might 
eventually retain their jobs and who 
might not.

Muhammad Yunus: That issue 
has been resolved. Those culprits 
have been identified. Those reinstated 
have resumed work, while those 
excluded remain out. Those who 
are to be punished are now going 
through that process. The current 
officers have been assured that they 
will face no further issues. However, 
on the ground, they still feel insecure. 
There’s a fear of attacks.

How long it will take for the public 
to trust the police again remains to 
be seen. The people might forget 
gradually. At one point, there was 
a demand for changing the police 
uniforms, but that hasn’t happened.

TDS: Can there be clear measures 
taken to alleviate the police’s unease?

Muhammad Yunus: We are trying. 
We are making adjustments, offering 
encouragement, and training them. 
We can’t immediately recruit new 
police officers, as that will take 
time. However, the process of new 
recruitment has also started.

TDS: A criticism of your 
government is that you often cave 
in under pressure from certain 
groups. For instance, the decision 
to extend the age limit [for entering 
government jobs] in the face of 
student protests. There was no study 
on it at all. Doesn’t this make the 
government appear uncertain?

Muhammad Yunus: I wouldn’t 
call it uncertainty of the government. 
Rather, it is a reflection of the 
uncertainty of the time. Everyone 
wants immediate results now. The 
campaign to extend the age limit 
to 35 years had a rationale, and a 
committee was formed to assess it. 

The committee recommended 35, but 
we decided that wasn’t appropriate. 
After much internal debate, we 
settled on 32. Even then, there was 
some uproar, but we explained our 
position.

There are multiple demands all 
at once. We must address some. We 
can’t simply ignore them. Sometimes, 
a decision is made, but later, we 
realise it doesn’t resolve the issue, so 
we must revisit it to find an amicable 
solution for everyone.

TDS: There’s talk about a lack of 
transparency in appointing advisers. 
Questions have been made regarding 
the criteria used in your latest 
appointments.

Muhammad Yunus: These 
appointments were made on the 
basis of necessity. There are no strict 
policies per se. The decision is made 
when we perceive that a certain sector 
is weak and needs strengthening. 
That is when we appoint someone.

TDS: Why appoint someone who 
seemed weak in the first place?

Muhammad Yunus: We felt they 
could manage. Also, this is a short-
term matter. No one is staying here 
for the long term. If it were long-term, 
we would have deliberated much 
more.

TDS: But what if the government 
ends up staying in power for several 
years, more than three years but less 
than four?

Muhammad Yunus: That is 
exactly the signal we are giving, that 
we are not here for long. This is a very 
short-term government.

TDS: What is the government’s 
position on Sheikh Hasina? You have 
mentioned that efforts will be made 
to bring her back after her trial.

Muhammad Yunus: A trial will 
take place. Once concluded, any legal 
processes for her return will follow 
accordingly. Until the trial is over, we 
cannot proceed on that matter.

TDS: Will Sheikh Hasina have the 
opportunity to defend herself?

Muhammad Yunus: This 
government’s central focus is justice. 
If we handle her trial differently, it 
would undermine that principle. This 
entire movement and the change 

have been about establishing justice. 
If we deviate, the movement would 
lose its purpose.

TDS: And the trial will conform to 
international standards?

Muhammad Yunus: Whether 
we follow domestic standards or 
international, justice is justice.

TDS: There’s a perception that 
you are closer to the Democrats than 
Republicans in the US. What is your 
view on this?

Muhammad Yunus: During 
my time in the US, when I lived 
there, Democrats were in power. 
So, naturally, I was closer to them. 
However, I never faced issues with 
the Republicans either. I built 
connections with them, and they 
worked with me. For example, 
president Clinton and Hillary 
Clinton supported microcredit 
initiatives, and we collaborated. That 
created a bond with them and many 
others, including members of the 
Congress and Senate. I haven’t had 
such connections with the current 
Republicans, but that doesn’t mean 
they oppose me.

I was awarded the Congressional 
Gold Medal, which was a unanimous 
decision. Everyone voted in favour, 
including Republicans. If anyone 
disliked me, they would have said so 
then. No one did.

TDS: What steps are being taken 
to establish relations with the Trump 
administration?

Muhammad Yunus: Let him 
assume office first. We have our 
embassy, which might already be 
working on this. The Bangladeshi 
diaspora is active as well. From here, 
we haven’t initiated anything yet.

TDS: Indian-American groups 
are reportedly trying to influence 
the Trump administration against 
Bangladesh, including imposition of 
sanctions.

Muhammad Yunus: Bangladeshi-
Americans are there too. We are 
encouraging them to speak out for 
the Bangladesh government.

TDS: But the Indian-Americans 
seem to be a lot better organised.

Muhammad Yunus: There’s not 
much we can do. They’ve been there 
for much longer. We’ve only recently 
started going there. One cannot quite 
compare one with the other. They’re 
well-established in business, politics, 
and other fields.

During the Liberation War, when 
I was there, finding Bangladeshis 
was a struggle. We had difficulty 
finding addresses even for sending 
newsletters about Bangladesh. I 
remember we managed to locate 
only 342 addresses across all of North 
America. Perhaps we missed another 
350. But that gives you an idea of our 
numbers at the time.

TDS: Could you share more of your 
experiences from 1971?

Muhammad Yunus: At that time, 
we formed Citizens’ Committees 
and the Bangladesh Defence League 
in America. We visited embassies, 
urging them to recognise our new 
country. Their response was, “Where 
is your government?” This was 
immediately after the declaration 
of independence when there was 
no formal government. Without a 
government, we couldn’t effectively 
pursue diplomatic efforts.

So, we decided to send someone to 
Kolkata to work on this matter. The 
person reported back after a few days 
that preparations were under way to 
form a government. This reassured 
us. Once the government was formed, 
we could approach the embassies 
with more credibility.

TDS: Did you have contact with 
Tajuddin Ahmad’s team back then?

Muhammad Yunus: Yes, the 
person we sent to Kolkata had 
connections. Through him, we 
established communications with 
the government. Policies were set, 
including procedures for people 
wanting to return home. Many of us 
had torn up our Pakistani passports. 
We were no longer Pakistani citizens. 
The new government provided us 
with travel documents.

I myself travelled back with one 
such document. I was detained at 
Paris airport for three to four hours. 
They simply would not accept 
the paperwork as an authentic 
travel document. After extensive 
explanations, they finally allowed me 
to proceed. Many others faced similar 
challenges.

TDS: Our younger generation 
knows little about the Liberation War. 
They don’t seem to share the same 
emotional connection to it. Is this a 
cause for concern?

Muhammad Yunus: Perhaps 
we’ve failed to communicate with 
them effectively. Or, we’ve turned 
the history of the Liberation War 
into such a mess that no one knows 
what to believe. It’s unfortunate that 
we couldn’t provide people with 
accurate information.

TDS: The Indian government 
recognises Sheikh Hasina as a former 
prime minister, implying that they’ve 
acknowledged this government.

Muhammad Yunus: Their high 
commissioner met us. There was 
also a phone call with Modi. So 


