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,1- ABSTRACT 

, This, thesis is about the 1974 famine in Bangladesh; a study of the .. 
multiple interacting causes - p01itica1~ social and economic. 

.. 

Contral'y to the Nq,o-Ma1thusian notion, Banglad~h is not "a hopeless 

basket-case". The truth i8 more hopeful if paradoxical: Bangladesh has the 

potential ta feed aIl its people. Hunger would not ex1s~ except for an 

inefficient, 1a;~ly feudal economtc and social structUl'e. Scarcity Is due 

to unequa1 control over food-produc1ng resources; this inequality results 

in their under-use and misuse. 
0: 

Further compounding the problem is governmental po11cies providlng urban 

centres with under-priced import~:ood. This depresses ,domestic priees; 

agriculture stagnates; and the rural pOOl' are rendered vulnerable to. supply 

shocks. In 1974, the USA withheld grain shipments; but ul'ban food supplies 
r,p 

were mai~tained on a priority basls. The rural poor, having only residual 
o 

claims on the government's food stocks, starved. That is governmental 

polietes are deliberate1y designed to favour the urban sector. The latter 

be1ng the" loeus of wealthy and influential people, the logic of such a design 

fits politiea1 rea11ty. 
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RESUME 

Cette thèse examine la famine qui servit au Bangladesh ~n 

1974. ContTsirement à l~ notion neo-malthusienne, le Bangladesh 

n'est pas un "cas-panier désespéré"'. La verite révèle beaucoup plus 
~ 

d'espoir paradoxalement: le Bangladesh a le potentiel de nourrir toute 

sa'popul~t1on. La famine n'existerait pas, n'était-ce une structure 
-

économique et sociale inefficac~ et largement féodale. La rareté .. 
n'est -que le résultat d'un contrôle inegal sur l,es ressources alimentaires; 

o' , 

ceh~ inégalité est engendrée par .la mauvaise"ut1lisation de ce,s ressources. 

De plus le probléme est aggravé par les politiques du gouvernement 

vis'lpt à pourVoir les centres urbains' en produits alimentaires impales à 

bon marché. 'Ceci entraîne une réduction des prix domestiques et l'économie 

rur~le eIl souffre. De plus, 11 rend le pa\1vre vivant en milieu rural 

particulièrement vulnérable aux intempéries du côté de l'offre... En 1974 

quand les E,tats Unis r~fusèrent les livraisons de . grains, l'offre en centre 

urbain était maintenu sur une bare prioritaires. Les déll\~nis en milieu 

rural, ne pouvant ésperer qu~ des miettes des stocks du gouvernement, ont 
, 

alores cQnnu la famine. En d'autres mots t les politiques gouvernementaux 
~ . . 

sont' d~libéT8mment orientées, en faveur du secteur urbain, d0ll!aine àes 

riches et des perso~es influentes.' 
~ ~ 

.. 
D 



1 
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

\. . . 
'I wish to express my prbfound gratitude to Professor Kari Levftt ' . 

for her patience llnd her consideration, and f~~ her invaluable guidance 
, . 

1 • 

J, throughout the conception, formulation and' .campletion of this work. 
" , 

lt bas b~ stimulating experience to ~ork undl!r her supervision. . ' 

l would al.so like to, thank Professor John KU'rien for ohis , 

comments, criticisme and suggestions on both spectfic subjects and wider 

issues; Pam Dunk for ed:Lt~g of. the text; and Sue Ramer who did a 

wonder·ful job'~in typing ,the manuscript ~ 

Finally, thïs thesis and th,e gra~uate study which preceded it 

were made possible by a scholarshlp offered by the Commonwealth 
. 

Fellowshi:p Adminûtration. Their support 1a also:'gratefully acknawledged. 

1 

... 

" 

, { 

., 



/ 
~ 

( .. 

l ( 

1. 

er 

( 

.,\, 
- 1 

<> 

1\\ 
'" 

- 1 . 
\ CO~ENTS 

\ 

, 

\ i' 

INTRODUCTION . . . . . . \' . . . . . . . 
1. 

II. 

l" 
V 

BANGLADESH: AN OVERVIEWI,\ 1. . . . . .. ,. . 
History, Commer~e lAnd Traditions' • • • • 
The- Emergence of ~kis tan ••• • • • • 
The PoUtic,al Economy Of Secessionist Conflict 
The Emergence Of Banglades h •••••••• 
Basic Indices: Inde'pend~nce And After • • 
Conclusion 

FOODGRAIN AVAILABILITY, RURAL POVERTY AND INEFFICIENCY: 
THE FIRST FOOTHOLDS OF FAMINE IN BANGLADESH •.•• 

Food Needs, ÂvallabiU ty And Consumption 
Food Production, And Availability 
S~~onal Variation Affecting Seasonal Availability • 
Lealqages Due To Smuggling And S ~orage LOBS • • • • 

Starvation - A Probleni Perpetuated' By {overty 
Money, Inflation And Real ineomes ••••• 
The Green Revolution - Rhetories And Realities 
Green Revolution Or Elite FQrmer Strategy? •• •• 
The Eeonomics Of Rept;ession - A Brief Digression 
Conclusion ............... . 

-
III. DISTRIBUTIVE IMPACT OF TAX AND EXCHANGE RATE' POLICY - .Ï:BE 

Page 

1 

10 

11 
14" 
14 
19 
19 
24 

27 

28 
32 
33 
35 
38 
39 
43 
44 
46 
49 

ANATOMY OF' AN AGRARIAN ECONOMY IN BONDAGE •••. • 53 

\ - Regressive Taxation And Underdevelopment 
Foodgrain Polici~ In Bangladesh • • . • 
Foodgrain Imports Under An OVer-Valued Exehange 
Rate. - The Real And Illusory Aspects. •••• • 
Subs:1dised Food As a Disince-ntive To Agrieultural,_ 
Production And Incomes ••••••••••• 
Disincent1ve Effect: A Long-run Phenomena 
The Priee Effect ••••••••••• 
Tlie Poliey Effect "',' • • • • • • • • -. 
Further Distributive Distortions Through Fiscal 
Measures . . . . . . . . . . • . . . .- .. 
Agriculture-Biased Development Strategy- The 
P,x-econditions For lts Suecess ••••••• • • 1" 

Concl usion •••••••••• • , . , 

54 
56 

57 

62 
62 
63 
64 

65 

66 
68 

,,' 



~( , 
1 • 

' .. 

\ 

/ 

IV .. 

Q 

V. 

'. 

.. ' 

FAMINE 1974: THE AMERICA!! ~CT10N • • • • • •••• 

PL480 In Àction: A Case Of OligoPQlistic-
Priee Discrimination •.•••••.••••• 
Econome Reasons For The 1974 Grain Embargo 
US Political Interes ts In Bangladesh •••••• 
Past Famines In Bangladesh •••••• 
Bangladesh (1974) And The Use Of US Food Power 

ASSESSMENT AND REFLECTION . . 

69 

72 
76. 

84 
86 

95 

Neo-Malthueian Misconceptions 96 
Potential For Foodgrain Production In Bangladesh 98' 
The Basic Need: Agrarian Reconstruction 102 
Conclusion ••••••• ~ • • • .. • • 104 

\ 
\ 

c' ~~~~,~_,.-~-,_~-' ~-.-----,,-. --_.--..... ~, .-
, 1 \. ' _l' , -.:., 



,1 
,t 

~--
1< 

\ 

.. 

LIST OF TABLES 

Table 

l Percentage Of Food Received By Nations 

1.1 Growth Of GNP (1947-71) 

1.2 Shares Of CotÙmodity Imports And Exports Of East 

And West Pakistan From And To The Rest Of The 

World 

1.3 Structure Of Gross Domestic Product 

ILl Estimated Cereal Needs And Availabllity 

IL2 Government Stock Of Foodgrains At The End Of The 

Month , ./ 

I.ereas es • I~ ~~~ ~U~~y' : : : ~ : : : : : : ,; 11.3 

II.4 Indices Qf Who1esale Priees Of Agricu1tu1;'al And \ 

Indus trial Products . . . . 
ILS Crop1and In Relation To Population . . . 

111.1 Production And Imports Of Foodgrain (1970-1978) 

I1I.~ Goveraaent Subsidy PeI' Mound Of lmported Ration 

Shop Rice Ca1culated At The Official Rate of 

ExchaUge 

II!. 3 Cost PeI' Maund Of, Imported Rice At Official And 

Market Exchange Rates 

111.4 Total Subsidy Paid PeI' Maund Of Rationed Rice 

Wheat And Flour Importa From The US. • <. . . . • 

Page 

8 

16 

18 

201 

30 

) 

34 .. 
40 

41 , 

50 

57 

58 , 

60 

61 

79 



( 

\ 

(J , 

( 

1 

fil 

l' " . 
INTRODUCTION 

A famine does not strike like lightning. lt does 
""not bury like an earthquake. It does not sweep away 
like a flood. A f amine grow~ slowly and lortuo_ly­
over a period' out of conditions of social imbalances 
and institutional rigidities, made worse- by naturaL 
calami,ties • 
'K. Suresh Singh. The lndian Famine. 1967. New 
Delhi: People's Publishing Houae, 1975. p. 267. 

,/If '\> 

This thesis 18 a 'study ,of the 1974 famine in Bangladesh, an 

attempt at revealing the factors - politieal, social and economie - which 
, '1 

... --
combined to produce the causal sequence 1nitiating thé crisis. The sim 1s 

to study the famine 1n more general terms, toofac11itate the 1ncorporatio~ 

of aIl admissible c~usal sequences in logieal order within a broad analytic 

framework. SpecificaUy, we shall rej eet Bangladesh' s media generat~d 

image' of an entire people condemned to perpetuaI hunger and argue that food 

shortage in Bangladesh is neithér natural nor inevitable. The country isn't 

a hopeless "basket case" and it has enough resources to provide food for aIl. 

"What then", one might ask, "is the cause of hunger in Bangladesh?" 

The answer 1s: a composite of the semi-feuda! agrarian structure; slow paced 

development and inequitable dis tribut10n of the small g~ins of qevelopme~t; 
d • 

and the social and polit1cal constraints"ar1sing out of and reinforcing these 

proceS8es. The truth is that the food problem in Bangladesh is essenHally 
.. 

a social problem of poverty and inequality. Hunger is ~he child of poverty 

and poverty 18 perpetuated by the 1nequi.table di$tribution of the means of 

production. 

With some of the most fertile-soils in the world, abundant ra1nfall 

and enormous reserves of natural gas, Bangladesh clearly bas the potential' 
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to feed aIl Ha citizens-. (Hartman and Boyce; 1979: 5). But whi1e there 
, ~ 

ia no natural' baqier to the achievement of "food autarchy, there i8 the 

man-made barrier of a soc 1a1 order tha t· seriously limits the scope for 

increased food production. A ama11 minOrity ·of rural families Qwn over 
) 

balf the country' a farmland and the majority - who own little or no land at 

aIl, depend upon wag~ labor or share-cropping fôr the1r l1velihood. Land 1a 

the key to power 1n the Bengalee count:rys1de, a power that not only places 
• 

landownera at the apex of thè structure of power in rural Bangladesh (Khan; 

1977: 142), but also gives them control over other food-producing resources 

su ch as irrigation faciliti,es arui fer t:1lis er • In fact the entire rural 

sector la autocratically geu'ed to maintaining the poliUeal, social and 

"'''' economic preponderance of the land monopolists. Hardly anyt:hing or anybody 

does go past this formidable power cruet whieh U8urps aIl the pr1vileges and 
1 

benef!ts offered ta the vil1agers in the name of agricultural development 

schElJlles. 

A basic inefficie~cy J.s inherent in such an inequitable so~ial 

• structure. It not only determines who will have .enough to eat, but also 

affects how much food i8 actually produced. The sharecropper has little 

incentive ta invest 'in long-term improvements on the land, not only because ' 

the landowner will reap half of the benefite (without sharing the cost). but 

more importantly because in the absencè of security of tenure there i8 always 

t1le possibil1ty that the sharecropper may not be al;10wed to cultivate this 
~ 

sante land the followtng year. He cannot therefore enjoy the full returns of 

his investment. Only the small and marginal owner-farmers cultivate thè'ir 
, 

~and mqst intens1vely. But even output on th~seiarm.s i8 less than their 

true potential because they have 11h1e or no access to the subsidised inputs 

_ . .e 
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and cheap credit available from goyernment sources. 

1 

Modern' institut~olhs 
1 , 

such as farmer co-operatives are dominated by large faners. Medium rarmers 

have some representatiott, but the smàll ,farril:ers, the landless and th~ sQare-

l ' 
cr,oppers are entirely unrepresented in the leaderéhip. Subsidised inputs 

, being funelled through ~hese organisations never reac~ the hand,s of Ithose 
. 

who need them most d~sperately. Most of these resources flow_ to the large 

landowners by virtue of their political power. 
i' 

In the face of thqe struç:tural distortions, even patterns ~f wal;er 
1 

utilisation depend much more on economic relationshi~s in the <counitrySide 

than on what Western technocrat~ may rlecOmmend. The ~et effect of this ' 
.>J(-r 1 

uneq~l control over the factors of production is their g,ross misuse and 
J . 

consequently an annual crop yield 
. ~ 

far below the eountry:s true p1tential.. 

Bangladesh thus constantly hovers on the borderline of gteater ~1sery and i8 

even in normal t~es vulnerable' tQ pressures applied 

more sa when the aid ~ought :ts food. Such pressures 

i 
by donors of aid -

1 

have generally been 

. related to specifie rssues of economic policy having pol1t1catt lJ.mplications. 
/ 

The thrust of 'our argument is tha~ sincé resources are hot ,scarce in 

Bangladesh, the need is for a thorough reeonst~ctiçn of the present social 
1 

arder which benefits a few at the ~ense of many. The breakthrough in plant 

brellding technology and the developmep.t of the "revolutionary seeds" of the ~ 
1 

Green Revolution was one extra s tep in 1II8:n' s rapid -and almos t bewildering 
,\ , 

advance over bis natural environment. But, for Bangladesh at;' least, th1s 

increasing domination of the natural e1ements has not beau matched by dmilar 

progress in our contr9l over our social and politieal envir,onmènt. 

mainly this yawning gap between human effectiveness in the physical 
('\ 

and the meagerness of our achievement in the socio-political a~ena 
<> 1 
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often threatens Banglad~h with an alternative of catastrophes - mainly 

famines"., 

Organisart'On of the Thesis 

Chapter l describea the characteristics of Bangladesh's economy and 
\ 

reyiews the 'couatry's naUon building ex:perience sincè independence. The 
-'> 

, 
purpose i8 to introduce the reader tp the nation' s brief economic hiatory, 

the factors underlying Banglade~h's struggle for national liberation, the 

country's institutionsl legacy and the p~oblems that currently face 

1ndependa~t Banglad~sh. 

Chapter II des,::ribes the institutional h1nderances ta enhanced food 

produc tion and equi tablë growth. It examines the soc 1al and economic 

:d 
factors that generate an inability to S:chieve the required breakthrough ia 

a,ricultural production or tb ,atfect equity ~n incomes - c1rcumstances that 
9 

should normally solve the probl~ of hunger and .starv!Iltion ... While analysing 
~ , 

"'. the prob).ems that increasingly amother the incentives for agricultural growth, 
, 

it 1s suggested tha,t fundamental changes in the rural areas .- and in the rural-

urban relationship - can occur only when the rural Gasses aequire the 

po'litical power to force attention to their demands, or thr<?ugh a decision 

of the central goverlllllènt that a rural development strategy, catering 

-speeifically to the wants of" the rural poor, ;Ls the best -."ay to achieve 

na tiana! goals. 

Chapter 1,:II" discU§ses the distributive impact of tax and exchange rate 

policy in tbe specifie context of food and famines in Bangladesh. l t begins 

witb a disoussion of regTessive taxat.ion in the historieal and eurrent 

expert.nce of Bangladesh and goes onto demonstrate hoy this breeds inequality 

---..,.. .. . ~ 
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by turning the internal terms of trade against t~e agrar1an~sector. This 

is followed by a discussion of th~ country's ove~-valued eXchange rate and 

how it is used to provide the urban elite with subsidised food grains' at 

the expense of the rural poor. To clarify: food grains in Bangladesh are 

sold in thé open market by famers and traders, and by the governmen t 

through ration shops eater:1.ng primarily to the urban population. The ration 

~hop priees. are less than eith~r the open market priees or the international . ...... 
priee of food imports. 

The govemment pays the utmost attention to the food ration sys!em 

ensuring underpriced food for the urban centres. This has resulted in a 

stagnant rural eeonomy, because eheaper ration shop rice and wheat are like 

an indirect tax on food grain producers a measure that has artificially 

,4 -
reduced the ~rket priee and thus redueed farm sector incomes. 

Our pr:lmary purpose here, i8 to show that the urban dwellers are , 

subsidised not only by the cheaper ration ahop priees as eompared to the 

market priee. The subsidy 1s really much greater when we take account qf 

the faet that in Bangladesh the government handles a11 food imports under 

an over-valued exchange rate. In fact, in the case of rice and wheat importa 

what 1s really involved i9 a "super-subsidy". The govemment imports food 

at the official exchange rate, which is about 40 per cent lower than what 

the foreign exehange i8 worth when sold to importers at the free market 

rate. Situ::e imported food i8 ~rketed almost entirèly. through 'the ration 
q 

shops. it 18 only the urban dwellers who benefit from. tltis subsidy of an ' 

over-valued exchange rate. 

In this ehapter we will demC1natrate that the- presence of these two 

subsidies - f:l,rst the subsi.dy of lower ration shop priees and second the 

.. 
o or 

.. 

--_._---------
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subsidy of an over-valued exchange rate - take the actual subsidy of every 

maund (or 82.2857 lbs) of ration shop rice to TI. 91. 38,. Whereas the subsidy 

is TI. 53.84 ~h~n ca1eulated ~nly at tbe official excbaDtë rate. In 
) 

• other words, food imports are mo~~ beavily subsidised than we initia11y 
, .. 

rea1ise, and the error involved in valuing imports only under.an over-valued 

exchange rate is substantial. AlI of these factors 1ead one t~ conclude 

that the over-riding feature of government and tax polieies in Bangladesh 

is not to proteet the poor, but to turn the terma of trade against the rural 

masses and in favour of the urban seetor. With the urban sector as the 

locus of wealthy and influential people, the logie of such a model'fits the 

political reality. 

Chapter IV shows the American eonnection with the 1974 famine in 

Bangladesh. The famine resulted from the US refusaI to·ship eommitted aid 

tbroughout the period, 1973-74. It i8 true that alternating floods and drought 
, 

presented the ,occasion for the famine. But floods and drought are permanant 

features of the clfmatic c~ndition, in Bangladesh. They occur at oft repeated 
-

intervals and the result is usualry dislocation, higber food priees and 

increased malnutrition" not widespread famine .... 

While arguing the.t the US 1:lSed the food weapon to extraet some 

politieal gains in Bangladesh, we will also show that powe~ful economic 

interests lay behind the decision to withhold aid commitments. As a preview 

the following should suffice. 

Fo11owing the unprecedented Soviet wheat purchases of 1972, US grain 

stocks stood depleted. As news of this massive transaction beeame known, 

grain priees sky-rocketed thereby ereating prab1ems for the American 

exehequer. The Soviets purchased grain at about $1.60 a bushel - a fair 

-----_._- - - +.-. ~- - -- ........ ----___ . __ -_,.. ....... "'tJ"",-- '-
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priee.at the time of sale. But the troubles started as priees b~gan to 
. 

rise following the Soviet transaction. 'Trading firme then had to be paid 

the differenee between the US target price ($1.63 per bushel) and the actusl 

priee leaving the port. The latter c1tmbed ta o~er, $2.10, ~hich ~eant 
1 

that subsidies jumped from 3 cents to 47 cents a bushe!. The US thus 

ended up subsidising Soviet wheat purehases ta the tune of $16~illion. 

In early 1973 when export sales had started ta cool down, the US devalued 

the dollar a second time making Ameriean grain 15 per cent cheaper for the 

Japanese. The Japan~:, jumP~d at \he bait and a new cycle of scarcity was 

generated. \ 

D'omestic food prices shot up to record leve~s and soaring costs 

virtua1ly eliminated meats from the diet of low-ineome US households. 

(aobbins; 1974:4). By mid 1973 the eost of chicken was up nesrly ~~ per 

~ent, and eggs, eheese, fish and other main dishes were e1tmbing at simi1ar 

rates. Ta prevent a food crisis of historie proportions, the US drastieally 

redueed shipment of food aid through the fall and winter 6f 1974. The 

smal1er quantity of food aid was do1ed out in a manner that illustra tes , 

'the politics and humanitarianism of the PL 480 program. The biggest 

recipients were US allies in Southeaat Asia. 

\ 

" 

, , 
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TABLE l 

PERCENTAGE OF FOOD AID RECElVED BY NATIONS. 
tS 

FISCAL YEAR 1974' 

Titb l Tit1e II 

Cambodia .. 
South Vietnam r 

Pakistan 
-,' 

• Bangladesh 

,~ 

<1 --

SOURCE: Ba1tz; 1975: 277 
\' . 

29:3 
40.1 
5.3 
3.3 

o 
0.3 
2.5 
0.4 

\ 

'\ In other words most of the f?od aid was channe1ed to countries in 
~,; , .... ~.. (i' • 

wh~e US held strong diplomatie interests in tho~~ years. lt was 

• not ~~an~to feed hungry people in famine-prone Bangladesh or the drought 
, 

U.S. policy-makers appeased their allies and at the 

sam~ ttme pr~tected the domestic economy ana the taxpayers - but at the 

expense of perhaps 30,000 who died in Bangladesh. 

A final purpose of this chapter is to assert that the value of 

food as a weapon is more symbolic than real when it is employed agai~t a 
, -. -

powerfu~ Btate such as the Soviet Union or the oi1-rich OPEC countries. 

But the pollt1cal use of the food weapon against the poorer countries of the 

Third World has the"most direct and inhuman effects. 

The famine of 1974 in Bangladesh may be a microcosm of catastrophes 

now threatening whole regions such as the Sahel. An examina~ion of events 

shows the extent to which international agencies or nafions are real1y able 

(or willing) to handle the crises that are increasingly becoming commonp1ace. 
- 1 

,1 
, 
i 
1 

~I 
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For instance, Bangladesh had sounded the alam bell as early as 19'73. 
, . 

But no one pa1d any heed tintil the h\Jlll8n cost of international disregard 

became so(enormous that the international press became involved. At that 

point however, ~t was too late for thousand~ who had already starved and 

died. Moreover the efforts undertaken in the glare of international 

publicity sometimes seêm more des:f.gned for politics· and/or publicity than 

.to aid th~afflicted. Surely the most serious crime that a government can , 
commit, sh~rt of a campaign o~ genOeid~, .i~ ta conseiously ignore the 

~iste~e of a major disaster or to knowingly deny the needed r"elief when 

sueh an amergeney occurs. After aIl, the result of such lack of concern 18 
, ~ 

the suffering and death of hundreds of'thousands of those least abl~ to 

1. 

protect themselves - the cbildren,·th~ aged, the sick and the Infim. 

\ 

... 
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CHAPT ER; l • 

BANGLADESH: AN OVERVIEW 

Refleètions On The H1story And Complex1ties Of The Deve10pment Process 

1 : 

r 

If Bangladesh's over-aU density of 1380 people a 
square mile were duplicated in the USA, there 
would be rougJü.y 4200 million Americans. With 
such density even the USA would be a basket case. 
Harvey Stockwin. Far Eastern Economie Review, Apr. 4, 
1975. 

Bangladesh •.•• ha8 excellent conditions for rice 
cultivation - rich alluvial 801ls, tropical sun 
and abundant rainfall that could readily l;Ie 
controlled for 1rrigation •••• Yet the average 
yields are on1y one, third of' the indus trial 
countries and one-sixth of those proven possible 
in Bangladesh. 
World Hunger. Health and Refugee Problems. 
Summary Of A Special Study, Mission To Asia and 'The 

\'~~ddle East. (US Govt. Printing Office, 1976), p. 99,. 

/\) 

If-development carrbe made to succeed in Bangladesh, 
there can be little doubt that it can be made to 
succeed a~here else. lt 18 in this sense that 
BangladeSh is the test case of development. 
J. Faaland and J.R. Par~on. Bangladesh: The Test 
Case of Development. Colorado: West View Press, 1976, 
p. 197. • 

l do not share the general sense of despondency 
concerning the prospects for the future. There are 
enough things, l am firmly convinced •••• to convert 
present stagnation into satisfactory - though by no 
means spectacu1ar -'forward motion. 
Gustav Ranis. '~Brief Reflections on the Central IssueS 

-, 

Of Pol1cy In Bangladesh"; Bangladesh Development Studtes, 
Vol. II. Oct., 1974, p. 853. .., 

, 
" There are 'prophets of gloQgl and doom' for whom the euphOria which 

accOIIlpanied the inception of Bangladesh has al:ready dissip~ted into 

--_.-.,.~_ .. _----"----------~-
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disenchantment,. There are also 'angels of hope' who believe that 

development can eventually be made to succeed in Bangladesh. 

This chapter outlines the central economic and political characteristics 

of Bangladesh' s eéonomy and reviews economic performance in terms of 

princtpal indicàtors of GNP, price levels, foreign trade, industrial output , . . 
and agricu1tural production aince December 1971. The purpose is to introduce 

;the general reader to the economiè factors underlying Bang1adesh's strugg1e 
"\ 

for national liberation and to the prob1ems that now face independant 

Bangladesh. 

Bangladesh - History. Commerce And Traditions. 

" ' 
Bangladesh Is a new nation created on December 16, 1971, from an 

éncient land situated on the eastern f1ank of the Indian sub-continent. 

In the pre-indus trial age the land was noted for both its gre~nery and its 

wealth. The Roman writer of '.Per.ipl-us of The Erythrean Sea' referred ta 

? - Bengal as a veritable store of articles ôf great commercial value. Ibn 

, 1\\ 

\ ~ ~ ~""li ':.1 
, 'i'L .~I -

Batuta, the grea~e8t of the Arab trave11ers who explored the whole of the 

Middle East, China and India between 1325 and 1355, remarked that it was 
. 

hell (because of the sultry heat and humidity)" over-f1owing with riches 
~ 

and the good th!ngs of life. The fitst Europeans visited Bengal in the l6th 

century and found a thriving industry and a prosperous agriculture. As one ,\ 

Englishman wrote: 

It W8S a wonderful land, whose richness and 
abundance, neither war, pestilenée nor oppression 
could des troy. 
(Ahmad; 1968:75) 

Cl 
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The abundance of Béngal also finds mentio~ in the classic work of 

Adam Smith, the 'Wealth of Nations' (1776): 

•••• Bengal the province of Indostan which commonly 
exports the greatest quantity of rice, has"-always '.. 
been more remarkable for the exportation of a ' 
great v8Fiety of manufactures, than for that of its 

,gratn. 
(Smith; 1963:482). 

Thus, êince antiquity and as recently as the lBth century, Bangladesh 

was rich, fertile and famous for its crafts and manufactured items of 

luxury. Historically. Bangladesh produced the ,Hnest of musH~J once 

prized in the imperial courts of Europe -and Asia. The variety known as 

'Ab-e-Rawan' wa~ so fine that it could hardly be discerned if thrown on 

1 running. water. 'Sabnam' was said to be invisible when spread on damp 
1 

grass. So delicate wasehhe product that weaving had to be done in the early 

mprning or afternoon when the light was less dazzling to the eyest
: (Faaland 

and Parkinson; 1976: 166). Today, the 1egendary muslin weaving is a forgotten 

art and a pale turban rests in â glas's disp1ay case at the Da~ca museum. 

Thirty feet long and three feet wide, the muslin ls 50 filmy that it can 

be foided to fit inside an ordinary match box. 

Fo11owing its victory at the Battle of ftaaaey:", '(1757), the British 

East Iodia Company was firmly established i~ the area and overnight the Hne 

between trade and outright plunder faded. 'To quote one English merchant: 

Various and innumerable are the methods of 
oppressing the poor weavers •••• such as by fines, 
imprisonments, floggings, forcing bonds from 
them etc. 
(Mukherjee; 1974': 302-303). 

--~--"--'-'---_._" .. _-------~ .. !. , 
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Through the use of brute force or forgery, the Company's mer chants 

acquired the weaver's cloth for a fraction of its value. Local industry 

thus declined. The population of the cities shrank as the weavers were 

thrown back to the land. Sir Charles Trevelya~, one of the Company officials 

mentioned this state of affairs in his report (1840): 

The peculiar kind of silky cotton formerly 
grown in Bengal, from which the fine Dacca 
muslins used ta be ~ade, is hardly ever 
seen .•••• Dacca which used ta be the 
Manchester of .India, has fallen off from a 
flourishing t~n to a very poor and small 
one. 
(Ibid: 337-338). 

All of this took place at the dawn of the colonial era. Colonial 

policy discouraged industrial grow4P, increased economic dependency and 

fash10ned Bangladesh's satellite relationships with the British economic 

nexus. As their own mechanised textile industry developed, the British 

eltminated competition from Bengali weavers through an elaborate nerwork 

of restrictions and prohibitive duties. Not only were Indian textiles 

effectively shut out of the British market, but even within India taxes 

discriminated against local c19th. (Lamb; 1955:468). 

Following the rapid decimation of the local textile industry, Benga! 
j. 

assumed the role of supplier of agricultural raw materials. At first 

European planters forced Bengali peasants ta grow indigo (the plant used to 

mak~ blue dye). using a contract labor system not much different from 

slavery. But in 1859 a great peasant revoIt swept Bengal. This was the 

famous "Indigo Mutiny" that forced the planters to move west. Jute then 

became the region's major cash crop and by the turn of the century, eastern 

Bengal produced seventy-five per cent of the world' 8 jute. But under the 

j 
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BritisH' ro1e not a single mil! for ita processing was built therJ. Instead 
~ r, 

Dundee of Scotland became the world~s 1argest jute manu~lturing centre. 

The Emergence of Pakistan. 

In 1947 the British abandoned India and Bang1àdesh became the eastern 

province of Pakistan - i.e. East Pakistan. But the union wit~ West Pakistan 

was unhappy both politically and economically," r"egressing from great 

opttmism to exaggerated despair. It was an exp1oitative, colonial-type of 

r~~ationship with ~ sp1inter group of the Beng~ti elite co-operating with 

the West Pakistanls in order to gain position and influence. The resentment 

of East Pakistan (now Bangladesh), arose in part from its 1ack of sharing 

in the economic fruits of ~ndependence and modernisation. This 1eft an 

impact on the surviva1 of the very precarious union. 

o 

The Po1itical Economy of Secessionist Couf1lct. 

The disintegration of Pakistan was the direct consequence' of an 

extreme form of regiona1 antagonism, one where secessionist political 

cooflict eventua11y took the shape of secessio~sr civil war. The longer 

range of conditions underlying the secessionist conffict May be treated within 

the following broad categories: the colonial 1egacy, the post-colonial 

economic system, elite economic interests, class struct~e and conflict, ... 
and regional economic disparity. 

1 
.The turning point coincided with the end of President Ayub's widely 

acclaillled "Decad~ of Reforms And Development (1958-68)" - al1 era that 

witnessed a chang-e frOID. almost hope1ess stagnation te ebullient ~ansion. 

~oughout this period Pakistan's performance was tru1y outstanding. A 

• k, 
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growth rate of 5 per cent had become the norm rather than the exception 

1.e.nearly double the rate of population growth. (Haq; 1963:2). lnvestment 
_ l 

i. . f ,~ , 
was approaching a healthy 20 'per ~ent. Prices were stable, foreiArl excl-a~ge 

earnings were increasing at a rate of 7.5 ~er cent annua1ly and foreign 

resources were being used with increasing effectiveness. (.Papanek; 1967: 2) • 

Behind this facade of enviable statistics however, serious economic 
, 

• inequalities had filtered in between the provinces and personal incomes 

and wealth - one more reminder Dthat numerology is a dangerous game. 

Mahbub-u1-Haq, Chief Economist of the National Planning Commission, till 

the last daye of President Ayub (1969), writes: 

l spoke •••• alerting the country to the growing 
concentration of industriâl income and wealth 
in the bands of only twenty-two family groups ••.. 
these family groups controlled at that time about 
two-thirds of indus trial 8ssets, 80 pel' cent of 
banking and 70 pel' cent of insurance in Pakistan. 
l also underscored tre considerable political and 

,social risks Inherent in a pattern of development 
which, over the preceding decade had led to a 
doubling of the disparity in pel' capita inc~ . 
between East and West Pakistan. 
(Haq; 1976: 5) • 

The extent of economic dlsparity fanned the· flames of discontent 

in Bangladesh. When Pakistan was created in 1947 there was little indication 

in terms of comparative resource endawments that West Pakistan would dominate 

the East. On the contrary, at Independance Bangladesh had almost half of 

the tiny stock of investment in medium and large-scale industry. lts 

potential for a ~apid :1:ncrease in agricultural outP~t was great .. ~~ than that \ 

of West Pakistan. It had a higher l;teracy rat~ and better po~itlcal . 
organisation. Khandkar found for 1950-51 that the regional inc:ome of 

, 1 

1 , 
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Bangladesh was 10 pel' cent higher than that of West Pakistan. (Khandkarj 

1955:48). Likewise Papanek'; estilllates reveal that in 1949-50 the income 

of Bangladesh was more than 10 per cent higher than that of the West. 

The regioual incomes ~ccording to Papanek .became just about equa1 in 

1954-55. (Papanek; 196!: 7). c Yet a11 thr,ough the years that Bangladesh 

was a part of Pakistan, her economy'stagnated (as the following table 

illuatrates) . 

Year 

1947 
1960 
1971 

Total Increase in 
, GNP. 1947-71 

ThaL! I.l 

GRœTH OF GNP 1947-71 
(In US $ Million At 1971 Priees). 

BANGLADESH 

'2460 
3510 
5040 

" 2580 

, 

SOURCE: Faaland And Parkinson: 189 

WEST PAKISTAN 

2210 
4050 
8060 

5850 

ç; 

The reasons for Bangladesh' s downhill descent are com.plex and may 

roughly be traced ta the fo11owing factors: 

(l:) Claes Formation And Conflict: Perhaps the earliest factor 

contributing to the' eventual faster growth in West Pakistan was the choice 

of Karachi - i_ts major port as the capital. In an economy where most 

searce resources are controlled by the govermnent, ease of aecess to that 

govexument i8 of overwhelming importance ta entrepreneurs and investors. ., 

Businessmen an4 industrialists therefore preferred ta invest in Karaehi , 
-

and those who di; found it easier to obtain the import ~~cènses and permits 
0, 

, " 

, 
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needed for operation and 0 exp Lins ion • It ia not surprising then that the 

Benga1ees in Benga1, iso1ated from the powerfu1 Central Government at 

Karachi by about~OOO' miles of Indian terri tor'y accounted for only 4 per 
, 

cent of industrial investment in Pakistan between 1947-58. (~yoob; 1971: 
? 

202) • 

T~e relative 0 position and regional distribution of the social forces . 
'-served ta intensHy, regiona1 identities and competition and constitute 

impo'rta~t background consider-at1on~ in exp1à1ning the ~ecessionist conflict. 

(11) The 'tendency to concentrate investknent in West Pakistan was 

reinforced by the fact that Benga1 was substant~a11y under-represented in 

the civil service~ more so in its 'higher eche10ns ~ The civil service 

'doulinated the government, and West Pakistan dominated the civil seTvice. For 

instance, ,in the CenFra1 Secretariat (1956) - the country' s princ:Lpa1 

" 
decision - making body - among the 19 Secretaries none wère from Bengal; 

of the 41 Joint Secretaries, only 4 hailed from Benga1; and of the 133 

Deputy Secreiaries, 10 were Bengalees. Simi1ar1y in thè armed forces, 
, 

Bengal had only 5 per cent representation. (Constituent Assembly of Pakistan 
.... 

Debates; 1956: 18,44-ÎS47). Had the civil service not been as _West Pakistan 

or~ented, it lllight have been -realised earlier tpat the govermnent must 
. ·~il~,~ ~ 

make a posit1v.e a-ffort to redress the imbalance. 

(111),' Unegual Distribution of Foreign Exchange: 
. \ 

Bangladesh resented 

the low < prOportion of foreign exchànge that tt could use in ,relation to 

• 
that which :1t generated. Thfi! Bengali demand for decentral1sation increased 

, 
because of its strong prospective internatfonal balance of payments position 

and the fact that it could shed the burden of having foreign exchange 

divezo:ted _ to the WesteJin W~g. ./ 

'--..---' -'---- ---
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-Gehange -obtained by c~odity exports, it consistently received less than 
, 

1.\ one-third of cOIIIIlodity imports. On an average, the impor~s of capital goods 

" to' Bengal were barel,1 41 per cent, of the .import of such goads ta West 
• C 

Pakistan'. (Verma; 1972:61). 

Inter-regional trade was also utilised to exploit BengaL West 

Pakistan adopted the strategy of supporting her own industries by exporting 

goods to ~enga1. Thu,s Bengal ran a s~rplus with the rest of the world and 
, 

a deficit with West Pakistan. F~land and Parkinson strongly empha~ize this: 

History 18 written.as a critique of economic expl6itation 
of countr:1ea br" colonialists and that :1s how the 
u.ociation with Pakistan 18 .frequently" descr:1bed by 
those enaaged in shaping o~ historicsl accounts. 
(Faaland and~ Park:1Jison; 10). 

Tbe West Pakistani " indus trial elite with ita allies in the 

r 
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. 
bureaucracy, used the levers of the sts te eeonomie polic')' and planning ta give 

the:ir enterprises privileged protection from foreign competition, ready 

aecess to licenses for importing industrial raw materials and subsidies or 

tax concess ions . In, this manner pr1.vate capitalism flo,Fdshed ift Pakistan 
~ 

and so did lts concentration of economic power, its inequities and its 

control of the political and economic dec1sion making proeess. Gradually 
• 

it reduced Bengal ta a hinterland and the Bengalee eeonomy stagnated. 

~ 
The Emergence of Bangladesh. 

As the gloom deepened, economic despair gave way to political unrest. 

The AW8llli League led by the charismatic Sheik Mujibur Rahman, won pol:itical 
. 

leadership of Bengal assuming the role of a na tionaUs t party - the 

vanguard in the emergenee of the Bengali nation. tts principal claim to 

popularity and the basis of i~s mass appeal was the' promise of emancipation 

from tp.e economic exploitation and political domination of West Pakistan. 

This dream was realised wi.th the bloody birth of Bangladesh on December 16, 

1971. 

. Basic Indices': Independence And After. 
l 

The econom:ic reaUties of Bangladesh are such as to defy short-term 

solutions and sufficient in themselves to breed dissatisfaction in the wake 

of the euphorla of independence. However it ls frequently forgotten that 

Bangladesh emerged at a time when the winds of change had just started to 

blow and econOlll!c giants of yester-years begç discovering cracks in their 
( 

odee secure empires. First the food shortages, next the OPEC . oil-boycott -

and before long the wotld econOllly was ree1ing under the impaJt of perhaps 
~ 

~---------------------------------
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the worst inflation in history. It was ,what the great El'lglishman Charles 

Dickens would describe as: 

•••• it was the worst of times •••• it. was the 
season of darkness; it was the spring o'f hope,' 
it was the winter of des pair • 

" (A Tale Of 'l'Wo Cities; p. 1). 

, , 

Bangladesh could not have amerged in more horrendous cireumstanèes. 

The harsh economic .realities of 1973-74, magnified miser:i.es for the faitering . , 

two-year oid republie. 

(1) GDP Break-down: In terms of output, employment ànd shara of 

exports. the traditional agricultural sector dominates 
\ 

economy in Bangladesh. 

TABLE 1.3 

STRUCTUllE OF GROSS DoMEsTIC ~RODUCT (1978) 

Sector 

Agriculture 
Manuf ac tures 

, .Cons truc tian 
Power and Gas 
Bousing 

. . . . ... 
Ttade, Transport and other services 

• 

. . . . . . . 

(SOURCE: Vylder and Asplund;' 1979: 3) 

Parcantase 

57 
8.5 
4.5 
0.5 
4.5 
25 

100% 

White industrial production contributes only 8 per cent to the GDP, 

the s:i.gnif1cance of this seetot' 1s much greater because :i.t 1s a major 'espor~ 
1 

eamer and producer of import substitutes. lt has linkages with agricultural 

output and with trade and c01Dlllerce. 
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(11) Population. Poverty and Emp1ovment: The population of .. 
Bangladesh was officially estimated at 90 million in 1980. In the early 

years of this century there were on average 4 persans to 3 acres of 

cu1tivated land. Fort y years later at the time of the Great Benga! Famine 

(1943), 4 persollS sharea 2 acres; today there are 4 people to 1 acre of 

cultivated land; by the end of the century there will be only ! acre for 

every fo.\11' people. 

The average 1ncome i9 less than 100 US dollars per capita,. and 

income is vèry unevenly distributed. The top 20, pel' cent of the households 

rece1ved in 1973/74. over 40 pel' cent of the tota~ incorne, whereas the 

lowest 20 per cent received only 7.3 pel' cent. (Vylder and Asplund; 6). 

The totâl labor force i8 of the order of 28 million at the present 

time and is expected to swe11 to 56 million or more by the end of the 

century. 90 per cent have agrarian occupations. With current population 

growth estimated at 2.8 per cent, the faat that food production is ,losing 

the race against human reproduction i~ the dominant problem of rural 

Bangladesh. It is also the single Most important factor explaining the 

poverty of Bangladesh. 

(111) The Asricultural Sec tor: • Agriculture ia easily the mainstay of 

economic life in Banglaaesh. As many as 90 pel' cent of the total population 

live in the rural area8j over 80 per ce~t of all employment 1s in agriculture; 

about. 60 per cent of the national product derives from agriculture and 90 

per cent of exports are eithel' agricU'ltural exports or manufaetured from 

agricultural products. The basic characteristics of Bangladesh agriculture . -
and an evaluation of the polieies adopted by the authorities particularly 

vith respeçt to the problem of food and famine, will figure prominently in 

.. 
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the chapters to follow. !pe follow1ng 1s a br1ef outl1ne. 

Land-ownership pattern: The striking feature 18 the tremendous 

inequality in' the ownersh1p of landholding. The top 8 per cent of the 

rural households operste about 45 per cent of the total cultivated land; 

they are the rural power elites. (Ahmad; 1980: 12). By comparison, 65 

per cent of the sma1~ farmers own only 26 per cent of the land. 

In 1951, 14 per cent of the cultivators were without land. By 1974 

the number was estimated at 40 per cent. In 1949 rul wages for agricultural 

workers were TK. 679; by 1973 (at 1966 priees) they had fallen to TIC 580. 

(Burger; 1975: 18) • , The trend is c1ear. The dynamics of rural poverty 

bring about the graqual transition h:om'medilDD to small plots and then over 

a number of years to sharecropping and landlessness. A pauperised agrarian 

proletariat nearer to starvation each ,-ear 18 therefore the leading issue 

on the country' s agenda. 
\ 

Sh4re-croppipg and tenaney: The tenaney market 1s quite important 

in, Bangladesh; about 20 to 25 per cent of the land is transferred to 30 to 

40 per cent of the cultivators via this device. Ten per cent of owners 

control about 50 per cent of the to~al land; but they cultivate only about 

30 per cent. (Mohiuddin; 1975: 263). It may therefore be argued that, a 

meehanism for 'trickling down r of benefits from the lan~li to the landpoor 

exists. But under the exist1ng terme and conditions of tenancy, the tenant 

bears t~e entire cost of production whi1e the 1andowner 'gets 50 per cent of 

the gross produce. Under these exploi.tative conditions the share of. the· 

teunt is hardly more than wha t he could earn by selling his labor in the 

market. 

The implications of this' situation are far-reaching and will be 

1 
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'discussed on several occasions later. Suffice it'here to note that 
J 

concentration of landownership ia at the root of the dependency relationship __ 

ê 
in the r~ral areas, which worka through the tenancy, credit and labor 

markets making a few large 1andowners most powerful in tbe village. Wealth, 

, social and political power automa.tically establi~b a kinsbip between the 

rural power e1ite and the policy making 1ntel1igentsia in tbeir urban 

sanctuaries. Througb tb1s connection, the large landowners control 

govemment services for agricultural' deve1opment. To quote Prof. Yunus: 

•••• the large and medium farmers organise 
themselves into some genuine and a large number 
of ghost outf1ts to gulp &overnment favors in 
the name of rural economy and population. 
(Yunus; 1976:53). 

Perhaps tbe best evaluation of the situation is found in the 
f'y 

'P1anni~ Cammission's evaluation report (June 1974): 

•••• tbe co-operative societies have turned 
into c10sed clubs of tbe Ku1aks. In particu1ar, 
a village co-operative covers about ~ne-f1fth 
to one-four th of tbe total members in tbe ". 
village. Membership 1s dominated by large 
farmers and medium farmers and the small farmers 
are gross1y under-rèpresented. Leadership in 
tbe so~ieties is a1so dominated by large farmers; 
med1œn farmers have some rePresentation, but the 
small farmers are entirely unrepresented in tbe 
1eadersbip. These leaders enjoy a greater share 
of benefits but their participation, as measured 
by contribution of share capital and savings ie 
relatively low. The leaders moetly fai1 ta uphold 
tbe basic disci~line of co-operative action. 
(rvafuation Report: IRDP; 1974:11). 

All these have culminated in the existence of mass poverty among the 

agricultura1 and rural population of, 'Bangladesh. The poorer sections of the 
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rural masses are 1mpo,verished beeause they are eUher landless agri,-cul tural 

laborers or own less than an acre of land. They. are 'Dormally by-passed 

,in developmental efforts and as such are caught in the 'Below Poverty Level 

Equilibrlum Trap'. Admittedly the spectre of poverty and famine is present 

today aercss many countries of Asia and Africa. But the situation of 

Bangladesh appears to be the most precarïous. 

CotIClusion. 

Virtually everything is scarce in Bangladesh. The only plentiful 

resouree is peop~e - not simply in terms of an unlimlted supply of cheap 

labor or braWn, but alao in' terms of brain power, the des ire, the 

conceptualisation and entrepreneurial capacities of a substantial minority 

of Bangladeshis. lUth the' latter as the principal instrument' of our' 

development ~trategy, it should not be too difficult to harness the large 

reservolr of depressed humanity to pursue the national goals of "shared 
, 

'austerity" and "self-reliant development" - i.e. the creation of a more 
1 

equitable society consistent with grow~ at home and non-Interference from 

abroad. 

There are people who have always questioned the ulidity of Bangladesh 

an,li recurring chaos in the politieal"'and econamic environment merely served 

.ta intens1fy their doubts. The overthrow and assassination of Sheikh 

Mujibur Rahman and the sulisequent do\lfls and turmoll are evidenee of polltieal 

instability. Sheikh Mujib fell because he had gathered total.power in his 

own hands, because he had replaced the arrested pollt1cal process with 

goverument by an inefficient, eorrupt administrative machine and because 

he wu unable ta deliver the promises he made. 
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Following the famine of 1974. Mujib' s 'reg:ime was falt~ring. The 

inevitable occurred on August 15, 1975, when staccato bursts of gunfire 

el1minated the nationalist leader, ~ho in 1971 had- symbolised a struggle 

costing more lives and arouaing greater hopes than any single event in 

contemporary South Asian history. (Lifschultz and Bird; 1979:1023). 

Aft'~r two more coups i~';..~Pid suç~~ssion, the govemment headed by 
, '.. ~ . \ , , '. 

Ziaur Rahman eventua11y emerged and made an impressive start in its ' 
J, & ' 

Herc.ulean task of stab:l.lising Bang-ladesh. It was initia1~y helped by the,' 

best harvests in 1~ars. ' But aven on its own merits. the government ',las 

winning respect -for its approach to more positive and decisive management • . 
lts pragmatic approach resurrected hope in a situation where optimism had 

become one of the rarest of sentiments. 

Yet 'for Bangladesh, the troubles are far from being over. President 

Zia enjoyed power and ruthlessly dispatched those who challenged his 

authority. 'By his oWn admission, 406 military officers were executed during 

bis regime; and yet he could not totally eliminate opposition to- his:ru1e. 
1 

(Frauda; 1981: 1387). This was a shortcoming that eventually cast him his , 
~ 

life. Zia's assassination in May 1"981 by army dissidents was a serioue b10w -.. --one that cou1d p1unge the country into deep political and economic chaos. 
~ 

Perhaps politica1 instahility 18 one of the principal obstacles 
, l , 

facin$, Bangladesh tod~y. The technical means exis t to "1ncrease output ~ to 

divera:l.fy econom1c activities and 'tl? develop a broader eéonomic base, F.pr 

1118tance, a United States Senate Study notes tbat Bangladesh lOis rich enough 

in fertile land, water, manpower and natural gas for fertiliser, not only to 

be self-sufficient in food, but a fOdd exporter, -aven with rapidly 1ncreasing 

population size'> (Senate Committee Report; 1976: 99). Perhaps 1t is too 

" 
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much ta hope for a dtamatic change in economic! welfare by "the end of 
40< 

the century. But enough could be done to 8at~sfy people 1 s needs' and for 

a11 to rea1ise tha~{feven in Bangladesh, living standards can be ilIlproved . 
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r 
FOODGRAIN AVAlLABILITY, RURAL POVERTY 
AND lNEFFICIENCY: THE FIRST FOOTBOLDS 

OF FAMINE IN BANGLADESH 

When aaked for the proper time to eat, the Greek 
cynic Diogenes retorted: "If a: rich man when you 
will; if a poor man, when you can" . ~ 

... 

This chapter revim the nature and :Implications of the fo~ 

shortage and then goes on to prepare the background fo'r a' aynthesis -
'. 

an explanation of the dual persistence of hunger end poverty in the famine 

prone countryside. In particular, we shall seek to unearth the social 

roots of want and poverty, and argue that while the ~amine in Bangladesh 

(1974), might have bee~"pr~CiP"itated by _the rlthholding of food shipments 
, 

by the US, wlnerabil1ty ·tc1 such external pressure was ultimately due to" 

the following factors. 

(i) the inequitable distribution of rural income, landl\oldings and 

other forms of rural property which tends to s trengthen the rich and enrich 

the powerful, as well as to weaken the poor and impoverish the weak.; and 

(1:1,) the consequent interplay of social and economic factors that 

foster an inability to barneee internal resourcee to achieve a rise in the 

level of production or to 8chieve an equitable distribution of income, whi~h 
1\ 

under normal c1rcumstances should circumvent the problems of malnutrition, 
~ . 

hunger, starvation and famine. 

The famine .of 1974 revealed the retrograde character of Bangladesh's ' 

land structure, the eontinued exploitation of its landless labo):'ers and $mall 

farmers anc:l the persistence of semi-feudal elements in the rural society. 
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With production growth primarily land based and land very·unequally 

distributed, the benefits from increased output and efficiency accrue 

only to the group who controls the land. The rural power structure respond , 

to material incentives and become participants in co-operatives and other 

development ventures. Concurrently they a180 retaip most of their original 

• values tied to factional commitments anc:!.. kinshiP'. preferences, thus 

trans f erring 

expectations 

to the co-operatives ej:c." ~he in~qual1ties a~ nepotistic 

typical of a 'traditional society. As a'result, in sptte of , 
~ 

considerable recorded iDc,reases in grain output~ infome distribution has in 
. ' 

reality worsened and landownership has grown more skewed. The benefits of 

increased growtlk"did not trickle d~ll to the poorest. This is the inevitable 

" consequence of a strategy which relies heaviiy on a tiny capitalist elite 

rather than instituting rural development on a broad peasant basis. 

t . 
Food Needs, AvaUabiIity and Consumption. 

The 'cumulative consequences of successive disasters - c!yclone in 

November 1970, the War of Independence in 1971, monsoon failure in 1972 and 
~ . 

flobds in 1974, superimposed UPOn the global food criais of the earl1 

seventies - dealt major setbacks to food producti~n, avaUability and 

consumption in Bangladesh. Lincoln C. Chen sums up the food situation: 

Accepting the wlde1y-used assumptlon of a 
population of 75 million and an average per 
capita dai1y cereal need of 15 ounces, Bangladesh 
would require Il.5 million metric tons of foodgrain 
in 1972/7rJ. If'aggregate availability from domestic 
production were 8.6 million metric tons, importation 
of 2.9 million metric tons would be needed to avërt 
hunger. Should the per capita need be -adjusted to 
14. S ounces per person per day •••• the mnual ne~d 
would fall to 11.1 million· metric tons. 
(Chen; 1975: 94) • 
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The census report of 1980 indicating a population of 90 mill,ion t • 

~ 

calls for some adjustments in Dr. Chen's arithmetic. Today an average per 

capita dally cereal need of 15 ounces would call for 13.8 million metric 

tons of foodgrain, whi1e a cerea1 need p1aced at 14.5 ounces (per person 

per day) wou1d require a total food a'Y'ailability of 13.34 million metric 
\ 

" 
tons. Aided by some of the best harvests in recent years t the average 

" 
annua1 availability from domestic production ls estimated at 11. 82 million 

metric tons. (Bangladesh Bank Bulletin; 1981: 174-175). Bence importatibn 
• 

of 1.52 million metric tons is essentia1 to avert hunger. 
1 

Nutritiona1 experts argue that an intake of 14 ounces (per persan . 
per day) constitutes a semi-starvat1on diet even by tropical stand~rds. ' 

1 

Bowever we find this view untenab1e. The calorie content of a metdc ton 

of clean rice/wheat ie 3.6 million. Thus 14 ounces of rice/wheat equa1e 

1400 calories. These 1400 .calories are supplemented by other nen~cerea1s 

(e.g. fish, 'meat, vegetables etc.,), estimated -ta be an average 280 calories , 

per day per head of population. Thus the total intake of calories per day 

per head stands at 1680 - a fàir1y.respectable figure. We insist upon 14 

ounces as the calculation of need instead of the customary 15 ounces or 16 

ounces. Fractions of an ounce make a great d~a1 of difference to the amount 

of :imported food required by 90 million people. SUfh fractions also make a -

great deal of difference to the dally lives of the population'. 

Tabl~ 11.1 gives the comparative yearly estimates of production, 

requirement and :importa of food grains from 1971 to the famine year 1974. 

, l 

1 



Year 

1971 
1972 
1973 
1974 

TABLE tI.1 

-ESTIMATED CEREAL NEEDS AND AVAlLARILITY 
(At 14 oz Per Day Per Head): 

In Million M!tric Tons 
(li) 

1 

Domestic Production 
Rica Wheat Total 

9.55 0.10 
8.87 0.103 
9.56 0.08 

10',77 0.10 

9.65 
8.97 
9.64 

10.87 

Cb) 

Annud 
Requirement* 

l 

10.73 
11.03 
11.34 
11.66 

Cc) 

Import 

1.21 
1.42 
2.34 
1.69 

.. 

*The annual requirement figures were calculatect on the assumption 
that the total population was 75 million in 1971 and growing 
at a rate of 2-.8 per cent annually. 

SOURCES: (a) Sta'tistica1 Pocketbook of Bangladesh, 1978. 
~But'eau of Statistics, Govermnent of Bangladesh) • 
P.126. -, ~'" 

(c) Alamgir Mohiuddin. Famines In South Asia. 
Massachusetts: OC & H Publishers, 1980, p. 223. 

On~ could hardly anticipate a famine in 19-74 from the aggr~egate 

estimates of production, 'availability and imports of foodgrain prbvided , 
"above. Rather as AlQ1gir Mohiuddin states:-

. The official data suggest that in 1974 per capita 
availability of foodgra:1ns at the national leve1 
was higher than a11 others in the 19708. 

o (Mohiuddin; 1980: 264) . 

" 

.. 
Instead of 19,74, the experts proclaimed the years 1971-72 as holding 

the prospects of a dire famine in Bangladesh. Among those responsib1e for 

such prognoaUcations were experts from the World Bank, the US AID and the 

UN relie~ agencies. We must therefore proVide an explanation as to why a 
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o 

famine did not occur in 1971-72 despite the numerous predittions made ta 

'" () 

that effect and why it eventually occurre4 .. in 1974. A careful é'onsiderat,ion 

of several important factors relevant to the p.roblem, invokes the following " 

conclusions • 

(1) 1971 was a year when the War of Inde-ee~ence was at its height 
. 

and 1972 was the year following the achievement 01 independence on December 

16, 1971. The scare of a famine had spread sinee April 19n. Under normal , 

circumstances this would have resu1ted in large-scale speculation and 

hoardtng by tr1:\.ders and large farmers thereby accentuating the existing grain 

shortage. However in the unusual circumstances of 1971-72, a number of 

deterrents prevented such speculative hoarding. In 1971 there was the 

fear of destruction of grain s.tock by the marauding Pakistani army. There 

was also the appeal to patriotism backed by the Liberation forces and the 

guer ill as , leading to food-sharing among villagers in most localities. , 

The influx of millions of refugees ints> India (from Bangladesh) - es timatei"" • 

at' 9.5 million - generated a considerable foodgrain saving within Bangladesh. 

-. , 
Swadesh Bose estimates the amount of foodgrain saved by the exodus of a 

large number 'of refugees at above 510,000 tons. (Bose; 1972: 299) . 

Rence despite the tight foodgrain situation in thé defidt distt:icts, 

in m08t cases the priee of rice ranged fram Rs. 45 to Rs.~ 60 per maund 

(approximately the equivalent of 80 p'Ounds) in the 1ean months of September 

and October. This compares ta a Bangladesh over:"all priee of over Rs. 51 

per pund in 1969 and about Rs. 50 in 1970., 
, 

The gap be'tween production and reqùirement, in 1972 was not very 

considerable. In January 1972 thé govemment' s initial stock of imported 

foodgrain stood at SOO,OOO tons. (Ibid: 305). For a desired consumption 

. 
, . 
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~( 
level of 15 6Û11ces the import requirement wu between 1.2 and 1.7 million 

tons if year-end stocks were ta be kept at about 500,000 tons. To ensure 
" 

a consumption level of 14 ounces, importa. of only 0.6 million tons were 

tlecessary. (Ibid: 305). This was easUy real1sed as Bangladesh was treated 
~ , 

with unparalleled generosity by aid-d'onors ~n the immediate post-liberation 

period • 

Furthenaore, 'the effect on foodgrain requirement of the number of 

people killed by the Pakistani amy is often neglected. This number (which 

may be levèn higher than the one million estimatea- by ~ny experts)', 

1 

generated a considerable foodgrain .saving. 

'-' 
Food Production and Availability. 

:,,' 
'(l. 

Th'ere is a very :Gnportant dimension ta the prob1em of foodgrain 

production estimates in Bangladesh. Nurul Islam puts it this way: 
'k 

The Ministry of Agriculture tended to lean towards 
high estimates, since as' a minist'ry in charge of 
increasing agricultural production, a high Output 
appeared to reflect favourab1y on lts p~rformance; 
the Food Min'istry 'had a biaa towards a lower estimate 
because if there wu a shortfall in output there 
wouM be pressure to dis tribute more food through -
the public distribution system which it would ..not be 
able to meet. 
(Islam; 1977:U6). 

lt ls clear that there is considerable doubt and confusion wlth 

regard to estiDultes of the food gap. One might argue that the 1974 

.production figures appear inflated, especially sinee Boro (or the w1nter 

crop !that ac!=-ounts for one-s:f.xth of the total. riee output) was .. 80 severely 

dSmaged. But damage to çrops 1n some areas 1s an annual feature in Bangladesh 

p , 
\ 
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and in, fact the Boro output (in per capita terms) was higher in 1974 tban 
\ 

in 1973. (Moh~din; 1980: 202). So it ois possible that the total output 

of rice in 1974 was above the trend, especial1y since Aman (the m"jor 'c;rop 

that accounts for two-thirds of the country's total rice output) yieids were 

higher than 1973 in a11 d:1stricts except three. Also in 1974, the absolute 

1eve1 of wheat production was slightly above the average for the previous 
~ 

Uve years. 

We would therefore not dispute the reliabi1ity of the basic data 

used to estimate foodgrain availabil1ty,~ Ever more so, since the Planning 

Commission co-orQ1na~es the inter-minlsterial discussions and forecasts 

on the annua~ food output. What i8 more important is to examine the facts 

underlying these figures. For instance, the figures by themse1ves do not 

revea1 the seasona1, regiona1 and income pattern of foodgrain availabi1ity. 

Neither do they take account'of the annual private and trading stock build 

UPt unprecedented changes in money supply and its consequ~nces On the masses, 

1eauge of foodgra:1ns through smuggl1ng and destruction by natura1 hazards 

(e.g. floods, cyclones etc.,). Al1 the8e will be considered in their proper 

sequence. 

Sea.ona1 variation In Output Affecting Seasonal Availabil1ty: 

lt i8 not enough ta say that per capita net output of rice was 

actually higher in 1974 as compared wi~- a11 other years of the 19708. 

Rather ve must 8\»11Y8e the 1974 rice output 1eve1 in relation to the trend 

over Ume by looking at the different crope - Aue. Aman and Boro 
. 

sep.ate1y. While Boro and Aus output were below the trend, Aman output 

in the surplus and deficit districts exceeded the trend value by 5.12 and 

\. 
---------
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9.33 percent respective1y. 

" 
In fact the seasonal pat~ern of foodgrain avai1ability was more 

uneven :f,~ 1974 than in normal years, 80 much so that ·'the, per capi~a 

availability of foodgrains during July-october 1974 was considerab1y lower 

than the average for the year. This contributed to a tight market 

avallability situation durlng that term - now recognised as the period of 
. 

the If autumn famine". 

Compounding the problem, the beginning of the year stock of foodgrains 

at govermnent storage facillties in 1974 waa be10w w,~t cou1d be consider~ 

as normal indlcating a 10w leve1 of preparedness on the part of the goverrment 

for meeting a criBia. 

MONTH 

JANUARY 
FEBRUARY 
MAIleR 
APR.IL 
MAY 
JUNE 
mLY 
AUGUST 
SEPTEMBER 
OCTOBER 
tl>VEMBER 
DECEMBER 

TABLE II.2 
GOV!RNKENT STOCK OF FOODGRAINS AT 
THE END OF THE MONTH (000 TONS). 

1972 

450 
419 
349 
248 
218 
160 

1973 

193 
245 
498 
495" 
412 
309 
204 
209 
263 
348 
278 
238 

1974 

161 
139 
163 
112 
219 
184 
320 
347 
219 
l3~ 
130 
181 

1975 

319 
214 
244 
282 
438 
728 

SOURCE: GOVERNKENT OF BANGLADESH, DIRECTORATE OF PROCUR.EMENT, 
DISTRIBUTION AND RATIONING~ 

The govamment stock of foodgrains le important in meet'ing a criais J' 

1< _~"" ..... " ..... """"'''''''''' ..... :-.:-;-7-.::---'"'- .... -'-____ '':'"'"""-: 
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because the amount of private and trading stock carryover between years 
1 

ia nil or negligible. The situation ôf 1974 became more critica1 because 
, 

of the uncertainties associated with the shipment of food aide Fol' ~ 

instance, in the case of some countries providing food aid, ,Bangladesh was , 

not fres. to ship fl'od in vessels of her own cho1ce and food had to be 

transport~d in the vessels of the donor country. (Islam; 114). As a 

result, shipments of aid to Bangladesh were often u~atehed to the seasons1 

patterns of food marketing and distributiot\ in the country, 80met1mes wi th 

disastrous results. 

'rge crisis taking shape in July 1974 began to assume unmansgeable 

proportions as U.S. aid committments made in the Fal1 of 1973 w~re still 

not forthcoming. During t,he two Most difficultt months - Septt:mber and 

October - imports were amo'Qg the lowest. Even earlier in the year, the 

import levels (of January - April), were 'much lower than those of 1973, as 

table II.2 1ndicates. The embargo on grain shipments to Bangladesh 

(presumably because Bangladesh had disqualified itself by selling jute to 

Cuba) and other manifestations of U.S. might were varied and numerous. Thèy 

will be discussed' a't 1ength in Chapter IV. Suffice it here to say that as 

the U.S. government employed its food aid leverage in Bangladesh for the 
d 

Most trifling of politieal purposes, raging floods and food shortages 

assumed mamoth proportions and the first famine victime appeared on the 

st1'eets of the capital. 

l'&kaget Pue to Smugg1ing And Sto1'age Loss: 

Though difflcult to estimate, sto~age 108s is considered ta be 

.. s1gnificant even in. normal. yea1's (3 to 5 pel' cent). In 1974 it was probably 
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) , 

t> 

,higher due to heavy rains and floods. But even after allowing for a 5 per 
-4-

cent loss in storage, th~ per capita paily availability would be 15.1 ounces -
rt: • 

higher than thé 14 oz., we cons1dered to be the.m1n1mum requ1rement. Under 

such cireumsta~ces\ the ~ogical conclusion would be that.leakages through 

smuggling into India must have been substantial, such that the scarcity of 

the lean months eould not be balanced by the surplus of the period of 

plenty. 

Smuggling figures are not available. At best one can guess and 

theorise. Bangladesh has about 1400 miles of land border and a litt1e 

less of open sea coast. As it 1s impossible..,to police such a vast ,ares, 

organised smugglers ensure the regular outflow of rice through routes which 
~ 

are unguarded or difficu1t tq monitor. Faaland and Parkinson find the 

volume of smuggling quite substantial: 

The quantities involved are very difficult to 
est1mate with confidence but ••••• at least 1/2 million, 
possibly more than one million tons a year have 
been smuggled acr08S the border. 
(Faaland and Parkinson; 127). 

Worse still, smuggling operations were sometimes b1essed with 

administrative and politieal support of the ruling elite. (Mj:Henry and 

Bit:.d; 1977: 76-77). .. 
J 

Smuggling certainly makes its presence felt in the economic lHe of 

Bangladesh. It at 1east partially ensures that the actual availability of 

"fo'odgrain in Bangladesh is always 10wer than the observed (official) figures -

perhaps more so in 1974. One reason for the more acute situation of 1974 

could be the 'salt famine'. The salt famine was by aIl accounts a purely 

artificial phenomenon, created by traders starting in FebrÜ4ry 1974 and 

-------'--,--_. _. --_.-.. ,-_.---
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/ 

continuing ,until the government made arrangements for importing salt from 

Pakistan and India. As salt priee sky-rocketed, it became very profitable 

to smuggle rice into India to obtain salt in return. 

The thrust of the arg.ument here is that, the food supply was in 

'reality tighter than'that portrayed in the official statistics and smu8gling 
!), 
""~! was one of the factors breeding such a deficiency. After aIl, one cannot 

altogether reject the hypothesis that the famine of 1974 in Bangladesh was 

partia11y èaused by a decline in doméstic foodgrain avai1abi1~ty. 

One would however be na ive to attributé the 1974 famine exclusively , 
to smuggling, floods, inaccurate statistics and such other causes. These 

, 
a;e aIl permanent features of the food system of Bangladesh and cannot 

explain why the situation in 1974 was so disastrous. Shortfall in the 
.. -

production of Boro, shortfall in imports, shortfall in government offtake 
... 

and the' r~ainder of the causes cited above were definitely important., But 

they were only supplementary adding fuel to the f1ame. 

Food availability per capita ls not an adequate way of viewing the 

problem of modern day famines and starvation. The conceptual framework 

" 
within which the problem of famines have been traditionally viewed is 

seriously deficient. It is not sufficiént to say that with so many tons of 

domestic produce, so much leakage compensated. by SQ many shd;pments of 

tmports the food-gap ought to be of such and such magnitude. Through 

mathematical calculations such as these, the eeonomist is abstracting from 

. the social and human dimensions of-économies. Economies .is ultimately a 

study of tj,he l1velibood of people. Zealous mathematisation tends to 
, 

deemphasise the role of pepple,_ This is pronouneedly S'o 'for traditional 

societies such as Bangladesh, where beo.reen the forces of production on 
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the one side and foac! imports on the other there la a fascinating human , . ~ 

story where time, nature, bureaucracy, greed, ignorance and many more 

elaments come into play. An analyst who cannat decipher the mystery of 

this intervening story is not competent for his. job. 

, The food problem in Bangladesh ls essentia1.ly a problem of poverty -

poverty perpetuated by the Inequitable distribution of the means of 

produc tion. In the remainder of this chapter w~ will analyse this particular 

aspect of t;he problem and other dimensions not yet dealt with. 

Starvation - A Problem ferpetuated By Poverty. 

Phrased in terme of too little food for too many people, the ,gloomy 

prognosticati.ons of the Malthusians consider hunger as 'the one impossible 

problem for Banglade8h'. Bengalee planners are thus numbed by a paralysing 

sense of gullt and fear; the surplus nations feel threatened by the already 

overwhelmingly large, hungry p~pulations in the countrys1de showlng symptoms 

of yet'higher numbers in'the decades immediately ahead. But in reality the 
\If 

problem 18 not one of naturai'shortage of food supplies. What we are 

witnessing from the hue and cry about world food ahortages i5 nothing but 

the institutional1sation of poverty amidst a continuum of factors" politieal, 

~ 

social a~' !con~mic - which bas transformed h~n relationships ~nd resouree 
~ 

endowment4 in Bangladesh. The illusion of scarcity is a product of the 

~equal control over food producing resources; which results ln their underuse 

a~ mieuse. 

, The trouble with the Malthusians ia their inab'ility to recognlse this 

fact and alao ,the fact that the greater numbers of poorer people in Bangladesh 

are not an inanilllate mass but composed of individuals each potentially 

: ' 
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• capable of ,responding to economic incencives.- The prospect of technological 

-
innovations for .raising agriculturlll production is small because the obstacles 

to democratic control of resources permit only a privileged few to benefit 

from the new technology. The absence of )i range of, complementary services 

, whieh eould minimise distortions i~ ~~ distri,bution and maximise 
~ 

'opportunities for member~ of the ~mmunity as a whole - have not been 

recognised as a key responsibility of those eoncerned with farming policy. 

AlI this is best understood when one probes into the impact of the 

Green Revolution in Bangladesh. The new high yielding :~ealS and new sources 

of energy to break,seasonal time constraintseand human l~ergy stress may' 

. ,be called progreas on paper ooly; as they are no more than sources of' 
~" '\.Jo 

" 

institut10nalised pauperism in practiee. The.landiess and the 'm1n1fundios' 

are left to fend for themselves in the name of technologieal progress under 

'" conditions in whieh the dice are heavily loaded against' them. But prior to 
;-~ . .. 

evaluating the Green Revolution t there is one more aspect that deserves to 

be discussed. 

Money. Inflation and Real-lneo~ 

There was an unprecedented expansion in money supply. Total money 

8upply increased at an annual average rate of 35 pel' cent during the per1~d 
• 1 

1972/73 a~d 1974/75. (Islam: 151). Table II.3 be10w shows the increases 

il1 money 8upply over the period December 1972-1974. 

( . 
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TABLE II.3 

INCREASES IN MONEY SUPPLY 

% Increase in Money Supply 
~,.'-\..-

71 
19 
12 

\ 

... 

SOURCE: Figures provided by the Bangladesh Bank and the 
Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics. 

Deficit financing by the government and 10sses suffered by public 

seétor enterprises vere the prime. causes of the expân~1on in money supp1y .. 

Total goods available are èstimated to have dec1ined by 19 per cent in 

1972 as campared vith 1969/70. (Bose; 1973:842). Agricultura1 

increased ooly 4 per cent in 1972/73 over 1971/72 and there was 

/ 

production / 
/ 

no s1gnifji~nt 
recovery in iDdustrial production. / 

/ in money This shortfall in production combined with the increase 
.... ,: .. 

supply created powerful "inf1ationary pressures in the ej:onomy. Who1esa1e 

priçe ind~es of agricultura1 and 1nduatrial products' increased from 100 in 

1969-70 to 188 and 23S respectively in 1~72 and 1973. Real vages' of 

1nd~tr~a1 and agricultura1 workers went down by 48 and 24 per cent 

respectively between 1970 and 1973. 

, , 
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1972-73 
1973-74 
1974-75 

TABLE II.4 

INDICES OF WHOLESALE PRIeES Or",AGRICULTURAL 
AND INDUSTRlAL PRODUCTS 

(Base: 1969-70 ~ 100). 

SOURCE: 

Agrie~l tural """ 
'produets 

187.78 
251.29 
464.20 

'Indus trial 
produc.ts 

255.46 
320.25 
390.36 

Statistieal pocketbook of Ba 
1979: p. 488. 

adesh. 

Alf Groups 

240 .49 
304.38 
454.27 

.. 

One might argue that it ia not ~nusual fa the people of Bangladesh 

to be subject to very large {ncreases in the pricè 1evel. But the 

sustained inerease in priees in 1974 transeended previous experience both 

in severity and langevity. And what consumera suftered in 1974 was the 

cummu1ative hardship brought about by a priee level rising sinee 1972. 
\ 

Nurul 'Islam describes the situation in 1974 as thus: \ 

The 

••••• the cost of living index for the city ~"f 
Dacca registered a fourfold increase betwee . 
June 1970 and Deeember 1974. During the aa e 
period the priee of medium quality rice and f 
long c1ath (coarse eloth worn by the masses) ~~' 
rose by more than 900% whi1e the priees af 
other staples such as salt. soap, firewood ro e ..?~ 
between 300 and 1000%. , ' 
(Islam: 150). \\ 

imp'licat1ons of this become more grave when one ~eal1ses that 

the demand for riee in Bangladesh 1s very ine1astie. Thus when 1n 1974, 

riee was -short in supply and priees skyrocketed. the wel1-to-do diverted 

___ •• _, __ ...-___________ • __ w ____ • ______ ~------- '---------_ .. , 
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more of their current income to purchasing it; the minifundios w1re forced 

to sell their only asset - land; and the destitute starved. As Alamgir 

Mohiuddin puts it: 

\ 

The proportion of land sold by the less-than­
one-acre holding households was as high as 54 
per cent. This percentage i9 almost five times 
as greae as thatfor households with 1andholding 
of Uve acres and above. After land transactions . 
in 1974, the less-than-one-acre group becmne either 
landless or near-landless. 
CMohiuddin; 1980:162). 

. 
This ls understandable since land registry offices recorded sharp 

increases in the transfer of title deeds. For. instance, in Rangpur -

perhaps the most severely affected famine district - ,the number of land 
, 

transfers was 277,611 in 1973. In 1974 the number swelled to 399,054 

deeds. (Stepanek; 1978:97). 

Goverœent food stocks were only able to support the real incomes of 

those living in the towns where rice was issued at control1ed priees, 

through the government ration shops. This measure had a crippling effect 

on the rural poor who faced difficulties not only with paying about .five 

times more in the open market, but also in securing the riee itself. Rich 

farmers and traders hoarded their rice stocks as an asset of value·and ., 

speculation in the hope of still further priee increases. In the absence 

or near absence of access to govemment food supplies, the rural pbor who 

were unable ta buy at market priees sold their land, farm antmals and 
" 

finally houaehold belongings. :when these were all gone, they were either 

iooked after by friends and rélatives, survived by begging pr died. 

1 __ --____ .. , ___ _ 
-.----...-...... ----
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The 'Green Revolution In Bangladesh - Rhetorics and Realities. 
II 

The term "Gret!1l Revolution" oversimplifies a complu reality. The 

Green Revolutionaries see in the development and distribution of the 

magie al HYV (high yielding variety) seeds - the, new 'miracle grains' "'7 a 

way to eradicate hunger and poverty throughout the world. They practically 

equate. progress and the modernisation of agriculture with the spread of the 

new miracle seeds. Lester Brown writes: 

The developÙlent of IR-8 and its d+ssemination 
throughout Asia •••. is l1terally helping ta 
fill hundreds of mil~ions of riee havls once 
only half-full. 
(Brown; 1970:8). 

Whlle Brown ·euphorically describes the 'miracle seeda' as the 

solution to the problem of world hunger. he blunders into taekling the 
... 

problem eXclusively fram the supply side. The eVidenee in Bangladesh is 

1 • 

thàt, despite the diffusion of the high yielding rice strains since the 

luties, the claims fpr th~ir potenUal flccomplishments are yet to . 

materialise. Rather the result has beeu tragic. True, more food 1a beins 

produ~ed, but more people stay hungry. As Joseph Collins and Franees Moore 

Lapp~ point out: ... 

International Labor Organisation studies document that 
in the very Adan countries - Pakistan, India, Bangladesh, 
Sri Lanka, Malaysia, the Phillipines aud Indonesia -
where the Green Revolution has been pushed, and where, 
indeed, food -prodüction per person bas risen. the rural 
poor are worse off than before4 .••.. Other etudies by the 
United Nations Research Ins..titute for Social Deve),opment 
confin the pattern: in the Third World, on the whole, 
there is more food and less ta eat. 0 

(Collins and Lappé; 1977:31). '" 

-_.~._.,-----------------:-. --,.---=+ - - .-
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Lester Brown appears to have created a veritable cr~ib±lity gap. 

The truth is that it 18 not enough to s'ay that with 90 many tons of the 

miracle seeds, so many tons of fertiliser, 80 Many gallons of pèsticides 

and a whole lo~ of g09d luck we can produce a certain quantity of 'rice. 

Such mathematised economics take the planner from one side' of the 

production pr~cess to another without allowing him any glimp'se in between. 

In order to really ~ppreciate the social and economic implications of the 

new technology in Bangladesh, one must necessarily concentra~e. upon the 

interaction between the technological change and em~loyment, ineome 

distribution, power structure. and ecological and c~ltural factors. AlI of 

these d1fferent and multi-disc1plinary issues should help us to assess how 

green the Green Revolution really is. 

Green Revolution Or Elite Famer Strategy? 

The high risks associated with the HYVs, plus the unequal access to 

credit and modern inputs and the non-neutral character of govermnent policies 

and institutions, are the main factors responsible for offsetting the 

'technlcal r scale-neutrality and instead give the HYV strategy a consistent 

biaa in favour of the richer farmers. The revolut1onary plants, of the Green 

Revolution Jiemand greater capital investment fr~ the grow~rs, thus the gains 

from the new seeds can be very differently distributed in different poli tical 
.. 

and soc10-economic, enVirorunents. Big and small. farmers ean take equa~ 

advantage of the new technology, if and only if the institutions that provde 

the neces.ary inputs are also neutral. This is' no.rmally not the ~ase in .. 

Bangladesh. There are Many d1ff~ent institutions that should be considered -. 
in this contut', ~ local power structure at the village level is of 

-----Oô_ ___ . ~_,_.~ ___ -
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obvious importance - who decides for instance, on whose land a deep tube-

weIl shauld be installed? To answer this qu~tion bath the traditional 

'patron-client' kind of informaI re1ationship and the control over 'modern' , . 
institutions such as farmer co-operatives .,should be considered. ' These 

~ 
institutions are invariably controlled by the land-owning rural e~ite who 

thereby en~oy the lion' s share of the benefits. Subs idised inputs being 

funelled through these organisations never reac~, the hands of those who 

need &id most desperately. Finallyone could emphasise the imperfections 

/ ,tbat char~cterise the mÀrkets for credit S~d inputs \';IID-:beriD8 t;"t thès~ , 

imperfections are only the economic expressions of m~e basic politica1> 

and sodo-economic· factors related to the entire power strueture of the 

rural and urban society in BanSradesh. 

Mahbub Hossain provides an example of the dis trio of credi t 
, \ 

among farmers fram the Phulpur area in Bangladesh. 1977: 300-333) • 

Only 2 per cent of the farmet'S who owned two acres or rece1ved credit 

from lending institu~ions, compared with 17 ta 24 per for fanners owning 

more, than 2 acres. Such skewed access to cred;lt has aaused even greater 

unevenness in land distribution. lndebtedness becomes' a way of life for 

small peasants and increases th'e c~ances that they will even 

to sell their land to their creditora - usually tne village 

who C charges !W to- 300 per cent interest. 
!Y .. 

further land concent~ation and tt has been accentuated 

Revolutipn. 

11y have 

een 

, Entrepreneurs adopting the HYVs have therefore bean chief y owners" 

of Ifledium and large,size farma favoured by ~ccess to capital and aecess to 

technologieal know-how. Si{nultaneously, with the passage of tim the , . 
J • 
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,\ t" 
peasantry becomes more and more mat:'ginalised - a strange result for a 

programme designed to bring about greater integration in the economy. 

Competition for land by a new class of 'farmers' - money-lenderQ, 
../ 

burea\JÇ:rats, city-based speculators etc., .~ has sent land values soaring' 

(sometimes from three to five times), in the Green Revolution areas. 

Higher -rent:'s force tenants and sharecroppers into the ranks of the , 

landless. With thei1: profits. the powerful new class is buying out the 

small landholders and thus fewer people are ga1ning control over more land. 

Th~s pt:'ocess exists not only in Bangladesh but ia found to repeat itself in 

every country where farmland 18 allawed to be the source of individual 

wealth. For instance, in Sonora. Mexico, before the Green Revolution, the 

average farm size was 400 acres. After 20 years of publicly funded 

~dern1sation the 'average has now climbed to 2000 acres. In contrast, mGre 

than three-quarters of Sonora's rural labor force have no land at aIl. 

(Collins and Lappé; 1977:30). And as everyone knows, to be ~t out of 

production is to be 'cut out of consumption. !nvestigatio~ by the United 

Nations Research Institute for Social Deve19PIDent (UNRISD). on the impact . . 
~ 

of Green Revolution Techniques in 24 different countries have confirmed this 

consistent pattern - a decline in we1l be1ng for mucb of the rural majority 
/ 

! 
even as agricultural production boun~ ahead. (UNRISD-: 1976:34). 

/ 
/ 

The ic~nomMr' of Repres!1on -, A Brief Digression. 

'The dcminant eharacteristic of the existing produc tion re1$tions in 
1 

rural' Bangladesh can but be described as "sem1-feudal" - a phenomenon that 

" has more in common wi.th claSsical feudal1sm of the master-serf type than 

.. 

with industr1a1 capitalism. (Bhaduri: 1973:.120-37). Bhaduri has demonstrated 
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that the combinatioll of owning land ~lending money gives landowners 

essentially feudal power over their tenants, who are perpetually indebted ta 

them., even for basic needs. This invariably sets into motion a ~atastrophic 

\ 

ehain of events that aetually worsens the plight of the pOOl' majority. To 

observe. how aIl this operates in Bangladesh. we mus t examine the rural 
. 

society, its dynamics of 'stagnation and particularly its economics of 

repression. 

The rural society in Bangladesh differs signifieantly from its urban '. 

eounterpart. The urban society represents a high level of economic 

integration - any disturbance in one corner of the eeonomy quick!y transmits 
r 

its effects to other parts. Rural societies on the oth'er hand are clati.nish, 

almost tribal in character. Economie activities are localised and the level 
• . 

of interdependençe among the communities ia very low. while urban societies 

,function on the basis of fa~t adjusting economic relâtionships, rural 

societies are governed by rigid sodal values and norme. 

Village aocieties are dominated by a foruiidabl~ power-crust, 

Coplposed of the wealthy landowning elite. A whole vicious cycle ia formed 

as tUs "quasi-feuda!" landowning c1as~ plays a ke~ l'ole in establishing 
< \ 

links, betweeù the State at the nat1'onal lever and the power structure at 
, 

the rural level, (which it domilUltes). The urban based poliey maker ie 

understandably perplexed when faced' with the ,enormous task of mobilising 

the vast rural mass~ into acts of social co-operatiC?n and development. 

He ia therefore on the lookout for allies on the rural front. This 1a 

easily 'obtained ainee for the rural elite; personàl shares in the lucrative 

devélopment cake b.come more important than coœiderations of 'So~ial good 

or the co-operative spirit. The more ambitious among them eetabliah good 

. -_ ....... ----~.-,-_._------------ -----_ ......... , -.- - __ ~~."- .~--____ J~ 
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relations with urban institutions and development personnel; hence the 
r 

gains arising out of the public polides accrue to them. and the losses , 
which befall the. rural poor by the same polides far outweigh the gains. 

These aspects of the problem., so much emphasised by social 
. 

scientists, are persistently ignored by policy makers. This is understandable 

since most of t!te policymakers own land in substantia! quantity and the 

majority of them have risen to their present position via the 1aunching pad 

of agricultural land owned earlier in life. Vested interests cause their 

adherènce to the view that the miracle seeds hald the key to bridging the 

food gap. They quickly point ~ut tbat the World Bank (with the &id of 

soil survey reports), has identified 15.6 million acres of land as being 

suitable for HYV rice under rain-f ed conditions. If the farmers can be , 

persuaded and the, inputs and credit arranged, there is no reason why the 

food d~icit should peraist - they say. 

This sounds like an absu;diy aimple solution for a problem tha t 

has so far defied al! àttempts at solution. Our discussion so far, would 

suggest that one ahould resist jumping ta any conclusion fram the 
\ r 

<1 

arithmet1c of the strategy. After a11, we now know why a switch fram LYV 
• 

to HYV 18 net that Simple. 

Some Tbird World c:ountries did not opt for the 'production-lira t' 

8trategyand ha..,e succeeded. In ~aiwan for instance, the physica1 and 

institutional structures were first built up. The same careful persistenc'é 

in 3 respects - development of land, institutions and sk111 - 18 evident in 
, , 

China sinee 1950. The Chinese did not look upon progress as a one-day hike 

to the mounta1n top. Thus becaus eland-reforma preceded the introduc tion of 

the BYV technoldgy' and because institutions were better able to spread the 

l ' 
î 
\ 
\ 
1 , 
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benefits, agricultura1 development has not been 1ops1ded. 

This is why in Bangladesh tao, where the ideologiea1 dema.nd is to 

create equal opportunities and sharing of existing resources, some major 

forma of iancl and agrarian reform must precede deve10pmental efforts. 

Tbe greater the delay in enacting such"reforma, the greater will be the 

adverse effects on an already aggravated situation. 

Cm lus ion. 

What emerges from the above is in~vitab1y a critique of the GreeI). 

Revolution straugy; but not a rejection of the tecbnology itself. The 

issue is not pro or ç.on technology. The issue ie: technology in, whose 

inter as t? (Lappé and Collins;. 1979: 15) • 

lndeed the new seeds and teehnology could regain the overa11 balance 

between population and domestic grain product;1on, if only tbe possibility 

existed of equitable access ):0 facilitie's in rural Bangladesh' s highly 

stratified society with lts wide social differences. As Lap~ and Collins 

ward it: 

" •••• underutilisatipn of food produ'cing resources 
characterises every society where, as in Bangladesh, 
land and credit and" marketing systems are controUed 
by a few and those who work the land do not have 
effective control over- it. The real barriers to 
greater production are not physical but political 
and economic •••• " 
(Ibid •• : 10) • 

It 18 erue that Bangladesh i.e not held back by any physieal shortage 
~r 

ot reaOUTceB. Sinee Most of the country's ares consists of sail eminently 
IJ> ' 

suited for agr1eultural production, the ratio of population ta agricultural 

) 

.... p----.... -------~---- ------~~._-._- . 
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_ land i8 not very high. Table II. may be cited,to illustrate tbis point. 

TABLE II. 

CROPLkND IN RELATION TO POPULATION (EARLY 197-0'8) 

Country 

Bangladesh 
China 
Taiwan 
South Korea 
England 
Wes t Germany 

SOtlRCE: 

Acrès of Cropland 
,er é.tson 

b .32 
0.32 
0,,~1;S 

0.17 
0.32 
0.32 

Based on World' Bank: Land Refprm Sector Poliey 
Paper. Mayl97~, p. 50. 

'," 

As the table indicates, Bangladesh has about as 'much cropland per 

inltabitant 8S Gr~t Britain and West Germany and twice as much as South 

Korea or Taiwan. Also the quality of the country's rich alluvial soUs ls 

second to none in the world and the climate permits. the cultivation of 

up to three crops per year in many parts of the eountry. A Wor1d Bank 
1 

1 
report concluded that the eurrent rice production could l?e quadrupled by 

the end of the cent ury with the belp of aIready lcnown techniques. While 

these technocratie exeretees are abstr,acted from the polltieal and soclo­

econ0lll1c constra1nts, they ,ne'ITertheleS8 serv,e ta highlight the contrast ' 

between the present and potential levels of production. Preaently, average 

y'!elds o~ rice in Bangladesh are one-balf of the average yields in ~aiwan or 

South ICorea and ~n1y one-third of those of J~pan - figures which are an 

insult to the fertile so11s of Bangladesh. Ket th Griffin and A.R. Khan 

'attributè th:1s to: 

-- -- -"""--- -- - --- -~------' 
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The exploitation and inequality to which the 
majority of the rural population is subjected 
•••• The effect is not ooly to lower current 
output be10w its potential but to reduce the 
capacity and willingness of the population to 
innovate. (Griffin and Khan; 1978:298). 

The evidence is that the potential of the new rice varieties 'remdn 

largely unrealised in Bangladesh. The area SOW'n under HYV durins, the 

\ < 

surface. This exp1ains the daim that the enUre increase in production 

of rice between 1968/69 and 1976/77 was generated by a minority of 15 per 

,,J 

cent of a11 farmers in Bangladesh. The existence of distortions and biases 

ex-presses itself, not ooly in 'the form of a serious misallocation of meagre 

resources but can a1so sometimes operate ta dissuade 1and10rds from adopting 
, 

techne10gical tmprovements that could provide such a jump in yield that 

tenants might escape their domination. 

The food problem in Bangladesh can be solved only at the p.oliticai 

leve!. Sinee this 19 neither accepted, ner appreciated we reDJain saddled 
o 

w~th the same problem. Simply inereasing production will never solve the 

problem of hunger. The real questions are what i8 grown ~nd who eats it -

"-
and the answers to th~e questions aTe determin~d by who controls the food-

producing resources. The problem is not technical. It is political. 

The outlook for the future ià that in the aggregate," the ,status of 

Bengalee peasants will not change. After aIl, rural deve10pment cannot be 

viewed as a narrow technical problem of increasins production by combining 

the skil1s of plant genetieists" agricultural chem~sts and transport 

engineers. The problem 1s a much ~ider one of developing appropriate 

institutions to mobilise and induee members of the rural ,society to greate~ 

---------------_ ... _---" 
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productive effort, to help them to overcome the conètraints impeding 

uttlizatiou' of avai1~ble resources and to enable them to distribute the 

results of their effort equitably amang themselves. 'As long aB th!s job. , , 

ts delayed, and the distribution of income determines what; 1s produeed, and 

for wh01l1, nb new innovation ~of techniques or crop vedettes). can offer 

auy real solution. lt will simply result in marginal :Lmprovements for 

a limited uumber of people. 

" 

l 

, . 

~ , 
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DISTRIBUTIVE IMPACT OF TAI AND EXCHANGE RATE 
POLIC! - THE ANATOMY OF AN AGRARIAN ECONOMY 

IN BONDAGE" 

A famine bas never arisen frOID any other cause 
but the violence of governments, attempting by 
improper 'means' to remedy the inconveniences 
of dearth. 
Adam Smith. Book IV, Chapter V. p. 493. v ,. 

.' 

The socio-econ~ic profile of rural Bangladesh depicts an agrarian 

economy in bondage, where.in the poor have become institutionalised into 

a~ culture of poverty. This poverty is not mere1y a 1egacy from the pas t, 

but has a1so been maintained through fiscal and administrative policies 

of post-colonial governments. The present' tax structure in Bangladesh , , 

relies very heavily on indirect taxes designed to transfer resources out 

of certain sectors and to protect and encourage others. The ~olicy i9 

simple: promote production of cash crops (e.g. juté), then turf the terme 

of trade against the peasantry by a tu on such exports. Sectors f,vored, ,.. 
'general1y include the large sca1e manufactùring, plantation agriculture 

(Le. tee), trade and government sectors. Such a pattern of taxation is 

regressive; it is one of the key dements in the preservation of ineQua1ity 

in Bangladesh. 

In this chap~er we will discuss the use of regressive taxation in 
.. 

Bangladesh atid include within that cont.ext the country's foodgrain policies. 

This will be foUowed by a demonstration of how the country's over-valued 

exchange rate is instrumental in prov:1,ding the urban elite with subsidised 

fooa at the eXpense of the rural poor. Throughout, our pr:1mary coneern will 

, ' 

) 
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i, \ . 
be to suggeàt policies that will reduce inequality the primary and bas ic 

cause of famine in Bangladesh. 

Regressive Taxation And Underdevelopment. 

• b 
iie Bengali state machinery was built up under the British rule and 

still retains much of its colonial ancestry. The government is administ-ered , 

by a highly centralised burea~racy that bas little ability ta collect 

direct taxes. The major direct agric.ultural tax is on land. But rates are 

low and hav;e been increased only once during the last ten years. The 

general priee levei has riaen sharply aince independence in 1971, so land 

taxes today constitute a very small share of the agricultural product. 

Increaslng the rate of land taxes poses obvious administrative and political 

problems as no government des ires ta make itsel:f unpopular with the .. 
ove):'Whelmingly larger majori ty of the population. 

Incomes in industry and business are often very high in Bangladesh. 

The political difficulty of raising income and profit taxes is not due to 

the smafi. number of capitalis ts but ta their awesome power. Collections 

thus lag behi~d the growth of value added. In part the lag is the result 

of an increased ability to avoid or evade taxes and partly due ta various 

tu concessions to promote investDlent. For instance, the ra.te of import dut y 

on maeh1nery and equipment for setting up new industries ranges between 2.5 .. 
percent to 15 per c~t. advolerem ihd there 18 complete exemption of sales talt • 

Furthermore, wou1d-be investors are granted a tu: holiday for 5 years for . --
setting up industries 1n a developed region and 9 years for on~ in a less 

developed are.$. (Bangladesh Government Documents; 1980: 7-9). 

White it is DOt easy tp raise government(revenues, ft i8 even more 
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.. 
difficult ~o restrain current government expenditures. The 'very 'povel:ty 

which makes it difficult td raise tu'es also gênentes strong pnssures 

to raise spending. To accomplish this, taxes are often indirect and 

,reliance on revenue from export _~nd import taxes is heavy. The inability 

tQIIIWa!linister direct taxes means that there is a problem in getting meney 

" o 
out of the agrarian Bector. This cano be accomplished by coaxing small 

,farmers into production of the cash crop; jute, and then levying taxes as 

tt is exported. On the other hand, exports of manufactures and p1ant;ations 

(e.g. tea) are typically not taxed or taxed at very law rates. Such an 

absence or near~absence of taxes, reflects a policy deliberately designed, 
J 

Ij 
ta somehow drain income from tbe vast masses of peasant produc~rs, who 

otherwise are too' amall for the distant and c7ftralised gcvernment to de&! 
o 

with. 

Throughout the colonial pedod and into the '1950's the peasantry in 

Bangladesh was treated ,with neglect. As ArtquF Lewis would' explain: it 

, was feared that productivity increases in the massive agrarian sector would 

_have been reflected in higher rea1 wages for the landless lab'orera and the 

mini-farmera. Such higheT real wages were no t: and are not in the lnteres ts 

of tbe national elite. Not only would higher incomes among the peasantrY 

escape direct tuation, such' big-her wages would probably be commun1cated 

tbrough the p088ibllity of labor migration into bigher real wages throughout 

the ecoilomy. Bigher real wages throughout the economy would hurt the 

• national e1ite, who benefit in a11 càses\ from an abuhdant supply of cheap 

labor. (Lewis; 1954:139-191). 

In contrast to policies that squeeze the peasantry, the urban sector 

'18 favored in a variety of W(l.ys tbrough savemment economic policies. For 

~--------- - ---'---'-'_ ... _~-'"._--...,....--------
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instance, the cast of labor and of raw material inputs ia held down by 

()Poliçiea which limi.t incomes in. the rural sec tor. Since the labor forçe 

• in the rural sector 1a so large relative to the total la bar force, polieies 

which hold down incomes in the eountryside a'lso hold down the àsking priee of 

labor throughout the economy. 

While imports campeting vitb goods produced in the agrarian sector 

ate typically s~bsidised (e.g. rice), imports that compete with goods 

'produéed 'in the urban sector ~e typically taxed. Thus in the case of 
l J . 

imported clotbes (both newand second-band), one finds tariffs designed 

for the protection of large-scale domestic manufacturers. 
, 

Activities in the urban sector are also benefitted through iniport 

licenses, official govemment monopolies and so forth. Just to take one 
, 

ex81llple we could look- at import controls. Those favored with import licenses 

are able to buy foreign exchange at the official rate which is about 40 per 

cent below its market value. Thè subsidiY to importera '- certa1nly not one 

. of the needy groups in Bangladesh ('society - implied in such a procedure is 

unrealised but potential government revenue. 

Foodgrain Po11cies In Bangladesh. 

Polic:L~s dealing with rice and wheat and their effect on income ... 

distribution in the economy are not well understood. We will in this 
, \ 

section deal briefly with two principal, aspects of foodgrain policy: foodgrain 

imports and the public distribution ~ystem. Specifically, we will provide 

quantitative eat±œates showing the extent to whieh urban~wellers are 

benef1tted from the pr_esence of the following subsic:ti.es: 

(i) SUDsidy'of the lower ration shop priee of riee and wheat as 

',' -
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compared to ,the market priee; and 
, 

(11) the subsidy of an over-valued èXchange" rate, r~u1ting from 

the fact that the govemment imports food at the official (over-

valued) rate of exehange. 

The irony of the pub~ic distribution system 1s that most of it goes 

ta feed those who' eau best afford to pay the' market priee Le. the utban 

midd1e class. This is another instance of governmenta1 po11cy designed 

to meet the not-so-basic needs of the ric:h and the powerful, at the 

expens e of the poor. 

Under An Over-Va1ued Exchan e Rate - The Real And 

AU importé of foodgrains in Ba~ladesh have been hand1ed by ehe 

government either as a buyer or as the recipient of food aide 

é TABLE II (i) 

PRODUCTION AND IMPORTS OF FOODGRAINS 

Net Production('OOO tons) Imports (' 000 tons) Importe as a 
Riee Wheat Jfotal Rice Wheat Total of production 

1970-71 9811 99 9970 342 804 1146 ·12 
1971-72 8797 102 8899 670 1018 1688 19 
1972-73 8937 81 9018 \ 390 2435 2825 31 
1973-74 10594 98 10647 80 1584 1666 16 
1974-7.f 9998 103 10101 266 2292 2558 25 
1975-76 11305 193 11498 396 1049 1445 13 
1976-77 10634 93 10727 192 603 795 7.4 
1977-18 11542 315 11851' 300 1309 1609 14 

• C' 

Data from: Bangladesh Bureau of Stat1stics, EC2nom~c lBè1sators 
of Bangladesh, Vol. V, No. 8 (AUlUS t 1978), Table 7.3. 

'. 
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, 
The bulk of the imported food 1s bought on the world market st 

, 
commercial priees. We will show the import bill in loc~l funds for rice, 

measured firat al; the official rate of exchange '(1.e. Tk 15 per us dollar) . , 

snd then at the equilibr1um or searcity v~lue of the dollar (which 1s 

TIt. 21 per US dollar). The searcity value 'of the dollar better reflects 

the true rate àf foreign exchange. sinee it Is the market rate obtained 

under the 'Wage Earner's Scheme': This ia a seheme wherein remittanees 

from Bangladeshi nationals worldng abroad is auetioned off by the central 

bank in the form of permita. These permits ean be used to import any item , . 
~ 

from a list of importables 'that changes from Ume ta time. 

Fiscal 
Year 

1973-74 
1974-75 
1975-76 
1976-77 
1977-78 

TABLE III.2 

GOVERNMENT SUBSIDY PER MAUND OF IMPORTED 
RATION SBOP RICE CALCULATED AT THE OFFICIAL 

RATE OF nCHANGE 

(1) (2) 
Ration Market 
shop priee 
priee (l'etaU) 

49 120.40 
60 244.40 
80 153.90 
90 133.20 

100 169.20 

(3) 
Govt. impor t . 
eost (at official 
rate of exchange) 

93.84 
81.48 

156.50 . i 
229.24 
171.44 

(4) 
Govt. subsidies 
(pel' maund) 
through ration 

shope. 
(3) - (1) 

53.84 
21.48 
76.50 

139.24 
71.44 

(5) 
Ration ahop 
priee as % of 
imported priee 
(pel' cent) 

42.62 
73.64 
51.12 
39.26 
58.33 

Data sources: 
'" 

(1) Issue priees of rationed riee from Bangladesh Bank. 
Bulletin, Augus t 1980. Table XXIX. p. 177. 

(2) Fre. market priee (l'etai!) from 1979 Statistical Yearbook 
Of B&pgladesb. (Bangladesh Bureau Of Statistics. Statistics 
Division, Ministry of Planntng, Government Of The People's 
Republic Of Bangladesh), p. 372. 

(3) Ib:f:d., p. 291. 
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Table III.2 shows that under th. rationing system riee 1s sold below 

coat. The priee of (imported) ration shop riee ~s .not only lower than the 

domestic free market priee, it 18 even lower than the world market pric~_ • 
..--------- ,-------

~er the), years, the priee of' foodgrains d1str1buted u9-!ier~ationing 
, -~ 

system was incre~ed in response ta r1sing world priees. But the amount 

of- eubsidy still remdns 8ube tantial. 

This however, 1s not the tatar subsid:r ta urban consumera. The 

subs1dy paid 1& 1n fact much greater than that shown in Table III.2 becauae 

of distortions resulting from the over-valued exchange rate. The official 
d 

exchange rate of the dollar is about 40 per cent below the free or market 

rate. It therefore 1nvolves a subsidy to all who have access to fordgn 
~ ,\ 

exchange at such rates aJ this includes thé gover,tIIlent as a food grtin 

importer. In other word), for the 1mport of rice "and wheat on goverœent 

-lilecount we have a 'super-subsidy', sinee the goverIlllent importe, at the 

official exchange rate. There 1e a double subsidy on imported food 

distrtbuted through the public distribution system: - ). 

(a) the 'subs1dy of lower ration-shop prices; and 

(b) the subsidy of an over-valued exchange rate. 

We quant if y this "double" or "super-subsidy" in Table III. 3 • 

1. 

l • , ~ 
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Fiscal 
year 

1973-74 
1974-7$, 
1975-76 . 
1976-77 
1977-18 

, 
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TABLE -111.3 

COST-- PER MAUND OF IMPORTE» RicE AT QFFICIAL 
AND MARKET EXCHANGE RATES. 

(6) 
World. Priees 
(In US $ per 

eon) • 

170.31 
146.81 
281.99 
413.Q6 
308.90 

(1) J 

Priee Per 
Maund of 
Imported Rice 
at official 
efchange rate • 
(b.Tk 15 per 
us $) • 

93.84 • . 
81.48 ' 

156.50 
·,229.24 
17i.44 

(8) 
Pri.ce per Maund 
of ilD,ported riee 
at the market 
excbange rate. 
(ie. Tk.21. per u.s., 

$) 

131.38 
113.15 
217 .33 
31~.35 
238 .07~ 

(9) 
Implicit subsidy 
of the over- ç:, 

valued e:xchal'l8e 
rate. 
(8) - '(7) 

If' 

37..54 
31.67 
60.83 
89.11 
66.63 

Data sources:i World riee pri.ces from 1979 Statistical Y,earbook 
of Bapgladesh. p. 291. . ' 

1 •• 

Now we must ~t?-lrran8e the fi.ndings of Table ItI.2 and- Table II!.3 

in ord.e~ 'to show the total subsidy byng affeeted under ~he e:xisting exchange 

system. This i~ doue in Table III.4 where we show tnat the SUID. total of 

II.> " -
subsid1es p~r maund of ration shop ri.ce is -aetually mueh higher than 

that observed in o~fi.cially compu~ed data. 

' . .,.... 



( 

( 

- 61 -

TABLE III.4 

TOTAL SUBSIDY PAID PER MAUND OF RATIONED RIeE 

(1) (8) (10) ) (4) 
Ration Priee per Total Subsidies Subsidy 
shop maund of S,ubsidy when calcula ted overlooked 

Fiscal priee imported actu~lly on1y at the in officially 
Year rice, at' paid. official exchange computed data. 

the market (8)-(1) rate. (10) - (4) 
rate of 
exchanse. 

1973-74 40,/ 131.38 91.38 37.54 
1974-75 fo 113.15 53.15 31.67 
1975-76 217.33 137.33 60.83 
1976-77 90 318.35 228.35 89.11 
1977-78 100 238.07 138.07 66.63' 

The 1ast co1umn in the taMe above, shows" that the degree of 

distortion idVolved 1n va1uing food imports by'lin ovet";;"a1ued exchange rate 

1s substantia1. Through the public distribution system~ this heavily 

subs1dised food goes ta feed the town dwe11ers .And the indus trial work 

force. In other words, it goes to feed the articu1ate and volatile pres~ure 

group~ ~onsidered vitaliy important for the exe;~ise of state power. The 

rural poor th~gh mora nUmerou,s, are unorganised and thus constitute no 

threat ta ~he power structure. So they have to suffer relative neg1act. 

From an ega1itar~an point of view,. the costly' ration systeœ works 

\heavily in favor of the urb~n and middle classes and of the comparative1y 
\ .. 

better off strata of the population in general, thereby increasing the 

. urban-rural income differential. Furthermore, and most important1y: 'even, 
l, 

if the gove1"1Dllant wanted to reach the rural poor, there is no di8tribution 

sys tam through whic~ the grain' could be chanelled ta the 11108 t needy. The 
, 

result of a11 these factors is that: "the higher the income, the lus one 

. genera11y pays for food." ,(Agricultural Mission; 1971:21). Only 10 pel' , 

." 

, 
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cent of the entire offtake through the ration system actually reaches the 

poor and the destitute, whose ooly chance to be ineluded in the ration 

system is to move to one of the major cities. 

~ . 
Subs1dised Food A! A Disincentive To Agricultural Production And Incomes. 

Perhaps the worst effect of the public distribution system 1a that 

it acts as a dis~entive to agricultural production. By se11ing large 

amounts of fmported food grain at subsidised priees, the government reduces 

the market for domestically produeed food while keeping food priees 
" 

artificially low. lt is one of the great paradoxes' of Bangladesh's 

tévelopment strategy tbat while agricultural poliey is officially extremely , 

production-oriented, with a heavy emphasis on attempts to make the farmers 

adopt the 'green revolution' package of modern inputs, the food poliey 1a .. 
totally eounter-produetive in tbat it aetually depresse8 priees and thereby 

reduces the farmer,'s inveatible surplus and diseourages production of food 

for the market. Reduction in agricultural production resulting from lower 

food priees, has negative eo~equenee8 both for the number of employment 

opportunitie8 and for the amount of money etrculating in the\rural areas. 

And while the rural rieh ean, and do. divers1fy their economic activities 

Wh~ food priees go down, this option is not 8~nerally open to the poor. who 

might lose in empl~yment what they gain from cheaper foOd~ ... 
The net effect of aU of th~s i8 that they hold down revenues in the, 

vast and populous rural sector and thereby hurt the poorer sections of the 

rural massee. 

Di.i!1CentiVe Effect: A Loy"rHJ! Phenomena. 

The adverse effeet of the ration system on ëomeetic food production 
~ 

". F·f • 
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/ 
is felt not in the short run but in the long. In the short run, food 

imports chanelled through the ration shop~ adds ta the total supply. One 

ton of imported grain does not reduce domestic production by one ton. 

However the 'disincentive prob1em' of the ration system makes its presence 

felt .. in the long rune There are basically two different disincentive 

effects: 

(i) the priee effect; and 

(11) the policy effect.' 

(i) The Price Effect. It.operates through the market mechanism. 

In the long run, the deterioration in the domestic terme-of-trade for 

agricultural products that has accompanied the pumping in of ~ported 
.' 

foodgrains into the ration system in Bangladesh, bas undoubtedly worked as 

a strong disincentive to food production. The amounts involved have been , . 
far fram marginal. Between January 1972 and November 1917, Bangladesh 

imported over 11 million tons of foodgrains* or almost two million tons 

annually. This corresponds to approximately 15 per cent of total domestic 

production. 

The effects of such huge injec1;ions of imported grain upon food 

priees are bound ~o be negative. The concomitant 1088\in domestie production 

is extreme!y difficult to assess in quantitative terms, since no reliable 

estlmates exist 'of the size of the elas tic it y of supply of diffe'rent grains. 

AlI that can be aaid with certainty ia that farmers do respond positively 

'ta priee incent1ves and that the disincentive effects of low food prie.es 

are stronger in the long run than 'in the short rune 

~ 11,148,995 tons according to pangladesh- Times, March 29, 1978. 

-- -;;:~;'-~r~~_01 -;::-:------'II"p .... ,----- ( 
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(11) The Polie! Effect. The policy effect understood as the 

disincentive impact of food aid is even more serious. A cable from the 

US embassy in Dacca iJ;l ear1y 1916 il1ustrates this point neatly: 

The incentive for Bangladesh government 
1êaders ta devote attention, resources , 
and talent to the prob1em of increasing 
domestic foodgrain production i8 reduced 
by the security provided by US and 0 ther 
dcnors' food assistance. 
(McHenry/Bird; 1977:79). 

1 

c 

As it is much easier to order a shipm,ent of food through t~e embassy 

in Washington than to spend Ume and money on a domestic procurement 

program, a definite comp1acency has settled over the bureaucracy. The 

o 
?, technocrats who dominate the power fuI minis tries of finance, planning and 

'. 
food are resigned ta continued reliance on American, Canadian and 

Australian surplus of food grains. 

The more depandant a country is on imports of cheap grain, the more 

costly govermnent attempts to achieve self-sufficiel1cy in foodstuffs become. 
o 

To attempt to quantify the losses in domestic production due to these 

rather subt1e political mechanism8 i8 of course impossible. Yet it i8 our 

contention that the 'policy disincentive effect' i8 very serious in the long 

l'un, when powerful ves ted inter es ts fighting for the maintenance of the 

system have consolidated themselves. Whi1e it is true that there are strong 

internaI po1itical pressures against policies which would el:f,minate completely 

"the need for fooe! aid, lt 1s also true that such a sentiment 18 lieinforced 
\ J . 

by the donors' willingnes8 to dispose of their surplus grains and to support 

the prevailing power structure in Banglàdesh. 

, 
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Large-scale Manufacturers And The Ration System. 

The ration system in Bangladesh includes provision for one balf 

3 , • 

statutory rationing for anyone working st any establish(lent with more than 

~ 50 employees (unless such an establishment 18 othe-rwise covered by statutory 

rationing). Relative to the small scale shop, the cost of labor to the 

large shop is reduced by the element of this Sllbsidy in rationed goods. 

For example, if the cost of monthly food i8 Tk.50 1ess for a workér w,ith 

access to rationed goods, then the large shap can pay wages 50 Taka less 

in wages than other small shops. 
, , 

~is example illustrstes the point that the direct beneficiaries of 
1 

the ration system need net be t~e final benefi~iaries. In the example ab ove , 

subsi~ies to emp1'Oyees of large shops were mere1y subsidies to their employers. 

Further Distributive DistortiotuJ Through Fiscal Measures. 

Food ~ported under an over-valued exchange rate and distributed 

1 
through the ration system, reduces funds generated for financing public 

sector deve10pment exp end itures • The annual loss on this account 8II1ounted 

to more than 1/5 of the total annual development expenditures between 1972/73 
\ 

and 1974/75. The' argument commonly'/ used to justify thé subsidy on imported 
;' u"1' 

dee is that it is merely. a po1:1cy for ensuring cheap wage. goods. But since 

the rural poor, the landless laborers and the deficit farmers ha\e no access 

ta the subsidised food, abolition of the same would cause them no hardship. 

Rather' there voulcl be indirect relief sinee the govarDaletit would be f~eed 
• A 

from the task of meeting the cast of subsidies ,by tuing recoùrse ta deficit 

financing: This would reduee the size of the budget defieit- and hance the 



( , 

f 
,1 

1 

J' 

.. 
C 

r-~' ,,.. .. _.I __ ........ i~ ... ~l""'-""t~-

'l 
, . . , 

- 66 -

inflationary pressure. In fact, Nurul Islam contends that during 1972/73 

and 1973/74, the enUre deficit on the revenue (non-development) budget of 

the government would'(tl~ve been eliminated if the subsidies on foodgrains 

were abolished. (Is1mn:203). 

lt is dso cla:LDled that without the public distribution system, 

market imperfections would result in very large fluctuations - both 

seasonal and annual .. (:1'n t'he supply of foodgraiIlS to the urban areas. But 

thi~ could be a vaifd: resson for rationing foodgrains only in t:1mes of 

overan .hortages t of temporary d1.1oc~t1o" of .UPp~. One ca" bardly 

fine! justification for sub~idising food supply to the weU-off sections of 

the population at aU times, at the cost of the public exchequer. ~ 

Agriculuture-biased Deyelopment Strategy - The Preconditions For lts 
Success. -4 

Before drawing final conclusions it mus t be stressed that mere1y 

turning the terms of trade in favor of the agrat;ian sector, without the , 

requidte reforuls in the rural social structure, will on1y aggravate the 

fundamenta1 issue of the unequal distribution of rural 88sets, income and 

power. Despite the present discrimination aga1nst agriculture, the fact' 

remains that aIl groups in the co~tryside have not been ha-rmed equally. 

Large property owners in their capacity of surplus farmers have benefited 

from the system'of ch.ap credit and input subsidies which are supplied . . -. 
through the variq~ public ot! sai-public development institutions in the 

.' 
rural areas. In other words, the 'urban-biased' goverœental policies have 

invar1ably reflect8d a proDOunced class bias wh!c:h cuts across the sectoral 

divis1onsof the economy. The strong coal1t:Lon of the urban and rural rich 

'f 

... 
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,that holds poUtical power, has been able ta use Hs control 

state appa.atus to p.ovide general f.vors to the u.ban POPulatior 

at thè same Ume giving selected favors ta the large farmers. As 1 

as this social power stl;'ucture is kept intact, it 1s difficult to for 

any major changes occurring by merely enhanc1ng the ag:ricultùral priori 

In fact tbere 1s nothing in these policy measures which could prevent .. ~~ . 
new rural institutions that would be created, from being captured by the 

traditional elites and used for their benefit. SA the whole effort shall 

be reduced to an exerc1se in futHity. As 1n the past, the 'spread 

effects' would,be contained within a relatlvely smalt part of the economy. 
, . 

The number of beneficiaries would continue to rema1n smaU arid the poorer 

mem.bers of the rural community would become even wone off. In other words, 

therè 18 no guarantee that the availabU.ity of greater resources to the-­

agrarian sector would be translated automatically into higher inc~es for 

the poor. In reality, the benafits of expansion would not triekle down 

very far or very fast. 

What we wisb to efi!lphasise is that, the state apparatus in Bangladesh 

mediates the cOlllpeting interests of the urban elite and the rural gentry 

(the landed classes) - aèting on behalf of both in order to preserve the 

social arder in which their interes ts are embedded. Changing the te;rms of 

trade in favor of the agradan sect'or is a necessary 'condition for ,econOlllic 

upl1ftment. But it is by no me~ a sufficient condition. Formulating 

polie1es and programs favbring the agricultural sector, without taldng 
. ' 

account of the exploitative rural class structure, wçlUld be even lIlore 

d18asttoUlL-8nd in a11 likelihood play into the banda of the power elite. 

The gains aris1ng out of auch polietes woulcl accrue to the top few and the 

'. 
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losses caused tq the masses by the same policies would far outweigh the 
fi; 

to the rural rich. 

Agricultural development schljllles can really work only if the p'resentt'ji' 

class structure 1s altered, so as to keep the explo1ting cilass under check 

and let the dispossessed class have a fighting chance to free themselves 
\ 

___ (r9m __ th~ instruments of !!Xploitation. This 1s the "suffic~ent condition", 

since 1t would encompass aIl rural people in a canprehensive pr6gram for 

national development and respond to their economic lleeds and interests. 

Conflict of interests w1thin the rural society must be expl1citly Tecognised 

before any ~conomic programme or institution for rural development 1a 

'designed. Past policies can be analysed to show that by ignoring. the 

class structure in" the rural society and the exploitative process within 

it, the authorities ended up by formally handing over the interests of 

the weaker class (the landless and the mini·farmers), in ~he hands of the 

strong. To borroW a Bengali 'proverb, it was' like "giving the chickans to 

the jacksl for safe-keeping." 

Conclusion. 

The ahortage of foodgrains that Bangladesh" suffers from h48 been 

IDOstly of her own maidng. PoHtics has resulted i1,1 the failure to relieve 

hun8er and has in faet worked against long-term efforts to aèhieve domestic 
~ 

self-sufficiency. It is time we underst90d the premiaes on which the 

shortag_ theory is built and'readjusted our plaDS and polieies accordingly. , 

,,, 
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FAMINE 1974: THE AMERICAN CONNECTION. 

"lIungry men 1isten only to those who have 'a piece 
of b,read"; said Agriculture Secretary Earl Butz, 
adding the, expl1cit statement: "Food' is a toolo 
It 18 a weapon in the US negotiating kit." And 
Hubert Humphrey, the vis10nary of the tacticai 
use of PL 480 declared: "Food, is power. In a 
very real sense it ia our extra measut'e of 
power. " ,"-'1,-"" 
Harry C1eaver. "Food, Famine And 'the International 
Criais". Z rowork P litica Material 0( 2, (1977), 
p. 34. 

"Food \ peaee was ,based on the ethnoeentric 
ides / that we eould pacify the world by food", 
a Sta~ ne,artment official said ta me Iaat summer 
at a tfme when Bangladesh was begging largely in 
vain for a trickle of wheat. "New we think that 
feed~ the world 18 an international prob1em, may 
be one for the United Nations,r. . 
Stephen S. Rosenfeid. "The Polities of Food". 
Foreign Palier Magazine, Spring 1974, p. 23. 

Food 18 the carrot of a government that practices 
a, 'carrot and stick' diplomacy in the Third World. 
Even in the case of Bangladesh, political 
considerations only too often can be a determin1ng 
factor in - US food a1d and dec1sion making. 
Donald F. Mc Henry and Ksi Bird. "Food Bung1e 
In Bangladesh"., Foreign Polie! 'Magazine, Summer 
1977, p. 86. 

,tir Tb~, central argument of this cbapter 1a that the famine of 1974 in 

, 

1 .;/4)'" . ,"-
',BulladUb, had '!ts iDDediate cause 1n tbe withholding of food shipments 

by the US, both under PL 480 as weIl as t~08e ordered'fram commercial grain 

(l sellers. It,is .this kind o! power that has laid the foundation of the' 

, \ 
'< 
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Ameriean food empire • .'Today US food power ean déstroy who1e soeieties 

.. 
and rebuild them, topp1e some governments and iustal! others, impede 

social change or stimu1ate it, protect its friends 'and devastate those 

who oppose H. Tc;> cite a few instaI;lCes: 
.. 

(t) Subsidised US food supported Marshall Tito's drive for 

independence from Soviet influente after Yugos1avia refused to 

join,the Cominform in 1948. 

(il) When Egypt went to war agains t Israel in 1967, PL 4~O 
~ 

stopped. The u5 rapproachement with E.gypt in ,1974 was proc1aimed 

with a 100,000 ton ~ood aid p1edge to the 1ate President Sadat, at 

a Ume when domest~c food criais was threatening his politica1 

survival. By 1978 (having eomp1eted many rounds of peaee talks 

with Israel), Egypt had become the largest recipient of PL 480 

assistance, receiving more tban one million tons of wheat a y.ear 

at 8ubsid:18ed priêes. (Barnett; 1980:157). 

(11i) In February 1951 when India requested the supp1y of 2 

million tons of foodgrains to meee the food criais, the US de1ayed . 

food shipments for co1d war reuons. 1 Years "latex:, when the Indian ~ 

Prime Minister expressed the hope that the US would put an end to 

the bambing of North Vietnam, the US reaction w.s hostile. Cables 

from Washington brist1ed vith sharp comments about ,'those ungratefu1 

Indiana 1 and the shipments of wheat were de1ayed. When 'the US 

ambassador to India, Cheste~' Bow1es, exp1ained that the Indian Prime 

Minister vas only repeating what U Thant and the Pope had repeatedly 

... , _ ....... ~~_. -.. --~' -_ .. ,.-~"'--_._,,----~------- ~-....... _--,........., ... " -
- , "_ .. 1 ~ 
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said 7 he was told, "the Pope and U Thant do not need our food". , 

(Bowles; 1973:526). 

(!v) The food buying credits of PL 480 went to South Korea in .. 
1971 in return for that government~ s secret promise to reduce 

textile expor~s to the US; to Portugal the samé year in return 
/ 

for the continuation of Ametican base rights in the Azores; and to 

Bangladesh in 1974 on1y after that country agreed to halt its 

jute exports to Cuba. (Morgan; 1980:338). 

('17) Three days bafore President Allende was overthrown, his 

govertllllent announced that the US had refused to sell vitally needed 

supplies of wheat for cash. Within a month of the military coup 
, 

which replaced Allende with a murderous junta, food credits resumelt . , 

atid 600,000 tons of wheat flowed to Chile. (Barnett; 57). 

In his Urst address to the United Nations in Septem.ber 1974, 

President Ford alluded to the possibllity of using food to exert pressure 

on OPFC countiies. "It has oot been our pol1cy", he said, "to use food as 

~'. 

a politic:a1 weapon despite the oil embargo and recent 011 priee and production 

inc:r~ases". But in ru1ity the leverage avallable to the Arabs through their 
, 

oi1 boycott far axceeds any leverage available to the us through a food 

embargo, since the Arabs can meet their relativel}" small import needa from 

other sources. whi1e the us cânnot satisfy its relatively large petroleum 

needs e1aewhere. (Report: of the COtIIIILittee on Foreign Affairs; 1973:1). 

As we1l the United States ha, frequently attempted to use, the food weapon 

against the Soviet Union. But ~t has faUed to achieve the desired objectives 

ft..} 
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, lr-incè the So"iet Union can buy wheat elsehwere, from Canada for instance. 
" 1 

Canada displayed no politieal hangups about its' grain trade w~th the 

Russians, nor for that matter did American priva.te business f~rms. Time 

Magazine, in its April 14, 1980 edition revealed that US ships used by US 

companies for carrying US eereals to Third World countriès, mysteriously 

changed course in mid-ocean and headed towards Rumania aud Polaud. This 

... confirms the fact that profits are the principal loyalty of the multi-

nationale. 

The amount of diplomatie leverage available to the US arising from 

its ability to provide food, holds only in the case of the poorer LDCs. 

"1 
F.or t;hem the issue ia not whether there is a surplus or shortage in world 

markets, but, whether concessionsl food is availabloe. It is because of 

this that the US, can exereise 91g~f1eant diplomatie leverage against them 

in both good yeaN and' in bad. 

Pt 480 'In Action: A Case of Oligopolistie Priee DisertMination. 

Political seientists view PL 480 as a tool in tn.e hands of US 

foreign poliey makers with whieh they ~ay buy or~ secure friendships, reward 

allies and punish transgressors. An eeonomist lookfng at the co~truction 

of the PL 480 program, would look upon it as a typieal illustration of an 

oligopolistic mechanism for priee discr:fmination to maximise profits. To 
" l 

clar if y , the US produees almost one quarter of the world's grain, exports 

forty-two per cent of the world wheat and sixty-three per cent of the 

world' s corn. Canada i8 the next largest exporter of grains but accounts 

for,only twel.ve per cent of world grain exports. The US is thus the only 

1 
truly global exporter of ood grains and sells in a11 éontinents ta some 

~ 1 

! 
l' 

1 
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130 eountrtes. In the world 1 s grain tdde only the US cofllDands oligopolis tic 
, . 

':. 

tnarket power. 

PL 480 operates thl'ougp tw~ t.diffel'ent programs, known as Tit1e l 

and Tit1e II. Undel' Tit1e l food~ is aO,ld on a eo~essiona1 basis opel'ating 
, ' , 

through ,commercial mar~ets on a gdverœent to goverœent bas lS . 

TitIe II food is given away as a grant. 

" Under· 

But in rea1ity Title II is not a give-away program. In practic~ it: 
, 

'acts as a stabilising priee support mechanism for maintaining the priee 
1 

levei for US grain producers. In other words t it ia an extension of 

domestic priee support poliey t'a restrict supplies going iuto the world 

market aud thereby maiutains world whest priees at arttfically high levela. 

Ancl tbat is not aIl. Title II gr~nts a1so gen~rate long term negative 

effects that reduce the capacity of Thil'd Wor1d countries to meet the1r 

food gap by: 
." , 

(i) delaying agricultural development in the food-deficit poorer 

nations, as aIready exp1ained in Chaptel' III; 

(U) by effecting prot.ounc! modifications in 4ietary habits, thus 

rendering the recipient eountries more dependant on US food. 

~ter some 25 bUlion dollars spent on US food dd progl'ams, the < 

people in Latin America have Iearned to eat wheat fIoul' and people in India, 

Pakistan, sout~e~ and Bangladesh buy food shipped half-way around the 

globe. In the COIllOt bread :1.8 rapidly winning aga:1.nst 'chilwanga' at 

breakfast because bread was the staple diet of the c:olon1a~ masters. But 

of all examples, Japan ':1.8 the most br_~ath~aking one~ wpUe :1n)954 Japan 

• '. 

• -1 
,.' 

, ------~~~.-----------
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;!.lIlPorted $400 million of food, by 1974 eUDlllulative food imports had 

surpassed $17 billion. By 1976, annual Japanese food importa were valued 

at $3 billion from the US alone. (George; 1977: 170). As Senator McGovern 

remarked in 1964: •. 

The greae food markets of the future are the very 
areas where vas t numbers oJ people are learning 
through food for peace to eat Amedean p!=,oduce. 
The people we as sis t . today wUl be~ome our 
eus tomers tomorrow. 
(Ibid., : 170). /" 

In the Third World bread consunption has becoDlI~ idenUfiedo with 
, ,. . 

progress and modemity. It is precisely these'8ort. of idiosyncratic values 
' . 

. that have f08~d an dtraordiaary dependenct! on" US ragricultural exports, 

"which constitute the baais of US food power. 

The PL 480 program was for the m.ost part motivated by the massive 

productivity increases in t~e US faming sector. which 'Ilot ouly ereated 

.enormous surpiuses but was also costing t.ebtpayers $1 million a day just 
. ' 

for storag.. (Lappi and Collins; 1979:329). 'The fa~ lobby wou1d .not 

allow the surpluses to be put, on the dames tic market. And if dumped on 

~ the world market, grain priees would drop by a dollar a bushel. US grain 
'-

corporations were OPPOlée! to such a disruption of their internatioaal; • 
~'" \ 

'c 

commerei&l market. The ouly possible solu~iotr was the ereâUou of a 

.ecoudary for,!1.gn marllet by allowias.. food~efic:it c:ountries to pay for 

Aur1can food importa :(n their oWU curreuc1es :lus tead cif in Americ:an dollars. 
'" 
'rhac 18 what PL 480 'do... BehiDd the.!)human1tar1au r~etoric, PL 4~ ia 

') 

ootM.D8 but a convoient device that enaoles low-incolll~ countries, which 

otb«tW1ae vould not conat1tute a market at a11, to buy surplus Ameriean '0 

'. 

1 

1 

J, 

1 
1 

1 
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food while keeping the .-commercial dollar price uP, for higher income 
~ . 

countries • 

In the ec.onom.ist's jargon, we could say ~hat Tit1e l ia in effect 
~ \ 

an instrument of price discrimination whereby grains are 80'14 to poorer 

cUBtomers who cannot afford the (higher) prevalling market pr.ice. As the 

leading ol1gopolist, the US i8 in a position to sell in' distinct markets at 

different priees. Rieher clients (e.g. Japan) are not entitled ta Title ! 

'" grants. the fact that' the markets are spatially di,tinct and separated , \ 

makes a policy of prie.e discrimination feas1qle. If PL 480 did not exist, 
, i. 

a11 of ,the food would e~ter the .world market and drivé' prices downward. 

pS farms and grai~ campanies wou1d b~come Jess profitable. Third Wodd' 

eountries could then buy food cheaply and store tt. T~e t'ood powet' of the 

. US would disappear and consumera would benefit from the avaifability of 

graiDe at cheaper priees. But PL 480 béing essentially a. priee support 

~echan1S1D, has effective1y rigged the market and US farma and grain ccmpanies 

are the principal beneficiaries. 

_One should &180 note that most of the Ameriean 8rain goes to its 

1 
; 
J 
1 

, \ (' \ 

rich~r eliente~e and PL 48Ô~ i8 important onlYi.<in abund~t years ~~ ·For instatÏce, 

in nDrmal ytars Japau aud Western Europe impartI 20 tilDes more grain than a11 

of the under-developéd countriea cOIIlblned. (Lappé; 1975: 235). Even during 

the critical years of 1972-74, richer ~ounEriés such as Japan and the 

Soviet Union imported food throughout the eride" The Nixon administratiôn -

férveilt1y anti-cOlll1llUD1.t - did not hes1ta~e to facilitate the sale of corn 

and wh.at ta luati., 1nclud1ng the use' of export subsidies to please çhis 

important custOlller. "GSoth; 1981:902). Peter Wallenstein sums up the 

a1t~t1an, vEy lucciDètly: 

r.J _ -,-z~i> .. :"~-'~ ~ .. ~~-----
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1 

Tbe world market 1s dom1nated by monetary 
purchase P9wer: 1t is only buyers that 
possess signi.ficant monetary tesources 
tbat co6nt. For many of the poor nations •.•• 
there is hardly any poss1bi1ity to turn 
to the world market for food. 
(Wallenstein; 1976: 281). 

Economie Reasons For The 1974 Grain Embargo. 

While 1t is true that the US used the food weapon to extract 
'. 

politiea1 gains in Bangladesh, it 1s equally true that powerful eco~OIDic 

1nterests lay behi,nd Us refusal to commit new aid or even to sb1p a~:~afY 

cOlllUlitted aid. During the summer of 1972, the Sov1et Union purcbased 

about 11 mUl:Î.on tons of food grain (at what later turned out to be bargai'D-
, .'>J 

'basealent pric~), and thereby exhausted most American grain surpluses. The 
~ 

US usually refers to tbis transaction as '~the great grain robbery", alleging ~ , . 
that the Soviet Union esaployed secrecy to corner the world's wheat market, 

" ,. 
so .that the deal was c10sed before the American govemment even ldlew what 

was happening. But this is definite1y not the Ct" ete truth. The fact 

1s that the 'US tripped itself in 1ts over-anxiousnes to dispose of it's 

surpluses. American off1e:f.als were p1eased that e unprecedented Rus81an 

pur~hases helpedl! the AIIlerican famer and 'reduced goverment costs of storing 
.. ... ( t) 

surp1use8. In fact, Secretary Butz hailed the des1 with the Russians as 

a bistorie benefit for the American economy. 

But no one anticipated the 'prob1ems which cropped up subsequentIy: 

(i) The Soviets bought half the wheat with tbeir l1ne' 'Of credit 

rather than .payins euh. Shortly afterward the dollar wae devalued .~' 

K .. nvhlle soU. vhieh the Soviets bave in large supply, was el:f.mblng and 

, 1 
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within a year reached a peak about twicE; as high as its dollar value when 

the Soviets were making their deals. These developments meant tha t the 

Soviets could pay off their debts eUher with dollars that could be 

acquired cheap1y or with haH the amount: of gold they would have had to use. 

to pay for tne grain when' they were buy1ng it. 

(11) The Soviets purchased grain at about $1.60 a bushel - a 

satisfactory priee at the Ume of sale. However as soon as news of this 

transaction became known, foreign traders started buying heavily. As 

supplies tightened priees climbed. W1th nervous eommodity markets watehing 

eaeh successive estimate of yields as the 1973 crop matured, wheat priees 

continued to soar. Trading firms thus had ta be paid che differenee between " 

the US target price of $1.63 per bushel and the actusl priee leaving the 

port. This climbed to over $2.10 by August 23, which meant' that subsidies 

jumped frem l" cents to 47 cents a bushel. In this manner the Soviets were 

reeeiving wheat for $1.65 a busbel, ~hat was aetually eosting exporters 
... . 

over $2.10, with US taxpayers making up the difference. The end result was .. 
that the us govemment subsidised Soviet gtain purehases to the tune of' 

$160 million. 

r (1ii) A further adverse effeet ou the American taxpayer stemmed 
l' 

frem ~he fact that the subsidles accrued most1y to the grain companies. The 

market priee of vheat rose sfter most farmers had already sold out 'so that 

~I 

the benefit of the 8ubsidy did not accrue to the growers. Public clamor ' 

grew to an uproar 88 the subsid1es to the gtain dealers mount'ed Into' millions. 
(l' , 

Huch of this diséontent focussed on govermental regulations that gave 

ample scope for profit.aring to the grain companies. All a cOlllPany ~ad to 90 

> """-.~"\t_~,~ -~-~~ .. -~--~.,... .. ~>I .,:, --; -, -._-,-,-,,""', -.-, ---, .-,,-, ,-, ---~~:s ... "'"-"',., .. .,.....;, ,-, ........ :"'. :::'''''':':'~:-:'~'::'''<'':::'~,'\1: --i'.,l,-~':;;;-0 ... '" ... -~_:: 
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J 
to record a c1a1m for a subsidy was ta tell the department concerned that 

a sale had been made. They did not have to provide proof or even to name 

the date when it was made. (Robbins; 1974: 198). Thus, in one week when 

the subsidies were at their highest - A1 cents a bushe1 - the companies 

made millions by holding baék ,their f11inga for subsidies ,on ear1hr sales 

unti1 the week when they got the bigges t possible handout from' the US 

.. 
Treasury. jThe $128 million in subsidies paid out in that one big ~eek 

included Boch ataggering sume as $145 million to' Continental and $39.4 

million for Dreyfus, $16 million to Garn4c and $10.6 million to Bunge. 

(iv) All of thesa fig1,Sres however, seem ~nute in comparison with 

the direct cost of the Russfan wheat deal, to the A1Ïlerican c01l$umer. The 

inexorable march of food inflat;l.on exacted a heavy toll. By August 1973, 

American consumera vere paying $25 billion a year more to feed their 

famUies, than they did in 1971. (Ibid: 243). The coat of meata cl1mbed 

enormous1y. By 1974 the p~iees of beef and pork as well as ch~cken rose 

more than 50 pel' cent. 

All th:f.s came as a rude shock to the average American. The faith in 

US agriculture's capacity to supply an abundance of low cost food to its 

peoplé was abaken. Suddenly in 1973 Americana discovered that they too 

were facing food scarc:l:ty with consumera throughout the world. 

To pr.vent a run&way inflation that would have overshadowed 

even th. soarins spiral.of the preeeding months, the US admin:f.stration 

drut:f.cally cut-back on its food a:f.d s~ipments. However the closest of 

Amer:f.ca's allies continue<! to rêceive sUQstantial chunlca of the &id packet. 1 

"la fue&! 1973, ·c.mbedia. South Viet11llll a:ad South Koru recaived 
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67 per cent of a11 Title l a1d ac;.cording te the Agriculture Department 'a 

figures 0 Bangladesh got only' 5 per eént. 

While the decision to deny food to Bangladesh was politieal, the 

fact remaina that lt was ,a1so prompted by the desperate ecoDomie straits 

in whieh the US found itself. For the first time the US government h4d to 

~uy in commercial markets the food that it shipped through PL 480. (Balz; 

1975:275). Thus overnight PL 480 bec.e a burd'en on the Americ:an exchequft.o 

Politieally and economical1y, Bangladesh W88n't considered worthy of the 

taxpayer 1 s dollars and sa 1 ta'-pleas were ignored. 

By the sprins of 1975 however, normaley hacl bem restor.d. US food 

priees were fallins and once again surpluses were piling up. So once more, 

it was safe (and neceasary) to send the food aid shipments. ln fact in 

1916 and 1977, as food pressures eased following bumper erops in Asia and 
...... 

el.ewhere, fO'bâ &id had risen to 22 pel' cent of the total: US BIIsutanee 

a8 camPared to 4 per cent in the searcit, year of 19740 Too mueh food was 

shipped to Bangladesh in fiscal 1976 because there was an enormous baeklog 

of unàold Ameriean wheat that had to he d1:Sposed of • 

Year 

1974 
1975 
1976 

"' 

\ 

.. 

SOURCE: 

TABLE IV.l 

WlŒAT' AND FLOUR IMPŒTS FROM ~ US 
(ln '000 Hetric: Tons) , 

Volume Of Importa 

505 
442 
800 

YI' of US food 

'--~--...,...---:---_ .. _---. - . ' ,rP. 
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The Table shows that the inflow of US food gra;l.na had nearly doubled 

in 1976 which wa~ a year of comparative abundance. In this manner US 

officials tend ta move large ,amaunts of wheat under the PL 480 programme 

~hen they. are least needed. Allocations ate rarely based on the actua], 

humanitarian need in Bangladesh. Such a conclusion is further reinforced 

by the fact tha~ theJagr,icultural attaché at the US embassy in Dacca 

estimated Bangladesh's harvest for fiscal 1977 at 12.3 million tons (Dacca 

Misson Cable; Nov. 18, 1976), whereas the World Bank's estimates stood at 

13.1 million tons. Actual production turned out ta be 12.8 million tons • . 
(Statistical Yearbook; 1980: 220. 230). Thè actual output.was· tbua closer 

,to the WorldlBank. estimates and greater than those of the US experts. Such' i 

la~ge errora in estimation lend credence to the ~eory that numerical games 

are resorted ta wbenever the US has large' surpluses which it ia unab1~ ta 

market c01llllercially. The consequence of 8uch a practice 'could be SUllllaeq up 

in tbe warde of a US AID official st Dacca. 
,1 ,1 

) 
" •••• our food .id levela correspond to their goocl 
harvests. They reéeive the 1D08t food &id when they 
produce tbe mOlt grains internally and receive 
correapondiagly smaller 8lDOunts of food aid during 
1ean harvesta." 
(Quoted in McBenry and Bird) • 

, . 

Food aid fram' the US is alwaya subject ta domestic pressure groups 
, 

aad vested interests. One expression of this occurred in late 1974. In 

apite of a traditiona1 preference for rice, Bangladesh preferred to purchase 

wheat because it ftl 1ess exPensive. However during the food aid negotiations 

towardl the end of 1974, the US made it 'clear that Bangladesh could obt~in 

an l.ncreaaing qual1tity of whel1-t only in combinat ion with an increas1.ng 

~ ~·''''1+~t'' ~ ",," "- '~~t'" 
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quantity of rice. The pressure to accept rice from the US was due t. a 
1 

domestic farm lobby reaet11ig to a bumper crop of riee in 1974. 

(Parkinson; 1981: 98), Wi tq a Si ven money value of food assis tance, an 
fil 

increased proportion of' (the more expensiv!!) riee had the effect of redueing 

the quantum of food available ta Bangladesh. This sort of pressure tac tic 

was repeated in 1976 when the us had a surplus of rice at a time wh en , 
r-'") .. 

B4ngladesh did not have enough storage rocm even for its own domestically 

produced rice. lt wu fesred that importation might reduce local rice 

priees and hence adversely affect future production. 
\ 

(Lappé and Collins; 

1977:341). Wheat imports were however needed pr:1marUyaa an insurance 

agaiust ,unforeseen eontingencies, and the US ,exp1oited this opportunity to 

ensure that its ries growers were also acc~dated. 
"" (' fi: 

Americana have given thamselves too much credit for a generosity 

tbat accorded with the market situation of' US farm interests '. and palicy 

designs of US foreign policy makera. Beneath a11 its humanitarian drelainas, 
1 

PL 480 was dev1sed (in 1954) primarily to ex:tract political and economic 

gaions out of the huge stocks of Ameriean g;ain that could not be sold on 

world markets without adverse1y affecting US farm ~neOlllea, The food aid 

shipmentl are over-va1ue4 insofar as they are va1ued at current world pr~ee!J. 

Yet it :ts elear that world market priee would be driven do~ s1,1batantially 

if a sizeable part of them were actually sold for hard currenciea. (Rodan; 

1961:110). Finally, when calculating the burden of the food aid programs ta 
, 1 

the US taxpayers, theae govemment food shipments should probab"rY)wt be 

counted at a11. They are Hnaneed net through foretgn aid approt'-iations, 

through the Depart1llent of A8Ticu1tur~ as priee support for US famers t and 

.h:1ppiDg th_ abt'oad coats the 80vernment 1ess than staring th_ for even a 

< ' -----_ .. _. c, 
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few months. (Pincus; 1963: 367) • 

For these reasons, food aid has been a popu1ar form of fore1gn 

&id on Capitol Hill. AB Stephen Rosenf;l.eld points out: 

American diplomats have used food as a 
political to01: to re1ieve the misery of our 
frienda •••• and to help them: keet' popular 
discontent within poli tically mlmageab1e 
bouMs. Earl Butz told me in an interview 
that PL 480 is no 10ng~r primarUy a surplus 
disposal pro~am. It' a for humanitarian 
purpOSe8 and for national aecurity - to he1p 
:lnfuse purchas:lng power into countries on our 
defenae perimeter. 
(Rosenfeld; 1974121 ) 

Even :ln the case of Bangladesh," politiea1 considerations prQved to 

be cr:ltical factors determ:lning Us food a:1.d decuion making. Thé country's , , 

rice product:lon in 1974 w •• aetually greater than that of the' preeeding 

y.ara. Whut importa were -nonethalus essential since th.y would provide 

thl indispensable margin of safety and contribute- to the maintenance of 

public confidence. But whereas in fiscal year 1973, Bangladesh received 

'II $62.7 million worth of PL 480 COlllll1odities, in fiscal year 1974 this 

allocation drapped to $3.3 million. ,(Chandola; 1.975: 1533). We will now 

show that thi. d~aatic cutback in PL 480 ahipments was related to spec:lfic 

issues of global geopolitic8. 

us PoliUcal Interests In Bangladesh. 
, ' 

Bangladesh :la located at the vortex of a hiShly poÜtie:lsed rag:1.on 
r 

of South Û:la. The State Department therefore wonies that Bangladesh t s 
, -" ~ 

Ir 
1 

... 

alignaaent vith KOICOW, could affect reg!onal sCabU!ty. As Zbigniew 

Brze,ÛUlk1., a forma- Naticmal Security Adv1aor to the US President, explained: 

- ....... 't- -'. ,,~---. ......... .,.., ~ 
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Today the area of crisis 18 a group of states 
,~;,' on the shores of the Indian Ocean - literally 

an arc of instabil1ty, which can be ,drawn on a 
',h màp from Chittagong 1n Bangladesh, through 

Isl4lUbad, a11 the way to Aden. Their internaI 
fragiUty, social,ancLpalitical, could interact 
with the projeç,~ion of Soviet power. 
(Restoon; 1975:-12). 

In 1973-74, Sbeik Müjibur Rahman's government was aligned with 

Iodia and the Soviet Union. This alignment dated fram Kissinger' s pol.icy 

of tilting towards Pakistan during the War of Liberation in 1971. When 

hundreds of thousands of Benga1ees were be.ing kill,;ed both aides .in the 

super-power battle for South Asia played pol1tics. Kissinger writes in his 

lIlemoirs: 

To be lur~, Pakistani repression in East Bengal 
had been brutal and shortsighted; and millions 
of refugees bad impoaed tremendoua ÎJtrain on 
the Indan economy. ' But ,wbat cauaed the war, 
in Nixon' 8 ;vi- and mine, went beyond the 
refugee problem; it wu Iodia' s determiqation 
to uae the cdais ta establish its pre-sinenee 
on the sub-continent. " 

But our par8lll0unt coneern trànscended the 
aub-continent. The Soviet' Union could have 
restrained India; it chose not to ••••• The Soviets 
encouraged India to explOit Pakistan' s travail in 
part to deliver a b10w to our system of alliances, 

n greater measure to demonstrate the Chinese 
potence. 
ssingeri 1979:885-886). 

~. Kias 
\ , 

. 
er conven1ently chose to i8110re the' tfr1ncipal US interest 

, that ~as\ involved The truth is that Bangladesh and its War of Liberation ,t#' 

(1971). ,~, an a, ying distraction for Waahinaton a~ a time when the US 
\ , 

wu act1v~1y eugage4 in wooiag China, with Pakistan acting as the mateb-

_r. Wl\ global reali_.. 1 .. Il1001.... Dr. lUa.blge. .114 Preaid .... 

\ 
\ 
\ 
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Nixon were not inc1ined ta sympathize with the vietims of the Pakistan army's 

crackdawn in Bangladesh. Rather the Bengalee problem appeared as a 

threatening and annoying distraction. In fact Pakistan's President and 

the Pakistani ambassador in Peking were" forging the first delicate steps 

of President Nixon's reach for China, just at the tue of the Pakistan 

army's apal1ing crackdown in Dacca. Everything else was subordinate for 

the US leadership as it was adamant that the negotiations should no~\ be 

disturbed at any cost. Dr. Kissinger never forgave the Bengalee leader 

Sheik Mujibur Rahman, for prevall\~ over US indifference with Indian and 

So~iet help. \ 

The food bungle that washi~ton engineered in Bangladesh in 1971+, 
1 0 

had one goal: breeclina the appropr ate environment for a coup d'état to 

bring about a transition. ,The plan was a success because after the famine 

of 1974 tpere W8S open ta1k of how long Mujib would la,t, 'not' if he would 

last. In some respects the situation might be compared to lndonesia in 

1965, when Soekarno' s decl1ning he al th and po1itieal fortunes made lt 

obvious that he would soon be overcome by new1y emerging forces of either 

the left or the right. The role of the Americana in both cases was to 

influence the direction of the imminent transition. 

Past Famines In Bln,sladesb. 

Historic411y, faaines in Bangladesh have always been man-made and 

cannot be attributeci exclusively ta natura1 ca1amitles. Consider the 
, 

follow1ng casu: 

(1)' Ad •• S1I1.th vrites in 1776: 
\\ 

---------~--•... .' 

\ 
\ 
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The drought in Benga1 a few years ago might 
probably have occasioned a very great dearth. 
Some improper regula tions. some judic ious 
restraints imposed by thê servants of the East 
Ind1a Company upon the ric~ trade contributed 
perhaps ta turn that dearth into famine. 
(Smith: 493). \ ' 

(1i) Next consider the Great Bengal Famine of 1943. Usually 

analysts attribute it to a cyclone of ~traordinary force in April 1942, 

followed by three tidal waves causing enormous destruction to standing 

crope. In reality however, these were ooly the prelude to an immensely 

greater catastrophe. 
. 

First the Japanese conquest of Thailand, Indo..china and Burma -

the principal exporters of rice to India - posed a tremendous danger to 

-Inciia 's food position. Compounding this prob1em was the British pol1cy of 

drawing on India' S dwindling foods tocks for supplies to other countrtes 

lIh;c~ they regarded as S~giCa1lY important for the war 'effort. Bri tain ~ 

f1b:nished Iran about 40,000 tons of foodgrain (drawn mostly from India), 

dÙring the nine months preceding t,he natura! dts8ster of April 1942 . 
. 

Alter April 1942, 'the British were sending 3000 tons month1y ta East Iran 

from India. (Venkatraman1; 1943:4). Aésuming tha.t there was enough food 

in India, the 'US govermnent approached the Bri~ish (in November 1942) with a 

request for addit1o~l supplies ta Iran frOID Indian stocks. All of these 

contributed ta a ~ritica1 food situation in Ind1a. It is ott these grounds 

that M.S. Venkatramani saya: 

Thou who p.iL.hed in the Great Bengal F8IIline 
of 1943 vere ••••• 8S truly the victims of the 
Second World War 88 were the casua1ities 
in b.~t1efi.lda and bombed eities. 
(Ibid., : 6). 

\ 1 
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The priority of defence over poverty persists even to this day. 

To illl:18trate, between 1968 and ~1973 South Vietnam alone received 20 times 

the value of food aid that the five African states most seriously affected 

by drought received during the same periode (Lappé "and Collins; 1977:337). 

More specificaÜy~ these five countries - Chad~ Mali~ Mauritania, Niger 

and Upper Volta - reeeived $38.8 million worth of Title l and II commodities 

while South Vietnam aloIle was the recipient of $792.8 million, during the 

same period. 

• These instances were eited to couve, the central theme of our 

thinking in this c hapter: 

Cyclones or floods are caused by nature. But 
a famine 18 made by man.~ '> 

\ '. 

Bangladesh (1974) And The -Use Of US Food Power. 

" 
In 1974, the us administration was' play1ng with the Idea of using 

the dependance of poorer countr1es such as Bangladesh on US food aid, to 

exercise leverage on OPEC to reduce the priee of its ail. 

Humphrey's 1etter of April 1974 to Kissinger noted: 

There, have been' repeated priva te 
referances from within the Admlnis,tratlon 
tbat this 18 a strktegy designed ta max:lmise 
pressure for an oU priee roll-back, through , 
highl.ighting the adverse effect of the 011 
priee. 1ncl'usee and encouragiug developing 
com,.try pressures on the '()ÎJEC countries though 
!lOt eaaing th air dislocations resulting ~from . 
develQPed êouncry actions. 
(RotuchUd; 1976:295). 

As Senator 

But .• erlcan hints (alld eventually' pressuras) faUed to. bave tbe 
..ç 

\ ' 
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desired effect s'inee Bangladesh, (like everYbody e1se), could 'See that the 

priee of foodgrains bad begun to rise earl1er and even more sharply than 

the priee of oi1. More preeisely, 8t;'ain priees s,~lrted rising ~ed:tately 

after the Russian grain purchases of 1972. The quadrupling of otl priees/ 

by the OPEC "cartel took place a year later. As, a' result of the food priee 
, . 

, 
hike, US agricultural exports in 1973 reached $18 billion, up from $9.4 , 
bil1!9n over the past five year,. (Sehertz; ,1974: 511). 

Bangladesh was, 1es8 adverse1y affected by the oil priee hike than 

it was by the massive increases in food priees., This is understandab1e 

.cons1dering the country' 8 smal1 energy needs' (~n annual a'ver~$e o.f one 

million tons of erude and 25q ,000 tons of petroleum produets) ,and 

proportionate1y 1arger foodgrain imports (approximate1y ,2- million tons 

a~ua.üy). With Bangladesh re1~ctant to join forces against OPEC ~ the US 

appear~' to have opted for a dramatie demonstrat:f:on of its 1etha1 food ~on. 

The i4ea eou1d' be ta teach food' deficit countr~1angladeSh that 

their futures lie in 1ining up with Washington, rather than deriv1ng ~ 

inspiration from demonstrations of Third World ~olldarity with OPEC. The 

opportunity arole as alternating ~rought and f~OOd, had already sever~y 
affeeted Ba~1adesh. The US l(I8S quick ta seize this opportunity., A realistie 

ana1ysis shows that the fam1~e wbich followed was largely ,US""1I\B.de. 

In its food budg~t for 1973-74, the Govermftent of Bangladesh 

eatimated a food gap of 2.2 million ,tons. The Finance Minister presented 
- , 

these figures to the U$ Sacretary of State in August 1973 and requested 
ç , 

allocation of 300,000 tons of foodgrains, to be de1ivered to Banaladeah by 

November-Dec.er of tbat year. Waahington ~ .. ponded by pressuriua Bangladesh 

to abandon 1ts plana to try 195 Pald8tan1 var criaiD8la responaibl.e for the 

\ 
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genocide of 1971 in Sangladesh. Bangladesh complied. , , 

Meanwhile in the wot;ld market, food prices continued ta soar, and' 

wealth and high incolDes had ,become the inatrqmenta of ,commando The brutal 

• t fact which em~r8ed is th8t the ~od market ia dominated by the "affl~ent '. 

11 

\. 
whether capitalist or cOtumunis,t, and only poorer eountries like Bangladesh 

/ 

suffer in times of restricted aver-all eupply. The grain that Bangladesh 

lacked before the famine 1t suffered in the autumn of 1974 was the equivalent. 

of ~/20 of the grain that Japan imports annually. The only obstacle was 

that it- could not afford to import the food that i·t; needed. 

The Deputy Chairma~ of the Bangla:désh Planning Commission in a 

meeting with the Deputy ~inistrator of US Aïd, again raised th~ matter of 
" \ • Yi 

Bangladesh's urgent ~eed for food. He pointed out that high world pricès, 

had e~od~d Bangladesh' s own cash for pro~ur~f food and he requested 

the :f.mmediate shipment of 20,000 tons ofwheat under US P.L. 480 Title l 

progra1DDle as well as for 20,000 'tbns of édible ail. But the US had then 
. 

suspended proeurement of commo!iities for even the Title II donafion 

programme and all individual country programmes ~ere either termina~d or 
l 

sharply reduced. The reduced amoQuts of food available were rationed 

predominantly amang eountries eonsidered to be at the periphery of Ameriean 

diplomacy - i.e. South Vietnam, Cambodia, South Korea and Pakistan. 

The failure of the US government to commit t,l8W &id or even to ,ship 

already cODDDitted &id ereated such acute cliisis towartis the end of 1973, 

, that the ~.ngladesh government requested the USSR ta divert to Bangladesh , 
200,000 tona .fram ita cash purchases in US and Canada •• These were received 

! 
in Bangladesh between July-october 1973 and helped to Bee the ration system 

o 

through th, searcity months preceding the aman sasson. The Soviet grain 

",1 
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loan wa: to be rep-id by dive~~ of grain ahipments uoder US _id to be 

cOlIIIIIitted later in 1973. But the US gove11lDent refused ta ,aceept this 
, ") .. .. . . 

arrat'lgement, 80 that Bangladesh eventually had to work out a defer~ed 

pa~ent arrangement' with' the Soviets: In fact, it was :as recen'tly ~s 1977 
, , \ 

,that Bangladesh repaid this Soviet wheat 10an by purehasing Ameriean wheat 

and earmarking it for the Soviets. .(Mox:gan; 1980: 450) • 
/' 

In addition to the Soviet Loan, the govemment was aetilèly pursuing 

other governments and agendes sueh as Au~tralia, Canada and the EEC. ~ 

(), a resUlt of frantie efforts, Ba~ladesh/eventual1y proeurred one million 

tons of foodgrain with !ts" own resourees in 1973, and in the proeees 

eompletely deple.ted its forngn exehange res erves. By 19 7 ~ therefore, 

Bangladesh was in desperate strait~. To make matters worse, food priees . 
had 'registered a furthe:ç- rise. January 1974 Rotterd~ prices for imported 

US bard winter wheat were over $6 per bushel - $3.30 above the 1evels of 

the preeeding year. US farm priees were up almost $3 per bushe1. (Schertz 

.1966:524) • • 

In a meeting with the US Assistant Secretary of -Btate, the Bangladesh , , 

ambassador to Washington exp1ained his eount'1y' s urgent need for foodgrains 
, 0 

and 128,000 tons of 80yabean oil. He a1so requested a1~ocation of wheat . ( ~ . 
under Title l and immediate purchasè authorisation for' wheat and.soyabean 

from aid already commi tted. But a11 pleas went in vain and US food aid 

eommitments eonti~ued to be delayed. Food imports f'ell <lff drastieally' . -
(averaging about 14,,000 ~ons per month as compared to the average ,?f 232 s 000 

tons par 1IlOntb in 1972-73). Procuring grains from the open market ~as 'also 

not pos81bb. as Bangladesh's cash reserv~ had run short ~f outstanding 

elaïms on bills for importa already eontraeted. Techn~ally Bangladesh 

! 
'i 

/} 
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'" " -wfs bankrupt and even conpens8tory financing from the !MF was i11~dequate. 

\ 

As a result in the summer "of 1974, two crucial' grain shipme'!}ts contr,~eted 

by the Bangladesh government liith US grain exporters, under short-term 

deferred loans, were canee1led because ,of doubts over Ba~gladesh 1 s credit 

worthiness. 

\.. 'The walls were closing in fram a11 sides fo~Bang1adesh. Aid 

eommitments wMch should normally have been made in the fall of 1973 were 

stUl not forthcoming. Resourees for procw:ing food frem the open market 

were not there.. Compound1ng this desperate situation was the prospect of 
,. 

floods in the aftermB:.th <>;f severe monsoon rains. It was precisely at 
.... 

this moment that the US govemment play,ad its fatal ca:t;d thereby raising 

disturbing questions coneerning the conduct of US foreign pol1cy in the 
"' 

most impoverished Third World nations. In September 1974, the US ambassador 

ealled ~pon Dr. Nuru1 Islam, the Chairman of Batlg1adesh's Planning Commission 

to f~rmally request that Bangladesh cease êxporting jute to Cuba. (Mc~ry 
and Bird: 82). Bangladesh Jute M1.11s Corporation had contraeted to seI 

4 1I!-1llion jute bags to Cuba. This was seen to be prejudicial to the fur er 

eommitment of PL 480 ai4, sinee US Cong~essiona1 laws express1y forbade 

sueh commitments to any ~ountry trading with Cuba and North Vietnam. In 

fa ct a formal not~ from the US embusy read as follows: 
,,; 

A eommitment from the' Bangladesh govemment 
that it 1s not sell1ng or furnishing commodities 
18 needed be'fore ve cau make sales agreement 
under T1t1e l •••• We can aecept an oral assurance 
from the govemment that tt •••• does net intend 
to permit govemment agencies or govemment 
owned corporations to export to Cuba or to permit 
vesse1s under llang1adesh registry to caU at \ 
Cuban ports. 
(US Embassy Note; Sept. 1974). 

-
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These cODDllunicatio~from the US govemment took Bangladesh completely , 
, 

by surprise, espec~ally since it appeared to be inco'nsiE!tent with existing 
", 

US poliey. For instancê, 'Egypt ha'd f?r some tpe been trading with Cuba and 

expo'ting raw cotton. Despite this well publicise,d in,format;l.on. the US 

on June 7, 1974 signed a credit ta Egypt under PL 480 Title l for $10 

million, for the' purehase of US wheat. On August +4, Egypt was granted 
1 

another 100,000 tons of wheat valued at $17\ million. The .)'reem!lnt was 

signed in Cairo, on September 12, 1914 when the first famine victime were 

appearing on ·the streets of Dacca.' t , 
~ 

The Egyptian dea~s went through with the ble~sings of a Presidential 

waiver. which is available for non-strategie items alone. Rowever, though 
, 

~ute bags were as good a non-strategie commodity as raw eo~ton. this waiver 

was not to apply to Banglade,sh. Bangladesh should have reacted str~lngly 

. againet this ov~ use of food as a political weapon and might well have 

repeated what:' President Nasser of Egypt had once said: 

The freedom which we have bough~ w:Lth our 
blood we shall not sell for wheat, for rice 
or for anyth,ing. .. 

But with the 'country in the visible grip of flood and famine, Dacca 

"as in no pos ition for poli tical heroics. After urgent co~ul tations. tbe 

govemment gave thé necessary assur~nc~ in July 1974. lt cancelled' further 

~ports of jute to Cuba st a time when competition from lndisn jute, synthetic 

substitutes and low' world prièes had substant1ally eroded 1ts foreign exêhange 

ear~in8s. True, Bangladesh did not 1-088 much since the deal "ith Cuba was 

an 1so1ated transaction valued at under $5 million. Nevertheless one cannat 

but express surprise. and shock that the us would actually 1nsist that a 

" 
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destitute" country like Banglàdesh should deny itselr desperately needed 

• export earnings • .. 
The ,real reason is that "security assistance,f had been given priority 

, 
in Dr: Kissinger's instruction ta Government policy makers. rqe Cuban 

incident was nqthing more than a pr~text to take'Bangladesh off the l~st-of 
Il -

f~od aid recipients. This is why, even when conditions ~ere met, Washington 
. Il ' -

c'ôntinued to play wi~l' .It still withheld eœunitments insisting that all 

shipments under the standing agreement with Cuba must first be discharge~. 

In a wOi1d .o~ acute shipping shortages, 4 mi1~ion jute D ba~s cou~d not,he 

shipped overnight, so that the last shipment did not get off u~~il·October 

1974. Only then did thè us government move to aign its new commitments 
l 

under PL 480 on October 4, 1974 - more than a year after it had been • 

approsched for new commitments. By the Ume Alnerican food arrived 'in 
1 

, 
Bangladesh in December L974, the autumn famine was over. 

JI 
The fmine was followeq. by a ruth1ess coup that not only eliminated 

Sh~ik Mujib, but a1so brought·about a elean shift in Bangladesh's international 

alignment. Today Bang1adesh's orientation is clearly towards ~he United 

States, the Islamic Block as regresented by Ameriea's ally Saudi Arabia and 

towards China. This is the reason why to most observers, the aro phenomena -
, 

the US food embargo and the eoup - are not unconneeted. In faet the Sta;e 

Department's 1978 report only serves to strengthen sueh a suspicion. It 

reads: 

The present government of Bangladesh is dominated 
by pragmat;ic military leaders who 'follow a non- . 
aligned foreign poliey. lt 1s US- poliey to support 
thi. non-alignment and to assist Bangladesh in lts 

. ecollOllic development. These objectives are tied to 
our intèrest in promoting ovéra11 regions! 

, 
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stabili.ty •••• The Bangladesh~ Government has asked 
us to pToviq,e a U.mited amount of mi.litaTY 
training. By proceeding vith this training, we 
will help impTove an institut'ion whi.ch contributes 
to stab:f.lity, in bngladesh and in the region. 

lt 1s interesting to note that US mi1itaTY ass1tance to Bangladesh 

(although still modest in sca1e), began on1y after the coup wh1ch kil~ed 

Muj ib. The conventi.onal response of American li.berals is to demand a 
, 

haIt to.arms ~a1es and 1ncrease food aide What is overlooked is the fact 

that both food a1d and arma transfers serve similar strategie and polidéal 

goals. The hum'anitarian rhetoric ta usually ~ed to just!fy' the American 

taxpayer' s support for the PL 480 progra,DIIle. '.B~t in real1ty., feeding 

)' -
hungry·people 18 only a remote coneern •. High AmericâIltarm incomea and. :-

strategie inflùence are fi.rst 'Prtorities. (Pacifie Researeh; 1979: 13) • 

.. . 
j The cireumstanees, of the .1974 famine.).llustrate the power of life 

and death that the us as a 1eading 'oligopolist of food, commands oveT poorer 

nations like Bangladesh. They were 'in the main, exercisea in "foC?d 

terrorism" whereby it vas 'adequately demonstrated that the· political use ... 
~ ~ { ...L .. , . 

of food in the Third W~tld, has potentially the most 41rect and inhumane , ' . 
effects'. Food is essential to maintain life and give life a material fomi. 

By denyi~g access to food, life can be threatened. It ia Ume that Americans 

.' 
recognised that food is one of the major lê>ng-:'term sources of un~quely ~ 

Am~rican le,verage i.n the Th1rd 'World, and as such it ought to be employed' 
. 

with vis'1ott, disci.pline "and (above al,l) humanity •. Another alternative, as 

.' - / 
s~geste~ by Gunnar Myrdal, 18 that: .. 

';\ \ J " 
\ 

. FoOd ai.d should be a resporuti.bility shared byall. 
'developed coun'tries and managed in the lIlult::f,lateral 

.. C . .,' '. 

" 

" 
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setting of World Food Programs under the United 
Nations. lt, should not be oparated undér the "" 
hazard of the United States having a food surplus 
that it wants to get rtd of and finda l!iJpitable 
ta integtate into its foreign policy as 'Food 
for P~ace' 1ater renamed 'Food for Freed01ll' • 
(Myrdal; 1971:,131). ,-: 

, . 
The events of 1974 taught Babgla~esq this, grim lesson: 

/ ' 

'If you wish to maximise aid received per head, 
you must bec01lle a very smaU country... you 
must register a 10w temperature in tbe -cold wart 
belong ta NATO; CENTO, SEAtO and as many ather 
mi1itary pacts as possible. You must have a 
regime that 'd~lares it is favourab1e to 
pr:1-vate ent'erprise. 
(Streetan; 1.979: 1042). 

, 

.,' 

, ) 

J 

Amariean food, diplomacy places the hJ.ghest prernium on stable and 
a 

friend1y relations .with the recipient govertiment. Everyth1ng eb e is 
C', 

subordinated to that goal • 
1 

Bangladesh must bear this in m1nd if, ft 1s to . 
fbd ,1 ts way through the pollUeal and bureaucratie jungle of donors' 

prejudices. myths and idiosyncraeies. 

1 
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ASSESSMENT Lm REFLECTION 

.. 
The one question that±\fone is constant!y aake&. ' 
is: "Is Bangladesh Jî.able?" To that ques tion 
an economist bas no arwer. What is the , \ 

alternative to viabil tlY? lDeath? Has any' 
country ever died? l.' can e poor. lt can 
be static. fBut can a count y not be viable? 
ustin Robinson. Econômic P~ospects of 

ngladesh. (London: dVerseas Development 
Institute Ltd., 1977) ,. p. 46. • 

Tite pervasive use of the' term "Bangladesh - A basketcase" makes 

people think of unif ormly hungry masses in which a11 people are equally 
c 

affected by povè.r.)Y and malnutrition - al; with equal interest in 

eliminating hunger. On the contrary, a closer 'look reveals extremes of 
. ""-

wealth and poverty in Bangladesh: the rich consume 30 per cent more calories . . 
1 

than the poor and twice the proteine This is fac:ilitated by goverœent fOQd 
, ~ 

pOlicia, which ensure that 'the well-to-do take an altogether disproportio~tè' 

share of the subsidised food avaUable under the public d~stribq~ion system. 

The country' s extraordinary fo~d potential remains .,unrealised. not because 

. -there are tao many people but because an elite few prevent the PQor ma)or:f.ty 
, . 
;' frO'lll having access ta those resources. 

""\ 
In other 'words it' ia not any divine,-. 

, ' 

m1sallocation of resourcea that lias created the food 'c:yisis, but the .hqnah 

manipulation of those resources. This manipulat:ton has be~ f?\!' major 

Unlees factor i~ the relegation of millions of people to undern~trifi.on. 

inequittes such as these are eliminated, no amount of food aid, no matter 
... ' ",t. • 

h(1jf generous will aver solve Bangladesh's food problem. BangLadesh, as 

l' 
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, Lap~4 would say, is just like a big ship divided into three classes: ,. 

rich, the not-so-rich and the poor. (Là:'ppé!;" 1975
0
:235). And when a ship 

• 
begins to founder, third class passengers do not share a c01Illlon fate with 

first class passenge~s. As one might recall, when the Titanic went down 45 

per cent of the third, class female-'pass~ngers drowned while otlly 4 of the 

,143 f~rst çlass female passengers lost their lives. The wel1-to-do rarely 

if ever ahare tiJ-e fate of the poor. More c01Illlonly. they determine it. 

;" 

Neo-Malthusiap Miscopceptions. 
~ -.. . . , 

# 

" '.... "'\' 

Neo-Ma1thusians o,f ~he Lester Brow variety ar'e convinced' that. . , . .. . . " 
• ~. 1 1 .... 1. • 

margi~ nations like Bangladesh - 'àyerwhelme~ ~yQ:poverty ..... oyerp?pullltiQn ~ 

." 
, .. 

~ ~ '. ; .. 

, . 

-' 

" . 
and recurI'ent natural disastera - will nevet' Be abll!, to S'l,1llDllo~ the' skUI 'and -

'.. n t:t!\. • ~ 0( ...,.... '"" "0 • ," '\: ~y ... 
" '.. ,.. l .'.. • a ~ 

: 0 

the will needed to overcome hunger. They post,glate .l:hat the d~graphi~:, .. ," ' . .. ~ () 

saturation point has been reached, and view birth. contr?+ as' ·the sole' rQaêi ' \ 

to salvation for mankind. Their ~rgument is equivalent to Malthus': 

there i8 an absolute l1.mit' on agricultural production; man 1 s reproductive 

drive is such bat we are rapi.dly approaching it. 

. But amid the astoundi.ng technological trilDDphs of the twentieth 

century, Malthusi nlsm does not sound like a scienti.fic prescription. Rather 

it resembles the ps udo-scientific attitude of those who ascribe hunger to 

nature's evi! temper nd in order to appease it, calI for the sacrifice of 
\ 

\ ' 
human lives in the fortll., of genQl:ide or seriaI abortion or bi;rth control". 

f , 

(Castto; 1967:36). Today -most/experts are convinced that this kind of 

pess1miBm is misguided; that Malthus is' totally contradicted by facts; and 

that he lacles all scientific basis for the gloomy predictions that made his ' 

-
theory \in Southey's spl.endid ph,rase) , "the pol1t:Lcal. Mble of the rich. the 

.. 
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selfish and the .1.echerous." 

Hunger is the moat serious' manifestation of poverty, and poverty ia 

aggravated by the 'methoda of a· destructive economics that rests on'the inhuman 

exploitation of the p,oor and the powerless, by the rich and the powerful. 

lt was ~he collective recognition of this social injustice that tmpelled 

the Chinese with'resolve and power towards the en~erprise ~f the communist 

revolution, which speedily transformed their country of hunger into one 
. 

where scarcfty ia on the way to oblivion. In Bangladesh, as we have' 

persistently argùed, huuger ia due to the decrepit character of the prevaUing 

ag:rarian structure and the inefficiency and biases of the political systems 

in force, whieh· hamper the peasant's, efforts' to wrest a subsistence from 

.the soll. 

remarked: 

As Norman Borlang~. the father of the Green Revolut{on once 

, , 

'<\ C . -
l have a.l~t.of respec~ for.the amall ~rmer 
in the po or wor Id ••• Almos t invariably when yod 
look at -wh.,t he i& doing withO his land; yo,1 \ 
Und he la producing the maximum under the ' 

, Situation he has' to wot:k with .. ' Thé thing is th~t 
\ 

he usua11y doesn't have much to work ~ith: \ 
(Lappé; 1975: 241) • \ 

. ' " \ ' 
The fac..t 18: resoureea are not searce in Bangladesh; l)ut under the 

\ 
prevailing economie, social and politieal system, agriculturai resources 

\ , 
are subject to widespread and systematie w!1Ste. There is therefore the 

.. 

need for a comprehensiv;e pTogr8DÏ of reforms aim1ng at changing the economic 

and social balance in the village. This is indispensable for the creation 

of incentives for additional effor,t by the small farmers, which will be 

forthcoming only if the institutional framework encourages the millions of 

peasants who live OD the brink of starvation in a stagnating agriculture to 

- . 
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1 
~ 1 



\ 

i 

1 
1 

( 

....... fiiP' 

\ , 

J 

.. __ ..... .....,...~, • ..,. ... _"...,..._R~ ........... ____ ," .. "~.,.-*"' ................ t"*'*" ... ',IIj .. ~If4'~ .... 4~'J" _"',", ',.-+"'1""' ___ .. ~Jr_ ...... $I~fl:?ic.iJ Il M.I.l ait J$j:WS.Œi4J~ 
1 

- 9~ 

·U 
accept innovations. They will nevet. do BO unles8 they are assured that 

9 

the returns 'derived from the addit,ional endeavour will be theirs. A frequent 

error o.f the heo-Malthusians bas been the disruption of this homogeneous 
J 

process in the course of development polic:y. This is confirmed by FAO ~ertB 

in' developing countr;Les, who point out- that the limiting factor to the 

increase in agricultural productio~ by mere tecnnical deviçes; is the existenc:e 

of outd~·ted tenure systems and inadequate institutions within the framework 

of agric:ultural product~on. 
~. 

To use the vords of Josué 'Castro: 

For four years l was President of the exeçutive ~ 
cOUDcil of the FAO, and l battled ta implant in 
this agency certain principles of. action that 
Be~ed to me essential to the complete realisation 
of its plans. And during those four years l was 
able ta see for myself the- difficulty that i8 
encounteièd in trying to overcome the resistances~ 
put up by the specialised int er es ts of economic 
groups. Problems like that of agrarian reform ••• 
pI:oblems that require that modifications be made 
in eatablished structures, never succeed in scaling 
the barder of an accumulation of prejudices and 
fears •••• \Je have not been bold enough, we have 
net had courage mough ta look the problem in the 
face and seek its solutions. We have only scratched 
lts surface without 'penetrating into its essence, 
without in truth wishing to resolve it, f'or lack' 
of the courage to offend certain people • 

• (Castro; 1967:52-53). 

~ 
Potentiels for Foodgrain Production In Bangladesh. 

In Bangladesh, the technical means exist to incdase output 

particularly of food very S,reatly, and to ~ivers1fy ;-conomiC! -activities 

so as to develop tLbi'oader economlc base. As the French agronomist Red 

Dumont obe el'ves : 

• '1... k;r'#' .. " 
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Technically speaking, the a8t-icultural 
potentiality of :8angladesh by.squar'e 
1ni~e of arab~e land are nfuch higher than 
those of India, China and Japan. The 
qua~ity. of soil· and ·th~ average amount 
of rainfsll are much higher than in India.' 
The cl.1mate does not know auy r~ winter 
l1ke the lIlajority of China and Japan. Fl.oods 
are tbe biggest> constraint, but 9.lf a11 
potentialities from flood-free lands in 
summer and irrigation in winter ••••• wer~ 
used, the agricu1tura1 production of Bangladesh 
could at 1east be treb1ed. Technica11y 
spealdng, i t is not true to say that the 
future of Banglades h is Jt thout any hope and 
not only in agriculture.-'\ 
(Dumont; 1973:42) •. 

Will.iam'Murdoch expresses similar opt:fmislII> when he' writes: 

The Indus-Ganges-arahmaputra plain of 
Pakis tan, North~rn India and Bangladesh 
enc01llpasses 40 lIlil~ion hectares of natural.ly 
very fertile sail •••• It has been est:iJ!lated 
that an annual yie~d (counting mul tiple crops) 
of twenty tons of grain per hectare (compared 

. with cuttent yields of two tons, or less) is a 
reasonable expectation for this ares .••• This 
production would be equiva~ent to more than half 
of the world' s current grain produc tion. 
(Murdoch; 1980:115) • 

Already"in Bangladesh, more food 18 being grown than ever before 

and a grow:i.ng middle class 18 eating better. "The country i9 probably 
. 

producing enough food to .be self-sufficient a~ready", said Hugo Brammer, 

,1 

a senior FAO official who i8 an acknow~edged authority on Bangladesh 

agriculture. Ann Crittenden, a well known ,feature writer for the New York 

Times 1 goes even further: 

Bangladesh is probably now producing enough food 
to provide an adequate diet for every man, woman' 
and ch:i.ld Ut the country. And the agricul. tural 

1 

1 

.1 
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potential of chis lush land :l.s such ):hat 
even the inevitable population growth of 
the neXt~ 20 years coul.d be fed by the 
resources ot"',Bangladesh a10ne. , ., 
(Crittenden; ~19.81:1) • . . 

1 

. , 

"The warehouses May be full of rice, but that doesn-t mean that most 

people c~n afford tô buy. enough 'te meet their needs", Gomnented a11 official 
, . . 

, {J • 

of US AID interviewed by Miss Crittenden. !lThere is still no réal food 

. security in Bangladesh". ~ungero continues to persist, primarily because 

/ J-
I 

/ , 
of the country's ineff:Lcient and still 1argèly.fe.udal economic and social . . .r 

structure. A 1974 study by the Intter~tiona1 Labor Organisation (ILO~ .' 

noted that:- in Bangladèsh, between 1963 and 1975, the proportion of rural 

f .' ~ 
households classified>aS extremely poor increase4 !ive times. . Yet about 15 

per cent of the. rural house~olds had significant1y higher real incomes in 

1975. (Lappé and CoLlins; 1977: 133) • 
) , 

1 7' 

- ~ 

Bangladesh r s current pattern of food aid absorbtion while raising 

the debt· burden ;f tbe economy has 'failed to cr~ate ,the . n~usary produCtive . . 

capacities. Its major po1itic~1 impact has' been to help strengt~n the 

existing politica1 and' administrative rnstitut~ons - Le. the distribution 

of patrona~es' and the b~i1din§ of politically expedient white elephants. 

To iIlüstra.te, 27 p~r cent of the rationed foodstuff is alloted to the 
. , 

members of the ml1itary, police and the civll 
.J . . \, -

goes to tlhe predomiruintly "urban midd1e class; 

service; another 30 per cent 

9 per cent ~s suPPlied' to ~' 
mills. that s eU flour to bakertës catering to the urban consumer. (Wor1d 

ç 
Bank; 1977: 12)'. That i8, the imported food funneled through the ration shops 

\ 
• \ 0 

at subsidised .rates does not reach the needy because of .divers io~ and 
\ ' 

deficiencies with1nthè distribution system. SA when in 1V4, US, food aid 
1 

1 

, . -
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did not arrive in tiine and in sufficient quantity, the brunt of the shortfall 
~ ~ 

in supplies feU on t1'!~rest sections of the population because supplies 

ta the urban rationing areas and ta government employees were maintained on 
\ 

a prior1ty basis. This was the inev1table result of a system under which a 

large amount of osubsidised food is distributed to goverment employees and 
~ 

urban 1?opulations ;f..,rr~peetive of their income levels, whUe the most 

vulnerable and poorest of the rural population have only residual cl"ims on 

the grain available at the disposaI of the govemment. If the public 

distribution system is to malte a b~ic minimum quantity of daily ration 

available at ressonable or even subsldised priees ta vulnerable sections of 

the population~ 1ts present fom must be drastically altered. Rationing 

should he done on a Qfamily income basis and 'II11ght weIL be restricted to 

households having a monthly or yearly ineome below a certain fixed minimum. 
/ 

The rest of the population could buy their requirements from the open 
41' 

market. 

Foodgrai"ll imports should cOJllplement and stabilise reliance on domestic 

,grain production. They should not be allowed to displace it. In lieality, 

the most serioue factor reQucing the posi~ive 1tlpact of food aid 18 that 

,. it replaces rather than supplements domestic efforts to mobilise resources. 

As mentioned earlier, good domestic harvests and massive food aid inflow go 

together. The ab~danceoof food assistance in years of plenty ~presses 

'1 priees and discourages effort to inc1;:ease output. It discourages the 

official promotion of agricultural production; and efforts by the privete 
f' 

cultivators ta invest in the.capital intensive 'miracle seed technology'. 

• But ultimately 1t ia not food aid, but the vested interests of the lended 

e1it'~h1ch domina"tes life in the countryside and 'largely controls the 

_________ . ____ . -.-- --Co,. 
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government, that contributes ta produce both inequality and disincentive 
~ [ 

for increased food production. Mter all, in post-colonial semi-feudal 

societies such as Bangladesh, the govemment machinery is the instrument 

of two classes - the urban elite and the rural gentry - and as such it acts 

on behâlf of both, in order ta preserve the social order in which their 

:f,nterests are embedded. 

...... The Basic Need: Agrarian Reconstruction. 

The basic issue must be squarely faced: in the agrarian sector of 

Bangladesh, th~ relationships among people, and between people and land 

are ruled by power, not by any rule of equity or fair play. This not only 
.J 

acts as 4n inhibition and obstacle to work but also to the effectiveness of 

policy attempts to raise productivity in agriculture. 

Equitable redistribution of this power would me~n among other things, 

the availability of 6~edit and other farm'inputs to producers not on the 

basis of wealth, social prestige or political affiliation, but on the basis 

of need and the actual or potential contribution the receivers can make to 

aggregate output; the right of the landless laborers and the mini-farmers to 

form co-operatives or labor unions, and ta have a more decisive voice in 

community activities and developmèntal efforts. 

In view of the conditions which now preva!l in Bangladesh, this can be 

brough~ about only thrQugh dramatic.far-reaching changes in the 1nstitutional 
f 

Framework and in the pol:1.t1cal power structure. Thts would involve tlte top 

to bottOin transformation of the whole socie.ty - cllanges in traditional values, , , , 

motivations: institutions and patterns of behaviour. In other wôrds, 

agricultur~l development in Bangladesh implies agrarian reconstruction -
r 

/ 
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one that would involve the breakdown of traditional systems and thereby 

facilitate the transition from a subsistence to a market economy, from 

serfdom to economic citizenship and from food shortage to adequate food 
., 

supplies. It is time we started the difficult and painstaking task of 

bringing this about, training people to run the newly created institutions 

and providing the incentives, hope and leadership needed to do this well. 

The crux of our argument so far is that there i8 no simpllstic 

o explanation or r~edy for famines in Bangladesh. The holocaust of 1974 

provides'essential empirical information for the development of an 

analytical framework delineating the ~ultiple interacting causes and 

consequences of famine. A complèX of politica! and social rea1ities, èuman 

attitudes and institutions keeps Bangladesh hovering permanent1y on the 

border-1ine of mass starvation. In 1974 a1ternatin~ floods and drought 

made the situation even more precarious. 
, \ 

When this joinecf hands with the 

unexpected withholding of foqd shipments by the US, it disrupted food' 

distribution and marketing channels thereby precipitating widespread 

shortage. This resulted in an escalation of food priees th4t st~ulated 

1 
hoarding, genera~ing a vicious cycle of higher priees ~nd even more hoarding. 

Rural unemployment increased from loss of productive employmen~ opportunities 

mostly due to flooding damage to physical infrastructure. Unemployment 

coupled with inflation eroded purchasing power, especi~lly among the rural 

poor. Food consumption was reduced. Families trapped in this dilemma 

compensated as long as they cQuld through the sale of assets - land, hous~old 
> -. 

goods, farm animale and implements. Fina11y when these were gone, they 

81ther beB~ed or starved and died.~ .)' 
J 

'-
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" 

Conclus ion. 

Alleviating famines in Bangladesh will invol~e operation at three 

levels - the rural poor, the national societies in ~ich they dwell and 

the politics of the interQational aid donor8~ The inter-relationship 
. . 

between these three levels must be recognised and embodied in nationa~ 
, 

development policy, if measurable success is to be achieved in preventing 

future famines âtld combatting the grinding poverty that afflict~ rural 

masses in Bangladesh. 
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