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&  ABSTRACT

This theais 18 about the 1974 famine in Bangladesh; a st‘udy of the ‘
* * - ”

‘ multiple interacting causes - political, social and economic.

‘

Contrary to the Neo-Malthusian notionm, Bangladesh is not "a hopeless
basket-case'. The truth is more hopeful if paradoxical: B;nglade;h has the
potent%al to feed all its people. Hunger would not exist except for anu
inefficient, 1a§ﬂely feudal e;:onoﬁzic and social structure. S(carcaity is due
to unequal control over food-producing resources; this inequality results

in their under-use and misuse. ,

Further compoundingcthe problem is govermmental policies providing urban ’

centres with under-priced import%c;\food. This depresses domestic prices; ‘

mheny

agriculture stagnates; and the rural poor are rendered vulnerable to supply

- LY

shocks. In 1974, the USA withheld grain shipments; but urban food supplie;
were maintained on a ‘priority basis. The rural poor, ha\{’ing only residual
claims on the govermment's food stocks, starved. That is govermmental
policies are deliberately designed to favour the urban sector. The latter
being the’ locus of wealthy and influential people, the logic of such a design

fits political reality.
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sa‘population. La famine n'existerait pas, n'était-ce une structure

Nom: Saud Ahmed Choudhry

Titre de Thise: Nourriture de Poiitique, Inéqualité et
sous—-développement ~ Le case de Bangladesh. .
Department: Economiques. '
Degrée: ! M.A. )
’ »

RESUME

Cette thése examine la famine qui servit au Bangladesh en .

1974. Contrairement 3 la notion neo-malthusiemnne, le Bangladesh

n'est pas un "cas-panier désespéré". La verité révéle beaucoup plus

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

g
économique et sociale inefficacey et largement féodale. La rarété .

n'est que le résultat d'un contrdle inégal sur les ressources.alimentaires;

° -

cette inégalité est engendrée par.la mauvaise-utilisation de ces ressources.

~

De plus 1le p::obléme est aggravé par les politiques du gouvernement

-

viaa\pi: a poufvoir les centres urbains en produits alimentaires impalés 3

bon marché. 'Ceci entralne une réduction des prix doméstique's et 1'économie

rurale en souffre. De plus, 1l rend le pawvre vivant en milieu rural
particuliérement vulnérable aux intempéries du c6té de 1'offre. En 1974

quand les Etats Unis refusérent les livraisons de 'grains, 1l'offre en centre

<

urbain &tait maintenu sur Qne bare prioritaires. Les démanis en milieu
rural, ne pduvaﬁt ésperer que des miettes des stocks du gouvernement, ont

alores connu la famine. En d'autres mots, les politiques gouvermementaux
- s N

i

sont' dé1ibéremment orientées, en faveur du secteur urbain, domaine des

riches et des personnes influentes.
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A famine does not strike like lightning. It does
«not bury like an earthquake. It does not sweep away
like a flood. A famine grows slowly and tortuously
over a period out of conditions of social imbalances
¢ and institutional rigidities, made worse by natural.
calamities. . . .
'K. Suresh Singh. The Indian Famine, 1967. New -<

) Delhi: People's Publishing House, 1975. p. 267. '

’ This thesis is a study of the 1974 famine in Bangladesh, an
attempt at revealing the factors - political, social and economic - which

combined to produce the causal sequence initiating rt:ﬁ'é/cris:Ls. The aim 1s
to study‘ the famine in more general terms, to-facilitate the incorporation -
of: all admissible causal sequences in logical order within a broad ;mlytic
framework. Specifically, we shall re-j ect Bangladesh's media generated
image of an entire people condemned to perpetual hunger and argue th;t food
shortage in Bangladesh is neitheér naturlal nor inevitable. The country isn't
a hopeless "basket case" and it has enough resources to provide food for all.
"What then", one might ask, "is the cause of hunger in Bangladesh?"
The answer is: a composite of the semi-feudal agrarian st;ructure; sl;w paced
development and i_nequitable distribution of the small gains of qevelopmerit;;
and the social and political constraints,arising out of and reinforcing these
processes. The truth is that the food problem in Bangladesh is essentially
a social problem of poverty and inequality. Hunger is [phe\child of poverty
and poverty is perpetuated by the inequitable distribution of the ;rxeans of
production. . '

With gsome of the most fertile -soils in the world, abundant rainfall

and enormous reserves of natural gas, Bangladesh clearly has the potential'

W
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to feed all it3 citizens-.’ ('Hartman and Boyce; 19'79:5). But while there
is no natural‘bﬁarrier to the achievement of ’food‘autarchy, there is the”
man-made ba.rrier of a social order that-seriousli' limits the scope for
increased food production. A small minority°of rural families own over
half the country's farmland and the majorit%r - who own little or no land at -
all, depend upoon wage labor or share-cropping for their livelihood. Land is
the key to Ppower in the Bengalee countryside, a power that not only places
landowners at the apex of thé structure of power in rural Bangladesh (Khan;
1977:142), but also gives them control over other food-producing regources
s_uch as irrigation facilities and fertilhiser. In facf the entire rural

sector is autocratically geare-d to maintaining the political, social and B
economic preponderance of the land monopolists. Hardly anything' or ianybody

does go past this formidable power crust which ugurps all the privileges and
Y ;

]

benefits offered to the villagers in the name of agricultural development
scheme;.

A basic inefficiency is ':therent in such an inequitable social
structure. It not only determines who will have enough t‘o eat, but also
affects how much food is actually produced. The sharecropper has little

incentive to invest‘in long-term improvements on the land, not only because

the landowner will reap half of the benefits (without sharing the cost), but

" more importantly becsuse in the absence of security of tenure there is always

a

zﬂe possibility that the sharecrc;pper may not be allowed to cultivat;a this
same land the following year. He cannot therefore énjoy the full returns of
his investment. Only the small afld marginal owner-farmers cult;ivate their
land mqat\intensively. But ewven ;:utput on these dlfarms is less than their

true potential because they have 1ittle or no access to the subsidised inputs

-
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and cheap credit available from government sources. Modern institutiqLS
T

J

such as farmer co-operatives are dominated by large farmers. Medium farmers
have some representatiom, but the small 'fanixers, the landless and the}." share~

| .
croppers are entirely unrepresented in the leadership. Subsidised inputs

" being funelled through these organi'sations never reach the hands of ‘those .

by

who need them most desperately. Most of these resources flow. to thg laz:ge

landowners by virtue of their political power.'

rd
B—

In the face of these structural distortions, even patterns of water
/

utilisation depend much more on economic relationships in the ecouq/tryside

|

than on what Western technocrats may recommend. The net effect o# this

M !
unequal control over the factors of production is their gross misuse and

~ P

consequently an annual crop yield far below the country's true p?'tential._

Bangladesh thus constantly hovers on the borderline of gkeater misery and is
even in nofmal times vulnerable'éq pressures applied by donors éf aid -

/
more so when the aid sought is food. Such pressures have generally been

2

L '
related to specific issues of economic policy having politica®™/implications. ,
/

The thrust of our argument is that since resources are not scarce in
Bangladesh, the need is for a thorough reconstrﬁctiqn of the present social
order which benefits a few at the expense of many. The breakt':hrough in plant
breeding technology and the development of the "revolutionary seeds' of the,
Green Revc)lutio\n was one extra step in map'sl rapid »anci almost bewildering
advance over h:il.sﬁ natural environment. But- for Bangladesh at:'( least, this
increasing domination of the natural elements has not been @tched by similar
progress in our contrgl over our social and political enviromment. It i%

mainly this yawning gap between human effectivenes/s\ in the ph)(sical sciences

and the meagerness of dur achievement in the socio-political akeua that so

2

3
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famines’. v

often threatens‘ Bangladegh with an alternative of catastrophes - mainly

s

S

>

Organisation of the Thesis

o

5

v

Chapter T dgscribes the characteristics of Banglladesh"s economy and
Eeyiewa the "co.untry's nation building experience(sincé independence. The
purpose is to intréduCe thev réader to the nation's brief economic history,
the factors underlying Bangladeosh's struggle for national liberation, the
country's institutional legacy and the pr’oblemc’s that currently face
independant Bangladesh. - n
Chapter II desgribes the institutional Pinderances to enhanced food
prgduction and equitabléﬂgrowth. It examines the social and economic
factors that' generate an inability to achieve rt:he required breakthrough in =

o 4y

a&ricultural production or tb affect equity i‘n incomes - circumstances that
should normallst solve wtl"se problem of hunger and starvation. K While analysing
the problems ythat increasingly smother the incentives for agricultural growth,
it 1s suggested thavtbfoundament:al changes in the rural areas :- and in the rural-

urban relationship - can occur only when the rural masses acquire the

: poﬁ.itical power to force attention to their demands, or tfhrqugh 4 decision

P +

of the central govermment that a rural development strategy, catering

-specifically to the wants of’ the rural poor, is the best way to achieve

national goals. ) . -

°

Chapter III discugses the distributive impact of tax and exchange rate

2

policy in the specific context of food and famines in Bangladesh. It begins

with a disaussidn\ of regressive taxation in the historical and current

1

experience of Bangladéah and goes on 'to demonstrate how this breeds inequality

°
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by turning the internal terms of trade against the agrarilan sector. This\ .
is followed by a discussion of the country's oven-valued exchange rate and
how it is used to provide the urbap elite with subsidised food grains at
the expenge of the rural poor. To clarify: for;d grains in Bangladesh are
sold in thé open market by farmers and traderg, and by the govemmént
through ration shops catering primarily to the urban population. The ration
shop prices are less than eithlgir the open *;ngrket prices or the international.

®

price of food imports.

The government pays the utmost attention to the food ration sysgem
ensuring underpriced food for the urban centres. This has resulted in a
stagnant rural economy, because cheaper ration shop rice and wheat are like

an indirect tax on food grain producers - a measure that has artificially
\ L}

reduced the mprkét price and thus reduced farm sector incomes.

Our primary purpose here, is to show that the urban dwellers are

Bl

subsidised not only by the cheaper ration shop prices as compared to the

market price. The subsidy is really much greater when we take account of

o

the fact that in Bangladesh the éovernment handles all foqd imports under

an over-valued exchangelrate. In“fact, inn the case of rice and wheat impori:s
what 1s really involved is a "super-subsidy". The government imports food

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

the foreign exchange is worth when sold to importers at the free market

rate. Since imported food 1s marketed almost entirely. through “the ration

[ ¢

shopa, it is only the urban dwellers who.benefit from. this subsidy of an -

.

over-valued exchange rate.

In this cixapter we will demonstrate that the presemnce of these two

subsidies - first the subsidy of lower ration shop prices and second the

L)
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subsidy of an over-valued exchange rate - take the actual subsidy of every
maund (or 82.2857 1lbs) of ration shop rice to TK. 91.38. Whereas the subsidy
is TK. 53.84 when calculated only at the official exchange ,rate. In

other words, food imports are more heag‘rily subgidised than we initially
realise, and the error involved in valuing imports only under an over-valued
exchange rate is substantial. All of these factors lead one tc conclude

that the over-riding feature of govermment and tax policies in Bangladesh

is not to protect the poor, but to turn the terms of trade against the rural

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

" locus of wealthy and influential people, the logic of such a model fits the

political reality.

Chapter IV shows the American connection with the 1974 famine in

P e

Bangladesh. The famine resulted from the US refusal to- ship committed aid

1

_throughout the period 1973-74. It is true that altermating floods and drought

presented the .occasion for the famine. But floods and drought are permanant
features of the climatic condition in Bangladesh. They occur at oft repeated

intervals and the result is usually dislocation, higher food prices and

¥

increased malnutrition - not widegpread famine. ..
\/
While arguing that the US used the food weapon to extract some

political gains in Bangladesh, we will also show that powerful econmomic

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

the following should suffice.

‘l

Following the unprecedented Soviet wheat purchases of 1972, US grain

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

grain prices sky-rocketed thereby creating proublems for the American

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

L)
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price at th;a time of sale. But the troﬁbles start;ed as prices began to
rise following the Soviet tramsaction. Trading firms then had to be paid
the difference between the US target price ($1.63 per bushel) and the actual
price leasving the port. The latter climbed to over $2.10, which meant
that subsidies jumped from 3 c;nts to 47 cents a bushel. The US thus
ended up _subsidising Soviet wheat purchases to the tune of $i;Q,milLion.
In early 1973 when export sales had started to cool down, the US devalued
the qollar a second time making American grain 15 per cent cheaper f;:r the
Japanege. The Japanese jumped at the bait and a new cycle of scarcity was
generated. - \
Domegtic food prices shot up to record levels and ;oaring costs

virtually,eliminated meats from the diet of low-income US households.

. (Robbins; 1974:4). By mid 1973 the cost of chicken w'as up nearly 29 per
cent, and eggs, cheése, fish and other main dishes were climbing at similar

*

rates. To prevent a food crisis of historic proportions, the US drastically

.

reduced shipment of food aid through the fall and winter of 1974. The
smaller quantity of food aid was doled out in a manner that illustrates.
‘the politics and ;rxumanitarianiam of the PL 480 progran. " The biggest

recipients were US allies in Southeagt Asia. \




" TABLE I - ,

PERCENTAGE OF FOOD AID RECEIVED BY NATIONS.

e /2

COUNTRY & FISCAL YEAR 1974
Title I Title IT
Al | ~ \
Cambodia 29.3 0
South Vietnam . “ 40.1 0.3 o
Pakistan . 5.3 2.5
Bangladesh 3.3 0.4

. . - ' ) " : i
. SOURCE: Baltz; 1975: 277 \ , /
[' ‘L
AN In other words most of the food aid was channeled to countries in
) .

a

, . 4
wﬁtcﬁﬁtge US held strong diplomatic interests in thode years. It was
not mean;\to feed hungry people in famine~prone Bangladesh or the drought

/
stricken Sahel region.

////,f”/;n this manner, U.S. policy-makers appeased their allies and at the

same time protected the domestic economy and 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

~

foo? as a weapon is more symbolic than real when it is employed agairist a
powerful state such as the éoviet Union or the oil-rich OPEC countries.
But the political use of the food weapon against the po;rer countries of the
Third World has the most direct and inhuman effects.

The famine of 1974 ;n Bangladesh may be a microcosm of catastrophes
now tﬁfeatening whole regions such as the Sahel. An examlination of events
shows the extent to which intermational agencies or nations are re;lly able

(or willing) to handle the crises that are %ncreasingly becoming commonplace.

o e ——————y e - i b %
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‘ For instance, Bangladesh had sounded the alarm bell as early as 191'73.

But no one paidl any heed until the human cost of interna;:ional disfegard
became so (enormous that the international press became involved. At that
point however, it was too late for thousandq who had already starved and
died. Moreover the efforts undertaken in the ﬂglare of international
publi.city sometimes seém more designed for i:olitics- and/or publicity than
Surely the most\ serious crime that a govermment can
commit, shc;rt of a campaign of genocidg, As to consciously ignore the
existence of a major disaster or to knowingly deny the nee;‘led relief when
such an emergency occurs. ;Xfte:‘: all, the result of such lack of concern is

. : . P
the suffering and death of hundreds of thousands of those least able to

protect themselves - the children,- the haged, the sick and the infirm.

‘
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BANCLADESH: AN OVERVIEW

: ) ) .
Reflections On 1 The History And Complexitieé Of The Development Process

b If Bangladesh's over-all density of 1380 people a
) * .  square mile were duplicated in the USA, there
v T would be roughly 4200 million Americams. With
such density even the USA would be a basket case.
Harvey Stockwin. Far Eastern Economic Review, Apr. 4,
P 1975. ) .

Bangladesh....has excellent conditioms for rice
\ cultivation - rich alluvial soils, tropical sun ° . .
N g and abundant rainfall that could readily be ) R
controlled for irrigation....Yet the average
yields are only one.third of the industrial
countries and one-sixth of those proven possible
in Bangladesh.
u ) World Hunger, Health and Refugee Problems.

v . : _Summary Of A Special Study Mission To Asia and ‘The
¥ "Middle East. (US Govt. Printing Office, 1976), p. 99.

o i

! ‘ <
%

If-development canm be made to succeed in Bangladesh,
there can be little doubt that it can be made to
succeed anywhere else. It is in this sense that ‘e
Bangladesh is the test case of development. ’ s
J. Faaland and J.R. Parkipson. Bangladesh: The Test
Case of Development. Colorado: West View Press, 1976,

p. 197. '

® - 8

I do not share the general sense of despondency
concerning the prospects for the future. There are
enough things, I am firmly convinced....to convert
present stagnation into satigsfactory - though by no
v . means spectacular - forward motion.

; . Gustav Ranis. "Brief Reflections on the Central Issues

Of Policy In Bangladesh":. Bangladesh Development Studies,
Vol. 1I, Oct., 1974, p. 853. T,

[
’

\

There are 'pfophet‘s of glogm and doom' for whom the euphoria which

( \ accompanied the inception of Banglaéesh has already dissipated into

. a
\\‘ . “ :
i .
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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 ec’onomy and reviews economic performance in terms of

principal indicators of‘ Gl\!PY, prif:e levels, foreign trade, industrial output
and agricul;:ural production since December 1971. The purpose is to introduce '
: the gen;aral reader to the economic factors underlying Bangladesh's struggle
j for national liberation and to the problems that now face independant

Bangladesh.

Bangladesh ~ History, Commerce And Traditioms.

.

¥

Bangladesh is a new nation created on December 16, 1971, from an
ancient lahd situated on the eastern flank of the Indian sub-continent.
In the pre-industrial age the land was noted for both its greenery and its

wealth. The Roman writer of 'Perdplus of The Erythrean Sea' referred to

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

©

-~

~ Batuta, the greatest of the Arab travellers 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-flowing wi't:h riches
raal .

and the good things of life. The first Europeans visited Bengal in the 16th

century and found a thriving industry and a prosperous agriculture. As one -

¢
Englishman wrote:

It was a wonderful land, whose richness and
abundance, neither war, pestilerice nor oppression
could destroy. .

(Ahmad; 1968:75)

5]
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, was rich, fertile and famous for its crafts and manufactured items of
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Adam Smith, the 'Wealth of Natioms' (1776):

LS

.+++Bengal the province of Indostan which commonly
exports the greatest quantity of rice, has always
been more remarkable for the exportation of a
great variety of manufactures, than for that of its ¢
.grain.

(Smith; 1963:482).

o

Thus, 8ince antiquity and as reéently as the 18th century, Bangladesh

N3

luxury. Historically, Bangladesh produced the finest of muslips, once

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

.'Ab-e-Rawan' was: 80 fine that it could hardly be discermed if thrown on )

running water. '§abnam' was sald to be invigsible when spread on damp

grass. ¢So delicate was(f/the product that weaving had to be dome in the early
morning or afterncon when the light was less dazzling to the eyes'. (Faaland
and Parkinson; 1976: 166). Today, the legendary muslin weaving is a forgotten
art and a pale turban rests in a glass display case at the Dacca museum.
Thirty feet long and three feet wide, the muslin is so filmy that it can

be folded to fit imside an ordinary match box.

Following its victory at the Battle of Biassey~ (1757), the British

East India Company was firmly egstablished in the area and overnight the line

* between trade and outright plunder faded. To quote onre English merchant:

Various and innumerable ar.e the methods of

/ oppressing the poor weavers....such as by fines,
imprisomments, floggings, forcing bonds from
them etc. .

(Mukherjee; 1974: 302-303).

[ - P “n
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o

Through the use of brute force or forgery, the Company's merchants
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 Trevalyaw, 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

muslinsg used to be made, is hardly ever

seen..... Dacca which used to be the

Manchester of India, has fallen off from a

flourishing town 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 growth, increased economic dependency and
fashioned Bangladesh's satellite relationships with the British economic
nexus. As their own mechanised textile industry developed, the British
eliminated competition from Bengali weavers ghrough an elaborate network
of~restrictions and prohibitive duties. Not only were Indian textiles '
effectiyely shut out of the British market, but even within India taxes
d;scriminated against local cloth. (Lamb; 1955:468).

following the rapid decimation of tpe local textile industry, Bengal
asgumed the role of supplier of agricultural raw materials. At first
European planteés forced Bengall peasants to grow indigo (the plant used to
make blue dye), using a contract labor system not much different from

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

slavery.
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's_jute. But under the\

o e el 43 e aen A kot
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British rule not a single mill for its processing was built therd. Instead ;
. T

!
Dundee of Scotland became the world's largest jute manu?ad“turing centre.

The Emergence of Pakistan.

In 1947 the British abandoned India and Bangladesh became the eastern

©

2

province of Pakistan - i.e. -East Pakistan. But the union with West Pakistan
7 was unhappy both politically and economically, regressing from great
. o . :

optimism to exaggerated despair. It was an exploitative, colonial-type of

‘ re‘lationship with a splinter group of the Bengai:}.i elite co-operating with
the West Pakistanis in order to gain position and influence. The resentment
of East Pakistan (now Bangladesh), aros;a in part from 1its laclgb of sharing
in the economic f?uits of ;ndependence and modernisation. This left an

%

impact on the survival of the very precarious union.

a ]

The Political Economy of Secessionist Conflict.

The disintegration of Pakistan was the direct consequence of an
extreme form of regional antagonism, one where secessionist political
conflict eventually took the shape of secessionisf civil war. The longer '
range of conditions underlying the secessionist confiict may be treated within
the following broad categories: the colonial legacy, the post-colonial
economic system, elite ecgnomic interests, class structure and conflict,
and (regional economic disparity.

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

acclaimed "Decade of Reforms And Develcgpment (1958-68)" - an era that

witnessed a change from almost hopeless stagnation to ebullient expansion.

( \ Throughout this period Pakistan's performance was truly outstanding. A

7
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growth rate of 5 per cent had become the norm rather than the exception

i.e. nearly double the rate of population growth. (Haq; 1963:2). Investment
o ) $

was approaching a healthy 20 'p'c.;:r cent. Prices were stabie, f%reiérf accb%‘tzge

earnings were increasing at a rate of 7.5 per cent annually and foreign

resources were being used with increasing effectiveness. (Papanek; 1967:2).
Behind this facade of énviable statistics however, serious economic

ninequalit-ies; had filtered in between the provinces and personal incomes

and vealth - one more reminder that numerology is a dangerous game.

Mahbul;-ul-Haq, Chief Economist of the National Planning Commission, till

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

I spoke....alerting the country to the growing
concentration of industrial income and wealth

- in the hands of only twenty-two family groups....
these family groups controlled at that time about
two-thirds of industrial agssets, 80 per cent of
banking and 70 per cent of insurance in Pakistan. ) y

. 1 also underscored the considerable political and

.social risks inherent in a pattern of development
which, over the preceding decade had led to &
doubling of the disparity in per capita income -
between East and West Pakistan.
(Haq; 1976:5). . ey

The extent of economic disparity fanz}ed the flames of discontent
in Bangladesh. When Pakistan was created in 1947 tshere was little indication
in terms of comparative resource endowments that West Pakistan would domdinate
the Fast. On the contrary, at independence Bangladesh had almost hailf of
the tiny stock of investment in medium and large-scale industry. Its
potential for a rapid increase in agricultural output was greatg}- than that\

« t
of West Pakistan. It had a higher literacy rate and better political

Ny

organisation. Khandkar found for 1950-51 that the regional income of |
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Bangladesh was 10 per cent higher than that of West Pakistan. (Khandkar;

1955:48). Likewise Papanek'§ estimates reveal that in 1949-50 the incomé
of Bangladesh was more thah 10 per cent higher than that of the West.
The regional incomeé fccordi.'né to Papanek became just about e.qual in
1954~55. (Papanek; 1967: 7). Yet all thr:‘ough the years that Bangladesh

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

illustrates).
5, . ?
TABLE I.1
" GROWTH OF GNP 1947-71
(In US $ Million At 1971 Priges).
Year BANGLADESH | - WEST PAKISTAN ‘
1947 . 2460 - 2210
1960 , 3510 4050
1971 5040 8060 i
)
Total Increase in o . “
GNP, 1947-71 2580 5850

SOURCE: Faaland And Parkinson: 189

The reasons for Bangladesh's downhill descent are complex and may

kS Y

roughly be traced to the following factors:

o

(1) (Clags Formation And Conflict: Perﬁaps the earliest factor

contributing to the eventual faster growth in West Pakistan was the choice
of Karachi - its major 1;01:1: as the capital. In an economy where most
scarce resources are controlled by the govezmnent,‘ ease of access to that
govezu;ent is of ovetrwhelming importance to entrepreneurs and investors.
Businessmen and industrialists there,fore preferred to invest in Karachi

and those who dig found it easier to obtain the mporf ],ic‘ens'es and permits

o
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needed for operation andoexpa'nsidh. It is not surprising then that the
Bengalees in Bengal, isolated from the powerful Central Goverrment at

1000 niles of Indian territory accounted for only 4 per

N

cent of industrial investment in Pakistan between 1947-58. (Ayoob; 1971:
. P .

Karachi by about

202).

The relative position and regional distribution of the social forces

‘

served to intensify regional identities and competition and constitute

v

.

" {important background considerationg in expléini;xg the secessionist conflict.

(11) The ‘tendency to concentrate investment in West Pakistan was

reinforced by the fact that Bengal was substantially under-represented in
the civil service, more so in its ‘higher echelons. The civil service

‘dominated the govermment and West Pakistan dominated the civil service. For

-

insi:ance,vin the Ceni\tral Secretariat (1956) - the country's principal
ke

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

°

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

Deputy Secretaries, 10 were Bengalees. Similarly in the armed forces,

Bengai had only 5 per cent representation. (Constituent Assembly of Pakistan
L3

Debates; 1956: 18,44-]:847) . Had the civil service not been as West Pakistan

. ~

oriented, it might have been realised earlier that the govermment must
LA » ’

make a po‘sit:l:'xr‘.e effort to redress the imbalance.
(111): Unegua‘l Distribution of Foreign Exchange: Bangladesh res’entec‘l
ta the low proportion of foreign exchange that it could use in ‘41-;elation to
that which it.gener‘ated. The Bengali demand for decentraligation increased
because of its strong prospective inte}mtfonal balance Sf payments position
and the fe;ct tilat it could shed the burden of having foreign e.xnchang'e

yd
diverted to the Western Wing.

°
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# TABLE I.2

SHARES OF COMMODITY IMPORTS AND EXPORTS OF
EAST AND WEST PAKISTAN FROM AND TO THE
REST OF THE WORLD )
(In percentage) - n

A, Commodity Imports. ’ !

. : 1950/1 - 1954/5 . 1955/6 - 1959/60  1960/1 - 1964/5
- East Pakistan 29.4 29.1 30.5
West Pakistan o 20.6 - 70.9 69.5

B. Commodity Exports.

. East Pakistan 50.3 61.4 ' 59.5 °

West Pakistan 49.7 . ) 38.6 40.5

@
i

SOURCE: Computed from C.S5.0. Bulletin, May 1967;
exports f.o.b. and {mports c.i.f.

[

While Bengal had consistently earned more th;m half of the foreign
exchange obtained by cogm;od:l.t:y ;mport:s, it consistently receive‘; less than
one~third of conmc;dity imports. On an average, the import;s of capital goods
Eo‘ Bengal were barely 41 per cent of the import of such goods to West
Pakistan. v (Verma; 1972:61).

Inter-regional trade was also utilised to exploit ﬁengal. West

Pakistan adopted the strategy of supporting her own industries by exporting

goods to Bengal. Thus Bengal ran a surplus with the rest of the world and

o \ '
a deficit with West Pakistan. Faaland and Parkinson strongly emphasize this:

History is written as a critique of economic exphbitation
of countries by colonialists and that 1is how the ’
association with Pakistan is frequently described by
those engaged in shaping of historical accounts.

\\ /\ (Faaland and, Parkinson; 10). .

+

The West Pakistani industrial elite with its allies in the

- he
.f' ﬁﬂ% . 1
O
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bureauc;:acy, used the levers of the state economic policy and planning to give

their enterprises privileged protection from foreign competition, ready
access to licenses for importing industrial raw materials and subsidies or

~

tax concessions. In, this manner private capitalism flourished ifi Pakistan
and so did its concentration of economic power, its inequities and its
control of the political and economic decision making process. Gradually

it reduced Bengal to a hinterland and the Bengalee economy stagnated.

The Emergence of Bangladesh.

A8 the gloom deepened, economic despair gave way to politiqal unrest.
The Awami League led by the charismatic Sheiik Mujibur Ralman,. won political
leadership of Bengal ;ssuming the role of a nationalist party = the
vanguard in the emergence of ttaxe Bengali nation. Its prircipal claim to
popularity and the basis of its mass appeal was the\promise of emancipation

from the economic exploitation and political domination of West Pakistan.

This dream was realised with the bloody birth of Bangladesh on December 16,

1971.

&

Basic Indices: Independence And After.

¢

The economic realitigs of Bangladesh are such as to defy short-term
solutions and sufficient in themselves to breed dissatisfaction in the wake
of the euphoria of independence. However it is frequently forgottem that
Bangladesh mergéd at a time vhen the winds of change had just started to
blow and economic giants of yester-years bega}; disco;rering cracks in their
orce secure empires. First the food shortages, next the OPEC oil-boycott -

and before long the world economy was reeling under the impaét of perhaps
N

&
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the worst inflation in history. It was what the great Englishman Charles

Dickens would describe as: !

«eeelit was the worst of times ....it was the

season of darkness; it was the spring of hope,

it was the winter of despair.
. (A Tale Of Two Citles; p. 1).

<

-,

Bangladesh could not have emerged in more horrendous circumstances.

The harsh economic ;reélities of 1973-74, magnified miseries for the faitering s

-

two-year old republic.

(1) GDP Break-down: In terms of output, employmeri‘t and share of
' £
exports, the traditional agricultural sector dominates the natio

economy in Bang ladesl';.

N

TABLE I.3

STRUCTURE OF GROSS DOMESTIC PRODUCT (1978)
&

Sector Percentage
—_— . : - ",
Agriculture P e e e e e . e e e e o 4 57
Manufactures e e e e e e e e e e 8.5
* Construction 2T e e e s s e e e e 4.5
Power and Gas s ete 4 e e e s e e s e 0.5
uousing- . - - L) . - - . L] . . L] . . L] - 405
Trade, Tr‘ansport and other services e e e 25

100%

(SOURCE: Vylder and Asplund; 1979:3)

~
’

While industrial production contributes only 8 per cent to the GDP,
ﬁhe significance of this sector 1s much greater because it is a major ‘export
earner and producer of import substitutes. It has linkages with agricultural .

output and with trade and commerce.

o Y
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(11) Population, Poverty and Employment: The population of ‘
Bangladesh was offi::ially estimated at 90 million in 1980. In th? early
years of this centut:'y there were on average 4 persons to 3 acres of
cultivated land. Forty years later at the time of the Great Bengal Famine
(1943), 4 persons shared 2 acres; today there are 4 people to 1 acre of
cultivated land; by the end of the century there will be only 3 acre for

every foyr people.

«

The average income is less than 100 US dollars per capita, and
income is very unevenly distributed. The top 20\pe;.- cent of the households
received in 1973/74, over 40 per cent of the totzab income, whereas the
lowest 20 per cent received only 7.3 per cent. (Vylder and Asplund; 6).

The total labor force is of the order of 28 million at the presemt
time and is expected to swell 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 fact that food production is .losing

hY
the race against human reproduction is the dominant problem of rural

Bangladesh. It is also the single most important factor explainding the

L)

"

>

poverty of Bangladesh.
(111) ZThe Agricultural Sector: Agriculture is easily the mainstay ;f.

economic life in Bangladesh. 4s many as 90 per cent of the total pbpulation

live in the rural areas; over 80 per cent of all employment is in agriculture;

about, 60 per cent of the nat:iorlal product derives from agriculture and 90

per cent of exports are either agricultural exports or manufactured from

agricultural products. The basic char.act:eristicsj of Bangladesh agriculture

and an evaluation of the policies adopted by the authorities particularly

with respect to the problem of food and famine, will figure prominently in
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the chapters to follow. The following is a brief outline.

Land-ownexship pattern: The striking feature is the tremendous'
inequality in the ow;:xership of landholding. The top 8 per cent of the
rural households operate 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 small famers own only 26 per cent of the land. -

In 1951, 14 per cent of the cultivators were without land. By 1974
the humber was estimated at 40 per cent. In 1949 real wages for agricultural
workers were TK. 679; by 1973 (at 1966 prices) they had fallen to TK. 580.
(Burger; 1975:18).. The trend is clear. 'l‘hé dynm;lics of rural poverty
bring about the gradual transition from'medium to small plots\ and rt'hen over
a number of years to sharecropping and landlessness. A pauperised agrarian
proletariat nearer to starvation each Year 18 therefore the leadiné issue
on the country's agenda.

. Share-croggi\_r_xg and tenancy: The tenancy market is 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
i

" control about 50 per cent of the total land; but they cultivate only about

36 per cent. (Mohiuddin; 1975:263). It may therefore be argued that, a
mechaﬁism for 'trickling down' of benefits from the 1an}Eﬁ to the landpoor
exists. But under the existing terms and conditions of tenancy, the tenant
bears the entire cost of production while the landowner gets 50 per cent of
the groas produce. Under these exploitative éonditions the share of the.
tenant is hardly more than what he could earn by selling his labor 1in the

market.

The implications of th;s' gituation are far-reaching. and will be

et A Pt bbbt U 7 - - e .
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£ . (Evaluation Report: IRDP; 1974:11).
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"discussed on several occasions later. Suffice it'here to note that

~ 3

. 1
concentration of landownership is at the root of the dependency relationship.

in the vuﬁal areas, which works through the tenancy, credit and labor
markets making a few large landowners most powerful in the village. Wealth,
< social and political power automatically establish a kinship between the
rural power elite and the policy making intélligentsia in their urban
sanctuaries. Through this connection, the large 1andown;rs control

government services for agricultural development. To quote Prof. Yunus:

«+..the large and medium farmers organise

themselves into some genuine and a large number ‘ «
of ghost outfits to gulp govermment favors in

the name of rural economy and population.

(Yunus; 1976:53).

{
Perhaps the best evaluation of the situation is found in the

~

9
-Planning Commission's evaluation report (June 1974):

.+..the co-operative societies have turned
into closed clubs of the Kulaks. In particular, i
a village co-operative covers about one-fifth
to ome~fourth of the total members in the .
village. Membership is dominated by large ‘
farmers and medium farmers and the small farmers i
are grossly under-represented. Leadership in
the so¢ieties is also dominated by large farmers;
medium farmers have some representation, but the
small farmers are entirely unrepresented in the
leadership. These leaders enjoy a greater share
of benefits but their participation, as measured )
by contribution of share capital and savings is
relatively low. The leaders mostly fail to uphold
2 the basic discipline of co-operative action.

~+

£

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

: w

agricultural and rural population of Bangladesh. The poorer sections of the

A e - A - ® P
R — - L3 CE PO




rural masses are impoverished because they are either landless agricultural

laborers or own less than an acre oé land. They are normally by-passed

in developmental efforts and as such are caught iﬂ the 'Below Poverty Level
: Equiiibrium Trap'. Admittedly the spectre of poverty and fs;mine is present

today across m;any countries of Asia and Africa. But the situation of

‘,j -
" Bangladesh appears to be the most precarious. K

\

Conclusion. - ‘
- . 3
s (
L 3 o Virtually everything is scarce in Bangladesh. 'The only plentiful

-

regource is people - not simply in terms of an unlimited supply of cheap
- labor or brawnm, l;ut also in terms of brain power, the desire, the )
conceptualisation and entrepreneurial capaéities of a substantial minority
of Bangladeshis. With the latter as the principal instrument“of our’
development gtrategy,' it should not be too difficult to harness the large
reservoir of depressed humanity to pursue the national goals of "shared
"austerity" and "self-reliant development' - i.e. the creation of a more
equitable society consistent with growi‘:’h at home and non-inte::ference from
abroad,

There are people who have always questioned the validity of Bangladesh
and recurring chaos 1in the political“and economic enviromment merely served
to intensify their doubts. The overthrow and assassination of Sheikh
Mujibur Rahman and the subsequent coups and turmoil are evidence of political
ingtability. Sheikh Mujib fell because he had gathered total .power in his
own hands, because he had replaced the arrested political processlwith

> govermment by an inefficient, corrupt administrative machine and because

( ‘ he was unable to deliver the promises he made.
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Following the famine of 1'974, Mujib’'s ‘regime was faltering. The
inevitable occurred on August 15, 1975, when staccato bursts of gunfire‘
eliminated the nationalist leader, who in 1971 had: symbolised a struggle
costing more lives and arousing greater hopes than any single event in
contemporary South Asian history. (Lifschultz and Bird; 1979:1023).

Aftv;er two more coups i;);‘f‘;?l‘éﬁid sugggssion, the govermment headed by
Ziaur Rahman eventually‘emergea;lwand made an impressive start in its :
Herculean task of stabilising Bang:].adesh. It was initially helped by the .
best harvests in years. - But even on its own merits, the govermment was
winning respect for its approach to more pogitive and decisive management.
Its pragmatic approact; resurrected :hope in a situation where optimism had
become one of the rarest of sentiments.

1

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

.

Zia enjoyed power and ruthlessly dispatched those who challenged his

. authority. ‘'By his ofm admis-sion, 406 military officers were executed during

his regime; and yet he could not totally eliminate opposition to his'rule.
(Franda; 198L: 1387). This was a shortcoming that event:ﬁally cost him his

r

life. Zi;'s asgsassination in May ];.981 by army dissidents was a seriou's blow ~
—

one that could plunge t;e country 1nt;> deep' political and econmomic chaos.

Perhaps political imstability is one o'f the princ¢ipal obstacfes

facing Bangladesh today. The technical means exist to “ncrease output, to

diveraifyieconomic activities and 'tp develop a broader econonic base. Epr

instance, a United States Senate Study notes that Bangladesh "is rich énough

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

be self-gufficient in food, but a food exporter, even with rapidly increasing

population size". (Senate Committee Report; 1976:99). Perhaps it is too

U
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much to hope for a dramatic thange in economic welfare by ‘the end of
L]
the century. But emough could be done to satisfy people's needs and for

‘ all to realise thatﬁeven in Bangladesh, living standdards can be improved.
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FOODGRAIN AVAILABILITY, RURAL POVERTY
. AND INEFFICIENCY: THE FIRST FOOTHOLDS
- J . OF FAMINE IN BANGLADESH

When asked for the proper time to eat, the Greek
cynic Diogemes retorted: "If a rich man when you
will; if & poor man, when you can'. -

This chapter reviews the nature and implications of the fopd

shortage and then goes on to prepare the background for a synthesis - .

an explanation of .the dual persistence of hungei: and 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 famine in Bangladesh
(1974), might have beet: 'pi)'écip’itated by the withholding of food shipments
by the US, vulnerability ';d such external pressure was ultimately due to
the following facfors. - )

(1) the iﬁequitable distribution of rural income, landholdings and
other forms‘ of rural property which tends to strengthen the rich and enrich
the powerful, as well as to weaken the poor and impoverish the weak; and

tii) the consequent interplay of sot¢ial and economic factors that
foster an inability to h;;ness internal resources to achieve a rise in the
level of production or to achieve an equitable distribution of income, which
under normal circumstances should circumvent‘the ‘problems of malnutrition,
hunger, starvation and famine. | |

The famine of 1974 revealed the retrograde character of Bangladesh's '
land structure, the continued exploitation of its landless laborers and small

Yy

farmers and the persistence of gemi-feudal elements in the rural society.

ey
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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 mate}-ial incentives and become participants in cvo-operatives and other
development ventures. Concurrentl}; they also retain most of their original
values tied to factiomnal commitmeets and, kinship preferences, thus
i:ransferring to the co-operatives etc., the :‘Lnequalities ax}é nepotistie
expectations typical of a traditional socfety. _ As a-result, in spite ef .
considerable recorded increases in grain output, in)come distribut:ion has in
reality worsened and 1andownership has grown more skewed. The benefits of
increased growthcg.\id not trickle down to the poorest. Th}s is the inevitable

consequence of a strategy which relies heavily on a tiny capitalist elite

rather than instituting rural development on a broad peasant basis.

Food Needs, Availability and Conemgtion. ﬁ ) ,

The ‘cumulative consequences of successive disasters - dyclone :Ln’
November 1970, the War of Independence in 2197;, monsoon failure in 1972 and
floods in 1974, superimposed upon the global food crisis of the early
seventies - dealt major setbacks to food production, availability and
consumption in Bangladesh. Lincoln C. Chen sums up the food situation:

Accepting the widely-used assumption of a

population of 75 million and an average per
capita daily cereal need of 15 ounces, Bangladesh

< would require 11.5 million metric tons of foodgrain

in 1972/73. 1f-aggregate availability from domestic
production were 8.6 million metric toms, importation
of 2.9 million metric tons would be needed to avert
hunger. Should the per capita need be adjusted to
14.5 ounces per person per day....the annual need
would fall to 11.1 million metric toms.

(Chen; 1975:94).
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The census report of 1980 indicating a population of 90 million, . | .
calls for some adjustments {n Dr. Chen's ;ritMetic. Today an average per
capita daily cereal need of 15 ounces would call for 13.8 million metric
tons of foodgrain, while a cereal need placed at 14.5 ounces (per person

per day) would\ require a total food availability of 13.34 million metlric ,

tons. Aided by some of the best harvests in recent yéars, the average
annual availability from domestic production is estimated at 11.82 milldion

metric tons. (Bangladesh Bank Bulletin; 1981: 174-175). Hence importation
w

i

of 1.52 million metric tons is essential to avert hunger.

Nutritional experts argue that an intake of 14’ ounces (per person

per day) constitutes a semi-starvation diet even by tropical standards.
t

However we find this view untenable. The calorie content of a metric ton

of clean rice/wheat i3 3.6 million. Thus 14 ounces of rice/wheat equals
1400 calories. These 1400 calories are supplemented by other nen-cereals
(e.g. fish, meat, vegetables etc.,), estimated to 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 fairly .respectable figure. We insist upon 14‘
ounces as the calculation of need instead of tt‘xe custou;ary 15 ounces or 16
ounces. Fractions of an ounce make a great d?a'l of difference to the amount
of imported food required by 90 million peopie. 'Su,f:h fractions also make a
great deal of difference to the daily lives of the population.

Table II.l gives the comparative yearly estimates of productionm,

requirement and imports of foodgrains from 1971 to the famine year 1974.

E)
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TABLE 1T.1

ESTIMATED CEREAL NEEDS AND AVAILARILITY
(At 14 oz Per Day Per Head).

| ¥
In Million Metric Tons

(r’a) (b) (e)
Year Domestic Production Annual '
Rice Wheat Total Requirement#® Import
! 1
1971 . 9.55 0.10 9.65 10.73 1.21
1972 8.87 0.103 8.97 11.03 1.42
1973 9.56 0.08 9.64 11.34 ) 2.34
1974 10.77 0.10 10.87 11.66 1.69

*The annual requirement figures were calculated 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) Statistical Pocketbook of Bangladesh, 1978.
{Bureau of Statistics, Govermment of Bangladesh) .

- P, 126. '

-

(¢) Alangir Mohiuddin. Famineg In South Asia.
Magsachusetts: 0G & H Publishers, 1980, p. 223, .

3

One could hardly anticipate a famine in 1974 from the aggregate

estimates of production, 'ayai].abilityﬁ and imports of foodgrain prdvided

. above. Rather as Alamgir Mohiuddin‘ stdtes:’

* The official data suggest that in 1974 per ca{iiéa
availability of foodgrains at the national level
, was higher than all others-in the 1970s.
(Mohiuddin; 1980:264).
Instead of 1974, the experts proclaimed the }ears 1971~72 as holding .
the prospects of a dire famine in Bangladesh. Among those responsible for
P
such prognostications were experts from the World Bamk, the US AID and the

UN relief agencies. We must therefore provide an explanation as to why a

3
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famine did not occur in 1971-72 .crlespite the numerous predictions made to

©
thdt effect and why it eventually occurred in 1974. A careful {donsideration

of geveral important factors relevant to the problem, invokes the following -

.
& ~

conclusions.

(1) 1971 was a year when the War of I'ndege_udence wag at its height
and 1972 was the year following the achievement‘o_f aindependence on December
16, 1971. The scare of a famine had spread since April 1971. Under normal
circum;tam:es this would have resulted in large-scale speculation and
hoarding by traders and large farmers thereby accentuating the existing grain
shortage. However in the unusual circ;umstances of 1971-72, a number of
deterrents prevented such speculative hoarding. In 1971 ther‘e was the
fear ol‘I "ldestruction of grain stock by the marauding Pak;l.stani army. There
was also the appeal to patriotism backed by the Liberation forces and the
guerillas, leading to food-sharing amot:g villagers in most localities.

"The influx of millions of refugees into India (from Bangladesh) - estinated -

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

N
P

" 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).

Hence despite the tight foodgrain situation in thé deficit districts,
in most cases the price of rice ranged from Rs. 45 to Rs.»60 per maund
(approximately the equivalent of 80 pounds) in the lean months of September
and October. This compares to a Bangladesh over-all price of over Rs. '51 .
per}paund in 1969 and about Rs. 50 in 1970..

The gap between production and requiremen'ta in 1972 was noi: very

considerable. In Jamuary 1972 the govermnment's initial si:ock of imported

foodgrain gtood at 500,000 tons. (Ibid: 305). TFor a desired consumption

'
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level of 15 fimces the import requirement was between 1.2 and 1.7 million

tons if year-end stocks were to be kep<t at about 500,000 tons. To ensure

M)

a coﬁsumption level of 14 ounces, imports of only 0.6 million tons were
necessary. (Ibid: %05). This was easily realised as Bangladesh was treated

with un'paralleled generosity by aid—donors in the immediate post—liberation

O

period.

4 s

Furthermore, “*the effect on foodgrain requirement of the number of
people killed by the Pakistani army is often neglected. This number (which
may be leven higher than the one million estimated by many experts),

generaéed a considerable foodgrain saving.

%
Food Production and Availability. . ‘ ,

r

e
There is a very {mportant dimension to the problem of foodgrain

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

‘

The Ministry of Agriculture tended to lean towards ‘
high estimates, since as a ministry in charge of
increasing agricultural production, a high output

appeared to reflect favourably on its performance;

the Food Ministry had a bias towards a lower estimate
because 1f there was a shortfall in output there

would be pressure to digstribute more food through -

the public distribution system which it would not be

able to meet.

(Islam; 1977:116) .

!

It is8 clear that there is congsiderable doubt and confusion with
regard to estimates of the food gap. One might argue that the 1974
production figures appear inflated, especially since Boro (or the winter

crop that accounts for one-sixth of the total rice output) was so severely
s .

damaged. But damage to crops in some areas is an annual feature in Bangladesh

¢ -
[ ' [N
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and in fact the Boro output (iti per capita terms) was higher in 1974 than
in 1973. (Mohi)tddin; 1980:202). So it is possible that the total output
of rice in 1974 was above the trend, especially since Aman (the major ‘qrop
that accounts for two-thirds of the country's total rice outpaut) yields were °
higher than 1973 in all districts except three. Also in 1974, the absolute
level of wheat production was slightly above the average for the previous
five ye‘;rs.

We would therefore not dispute the reliability of the basic data
used to estimate foodgrain availability. Ever more so, since the Plamning
Commission co-ord’inaﬂ'es the inter-ministerial discussions and forecasts

[

on the annual food output. What is more important is to examine the facts

underlying these figures. For instance, the figures by themselves do‘ not
,r."eveal the seasonal, regional and income pattern of foodgrain availability. -
Neither do they take account'of the annual private and trading stock build
up, unprecedented changes in money supply and its consequences on the masses,

leakage of foodgrains through smuggling and destruction by natural hazards

(e.g. floods, cyclones etc.,). All these will be considered in their proper

-~

sequence.

Seasonal Varfiation In Output Affecting Seasonal Availability:
It is not emough to say that per capita net output of rice was
actually higher in 1974 as compared wi¥h all other years of the 1970s.

Rather we must analyse the 1974 rice output level in relation to the trend

over time by looking at the different crops -~ Aus. Aman and Boro -

sepgrately. While ‘Boro and Aus output were below the trend, Aman output

]
f
¢

) in the surplus and deficit districts exceeded the trend value By 5.12 and

YA
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In fact the seasonal pattern of foodgrain availability was more
uneven in 1.974 than in normal years, so much so that the per capita
availability of foodgrains during Jiily—October 1974 was considerably lower
than the average for the year. This contributed to a tight market
availability situation during that term - now recognised as the period of
the "autumn famine".

Compounding the problem, the beginning of the year stock of foodgrains
at govermment storage facilities in 1974 was below whét could be consideree
as normal indicating a low level of preparedness oi: the part of the govermment
for meeting a crisis. |

TABLE II.2

GOVERNMENT STOCK OF FOODGRAINS AT
THE END OF THE MONTH (000 TONS).

MONTH 1972 1973 1974 1975
JANUARY 193 161 319
FEBRUARY 245 139 214
MARCH 498 163 264
APRIL T 172 282
MAY _ 412 219 438
x JUNE u ) 309 184 728
JULY 450 204 320 .
AUGUST 419 209 347
SEPTEMBER 349 263 219 \: )
OCTOBER 248 348 137
NOVEMBER 218 278 130

DECEMBER 160 238 181

e v s n

i ) ' SOURCE: GOVERNMENT OF BANGLADESH, DIRECTORATE OF PROCUREMENT,
) ‘ DISTRIBUTION AND RATIONING.

( , ‘- The government stock of foodgrains is important in meet’iné a crisis,

K
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becausle the amount c;f private and trading stock carryover between years

is nil or negligible. The situation 6f 1974 became more critical because
of the un;:ertainties associated with the shipment of food aid. For
instance, in the case of some countries provid'ing food aid, Bangladesh was
not free to ship fpod in vessels of her own choice and food had to be
transpofted in the vessels of the donor country. (Islam; 114). As a
result, 'shipmem:s of aid to Bangladesh were cften unmatched to the seasonal
patterns of food marketing and distribution in the country, sometimes with
disastrous results. /-V‘ ' /

The cr;.sis taking shape in July 1974 began ‘to assume unmanageable
proportions as U.S5. aid committments made in the Fall of 1973 were still
not forthcoming. During the two most difficultr months - September and l
October - imports were amopg the lowest. Even earlier 1p the year, the
import levels (of January - April), were much lower than those of 1973, as
ta;ble II.2 indicates. The embargo on grain shipments to Bangladesh
(presumably because Banglades‘n( had disqualified itself by selling Jjute to
Cuba) and other manifestations of U.S. might were varied and m-merous. They
will be discussed'at‘ ]:ength in Chapter IV. Suffice it here to say that as
the U.S. ‘government employed its food aid leverage in Bangladesh for the
most trifling of political pu;poses, raging floods and food shortages

agsumed mamoth proportions and the first famine victims appeared on the

streets of the capital.

Leakages Due to Smuggling And Storgg; Loss:

Though difficult to estimate, stbrjage loss is considered to be

- 8ignificant even in normal years (3 to 5 per cent). In 1974 it was probably
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.higher due to heavy rains and floods. let even after allowing for a 5 per

cent loss in storage, the per capita daily availability would be 15.1 bymces -
higher than the 14 oz., we considered tombe the,min:l:mum 'requirement. Under
such circn.nnstaunces!\ the }ogical conclusion would be that.leakages through
smuggling into India must have been substantial, such'that: the scarcity of 1
the lean months could 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 lf&OO miles of land border and a little
less of open sea coast, A4s it 1s impossible to police such a vast jarea,
organised smugglers ensure the regular outflow of rice through routes which
are unguarded or difficult to monitor. Faaland gnd Parkinson find the
volume of smuggling quite substantial:

The quantities involved are very difficult to
estimate with confidence but.....at least 1/2 million,
possibly more than one million tons a year have

been smuggled across the border.

(Faaland and Parkinson; 127).

Worse .still, smuggling operations were sometimes blessed with
administrative and political support of the ruling elite. (McHenry and
Bird; 1977: 76-77). ‘ o

Smu.ggling certainly makes its presence felt in the economic life of
Bangladesh. 'It at least partially ensures that the actual availability of
‘fo‘odgrain in Bangladesh is always lower 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 all accounts a purely

artificial phenomenon, created by traders starting in Febriary 1974 and

[ — S e seeeaos i bt b L e ey




o chmin 0 % HENTWERE

continuing _un;il the govermment made arrangements for importing salt from
Pakistan and India. As salt price sky-rocketed, it became very profitable
to smuggle rice into India to obtain salt in return.

The thrust of the argument here is that, the food supply was in

‘reality tighter than that portrayed in the official stai;iséics and smuggling

was one of the factors breeding such a deficiency. ’After all, one cannot
altogether reject the hypothesis that the famine of 1974 in Bangladesh was
partially taused by a decline in domestic foodgrain availability. { i
One would however be naive to attribute tl'ze 1?74 famine exclusiveiy
to smuggling, floods, inaccurate statistics and such other caulses. The)se
a;é a]:l permanent features of the food system of Bangladesh and cannot .
explain why the situation in 1974 was so disastr;ous. Shortfall in the

Py

production of Boro, shortfall in imports, shortfall in goverrnment é)fftake
~ 4

and the remainder of the causes cited above were definitely important. But
they were only supplementary addiﬁg fuel to the flame.

Food availability per cap:lta is not an adequate way of viewing the
problem of modern day famines and starvation. The conceptual framework ,
within which the pioblem of famines h;ve been traditionally viewed is i
gseriously deficient. It i8 not sufficient to say that with so many tons of
domestic produce, so much leakage compensated by sa many ‘shikpments of
imports the food-gap ought to be of such and such magnitude. Througi1
mathematical calculations such as these, the economist is abstracting from'

" the social and huma;x dimensions of"economics; Economics .is uitimately a

¥ 1

study of the livelihood of people. Zealous mathematisation tends to

deemphasise the role of pepple. Th:fs is pronouncedly so for traditional

societies such as Bangladesh, where between the forces of production on
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the one side and food imports on the other there is a faacinating hun:ran
story where time, nature, bureaucracy, greed, ignorance and many more
élements come into play./ An analyst who cannot decipher the mystery of
this intervening story is not cé;npetent for his job.

| - The food problem in Bangladesh is essentiaily a problem of poverty -
’poverty perpetuated by the inequitable distribution of the means of
production. In the remainder of this chapter wé will analyse this particular

aspect of the problem and other dimensions not yet dealt with. ‘

Starvation - A Problem Perpetuated By Poverty.

!

. Phrased in terms of too little food for too many people, the gloomy .
prognostications of the Malthusians consider hunger as 'the ome impossiible
problem for Bangladesh'. Benga.lee planners are thus numbed by a paralysing
sense of guilt and fear; the surplus nations feel threatened by the already
overwhelmingly large, hungry populations in the countrys‘ide showing symptoms
of yet higher numbers in the %ecades immediately ahead. But in reality the
problem is not one of natural ‘shortage 'of food supplies. What v.ve are

witnessing from the hue and cry about world food shortages is nothing but

the institutionalisation of poverty amidst a coﬁtinuum of factors ~ political,

social aqq" economic - which has( transformed human relationships gnd resource

endowmanté in Bangladesh. The 1llusion of scarcity 1s a product of the
}mequal control over food producing resources; which results in their underus;
and misus‘e. |

. The trouble with the Malthusians is their inability to recogni:ée this
fact and also the fact that the greater numbers of poorer people in Bangladesh

"

are not an inanimate mass but composed of individuals each potentially
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n'be called progress on paper only as L"hey are no more than sources of -
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_capable of responding to economic incentives.. The prospect of technological

-

innovations for raising agricultural production is small because the obstaclés

to democratic control of resources permit only a privileged few to benmefit .

i

from the new technology. The absence of "'range of. complementary services

- which could minimise distortions in ingon e distribution and maximise

"opportunities for members of the c&munity as a whole - have not been

recognised as a key responsibility of those concerned with farming policy.
All this 18 best understood when one probes into the impact of the
Green Revolution in Bangladesh. The new high yielding ce\}-eals and new sources

of energy to break .seasonal time constraints.and human ejJergy gtress may-
L

Nr

'institut:ionalised pauperism in practice. The .1andiess and the 'minifundios’

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

conditions in which the dice are lébeavily loaded against them. But prior tg
{‘ -

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

be discussed.

Money, Inflation and Real-Incomest

There was an unprecedented expansion in money supply. Total money
supply increased at an annual average rate of 35 per cent during the period
.o
1972/73 and 1974/75. (Islam: 151). Table II.3 below shows the increases .

in money supply over the period December 1972-1974.

~

.
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TABLE II.3

INCREASES IN MONEY SUPPLY .

PERIOD ~ . % Incresse in Money Supply
Year ended / ‘ \
December 1972 71
December 1973 ) . 19 ~
December 1974 = 12

SOURCE: Figures provided by the Bangladesh Bank and the
Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics.
Deficit financing by the govermment and losses suffered by public

sector enterprises were the prime causes of the expéﬁéion in money supply.. /
A ’ //
Total goods available are estimated to have declined by 19 per cent in 7

- 7/
1972 as compared with 1969/70. (Bose; 1973:842). Agricultural production //

increased only 4 per cent in 1972/73 over 1971/72 and there was no signif;{ant
recovery in industrial production. /

This shortfall in production cowbined with the .increase ix"x money 1
supply created powerful inflationary pressures in the economy. Gh;lesalé
prige indé;es of agricultural and industrial products increased from 100 in \
1969-70 to 188 and 235 respectively in 1972 and 1973. Real wages: of
industrial and agricultural workers went down by 48 and 24 per cent

respectively between 1970 and 1973. . '
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4 TABLE II.4

INDICES OF WHOLESALE PRICES OF AGRICULTURAL
4 AND INDUSTRIAL PRODUCTS

/ , (Base: 1969-70 = 100).

Al

////// Period Agricultural ‘Industrial Ay Groups
B ‘products products
/
1972-73 187.78 255.46 240.49
1973-74 251.29 320.25 304.38
1974-75 464.20 390.3% 454.27
SOURCE: Statistical Pocketbook of Bangladesh,

1979: p. 488.

One might argue that it is not unusual for the people of Bangladesh

A

to be subject to very large {ncreases in the price level. But the
sustained increase in prices in 1974 transcended previous experience both

in severity and longevity. And what consumers suffered in 1974 was the
cummulative hardship brought about by a price level rising since 1972.

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

\ '
sees.the cost of living index for the city of
" Dacca registered a fourfold increase betwees,
June 1970 and December 1974. During the same
period the prfce of medium quality rice and bf .
long cloth (coarse cloth worn by the masses) | .
rose by more than 9007 while the prices of

other staples such as salt, soap, firewood rose

between 300 and 1000%.
(Islam: 150).

Yo
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The implications of this become more grave when one \realises that
the demand for rice in Bangladesh is very inelasﬁic. Thus when in 1974,

rice was -short in supply and prices skyrocketed, the well-to-do diverted

Qe
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more of thelr current income to purchasing it; the #inifundios wire 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 is almost five times
! as great as that for households with landholding
of five acres and above. After land transactions .
in 1974, the less~than-one-acre group became either

v landless or near-landless.
(Mohiuddin; 1980:162).

»

;rhis 1s understandable since land regis'try 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. 1In 1974 the number swelled to 39§,0§4
deeds. (Stepanek; 1978:97).

Govermment food stocks were only able to support the real incomes of
those living in the towns where rice was issued at controlled prices,
through the govermment 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 t:he‘rice itself. Rich
farmers and traders hoarded their rice stocks as an asset of value.and AN
s{:eculat:iog in the hope of still further price increases. In the absence
or near absence of access to govermment food supplies, the rural poor who
were unable to buy at market prices sold their land, farm animals and
finally household belonginugs. When these were all gone, t:ixey were either

looked after by friends and relatives, survived by begging or died.

)
4
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The Green Revolution In Bangladesh - Rhetorics and Realities. °

#

The term "Green Revolution" oversimplifies a complex reality. The
Green Revolutionaries see in the developmeht and distribution of the
magical HYV (high yielding variety) seeds - the new 'miracle grains' - 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 development of IR-8 and its dissemihation
throughout Asia ....1s literally helping to
£111 hundreds of millions of rice bowls once
only half-full.
(Brown; 1970:8).
While Brown.euphorically describes the 'miracle seeds' as the
solution to the problem of world hunger, he blunders into tackling the
. . %
problem exclusively from the supply side. The evidence in Bangladesh is
that, desp/it:e the diffusfon of the high yielding rice strains since the
sixties, the claims for their potential accomplishments are yet to
materialise. Rather the result has been tragic. True, more food is being
produced, but more people stay hungry. As Joseph Collins and Frances Moore
Lappg point out:
International Labor Organisation studies document that
in the very Asian countries ~ Pakistan, India, Bangladesh,
Sri lLanka, Malaysia, the Phillipines and Indonesia -
where the Green Revolution has been pushed, and where,
indeed, food prodiction per person has risen, the rural
poor are worse off than before......Other studies by the
United Nations Research Institute for Social DeveJ.o;;‘ment
confirm the pattern: in the Third World, on the whole,

there is more food and less to eat.
(Collins and Lapp&; 1977:31).~
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Lester Brown appears to have created a “veritable*crédib'i:lity' gap.
fhe truth is that “it is not enough to say th;t with éo many tons of the
miracle seeds, so many tons of fertiliser, so many gallons of pesticides
and a whole 101; of good luck we can produce a certain quantity of rice.
Such mathematised ecomomics take the planner from one side of the
productisn pro\céss to another without allowing him any glimpse in be;:ween.
In order to really appreclate the social and economic implicat:iqons of the
new technology in Bangladesh, one must necéssarily concentrate upon the
interaction between the technological change and employment, income
distribution, power structure, and ecological and ci;l;ural factors. All of
thege different and multi—-disciplinary issues should help us to assess how

-

'green the Green Revolution really is.

Green Revolution Or Elite Farmer Strategy?

The high risks associated with the HYVs, plus the unequal access to
credit and modern inputs and the non-neutral characteur <-:f govermment policies /
and institutions, are the main factors res\ponsible for offsetting the
'technical' scale-neutrality and instead give the HYV strategy a. consistent
bias in favour of the richer farmers. The revolutionary plants of the Green
Révolutior; demand greater capital investment From the growers, thus the gains
}rm the ‘new seeds can be very differently disi:ributed in different political

. and socio—economic, envirorments. Big a;d small'farmers can take equal
advantage of the new techmology, if and only 4f the institutions that provde
the necessary 1;puts are also ne:utral. This :Ls‘no,rmally not the case in °
Bangladesh. 'fhere are many different institutions that should be considered

2

in this context. The local power structure at the village level is of

e e &
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obvious importance - who decides for instance, on whose land a deep tube-
well should be installed? To answer this question both the traditional

- ~ 'patron-client' kind of informal relationship and the control over '"modern’
institutions such as farmer co-operatives should be considered. These
institutions are invariably controlleﬁ by the land-owning rural elite who
thereby enjoy the lion's share of the benefits. Subsidised inputs being
funelled through these organisations never reach the hands of t:hos.e who

-

need ald most desperately. Finally one could emphasise the imperfections

/ that characterise the markets for credit and inputs remembering that these

i

‘imperfections are only the economic expressions of mdre basic political.

and soclo-economic - factors related to the entire poweristructure of the

rural and urban societ§ in Baniladesh.
Mahbub Hossain provides an example of the distribution of credit

. o :
among firmers from the Phulpur area in Bangladesh. (Hoss@gin; 1977:300-333).

Only 2 per cent of the farmers who owned two acres or lesd received credit

from lending institutions, compared with 317 to 24 per cent\for farmers owning

@

3 more than 2 acres. Such skewed access to credit has caused\even greater

unevenness in landodistribution. Indebtedness becomes’ a way of life for

¢ small peasants and increases the chances that they will eventpally have

to sell their land to their creditors — usually the village mdney-lender
who charges up to.300 per cént interest. This has been a commdn cause of
fur'ther' iand concentration and 1t hassh been accentuated by the Green
* ‘ Revolution. | |

* Entrepreneurs adopting the HYVs hgve therefore been chieffly owners-
of mediul;l anti large size farms favoured by access to capital andlaccesas to

( technological know-how. Simultaneously, with the passage of ting the

.
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peasantry becomes more and more marginalised - a strange result for a'

programme designed to bring about greater integration in the economy. ’

Coﬁzpetition for land by a new class of 'farmers' - money-lenders,
v
bureaugrats, city-based speculators etc., » has sent land values soaring °

(sometimes from three to five times), in the Green Revolution areas.

Higher rents force tenants and sharecroppers into the ranks of the

¢

. ‘ g
landless. With their profits, the powerful new class 1s buying out the
. ) ’ A
small landholders and thus fewer people are gaining control over more land.

This process exists not only in Bangladesh but is found to repeat itself in
every country where farmland 1s allowed to be the source of individual
wealth. TFor instance, in Sonora, Mt;xico, before the Green Revolution, the
ave}age farm size was 400 acres. After 20 years of publicly funded .
gnodernisaf:ion the average has now climbed to 2000 acres. In contrast, more
than three-quarters of Sonora's rural labor force have no land at all.
(Collius‘ and Lappé; 1977:30). And as everyone knows, to be cdt out of
production i8 to be ‘cut out of consumption. Investigati.ot{s by the United
Nations Research Institute for Social Development (pNRISD).on the impact

of Green Revolution Techniquues in 24 different countries have couf:lirmed this

consistent pattern - a decline in well baing for much of the rural majority
/

even as agricultt;ral production boundy/ahead. (UNRISD: 1976:34).

s
7/

s

-

Th ’ f Repression -~ A Brief Digression. ,

Qo
o~

N

The dominan‘t characteristic of the existing product;l.on relations in
ruta‘l'Bangladesh can best be described as "semi-feudal" -~ a2 phenomenon that

o has more in common with classical feudalism of the master-serf tyée than

¢

’

with industrial capitalism. (Bhaduri: 1973:.12?)-37). Bhaduri has demonstrated
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that the combination of owning land and*lending money gives landowmers
essentially feudal power over their tenants, who are perpetually indebted to
them, even for basic needs. This invariably sets into motion a catastrophic

chain of events that actually worsens the plight of the poor majority. To

observe how all this operates in Bangladesh, we must examine the rural

society, 1its dynamics c;f ”stagnati:on and pérticularly its economics of
re;)ression. -

The rural society in Bangladesh differs significantly from its urban =
counterpart. The urban soFiety represents a high level of economic
integration ~ any disturbance in one corner ‘of the economy qui.lckly transmits
its effects to other parts. Rural ;ocieties on the other hand are clainish,

almost tribal ixjx character. Economic activities are 1oca}iaed and the level

of interdependence among the communities is very low. While urban societ':les

function on the basis of fast adjusting economic rglétionships, rural

socleties are governed by rigid social values and norms.
Village societies are dominated by a formidable power-crust,

composed of the wealthy landowning elite. A whole vicious cycle 1s formed

as this "quasi-feudal" landowning class plays a key role in establishing

i

_links betweern the State at the natfonal level and the power structure at

the rural level, (which it dominates). The urban based :’)olicy naker 1is
understandably perplexed when faced with the _enormous ta-sk of mobilising
the vast rural masses into acts of social co-operation and development.

He is therefore on the lookout for allies on the rural front. This is
easily obtained since for the rural elite, personal shares in the lucrative
development cake become more important than comsiderations of social good

or the co-operative gpirit. The more ambitious among them establish good
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relations with urban institutions and development personnel; hence the
gains arisiiig out of the public policies accrue( to them and the losses
& .

which befall the rural poor by the same policies far outweigh the gains.

These aspects of the problem, so much emphasised by social

~

1y

sclentists, are {aersietently ignored by policy makers. This i8 understandable
since most of the policymakers own land in substantial quantity and the
majority of them have risen to their present position via the launching pad
of agricultural land owned earlier in life. Vested interests cause their
adherence to the view that the miracle seeds hold the key to bridging the
food gap. They quickly point $ut that the World Banmk (with the aid of
soll survey reports), has identified ‘15.6 million acres of land as b°e1ng
suitable for HIV rice under rain-fed conditio;ls. 1If the farmers can be
pn‘ersuaded and the inputs and credit arranged, there is no reason why the
food dgjj.‘cit should persist - they say. ‘

This sounds like an~ absu;diy simple solution for a problem that
has so far defied all attempts ‘at solution. Our discussion so far, would
suégest that“one shou}d resist jumping to any conclusion from the

<3
arithmetic of the strategy. After all, we now know why a switch from LYV

to HYV is not that simple.

-y
Some Third World countries did not opt for the 'production-first’

o

strategy and have succeeded. In Taiwan f£Or instance, the physical and

institutional structures were first built up. The same careful persistence
in 3 respects - development of land, institutions and skill - ig evident in
China since 1950, The Chinese did not look upon progress‘as a one-day hike
to the mountain top. Thus because land-reforms preceded the introduction of

the HYV technology’ and because institutions were better able to spread the

‘

\
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benefits, agricult;ural development ‘has not been lopsided.

This is why in Bangladesh too, where the ideological demand is to
create equal opportunities and sharing of existing resources, some major
forms of land and agrarian reform must precede developmental efforts.
The greager the delay 1;1 enacting such.reforms, the greater will be the

adverse effects on an already aggravated situation.
c u's on.

What emerges from the above 1s inevitably a critique 'of the Green
Revolution strategy; but not a rejection of the technology itself. The
issue 1s not pro or con techﬁology. The issue is: technology in. whose
interest? (Lappé and Collins; 1979:15). s

Indeed the new seeds and technology could regain the overall balance

between population and domestic grain productdion, if only the possibility
existed of equitable access to facilities in rural Bangladesh's highly
stratified society with its wide social differences. As Lappé and Collims

word it:

"....underutilisation of food produeing resources .
characterises every society where, as in Bangladesh,
land and credit and marketing systems are controlled
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 sconomic...."

(Ibid.,:10).

5

-

. It is true that Bangladesh 1is not held back by ‘any physical shortage
of resources. Since most of the country's area consists of soil eminenmtly
> «

suited Afor agriculturalhproduction, the ratio of population to agricultural

[




LN

. land is not very high. Table II. may be cited.tp illustrate this point.

o

TABLE II. I"/ . -

CROPLAND IN RELATION TO POPULATION (EARLY 1970's)

Country Acres of Cropland ! ‘
er pefson
Bangladesh b.32
China 0.32
Taivan 015
South Korea 3 0.17
England ' 0.32
West Germany . . 0.32

SOURCE: Based on World Bank: Land Reform Secg;r Policy
Paper, May 1975, p. 50.

As the table ipdié;tes; Banglade?h hag about as much cropland per
inhabitant as Great Britain and West Germany and twice as much as South
Korea or Taiwan. Also the quality of the country's rich alluvial soils is
second to nome in the world and the climate permits the cultivation of
up to three crops per year in( many patts of the country. A World Bank
rep’ort concluded that the current rice production could be quadrupled by
the end of tl;e century with the help of already known techniques. Whiie
these technocratic exercises are abstracted from the political and socio-
economic ct;nstrai:nts, they nevertheless serve to highlight the contrast
between the present and potential levels of production. Presently, average
vields of,rice 4n Bangladesh are one~half of the average ylelds in Taiwan or
Som.u:h Korea and only one-third .of those of Japan - fig'ures which are an
insult to the fertile soils of Bangladesh. Keith Griffin and A.R. Khan

- $
-attributé this to:
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The exploitation and inequality to which the

majority of the rural population is subjected '
+++.The effect is not only to lower current

output below its potential but to reduce the o
capacity and willingness of the population to

innovate. (Griffin and Khan; 1978:298).

The evidence is that the potential of the new rice varieties tremain

largely unrealised in Bangladestf. The area sown under HYV during the _
. W

+

major crop season, amounts to about only 10 per cemnt of the cultivable
{

surface. This explains the claim that the entire increase in praduci:ion 3

of rice between 1968/69 and 1976/77 was generated by a minority of 15 per
cent of all farmers in Bangladesh. The existence of distortions and biases
expresses itself not only in the form of a serious misallocation of meagre
regsources but can also sometimes operate to dissuade landlords from adopting
technoloéical improvements that could provide such a jump in yiel& that
tenants might escape their domination..

The food problem in Bangladesh can be solved only at the political

level. Since this is neither accepted, nor appreciated we remain saddled

\;fth the same problem. Simply increasing production will never solve the
problem of hunger. The real questions are what is grown and who eats it -
and the answers to these que;tions are determined by who controls the food-
producing resources. The problem is not techmnical .‘ It is political.

The outlook for the future is that in the aggregate, the gtatus of
Bengalee peasants will not change. After all, rural development chmt be
viewed as a narrow technical problem of increasing pr'oductioq by combining

the skills of plant geneticists, agricultural chemists and transport

engineers. The problem is a much wider one of developing appropriate

institutions to mobiliaecand induce members of the rural soclety to greater

B e o o LT
L
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productive effort, to help them to overcome the constraints impedir;g
utilization of available resources and to enable them to distribute the
results of their effort equitably among themselves. 4As long as this job -
is delayed, and the distribution of ‘income determines wha.tf is produced, and
for whom, no new innovation (of techmiques or crop varieties), can offer B
any real solution. It will simply result in marginal improvements for |

a limited number of people. . .

shen
(ks
- s‘l’,__ ¢

oy

-
:J)‘.

I




R e

¢ A AR e

- o

- 53 -

CHAPTER III

Al

DISTRIBUTIVE IMPACT OF TAX AND EXCHANGE RATE
POLICY - THE ANATOMY OF AN AGRARIAN ECONOMY
IN BONDAGE'

'4

A famine has never arisen from any other cause

but the violence of governments, attempting by
" improper ‘means’ to remedy the inconvéniences

of dearth.

Adam Smith, Book IV, Chapter V, p. 493.. &

The socio-econmlaic profile of rural Bangladesh depicts an agrarian
economy 1in bondage, wherein the poor have become institutionalised into
a_culture of poverty. This poverty is not merely a legacf from the past,
but has also been maintained through fiscal and administrative policies
of post-colonial govermments. The present tax structure in l}angladeah
relies very heavily on indirect taxes designed to transfer resources out

of certain sectors and to protect and encourage others. The 9olicy is

simple: promote production of cash crops (e.g. juté), then turn the terms

of trade against the peasantry by a tax on such exports. Sectors favored,
. . ¥
‘generally include the large scale manufacturing, plantation agriculture

(1.e. tea), trade and government sectors. Such a pattern of taxation is

regressive; it is one of the key elements in the preservation of inequality
in Bangladesh. |

‘ In this chapter we will discuss the use of regressive taxation in
Bangladesh and include within that context the country'st foodgrain policdies.
This will be followed by a demonstration of how the country/'s over-valued
exchange rate is instrumental in providing the urban elite with subsidised

food at the expense of the rural poor. Throughout, our primary concern will

mn s s ——— -, r e e an

e o A sl KR P PASTTHT NN T N it 4ot $F000 i ey St e e 1

s



|
i
ii
{

o o e e O g a9 v

S

be to suggest policies that will reduce inequality - the primary and basic

cauge of famine in Bangladesh.

Regressive Taxation And Underdevelopment,

&
ge Bengali state machinery was built up under the British rule and

s8till retains much of its colonial ancestry. The govermment is adu‘ninistered
by a highly centralised bureaucracy that has little ability to collect
direct taxes. The mai[or direct agricultural tax is onr land. But rlates are
low and have been int;reased only once during the last ten years. The
general price level has risen sharply since independence in 1971, so land
taxes today constitute a very small share of the agricultural product.
Increasing the rate of land taxes poses obvious admini;trative and political
problems as no govermment desires to make itself unpopular with the @
overwhelmingly larger majority of the pop;.tla'tion. o

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 small number of capitali{sts but to their awesome power. Collections
thus 1lag behind the growth of value added. 1In part the lag is the result.
é:f an increased ability to avoid or evade taxes and partly due to various
tax ééncessions to promote investment. For inmstance, the rate of impér.:t duty
on machinery and equipment for setting up new industries ranges between 2;5
percent to 15 per cienpadvolerem asnd there 18 complete exemption of sales tax,
f_urthermore, would-be investors are granted a tax holiday for 5 years for
getting up industries in a developed rggion and 9 years for oné in a less :

developed area. (Bangladesh Government Documents; 1980:7-9).

While it is not easy to raise govermenépevenues, it is even more
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difficult to restrain current govermment expenditures. The very poverty
which makes it difficult to raise taxes also generates strong pressures

to raise spending. To accomplish this, taxes are often in'direct and
reliance on revenue from export g.nd import taxes lis heavy. The inability
tdﬂaﬁinister direct taxes means that there is a problem in getting ‘_gnoney
out of the a;rarian gsector. This can be accon:plished by coaxing small .
-farmers into production of the cash crop, jute, and then levying taxes as
it 18 exported. On the other hand, exports of manufactures and plant,ations
(e.g. tea) are typically not taxed or taxed at very low rates. Such an
absence or near~absence of taxes, reflects a policy deliberately designed,
to somehow drain income from the vast massesé of pe;sant produce):s, who
otherwise are too’ small for the distant and c%ptralis'ed ‘Eoveroment to deal
with. ‘ )

Throughout the colonial period and into the '1950's the peasantry in

Bangladesh was treated with neglect. As Arthur Lewis would explain: it
' was feared that productivity increases in the maséive agrarian sector wou1;1
_have been reflected in higiler real wages for the landless laborers .and the
mini:-farmers. Such higher real wages were not and are not in the interests
of the national elite. Not only would higher incomes among the peasantry |
escape direct taxation, such higher wages would prol;ably be communicated
through the possibility of labor migration into higher real wages throughout
the economy. Higher real wages throughout the economy would hurt the .

national elite, who benefit in all cases from an abuhdant supply of cheap

labor. (Lewis; 1954:139-191). .

N A

In contrast to policles that squeeze the peasantry, the urban sector

‘is favored in a variety of ways through government economic policies. For

v
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instance, the cost of labor and of raw material inputs is held down by
,policies which limit incomes in_the rural sector. Since the labor force

[ ] ' .
in the rural sector is so large relative to the total labor force, policies

_ which hold down incomes in the countryside also hold down the asking price of

1

labor throughout the economy.'
While imports competing with goods produced in the Egrarian sector
are typically subsidised (e.g. ric;e), imports that compete with goods
"prodiced in t]he urban sector ae typically ta‘xed. Thus in the case of
imported clothes (both m;aw and second-han;l), one finds tariffs designed
for the prbtection of large-scale domestic m;nufacturers.

Activities in the urban gector are also benefitted through import

" licenses, official government monopolies and so forth. Just to take ome R

example 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. The subsidy to importers'- certainly not one

. .0of the needy groups in Bangladesh ‘society - implied in such a procedure is

unrealised but potential government revenue.

Foodgrain Pol&cies In Bangladesh.

éolicigs dealing with rice and wheat and their effgct on income
distribution in the economy are not well understood. We will in this
section deal briefly with two principal. aspects of foodgrailm policy: foodgrain
imports and the pv:blic distribution system. Specifically, we will provide
quantitative estimates showing the extent to which urban bdwellers are
i:enefitte& from the presence of the following subsidies:

’ (1) Subsidy of the lower ration shop price of rice and wheat as
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compared to .the market price; and

{1i) the subsiciy of an over=valued exchange"rat:e, resulting from N

the fact that the govermment imports food at the official (over-

valued) rate of exchange.

The irony of the public distribution system is 'that most of 1t goes
to feed tho;e who' can best afford to pay the market price i.e; the urban

middle class. This is another instance of governmental policy designed

" to meet the not~so-basic needs of the rich and the powerful, at the

expense of the poor.

Eoodgain Imports Under An Over—Valued Exchange Rate — The Real And

Illusory Aspects. &

All imports of foodgrains in Bangladesh have been handled by the

govermment either as a buyer or as the recipient of food aid.

*

«
B TABLE II (1)
PRODUCTION AND IMPORTS OF FOODGRAINS

Net Production('000 tons) Imports ('000 tons) Imports as a %

Rice Wheat Total,£ Rice Wheat Total of production
1970-71 9871 99 9970 342 804 1146 T 12
197172 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
1974-75 9998 103 10101 © 266 2292 2558 25
1975-76 11305 193 11498 396 1049 1445 - 13
1976-77 10634 93 10727 192 603 795 i 7.4
1977-78 11542 315 11857 300 1309 1609 ‘ 14

Data from: Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics, Economic Indicators
of Bangladesh, Vol. V, No. 8 (August 1978), Table 7.3.

\
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The bulk of the imported 'food is bought oﬁ the world market': at
commercial prices. We will show the mport:. bill in lecal funds fo’r rice,
meagured first at the of:ficial rate of exchange (i.e. Tk 15 per US dollar)
and then at the equilibrium or scarcity \ialue of the dollar (which is
Tk. 21 p“er US dollar). The scarci&ty value of the dollar better reflects
the true rate of foreign /exchange,‘since 1t 1s the market rate obtained

%
under the 'Wage Earnmer's Scheme'. This is a scheme wherein remittances

t

from Bangladeshi nationa:ls working abroad is auctioned off by the central

bank in the form of permits. These permits can be used to import any item

[N

from a list of importables ‘that cha;ges from time to time.

. TABLE III.2

GOVERNMENT SUBSIDY PER MAUND OF IMPORTED
RATION SHOP RICE CALCULATED AT THE OFFICIAL
RATE OF EXCHANGE

: 1) 2) 3) (4) (5)
Fiscal Ration Market Govt. import. Govt. subsidies Ration shop
Year shop price cost (at official (per maund) price as Z of

price (retail) rate of exchange) through ration imported price
shops. {per cent)
3 - )

1973-74 40 120.40 93.84 53.84 42,62
1974-75 60 244.40 " 81.48 | 21.48 73.64
1975-76 80 153.90 156.50 * ¢ 76.50 51.12
1976~77 90 133.20 229.24 139.24 39.26
1977-78 100 169.20 171.44 58.33

71.44

2

Data sources:

(1) 1Isaue prices of ’rationed rice from Bangladesh Bank
Bulletin, August 1980, Table XXIX, p. 177.

(2) Free market price (retail) from 1979 Statistical Yearbook
Of Bangladesh, (Bangladesh Bureau Of Statistics, Statistics
Division, Ministry of Plammning, Government Of The People's
Republic Of Bangladesh), p. 372.

(3) 1Ibid., p. 291.
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Table III.2 shows that under the rationing system rice is sold belovl

cost. The price of (imported) ration shop rice is not only lower than the .

° 7  domestic free market price, it is even lower than the world market price..

e

40:7er the:l, years, the price of foodgrains distributedh B@ar%;ioning
gysten was increased in response to rising world ;rices. But the amount
of subsidy still remains substantial. . ‘
This however, is not the total® subsidy to urban consumers. The
subsidy paid is in fact much greater than that shown in Table III.2 because

of distortions resulting from the over-valued exchange rate. The official

=3

exchange rate of the dollar is about 40 per cent below the free or market

o

rate. It therefore involves a subsidy to all who have access to foreign
* \

exchange at such rates a.m{ this includes thé govermment as a food grd;in
importer. In other wordJ, for the import of rice and wheat on goverment
~ @

.account we have a 'super-subsidy', since the government imports, at the

5

official exchange rate. There is a double subsidy on imported food

distributed through the public distribution system:

(a) the subsidy of lower ration-shop prices; and

(b) the subsidy of an over-valued excl.mnge rate.

We quantif'y this "double" or "super-subsidy" in Table III.3.

bl

<
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TABLE III.] .

COST PER MAUND OF IMPORTED RICE AT OFFICIAL
AND MARKET EXCHANGE RATES.

*3

. (6) ™ ® ¢
World Prices Price Per Price per Maund Implicit subsidy
Fiscal (In US $ per Maund of of imported rice of the over-
year ton). Imported Rice at the market valued exchange
;. at official exchange rate. rate.
' eychange rate. (ie. Tk.21l per U.S.- (8) -7(7)
/ ({e.Tk 15 per $) .
us §) , . )
1973-74 170.31 93.84 « 131.38 37.54
. 1974-75, 146.81 81.48 ° 113,15 31.67
. 1975-76  281.99 156.50 217.33 60.83
1976-77 413.06 +229.24 318.35 - 89.11
1977-78 308.90 171.44 238 07 v 66.63
Data sources:| World rice prices from 1979 Statistigal Yearboo
of Bangladesh, p. 291.

Now we must re-arrange the findings of Table III.2 and Table III.3
in order ‘to show the total subsidy bejng affected under the existing exchange
system. This is done in Table III.4 where we show that the sum total of

“ subsidies per maund of rationﬁshop rice 18- actually much higher than

that observed in officially computed data.

-

'
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TABLE III.4
TOTAL SUBSIDY PAID PER MAUND OF RATIONED RICE ;
(1) ® (10) ' (4)
Ration Price per Total Subsidies ‘ Subsidy
shop maund of Subsidy when calculated overlooked
Fiscal price imported actually only at the in officially
Year rice, at’ paid. official exchange computed data.
the market (8)-(1) rate. / (10) - (4)
rate of . . '
. ) exchange. :
1973-74 40 131.38 91.38 +53. 37.54
1974-75 rgp 113.15 53.15 - 21.4 31.67
1975-76 0 217.33 137.33 76 .50 60.83
1976-77 90 318.35 228.35 139.24 89.11

1977-78 100 238.07 138.07 v 71.44 66.63"

The last column in the table above, shows’ that the degree of
‘distortion idvolved in valuing food imports by "an over-valued exchange rate
is substantial. Through the public distribution system, this heavily
subsidised food goes to feed the town dwellers jand the industrial work
force. In othe;: words, 1t goes to feed the articulate and volatile pres‘sure
groui)q Gonsidered vitally impor;:ant (for the exergise of state power. The
rural poor though more numerous, are unorganised and thus constitute no

threat to the power structure. So they have to suffer relative neglect.

From Qn egalitarian point of view, the costly' ration system works

#  heavily in favor of the urban and middle classes and of the comparatively

-

A}

batter off strata of the population in general, thereby increasing the

* urban-rural income differential. Furtf\ermore, and most importantly: 'even'

3
if the govermment wanted to reach the rural poor, there is no distribution

system through which the grain ' could be chanelléﬁ to the most needy. The

result of all these factors is that: "the higher the income, the less one

~generally pays for food." ,(Agricultural Mission; 1977:21). Only 10 per

2




, cent of the entire offtake through the ration system actuazlly reaches the
poor and the destitute, whose only chance to be inc¢luded in the ration

f' system is to move to one of the major cities.

Subsidised Food As A Dﬁgmer_xtive To Agricultural Production And Incomes.

Perhaps the worst effect of the public distribution system is that
it acts as a dis;gceutive to agricultural production. By sel}ing large
amounts of imported foodgrain at subsidised prices, the government reduces
the market for domest{cally produced food while keeping fooil prices
gttificially low. It is ome of the great paradoxes of Bangladesh's
{evelopment strategy that while agricultural policy is officially extremely
production—-oriented, with a heavy emphgsié on attempts to make the farmers
adopt the 'green revolution' package of modern ;anuts, the food policy 1s
totally counter-productive in that it actually c;epresses prices and thereby
reduces the farmer's investible surplus and discourages production of food
for the market. Reduction in agricultural production resulting from lower
food prices, has negative consequences both for the number of employment
opportunities and for the amount of money circulating in the‘rural areas.
And while the rural rich can, and do, -diversify their economic activities
wh7n food prices go dowm, this option is not generally open to the poor, who

' might lose in employment what they gain from cheaper food

\

The net effect of all of this is that they hold down revenues in the

e

vast and populous rural sector and thereby hurt the poorer sections of the

Tural masses.

i entive Effect: A Long~ enomenas .

The adverse effect of the ration system on domestic food production

A - N -
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'to price incentives and that the disincentive effects of low food prices

. '63'. Vs

is felt not in the short run but in the long. In the short run, food

. imports chanelled through the ration shops adds to the total supply. Ome

ton of in}ported grain do;es not reduce domestic production by one ton.
However the 'disincentive problem' of the ration system makes its presence
felt.in the long run. There are basically two different disincentive
effects: ,

(1) the price effect; and

(i1) the policy effect.: B . .

(1) The Price Effect. It.operates t:hrouéh the ma;ket mechanism.

In the long rum, t}xe dgteriotation in the domestic terms-of-trade for
agricultural produc‘t:s that has accompanied the pumping in of impprted
foodgrains into the rai:i’on systen in Bangladesh, has undoubtedly worked as
a strong disincentive to food production. The amounts involved have been
far from marginal. Between January 1972 and November 1977, Bangladesh
imported over 11 million tons of foodgr‘ains* or almost two million toms
annually. This corresponds to approximately 15 per cent of total domestic
production.

The effects of suchl huge inj‘ect;ions of imported grain upon food
prices are bound to be negative. The concomitant loss \in domestic production
is extremely difficult to as}sess in quantitative terms, since no reliable
estimates exist of the size of the elasticity of supply of different grains.
All that can be said with certainty is that farmers do respond poaiti;e;y

-

are stronger in the long run than in the short run.

S

* 11,148,995 tons according to Bangladesh Times, March 29, 1978.




program, a definite complacency has settled over the bureaucracy. The

" costly govermment attempts to achieve self-sufficiericy in foodstuffs become.

“the need for food aid, it is also true that such a sentiment is reinforced
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— (i1) The Policy Effect. The policy effect understood as the
disincentive impact of food aid is even more serfous. A cable from the
US embassy in Dacca in early 1976 illustrates this point neatly:

The incentive for Bangladesh govermment

leaders to devote attention, resources,

and talent to the problem of increasing

domestic foodgrain production is reduced

by the security provided by US and other

donors' food assistance.

(McHenry/Bird; 1977:79).

{ .
As it 1is much easier to order a shipment of food through the embassy .

in Washington than to spend time and money on a domestic procurement

technocrats who dominate the powerful ministries of Einancg, planning and
food are resigned to continued reliance on Améfican, Ca;nad:;an and
Australian surplus t;f food grains.

The more dependant a country is on imports of cheap grain, the more
To attempt to quantify the losses in domestic produc;:ion due to these
rather subtle political mechanisms 1is of coufse impossible. Yet it i8 our
contention that the b'policy disincentive effect' is very serious in the long
run, when powerful vested interests fighting for the maintenance of the
system have comsolidated themselves. While it is true that tt;ere are strong
internal political pressures against policies which would eliminate completely

v J
by the donors' willingness to dispose of their surplus grains and to support

the prevailing power structure in Bangladesh.
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Large=-scale Manuféggurers And The Ration System.

The ration system in Bangladesh includes provision for one half

sta:tutory ratioaning for anyone working at any establishyent with more than
* 50 employees (unless such an establishment is otherwise 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 subsidy in rationed goods.
For example, 1f the cost of monthly food is Tk.50 less for a worker with
accegs to ratiomed goods, then the large shop c;n pay wages 50 Taka less
in wages than other small shops.

T}n:l.s example iilustrétes/the point that the direct beneficiaries of
the ration’system need not be tﬁe final benefi;iaries. In the example above,

subsidies to employees of large shops were merely subsidies to their employers.

- -

Further Distributive Distortions Through Fisg' al Measures.

-

Food mpofted under an over-valued exchange rate and distributed
through the ration system, reduces funds generated for financing public
sector development expenditures. The annual loss on this account amounted

to more than 1/5 of the total annual development expenditures between 1972/73

and 1974/75. The argument common],y/ used to justify the subsidy on imported

-

rice 1s that it is merely a policy for ensuring cheap wage.goods. But since

-
the rural poor, the landless laborers and the deficit farmers haVe no access

to the subsidised food, abolition of the same would cause them no hardship.

Rather there would be indirect relief gince the govermment would be freed

Ay

from the task of meeting the cost of subsidies by taking recourse to deficit

financing. This would reduce the size of the budget deficit and hence the

. s

~
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inflationary pressure. In fact, Nurul Islam contends that during 1972/73
and 1973/74, the entire deficit on the revenue (non-development) budgeéet of
were abolished. (Isla;ni:2-03).

It 1s also claimed that without the public'distribution system,‘
market imperfections would result in very large fluctuations - both
seasonal and snnual ~iin the supply of foodgrains to the urban areas. But
this could be a vaf d-reason for rationigg foodgrains only in times of
overall shortages or of temporary dislocation of supply. One can hardly
find justification for subgidisj:;ig food supply to the ‘well-off sections of
the populétion at all times, at the cost of the public Jexchequer'. =

Agriculuture-biased Development Strategy - The Preconditions For Its

Success. *

Before drawing final conclusions it must"be stressed that merely
turni:}g the terms of trade in favor of the agragian sector, without the
requisite reforms in the rural social structure, will only aggravate the
fundamental issue of the unequal distribution of rurgl asgsets, income and
power. Despite the present discrimination against agriculture, the fact
remains that all groups in the coqntrysid; have not been hax;m'ed equally.
Large property owners in their capacity of surplus farmers have benefi;:ed
from the system'\of cheap credit anq input subsidies which are supplied

-v

kS -.’.’. -
through the various public or semi-public development institutions in the

rural areas. In other words, the 'urban-biased' govermmental policies have
invariably reflected a promounced class bias which cuts across the sectoral

divisions of the economy. The strong coalition of the urban and rural rich

o g——
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-that holds political power, has been able to use its control over/\the

state apparatus to provide genera’l favors to the urban populatio ile

at the same time giving selected favors to the large farmers.’ As long

as this social power structure is kept int‘tact, it is difficult to foregee
any major changes occurring by merely enhancling the agricultural priorities.
In fact“tpere is nothing in these policy measures which could prevent the
new rural institutions tha;. would be created, from being captured by the
traditional elites and used for their benefit. So the whole effort shall
be reduced to an exercise in futility. As in the past, the 'sprea:i
effects' would be contained within a relatively small part of the economy.
The number of behefi‘f:ilaries would continue to remain small at}d tl;e poorer
members of the rural community would become even worse off. 1In other- words,
there is no guarantee that the availability of greater resources to the
agrarian sector would be translated automatically into higher incomes for

o

the poor. 1In reality, the benefits of expansion would not trickle down
very far or very fast'. (
What we wish to emphasise is that, the state ap’patatug in Bangladesh
mediates the competing 1nt:erest‘s of the urban elite and the rural gentry
(the landed claéses) - a;:ting on behalf of both in orde\r to preserve the
social order in which their interests are embedded. Changing the terms of
trade in favor of the agrarian secf»for is a necessary ~c’ondit:ion for economic
upliftment. But it is by no means a sufficient condition. Formulating
policies and programs favoring the agricultural sector, without ta!cing
account of the exploitative rural class structure, would be ewen more

disastrous and in all likelihood play into the hands of the power elite,

The gains arising out of such pblicies would accrue to the top few and the
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losses caused tq the masses by the same poli’gies would far outweigh the

ga:_# to the rural rich. -
Agricultural dévelopment schemes can really work ‘only if the Lp_res'entf'ff
clagss structure is alterefl, so as to keep the exploiting class under check
; and let the dispossessed class ha.ve a.fighting chance to free themselves
from the instruments of lexploitation. This is the "sufficient cond\ltion",

since it would encompass all rural people in a comprehensive proégram for
national development and respond to their economic n;eds and interests.
Conflict of interests within the rural ‘sociéty must be explicitly recognised
before any economic programme or institution for rural development is
‘designed. .Past po]\.icies can be analysed to show that by ignoring the

class structure in the 1‘:ura.l 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 the hands of the

strong. To borrow a Bengali 'proverb, it was like "giving the chickens to

1

the jackal for safe-keeping."

Conclusion.

P ' ' s

The shortage of foodgrains that Bangladesh’ suf;fers from has been
mostlfr of her own making. Politics\has resulted in t:hq failure to relieve
hunger and has in fact worked against long-t;‘.rm efforts to achieve domestic
aelf-suzficiency. It is time we understood the ‘premises ;n which the

shortage theory is built and’ readjusted our plans and policies accordingly.

-
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CHAPTER 1IV. \
FAMINE 1974: THE AMERICAN CONNECTION.

"Hungry men listen only to those who have a piece

of bread", said Agriculture Secretary Earl Butz,

adding the explicit statement: "Food is a tool.

It is a weapon in the US negotiating kit." And

Hubert Humphrey, the visionary of the tactical *%
use of PL 480 declared: "Food is power. In a .
very real sense it 1s our extra measure of

power." e
Harry Cleaver. "Food, Famine And The International
Crisis". Zerowork, Political Materialg, 2, (1977),
p. 34.

peace was ,based on the ethnocentric ;
idea / Jéhat we could pacify the world by food",

a State Department official said to me last summer
at a time when Bangladesh was begging largely in
vain for a trickle of wheat. "Now we think that
feeding the world 1s an intermational problem, may
be one for the United Natioms'. .

Stephen S. Rosenfeld. '"The Politics of Food".

Foreign Policy Magazine, Spring 1974, p. 23.

Food is 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 determining

factor in- US food aid and decision making.

Donald F. McHenry and Kai Bird. "Food Bungle

SR

In Bangladesh”. Foreign Policy Magazine, Summer
1977, p. 86. ,

The central argument of this chapter is that the famine of 1974 in

e
B B N
_»'{:Bangladesh? had its immediate cause in the withholding of food shipments
by the US, both under PL 480 as well as those ordered from commercial grain

sellers. It is this kind of power that has laid the foundation of the’

et
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American food empire. 'Today US food power can destroy whole societies
]
and rebuild them, topple some governments and install others, impede

social change or stimulate it, protect its friends ‘and devastate those

_who oppose it. To cite a few instances:

(i) Subsidised US food supported Marshall Tito's drive for
independence from Soviet influence after Yugoslavia refused to

Join the Cominform in 1948.

(i1) When Egypt went to war against Israel in 1997, PL 480
st.oppéd. The U§ rapproachement with Egypt in 1974 was proclaimed
with a 100,000 ton food ald pledge to the late President Sadat, at
a time when domestic fo;:»d crisis was threatening his political
survival, By\l978 (having completed many rounds of peace talks
with Israel), Egypt had become the largest recipient of PL 480

assistance, receiving more than one million tons of wheat a year

at subsidised prifes. (Barnett; 1980:157).

(111) In February 1951 when India requested the supply of 2

—

million tons of foodgrains to meeft the food crisis, the US delayed °
g

“#o0d shipmeuf:s for cold war reasons. ‘Years -later when the Indian =
Prime Minister expressed the hope that the US would put an end to

' the bombing of North Vietnam, the US reaction wes hostile. mCables
from Washington bristled with sharp comments about .'those ungrateful
Indians' and the ghipments of wheat were delayed. When the US
ambassacior to Indi;;, Chestex-" Bowles, explained that the Indian Pfime

Minister was only repeating what U Thant and the Pope had repeatedly
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said, he was told, "the Pope and U Thant do not need our food".

(Bowles; 1973:526) . ) X

(_:!_.v) The food buying credits of PL 480 went to South Korea in
1971 in return for that govermment's secret promise to reduce
textile exports to the US; to Portugal the same year in return

" for the continuaticjn of American base rights in- the Azores; and to
Bangladesh in 1974 only after that country agreed to halt its

jute exports to Cuba. (Morgan; 1980:338).

(v) Three days before President Allende was overthrown, his
govermment ammounced 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 resuméd

and 600,000 tons of wheat flowed to Chile. (Barmett; 57).

In his first address to the United Nations in September 1974,
President Ford alluded to the possibility of using food to exert pressure

on OPFC countries. "It has not been our policy", he said, "to use food as

a political weapon despite the oil embargo and recent oil price and production

" increases". But in reality the leverage available to the Arabs through their
oil boycott far exceeds any leverage availlable \to the US thro.ugh a food
embargo, since the Arabs can meet their relatively small import needs from
other sources, while the US cannmot satisfy its relatively large petroleum

needs elsewhere. (Report of the Committee on Foreign Affairs; 1973:1).

As well the United States has frequently attempted to use the food weapon

against the Soviet Union. But it has failed to achieve the desired objectives

&
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! §incz the Soviet Union can buy wheat elsehwere, lfrorn Canada for instance.
Canada displayed no political hangups ai:out its érain trade with the
Russians, nor for that matter did American private business firms. Time
ﬁagazine, in 1its April 14, 1980 edition revealed that US ships used by US
companies for carrying US cereals to Third World countries, mysteriously
changed course in mid-ocean and headed ::owards Rumania and Poland. This

-~ confirms the 'fact tt;at profits are the principal loyalty of the multi-
nationals. | ,

The amount of diplomatic leverage available to the US ariéing from
its ability to provide food, holds 5n1y in the case of the poorer LDCs.
For them the issue is not whether there is a surplus or shortage in world
markets, but‘ whether concessional food is availabdloe. It is because of

this that the US can exercise sign:}ficant: diplomatic leverage against them

in both good years and in bad.

?

4

PL 480 In Action: A Case of Oligopolistic Price Discriminationm.

Political scientists view PL 480 as a tool in the hands of US
forei:gn éolicy makers with which they niay buy ori secure friendships, reward
allies and punish transgressors. A:n economist 1ook;ing at the construction
of the PL 480 program, would look upon it as a typical ;I.llustration'of an
oligopolistic mechanism for price d?lscrimination to maximise profits. To
clarify, the US produces almost ome quarter of the w;rfd's grain, exports
férty—two per cent of the wotlc} wheat and sixty-three per cent of the

world's corn. Canada is the next largest exporter of grains but accounts

for only twelve per cent of world grain exports. The US is thus the ounly

truly global exporter of food grains and sells in all Gontinents to some

B T —
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130 countrfes. In the world's grain trade only the US coﬁmandsb oligopolistic

market power. , . .

PL 480 operates thr_ough two dif ferent programs, kr‘xown as Title I

and Title II. Under Title I food is 80ld on a cpng:essional basis operating

-

. a
through commercial markets on a govermment to govermment basjs. Under
. N M V

Title IT food is given away as a grant

e -

But in reality Title II is not a give~away program. In practice it

-

‘acts as a stabilising price support mechanism for ma:l.ntainling tpe price

~

level for US grain producers. In other words, it is an extension of

domestic price support policy to restrict supplies going inte t;he world -

market and thereby maintains world wheat prices at artifically high levals.

'

And that is not all., Title II gr:mts also genéi:ate long term negative

12

effects that reduce the capacity of Third World countries to meet their

.

food gap by: | “ ’ ,

s

(1) delaying agricultural development in the food-deficit poorer ’

' nations, as already explained in Chapter III;

(11) by effecting profound modifications in dietary habits, thus

rendering the recipient countries more dependant on US food.

L

After some 25 billion dollars spent on US food aid programs, the ,
people in Latin America have learned to eat wheat flour and people in India,
Pakistan, Sout Rorea and Bangladesh buy food shipped half-~way around the

globe. 1In the Congo, bread is rapidly winning against 'chilwanga' at

. breakfast because bread was the staple diet of the coloniai masters. But

»
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imported $400 million of food, by 1974 cummulative food imports had
surpassed $17 billion. By 1976, annual Japanese food imports were valued
at $3 billion from the US alone. (George; 1977:t170). As Senator McGovern )

remarked in 1964: a

°

The great food markets of the future are the very
areas where vast numbers of people are learning
through food for peace to eat American produce.
The people we assist today will betome our
customers tomorrow. ’

! - (Ibid., :170). T

13 ! /

In the Third World bread consumption has become identified with
N . :
progress and modernity. It is precisely \t:heseasortg of idiosyncratic values
that have fosc%\ed an extraordinary dependence on USragricultural exports,

‘which constitute the basis of US food power.

'
'

The PL 480 program was for the most part motivated by the massive
productivity increases in t}ae US farming sector, which not only created
.enormous\ surp]:uses but wvas also costing téxpayers $i million a day just
for storage. (Lapp& and Collins; 1979:329). The farm lobby would not
allow the surpluses to be put on the domestic market: And 1f dumped on o

- the world market, grain prices would drop by a :lollar a bushel. US grai{n

corporations were opposéd to such a disruption of their international: -

" commercidl market. The only possible solution Qas the creation of a
. ¢

secondary foreign market by allowing, food-deficit countries to pay for
: ng, (

~

Anerican food imports in their own currencies instead of in American dollars.

A

That is what PL 480 does. Behinid the humanitarian rhetoric, PL 480 is

4
" nothing but a comvenient device that enables low-income countries, which

otherwise would not constitute a market at all, to buy surplus American °

L

I

Y H T S .

et s G T
. oo - A




——

4

. an instrument of price discrimination whereby grains are sold to poorer

"US would disappear and consumers would benefit from the avaifability of f

grains at cheaper prices. But PL 480 being essentially a price support

T

food while keeping the commercial dollar price up, for higher income
Q .

countries.

In the economist's jargon, we could say that Title I is in effect
< 1

customers who cannot afford the (higher) prevailing market price. As the
leading oligopolist, the US is in a position to sell in distinct markets at
different prices. Richer clients (e.g. Japan)- are not entitled to Title I

grants. The fact that' the markets are spatially gliptinc;:\ and separated

P

makes a policy of price discrimination fessil;lle. If PL 480 did not acistg

all of “the food would enter the world market and drive prices downward.

US farms and grain companies would become jess profitable. Third World

countries could then buy food cheaply and store it. The food power of the \

gnechanism, has effectively rigged the market and US farms and grain companies

are the principal beneficlaries.
One should also note that most of the American \grain g;:es to its
richer clientele and PL 480° 18 \important only.in abuix:ifant years. For instance,
in normal years Japan and Wt;.ste‘m Europe mport»'ZO times more grain than all
of the under-developed countries combined. (Lappé&; 1975:235). Even during

the critical years of 1972-74, richer countrieés such as Japan and the

Soviet Union imported food throughout the crisis . The Nixon administratién -

féweutly anti~communist - did not hesitaée to facilitate the sale of corn
and wheat to Russia, including the use'of export subsidies to please ¢his
important customer. (Soth; 1981:902). Peter Wallenstein sums up the

*

situation very succinctly:

Ty

!
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The world market is dominated by monetary
purchase power: it is only buyers that
possess ,significant monetary resources
that colnt. For many of the poor nations....
there is hardly any possibility to turn
to the world market for food.
(Wallenstein; 1976:281).

Economic Reasons For The 1974 Grain Embargo.

While it is true that the US used the food weapon to extract

political gains in Bangladesh, it is equally true that powerful economic

interests lay behind its refusal to commit new aid or even to ship alrgapy

committed aid. During the summer of 1972, the Soviet Union purchased

about 11 million tous of food grain (at what later turned out to be bargain-

'basemb.nt prices), and thereby exhausted most American grain surpluses The

US usually refers to th:l.s transaction as the great grain robbery”, alleging
that the Soviet Union employed gsecrecy to corner the world's wheat market,
so that the deal was closed before the American goverment even kitew what
was happening. But this is definitely not the complete truth. The fact

is that the US tripped itgelf 1n‘its over-anxiousnesg to dis‘pose of 1ts
surpluses. American officials were pleased that the unprecedented Russian
pur;:l}as‘es helped, the American farmer and reduced govermment °cost:s of atoring
surpluses. In fact, Secretary Butz hailed the deal with the Russians as

a historic benefit for the American economy.

But no one anticipated the problems whicﬁ cropped up subsequently:

Bl

(1) The Soviets bought half the wheat with their line of credit
rather than paying cash. Shortly afterward the dollar was devalued.’

Msanwhile gold, which the Soviets have in large suﬁply, was climbing and

[N SISO
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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 that the
Soviets could pay off their debts either with dollars that could be
acquired cheaply or with half the amount of gold they would have had to use,

to pay for.; the grain when ' they were buying it.

(11) The Soviets purchased grain at about $1.60 a bushel - a
satisfactory price at the time of sa‘le. However as soon as news of this
\ transaction became known, foreign traders started buying heavily. As
\supplies tightened prices climbed. With nervous commodity markets watching
each successive estimate of yields as the 1973 crop matzured, wheat prices ‘
continued to soar. Trading firms thus had to be paid the différence between
the US target price of $1.63 perYbushel and the actual price/ leaving the
port. This climbed to over $2.10 by August 23, which meant that subsidies
jumped frc'm 3,cents to 47 cents a bushel. In this manmer the Soviets were \
receiving wheat for $1.65 a bushel, t;hat was actually costing exporters
over $5.i0, with US taxpayers making up the difference. The end result was '
that the US government subsidised Soviet grain purchases to the tune of’

$160 million.

(y {111) A further adverse effect on the American taxpayer stemmed R
from the fact that the subsidies accrued mostly to the grain companies. The
narket price of wheat rose after most farmers had already sold out so that

!

the benefit of the subsidy did not accrue to the growers. Public clamor

. grewoto an uproar as the subsidies to the grain dealers mo_unt'ed into millions.

IS

ﬁ* Much of this discontent focussed on govermental regulations that gave

( ample scope for profiteering to the grain companies. All a company had to do
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to record a claim for a subsidy was to 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). I:hus, in dne week when

the subsidies were at their highest - 47 cents a bushel - the companies

made millions by holding back their filings for subsidies on earlliar sales

until the week when they got the biggest possible handout from "the US
Treasury. ,The $128 million in subsidies paid out in that ome big week
included such staggering sums as $145 million to Continental and $39.4

million for Dreyfus, $16 million to Gatndc and $10.6 million to Bunge.

(iv) All of these figures hdwever, seem minute in comparison with
the direct cost of the Russian wheat deal, to the American consumer. The
inexorable march of food inflation exacted a heavy toll. By August 1973,
American consumers were paying $25 billion a year more to feed their
families, than they did in 1971. (Ibid: 243). The cost of meats climbed
enormously. By 1974 the prices of beef and pprk as well as chicken rose
m;re than 50 per cent.

All this came as a2 rude shock to the average American. The faith in
US agriculture's capacity to supply an abundance of low cost food to its ’
people was shaken. Suddenly in 1973 Americans discovered that they too
were facing food scarcity with consumers throughout the world.

To prevent a runaway inflation that woulci have overshadowed
even the soaring spiral of the preceding months, the US adqinistration
drastically cut-back on its food aid shipments. However the closest of

America's allies continued to receive substantial chunks of the aid packet, '

I3

~In £imcal 1973, 'Cmbodia; South Viétnam and South Korea received

LRY &
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67 per cent of all Title I aid according to the Agriculture Department's

—

figures. Bangladesh got only:5 per cent.

While the decision to deny food to Bangladesh was political, the

fact remains thaﬂt it was also prompted by the desperate economic straits

- e

in which the US found itself. For the first time the US government had to
buy in commercial markets the food that it shipped thz:ough PL 480. (Balz;
1975:275). Thus overnight PL 480 becahe a burden on the American exchequer..
Politically and economically, Bang_lade'sh wasn't considered worthy of the
taxpayer's dollars and so its'‘pleas were ignored. |

By the spring of 1975 however, normalcy had been restored. US food
prices were falling and once again surpluses were piling up. So once more,
it was safe (and necessary) to send the food aid shipments. In fact in
1976 and 1977, as food pressures eaged ;:'ollowing bumpe'r crops in Asﬂ}: and
elsevhere, fobd aid had risen to 22 per cent of the total US assistance
as compared to 4 per ;:ent in the scarcity year of 197&.' Too much food was
shipped to Bangladesh in fiscal 1976 because there was an enormous backlog
of una'.old American wheat that had to be disposed of.

+* ' r

TABLE IV.1

g « WHEAT AND FLOUR IMPORTS FROM -‘@E Uus
(In '000 Metric Tonms)

Year V;)lme Of Imports
1974 ' 505

1975 ) 442

1976 800

v\

SOURCE: ' Gommittee On International Relations. Uge of US Food

Resourcey For Diplomatic Purposés - Ay Examingtion
of the Issues. Washington D.C.: Govt. Prinmting Office,

Table 6.5.
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The Table shows that the inflow of US food grains had nearly doubled
in 1976 which was a year of comparative abundance. In this manner US ‘
officials tend to move large amounts of wheat under the PL 480 programme
when they are least needed. Allocations‘ are rarely based on the actual
humanitariar; need in Bangladesh. Such a conclusion is further reinforced
by the fact that thetagricultural 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 to be 12.8 m:l.ll!.o;: tons.
(Statibtical Yearbook; 1980: 220, 230). The actual outpua.was‘t?m.a cloger
‘to the World:Bank estimates a.nd greater than those of the US experts. Such - {
large errors in estimation lend credence to the G\heory that numerical games
are resorted to whemever the US has large surpluses which it 1s unable to
ﬁurket commercially. The consequence of such a practice could be summed up
in the words of a US AID official at Dacca.

< 7

i

/

".,...our food aid levels correspond to their good
harvests. They receive the most food aid when they
produce the most grains internally and receive
correspondingly smaller amounts of food aid during
lean harvests."

(Quoted in McHenry and Bird).

Food aid from the US is always subject to domestic pressure groups
and vested fnterests. One expression of this occurred in late 1974’. In
spite of a traditional preference for rice, Bangladesh preferred to purchase

wheat because it was less expensive. However during the food aid negotiations

towards the end of 1974, the US made it clear that Bangladesh could obtain

an increasing quantity of wheat only in combination with an increasing

]
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quantity of rice. The pressure to accept rice from the US was due t a
domestic farm lobby reactixlig to a bumper crop of rice in 1974.
(Parkinson; 1981:98). With a given money value of food assistance, an
increased proportion of (the more expemsive) rice had the effec?‘. of reducing
the quantum of food available to Bangladesh. This sort of pressu;'e tactig
was repeated in 1976 when the US had a surplus of rice at a time when.
Bangladesh did n';t have"enough storage roan even for its own domestically
produced rice. It was feared that importation might reduce local rice
prices and hence adversely affect future production. .(Lappé ;nd Collins;
1977:341) . Wheat imports were however needed primarily as am insurance
against unforeseen contingencies, and the US exploited this opportunity to
ensure that its rice ﬁrowera were also accogxgodated.

Amerircana have giv;n themselves too much credit for a generosity
that accorded with the market situation of US farm interests, and policy
designs of US foreign policy makers. Beneath all its humanit’arian dressings,
PL 480 was devised (in 1954) primarily to extract political and economic

gains out of the huge stocks of American grain that could not be sold on

world markets without adversely affecting US farm incomes. The food aid

shipments are over~valued insofar as they are valued at current world prices.
Yet it {s clear that world market price would be driven down sybstantially
if a sizeable part of them were actually sold for hard currencies. (Rodan;
1961:110) . Finally, when calculating the burden of the food aid programs to
the U§ taxpéyers, these goveﬁment food shipments should probably ’ t be
counted at all. They are .financed not through foreign aid apprz.:tions, but

through the Department of Agriculture as price support for US farmers, and

shipping them abroad costs the government less than storing them for even a

-
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few months. (Pincus; 1963:367).
AN ]

'For these reasons, food aid has been a popular form of foreign

aid on Capitol Hill. As Stephen Rosenfield points out: ‘ {‘

American diplomats have used food as a
political tool: to relieve the misery of our
friends....and to help them keep popular
discontent within politically manageable
bounds. Earl Butz told me in an interview
that PL 480 is no longer primarily a surplus
disposal program. It's for humanitarian
purposes and for national security - to help
infuse purchasing power into countries on our
defense perimeter. ‘

(Rogenfeld; 1974121 )

Even in the case of Bangladesh, political cons:l.derati‘ons’ proved to
be critical factors determining US food gid decision making. The country's
rice production in 1974 was actually greater than that <?f the' preceding
years . Whutl imports were nonetheless essential since they would provide
the indispensable margin of safety apd contribute to the maintenance laf
public confidence. But whereas in fiscal year 19;3' Bangladesh received
$62.7 million worth of PL 480 commodities, in fiscal year 1974 this
allocation dropped to $3.3 millioen. ,(Chandola; 1975:1533). We will now

show that this drastic cutback in PL 480 shipments was related to specific

issues of global geopolitics.

1

P al Interests In Bangladesh. ' ¥

Bangladesh is located at the vortex of a highly pol.{ticised region

of South Asia. The State Department therefore worries that Bangladesh's

alignment with Moscow, could affect regional stability. As Zbigniew

Bt:cginqki, a formexr National sgc&ity Advisor to the US President, explained:
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&, . Today the area of crisis is a group of states

e 12 4" on the shores of the Indian Ocean - literally

~’§ 7 an arc of instability, which can be drawn on a
B “*  map from Chittagong in Bangladesh, through

Islamabad, all the way to Aden. Their intermal
® fragility, social and political, could interact

with the projection of Soviet power. )

(Restoon; 1975:12). °

In 1973-74, Sheik Muj:lt;ur Ralman's govermne;at was aligned with
India and the Soviet Union. This aligment dated from Kissingar'; policy
of tilting towardu”Pakistan during the War of Liberation in 1971. When
hundreds of thousands of Bengalees were being killed both sides in the
super—pover battle for South Asia played politics. Kissinger wrifes in his

memoirs:

¥

To be sure, Pakistani repression in East Bengal
had been brutal and shortsighted; and millions
N of refugees had imposed tremendous strain on
‘ the Indian economy. 'But what caused the war,
in Nixon's yview and mine, went beyond the
refugee problem; it was India's determination
to use the crisis to establish its pre-eéminence
on the sub-continent. :

But our paramount concern transcended the
sub-continent. The Soviet Union could have ’
restrained Indfa; it chose not to.....The Soviats
encouraged India to exploit Pakistan's travail in
part to deliver a blow to ocur system of alliances,

n greater measure to demonstrate the Chinese
potence.
ssinger; 1979:885-886).

er c;mveniently chose to ignore the principal US interest
\

that was| involved, The truth is that Bangladesh and its War of Liberation g

ying distraction for Washington at a time when the US

\ .
was activé@.y engaged in wooimg China, with Pakistan aéting as the match-

_maker. With global realigoments in motion, Dr. Kissinger and President A

N
e v
.
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Nixon were not inclined to sympathize with the victims of the Pakistan army’'s

" crackdown 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 time of the Pakistan

army's apalling crackdown in Dacca. Everything else was subor&inaca for

the US leadership as it was adamant that the negotiations should not, be
disturbed at any cost. Dr. Kiésinger never forgave the Bengalee le;dér
Sheik Mujibur Rahman, for prevail 513 over US indifference with Indian and
Soviet help.

The food bungle that Washington engineered in OBanglad(esh in 1974,
had one goal: breeding the appropriate envirorment for a coup d'@tat to
bring about a transition. - The plan was a success because after the famine
of 1974 there was open talk of how long Mujib would last, 'mot' if he would
last. In some respects the situation might be compare_ti !:o Tondonesia in '
1965, when Soekarno's declining health and political fortunes made it
obviocus that he would soon be overcome by‘ne'wly emerging forces of either

the left or the right. The role of the Americans in both cases was to

influence the direction of the imminent transition.

Past Famines In Bangladesh.

Higstorically, famines in Bangladesh have always been man-made and

0

cannot be attributed exclusively to natural calamities. Consider the

’ ‘
following casas: .

(1) Adam' Smith writes in 1776:

A
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’ The drought in Bengal a few years ago might
probably have occasioned a very great dearth.
Some improper regulations, some judicious
restraints imposed by thé servants of the East
India Company upon the rice trade contributed
perhaps to turn that dearth into famine.
(Smith: 493). b

I

(i1) Next consider the Great Bengal Famine of 1943. Usually

v i
analysts attribute it to a cyclone of extraordinary force in April 1942,

followed by three tidal waves causing emormous destruction to standing

.

crops. In reality however, these were only the prelude to an immensely

r
greater catastrophe.

First the Japanese conquest of Tha:iland, Indo~China and Burma -
M »

v <

the principal exporters of rice to India - poséd a tremendous danger to

India's food position. Compounding this problem was the British policy of

drawing on India's dwindling foodstocks for supplies to other countries

whyc}g they regarded ag séntegically important for the war\effort. Britain )
furnigshed Iran about 40.600 tons of foodgrain (drawn mostly from India),
dviring the nine months preceding the natural disaster of April 1942.

After April 1942, the British were sending 3000 tons monthly to‘East Iran
from India. (Venkatyamani; 1943:4). Assuming t-:hat there was enough food

in India, the US govermnment approached the British (in November 1942) with a
request for additional supplies to Iran from Indian stocks. All of these
contriputed to a eritical food situation in India. It is ofi these grounds

that M.S. Venkatramani says:

-
o

Those who pez?}shed in the Great Bengal Famine
of 1943 were.....a8 truly the victims of the
Second World War as were the casualities

in battlefields and bombed cities.

(Ibid., : 6).
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The priority of defence over poverty persists even to this day.
~To illustrate, between 1968 am:l,1973 South Vietnam alone rece;l.ved 20 tines
the wvalue of food aid that the five African states most seriously affected
by drought received during the same period. (Lappé and Collins; 1977:337).

More specificaily, these five countries - Chad, Mali, Mauritania, Niger

i

.and Upper Volta - received $38.8 million worth of Title I and II commodities
while South Vietnam alone was the recipient of $792.8 million, during the
same period. ’ > 3

These instances were cited to comr'ey the(central theme of our
thinking in this t;,hapter: . ‘ g

* ' Cyclones or floods are caused by nature. But
a famine is made by man..

+

v . o

' Bangladesh (1974) And The -Use Of US Food Power.
7

In 1974, the US administration wﬁs' playing with the idea of using
the dependance of poorer countries such as Bangladesh on US food aid, to

exercise leverage on OPEC to reduce thé price of its oil. As Senator

—

Humphrey's letter of April 1974 to Kissinger noted:

There, have been repeated private

references from within the Administration
that this i8 a strategy designed to maximise
pressure for an oil price roll-back, through .
highlighting the adverse effect of the oil
price increases and encouraging developing .
country pressures on the OPEC countries though

ndt easing their dislocations resulting from .

developed country actions.

(Rothachild; 1976:295).

( . But American hints (and e}en'tually‘pressuru) failed to have the
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desired effect since Bangladesh. (like evez"ybody else) could gee thaf the
price of foodgrains had begun to rise earlier and even more sharply than
the price of oil. More precisely, grain prices svg;?g‘rted rising immediately
after the Russian gra:?.n purchases of 1972. The quadrupling of oil prices’
by the OPEC-cartel took place a year later. As a resu]’.lt: of the food pt;lce
hike, US agricultural exports in 1973 reached $18 billi;op, up from $§.4
bill{.gn over the past five year;f (Schertz; (19'/,'4:511). ) .

Bangladesh was less adversely affected by the oilj price hike than
it was by thé massive increasens in food prices. This is under\standable
considering the country's small energy needs (adn annual a'veraége o€ one
million tons of crud?: an& 250,000 tons: of petroleum products) and
proportionately larger foodgrain imports (approximately.2-million tons
atlmuaily) . With Bangladesh relgctant to join forces against OPEC,A the US
appear;‘ to have opted for a dramatic demonstration of its lethal food Qéon. |
The idea ’could‘ be to teach food deficit countrW'Pangladesh that
their futures lie in lining up with Washingcton, rather tfxan deriving ¥
inspiration from demonstrations of Third World \aol“idarity with OPEC. The
opportunity arose as alternating drought and flood, had already severly
affected Bangladesh. The US was quick to seize this opportunity.. A realistic
analysis sho‘}s' that the famine which followed was largely US-made.

In its food budget for 1973-74, the Govermfent c;f Bangladesh
estimated a fuood gap of 2.2 millionuto'na. The Finance Minister presented
these figures to the US Secretary of State an At;\gust 1973 and“ requested
allocation of 300,000 toms of foodgrains to be delivered to B;n;gladesh by
November-December of that year. Washington urcspom;c;:l by pressuring Bangladesh

to abandon its plans to try 195 Pakistani war criminals responsible for the

e

o ot man?
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genocide of 1971 in Bangladesh. Bangladesh c'omp],:l.ed.

Meanw‘hile in the world market, food prices continued to’ soar, and’
wealth and ‘high incomes had become the instn;ments of command. The brutal
fact wt:ich emérged 1s that the f80d market i1s dominated b}; the ‘af fluent -

whether capitalist or communist, and only poorer countries like Bangladesh
/ .

'suffer in times of restricted Sver-all supply. The grain that Bangladesh

lacked before the famine it suffered in the autumn of 1974 was the equivalent.

-

of 1/20 of the grain that Japan imports anm:xally. The oply obstacle was
that it could not afford to im;)ort the food that it rvleeded.

The Deputy Chairmap of the Bangliddésh Planning Commission in a
meeting witih the Deputy Administrator of US Aild, again raised the matter of

\

: “
Bangladesh's urgent need for food. He pointed out that high world prices,

_ had eroded Bangladesh's own cash for proéure?eftﬂBf food and he requested

the immediate shipment of 20,000 tons of wheat under US P.L. 480 Title I
programme as well as for 20,000 ‘téns of edible oil.ﬂ But the US had then ».
suspenéed procurement oof comoditieg for even the. Ti;:le II donation
programl{le and éll individual country programmes were eith_er terminated or
sharply ;educed The reduced amoints of food available were rationed
predominantly among countries conaidered to be at the periphery of American
diplomacy - 1I.e. South Vietnam, Cambodia, South Korea and Pakistan.

The failure of the US government to commit new aid or even to.ship

alreaciy comnitted aid created such acute cpisis towards the end of 1973,

. that the Bangladesh govermment requested the USSR to divert to Bangladesh

1
200,000 tons from its cash purchases in US and Cahada. These were received

in Bangladesh between July-October 1973 and helped to see the ration system

through the scarcity months preceding the aman season. The Soviet grain

t

N
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loan was to be repa:{d byﬂ divergdon of grain shipments under US aid to be

compitted later in 1973. But the US goverpment refused to accept this

arrafngement, so that Bangladesh eventually had to work out a deferred

payment arrangement’ with' the Soviets. In fact, it was :ab receﬁtly sag 1977

] \

that Bangladesh repaid this Soviet “wheatlloan by purchasing American vheat

and earmarking it for the Soviets. .(Morgan} 1980:450).

-~

In addition to thé Soviet loan, the govermment was acti‘y’ely pursuing .

other govermments and agencies such as Australia, Canada and the EEC. Aé -

@

a result of frantic efforts, Baggladesh/eventually procurred one million
tons of foodgrain with {ts own resources in 1973, and in the proce.ss
completely depleted its foreign ‘exchange reserves. By 1974 therefore,
Bangladesh was in desperate si:raitg. To mahfe matters worse, food prices
had‘;'egistered a further rise. January 1974 Rotterdam prices for imported
US hard winter wheat were over $6 per bushel - $3.30 above .the levels of

2

the preceding year. US farm prices were up almost $3 per bushel. (Schertz

1966:524) . ..

In a meaet:lng with the US Assistant Secretary of State, the Bangladesh

ambassador to Washington explained his count¥y's urgent need for foodgrains )

and 128,00Q tons of soyabean oil. He also :equest;d allocation of wheat
under Title I and immediate purchase authorisati‘on for wheat and,soyebeat_a
from aid already committed. But all pleas went in wvain and US food.aid
comm:}tmeuts continued t'o be delayed. Food imports fell off <‘h'ast'.:l.¢:ally;~
(averaging about 74,000 tons per month as compared to the avetaée of 232,000
tons per ﬁonfh in 1972-73). Procurj.ng grains from the open market was ‘also
not possible, as Bangladesh's cash reserves had 'run short of outstanding ,

[N

claims on bills for imports already contracted. Techn:l@ally Bangladesh




was bankrupt and even conpensatory financing from the IMF was iﬁgdeq\iate.

N

As a result in the summer of 1974, two crucial' grain shipmepts con\t:r\g/cted

a .

by the Bangladesh govermment with US grain exporters, under short-term
W

deferred loans, were cancelled because of doubts over Bangladesh's credit

worthiness.

v
\ The walls were closing in from all sides for¥Bangladesh. Aid °
commitments which should normally have been made in the fafl of 1973 were
1

still not forthcoming. Resources for procuring food from the o;en market
were not there. Compounding this desperate situation was the prospe::t of
floods in the aftlermath qf severe monsoon rains. It was precisely at
" this 1}noment: that tfxe US government played its fatal card thereby raising
disturbing queftions concerning the conduct of US foreign policy in the
mos;: :meovefished Third World nations. In September 1974, the US ambassador
called ﬁpon Dr. Nurul Islam, the Chairman of Bangladesh's Planning Commission

to fprmally request that Bangladesh cease éxporting jute to Cuba. (McHénry

and Bird: 82). Bangladesh Jute Mills Corporation had contracted to sel

4 million jute bags to Cuba. This was seen to be prejudicial to the furtifer :

commitment of PL 480 aild, since US Congressional laws expressly forbade

such commitments toc any country trading with Cuba and North Vietnam. In

f A commitment from the' Bangladesh government

that it is not selling or furnishing commodities

18 needed béfore we can make sales agreement

under Title I....We can accept an oral assurance I
from the government that it....does not intend

to permit govermment agencies or govermment . i
owned corporations to export to Cuba or to permit

vessels under Bangladesh registry to call at *

fact a formal note from the US embassy read as follows: ;
, (4 )

-

: Cuban ports. . ’
( . (US Embassy Note; Sept. 1974).
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These communicationa{from the US government took Bangladesh completely
by surprise, especially since it appeared to be :I.nco‘nsié,tent with existlng #‘
Us ;:;licy. For instancé, Egypt had for some time been trading with Cuba ;nd
e.xpoftiﬁg raw cotton. Desl;ite this well publicisgd mformatﬂ:on, the US
on Ju:ne 7, 1974 signed a credit to Egy;t under PL 480 Title I for $10
million, for the purchase of US wheat. On August 14, Egypt was granted
anothef 100,000 tons of wheat valued at $17 milliom. T‘r‘te )greemg.nt was
signed 1in Cairo on September 12, 1974 when the first famine victims were
appearing on -the streets of Dacca. '

The Egyptian deals went through with :he bledsings of a Presidential
waiver, which 1is availa‘ble for non=-strategic items alone. However, though

Jute bags were as good a non-strategic commodity ‘as raw cotton, this waiver

was not to apply to Bangladesh. Bangladesh should have reacted st:rc‘mgly'

L4

* against this ovext use of food as a political weapon and might well have

repeated what President Naaser of Egypt had once said:

The freedom which we have bought with our
blood we shall not sell for wheat, for rice
or for anything. ;

[ S

But with the country in the visible grip of lflood and famine, Dacca
was ‘in no position f01; political heroics. After urgent consultations, the
government gave the necessary assuranct in July 1974. It cancelled"further '
exports of jute to Cuba at a time when competition from Indian jute, synthetic ~
substitutes and low world prices had substantially eroded its foreilgn exchange
earnings. True, Bangladesh did not lose much since the deal with Cuba was

an isolated transaction valued at under $5 million. Nevertheless one cannot

but express surprise.and shock that the US would actually insist that a
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destitute country like Bangladesh should dens} itself desperately needed
L]

export earnings.
The .real reason is that "security assistance" had been given priority
in Dr. Kissinger's instruction to Govermment policy makers. The Cuban

incident was nothing more than a pretext to take'Bangladesh off ‘the list of
£ (:d aid recipients. This is v;hy, even when conditions were met: Washington
céntinued to yplay wu.'é' It still withheld ¢éommitments insisting that all .
shipments under the standing agreement with Cuba mus‘t first be discharged.‘

In a wo:ld of acute shipping shortages, 4 million jute bags could not be

shipped overnight, so that the last shipment did not get off ;;n;11°0ctober .

1974. Only then did the US government'move to sign its new commitments '
¢ ' ) .

under PL 480 on October 4, 1974 - more than a.year after (1t had been
approached for new commitments. B;' the time Am’erican food arrived in
Bangladeshq in December 1974, the autumn faxx;inq was over. .

The famine was followed by a ruthless coup that not only ;liminatced
Sheik Mujib, but also brought-+about a clean shift in Bangla‘des;x's international
aligmment. Today Bangladesh's orientation is clearly towards the Unitoed
States, the Islamic Block as repr‘esented by America's allé Saudi Arabia‘and h -

towards China. This is the reason why to most observers, the two phenomena -

Q P .

the US food embargo and the coup - are not unconnected. In fact the TSta’;e

Department's 1978 report only serves to strengthen such a suspicion. It

t

reads:

. The present govermment of Bangladesh is dominated
by pragmatic military leaders who follow a non- . .
aligned foreign policy. It is US- policy to support
this non-aligmment and to assist Bangladesh in its
© . economic development. These objectives are tied to
< our intérest in promoting overall regiomal

4
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stability....The Bangladesh: Government has asked
‘ ' us to provide a limited amount of military
¥ training. By proceeding with this training, we .
) will help improve an institution which contributes
to stability in Bangladesh and in the region.

A -

¥ . .
It is interesting to note that US military assitance to Bangladesh
F4 F)

(although still modest in scale), began only after the coup which killed

Mujbib. The conventional respouse_of American liberals 1s to demand a

halt to.arms sales and increase food aid. What is overlooked 1s the fact

that both food aid and arms transfers serve similar strategic and political

goals. The humanitarian rhetoric is usually used to justify“the American
o . ~5

o

taxpayer's support for the PL 480 programme. A_Bqt in reality, feeding

’ﬁun'gry-people is only a remote concern. ~ High American farm incomes and. ~

strategic inflience are first priorities. (Pacific Research; 1979:13).

& -
.

. 7 The ocir'clmstances’ of the'1974 famin‘e,illustrate tl':e po'wer of life

and death that the U'S‘ as a leading \oligopolist ;::f food, comz;ands over pooref
natiot'xs like Bangladesh. They were-in the n;ain, exercises in "food
terrorism" whereby it was ﬂad(eqtuajely d'emonstrated that the politicaﬂl use ’

of food in the Third W61;ld, has potentially the most direct and inhumane

effects. Food is essential to maintain life and give life a material form.

By denyipg access to food, life can be threatened. It is time that Americans

ot ¢

recognised that food is one of the major lbong>term sources of uniquely -
American lqverége in the Third ‘World, and as such it ought to be employed

with visiorr, discipline ‘and (above all) humanity.. Another alternative, as
. 17" \ ! °

. -/
su,ggesteq by Gunnar Myrdal, is :ha_t:: ’ -

oxm— B

) 3 N L
‘7 - Food aid should be a responsibility shared by all.
-developed countries and managed in the multilateral

! w
! ®
N
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setting of World Food Programs under the United
Nations. It should not be operated under the .
hazard of the United States having a food surplus
that it wants to get rid of and finds smitable
to integrate into its foreign policy as 'Food

Ll

for Peace’ later renamed 'Food for Freedom'. j
(Myxrdal; 1971:137). s 2
The events of 1974 taught Bahgladesh this grim lesson: ~

If you wish to maximise aid received per head,
you must become a very small country... you
must register a low temperature in the cold war,
belong to NATO, CENTO, SEATO and as many other
military pacts as possible. You must have a
regime that declares it is favourable to
private enterprise.

(Streeten; 1979:1042). ’

American food diplomacy pléces the highest premium on stable and
friendly relations with the recipient goverrment. l%yerything else is

subordinated to that goal. Bangladesh mugt bear this in mind if it is to
‘ l .

find 1its way through the political and bureaucratié jungle of donors'

prejudices, myths and idiosyncracies.
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; from having access to those resources. In other ‘words itfiq not any divin\e;.

, ‘l '
ASSESSMENT B‘hm REFLECTION

* !

The one question thaﬂone is constantly asked .
is: "Is Bangladesh viable?" To that question
an economist has no an "\wer. What is the
alternative to viab:t.l%:y? Death? Has any’

$ country ever died? It!can be poor. It can
be static. ‘But can a country not be viable?

ustin Robinson. Economic Prospects of
ngladesh. (London: Overseas Development s -
Institute Ltd., 1977). p. 46. .

The pervasive use of the term "Bangladesh - A basketcase" makes
people think of uniformly hungry masses in which all people are equally
affected by ponSty and malnutrition ~ all with equal interest in’

L]
eliminating hunger. On the contrary, a cloeer'lﬁok reveals extremes of

wealth and poverty in Bangladesh: the rich consume 30 pei- cent more calories

than the poor and twice the protein. This is facilitated by govermment foed

policies which ensure that the well-to-do take an altogether disproportiongte’ B

] »

share of the subsidised food available under the public distribution system.

The country's extraordinary food potential remains.unrealised, not because ‘

a
-

there at:e too many people but because an elite few prevent ;:he poor majority

-

P

misallocation of resources that has ‘créa‘ted the food crisis, but the humah

maﬁipulation of those resources. This manipulation has been the major »

¢ factor in the relegation of millions of people to undern?tﬁ‘;:ipn. Unless

1

inequities such as these are eliminated, no méunt: of food aid, no matter

how generous will ever solve Bangladesh's foc;d brobietg. ﬁ;ngladesﬁ, as

E, - How B RDSERASEITIRS e woum a S A T S s e e sy i v LT T
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* Lappé would say, is just:‘like‘a big ship divided into thr.ee clagses: the

" rich, the not-so-rich and the poor. (Lappé;.1975:235). And when a ship
begins to founder, third class passengers do not share a c;mon fate wi.t:he
first clasg passengers . As one might recall, when the T:!.tanic went down 45
per cent of the third class femalebpasae'ngers drovned while only 4 of the
143 first ¢lass female passenéers lost their lives. '}‘he*well-to-do ra‘relyﬂ

s

if ever share the fate of the poor. More commonly. they determine it.ﬂ

i -

S . . . . o
Neo-Malthugsian Misconceptions. . ) T

Neo~Malthusians of t;he Lester Browm vd.rief:'y af'e coﬁvinced' t:hat.

marginal nations like Bangladesh - overwhelmed by poverty,‘ overpopulgtion

and recurrent natural disasters - will never Be able t:o summon the skill and

.

the will needed to overcome hunger. They postulate that the demographich ~ o

- °

saturation point has been reached and view birt:h control as’ the sole road .

N
~ [

to salvation for mankind. Their argument is equivalent to Malthus':

there is an absolute limit’'on agricultural production; man's reproductive

drive is such that we are rapidly approaching it.

the astounding technological triumphs of the twentieth

.
H
e "N

A

century, Malthusianism does not sound like a scientific prescription. Rather

it resembles the ps udo-scientific attitude of those who ascribe hunger to
nature's evil temper \and in order to appease it, call for the sacrifice of
human lives in the fox}m of genogide or serial abortion or birth control".
(Cagtto; 1967: 36) Today most /experts are convinced that this kind of
pessinism is misguided s that Malthus i;':otally contradicted by facts; and
that heh lacks all scientific basis for the gloomy predictions that made his

theory (}n Southey's splendid phﬁrase) , "the political bible of the rich, the

+

1
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selfish and the “lecherous." /
Hunger is the most serious manifestation of .poverty, and poverty is

aggravated by the methods of a destructive economics that rests on'the inhuman

exploitation of the poor and the powerless, by the rich and the powerful.

It was the collective recognition of this social injustice that impelled

1

the Chinese with resolve and power towards the enterprise of the communist
revolution, which speedily transformed their country of hunger into one
where scarcity is on the way to oblivion. 1Im Banéladesh, as we have ~

persistently argued, hunger is due to the decrepit character of the prevailing

agrarian structure and the inefficiency and biases of the political systems

in force, which- hamper the peasant's efforts to wrest a subsistence from

-the soil. As Norman Borlang,‘tile father of the Green Revolutfon once

° * [

remarked: .. T
N - ¢ ‘
* . I have a-lot of respect for.the small farmer ' Y
- in the poor world...Almost invariably when you N
~ ? °  look at what he is doing with’ his land, you ! ’
find he is producing the maximum under the =~ ' -

. 8ituation he has'to work with. The thing is th\\at
he usually doesn't have much to work with. \ .

- \ Y

(Lappé; 1975:241). . .

The fact is: resources are not scarce in Bangladesh; t}ut under the
prevailing economic, social and political systen, agriculturai resources
i
are subject to widespread and systematic wgsi:e. There 18 therefore the

3

need for a comprehens‘iv(e program of refomls\aim'ing at changing the economic
" and social balan:e in the village. This is indispensable for the creation

of incentives for additional effort by the small farmers, which will be

forthcoming only if the institutional faramework encourages the mitlions of

peasants who live on the brink of starvation in a stagnating agriculture to

-

- - -7 e . T ‘"'~W ol AR
.
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accept innovations. They will nevet do so unless they are assured t:fmt

the returns derived from the additional endeavour will be theirs. A frequent

error of the heo~Malthusians has been the disruption of this homogeneous
J

process in the course of development policy. This {s confirmed by FAO edperts
in developing countries, who point out- that the limiting factor to the

increase in agricﬁltural production by mere techhical devices, 1s the existence

S o

of outdated tenure systems and inadequate institutions within the framework

of agricultural production. To use the words of Jos/ﬁé—' Castro:

For four years I was President of the executive )
council of the FAO, and I battled to implant in

: this agency certain principles of action that
seemed to me essential to the complete realisation
of its plans. And during those four years I was
able to see for myself the difficulty that is
encounteréd in trying to overcome the resistances-

~ put up by the specialised interests of ecomomic

groups. Problems like that of agrarian reform...
problems that require that modifications be made
in established structures, never succeed in scaling
the barrier of an accumulation of prejudices and
fears....We have not been bold enough, we have
not had courage enough to look the problem in the
face and seek its solutions. We have only scratched
its surface without penetrating into its essence,
without in truth wishing to resolve it, for lack
of the courage to offend certain people.
(Castro; 1967:52-53).

[

Potentials for Foodgrain Production In Bangladesh.

In Bangladesh, the technical means exist to incréase output

. particularly of food very greatly, and to diversify ‘geconomic“activities

so as to develop a broader economic base. As the French agronomist Ren&

\

Dumont observes:

% °
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Technically speaking, the agticultu;al'

potentiality of Bangladesh by.square .

mile of arable land are fuch higher than "o

those of India, China and Japan. The

quality of soil and ‘the average amount ) .
- of rainfall are much higher than in India.-

—_— The climate does not know any real winter ‘
like the majority of China and Japan. Floods
are the biggest constraint, but 1f all
potentialities from flood-free lands in i
summer and irrigation in winter.....were .
used, the agricultural production of Bangladesh . )
could at least be trebled. Technically ,
speaking, it is not true to say that the
future of Bangladesh 1is wif thout any hope and
not only in agriculture. ' ~
(Dumont; 1973:42). . .

William Murdoch expresses similar optimism when he writes:

The Indus-Ganges-Brahmaputra plain of
Pakistan, Northern India and Bangladesh
encompasses 40 million hectares of naturally
very fertile soil....It has been estimated
that an annual yield (counting multiple crops)
of twenty tons of grain per hectare (compared
- with cutrent yields of two tons or less) is a
, : reasonable expectation for this area....This
" production would be equivalent to more than half
of the world's current grain production.
(Murdoch; 1980:115) .

3

Already’in Bangladesh, more food is being grown than ever before

- and a growing middle class 1s eating better. ''The country is probably

producing enough food to be self-sufficient already”’, said Hugo Bi-aunner,
a senior FAO official who 1is an acknowledged authority on Bangladesh

agriculture. Ann Crittenden, a well known 'featui-e writer for the New York

-

-

Times, goes even further: \

Bangladesh is probably now producing enough food
to provide an adequate diet for every man, woman '
and child ifi the country. And the agricultural

— S
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potential of this lush land is such that
even the inevitable population growth of
the next.20 years could be fed by the ) '
resources 6f-Bangladesh alone.

(Crittenden' -1981:1) . T e

s - v - 13
"The warehouses may be full of rice, but that doesn’t mean that most

people can afford to buy_ enough ‘to meet their needs", commented an official

of US AID interviewed’by Miss Crittenden. "There is still no real food

security in Bangladesh". Hunger.continues to persist, primarily because ,

of the country's ineffi:cient“,and still largely feudal e\c’?gomic and social
structure. A 1974 study by the Internaitional Labor Organisation (ILO)

noted that in Bangladésh, between 1963 and 1975, the proportion of rural

householdé classified .as extremely poor increase'é five times. .Yet about 15

per cent of the rural households had significantly higher real incomes in

/

. 1975.  (Lappé and Collins; 1977:133). ‘ o ]

} Ed

Bangladesh's curremnt patterm of food‘aid absorbtion while raising

4 o -

the debt burden of the economy has failed to create.the n@wassary productive

T

capacities. Its major political impac’t has’ been to help strengthen the _
existing political and administrative fnstitut;ton‘s - i.e. the distribution
of paéronages‘and the bqilding of politically expedient white elephants.

To 1I1lustrate, 27 per cent of the rationed foodstuff is alloted to the

[N

nembers of the military, police and the civil service' another 30 per cent
{7

goes to the ptedomindntly ‘urban middle class; 9 per cent is supplied to \I’s"

mills that sell flour to bakeries catering to the uz['ban consumer. (World

Bank, 1977:12). That is, the imported food funneled through the ration shops
N a ¢ - 5
at subsidised rates does not reach the needy because of .divgrsions and

+

deficiencies within the distribution system. So when in 1974, US food aid

J

~

13
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did not arrive in time and in sufficiegt quantity, the brunt of the shortfall

in supplies fell on the poorest sections of the population because supplies

/

"to the urban rationing areas and to govermment employeesb were maintained on

a priority basis. This was the inevitable result of a system under which a

large amount of :subsidised food is distributed to govermment employees and
N
urban gopulations _i;’r;spective of their income levels, while the most

vulnerable and poorest of the rural population have only residual claims on

©

the grain available at the disposal of the government. If the public

distribution system is to m;ke a basic mimimum quantity of daily ration
availabie at reasonable or even subsidised prices to vulnerable sections of
the population, its present form must be drasticaliy altered. Rationing
should be dome on a°family income basis and might well be restricted to

hous/eholds having a monthly or yearly income below a certain fixed minimum.

_ The rest of the population could buy their requirements from the open

market. v

Foédgram imports should complement and stabilige reliance on domestic
.grain production. They should not be allowed to displace it. In reality,

the most serious factor reducing the positive impact of food aid is that

* it replaces rather than supplements domestic efforts to mobilise resources.

'As mentioned eariier, good domestic hérvestns and'mass.ive fodd aid inflow go
together. 'i’he abundance.of f‘ood'assistance in years of plenty depresses
prices and discourages effort to increase output. It discourages the
official promotion °§ agricultural production; and efforts by the private
cultivators to invest in the capital intensive 'miracle seed technology'.
But ultimately it is not food aid, but the vested interests of the landed

elité which dominates life in the countryside and largely controls the

1
4
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govermment, that contributeg té(produce both inequality and disincentive
f;:r increased food produbtion. After all, in post—colénial semi~feudal
societies such as Bangladesh, the government machinery is the instrument
of two clagses - the urban elite and the rural gentry - and as such it acts
on behdlf of both, in order to preserve tt}e social order in which their

interests are embedded.

-

The Basic Need: Agrardian Regonstructi‘é'if -

The basic issue must be squarely faced: in the agrarian sector of
Bangladesh, the relationships among people, and between people and land
are ruled by power, not by any rule of equity or fair play. This not only
acts as an inhibition and obstacle to work but also to the effectiveness of
policy attempts to raise productivity in agriculture.

Equitable redistribution of thié power would mean among other things,

the availability of éredit 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 to have a more decisive voice in
community activities and developmental efforts.

In view of the conditions which now prevail in Bangladesh, this can be
brought about only through dramatic far-reaching echanges in the institutional

,framewbrk and in the political power structure. This would involve the top

to bottom transformation of the whole society - changes in traditional values,

motivations, institutions and patterns of behaviour. In other wdrds,

agricultural development in Bangladesil implies agrarian reconstruction -

<
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one that would involve the breakdown of traditional systems and thereby -
facilitate thé transition from a subsiqtence to a market economy, from
serfdom to economic citizenship and from food sho;tage to adequate food
supplies.i it i3 time we started the difflcult and painstaking task of
bringing this about, training people to run the newly created institutions
and providing tﬁe iﬁcentives, hope and leadership needed to do this well.

The crux of ouriargumént go far is that there is no simplistic
explanation or remedy for famines in Bangladesh. The holocaust of 1974
provides essential empirical information for the development of an
analytical framework delineating the multiple interacting causes and
consequences of famine. A complex of political and social real;ties, kuman
attitudes and institutions keeps Bangladesh hovering permanently on the
border-line of mass starvation. In 1974 alterna;ing,floods and drought
made the situation even more prqgarious. Wheg this joined hands with the
unexpected withholding of food shipments by the US, it disrupted food’
distribution and marketing_channéls thereby precipitating widespread
shortage. This resulted in‘an escalation of food prices that stimulated B
hoaraing, géﬁerasing a vicious cycle’of higher prices and even more hoarding.
Rural unemployment increased from loss of productive employ;enq opportunities
mostly due to flooding damage-to physical infrastructure. Unemployment
coupled with inflation eroded purchasing bower, especiélly among the rural
poor. Food consumption was reduced. Famil;es t}apped in this dilgmma
compensated as long as they could through the sale of assets - land, housqboid
goods, farm-animals and impleﬁents. Finally when these were gone, they

either begged or starved and died.

23
N
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Conclusion.

Alleviating famines in Bangladesh will involye operation at three
levels - the rural poor, the national societies in which they dwell and
the~politics of the interpational aid domors. The inter-relationship ]
between these three levelsnmust };e recognised and eml‘:odiedhin na_t:ional ‘
development policy, 1f measurable success is to be achieved in fn-eventing

future famines and combatting the grinding poverty that afflicts rural

masses in Bangladesh.

o
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