ts towards
Al ~'“‘a.- ;

Bosl:
an\i top‘s drp
ghmuxh the leaky:

phe us!
rlu hapglgm(;c'r

004 -
dm’ ean - ong

and
E :lcms) lnu% hnm‘lng
falling dea er int:
bld already , owe
1400, less than €80, but mor
thln a years income to him.
He sold 1.5 bighas of land
in 1974 to buy food: 1o allow
hxm, ms the, son, and three
to vive when
baﬁ weat.her spuxlt the crops.
It is a conszant battle to
]

apart, He will have to spend
time thls year shnrms up his
s -money left

buy a_.cheap

childre oin-
cloth for hxmsel& He has not
ad a new one for a year
and day<in, dny-out wears the
same vest and loincloth, grey
with ~washing  an held
together by dams But, says
Abid, * Allah i have
nﬁi Xami. my son. and I stay

Just how lucky Ahldur Al
is compared to most of his
84 million Bangladeshi com-
prtrlots comes in an alarming

fmn presented recently by

ct senior civil servants to
Ptesxdent Ziaur ahman.

ey glve a warning that
better weather ha- allowed
the country. nnly a respite.
Although B desh has
staved off the dl ter hea
lines for a while, it is :hll
drifting towards its b!ggest
ever disaster erpetual
F)verly which not all the
oreign aid in the world will
be able to buy off,

The reason inr the bureau-
crats' alarm is new statistics

i indicate that more

half of the population

of Bangladesh is_effectively
landless —- id) Ali

indeed a member of a privi

le"ed minority.  Moreoyer,

distress sales_continu-

mg. the numbers of landless

are growing at rate two

to three times as fast as the
ovgrrau rural population,

e exn,
‘Westerner, landlessn:
mean nothing. But to Bang'l
. deshis, like Abid, Jand
everything, Wlﬁmut lanrl a
man is without much hope
of a job and mdeed without
nut ope, may try to
renz Iand, though competition
15 fe e He picks up what
n at harvest time. .
Possiblv he wanders into_one
of a handful .of towns where '
there is a_statutory ration
system and Some food at
cheaper rates, but no house
and ittle prospect of work.
If there is another bad har-
ere was in 1874,
marginal {armers

e fol
+land. and join the army of
rml ess and unemployed At
‘the numbers
are staggenng even to
cynical world which has th-

00 million in
20 years’ time.
‘The drift from l‘he land has

happened  elsewhere,
course. The industml revnlu~

ga  through 3
ioneer victims of industrial
cmhsnhons]at lcast had jobs,

Y,
though ey r
deshis are " being dlsplaced
from the land mthout any
‘prospects of wi

ere are cfher dif-
ferences, The total popula-
tion of Britain was seven or

. revolution ;
Bangladesh’s is 84 million
today and projected {o reach
140 mlllmn by the year 2000..

Britain had the backing of

consndera’ble wealth and its

trade market and a ready
supply —of cheap . raw
materials.

Bangladesh finds that rich
countrics  have up
barriers to the few prnduc!s
it does produce. Britain had

colonies  and adventurous
labourers could migra
adventurous Bangladnshns

find,doors slammed .in their
faces by immigration laws.

of paverty in,

e fact
Bangladesrh 1s well knuwn,

at about $120 a year, hut this *

is merely an index of every

. imaginable kind of depriva- -

tion. Ninety per cent of the
people live in the’ 65,000 vil-
lages. Typxcally. they live like
hid — i e-made mud
constructmns with one room.
The whole. structure has to
be propped up, if not comple-
tely rebum. af!er every mon-
soon. Such things as running
water and elcwmutv are linx-
uries only for the rich in the

es. -
Only one.in. ﬂve Banglade-
shis can read and write.
Schuuhng is by rote and con-
red by many

cated and in!ngumg

To set the scene: from
afar it"is a hrenthtakmgl
beautiful, land, pancake flaf,
floating on the endless rivers
of the Ganga-Brahmaputra
system. Sunrises and sunsets
in the clear unpoliuted ajr
are magnificent, with the
water mirroring everv chai
of colour and lntensilying lt,
SaxlmF hoats of every shape
and size fill the rivers, llden
with gopds or people so thal
there
trailing over the ed e.. Vil
lages teem with L

Closg to, anglldesh life
has the charm of a_long ago
whited sepulchre. buz it is
duficult’ to.get rid of. the
rotten_ stench

humatijty.-More. than 84 mil- -

lion ‘people’ are packed into
a land the size of England
and Wales. A’ third of the
d 'is’ under water during
the summer monsoon. The
per capita income

is.. usually snmeﬂ-ung‘

is
ured by international hodm! .

vmngers. A son almost inevi-
follow his father's

nine-year-old son is not in

school — he i3 minding cattle-

fm' a‘ fwwd pzisa (pennjes) a
o

famxly income.
employment is hardly above

6 per cent and there is no *

easy prospect of any rapid

.increase.

The country's national
accounts betray the same
poverty. Even though prac-
tically cvery inch of lang is
used for cultivation of rice

+and jute, Bangladesh has 2

foodgrain__deficit of more
than a million tons a year
and has to Import 10 per cent
of its food needs. Bangladesh

over,

hon a year. More than 80 per

et of GEpOrts are sccounted

a commodity

for. by jute,
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bemg dnsplaceﬂ by synthencs i
s

in world markets, There i
no nther readlly viable
export anywhere in sight, .
Independence 1971 hruught,

euphoria  and billions
dollars of aid from East and
\ s, but little progress
Expnrts have not reached the.
(US)_ dollar_ figures of"
186970 when Bangladesh was
art of Pckistan. Per ‘cuiita
income is still below 1870 in
real terms and food consump-
l

15 5 gunces a head a X
yean Cnlnrie intake has ailen

i 0 a day, only 93 per
cent of needs for health and
60 per cent of families are
below this level. Banglade-
shis’ diets are almost . exclu-
cereal  with

Westerners  consume —more
than 3,200 calories daily. Real
wages In both agriculture and
industry have fallen by half
in ten years.

ham

Admmedly there
in

certainly tried hard:to set an
example and visitedumany of

the villages, often going for
miles on foot ;or" travelling
simply by boat.'Remarkably,

he has kept. his_hands clean
of corruption,

ven in
freewheeling -days of She:kh
Mujibur Rahman when
ministers” ycommonly ~ used

their positibn to grab gree-
dily whatever they could, he
resisted _temptation. As &
senior officer he took a loan
to buy some domestic furni-
ture, When he.became Army
Chief of Staif, he"continued
t 50 takas

omclal car,

But work alone wxll nn!
save Bangladesh, One official
who escaped from village life
said: ' Anyone who sees a

P aneous cooperative
effort is living in  cloud
s a fierce

lihl two years under the, rule .

of  Major-General  Ziaur
Rahman. Law and order have
Jargely been restored apart
from ~ the bloody explosive
when the Army
custodians of have
squabbled among themselves.
The administration has heen
toned . up; crops have
increased.
residen Zia  himself
emphaslses the need for hard
“ Work, work, hard
wurk. was fthe phrase he
came back to time after time
in a recent interview. He has

is,
fung}e out there in the vil-

Not _everyone 1s equally
poor. Seme landowners have
200 acres or more, though
there is a supposed ceiling of
30 acres. About 3 per cent of
househoulds account for more
than 21 per cent of land and
11 per cent own 52 per cent

. of rural Bangladesh. On the

other hand there are mal
peasants — like Abidur Ah
— teetering on the brink of
ruin at the mercy of the har-
vest, Half of the Banglade-
shis lucky enough to own

land, own less than an acre.
. Richer farmers have access
to official ‘credit-giving insti-
tutions where they can get
money at law interest to huy
tubewells for assured irriga-
tion and new high yielding
seeds. They cling fo their
new possessions greedily and
inefficiently, One official
cited cases ‘of rich farmers
getting tubewells meant to
irrigate 80 acres and using
them on plats of 10 to 2
acres.
is douhly ground down
because !he richer men act
as moneylenders to the smal-
whom the bunker
and official institutions will
not luok at. they
borrow at official rates the
rich  landowners lend at
extortionate, rates.

Abid himsglf owes maney
to a rich farmer who has
been pressing’ mim to sell
wlhiat remains of his land and
. baciing the demand with a
rate of interest of 10 per cent
a month on the borrowed

g

enough foor one  year.
‘There is no o\her job T could
go to in the village because
pecple are too poor and I
have no skills to offer if I
go to a town." So Abid has
to wait for each monsoon to
see whether he can cling on

pay for the inputs of* sced
and fertiliser and then hed
to hand over haif of the crop

Dut the peor farmer

. pillars in  Ayub

to the landowner. Now the
Jandowner has discovered
that new seeds pay off. so
he has taken %\'er the land

himself .and hired a day
labourer to work it. In these
circumstances some  semior

hureaurrals want President

give security to
lananls 50 they can not be
kicked off at will. Then they
would like to
blooded land reform.
we mean handing over power
to the have-nots, not just the
land." said one senior civil
servant. “The land area of
the country is so small and
the plots so tiny that land
redistribution alone  would
not produce much: Someone
has got ta give the poor a say
in this country.” But Presi-
dent Zia told me: “T do not
want to do radieal things.
We must keep this people
together.” His faith that hard
work will save the day per-
sists,

Se do the vicious Bangla-
desh politics. Local palitics
in Bungladesh resemble the
Sicily of the Maf]
Ali.‘was quite unwilling to
talk ahout politics, He has to
live in the village.

General Zia has his lycal
difficulties. Though he was
head of the armed forces he
;found that the countryside,
in the
. They had been the”
Khan's
Pakistan_and had milked the
land. They reappeared as
 leaders of the Awami League
-under  Sheikh
“Rahman; taking full use of

ia. Abidur - .

grip of rural «not.

. Mujibur .

tarving pea-
sants, Sp President Zxa held *

were elected. If anything, the .
newcomers were more vmous v
and businesslike ; the -
younger generatlon finds it =
a bother to observe the basic 1

time - consuming cuur(esms .
that their fathers d 3

For Abid and the landless ’

(rural ;
dlsmcl) are anything up to *

to 15 families fighting -
for land and power. One fam-*
liy head emerged victorious
in the rural clections literally
over the dead “hodies of 11
potential rivals. Poorer
Bangladeshis can only try to
keep out of the crossfire, and
hope the landowner to whom
they are beholden wins and
some of the spails of victory
may trickle down to them.
This client system makes it
unlikely that the have-nots
will dare to break lonse in
revolution as hopeful liberals
suggest.

The village jungle may pet
fiercer yet. New candidates
are entering the battle for
rural land and power: many
of the land tranfers recently
recorded are to army officers,
senior  bureaucrats, and

system and President Zia
depend.

‘Wihat is to be done? It
would he easy to point a

the pruﬁ(eerin%
middle-men, or corrupt civi
servants, or
ing
listic Marxists might see

a revoiution in bud and urge
the rest of the world to stop
propping up the economy and
reedm the blaodsuckers. But

e addxes are as much

a cause and
1! wou (l be dxfhcult to cut
them out without cau
oven more hardship.
they make money uut of jute,
but to thousands of marginal
farmers jute
source of cash, Y
siphon off grain imports, bit
for hundreds of thousands of
poor peuple the ration ‘shop
“rain 1s a slender lifchine. It
would be difficuit to isolate
the subsistence c¢vonomy and
let peaple like Ahid get on
with the business nf eking
aut aliving. What would pro- .
bhably happen if Bangladesh
were cut off from the exter-
nal economy would be mcre
ruthless exploitation by the
.rural barons of the peasants.
The fittest would survive.

A more crude view is that
the Bangladeshis are so
stupid and ignorant that they
would be best left to them-
selves. N

But, the poorest Bangla-
deshis can somehow conjure
life and hope from the most
wretched conditions. Peasants

ower.
towns children dressed only
in torn sacking rummage

They then go back to. back
street hutches as carefully *
constructed out of spare
materials as any bird's nest.
Somehow they manage a‘:
smile and keep living. All .
these are tributesto a human

thing out of nothing. On a
more pracucal Ievel there is .
deshis -

txlung jobs in the Middle
East oil’ economies: . Na one
wha has met Bangladeshls‘
would doubt their  intells- »
gence  and .energ
problem is how to releass’
them productwaly.

Tt “ would: help _if General
Zia would gn the pusanks
‘security of -t But that

wauld . be & blz polmul

gamble -and_would not be
sumclenr Even wlidespread
c¢hanges and -Successful agri-
cultural . cooperatives could
provide
TFhey . ‘would have
backed by a programme of
education, investment,
mdustry. nnd exports, All of
this _requires more under-
standing and help A am th:
- putside world.




