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Aid to Bangladesh: For Better or Worse? 
A n I n t e r v i e w by M i c h a e l Scott. 
Oxfam America, T h e Institute for 
, F o o d and Deve lopment Pol icy, 

Impact Series, N o . i Sept. 1 9 7 9 . 

T h e problems o f Th i rd W o - l d debt 
and the debate on 'Fore ign A i d ' have 
become a crucial component o f current 
rethinking on development issues and 
engaged the attention o f many an 
important forum and academic over 
the last decade. Many stimulating 
assessments on this subject have 
emanated from the aid-giving coun­
tries in the western wor ld . Gene­
rally, the assessments o f those w h o 
have been disillusioned regarding the 
use t o which this " a i d " is being put 
and the ultimate impact it wou ld have 
on the recipient countries has roused 
most o f the debate. 

Several o f the more noted published 
studies on Weste-n A i l by Western 
analysts have characterised this " a i d " 
as "imperial ism" in a new garb. For 
instance, Teresa H a y t e r — " A i d as 
Imperialism", 1 9 7 1 , Michael Barratt 
B: o w n — " T h e Economics of Imperialism' 
1 9 7 4 , C . R . N insman—"Rich agiinst 
Poor 'The Reality of Aid", 1 9 7 4 ' Cheryl 
Paye -—"The Debt Trap; The IMF 
and the Third World", 1 9 7 4 , W . G . 
Z e y l i t r a — " A i d or Development T.'e 
Relevance of Development Aid to Prob­
lems of Developing Countries", 1 9 7 5 , 
and Frances M o o r e Lappe and Joseph 
Col l ins—"Food First, Beyond the 
Myth of Scarcity", 1 9 7 8 , have all 
roused heated controversy on this 
issue. Michael Scott 's contribution is 
yet another addition to this genre 
and in fact attempts to g i v e more 
c o n c e t e fo rm to some o f the issues 
raised by Lappe and Collins in "Food 
First". (Readers may recall our 
interview wi th Joseph Collins, in the 
Economic Review or January 1 9 7 8 
in which he argued strongly that 
there is no such thing as an absolute 
sea city o f food ia this w o r l d . H e was 
then in Sri Lanka researching for his 
b o o k " F o o d F i r s t " ) . 

T h e Institute for F o o d and D e v e ­
lopment Pol icy ( I F D P ) has been a 
relentless campaigner against the star­

vation and malnutrition that the 
majority o f mankind in the ' p o o r ' 
w o r l d has to face in what the I F D P 
has described as "a w o r l d o f p len ty" . 
I t has fervently maintained in its 
earlier publications t o o ( e . g . F o o d 
Firs t ) , that the bogey o f scarcity and 
t o o many people is being w a v e d l ike 
a wand to conceal the real issues in 
the w o r l d f o o d situation and on ly t o 
endanger fear and guil t , and even des­
pair, among both givers and reci­
pients o f aid. 

A typical example o f this approach 
o f g l o o m are those o f the Washington 
based Inte national F o o d Pol icy 
Research Institute ( I F P R I ) estimates 
o f the projected food deficits in three 
o f the most populous nations o f 
South Asia. I n the case o f Bangladesh 
these projections foresee the present 
7 percent deficit rising upto 3 5 per­
cent o f consumption requirements by 
1 9 9 0 — a bleak picture indeed. 

"Aid to Bangladesh" the I F D P ' s 
most recent publication which deals 
w i th the biggest f o o d aid recipient 

in the developing wor ld , is a v i v i d 
illustration o f the point that the cries 
o f scarcity help to conceal the real 
issues. M o r e important is the publi­
cation's t iming which comes at a 
moment when the annual quantum o f 
aid to Bangladesh has over-shot the 
US dollar 1 billion mark (aid commit­
ments are projected to reach $ 1 . 6 
billion in 1 9 7 9 ) and the number o f 
international organizations, including 
missionary societies, stepping up 
their activities here have reached, 
nearly 1 5 0 . Overal l foreign assistance 
to Bangladesh accounts for nearly 
one-halt the g o v e nment's budget , 
four-fifths o f its development budget 
and almost 1 0 percent o ' the country's 
Gross National Product. These 
figures make it evident that aid has 
become a major determinant of deve­
lopment in Bangladesh. Despite the 
g r o w i n g aid committments the stan­
dard o f l iv ing in everyone o f the 
6 8 , 0 0 0 villages in Bangladesh is re­
ported to have fallen yea ' after year 
since the early 6 0 s . Reports reveal 
that the real daily agricultural w a g e 
has (Lopped f rom 2 taka t o i j in the 
decade upto the mid 7 0 s . A n evalu­
ation by the country's Planning C o m ­
mission has shown that rural un­
employment, landlessness and other 
overall na dships have gone t rom bad 
to w o se . . . iNearly t the families 
in the countryside are landless o r 
near landless ( o w n i n g less than 1/5 
ot a hectare), is the g r im record 
quoted in an editorial ot the Madras 
Hindu ot N o v . 2 , 1 9 7 9 . 

For many, Bangladesh is synony­
mous with pover ty says Scott in bis 
introductory comments and then adds 
a '-but...." 

" B a n g l a d e s h i s t h e f o u r t h l a r g e s t a g r i " 
c u l t u r a l s o c i e t y i n t h e w o r l d : 9 0 p e r c e n t o f 
i t s 8 3 m i l l i o n p e o p l e a r e r u r a l a n d 8 0 p e r c e n t 
d e p e n d d i r e c t l y u p o n a g r i c u l t u r e as a l i v e l i ­
h o o d . O n l y C h i n a , I n d i a a n d I n d o n e s i a 
h a v e m o r e p e a s a n t s . A l t h o u g h B a n g l a d e s h 
h a s 6 3 m i l l i o n p e a s a n t f a r m e r s , a t l e a s t 4 0 
p e r c e n t a r e l a n d l e s s . T h i s s t a r k f a c t h e l p s 
e x p l a i n t h e e l e m e n t a l p a r a d o x o f w h y , i n a 
r i c h l a n d i n h a b i t e d l a r g e l y b y f a r m e r s , 
6 0 p e r c e n t o f t h e p e o p l e a r e m a l n o u r i s h e d i n 
g o o d y e a r s a n d m a n y s t a r v e d i n b a d y e a r s . " 

F o o d D e f i c i t s i n t h e S o u t h A s i a n A r e a 

A c t u a l ( 1 9 7 3 ) ( P r o j e c t e d ( 1 9 9 0 ) 

M i l l i o n % o f M i l l i o n % o f 
tons consumption tons consumption 

I n d i a . . . . . . 1 .4 1 1 7 . 6 — 2 1 . 9 1 0 — 1 2 
B a n g l a d e s h . . . 1 . 0 7 6 . 4 — 8 . 0 3 0 — 3 3 
I n d o n e s i a . . . . . . 2 . 1 8 6 . 0 — 7 . 7 1 4 — 1 7 

S o u r c e : IFPRI {Quoted in Far Eastern Economic Review, Oct. 2 6 , 1 9 7 9 , p. 9 0 ) 
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- The fault lies not with the unfor­
tunate peasants of Bangladesh. Scott 
insists-that the media-generated public 
images, fostered by crisis-oriented 
interests through appalling statistics, 
are only part of the picture. . Pro­
jected almost daily through the World 
media .is this -pitiful picture. Most 
recently we had such a sketch by 
Kevin lUTferty, writing in a supple­
ment on Bangladesh in the London 
Finandal Times of December 1 4 , 1 9 7 9 . 

" B y a n y t o k e n B a n g l a d e s h h a s a s i c k l y 
e c o n o m y . A n o v e r w h e l m i n g 9 0 p e r c e n t o f 
t h e p o p u l a t i o n i s r u r a l . I t i s p i t i f u l l y p o o r — 
w i t h t o t a l g r o s s d o m e s t i c p r o d u c t o f less 
t h a n $ 1 0 b n . , a n d t h i s f o r t h e e i g h t m o s t 
p o p u l o u s c o u n t r y o n e a r t h - w i t h 88 m . 
p e o p l e . " . . 

" I t s i n d u s t r y i s sma l l - a n d - b a s i c — a b o u t 
10 p e r c e n t o f G D P . I t s e x p o r t s a r e p a l t r y -
j u s t o v e r $ 6 0 0 m . a ' y e a r , w i t h i m p o r t s o f 
t w o a n d a h a l f t i m e s as m u c h '.. V T h e r i c e ' 
i s n o t e n o u g h t o f e e d t h e p r e s e n t p o p u l a t i o n , 
p e r c a p i t a I n c o m e m i g h t b e p u t a t a b o u t 
S 1 0 0 , b u t t h a t i s r e a l l y o n l y a h i n d e x o f a 
w i d e l y - v a r i e d f o r m ' o f d e p r i v a t i o n . " 

A less known fact, however, main­
tains Scott, is .that "Bangladesh has 
the human and natural resources to 
meet it s basic needs......with a people 
very energetic, engaging and attrac­
tive, a far cry from the way they are 
presented to the West". 

•Why then do people starve,- asks 
Scott. T o him the answer lies simply 
in social causes not in'-the techno­
logical or resource problems: "Those 
who starve are the poor who do not 
have access to the country's re­
sources". t • 

The question Scott seems to ask 
in this 2 8 page publication, is " A r e 
we in the rich world helping or hin­
dering "progress of the poor". His 
rhetorical answer is that "the first step 

'towards helping the poor is to stop 
hurting them". 

This publication is written in the 
form of an interview conducted by 
Michael' Scott of ' Oxfam—America 
with a development expert in Bangla­
desh- Scott, who no doubt is well 
acquainted with conditions in Bangla­
desh, gives the development worker 
the fictitous name'of Pamela Harrison 
'in order to protect her; but it is appa-

- rent that she has had close contact 
with the people in Bangladesh and a 
first hand experience of living and 
working at the grassroots level in both 
rural and urban areas of the country. 

Though a comparatively brief treat­
ment of a complex issue, the author's 

force of argument comes out clearly 
in bis treatment of the subject of 
"Food A i d " . T o the question or how 
the massive amounts or food aid from 
the U.S.. and other countries helped 
tne rural poor of rku^ladcsa tnis 
'Food and Development' w o r m 
states categorically: 

" V e r y l i t t l e r o o d a i d ' f i n d s i t s w a y t h r o u g h 
t h e r a t i o n s y s t e m o u t . t o t h e c o u n t r y s i u e . 
A n d n o t v e r y m u c h o f i t f i n d s i t s w a y u o w n -
w a r d s , a l t h o u g h s o m e o t t h e s k i l l e d w o r k i n g 
c lass m a y h a v e access t o r a t i o n c a r d s , i t ' s 
l a r g e l y a n i n s t r u m e n t f o r g e n e r a t i n g a l o t o f 
r e v e n u e a n d f o r p r o v i d i n g c h e a p s u b s i d i z e d 
f o o d t o t h e u r b a n m i d d l e c lass, p a r t i c u l a r l y 
t h e a r m y , p o l i c e a n d c i v i l s e r v a n t s . A l l t h e 
f o o d t h e a r m y eats c o m e s t h r o u g h f o o d a i d . 
F o o d - a i d i s n o t i n t e n d e d f o r p o o r p e o p l e . 
I t ' s d e s i g n e d as a r e v e n u e e a r n e r a n d as a 
m e a n s o f i n s u r i n g p o l i t i c a l s t a b i l i t y . . . T h e 
v o l u m e o f f o o d a i d a n d t h e w a y i t i s d i s ­
t r i b u t e d d o n ' t s e e m t o h a v e v e r y m u c h t o d o 
w i t h t h e f o o d s i t u a t i o n o f p o o r p e o p l e i n 
B a n g l a d e s h " . 

Meanwhile he focuses on the adverse 
impact of food a i l when he goes on to 
urge that this aid is basically a creator 
of stagnation. - -1 

The point Scott is striving to make 
is that much or this "aid" serves to 
support the forces that generate hun­
ger in Bangladesh.- n e illustrates 
tnus, how taese interests ( e g . aid 
administrators and other power 
holders) benefit at the expense of 
tnose-tor wnom this "aid" is most 
meant. 

" F o o d a r r i v e s a n d t h e y c a r r y o u t t h e i r 
p l a n s . S o n o t o n l y d o t h e y g e t t h e b e n e f i t 
o f i m p r o v i n g t h e i r l a n d a n d t h e i r f r i e n d s 
l a n d , b u t a l s o t h e r e ' s t r e m e n d o u s s c o p e o f 
u s i n g t h e p o w e r o f p a t r o n a g e t h a t i t g i v e s 
t h e m . A n d a l s o , o f c o u r s e , t h e r e ' s t h e p o s s i ­
b i l i t y o f d i v e r t i n g s o m e o f t h e r e s o u r c e s 
w i t h o u t d o i n g a n y w o r k a t a l l , w h i c h a l s o 
h a p p e n s t o a l a r g e e x t e n t . . . 

. . . S o f o o d a i d i s a v e r y i m p o r t a n t p a r t 
o f l u b r i c a t i n g t h e s y s t e m a n d o f n i a m t a i n i n g 
t h i s s t r o n g r e l a t i o n s h i p b e t w e e n t h e c e n t r a l 
g o v e r n m e n t a n d t h e l o c a l l e v e l p o w e r 
h o l d e r s . I f t h e g o v e r n m e n t w a s n ' t a b l e t o 
d e l i v e r t hese k i n d s o f t h i n g s t h e r e w o u l d b e 
m u c h less i n c e n t i v e f o r t hese p e o p l e t o 
s u p p o r t i t " . 

He makes it cleat that it is the far­
mer in the donor country and the 
urban consumer in the recipient 
country who benefit most and at the 
expense of the rural peasant and far­
mer in the recipient country. The fact 
emerges that though food aid coming 
in, in this manner, may provide imme­
diate relief to at least sections in the 
recipient countries, it certainly is not 
in .the interests of these developing 
countries to rely on food aid on a 
continuing basis. 

Scott also emphasises that this 
form of "aid" only deepens the de­
pendency relationship ot the recipient 
on the donor. T o cite one instance, 
he states: 

" T h e d e g r e e o f d e p e n d e n c e i s s u c h t h a t 
t h e s i t u a t i o n f r e q u e n t l y ar ises w h e r e i n s t i ­
t u t i o n s l i k e t h e W o r l d B a n k a n d A s i a n 
D e v e l o p m e n t B a n k , c l a i m i n g t o r e s p o n d t o 
r e q u e s t s , a c t u a l l y s e n d m i s s i o n s h e r e t o find 
t h i n g s t o f u n d . T h e y w r i t e t h e p r o j e c t a p p l i ­
c a t i o n s a n d t a k e t h e m t o t h e r e l e v a n t m i n i s t r y . 
I f t h e proposal is not a c c e p t e d , s e r i o u s 
p ressu re i s a p p l i e d • . . u n f o r t u n a t e l y f o r 
B a n g l a d e s h i t has g r o w n s o d e p e n d e n t u p o n ' 
f o r e i g n a i d t h a t i t i s e v e n m o r e v u l n e r a b l e 
t h a n m o s t u n d e r d e v e l o p e d c o u n t r i e s t o t h e 
d i c t a t e s o f d o n o r c o u n t r i e s a n d t h e i r a g e n ­
c i e s . " 

L O S P 
As part of the Food Aid effort for-

Bangladesh, donor's have also dis­
played their intentions to help in 
stepping up of local food production 
through assistance in the form of 
machinery and equipment. But here 
once again Scott is convinced that it 
is meant to se- ve the objectives of the 
donor and at the expense of the reci­
pient. , He says: "There are'the most 
naked economic reasons for this.' In 
some cases it's actually profitable fot 
the country to donate the initial 
equipment, such as large rice mills or 
pumps, wnich have h igh spare parts . 
requirements and. hign spate parts 
costs. Assuming the machinery runs 
at all, coats are recovered within a' 
short time oy supplying spares. The 
machinery ptooaoly won't run tor 
long Decause or a terric-le disease 
whicn attacics machinery in develop­
ing countries "LOif"—lacic ot spart 
parts. 

" F o r e i g n a i d i s u s u a l l y a s u b s i d y f r o m t h e 
p e o p l e o r J a p a n o r U n i t e d States o r G e r m a n y 
t o t u e c o m p a n i e s i n t h e i r o w n c o u n t r i e s 
w h i c h matcc t h e m i l l i n g e q u i p m e n t o r t h e 
p u m p s . T h e a i d enao les t h e c o m p a n i e s t o 
p r o v i d e v e r y c h e a p o r f r e e e q u i p m e n t t o 
B a n g l a d e s h a n d t h e n m a k e v e r y b i g p r o f i t s 
o n t h e s p a r e p a r t s . I t ' s bas i ca l l y a t r a n s f e r 
o f f u n d s f r o m t a x - p a y e r s i n t h e d e v e l o p e d 
c o u n t r i e s t o p r i v a t e c o m p a n i e s i n t h e d e v e ­
l o p e d c o u n t r i e s , p a s s i n g t h r o u g h , B a n g l a ­
d e s h as i t w e r e . B a n g l a d e s h i s a l m o s t i n c i - ' 
d e n t a l t o t h e p r o c e s s . I t d o e s n ' t r e a l l y 
m a t t e r w h a t h a p p e n s h e r e . T h e r e has t o b e 
s o m e k i n d o f r a t i o n a l e f o r t h i s a i d , b u t it's 
r e a l l y a s i de issue. T h e p e o p l e w h o d o t h i s 
k i n d o f t h i n g f l y i n f o r t w o w e e k s , h a v e a 
q u i c k l o o k a r o u n d , a n d g e t e n o u g h t o w r i t e 
t h e r e p o r t a n d g o . A l l d e c i s i o n s a r e m a d e 
e l s e w h e r e " . 

The tragedy appears to be mote in 
the situation of dependency than any-

, thing caused by droughts ot famines 
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or malnutrition. Scott thus goes on 
to argue "such a huge amount of 
money in such a small undeveloped 
economy really dominates the whole 
scene. The government is looking 
mucH more over its shoulder towards 
London and New York thin towards 
what happens in Bangladesh. I t can 
control what happens here fairly well, 
upto a point, but if anybody pulls 
the plug on food aid then it is finished 
tomorrow. So it really is a very de­
pendent situation At the moment, 

I think it's important to try to limit 
aid as much as possible. I don't 
think it's feasible to stop it, for two 
reasons. One is that there are too 
many vested interests involved. A lot 
of companies make a lot of money out 
of this and it creates a lot of employ­
ment in Europe, the United States, 
Japan, and foi all I know, in the 
United Arab Emirates. As well as 
foreign vested interests, there are 
vested interests within Bangladesh. 
For example, most of the people you 
see owning houses around here make 
money in the import-export business 
which is all tied in with aid. That's 
the way to make a lot or mon^y rast. 
The second reason is that most people 
in the donor counties really behove 
that aid is helping poor people". 

- His conclusion is pithy and clear. 

•'IT'S REALLY ESSENTIAL TO HAVE A VERY DEEP 
UNDERSTANDING OF NOW THE WHOLE SYSTEM 
IS FUNCTIONING OECAUSE IT'S NOT AS SIMPLE 
AS A PNOTOGRAPH OF SUFTERING PEOPLE OR OF 
A CLAIM TNAT OY PROVIDING SOMETNING YOU 
HELP SOMEONE TO GROW MORE FOOD. IT 
REALLY ISN'T LIKE THAT AT ALL. 

. BANGLADESHIS LIVE AND WORK I N A 
MONETARY ECONOMY. T H E Y LIVE AND WORK 
I N A RURAL POWER STRUCTURE WHICH MAKES 
THEM RELATE'TO EACH OTHER I N CERTAIN WAYS 
AND MEANS THAT SOME PEOPLE BENEFIT DIS­
PROPORTIONATELY. THAT STRUCTURE RELATES 
TO A NATIONAL GOVERNMENT, WHICH I N TURN 
RELATES DIRECTLY TO OTHER NATIONAL GOVERN­
MENTS WHO ARE M U C H MORE POWERFUL AND 
WHO MANIPULATE THE SITUATION. I THINK 
THAT IT'S REALLY VERY IMPORTANT TO TRY AND 
GRASP THE NATURE OF THE WAY THE WHOLE 
SYSTEM IS OPERATING BECAUSE' WITHOUT 
KNOWING THAT, B Y TINKERING WITH ONE LITTLE 
BIT OF IT, YOU M A Y EVEN M A K E THINGS 
WORSE-THAN-THEY WERE BEFORE". 

The final impression Scott intends 
to convey is that through such "aid" 
programmes, the "aid givers" are 
supporting a social order which con­
demns millions to needless hunger 
and are keeping these people away 
from the day that they could end 
their dependence. 

In his sketch of Bangladesh, Scott 
also portrays many situations paral­
leling those that exist in other Asian 
urban centres. For instance, condi­
tions where the heavy foreign re­
sources corning in are creating a 
climate which certain section; are 
using to their advantage. 

" Y O U CAN SEE THE BUILDING GOING ON 
HERE—IT'S REALLY FANTASTIC. PEOPLE BUY LAND 
AT KNOCK-DOWN PRICES BEFORE THE NEW 
HOUSING AREA IS DECLARED. THTY GET VERY LOW 
INTEREST LOANS FROM THE GOVERNMENT HOUSING 
CORPORATION TO BUILD AND THEY THEN RENT IT 
OUT AT HUGE PROFITS TO FOREIGN AID ORGANI­
ZATIONS. A N D THAT'S THE WAY A LOT OF THE 
COUNTRY'S RESOURCES ARE BEING USED. THERE'S 
A CONSTRUCTION BOOM I N DACCA. AT THE 
MOMENT A GROUP I KNOW IS WORKING IN THIS 
SLUM WITH VERY POOR PEOPLE AND CAN'T GET 
ANY HBOUR TO DO THE LEVELLING WORK ON THE 
SITE BECAUSE THERE IS SO MUCH BUILDING 
GOING ON". 

There is an acute sho-tage of tech­
nicians of all kinds, espe~iittV fitters, 
welders and mechanics. He <ays they 
have all gone to the M i Idle East. 
A visit to any maio: industry will 
show how much of taei: skilled man­
power is now lacking. Many people 
don't seem to realise that thi? "a t i " 
situation is not in their belt long-term 
interests. As Scott explains. "Maybe, 
in certain circumstances, aid is useful 
to people who get it. Finwrial 
arrangements can be beneficid to 
both parties, but they are not bene-
fichl in situati ->ns of unequal power. 
Aid is a financial transaction and it 
has political and economic objectives. 
The way it is at the moment I don't 
see that humanitarian issues come into 
it at all. I don't know if they ever 
w i l l . . . The problem here is that 
the imbalance of power is so great 
that very few people can see what's 
happening." 

Had Scott recounted more directly 
the experiences of the affected people 
themselves or documented their views 
he certainly would have added greater 
credibility and strength to the basic 
contention in his book. Perhaps his 
format of a dialogue has restricted his 
scope or is this aspect being left for 
treatment in the IFDP's , forthcoming 
publication "Voicesfrom a Bangladesh 
Village". The subjert in itself is so 
vital to the developing economies and 
debatable thu it is deserving of a far 
greater in-depth treatment than a mere 
twenty-eight pages as the argument 

tends at times towards generalisations 
and broad opinion. 

Scott confesses in his foreword 
that it wasn't possibly to be "exhaus­
tive or definitive" since he was ex­
ploring, a wide-ranging set of issues, 
which in this publication are divided 
into broad sections such as Food Aid ; 
Appropriate and Inappropriate Tech­
nology; Road Construction; Military 
Aid and Disaster Preparedness; Migra­
tion from Bangladesh; and Why 
Bangladesh? The treatment inevitibly 

•revolves round -Food Aid and the 
food situation while he merely skims 
the surface of the other issues listed 
here. But even on the food situation 
the concern appears to be more with 
the urban elites and other power 
holders who enjoy the spoils of this 
international charity and rarely does 
he go down to the impact on the 
simple rural folk who could possibly 
be taking their deprivation and under­
developed state very much for gran­
ted. The concern is evident, however, 
that the incentive to pull themselves 
out of the mire does not seem to be 
coming their way with 'aid' as the 
major obstacle. 

There is little controversy now on 
the need for enhanced transfers of 
foreign exchange resources to finance 
the development efforts of Third 
World countries, the issue lies in 
how much and how best in theit 
interest these recipient nations can 
absorb such foreign resources. The 
fact remains that Bangladesh will 
continue for quite some time to be 
heavily dependent on foreign re­
sources in the form of both commo­
dities and finances for projects and 
much of this will have to come in the 
form of "aid". The value in a book 
such as this is that it will at this junc­
ture give the authorities and its other 
readers in Bangladesh, or those in 
any other aid receiving country for 
that matter, the incentive to assess the 
quality and impact of foreign aid on 
the long-term objectives of their 
development effort. 

—Chrys Guneratne 
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