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Enhancing Participatory and 
Transparent Development in ADF

 By Avilash Roul, PhD1

Kyrgyzstan, and Bangladesh have filed cases before 
the Accountability Mechanism on a number of ADF-
assisted projects. There may have been many more 
violations of ADB policies or adverse project impacts 
on the ground which went unattended or unnoticed. 
The filing of cases before the Accountability 
Mechanism is an indicator of the success and failure 
of ADF lending on the ground. 

ADB’s Independent Evaluation Department 
(IED) noted that ADB has made solid progress with 
respect to key ADF operational commitments that 
had been agreed with donors. That is fine. However, 
country operations evaluations by IED on ADF speak 
a bit differently. Out of the 12 country evaluations, 
seven were assessed as successful and five as partly 
successful. 

It is not just the President but also the 32 donor 
countries that have been directly funding the ADF 
since 1973, who must be made more accountable 
and transparent in their operations. As of June 30, 
2011, the total contributions to ADF amounted to 
US$38.3 billion. The largest contributors are Japan, 
the United States, Australia, Canada, Germany, 
the United Kingdom, and France. Are the donor 
countries serious about aid results despite never 
meeting annual target pledges of 0.7 percent of their 
GDP?

Even with Monterrey Consensus (2002), High 
Level Forum on Harmonization (2003), Paris 
Declaration on Aid Effectiveness (2005), and Accra 
Agenda for Action (2008) and so on, to make 
development assistance more effective, the latter is 
still not getting transformed into concrete benefits 
for the communities on the ground. It is well-
known that aid or development assistance does not 
come without politics or conditionality. Donors, as 
well as borrowers, have to connect the dotted lines 
themselves implicit in such development assistances.

It was the first time in the long history of Asian Development Fund (ADF) that the three-
year guiding draft donor report was posted and opened for public comments early this year, 
thanks to the NGO Center and Strategy and Policy Division of the Asian Development 
Bank (ADB). However, many CSOs could not manage to comment or critically express 
their views on the latest draft document which was approved in March 2012. 

1  A former executive director of the Forum, Dr. Avilash Roul is currently a senior fellow of the Society for the Study of Peace 
and Conflict (SPCC).

With the perpetual multitude of crisis, the Bank 
has been mandated to continue with its poverty 
alleviation efforts by increasing its total portfolio to 
a whopping US $22 billion in 2011. Undoubtedly, 
it will continue to grow in the coming years. The 
share of ADF has been growing under this annual 
investment plan.

The ADF is the oldest and largest among the 
Special Funds of ADB which provides concessional 
loans (interest rate of 1% to 1.5%) for a maximum 
of 32 to 40 years, as well as grants to mostly poorest 
countries. This ADF, which the Bank administers, 
comes directly from donor countries. The fund claims 
to support equitable and sustainable development in 
Asia since 1973. 

In its latest public image-building, as enshrined 
in the 2011 Public Communication Policy, ADB 
President Haruhiko Kuroda convincingly explained, 
with facts and figures, the success of ADF in 28 poor 
countries last year. 

ADB President Kuroda said the ADF built or 
upgraded over 135,000 classrooms. But in Tajikistan, 
we found that school buildings are collapsing even 
before the completion of a project. The ADF also 
installed 300 megawatts of new generating capacity, 
and built or upgraded more than 34,127 kilometers 
(km) of transmission and distribution lines. At the 
same time, ADF-receiving countries like Bangladesh 
and Nepal are being funded by separate arms of the 
ADB for the Phulbari Coal Power project and the 
West Seti Hydro Project, respectively. The ADF has 
built 44,300 km of roads, benefiting over 211 million 
people through faster travel times. 

Is this not contradictory or is this a balancing 
act of ADB? How many people were dislocated or 
displaced by these projects? Moreover, many ADF 
projects are not sustainable even after completion. 
Forum members from Cambodia, Tajikistan, 

Please turn to page 13
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New ADF Replenishment:
Will It Really Eradicate Poverty?

By Maya Eralieva

effective). 
• Emerging development challenges such as 

climate change, natural disasters, economic 
and environmental fragility, rapid urbanization, 
food security and macroeconomic and financial 
sector vulnerability

• Governance continues to be a major challenge 
• Regional cooperation becomes more prominent 

in ADF operations
• Limited progress in non-income Millennium 

Development Goals
• Decline in project preparatory TA
• Achievement of envisaged project and sector 

development outcomes was weak 
• Weak institutional capacity is an important 

threat to project effectiveness and sustainability

Even though the ADF XI replenishment 
report focuses on ADB reforms (i.e., institutional 
development – change of policies, new financial 
modalities, its responsiveness to clients), it has 
missed spelling out the effectiveness of ADF 
investments in DMCs. There is evidence to show 
however that the ADF projects are unsustainable. 
Citizens still do not enjoy the full benefits from 
ADF investments. There is no difference in ADB’s 
involvement in the following sectors: energy, water, 
education, and other vitally important social sectors. 

There is no regional integration in 
energy and water issues in Central 
Asia, but there is a clear picture 
of electricity being grabbed from 
Kyrgyz and Tajik citizens in order 
to sell it to South Asia. 

The Bank’s only recipe for poverty reduction 
is strengthening the private sector and reducing 
government’s role in doing business. This is one 
of the core standpoints of the multilateral banks 
in their operations. IFIs like the ADB prescribe 
privatization in the energy sector to its clients as 
the only means to improve energy sector efficiency 
in terms of production and use. However, despite 
huge investments in these reforms, the said sector in 

Are the ADB projects under its concessional financing instrument -- the Asian 
Development Fund (ADF) -- implementing Bank operational policies accordingly or not? 
Do these projects really promote sustainable development that ultimately leads to alleviating 
poverty in countries and economies that the Bank categorizes as most vulnerable? 

These issues provided the crux of the first Civil 
Society Organization Panel Discussion on the ADF 
XI in the recently-concluded Annual Governors 
Meeting in Manila. Forum members critically 
evaluated the implementation of Bank policies under 
one of its largest sources of finance, the ADF. 

In Central Asia and the Caucasus, especially in 
the case of Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, the Forum’s 
long and rich experience of closely monitoring ADB 
projects has unmasked the alarming fact that such 
projects evade the Bank’s policies throughout its 
project life. Disappointingly, there is a low degree 
of transparency and accountability on the part of the 
private sector and the government with regard to 
these ADF beneficiaries. These issues continue to be 
unanswered, much less unresolved. 

Worse, the poverty level remains the same, if not 
higher. Violations of ADB policies and guidelines on 
safeguards (environment, involuntary resettlement, 
and indigenous people), public communication, and 
on procurement, as well as the community’s low 
public awareness of the Accountability Mechanism, 
are quite pronounced in every project.

Being the oldest and largest among the Special 
Funds of the Bank, the ADF provides concessional 
loans (1% to 1.5%) for a maximum of 32 to 40 
years to the poorest member countries. These funds 
come directly from donor countries, with Australia, 
Canada, France, Germany, Japan, the United 
Kingdom and the United States being the biggest 
contributors. In June 2011, total contributions to 
ADF stood at US $38.3 billion. The ADF amount 
is expected to be $12.9 billion for the period 2013-
2016. While ADB is requests donor countries 
to replenish one of the oldest funds (which was 
originally designed for poverty eradication), it did its 
own analysis and assessment which revealed several 
shortcomings,1 among which are:

• Sustainability of ADF operations continues to 
be a challenge 

• Efficiency ratings remain low.
• Growing inequalities
• ADB policy implementation is very weak 

(the success rate for program loans improved, 
but policy-based operations need to be more 
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Kyrgyzstan has resulted in non-clarity of how much 
energy has been generated, sold and consumed. 
While the reports talk about huge commercial 
losses, it is impossible to identify where the losses 
are happening. This could mean energy theft. 
Now the Kyrgyz government has decided to unite 
the whole energy sector back. However, the big 
question remains unanswered: why were those 
reforms financed in the first place if these would not 
be of help and would not lead to transparency and 
accountability? Who will take responsibility for this 
failure?

The same thing is happening in Tajikistan. 
Almost any project monitored in the country has the 
same problems, whether in the education, transport 
or irrigation sector. Investments in Tajikistan’s 
energy sector did not improve the transparency and 
accountability in the sector. No data is available on 
how much energy has been sold abroad and how 
much profit from this trade the country has earned so 
far. Meantime, domestic consumers suffer from the 
lack of electricity while the ADB accelerates energy 
trade to South Asia.

Furthermore, while water resources are 
available in Kyrgyz Republic, the management 
of these resources remain inconsistent. In order to 
address water resource management efficiency, 
and at the same time address the poverty situation 
in rural communities, the ADB allocates funds for 
the agriculture sector, including the improvement 
of irrigation systems. However, a close monitoring 
of the project reveals its poor design, which in 
the end leads to unfulfilled benefits for the target 
communities. 

In the case of Tajikistan, the project was designed 
to rehabilitate bits and pieces of the irrigation 
system. However that work was characterized by: 
(1) very poor quality as evidenced by a damaged 
section of the irrigation canal; concrete works at 
some earthen canal could not address the need for 
water access of local farmers; and (2) project design 
did not include climate resilience concept and risk 
reduction measures. 

The Water Users Associations (WUA) 
established under the project lacks capacity for 
intervention due to the absence of an institutional 
basis for their proper functioning. Further, a huge 
gap is now developing between the WUAs and the 
district water department. 

Project implementation rate 
remains very low. There are 
violations of national legislations 
and ADB policies in most of the 
projects. 

Take the project cases in Kyrgyzstan. An 
agriculture project was suspended and the Global 
Environment Facility (GEF) GEF withdrew from 
the project. Another water supply project was found 
to have been riddled with issues of corruption and 

mismanagement of funds (with 18 legal cases in the 
court). The CAREC Transport Corridor 1 (Naryn–
Torugart Road) was prepared without proper due 
diligence of social and environmental safeguards.

The timely intervention of the Forum helped 
local community groups to file several cases before 
the Bank’s Accountability Mechanism (AM). 
The eligibility of the complaints filed is a clear 
evidence of the non-accountability of the projects. 
It is also strongly indicative that violations of ADB 
operational policies have taken place.2 

In Tajikistan, civil society groups lodged a case 
before the AM against an education project that 
have serious concerns with: (1) lack of access to 
project information by affected people, as well as the 
unwillingness of the implementing agency and the 
ADB to release information; (2) non-transparency 
in the project execution; (3) poor quality of the 
rehabilitation work for schools; and (4) other misuse 
of project funds and assets. Complainants requested 
an investigation since the staff of the Tajik Resident 
Mission (TJRM) never visited the project area 
and, thus, never took any measures to resolve the 
problems and concerns that pertain to the project. 
The complaint was found eligible, according to ADB 
requirements. A local NGO has been engaging with 
the ADB Management in order to address project-
related issues that have direct and adverse impacts 
on the intended beneficiaries. 

According to the OSPF RAR (review and 
assessment report), an actual inspection by the 
working group (composed of representatives from 
the Ministry of Education (MOE), Ministry of 
Finance (MOF), regional and district officials, 
school directors and Parent-Teacher Association 
heads, members of the Project Implementation Unit, 
former contractors, TJRM, a representative from 
Kalam NGO, and the OSPF consultant as observer) 
revealed that the amount to be reimbursed by the 
contractor due to its poor execution of rehabilitation 
works, was only US $196.61. However, due to the 
area’s severe climate conditions, compounded by 
the poor maintenance of rehabilitated schools, the 
amount needed for restoration is US $1,723.23. The 
Tajik government will also allocate an additional US 
$8,453.99 from the State’s regional budget. On the 
other hand, the complainants found the explanation 
on the poor implementation of the project, as well as 
the working group’s estimation of the rehabilitation 
works, to be erroneous. This could only mean that 
the design for the school rehabilitation work was 
wrong from the beginning, and that the supposed 
project beneficiaries were not properly consulted. 

In the final report of the OSPF, it states that: “A 
safe and conducive environment has been created for 
the education of children in the district. A number 
of classrooms that had been out of service due to 
poor construction and water damage are now being 
actively used. There have also been benefits beyond 
these physical outcomes. ADB and the concerned 
government ministries have developed a mutual 
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understanding and working relationship with regard 
to safeguard issues and dealing with complaints. 
Respect has developed on all sides for the views of 
affected people, and people in the project area have 
gained confidence in their ability to speak out and 
raise issues openly when things are not going well.”3

Based on the cases cited, problems with regard 
to information disclosure and meaningful, credible 
public consultation continue to hobble ADB 
projects in Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan. Relevant 
information has not been readily available and was 
not delivered in an appropriate way to stakeholders, 
especially to the affected communities. This has 
obviously deprived affected people the opportunity 
to become an integral part of the decision-making 
process. Likewise, this has excluded them from 
getting the full benefits of the development projects. 
Investments in road, customs modernization, water 
supply and agriculture development, and energy 
sector modernization, including policy reforms in 
the said sectors, have made these sectors vulnerable 
to corruption activities, which in turn have led 
further to the impoverishment of communities.

The lack of capacity in applying 
operational policies on the part 
of executing agencies and the 
ADB RM staff is evident. The 
weak supervision of the ADB 
Management has failed to curb 
corruption in projects. 

In April 2012, the ADB Office of Anticorruption 
and Integrity (OAI) released two reports covering 
the countries of Kyrgyzstan and Nepal. These 
reports determined compliance with applicable ADB 
policies, guidelines and loan agreement, with a focus 
on preventing and detecting integrity violations.

In the case of Kyrgyzstan, the Bank has decided 
to suspend a water supply grant project in Kyrgyz 
Republic. This project, along with a previous 
water supply loan project, amounts to US $66 
million. In 2008, Forum members from the Kyrgyz 
Republic came to ADB and strongly expressed their 
concern about the poor quality of the sub-project’s 
implementation, the unsafe water supply, and the 
still significant number of villages without water. 
The project faced many shortcomings and recurrent 
project implementation problems, which resulted in 
an investigation by the Bank’s anti-corruption unit. 

The first loan project and the succeeding grant 
are both questionable because the first loan failed to 
achieve 51% of the project completion target number. 
The second grant project anticipated that 71% of the 
project will not be completed by the completion 
date, June 30, 2013. Both projects failed to address 
the problem of rural communities regarding access 
to water due to weak project management and 
supervision. The lack of technical supervising 
consultants had a negative impact on project 
performance and the quality of project outputs. 

Meantime, the poor sub-project design increased the 
cost of water and, thus, further reduced the number 
of villages that could have benefited from these two 
projects. These villages, where the rehabilitation 
of water supply system was carried out, have been 
encountering serious concerns with sanitation which 
does not comply with the best standards.

According to OAI, the ADB’s Procurement 
Guidelines were not followed which led to: (i) 
improper bid examination of bid requirements; (ii) 
inaccurate representation in bid evaluation reports; 
(iii) questionable disqualification of losing bidders; 
(iv) improper evaluation of winning bidders; (v) 
deviation from the Procurement Plan and ADB’s 
instructions; (vi) non-publication of contract award; 
(vii) delays in contract award and bid opening; 
and (viii) serious delays in implementing project 
activities and recruiting technical supervision 
consultants. Financial management of the project 
was also poor; the OAI team acknowledges misuse 
of project funds. ADB also admits that due to 
difficulties with the nature of the terrain and location 
of villages, one subproject cost was increased from 
US $291,000 up to US $1 million. In addition, OAI 
recognizes4 that ADB Kyrgyz Resident Mission 
(KYRM) failed to supervise the project properly due 
to “limited engineering and technical supervision 
skills, limited capacity in checking the pricing and 
quality of the civil works.” However, there is no 
stated need for special qualification to see whether 
people are getting proper access to clean water or 
not. 

Before any replenishment of 
the ADF, paramount issues 
hounding ADB-assisted projects, 
particularly in Central Asia must 
first be addressed. 

In light of the political and economic crisis 
affecting most of the world’s economies, the ADB is 
still aggressively giving support to the private sector, 
which in turn decreases the regulatory role of the 
government and state. Its continued prioritization 
of private sector investments has increased the gap 
between the rich and the poor. 

Unfortunately, there are currently no effective 
ways to fully evaluate the impacts of its activities on 
DMCs. There is only the project completion report. 
There is only an analysis of the Country Partnership 
Strategy (CPS). But with regard to the overall 
assessment of the impacts of ADB-led private sector 
initiatives on borrowing countries, there is none. 
This is not only true with the ADB, but also with 
other international institutions like the European 
Bank for Reconstruction and Development (EBRD) 
and the World Bank (WB). So far, they measure their 
success by the extent of private sector development 
and rate of doing business in DMCs. But what about 
the quality of the development that this sector is 
going into? Figures and statistics alone do not tell the 
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entire picture. These are not the ultimate indicators 
that the life of affected people has improved. 

One relevant indicator is when the amount 
allocated to the project is not commensurate to the 
final outcome. In other words, investments are huge, 
but the outcome is much less so. Notwithstanding that 
some ADF projects are relevant in terms of intention 
at the very least; these projects have still failed to 
reduce the high poverty incidence in most DMCs. 
The projects have not contributed significantly in 
terms of improving the socio-economic status of 
beneficiaries for whom the projects are intended. 

The sustainability of ADF projects remains 
a question. The total disbursement of ADF funds 
logically concludes the project activities and, in 
most cases, it consequently terminates the aims and 
objectives of Bank-assisted projects. For example, 
the accountability stops even if the WUAs cease 
being functional or the agriculture sector has not 
improved after half a decade since closure of a 
project. 

In many cases, the project preparation and 
its succeeding stages are not transparent to the 
concerned public, especially to the most relevant 
stakeholders. 

There is an urgent need as well to change the 
‘business-as-usual’ attitude of the Bank relative to 
its ADF projects. Donors’ responsibility also does 
not end once funds to poor countries for poverty 
alleviation are increased, only to be forgotten after 
one ADF replenishment period has been completed. 

Donors must ensure before any investments are 
signed between the Bank and DMCs that a proper 
assessment of the socio-economic situation be 
conducted, fully taking into account the national, 
local cultures, systems and traditions of any country 
during the preparation of projects. 

It is important to employ qualitative methods 
for assessing national development (social, 
economic, political), with much emphasis on 
the democratization of decision-making process 
by strengthening and enhancing the informed 
participation of citizens. 

A number of ADF projects have been marred 
with by corruption issues. It is important to create 
an independent public body that will serve as an 
oversight for ADF, thus institutionalizing in the 
process the participation of CSOs in ADF allocation. 

1  http://beta.adb.org/site/adf/replenishments/adf-11

2  ADB Accountability Mechanism, complaint registry -  http://www.adb.org/site/accountability-mechanism/problem-
solving-function/complaint-registry-region?region=central-west

3  http://beta.adb.org/sites/default/files/taj-final-report-Oct11_0.pdf
4  For further information, please read full report at http://www2.adb.org/Documents/PPRRs/KGZ/31197/31197-032-kgz-

pprr.pdf
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ADB Needs to Do More 
on the Ecological Front

As the Asian Development Bank (ADB) concluded the 45th Annual Meeting of its Board 
of Governors (AGM) in Manila, Philippines, the larger of ecological degradation resulting 
from rapid economic growth remained unanswered. The meeting, held from 2-5 May 2012, 
elicited participation from a record number of more than 5,000 people, including finance 
ministers and other key policy-makers, business leaders, and academics. In fact, as ADB 
president Haruhiko Kuroda informed during his interaction with the civil society groups, 
this time participation from the civil society reached a high of more than 300. There was 
healthy participation from labor unions as well.

The meeting, organized under the theme 
“Inclusive Growth through Better Governance and 
Partnerships,” tried to bring about ways to take 
the benefits of Asia’s rapid growth to all levels 
of the society, especially the poor. Presentations 
by governments and corporate focused on the 
growth story and ADB’s investments were more 
than justified. The meeting also saw the increase 
of financial commitments to growth. ASEAN+3 
announced a doubling of the funds available under 
the Chiang Mai Initiative Multilateralization, a pool 
of emergency liquidity fo use in times of crisis, 

and the establishment of the ASEAN Infrastructure 
Fund, with an equity of $485 million to finance the 
development of regional road, rail, power, water, and 
other critical infrastructure needs, which are estimated 
at about $60 billion a year. ADB also announced 
that it has secured $12.4 billion for its concessional 
Asian Development Fund, a 9.5% increase over the 
previous four-year period. The funds will be used to 
promote gender mainstreaming, good governance, 
food security, private sector development, and the 
formation of a Disaster Response Facility.
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(Article Reprinted from Terra Green, June 2012)
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Playing a key role in the debate, civil society 
organizations tried to raise several key developmental 
issues. There seemed to be large scale opposition to 
ADB’s privatization agenda in key sectors, such as 
energy and water. In his annual address to the ADB 
Board of Governors, Kuroda said, “Growth in the 
Asia and Pacific region is strong, but growth alone 
is not enough for the region to succeed in an era 
of global change,” and that “successful economies 
will be those that reduce energy use, innovate, and 
take risks.” Such economies will have to focus on 
transforming themselves through growth that is 
inclusive, green, and knowledge-led, he stressed 
further. And, to push all these, as part of inclusive 
growth, he suggested that more progressive reforms 
be pushed through now to support the region’s long-
term growth.

Answering questions posed by civil society 
coalition, Water Initiatives Odisha (WIO) from 
India, the President admitted, albeit indirectly that 
the Bank is yet to do enough on the clean energy 
front. Citing examples of various documents, when 
representatives of WIO asked about increased lending 
by ADB to coal-fired power plants, Kuroda only 
said ADB needs to be strict on financing such power 
plants. Further, ADB was asked whether the regional 
ecological impact assessments for the beneficiary 
countries were being taken into consideration while 
financing such projects. Impact assessment issues 
were under consideration, the president informed, 
but the efforts were not as effective as one could 
judge from the responses.

Besides the need to reach out to all sections 
of the society, the major challenge for any form of 
economic growth is its ecological footprint. Unless 
planned properly, economic growth could ruin 
the very natural resources, which are sustaining 
them. An independent evaluation report of the 
energy sector operations of ADB said, “The energy 
sector development is conspicuous by its direct 
contribution to GHG emissions.” The report that 
took consideration of ADB’s lending in energy 
sector during 2001-2008 stated that 80% of the total 
investment in energy took place in Bangladesh, 
People’s Republic of China (PRC), India, Pakistan, 
the Philippines, and Viet Nam. There was a need 
to improve the GHG efficiency of ADB’s future 
interventions in the energy sector, the report said. 
But ADB’s continued financing of controversial 
projects like TATA Mundra and the inability of its 
officials to give out figures of exact GHG emissions 
in the region as a result of its increased investment 
in fossil fuel-based energy shows that the Bank has 
a long way to go in promoting green energy in the 
real sense.

NGO Forum-led CSO Panel Discussion on Integrated 

Water Resource Management (IWRM) 

Arze Glipo
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Aida Nabieva
The Public Foundation 
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Ranjan Panda
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NGO Forum

Ian Makin
ADB
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ADB’s Re-engagement 
with Burma

By Titi Soentoro1

Fund for Poverty Reduction; Capacity Development 
and Institutional Support for Myanmar for USD 
1,500 from the TA Special Fund; and Support for 
Educational Sector Planning for USD 200,000, 
also from the TA Special Fund. A TA project was 
already approved on July 16, 2012 for Support for 
Improving the Business Climate in the amount of 
USD 225,000 from the TA Special Fund.3

ADB held back direct financial support to 
Burma for more than 20 years; the last loan and 
TA projects were approved in 1986 and 1987, 
respectively. However, ADB and other financial 
institutions such as IMF and World Bank, as well 
as UNDP, continued to monitor Burma closely, with 
an emphasis on assessing the then government’s 
economic reform program and recommended 
policy actions.4 Moreover, on August 1, 2012, ADB 
established a new office in Burma. A few weeks 

earlier, on July 16, 2012, they welcomed 
Burma’s new Alternate Executive 

Director in the ADB headquarters in 
Manila, the first official since the 

last representation in 2003.5 
ADB and other 

international financial 
institutions have re-
engaged with Burma after 

Dawn embraced the city of Pagan early January of 2007. In an instant, its beauty 
catches one’s breath: shimmering orange-red lights among the stupas; mist blanketing the 
grass, bushes and trees around the temples; and a comforting sweet, clean and cool air that 
flows into the mind and body. Pagan, an ancient city in Burma, was built in 9th century with 
remains of over 2200 temples and pagodas today. Would it last for another century? 

Many sacred sites in the Mekong region 
became tourist destinations. However, mass tourism 
contributed to the destruction of cultural meanings of 
the places and of lives of the local people by making 
money out of them. It also furthered the exploitation 
of natural resources and cheap labor. Meanwhile, 
big tourism industries are the ones taking the most 
advantage. 

The Push for Burma towards 
Liberal Market-Based Economy

A concern came up at that time when it was 
reported that ADB was preparing a proposal for a 
Myanmar Tourism Master Plan2 through a Technical 
Assistance (TA) of USD 225,000 from Norway. 
There was no further information about the TA 
proposal or when ADB Board would approve it. 
This TA proposal was included in the first batch of 
project proposals in the context of ADB’s re-
engagement with Burma. Another four TAs 
are in line for approval: Improving 
Fiscal Revenue Mobilization for USD 
225,000 from the TA Special Fund; 
Trade Facilitation Support for 
ASEAN Economic Community 
Blue Print Implementation for 
USD 225,000 from the Japan 

One of the sacred 
Buddha images found in 
around 490 temples of 
Bagan.
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a sudden wave of reform that began around August 
2011. At the US-ASEAN Business Council in Phnom 
Penh on July 13, 2012, the Burmese President Thein 
Sein spoke about Burma embarking on a democratic 
path, and noted that a key catalyst for that was its 
transformation from a centralized economy into a 
market-oriented economy.6 The event was attended 
by, among others, the United States (US) Secretary 
of State Hillary Rodham Clinton and Cambodian 
Prime Minister Hun Sen, as well as 200 US business 
leaders, including representatives from Coca-Cola, 
Ford and Google. 

The push for Burma’s path towards a liberal 
market economy came from various sides, and since 
then the country was swarmed with lively business 
plans and activities. In a visit to Burma in June 2012, 
ADB announced that its financial support for Burma 
would focus on transport; energy; agriculture and 
natural resources; post-primary education; trade, 
investment and private sector development; urban 
development; and water supply and sanitation.7 In 
a bilateral meeting between Clinton and Thein Sein 
in Phnom Penh in July 2012, they talked about using 
Burma’s mineral wealth, focusing on value-added 
industries, easing restrictions on investments and 
financial services in recognition of ongoing political 
reforms, and ending Burma’s military relationship 
with North Korea. After the talk, General Electric 
became the first American company to invest 
in Burma, signing deals in July 2012 to provide 
medical equipment of about USD 2 million that were 
inked with two private hospitals through Sea Lion, a 
local company. Another potential sector is tourism 
which is expected to thrive, and the use of Burma’s 
comparative advantage of low-cost economy 
characterized by cheap labor to attract garment and 
footwear industries in a regional competition with 
Bangladesh, China, Cambodia and Vietnam.8

Measures toward Market-Based 
Economic System

One of the key measures towards this goal is to 
reform the financial and banking system in Burma. 
In a panel discussion during the IMF/World Bank 
Spring Meeting in Washington DC in April 2012, the 
IMF, World Bank and other IFIs agreed to support 
Burma in the reform of the financial and banking 
system that would cover the unification of the 
currency, changing the banking and foreign exchange 
laws, and modernizing the financial system.

In the Myanmar Forum 2012 held in Singapore 
last June 2012, U Than Lwin, deputy chairman of 
KBZ Bank and a former deputy governor of the 
Central Bank of Myanmar, laid out some of the 
measures taken by the Burmese Government for the 
reform of the financial and banking system, to wit:9

• Reform of fiscal and monetary policies, 
with emphasis on financial sector development 
(including banking sector reform), emergence of 
money market, efficient use of external assistance, 
effective use of foreign loans, systematic cash flow 
in trade and investments and permitting domestic 
and foreign investments without conditions and 
limits

• New banking law lets offshore banks operate 
in the country to help foreign investors fulfill 
liquidity needs.10

• Central Bank of Myanmar (CBM) has 
liberalized financial organizations for 
competition, efficiency and integration into the 
regional financial system: 15 domestic private 
banks, 13 representative offices of foreign 
banks, and 3 representative offices of foreign 
insurance companies operate in Burma (by end 
of 2007)

• The new Trade and Investment Zone Law is 
re-drafted and framed in anticipation of the 
ASEAN integration in 2015, and is intended for 
easier entry of FDI (Foreign Direct Investment) 
to Burma.

• Tavoy Investment Zone is supposed to become 
the largest of its kind in Southeast Asia.

• A new foreign investment law and partial 
privatization efforts, tax holidays for foreign 
investors and making it easier for them to 
set up businesses, freeing the currency, and 
aggressively courting investments and relations 
from countries all over the world

• Agricultural liberalization speeds up after 
elimination of a government procurement 
system involving main agricultural crops 
such as rice, pulses, sugarcane, cotton 
and others, in 2003-04. 

• Reduction of subsidized agricultural 
inputs, especially fertilizer

• Export of crops with an intention 
to enhance private participation in 
trade of agricultural products

Clock is ticking? The Bagan Archeological Area and 
Monuments, a UNESCO World Heritage Site, might 

become under threat in the future by the Tourism 
Master Plan that the ADB is supporting.
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Challenges for the People in 
Burma

Most of the countries in the global south adopted 
the development paradigm as the framework for 
developing their economy that is based on economic 
growth, national stability and income distribution. 
As the global south is categorized under poor states 
without financial resources, economic growth tends 
to be achieved through exploitation of natural 
resources, foreign direct investment and external 
debt. After decades of application, these countries 
manifested the realities of the development paradigm: 
forced displacement, loss of land and forest, and loss 
of livelihood that triggered impoverishment and 
marginalization. This paradigm of national stability 
provided the opportunity for the rise of military 
and oppressive governments. Income distribution 
was expected to create welfare, but in reality many 
people do not receive any benefit. 

The market-based paradigm is based on 
several pre-conditions such as the absence of 
state interventions in market economics; private 
ownership and individual contracts, including 
protection clauses; market-driven interest rate; 

competitive trade; and tax reform. To ensure that 
liberal and market-based economy would operate 
smoothly, a set of structural adjustment is applied 
such as liberalization of trade, foreign direct 
investment and capital financing, privatization of 
state enterprises and services, and deregulation that 
would facilitate economic liberalization

Privatization of state enterprises will shift 
public expenditure from subsidy to investment 
in key pro-growth and pro-poor service sectors, 
e.g., basic education, basic health services and 
infrastructure. It means the conversion of social 
rights into commoditized marketable goods: health 
and education that were previously civic rights now 
become economic goods. 

Liberal policies led to the 
expropriation and exploitation 
of natural resources and human 
rights violation 

• New investment law: liberalization of 
investment

• Law on spatial planning: provides opportunities 
for manipulation

• Law on mineral and coal: criminalization of 
local communities

• Law on plantation: criminalization of farmers
• Law on water resources: privatization and 

commercialization of water resources
• Law on power: privatization and 

commercialization of power
• Law on oil and gas: liberalization and 

privatization of oil and gas sector
• Law on fishery: open access for foreign investors 

to own and exploit the fishery sector
• Law on forest: open access to expropriate 

indigenous peoples’ land and forest; 
criminalization of local communities

• Law on land acquisition for public interest: 
expropriation of land and water resources

1 Aksi – for gender, social and ecological justice

2 http://www.adb.org/projects/46271-001/main

3 http://www.adb.org/projects/search/501 

4 Asian Development Bank and Myanmar Fact Sheet as of 31 December 2011, at: http://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/
pub/2012/MYA.pdf

5 ADB Establishes Office in Myanmar, August 1, 2012, at http://www.adb.org/news/adb-establishes-office-
myanmar?ref=countries/myanmar/news 

6 http://www.ccd21.org/news/asia/burma_thein_sein_democracy.html 
7 ADB Vice President to Visit Myanmar, Meet President, June 26, 2012, at: http://www.adb.org/news/adb-vice-president-

visit-myanmar-meet-president?ref=countries/myanmar/news 

8 GE becomes first American company to sign business deals in Myanmar after US eases sanctions in Myanmar Business 
Network, July 15, 2012, at: http://www.myanmar-business.org/2012/07/ge-becomes-first-american-company-to.html 

9 U Than Lwin, the Path to Economic Reforms in Myanmar: Challenges and Prospects (with special reference to financial 
sector reforms), at: http://www.iseas.edu.sg/myan_forum/Than%20Lwin_paper.pdf 

10 An offshore bank is a bank located outside the country of residence of the depositor, typically in a low tax jurisdiction 
(or tax haven) place that provides financial and legal advantages. Money launderers usually use the offshore banks.

The 2007 Saffron Revolution was a resistance 
against poverty and oppression. ADB focuses on financial 
reforms and economic development, which includes the 
tourism sector, but ignores political issues. Without any 
political change in a more meaningful democratic situation, 
inequality, violence and destruction of cultural heritage will 
continue to happen in this part of the globe.
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IFIs: Commodifying Natural 
Resources Instead of Ensuring 

Food Security
By Kazi Zaved Khalid Pasha1

Land, water and agriculture are considered 
to be highly profitable sectors for investment 
for the international financial institutions 
(IFIs). Privatization programs are transforming 
natural resources into investment opportunities 
or commodities by way of these so-called 
‘development,’ ‘poverty alleviation,’ and large 
infrastructure projects. IFIs encourage countries 
to shift from domestic food crops to cash crops 
for exports, and in the process they undermine 
people’s access to and control over land, forests, 
water, biodiversity and traditional knowledge. 
Neo-liberal globalization has worsened the 
situation. The policies as promoted by the World 
Trade Organization (WTO), multinational 
companies and IFIs are infringing on the capacity 
of people and their countries for self-sufficient 
food production. 

The International Monetary Fund (IMF), Asian 
Development Bank (ADB) and World Bank (WB) reduced 
the state’s role and ownership in the agriculture sector. The 
IFIs have been prescribing the mobilization of resources 
for the development of the industrial and service sector in 
its member countries, thereby giving less importance to 
the agricultural sector, even though the latter sector had 
always been the major contributor to the national output of 
the least developed countries (LDCs). But the fact remains 
that by neglecting to develop the agricultural sector of the 
least developed countries, IFIs advocate for corporate 
globalization and, with their allies, work for international 
capitalism, exerting a heavy influence on global policies that 
mainly promote liberalization and public sector privatization. 
Many of the LDCs have become a place of experimentation 
for trade liberalization at the hands of IFIs that pressure the 
government into liberalizing policies. This causes serious 
devastation in public service sectors, including heath, 
education, water, agriculture and food. 
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ADB, being the biggest IFI in Asia, provides 
lending, as well as prescribes structural and policy 
changes. It also works with the WB and other 
export credit agencies such as the Japanese Bank 
for International Corporation (JBIC) in harmonizing 
policies, structural adjustments and co-funding in 
the region. 

Bangladesh joined the ADB in 1973 and, as of 
December 2009, cumulative lending amounted to 
about $10.89 billion for 202 loans, with $195.15 
million serving as Technical Assistance (TA) grants 
for 348 projects. The country is one of the largest 
borrowers of concessionary Asian Development 
Fund (ADF) resources. Water management is one 
of the sectoral priorities under the agriculture and 
natural resources sector which requires strong 
private sector participation under ADB’s poverty 
reduction strategy. 

In most ADB developing member countries, 
transparency and public participation are not 
satisfactory. Development effectiveness of activities 
is also questionable. A number of projects have 
been criticized for lack of environmental and social 
safeguards and for displacing local communities. 
Implemented in the southwest area of Bangladesh, 
many projects ignored the opinions of local 
communities. It ignored democratic ownership by 
applying their strategies as conditional tools over 
the country. Furthermore, people are kept away 
from the whole process of the project formulation 
and implementation, and there is no accountability 
for their actions. Explosion at the Magurchara gas 
field (1997), which was under the control of the 
US company, Occidental, damaged gas resources 
worth $11 billion and caused $2.5 billion worth of 
environmental damage, including to farmlands and 
29 tea gardens. Only $10 million was provided in 
compensation. 

Environmental experts weighed in strongly 
against the Phulbari project. If the mine is built, it 
will cover over 10,000 hectares. It is expected to 
contaminate 600 sq. km of water and displace at 
least 200,000 people. Meantime, the total cost of the 
Khulna Jessore Drainage and Rehabilitation Project 
(KJDRP) was $44.9 million or 72% of the appraisal 
estimate of $62 million. ADB contributed $32.6 
million (70%) of the actual project cost, and a total 
of US $77.5 million of the cost of the Sundarbans 
Biodiversity Conservation (SBCP) project, which 
includes an ADB loan of US $33.9 million; the 
Global Environmental Fund (GEF) grant of US 
$12.2 million; the Netherlands grant of US $3.1 
million; the Government of Bangladesh (GoB) of 
US $15.6 million; the PKSF of US $6.8 million; 

non-government organizations (NGOs) of US $1.9 
million; and beneficiaries of US $3.8 million. 

The KJDRP project was officially declared 
unsuccessful and SBCP was cancelled. The lack 
of consideration for local communities resulted 
in a project with disastrous consequences for the 
environment and communities’ livelihoods. More 
than one million people have directly been suffering 
from water logging in the area. Though the project 
was not successful - as admitted by the ADB - there 
was no accountability for the people’s suffering. 
Being homeless, losing livelihood, starvation, and 
poverty among many others are just some of the 
everyday realities for many people and communities. 
People are constantly struggling for their rights and 
sovereignty over food, for the environment and 
natural resources. Unfortunately, people are not 
only deprived of their rights, but their livelihood is 
likewise threatened by market forces and controlled 
by market-led economy. 

Under the International Covenant on Economic, 
Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) the “right to 
food” is defined as the right to be free from hunger and 
to have sustainable access to food in a quantity and 
quality sufficient to satisfy one’s dietary and cultural 
needs. States that have ratified this Covenant are 
obligated to take steps to progressively achieve the 
full realization of the right to food for those within 
their territory or under their jurisdiction. Implicit 
in this state-centric approach is the rationale that 
human rights are the by-product of relationships 
between governments and the individuals they 
govern, rather than relationships between global 
actors and individuals worldwide whose rights are 
affected by their actions. In the age of economic 
globalization, a variety of state and non-state actors 
may be contributing to the state of world hunger, but 
not all actors are given equal consideration under 
international law.

Food security is one of the major challenges 
of developing countries like Bangladesh. History 
has shown that our rural population depended 
on community-based food management. 
Implementation of various IFIs-funded projects 
that destroyed the environment; export-based 
production; and national policies have since changed 
that management system. Food security is dependent 
not only on food production but also on its proper 
distribution. It is not possible to ensure food 
security without people-centered food distribution. 
People’s access and right to land, water and other 
natural resources should be ensured in national 
policies. Agriculture has to be people-centered and 
local verities and indigenous knowledge should be 
centrally emphasized more.
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1  The author is the coordinator (CEO) of Initiative for Right View (IRV) based in Khulna, Bangladesh,

Attaining the targets will thus require addressing 
all aspects of food security, to wit:

• Eliminate harmful conditionality and 
procurement practices that undermine local 
markets.

• Ensure higher volume and greater efficiency in 
domestic food production.

• Establish timely and efficient food distribution 
mechanism with adequate infrastructure. 

• Make food available, as well as assistance to the 
food-insecure, particularly during disasters. 

• Abolish requirements that allow developing 
countries to privatize agriculture. 

• Stop financing projects and policies that 
contribute to hunger and climate change.

• Elevate the purchase power of the poor to 
enhance their access to food.

• Promote women’s empowerment and gender 
equality in all agriculture, rural development 
and nutrition investments.

• Address long-term threats to agricultural 
productivity, including climate change and 
resource degradation.

• Agricultural production needs to be increased at 
a much faster rate.

• Encourage long-term agro-ecological 
characteristic-based production planning. 

• Do not transform natural resources into 
investment opportunities or commodities.

• Ensure food for all.
• Ensure food security, not food business.
• Respect the rights of migrants and others who 

are displaced as a consequence of the debt, food 
and climate crises.

Enhancing participatory... Cont’d. from page 1.

Donors must not overthink the nuances of 
poverty in such countries in Asia. The rampant 
cases of corruption in borrowing countries have 
been the primary cause of ineffectiveness of any 
developmental aid or assistance. The continuation 
of the ‘business-as-usual’ mindset for both donors 
and borrowers would not make a dent on efforts to 
eradicate poverty. 

If the donors are indeed serious about their 
taxpayers’ money being spent properly and are 
looking to ensure that every single dollar is 
judiciously used while borrowers aim to alleviate 
poverty, there are measures which require leadership 
zeal. The ADF can be one such leadership process, 
and donors must maximize and direct this ADF 
towards the right direction. 

To begin with, under ADF, donors must 
emphasize and strongly support inclusive 
participatory approach and transparency throughout 

the project cycle, from identifying and processing to 
implementation of the project. Donors, along with 
borrowers, must agree to take ‘shared’ responsibility 
of the project impacts until the total repayment of 
the ADF loans has been fulfilled by the borrower. 
Similarly, access to information about all projects 
under the ADF must be provided to communities/
citizens, and no exception lists should be drawn 
up. Solicit inputs from and encourage the active 
participation of CSOs throughout the project cycle 
while enhancing a conductive atmosphere for the 
establishment of a CSO oversight for the ADF. Go 
beyond the stipulated policies, at least for ADF, to 
engender impact, and respond to the development 
needs of the poorest Asian countries to show 
leadership.

Without a participatory and transparent 
approach, a single dollar cannot be of much use. 
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Indigenous Knowledge 
and NGO Interventions: 
Humanity, Forest and the 
Rural Development Program1

By Rayyan Hassan2

Introduction
The practice of rural development in the free world 

has been dominated by the Western neo-liberal agenda of 
export-oriented economic growth (Parpart and Veltmeyer, 
2004). Subsequently, tropical forests in developing countries 
have become target areas for large-scale development 
interventions. It has been recently observed that the average 
annual destruction of natural forests in Bangladesh was 
about 8000 hectares in 1980, mostly for development 
purposes. With the onset of the development decade, this 
rate subsequently increased to 38,000 hectares per year 
from 1981 to 1990. Today, deforestation is a severe problem 
in the country and is considered one of the primary reasons 
for loss of resources, mass displacement, social conflicts and 
loss of life (Barua, 2005). Nevertheless, the voluntary nature 
of humanity and universal ideas of altruism would lead most 
development theorists and practitioners to believe in the social 
solutions of the participatory approach of the NGO-led rural 
development program. Post-modern development theorists 
from Asia such as Barua (2009) and Gaventa (1991) argue that 
most NGOs working in rural areas justify their actions through 
the guided plans and predetermined agenda of international 
financial institutions such as the International Monetary Fund 
(IMF), World Bank or the Asian Development Bank (ADB). 
Consequently, it has also been posited that through social 
and micro-credit work, NGOs have been held responsible for 
various inappropriate mainstream theory and practice models 
implemented on innumerous indigenous communities, which 
have more often proved ineffective and detrimental to the 
cause of the people concerned (Stiglitz, 2002). 
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Before delving into the details of the Modhupur 
Ecopark project, it would be relevant to look at the 
existing goals and ambitions of the Bangladesh 
rural development framework. Since the destruction 
and economic loss during the 1971 war for 
independence, the blueprint for rural development 
had to be imported from the neo-liberal models of 
the West. This model of development promoted 
the notion of economic growth as the sole factor of 
success for a nation. Unfortunately, the economic 
growth model emerging from the minds of western 
scholars such as Walter Rostow (1960) and Sir 
Arthur Lewis (1954) have looked at the benefits 
and the expansion of the capitalist system only. This 
vision has shaped the modern realities of progress 
and development across many decolonized nations 
where cultural identity was often considered a low 
priority in the development agenda. The model also 
aims to universalize all its institutions, members and 
supporting agencies. Consequently, this strategy 
imposes regulations which create an atmosphere 
consisting of the same set of rules, circumstances, 
behaviors and attitudes leading to a very limited 
scale of outcomes (Esteva and Prakash, 1998). 
Once this dominant thinking and practice has been 
implemented, developing nations begin to subscribe 
to a tunnel-vision of progress with only one goal 
in sight: unprecedented rapid economic growth 
(Parpart and Veltmeyer, 2004). To shed light on this 
debate between economic growth and development, 
Miller (2004) argued that development is the overall 
increase in the quality of life of a nation, which 
includes improvement of health, nutrition, shelter and 
education of its people. Furthermore, development in 
its entirety is also expected to address the qualitative 
issue of identity. To this end, it is politically evident 
that every civilization considers the practice of its 
indigenous arts, literature, and music as the hallmark 
of its culture, identity and heritage.

Bangladesh Economy: Debt and 
Dependency

The neo-liberal solutions as proposed by the 
Bretton Woods meeting in 1944 was to achieve a 
fully functional international trading system where 
private companies, governments and international 
financial institutions would be considered as the 
primary stakeholders (Baylis and Smith, 2001). Since 
the cold war, the growth of the international trading 
system has led companies to expand their operations, 
crossing over national boundaries into the global 
scene. Neo-liberal development practitioners and 
multi-national companies would open retail outlets 
all over the world, marketing for the benefit of those 
who can afford to pay the retail price (Ritzer, 2004). 
Unfortunately, this homogenized vision of bright 
billboards and multicolored mega malls are only half 
the picture. The remaining half consists of thriving 
forests, rivers, fields and pristine natural reserves 
mined, fenced and walled to keep local communities 
out in order to protect the resource base. By procuring 

any international product in a mall, the world market 
through that small transaction links a person to a 
global network of interests. This global network 
is a systematic interaction between multinational 
companies, international banks, all insured credit 
systems and flowing interest rates (Ritzer, 2004). 
In the end, the only laws of any importance are 
international trade laws who oblige government 
policies to confine natural reserves away from the 
access of rural communities. 

In an interview with the Deputy Secretary, 
the World Trade Organization (WTO) cell of the 
Ministry of Trade and Finance, and the government 
of Bangladesh, it was revealed that the WTO was a 
forum where trade negotiations, state obligations and 
capacity building of agencies were simultaneously 
taking place at a global scale. The deputy secretary 
further elaborated that the US market charges 
Bangladesh a crippling 15.8% duty on all exports. 
Bangladesh, being a member of the WTO, has been 
dependent on the World Bank, IMF and the ADB for 
financial assistance since the 70s. This assistance has 
been provided for export-oriented economic growth 
in sectors such as agriculture, fisheries, rubber, 
shrimp farming, pharmaceuticals, and ready-made 
garments export, to name just a few. The neoliberal 
expansion is also evident in the cell phone industry 
with its increased network and a growing number 
of multinational private service operators regularly 
introducing newer upgrades and models for the 
emerging market. The popular western franchise 
Kentucky Fried Chicken has recently opened their 
fifth outlet in Dhaka city alone, the capital of the 
country, whereas, its sister company, the Pizza Hut, 
in comparison has only two openings in the country. 
Unfortunately, these seemingly popular highlights 
fail to describe the overall health of the economy of 
Bangladesh.

Following the trend of the past thirty years of 
economic development, some disappointing figures 
tend to surface. The yearly budget of the country in 
terms of expenditure is about 16.3 billion dollars, 
with a revenue generation capacity of only 11.4 
billion dollars. This deficit leads the Bangladesh 
economy to fall short and become dependent on 
foreign loans and assistance, which in effect makes 
government policies more pliable to international 
interests and richer countries. As of 2009, the 
consolidated international debt of Bangladesh has 
spiraled down to a staggering 24 billion dollar-
deep dark hole. This has led to 36.3% of the entire 
nation of 160 million people to lie below the poverty 
line, constantly struggling to meet basic needs 
(Barua, 2009). It is now evident that the export-
oriented growth model has proved ineffective and 
counterproductive to the people, especially in the 
rural areas. From an environmental perspective these 
policies have further encouraged hard industrial 
technologies to optimize production and by way 
of increasing pollution and waste. As a result, hard 
industries in the country have reduced the value of 
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natural ecosystems to either an economic resource 
base or a waste dumping site (whichever seems 
more profitable). In the end, the local people in the 
vicinity of these ecosystems still find themselves 
landless, unemployed and often evicted from their 
natural habitats. Unfortunately, this framework for 
development does leave room for the local farmers 
or fisherfolks to question the theory of development 
being forced upon them. 

Rural Communities and 
Indigenous Knowledge

The way of life of rural people is an intricate 
web of beliefs, awareness and practices with their 
immediate nature. This hands-on interaction brings 
about a sense of care and nurture for the ecosystem 
which is the foundation of most indigenous practices. 
In my previous research on the Sundarban Forest, 
I discovered that people local to an area knew far 
more about their environment, livelihoods and how 
their society functioned than those outside. Thus it 
can be hypothesized that incorporating indigenous 
knowledge and allowing local ideas to guide 
development can achieve sustainability. In recent 
times, the importance of indigenous knowledge as 
a tool for sustainable development has been gaining 
recognition and momentum worldwide. There are 
many examples such as the Coastal Embankment 
Project, Kaptai Hydro Electric Power Dam and 
the ADB-funded North West Crop Diversification 
Project (Gain, 2003) that have failed because they 
had not listened to the concerns of the local people, 
nor tried to understand the environmental dynamics 
of their project site. Similarly, the Narmada Doon 
Valley project in India funded by the World Bank 
and the Japanese government eventually led to 
suspension and failure as the indigenous lands 
became inundated and their populations became 
displaced and marginalized (Esteva and Prakash, 
1998). Esteva and Prakash (1998) for the case of 
indigenous communities have suggested that the 
framework of modernization, as conceived by 
development planners, leave local communities 
less and less human. Once displaced, the local 
communities are evicted out of their centuries-old 
traditional communal spaces and pushed into the 
modern world where they suffer every imaginable 
indignity and dehumanization. The Garo and Koch 
people in the Modhupur region of Tangail, which 
will be described later in this paper, is a classic 
example of relegation by the parochial development 
system. 

As the Modhupur story unfolds, the issue of 
loss of identity will be of utmost importance in 
comprehending the struggle of the people. From a 
sense of optimism, what is ideally being sought for 
by most post-modern theorists such as Esteva and 
Prakash (1998) and Barua (2009) is a grassroots 
movement inspired by local thinking and action. 
This form of grassroots movement intends to make 
the urban planner aware about how to support the 

small local farmer who farms with wisdom, and cares 
for the soil, water and forest. Maybe what is merely 
required by large-scale development planners is 
not a ‘think big’ generalization but more of a ‘think 
small’ and a locally effective strategy (Esteva and 
Prakash, 1998). 

The reaction to Western development projects 
is volatile and dangerous. As natural resources 
are being cordoned off and local people are being 
excluded, protests and movements will always be 
an inevitable consequence. In the case of the Anti 
Nam Chon Dam Movement-Thailand, 1982-1988, 
the Thai Government had decided to centralize 
the access to natural resources through the dam-
building project. This policy had inadvertently led 
to the exclusion of communities and local groups 
from the natural reserves of Kanchanburi and other 
areas. The consequence was a series of structurally 
violent episodes and the emergence of a ‘new social 
movement.’ The movement was the culmination 
of a collective set of actions by the local people of 
Kanchanburi, students, academics and NGOs. By 
1988, the movement proved effective and eventually 
led to the cancellation of the Nam Chon Dam Project 
(Kripakorn, 2007). 

The movement above was successful because of 
the collective action of the local people and other 
agencies, students and activists, and civil society 
groups. Unfortunately, any people’s movement will 
risk the threat of persecution and violence from 
the concerned authorities, but which in their view 
is a risk worth taking in order to keep their origins 
sacred and their way of life preserved (Esteva and 
Prakash, 1998). Unfortunately, in the struggle to 
protect natural reserves such as forests and land, 
most local communities are not only pitted against 
the government agency or department but in a 
way against the globally dominant development 
paradigm itself. 

Modhupur Forest
The Modhupur forest is a slightly elevated tract, 

extending from the north of Dhaka district into the 
heart of Mymensingh. Its average height is about 
60 ft above the level of the surrounding country, but 
does not exceed over 100 ft. The forest has abundant 
Sal trees for timber and charcoal. The main benefits 
of the Sal tree is that it can absorb carbon more 
than any other native tree, so it helps mitigate the 
severe carbon dioxide pollution from nearby cities. 
The forest is also host to biodiversity and has been 
a resource base for its indigenous Garo and Koch 
population for generations (Gain, 2003). While 
researching for this paper, various controversial 
claims had been discovered regarding the acreage of 
the forest. Since 1956 up to 1992. the government 
of Bangladesh published notifications five times and 
declared 63,832 acres as reserve forest. Now about 
46,000 acres of forest land have been occupied by 
vested quarters. Apart from the timber resources, 
the forest has also been used for rubber cultivation, 
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banana and pineapple cultivation and even tourism. 
Studies have indicated that most of these programs 
were implemented by the Department of Forestry 
of the government of Bangladesh with the support 
of the ADB (Gain, 2003). According to the Asian 
Indigenous Tribal Population Network (2009), the 
Forest Department took over the control of Modhupur 
forest as part of its ‘conservatory’ duties since 1951. 
By 1962, the forest was declared a national park. In 
terms of property rights, the forest is still considered 
to be khas land or public property and thus requires 
permission from the Forest Department for right of 
access. 

The Garo Spirit and the Sal Forest
The Garo are one of the oldest indigenous 

tribes in the Asian subcontinent, and have been 
residing for centuries in the Modhupur forest in 
central Bangladesh. The Garo are a combination of 
Tibetan and Burmese people who migrated to the 
forest seeking farming opportunities nearly 1,000 
years ago. There are an estimated 11,000 Garo 
still living in the Modhupur forest, and another 
50,000 across Bangladesh. As a people, the Garo 
are highly ritualistic in both healing and harvesting 
festivals, as well as funeral laments. They are mostly 
converted Christians, and those who are not are the 
last remaining practitioners of the old Garo religion, 
Songsarek (Gain, 2003). 

The Songsarek is more of a spiritual way of 
perceiving life than an orthodox framework of 
institutionalized religion. Songsarek ascribes to 
every man, woman, child, animal, plant or rock 
the possession of a spirit that remains with him or 
her throughout a lifetime and leaves the body only 

at death to return to its source. The spiritual aspect 
of unity or communion with nature is an age-old 
philosophy practised by many religions all over 
the world. As a result, one can comprehend how 
culturally significant the issue of access to Modhupur 
forest is for the Garo community.

Modhupur Ecopark and 
Ecotourism

The Modhupur Ecopark project was initiated 
in 2000 by the government of Bangladesh through 
the agency of the Forest Department. The principal 
objective of the project is still ambiguous as project 
documents and reports have been kept strictly 
confidential as per the ADB Public Communication 
Policy 2005. According to various articles and 
newspaper accounts, the Modhupur Ecopark project 
decided to build a wall around 3,000 acres out of 
the 21,000 acres of the forest reserve. There was no 
consultation made with the Garo people living in the 
area. 

It was later discovered that eight Garo villages 
fell directly within the area of wall construction, 
leading to a forced isolation of the communities. 
The project, regardless of the crippling effect 
on the Garo, still holds its credibility on paper 
because of the ‘Ecopark’ name tag. Once again, 
this epistemological variation of the title name of 
the project innocuously overshadows the issue of 
exclusion and environmental exploitation. Honey 
(1999) argues that earlier tourism programs which 
were related to nature, or better known as wildlife 
tourism, were all suddenly collectively called 
ecotourism. Soon after, any form of tourism which 
was remotely nature-related or nature-oriented 
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Bangladesh Forum for Indigenous People (BFIP) held a rally at Central Shaheed Minar yesterday demanding cancellation 
of Madhupur Eco-Park Project in Tangail and withdrawal of ‘false cases’ against the indigenous people.

http://www.thedailystar.net/2004/07/31/d40731060158p.htm
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would be termed as ecotourism. Ecotourism at 
present has become a catch phrase for most tour 
operators and travel agents who are still overtly 
popularizing the mindless encroachment of pristine 
ecological systems as a practice beneficial to the 
environment and the local economy. Honey (1999) 
describes ecotourism as a development tool which 
helps educate the tourist; mobilizes funds for 
conservation and primarily benefits the economic 
development and political empowerment of the local 
people; and helps generate respect and dialogue 
between different cultures. 

Ideally, authentic ecotourism as perceived by 
the international development community, which 
includes international organizations, civil society 
groups and concerned governments, provides a 
sensitive look at the environment by giving due 
recognition to the local communities. As a result, 
ecotourism seemed a perfect tool to not only solve 
the environmental impact of industrialization 
but also to provide a viable solution pertaining 
to the sustainability of developing economies. 
Unfortunately, what surfaces through implementation 
are the potential demons which had been lurking 
behind the umbrella of popular culture ecotourism, 
better known as ‘ecotourism lite’ (Honey, 1999). 
There still exists a true ecotourism with a more 
holistic approach, where one would respect, learn 
and understand and which would eventually benefit 
both the environment and the local community being 
visited. Modhupur forest has ideally not been a very 
popular tourist destination. According to the Lonely 
Planet website, some tourists who recently visited 
the forest have claimed that despite the presence 
of marked trails on the forest-office brochures, 
many locals and forest official detract tourists by 
citing bandits and dangerous animals to avoid 
explorations of the forest (Lonely Planet, 2010). 
This happenstance indicates that tourism has been 
nominal in most occasions, with very little exposure 
from a global attraction point of view.

The Modhupur Ecopark project since 2003 had 
clearly failed to establish tourism and development 

in the region but has now become primary cause for 
the displacement of Garo indigenous communities 
and their ancestral heritage (Barua, 2009). Gain 
(2003) argues that “the land belongs to the Forest 
Department (FD); loan money comes from the 
ADB; and the FD establishes the plantations on 
public forest land.” In Modhupur and other places, 
native forests and bushes, which could have been 
well-protected through regeneration or enrichment 
planting, have been cut for over a decade to establish 
fuel wood or woodlot plantation (Gain, 2003). 

As we dig deeper into the Modhupur region, 
apart from the Ecopark project, the people are also 
compounded by other development-incited crisis. A 
human rights activist from the Bangladesh Resource 
Center of Indigenous Knowledge who had been a part 
of the Modhupur movement since 2003 suggested 
that, apart from the exclusion from the Modhupur 
forest, the local Garo and Koch people have found 
themselves to be targets of various micro-credit 
NGO schemes. It can be posited that the wide reach 
of the PKSF and the popularity of Grameen Bank, 
Bangladesh Rural Advancement Center (BRAC) 
and other micro-credit agencies have made loans 
more lucrative to the local communities. In ground 
reality, the Garo, apart from the exclusion from 
Modhupur, are also subject to the burden of high 
interest repayment and consequent debt by the NGO 
micro-credit agencies.  

Modhupur People’s Movement
The Modhupur Ecopark had made allowance 

for a gate to be built for the indigenous population. 
Reflecting on the past, it was evident that the Garo 
knew that it would never be the same as before. 
By the end of 2003, the Forest Department, with 
support from ADB, had completed construction of 
the 8,000-feet strong wall. The Garo realized that the 
time to sit quietly and watch was over, and the first 
instances of protest began to surface. Picketing and 
voices in the streets by small bands of disaffected 
youths were the first face of the rebellion; many of 
these protesters were put in jail for a few days to 
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http://www.thedailystar.net/forum/2007/june/banana.htm
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curb their ‘enthusiasm’ (Gain, 2003). Promises were 
made by Ministers for a more inclusive approach 
in the construction of the wall; Garo leaders were 
assured that the wall construction would be made in 
their interest. Unfortunately, none of these promises 
were kept and the words spoken were never put 
into action. During this time, the Garo decided to 
bank their livelihood on the lucrative banana and 
pineapple cultivation. Gain (2003) argued that 
since the wall had been constructed, the FD being 
the custodian of the forest, began illegally leasing 
out forest land for the cultivation of banana and 
pineapple to local influential groups. Gain (2003) 
further suggested that the banana and pineapple 
trade is a murky area in Modhupur, and no clear 
demarcations between winners and losers in the 
trade can be made. Environmentalists fear that the 
use of heavy chemical pesticides and growth 
hormones in the pineapple and banana cultivation 
is a bigger threat to the forest than the wall itself. 
Being completely illegal in nature, no conclusive 
evidence can be found regarding the acreage and 
amount of fruit production and revenue involved. 
With discrepancies in FD rules and allocation of 
access, the Garo as a community had lost faith in 
the government agency completely. The movement 
gained momentum in 2003, with organizing rallies, 
meetings, and showing black flags, etc. to display 
dissent against the administration of Modhupur 
(Gain, 2003). 

The Protest 
In January 2004, thousands of Garo people 

staged a peaceful protest against the Modhupur 
Ecopark. At Jalabada village, the police and the 
forest guards resorted to indiscriminate firing of live 
ammunition, killing one Garo, Piren Snal, on the 
spot and injuring 25 others, including women and 
children. It was later found that Piren Snal was a 
prominent Garo leader of the movement. Eventually 
in the deadlock with the police authorities and 
Forest Department officials, a five-point demand to 
the government was made with a 7-day ultimatum, 
including an immediate cancellation of the project 
and a judiciary investigation of the killing (Asian 
Indigenous Tribal People’s Network, 2009).

Some of the demands were met and in order to 
quell the situation, the FD postponed implementation 
of the Modhupur Ecopark in 2004. After the 
declaration of the state of emergency on 11 January 
2007, the Forest Department officials restarted the 
construction of the controversial boundary wall for 
the Modhupur Ecopark. The Garo people, under the 
leadership of Choles Ritchil, continued their protest. 
According to the statement submitted by the Asian 
Indigenous Tribal Population Network (2009) to the 
UN Human Rights Council, February 2008, Choles 
Ritchil was an indigenous Garo leader from Beribad 
village who was arrested and later tortured to death 
in the custody of the joint forces. It was also revealed 
that Choles Ritchil was leading the indigenous Garo 

in their protest against the creation of an Ecopark 
in Modhupur forest which would displace around 
25,000 indigenous Garo people living in the area. 

The Aftermath and Some 
Concluding Reflections

The role of the NGOs in the case of the 
Modhupur issue could have been instrumental in 
keeping the movement alive. Apart from a few 
names such as Society Environment and Human 
Development Bangladesh, Bangladesh Resource 
Center for Indigenous Knowledge and their mid-
level donors such as ActionAid Bangladesh and 
OXFAM, there has been hardly any real NGO 
movement. The more extensive agencies such as the 
Grameen Bank, BRAC and others have remained 
silent during these times and have continued with 
their micro-credit outreach in the areas of concern 
(Sen, 2008). 

The issue of torture of the leader of the movement 
has been an issue which requires sensitive attention. 
The arrest of protesters by the state system and the 
exclusion of the Garo from the Modhupur forest 
can all be clearly explained from the perspective 
of strong-arm tactics of powerful financial 
organizations in the expansion of newer markets and 
in dealing with weak government agencies. Thus it 
is clearly evident from Choles Ritchil’s fate that the 
notion of leadership itself is being threatened by the 
fear of subsequent violence. 

From a leadership and learning perspective, one 
can argue that each fearless leader inherently acts 
on principles which best represent the needs and 
aspirations of the community and not the individual. 
Therefore a leader is, in essence, selfless. His or 
her needs are for the greater good of the people and 
never for personal gain. In the case of the Modhupur 
movement, the values of Piren Snal represent the 
very same values of Choles Ritchil. Thus one 
can posit that a good leader inherits the qualities 
necessary for leadership from previous leaders. 

Deconstructing any form of ‘true’ leadership 
should represent universal values such as honesty, 
kinship, integrity, faith, justice and freedom. As a 
result, one can argue that these ideal values do not 
change as these notions form the pillars of motivation 
necessary for good leadership. Nevertheless one 
has to also consider that a successful leader should 
be able to adapt to new challenges and changing 
circumstances of a social movement (in this case 
Modhupur) or any organizational body for that 
matter. Thus it is also imperative that the leader 
should be constantly aware of their contextual 
situation and expect new challenges with changing 
times. Then is a successful leader an informed 
leader? As any leadership entails the right to make 
decisions, a leader, apart from ideal virtues, should 
also display a knack to learn and make informed 
decisions with respect to the conditions of the ‘state 
of play.’ They should comprehend that issues such 
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as economy, trade, politics, environment, society 
and culture pertaining to the Garo community will 
change continually over time, even as global market 
demands on the forest will continue to challenge 
their right of access. In this regard, one can hope 
that in the case of the Modhupur movement, the 
new aspiring leaders should also be seekers of 
knowledge. In order for the Modhupur movement 
to be successful in changing government policy, a 
protest in the streets is not enough. For policy change 
the movement has to be strategic and should make 
way for integration with other interested groups, 
larger movements, agencies and civil societies, both 
nationally and internationally. Garo, at present, have 
the highest literacy rates among all the indigenous 
populations of Bangladesh, and with the right 
motivations one can hope for a new breed of truth-
seeking, strategic, and always fearless leaders. Thus, 
the new leadership in Modhupur needs to be aware 
of these issues and should encourage knowledge-
sharing, creation and dialogue to strengthen their 
activism and political lobbying.

Reflecting on current development discourse, 
the grassroots social movement is more than just 
reactionary response to development policy; it is a 
hard struggle and a very uphill one at that. Esteva and 
Prakash (2009), Barua (2009) and other developing 
world thinkers vouch for a rebirth of a sense of 
self-determination in the grassroots. In my humble 
opinion, self determination in these troubled times is 
far more important than the right to basic livelihood 
and property. Rather, it is something more elusive, 
a sense of spirit perhaps, or maybe just the right to 
say ‘no.’ This paper concludes at a time when the 
Modhupur movement is still very much alive in the 
Bangladesh print and digital media, along with every 
beating heart of the Garo people. 
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