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Defence budget 2014-15: Rising trend
continues
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AS | write this, the budget for the FY 14-15 has not yet been placed in the Parliament.
Meanwhile, it has been reported in the media that the total budget this year will be over
Tk. 2,50,000 crore (over $31 billion). Of this amount, Tk. 16,400 crore ($ 2.05 billion)
will be earmarked for defence. The amount represents 6.56% of the national budget and
a 12.7% rise from last year's budget ($1.86 billion).

Defence budget in Bangladesh has always remained a taboo -- not to be discussed in
public forum or in the Parliament. The Parliament session, which must pass the budget by
June 30, is yet to start. Given the weekends and holidays, there will be very little time left
to discuss the budget in threadbare. Moreover, with virtually no opposition inside the
parliament, we can only expect speeches long on eulogy and short on substance. Issues
brought up by the MPs continue to be those of their own areas, or of their business or
professional interest. Although there have been attempts by the present government to
introduce the MPs and top government functionaries to the defence matters by
conducting short courses for them in the National Defence College (NDC), we are yet to
see its outcome in the national arena.

There is a Parliamentary Committee on Defence, but there too major policy or
procurement decisions are not discussed. We are often told of a “Forces' Goal 2021”
chalked out by the Ministry of Defence, but ordinary citizens are not privy to its content.
While there had been numerous discussions, debates and suggestions from various trade
bodies, pressure groups and civil society organisations on what fiscal measures
government should take to accelerate the pace of development, there has been total
silence regarding defence expenditures. In Bangladesh, we leave the need assessment to
the defence professionals, namely the military organisation itself. Defence represents
only a part of the national security apparatus; in a developing country like Bangladesh,
security of people from hunger, disease, poverty and lawlessness is often of primary
concern. Yet when we talk of national security we think primarily of defence against
external aggression, hence the need for the defence forces.

A standing military force is a hallmark of an independent, sovereign nation. Its primary
mission is to defeat external aggression and internal subversion. Military forces provide
the muscle behind diplomacy, and also project national power overseas. In recent years,
Bangladesh armed forces have played a key role in UN peacekeeping operations. They
had been our goodwill ambassadors to the global hotspots and been able to restore
democracy and good governance in areas where only chaos reigned before. In many parts
of trouble-torn Africa, Bangladesh is a household name fondly remembered for restoring
peace and order in the wake of violent civil wars. At home too, not only have the military



forces been at the forefront of disaster management, they have also been usefully
deployed in various nation-building activities. The defence forces, therefore, continue to
enjoy a high respectability.

In a democratic country, such as ours, the military is always subordinate to the civilian
political authority and acts within the parameters set by the government. Even in case of
war or warlike situation, while the military works out the strategic planning and tactical
details, the broad strategic objectives are defined and circumscribed by the civilian
political masters. However, where political institutions are weak or unstable, the military
exercises powerful influence in the allocation of resources and exercises extra-
constitutional power in the national politics. In our own neighbourhood, we have the
examples of Pakistan and India -- in Pakistan the military often calls the final shot in
national affairs, whereas in India the military operates under tight civilian control and has
no role to play in the functioning of the political process. The results are apparent for all
to see; while Pakistan is tottering on the brink of failure, India is a emerging as a major
power in Asia. It is, therefore, important that the military's role and task must be overseen
by the political masters and not the other way round.

Bangladesh inherited a rudimentary defence force in 1971, the army had three ill-
equipped brigades, the air force had no aircraft and the navy had no ships. Since then, of
course, the forces have come a long way. The Army has 7 infantry divisions and
additional armoured and artillery components. The Air Force now operates modern
fighters and transport aircraft. The Navy has seen exponential growth in recent years with
the acquisition of naval ships, aircraft and soon to join submarine. We had no training
establishment at the time of liberation, yet today we are not only self-sufficient in training
facilities, but also attract trainees from many friendly countries. We have set up a number
of cantonments, naval and air bases. We have set up facilities for the maintenance of
sophisticated weapon systems. However, most of the operational equipments are
imported from abroad by spending hard currencies. In a resource-strained country, these
are difficult choices to make.

The defence budget has more than doubled in the last six years; it is likely to increase at a
higher rate over the years as the payment of arms deals already made falls due. Defence
competes for funding with other vital sectors such as education, health, agriculture or
rural development. States around the world are failing not because of external aggression,
but because of the failure to address the primary concern of the people -- security of life
and property, a life without hunger and disease, and a prospect for a better future. While
making defence budget, the policy planners will have to keep these competing demands
in mind.

Bangladesh holds a key geo-strategic position -- a bridge between South and Southeast
Asia and China. It will gain in importance as trade and commerce within the region
increase through the land and sea corridors. Unlike countries such as China, India or
Pakistan, we do not have a major territorial dispute with our neighbours. Our 3,500 km
border with India is demarcated except for three small patches totaling about 6.5 km. Our
southern border with Myanmar is demarcated too. The Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ)
with Myanmar has already been settled; we expect the EEZ between Bangladesh and
India to be settled through arbitration by this year.

Although, conventional threats from external sources are minimal for Bangladesh, there
is the danger of internal dissension, especially the threat of terrorism and extremism.



Military will continue to provide muscle to resist and defeat such forces. While we
grapple with scant national resources, making judicious use of the defence funding
should be a top priority. In the decision-making and implementation process,
transparency and accountability at all levels are vitally important. Striking the right
balance between national development and national defence is, therefore, most important.
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