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Official SecrecyAct

Old law must go to make way fora

E fully support the call to repeal Official

Secrecy Act in the interest of free flow of infor-

mation in society. But we are dismayed by the
comments the law minister made at a recent seminar on
the functionality of such an act in today's time. We can't
endorse his view that the act should not work as a hin-
drance to the journalists' access to information since the
law is applicable only to government employees. We
would like to know how a law that was promulgated in
1923 to check leakage of state information and keep a tab
on espionage could be essential in 21" century? Time has
changed, people's perception has changed. We all have a

Can the government deny that officials take refuge
under this act to guard their corruption and wrong doings?
Can the government deny that the existence of such a law
defies the logic of accountability and transparency in the
administration? It's not a secret any more that the law has
actually encouraged widespread corruption, mismanage-
ment and irregularity in the administration. Those in
power took advantage of thelaw in order to hide their mis-
deeds and seeing them others followed suit. It can't be
allowed to continue any longer. When the world at large is
supporting free flow of information, we are still trying to
hang on to an act that has not only become outdated but
alsoillogical in the days of ensuring accountability.

We understand that disclosing information on issues of
defence and national security is not a prudent idea; there
should be restriction on such topics because details of
national security can't be open to all. We suggest that the
government maintain a careful balance between official
secrets and people's right to know. In this regard we wel-
come thelatest initiative to enact anewlaw called 'Right to
Information Act'. But we are abit confused about the bene-
fits ofanewlawwhen there doesn't seem to be any steps to
scrap the old one. How could two contradictory laws pre-
vail in one society simultaneously? The government must
realise that there are no other options than free flow of
information to ensure good governance and accountabil-

Looting of rifles
Aclear pointer to the clout of outlaws

HE incident in which outlaws managed to loot 29

rifles from a jute mill at Daulatpur is a fresh

reminder of the ominous and strong presence of
extremist groups in the southern districts.

The way therifles werelooted, and the criminals man-
aged to leave the place, does suggest that they neatly car-
ried out their plan, with the law enforcers being unable to
put up any resistance. The incident deserves a close look,
not least because a number of policemen have come
under attack in Khulna district in recent times. Some of
them have even been killed -- a clear indication of the
clout that the outlaws have in certain areas in the southern

Now, the looted arms will surely increase the criminals'
firepower. It has also become clear that the combing oper-
ations that the police launched-- after some of their col-
leagues were attacked-- to arrest the criminals has not
been very effective. Else, the outlaws would not have been
in a position to commit a crime in such an organised man-

The presence of the self-styled clandestine parties,
which go by their own rules in politics, has for long been a
threat to peace-loving citizens. They have committed
crimes of every denomination in a vast area stretching
over four or five districts, but the law enforcers have not
succeeded in making a dent insofar as the criminal activi-
ties are concerned. The Daulatpur incident is the latest
example of how freely the outlaws are operating.

Looting of lethal weapons, that will not end up in safe
hands, will have a further negative impact on the overall
law and order situation, which has been unstable in the
southern districts for a prettylong time.

The extremists are working from within the country, yet
the police have failed to dislodge them. But the rule of law
and the presence of killers and plunderers cannot go
together. So the law enforcers have to find a better answer
to the criminal activities of the extremist groups. Peoplein
the southern districts are subjected to all kinds of
harrassment and intimidation by the criminals masquer-
ading as political activists, as the police are still unable to
rein themin. Itis time sterner steps were taken to blunt the

MUHAMMAD ZAMIR

HESE have been sorry times

for ordinary Iraqis. Death and

destruction have been fol-
lowed by pillage and plunder. The
expected levels of insecurity that
normally follows the winds of war have
come to roost in the urban areas of
Iraq. The embedded media have given
the deteriorating situation intense
coverage, for tragedy makes news and
sells papers. What worries one is the
absence of media coverage of what is
happening in rural Iraq. One wonders
about their state of being and how they
are meeting the challenges of daily life.

In this context one is reminded of a
report published in February this year
by experts from the United Nations
and the World Health Organization
and their assessments about the likely
toll of such a war for the 26 million
people of Iraq. Their reports, at that
time, though not definitive, still gave
pause for thought. These experts had
prepared their comments on the basis
of an extended war that might last
many months. Gulf War II has turned
out to be shorter. Consequently, their
statistics and their dire prognosis has
slightly altered. Nevertheless, the
broad picture of misery predicted then
has cometo pass.

Body counts are always hard to
predict in any war as they always
extend beyond the battle-field. None-
theless, the indicated death tolls from
this war if one takes into account both
members of the armed forces as well as
civilians have crossed the ten thou-
sand mark.

Fortunately, no chemical weapon
or bacteriological weapon was used. It
would appear that the Iraqis do not
either possess them any more nor were
able to ensure their use because of the
speed of the advancing coalition
forces.

The US is preparing to intensify its
efforts to find weapons of mass
destruction and is dispatching 1,000
scientists and intelligence analysts to
Iraq for this purpose. However, such a
move, as expected, has only led to
further international disagreements.
Both UN Chief Weapons Inspector Blix
and Head of TAFA Baradei have com-
plained of being shut out by the Coali-

tion and warned that future "pur-
ported discoveries of banned weap-
ons" by US investigators "will lack
credibility". Other UN officials have
also referred to the fact that under
Council Resolutions, the lifting of
sanctions is linked to UN certification
that Iraq's weapons of mass destruc-
tion have been destroyed. This, in turn,
is linked to the return of UN weapons
inspectors to Iraq and the broader
debate on whether the UN will play a
significant political role in post war

medicine and potable water. Deadly
epidemics could consequently create
havoc for the population at large. A
refugee crisis across the borders has
been avoided but more than a million
have become internally displaced.
Theyare totally at the mercy of external
aid inflow. Economic meltdown and
further civil unrest are both on the
cards.

The United Nations continues to
suffer from interpretation as to the
denotation and connotation of their

A\l
;/

POST BR

problem is that much more acute and
the world owes it to the Iraqis to find a
solution and that too swiftly.

The next snag that has clouded
post-war reconstruction in Iraq is the
future of its oil. Lawyers, as expected,
have stated that the US does not have
the legal power under international
law to sell Iraq's oil in the absence of a
new UN Resolution from the Security
Council. Itappears that the point s just
not academic. A company buying Iraqi
oil could face lawsuits from people or

to arrive at an amicable method to
redress the deteriorating situation. It
must understood that liberation and
democratic norms cannot be built on
the foundations of starvation and lack
of medical facilities. International law
is meant to protect internationally
acknowledged principles, but the most
important element is the right to life,
and that is something that cannot be
putonhold while jurists debate.

One would have thought the Coali-
tion has already got enough problems
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The opening of another front, and that again a Muslim country, with the open support of Israel, will not win friends in
the Muslim world or in the immediate vicinity. By such action, the US is over-exposing its moderate friends in that
area. The current crisis is far too sensitive for additional aggravation. The only reason for such accusations might be
to put Syria on the defensive. Indirectly, Syria is being warned not to emerge as an opposing factor to any future
'road-map’ for peace in the Middle East.

Iraq.

Investigation in the future might
clarify this aspect. Right now, the Iraqis
stand not guilty of charges of possess-
ing weapons of mass destruction as
claimed by the Coalition. Conse-
quently, the rationale for going to war
isalso missing.

The evolving situation has acquired
special significance after President
Bush's recent speech where he pro-
posed that 'the UN should lift eco-
nomic sanctions' on Iraq, 'now that it
has been liberated'. This US view that
the Iraqi economy should be jump
started is raising the pressure on a
world community where many view
the move to end economic sanctions
imposed in 1991 as a direct challenge
to the Security Council to set aside its
objections to the US-led war. While
many of the Security Council members
agree with the Bush Administration's
call to lift sanctions against Iraq, they
do not want to act quickly because oil,
disarmament and influence in post-
war Iraq are at stake. By reiterating that
the UN should have a 'central' role,
they are reminding the Coalition that
under international law the United
Nations still maintains significant
leverage through sanctions. The UN, it
is being pointed out, controls Iraq's
economy, its trade and its oil income.
This posturing by different parties will
nothelp anyone.

Only one thing is sure. Civilians,
have borne the brunt of the damage.
The bombing, as anticipated, has
destroyed most of Iraq's transporta-
tion networks, water and electricity
grids. A substantial segment of the
population has lost their access to

possible role. Leaders appear to be
splitting hairs as to whether it should
be 'vital' or 'central'. The question of
saving lives is being endlessly debated,
while nothing happens. The possible
role of international relief agencies in
this unfolding drama is also proving to
be complex. In the meantime, ade-
quate succour to the war affected
populationremains distant.

Data from UNICEF and the UNHCR
indicate that more than 7.4 million
Iraqgis required some form of daily
humanitarian assistance after the war.
It is also estimated that nearly 90,000
people need treatment for injuries.
The situation is more serious today
than 1991 as the resilience of the Iraqi
people is that much less because of the
cumulative effect of a decade of sanc-
tions. This has taken its secret toll. The

firms who argue that the new regime in
Baghdad (be it military administration
or a Coalition sponsored Iraqi interim
authority) does not have legal title to
the oil. Courts could then be asked to
halt the sale and tanker-owners might
well find themselves the subject of
litigation.

Such a scenario, uncertain to say
the least, will not ease anxiety over
future oil-for-food sales. This can only
create further problems for the weary,
malnourished Iraqi population, the
majority of whom are now totally
dependent on the meagre resources
generated through this means. It is
imperative that a compromise be
found to avoid thousands of additional
fatalities in the near future. The ego of
being victorious need to be overlooked
and compromises made on both sides
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initshands. Chanting 'Yes to freedom..
Yes to Islam. No to America.... No to
Saddam' hundreds of people already
come out in the streets of urban Iraq
and boldly expressed their views. They
are getting disappointed and worried
about their future. Iraq, as most will
agree is not a failed state. It has
resources and an educated population
who do not agree with Rumsfeld's
interpretation of deterioration in law
and order as 'free people are free to
make mistakes and commit crimes
and do bad things" (referring to wide-
spread looting and violence that hit
Baghdad immediately after the war,
Newsweek, April 21, 2003). Liberty can
never be the reason for irresponsible
behaviour.

Yet, instead of giving full attention
to the issue of infrastructure building
and resolving problems within Iraq,
the Coalitionis creating further anxiety
in the region by accusing Syria. One
finds it difficult to understand the
rationale for making murky waters
more confusing. Top aides to the US
President have suggested that Syria
was 'testing chemical weapons and
harbouring terrorists'. They have
warned that Syria faced economic and
diplomatic sanctions if it allowed
fleeing Iraqis (included in the 'wanted
list' prepared by the Coalition) to cross
into thatcountry.

Syria has already categorically
rejected this accusation as baseless
and provocative. Predictably, Israeli
Prime Minister Sharon has added fuel
to the fire by questioning the ability
and judgement of the Syrian president
and drawn attention to Syria's support
for the Hezbollah (a thorn on the Israeli

side) in Lebanon. Fortunately, the UN
Secretary General has had the courage
this time round to point out that
'statements directed at Syria could
destabilize the Middle East, a region
already heavily affected by the war in
Iraq.

The opening of another front, and
that again a Muslim country, with the
open support of Israel, will not win
friends in the Muslim world or in the
immediate vicinity. By such action, the
US is over-exposing its moderate
friends in that area. The current crisis
is far too sensitive for additional
aggravation. The only reason for such
accusations might be to put Syria on
the defensive. Indirectly, Syria is being
warned not to emerge as an opposing
factor to any future 'road-map' for
peace in the Middle East. Analysts are
predicting that for Syria, in a manner of
speaking, such threats are indirect
harbinger of news that return of occu-
pied Syria territories in the Golan
heights is not in the agenda of the
'road-map'.

It is however heartening to see
Coalition forces in Baghdad and Basra
start joint patrols with Iraqi police
detachments in a bid to restore order
in urban areas hit by looting and
violence. Apparently, this decision for
joint patrolling was taken after a
meeting of US military officials, Iraqi
civilian leaders and representatives of
humanitarian groups operating in
Iraq. This has been an important first
step. The second of course has to be
directed at putting together a stable
prison system. This will be a construc-
tive step. Feelings of security juxta-
posed with drinking water, electricity,
medicines and food will restore confi-
dence. They are ahead in the queue.
Democratic aspirations can only be
nurtured when parents feel confident
enough to send their children to
school.

Similarly, it would be helpful for the
Coalition planners to understand that
their battle for the 'hearts and minds'
will have to be pursued carefully.
Ethnic and sectarian animosity might
be rife in Iraq, but the last forty years
have welded most of them together as
Iraqis, and they might like their new
found freedom but most certainly will
not like an imposed administration or
prolonged occupation.

The Coalition will win their war
both inside Iraq as well as one the
streets in other countries if it can
ensure a secure environment, proper
distribution of humanitarian assis-
tance and the protection of the cultural
heritage and museums of Iraq.

Muhammad Zamir is a former Secretary and
Ambassador.

The ball is in Musharraf's court

KuLDIP NAYAR
writes from New Delhi

OR some time one thing which

has got crystallised is that all

the three points -- New Delhi,
Islamabad and Srinagar -- have to be
tackled to sort out the Kashmir prob-
lem. Prime Minister Atal Behari
Vajpayee seems to have appreciated
this.

When he appointed NN Vohra as an
interlocutor on Kashmir Vajpayee
touched two points, New Delhi and
Srinagar. Vohra may be a lightweight
and New Delhi may not have yet
decided how far it is willing to accom-
modate the aspirations of the Valley
people.

Still Vajpayee has openly indicated
his intention to span the distance
between New Delhi and Srinagar. At
the same time, he has underlined
India's policy: it does not favour touch-
ing the three points simultaneously,
something for which the All-Party
Hurriyat Conference has been pressing
forlong.

Vajpayee has followed the same
policy in trying to normalise relations
with Pakistan. His willingness to have a
dialogue with Islamabad also shows
that he wants to touch only two points
atone time, New Delhi and Islamabad.

This should go home to all those who
want to jumble up India, Pakistan and
Kashmir together.

Vajpayee's initiative is bold and
deserves praise. I wish General Pervez
Mushrraf's response had been quick
and positive because he has been
saying repeatedly that he is ready to
talk to India any time and at any place.
Pakistan Prime Minister Jamali and
Foreign Minister Kasuri have wel-
comed Vajpayee's statement. There is
also a feeling of jubilation in Pakistan
on the possibility of talks. The Muslim
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there is no other way out.

pointing. Vajpayee is being blamed for
putting conditions. All that he has said
is that Pakistan should come clean on
cross-border terrorism. Musharraf has
himself admitted cross-border terror-
ism when he assured Washington that
he was trying to curb infiltration and
dismantle the training centres. The
Lashkar-e-Toiba's response to
Vajpayee's offer for talks is that it has
renewed its vow to continue jehad in
Kashmir and to have "more" suicide-
bomb attacks. How should India
interpret the threat against the offer of

[

with the US. Washington plays a big
role as adonor in Bangladesh. Negotia-
tions between Sri Lanka and the LTTE
have the involvement of America. As
for Pakistan, the less said the better.
There are some 20,000 American
soldiers operating in the name of
"destroying" the remnants of Al-Qaida.

Musharraf just cannot shrug it off
and say that there is no terrorism
across the border. A US Congress
committee has said in its report that
the infiltration went up last year and
looks like increasing this year.

ambassadorship is significant. It looks
as ifhe was not able to prevail upon the
Bush Administration to leave the
region alone. Probably, he differed
from what the US Administration has
planned for India and Pakistan. He
said, "The fight against international
terrorism will not be won unless terror-
ism against India ends permanently."
Islamabad should not consider
Blackwell's exit as an advantage.
President Bush may charge a price
which no self-respecting country can
pay.
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The understanding between India and Pakistan may stop America from carrying out its plans in the region. It may
bring the entire South Asia together for a new identity as South Asians, transcending religions and borders, without
disturbing the sovereignty of individual countries. |1am not too hopeful of such a development in the near future. But

Muttahida Mahaz (MMM), a combina-
tion of six religious parties, has also
hailed Vajpayee's move. The latest
news is that Pakistan is trying to choose
its representative for the talks. My
information is that Abdul Qayum
Khan, leader of the 'Azad Kashmir',
reportedly telephoned Jamali to agree
to the talks even if one of the conditions
put by India were to be to make the LoC
the international border. For Qayum,
Vajpayee had given Pakistan an oppor-
tunity which might not come its way
again. All this is welcome. But it does
not go far enough. Musharrafhas to say
what is in his mind. Ultimately, his
word alone will count because he's
Jamali's boss.

The official reaction is a bit disap-

talks when the Lashkar's headquarters
is in Pakistan and when it operates
from that country?

Pakistan Information Minister
Sheikh Rashid Ahmed is now on a
propaganda trip. He has said that his
government has proof that India is
developing weapons of mass destruc-
tion (WMD). His source of information
is America which has not found WMD
in Iraq even after the war it waged on
that count. Surely, Rashid is not mak-
ing a case for America's intervention in
India.

Evenifhedoes, IndiaisnoIraq.

New Delhi is aware of the fact that
the USis trying to establish its presence
in neighbouring countries. Nepal
recently held joint military exercises

Musharraf's solution of Kashmir is still
a third country's mediation. After
seeing the fate of the UN, where 13 out
of 15 Security Council members
opposed the invasion on Iraq, he
should have been a disillusioned
person. Apparently, heis not.

Musharraf should know that no
country can escape the long arms of
America. He is mistaken if he believes
that President Bush is on his side.
America is only using him. He should
recall his own statement: Pakistan may
be the next after Iraq. Vajpayee said
more or less the same thing when he
warned the third world countries to
learnalesson from the fate of Iraq.

In this context, the resignation of
Robert Blackwell from American

What is increasingly becoming clear
day by day is that normalising relations
between New Delhi and Islamabad is
not on the agenda of the Pakistan
military. Conciliation does not suit it
because it then loses its dominant role
in Pakistan. At present, the real power
is in the hands of the military. It does
not want to lose it. The greater the
hostility with India, the more indis-
pensable it becomes. Wrong noises
against Vajpayee's initiative may only
confirm that those in khaki are a reluc-
tantparty.

The Pakistan President should
reciprocate Vajpayee's offer. To prove
that he really means it, Musharraf
should order the ISI and other special
agencies to stop "interfering" in Kash-

mir and the northeast. The under-
standing between India and Pakistan
may stop America from carrying out its
plans in the region. It may bring the
entire South Asia together for a new
identity as South Asians, transcending
religions and borders, without disturb-
ing the sovereignty of individual
countries. Iam not too hopeful of such
a development in the near future. But
there is no other way out. In the world
of tomorrow, regional combinations,
not the UN, would count. The Euro-
pean Union will gain strength. Why not
SAARC? For this, the nations in the
region will have to show all the resil-
ience and accommodation they can
muster.

Vajpayee had shown the same
courage in touching the two points:
New Delhi and Srinagar. He is cautious.
Vohra is not G Parthasarathi, who was
Mrs Indira Gandhi's emissary. GP was
able to reach an agreement with Sheikh
Abdullah, Kashmir's popular leader.
The Sheikh accepted the say of New
Delhi -- beyond the 1952 agreement
between himself and Nehru -- because
he and GP had confidence in each
other. GP was a bureaucrat in the sense
that he was a top official in the Govern-
ment of India. But he had his own
standing. Too much dependence on
bureaucrats is the Vajpayee govern-
ment's Achilles' heel.

I only hope that if and when the
dialogue between India and Pakistan is
finalised, some top bureaucrat is not
chosen to take over Vajpayee's initia-
tive. All these matters are political. And
they require finesse and a sense of
accommodation which bureaucrats do
nothave, particularlyretired ones.

Kuldip Nayaris an eminent Indian columnist.
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Arabicneonsign

Airports are not bus stops and railway
stations where passengers may have to
locate the place, to get in or come out,
by looking at the name of the stations.
The neon signs at ZIA other than
Bangla, both in Arabic and English
mustberemoved.

What we Bangladeshis have to do
with Arabic? Whom the government is
trying to fool?

In this connection, I refer to the
letter of Mr.AW. Khan and Mr.
Nazmul Karim (April 23) on the neon
sign at ZIA. Both the letters are quite
appealing. Mr. Khan substituted his
arguments by pure logic and genuine

reasons and Mr. Karim, in his unique
exquisite letter, without providing any
discreet analysis to justify his sugges-
tion, has very distinctly expressed his
thoughts.

Iardently support the views of both
Mr. Khan and Mr. Karim.
RubayaNaheed
New Jersey, USA

* %k 3k

This is in reference to the letters of
April 23.

It seems that the Government is more
than happy to flash the neon sign in
Arabic atop the airport building which
is not necessary at all. May be an
Arabian tourist (who can read and

write Arabic only) passing by be
tempted to visit Bangladesh after
noticing the sign!

Some of the writers have defined
Bangladesh as a Muslim country. Fair
enough, considering the number of
Muslim population. But, in the consti-
tution it is pointed as a "secular state".

OramIwrong?
J.Taher
Banani, Dhaka

* %k %k

Now we see the disputation over
flashing Arabic neon sign in ZIA is on
its way like everything else that very
often takes place in my country. So, it's
not be wondered at as we're already

habituated with such anature of us.

ZIA is an international airport and
has got to have signs flashing in Inter-
national Languages. And Arabic, being
one of the UN languages, also learnt by
majority people here, deserves to flash
from ZIA. Some fear lest we be treated
as fundamentalist. I just wonder why
they treat it as a religious issue (as it
wouldn't have been if the sign were in
French or Spanish). Some sarcastically
argue to hang an Urdu sign beside the
other three. I still fail to perceive how
Arabicberelevant to Urdu, for they are
languages from different regions and
spoken by different people.

I am a new generation kid, beside

Bengali and English, I can also read
Arabic. I don't find anything wrong
with the new flashing sign. So, is there
anything wrong with me and am I
being fundamentalist? Please teach

mehowtobesecular.
Khan ImtiazAhmad
Dhanmondi, Dhaka

* %k ok

All those who are writing on the sub-
jectare dealing with half-truths.

Zia international airport also has
two other neon sign written in English
and Bangla.

Arabic is neither the official or
spoken language of Bangladesh, but is
our other language as a Muslim. And

we prefer Arabic not because the Arabs
speak the language but because we say
our daily prayers five times a day in
'Arabic’

FM

Chittagong

Boycott American and
British products

The American and British troops
without any UN mandate invaded a
sovereign country Iraq and occupied it
by force. Just because of their military
power they did not pay any heed to the
worldwide protest against this illegal
action. This action is not only illegal
but also unjust, immoral and against

the very charter of UN of which they
were the foundingmembers.

We as peace loving citizens of
Bangladesh should atleast protest this
occupation of Iraq by boycotting the
American and British products manu-
factured in Bangladesh.
We have done this before by boycott-
ing Pakistani products during our War
of Liberation in 1971. Why can't we do
itnow?

Mohammad Sohail
Dhaka

Iraq destruction

Much have been told about the unjust
and illegal attack on Iraq and the
destruction committed by the allied

forces of Bush and Blair. Even in the
USA and Britain, people as a whole
protested against the aggression on
the helpless people of Iraq, the distin-
guished Parliamentarians of the
House of Commons protested and the
Ministers resigned, but nothing could
stop Bush from invadingIraq!

Now there is nothing left in Iraq,
thousand years civilisation have been
totally demolished. But whatled Bush-
Blair to destroy the thousand years old
civilisation and looting all the wealth
and golden treasures of an independ-
ent sovereign Iraq? Peer-zada Syed
Rofiqul Hussain
Gulshan, Dhaka
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