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All roads led to the Turag
Spread the message of understanding

Y HE bank on the river Turag was yet again, like the last

- forty-one years, filled with almost two million devotees,

alarge number ofwhomwere from overseas, to partici-

e-day annual congregation, the second largest
afterthe Hajj known as the Biswa Ejtema.

Weare happy to note the very good arrangements made
to host the devotees for the three-day congregation,
although the security arrangements were more pro-
nounced than any time before. That was only to be
expected, given the state of security in Bangladesh since
the last Ejtema, The organisers must be commended for
their successful handling of the event, which could be a

esidesthe more than two million people who spent three
days at the site, many more that number congregated from
all parts of the country to the Ejtema to participate in the
Akheri Munajat, on the final day ofthe Ejtema.
The congtedgation epitomises the bond of the Ummah
5national boundaries. And whilewe seek the
blessings of the Almighty for the Ummah we must include
in our prayers the vast multitude that are deprived, uncared
forand neglected, cutting across social and religious divide.
If anything, it is the deficit of understanding between reli-
gion and culture that is hampering attainment of peace

‘We understand that several groups of the Tablig Jamaat
will set out for various parts of the world conveying the
message of Islam. It is our hope, and indeed that we feel
should predominate the thoughts of those that make up
these groups, that they would attempt to remove the wrong
image of Islam which many, particularly in the West, have of
the religion, a religion that emphasises entirely on the need
forbrotherhiood, harmenyand understanding.

There is the great need today for spreading the message of
brotherhood, harmony and understanding at the national
level and beyond to the greater world. Sinking of differences
between races and religions is of utmost importance and we
beseech the leaders at all levels to keep this ehinobling
thought uppermost in theirstrivingsforabetter world.
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Right to information in Bangladesh

M
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The right to information is a cardinal pherﬁ:\menon to good governance and the whole
mechanism of governance in the country has been vitiated owing to lack of it. The
Public Expenditure Review Commission (RERC) headed by M. Hafizuddin Khan detected
hundreds of irregularities in public expenditure and waste of funds. The PERC also
categorically reported that the parliamentary standing committees failed to ensure
accountability and transparency in public expenditure and to remove corruption from
the state organs. Absence of accountability and transparency coupled with ever
increasing corruption in most of the government departments is no doubt the conse-
quence of lack of right to information.

the spirit of democracy and
the right to information is
considered as a fundamental
human right everywhere in the
world, But like many other
fundamental human rights, such
as right to food, shelter, clothes,
medicare and education, the right
toinformation is also faced with an
identical fate of non-realization in
Bangladesh. An effective access (o
information has the potential to
empower people to engage
themselves more meaningfully in
the democratic process with aview
to increase transparency and
accountability in the mechanism
of governance and also to reduce
corruption.
The right to information became

I NEORMATION i3 power, and

a fundamental human right with
passing of a law known as the
"Freedom of Information Act” by
the US Congress in 1966. At present
more than 50 developed countries
in the world have freedom of infor-
mation laws. Britaln was first prom-
ised in 1974 by the then Labour
government forenactinga freadom
ofinformation law, butittookmore
than a quarter of a century to reach
the statute book and a further four
years to come [ully into force In
2005,

Most of the central government
departments in Britain are now
well geared up, with a mass of easily
accessible information already on
their websites. Under the freedom
of information act, anyone, of any
nationality, living anywhere in the
world, will be able to request for
information held by more than one
hundred thousand public authori-
ties and other designated non-
governmental organisations in
Britdin, and expect an answer
within 20 working days, usually
freeofcharge.

There are, of course, exemp-
tions. Anything relating to national
security, most personal data, court
records, information subject to
parliamentary or legal privilege, or
information likely to prejudice the
effective conduct of public affairs,

is subject to an "absolute” exemp-
tion which cannot be overrideden.
The Independent Information
Commission set up by the act, has
made it clears that aggrieved mem-
bers of the public can seek enforce-
ment of their "right to know" only
throughit.

The civil right groups are never-
theless worried at the right of min-
isterial veto included in the acr,
which could be used to block any
information deemed too politically
embarrassing or sensitive to any
government. It may be mentioned
here that in New Zealand, on
whose freedom of information
legislation Britain's act is closely
modeled, the ministerial veto has
not been used once in the last 17
years since the present system was
brought into force. After January 1,
2005, it has become a criminal
offence in Britain to destroy data
for which a valid request has been
made under the act. Tony Blair, the
British Prime Minister has
described the Freedom of
Information Act as one of the last-
ing achievements of his govern-
ment, \

In Bangladesh, where demo-
cratic governments have been in
power since 1991, there are some
laws in force that are antithetic to

the right of access to information.
The Official Secrets Act (1923), the
Evidence Act (1872), Penal Code,
the Code of Criminal Procedure
{1960), and the Rules of Business
(1996), are such restricting laws

that are being Imposed by the

governments to curtail people's
fights of access fo information.
Article 19 of the Government
Servants Conduct Rules, 1979 says:
"A gavernment servant shall not,
unless generally or specially
empowered by the government in
this behalf, disclose directly or
indirectly to government servants
belonging to other Ministries,
Divisions or Departments, or to
nan-official persansor to the Press,
the contents of any official docu-
ment or communicate any infor-
mation which has come into his
possession in the course of his
official duties, or has been pre-
pared or collected by him in the
course of those duties, whether
from official sources or otherwise.”

Despite an abundance of advo-
cacy and citizen groups in
Bangladesh, the lack of right to
access fo information has con-
signed the country and its people
to an abject obscurity about the
povernment functionaries. The
proposed Right to Information Act,
drafted by the Bangladesh Law
Commission in 2002, is now lying
with the Ministry of Information
forscrutiny. The main featureoithe
proposed act is that government
functionaries are compelled to
supply information to the people
enjoying this statutory right. But
the loophole remains that the act
has been made applicable subject
to certain provisions of the Official
Secrets Act.

The most important lesson we
¢an learn from India while passing

a right to information act. Indian
parliament passed the Freedom of
Information Act in 2002 which
came into force in January 2003,
But the civil society in India
rejected the act terming it "paper
tiger" for its weak provisions and
not providing the scope of appeal
by the aggrieved pefson who is
denied access to information. The
members of the civil society, under
the banner of "National Campaign
for People's Right to Information”
is now struggling hard in demand
of 4 strong act ta be known as the
“Right to Information Act” instead
of the existing "Freedom of
Information Act.”

A dialogue titled "Role of
Lawmakers in Ensuring Right to
Information for All" was organized
jointly by All-Party Parliamentary
Group on Bangladesh
Development Forum, WTO, and
Manusher Janno (an NGO), in
October. Both ruling and opposi-
tion lawmakers, legal experts and
civil society leaders attending the
dialogue agreed to ensure free flow
of information by repealing the
laws thar hinder people’s right to
information. Saying corruption
resuilted from concealing nforma-
tion, they demanded that the
annual reports of all the ministries
should be made public.

On the gther hand, the ministers
and some of the ruling BNP law-
makers launched an abhorrent
attack on the country's media in
parliament on November 22,
accusing it of tarnishing the gov-
ernment's image by publishing
what they called "fake news" and
also demanded for enactment of
tough laws o punish journalisis.
The President, Prime Minister and
Information Minister also
expressed theirintention to amenc

the provisions of the Préss Couneil
Act regarding the power o wairn,
admonish, and censuretopress. .

The right to information is a
cardinal phenomenon to goad
governance and the whole mecha-
nism of governance in the country
has been vitiated owingto lack ofir.
The Public Expenditure Review
Commission (RERC) headed hy M.
Hafizuddin Khan detécted hun-
dreds of irregularities in pubtic
expenditure and waste of funds.
The PERC also categorically
reported that the parliamentiry
standing committees failed o
ensure accountability and trans-
parency in public expenditure and
to remove corruption from the
state organs. Absence of account-
ability and transparency coupled
with ever increasing corruption in
most of the government depart-
ments is no doubt the conse-
quence of lack of right to informa-
tion.

Access to information is a vital
factor for achieving the goals of
good governance, which promote
transparency and public account-
abilityinthe working of government
functionaries. Information is a
publie resource in the hand of the'
government and the government is
to share it with the citizens to the
best advantage of the sociery. We
sincerely hope that our parliament
will ponder over the issug of right to
information and enact full-fedged
laws to ensure peoplé's right to
informarion which will eventually
lead ro good governance and give
the democracy a real spirit. The
media and the conscious people of
the country should alse come for-
ward to meet their moral obligation
for people’srightioinformation.

ANM Nurul Haque s a columnfstof The Dally Star:
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The tell-tale superabundance
of OSDs

Bringing the administration to greater harm

N recent times, there has been a large-scale promotion of
government officials, not to any physically available
vacancies but to mere designations, albeit with higher
salary bill implications. These elevations have been mostly to
the ranks of deputy secretary, joint secretary and, in some
instances, to the post of secretary. Ironically, many of these
promotions were effectuated without taking into consider-
ation the existence of real vacancies. And, whether there were
potential vacancies against such promotions is also perhaps

Congress still groping for strategy

\le

The Congress has failed to democratise itseH. It's still praying for manna from heaven
-« through the charisma of the Nehru-Gandhi dynasty. But it should know: dynasties are
no substitute for radical policy reform or for strategy.

The promised "tryst with des-

opentoquestion.

rankofdeputysecretary.

agtion.

Asa result, we have the wholelot of new officers on special
duty (OSDs) inflating the number of the pre-existing ones
which Wis big as it is. Just consider this: the seniof assistant
secretaries on promotion as deputy secretaries have alone
raised the total number of OSDs, in that particular category,
to 463, It is a well-known fact that OSDs in general are in a
class that are put away from the mainstream operations of
the administration and all too suddenly become a forgotten
buneh. These officials, traditionally, have no specified duties
and often stay in that state for months, which may even
streteh into a year or so, unless someone would be extremely
lucky to be posed out any sooner, They merely register their
‘attendance’ in respective ministries or departments repre-
senting thereby a reservoir of idle salaried manpower. Just
consider this as well: 87 senior assistant secretaries who were
recently transferred to the district-level administration, as
additional deputy commissioners (ADCs), even after their
promotion, will have to work in their present position for at
least a year. This means that the DCs and the ADCs, for all
practical purposes, will simultaneously hold the equivalent

Suech massive promotions in haste, with a sizeable seg-
ment of trained and experienced officials being pushed to
the margins, particularly at this fag end of the current
administration, with the national elections near at hand,
also raise questions about the motivation behind such an

Over the years with the gradual retirement of our erst-
while civil servants in the CSP and EPCS cadres, there is no
denying the fact, that our civil service has been consider-
ably weakened. We should, therefore, desist from any
action that further weakens the bureaucracy.

 PramiBowM
- writes from New Delni

seemed ready to re-enact the

script originally written for
Rajiv Gandhi's succession in 1983,
Mr Rahul Gandhi decided not to
accept a position in the party lead-
ership. He rejected pressures from
sycophants clamouring for his
elevation to the Congress Working
Committee, while glorifying him as
the "symbol of youth" and "light of
the future,"

It's hard to sayif his decision was
driven by humility - "I'm still
learning"” -- or a shrewd attempt (o
convertinexperienceinto virtue.

Regardless of the motive, the
decision is welcome. Mr Gandhi's
entry into the CWC would have
fanned disgusting hero-worship

IUST when the Congress

and roadyism and strengthened
the self-delusion that the party is
now readyto rule Indiaonitsown.

v The Congress spoke (in two

voices in Hyderabad, It pledged to
continue status quoist economic
policies and "aggressively con-
front" the Left,

On the other hand,
Congressmen projected thelr party
as Left-leaning. Information
Minister Priya Ranjan Dasmunsi
described Congress as “India's
greatest Left party." Another fune-
tionary pralsed Ms Gandhi as an
"exrreme Left leader." Kerala's
Vayalar Ravi called her theleader of
"all the poor countries of the
world!"

The Cangress, which attributed
its 2004 victory to its allies, now
reads the riot act to them, It
reminded them of "collective
responsibility” and warned them
against "crossing the limits of
constructive criticism,” thus weak-
ening the United Progressive
Alliance's "credibility."

This dual-faced approach high-
lights the Congress's fundamental
confusion about self-identity and
reveals the yawning gap between
its ambition to free itself of coali-
tion constraints, and its limited
base and popularity.

tiny" remains justa fond hope.

In Hyderabad, the party only
had to look next door to compre-
hend its own hypocrisy. In
Karnataka, its ruling alliance with
the Janata Dal (Secular) was
plunged [nto deep crisls primarily
because the Congress allied with
the ID(S) dissident §.
Siddaramaiah. Matters got further
muddled with Mr Deve Gowda's
son Kumaraswamy defecting dnd
joininghands with the BJE.

Irrespective of whether the
Congress-JD (5) government Sur-
vives the confidence vote, the
blame for the Karnataka erisis lies
mainly with the Congress. It is the
party's venality and greed for
power, coupled with lack of tactical
sense, that destabilised the
Dharam Singh government with-
out strengthening its own power
chances.

Similarly, in Bihar, the Congress
and allies snatched defeat from the
jaws of victory by preventing Mr
Nitish Kumar from forming 4 gov-
ernment last February. The latest
Supreme Court judgment strongly
indicts Governor Buta Singh for
this. Had he not thwarted Mr
Kumar, & fresh election wouldn't
have been necessary, which the

Congress-RID alliance lost.

Unless the Congress internalises
lessons from such tragicomedies,
its claim to be "destined" to return
to power will sound laughable,

The Congress must also recon-
cile its president's appeal for aus-
terity and selfless service, with its
own lack of probity. This stands
highlighted by the government's
decision to let Mr "Ottavio
Quattrocchi take money out of his
London accounts without being
cleared in the Boforsinvestigation.

The Congress has developed
considerable smugness on [58ues
of policy -- just when a change of
direction is called for. But its
Hyderabad resolutions reflect
complacency.

The two resolutions on eco-
nomic issues fail Lo recognise the
magnitude of widespread unem-
ployment or agrarian distress,
From Andhra Pradesh to
Maharashtra to Punjab, farmers are
finding agriculture unremunera-
tive, and the burden of debt erush-
ing.

In Punjab, they are leasing out
land under "contract farming” or
experimenting (unsuccessfully]
with non-food crops -- thus suffer-
ingalossofincome,

Many Maharashtra villages have
put themselves up for "sale." In
some, farmers have decided to sell
their kidneys. Hundreds have
committed suicide. In Andhra, the
spate of farm suicides (now
exceeding 5,000) hasn't abafed

after the Congress-TRS came (o
power.

In such a simuation, it's not
enough to demand that food subsi-
dies to the poor not be cut. Noris it
enoughto launch "Bharat Nirman"
with its marginally increased allo-
cations to irrigation and drinking
water.

"Bharat Nirman" seeks to
financeroads, power and telecom-
munications through so-called
"private-public partnerships,” This
lets the state off the hook of its
responsibility and imposes heavy
talls and user-charges upon public
services.

On foreign policy and security,
the Congress is mealy-mouthed or
disingenuous. It says India's rela-
tions with the United States are
based on reciprocity and transpar-
ency. This is nonsense. Indo-US
reldtions are profoundlyunequal.

Recent unecqual agreements
between the two, including the July
nuclear deal, demand that India
chart an indepdndent trajectory.
This has become imperative after
US ambassador David Mulford's
latest "vote against Iran, or else.,."
bullying.

The Congress piously hopes the
impasse over Iran would be
resplved through a "mutually
acceptable solution." This is
unlikely. So keen are the Western
powers to drag lran before the
Security Council that they don't
want a "mutually acceptable”
solution.

India could again come undes
pressure to vote against [ran at the
International Atomic Energy
Agency. And itwill suceumb.

So long as the UPA persists with
its pro-Western foreign policy,
India will be condemned to tail the'
US on all critical issues of the day:
whether Iran, Iraq and Palesting, or
terrorism, human Fights ra%uh
climate-chahge. ke .

There's an unfortunate parallel
between now and the Congress's
1983-85 leadership suecession.
Then, Rajiv Gandhi talked of taking
[ndialnto the 215t centiry, Taday, the
Congress talks of making India an
"economicsuperpower” throughthe
{neo-liberal) "reform process.”

Rajiv Gandhi's dream remained
just that. Similarly,
superpowerhood will mean noth-
ing while hundreds of millions of
Indianslack assured acceds to foad,
drinking water, healtheare and
education. 4

Coupledtothis polieydisconinect
is the Congress's strategy disean-
nect, The party lacks programeatic
clarity. It has no discernible ap}aeal
for the poor. It has na glue abol
mobilising political suppott.

The Congress has failed to
democratise itself, [t's stll praying
for manna from heavett --throtgh
the charisma of the Nehru-Ganedhi
dynasty. Butitshould kngwe dyris
ties are no substitute for radica
policy reform or for strategy.

il
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Praful Bidwaiis an eminent Indian ﬁ:lh.lmst.

The mystery behind the West's climb down on Iran

President Bush has already bandd ran as one

of the "aui of evil." The ne-cnns,

who find Iran to be the only impediment to their gaining supremacy over the entire
region from Moracco to Indonesia, compiled numerous allegations against the country.
They include Iran's opposition to the Israeli-Palestinian peace process, aiding Hamas
and Islamic¢ Jihad in occupied West Bank, a nexus with Lebanon’s Hizbollah, and of
course, interferencein Iraq's internal politics. '

VEN if the Americans were
hounded ot of [ran in the
aftermath of ts 1979 revolu-
tion, they seldom abandoned the
hope of regaining influence in the
country that was once ohe of the
vital pillars of US security in the
Gulf, They blew hotand cold to win
backthelroldally, butto noavail.
The continuing US interest in
the cotiitry Stems fron the latter's
abundant oil wealth and its strate-
(gie location -‘ having command

over the vast swathe of oil and gas
fields and their supply routes.
However, much of the US hopes
were dashed with the coming of a
hard-line president in Iran. That
has again brought Mr. Bush on the
warpath with regard to[ran.

President Bush has already
branded Iran as one of the "axis of
evil." The neo-cons, who find Iran
to be the only impediment to their
galning supremacy over the entire
region from Morocco to Indonesia,
gompiled numerous allegations
against the country. They include
Iran's opposition to the Israeli-
Palestinian peace process, aiding
Hamas and Islamic Jihad in occu-
pied West Bank, a nexus with
Lebanen's Hizbollah, and of
course, interference in [raq's
internal politics.

But the most potent excuse they
have in their hand, is Iran's asser-
tion of going ahead with its
“peacefiil” nuclear program. Iran
has, in the meantime, angered the
West as well as the international

i

community by calling the restric-
tion on Iran's uranium enrich-
ment program “nuclear apart-
heid," It also inadvertently made
the provocative statement of
"wiping Israel off the map" and
called the sensitive Nazi
Holocaust a "myth" -~ thus pro-
viding excuse for hostility from
various quarters.

The American had already been
beating the war drum with regard
to Iran which was brought to a
crescendo in the run up to the
crucial IAEA board of governors
meeting on November 24 in
Vienna, The Bush administration
has pulled out all the stops in its
efforts to cajole; bully, and scare
the world into believing that Iranis
on the very brink of acquiring
nielearweapons capability

Last September the EU troika
sutcekded in convineing the IAEA
Board of gavernots to declare that
Iran was in non-compliaince with
the Nuclear Non-Proliferation
Treary. But it stopped just short of

referring Tehran to the UNSC, the
next logical step. Backed obviously
by the US, the EU-3 restarted talks
that had precipitately been termi-
nated by the BU-3 itself four
months ago. The fresh negotiation
to be resumed without precondi-
tion from either side will start any
time soon.

The November 24 [AEA meeting
was designed to effect a consen-
sus to put Iran in the dock of the
UNSC for possible sanctions
including an oil embargo. To
make the resolution sufficiently
propitious, a flurry of diplomatic
campaigns were launched.
However, @ sudden turn dround
on the part of President Bush, who
seems to have somewhat relented
on the Iran issue, has taken many
by surprise.

It will no doubt allow a reprieve
to [ran which has been contently
living under the threat of
Damocles' Sword falling on it at
any time. There has been a certain
climb down also on the part of
western capitals who however
always favoured a negotiated
settlement of the issue, But what
has led to this refreshing change of
mind is still a puzzle, although
speculationabounds.

The discerning observers of the
Guifaffair seeitinalight thatagain
highlights the geo-politics of the
region splashed with the world's
most sought after strategic com-

Much ofthe US hopes were dashed with the coming of a hard-lina president n [ran.

modity. The countries, be they big
or small, but dependent on oil
impotts, are incredsingly reluctant
to antagonise those endowed with

vil

EU-3 did realise that the UN
sanctions ineluding an émbargd
were the only effective Wis (9
plinish & non-tompliant frai. But
it alse kiew that the step wolld
nevitably ihcrease the ofl piite
ald darmage the westerm eEonotiy.

[}

Therefore in punishing Iran, the
Westwill be equally punished.
There could have beert another
secondary fdctor behind the
climb-down. And that wds the
chatige In rotating membetship bf
d5-strokg IABA board of govermors
afid Indlia's pdsition on the isste.
The pro-westerh countries that
voted with the EU-3 and the US it
September have since bBeen
meplaced by Belarus, Cuba, afd

Syria -- allofthen anti-West.

Also [ndia, which had voted for
the EU-3 resolution in September,
to ralse the "yes" tally to 22, was
expected to abstain on any fresh
dnt-Itan resolution -- thus redue-
irig the pro-western total to 4 bate
majority ©of 18 -- not a stiong
fotion for sanction by UNSC.

There dre reéasons [or India
behdving differently this time.
Thete 1s alreddy a franian propdsal

for $22 billion worth supply of
Iranian natural gas to India for the
next quarter century. Between now
and 2025 the import of hydrocar-
bon energy required by a fast
industrialising India will substan-
tially rise. Along with Indig,
another fast industrialising colin-
try China also has joined the
scramble for energy, thus reshap-
ing the global geo-politics in
favour ofthe oil-rich countries.

Briq | rald) Hafizis formar DG of BIISS,



