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Development held hos-

Hartal and confrontation taking

SIAN Development Bank (ADB) chief Hua Du
states the obvious when she says that
Bangladesh's economy has been adversely
affected by the recurring political conflicts. But she speaks
with an insight of someone who has seen firsthand how an
increasing political confrontation between the BNP and AL
is hindering the prospect for faster national growth in

Just imagine how much more Bangladesh would have
grown had the standoff between the two major political
parties not escalated over the last decade. There is no
quantification as to how much loss in terms of probable
GDP growth we have incurred due to political confrontation
and strikes, but if two percent of the GDP growth has been
undercut by corruption, then the loss on account of political
unrest might have been even greater. Only if we could curb
corruption to a reasonable extent and eschewed the path
of political confrontation our growth rate would have
favourably compared with that of fast growing India and

It is with trepidation that we watch the political situation
becoming extremely ballistic and volatile centring around
the upcoming election. AL's countrywide blockade
programme ended yesterday by constricting supply of
commodities to various markets. Today's dawn-to-dusk
hartal will extract crores of taka in terms of economic
losses, let alone its psychological and social costs of varied

People are genuinely apprehensive about how much
worse the state of political confrontation could get during
the five weeks left to the caretaker government takeover.
The way things are unfolding, trepidation cannot also be
shrugged off regarding the fate of the interim caretaker
rule. AL has already made clear its intention for an unre-
lenting movement should Justice KM Hasan become chief
adviser to the caretaker government.

In such a speculative and highly volatile political sce-
nario, itis the economy that gets the hardest hit.

In this context, MK Anwar's statement that BNP is ready
to invite the AL officially to a secretary-general level talk if
the opposition is willing to have it, deserves to be pursued.

Mass arrests,

Against law and human rights

HE report that majority of the mass arrest victims

have not been granted bail obviously does little to

assuage the hard feelings of their family members
and all concerned citizens. While the legal basis of the
mass arrests has come under a barrage of questions, itis
doubly regrettable that many of those arrested before the
opposition grand rally in the city have been implicated in
old cases to preventtheir getting bail.

This is antithetical to rule of law, human rights and all
norms of democracy. In our context
harassed by the police on this or that pretext. In this partic-
ular case, the preemptive action of the police was clearly
aimed at foiling the opposition rally. But the problem is that
they have also picked up unsuspecting passers-by who
were not even remotely connected with politics.

Such operations create a sense of insecurity in the
minds of people whatever the government authority might
like to say in support of its draconian measure. The consti-
tutional rights of citizens get lost
repression replace the due process of law.

The victims are made to suffer inhuman conditions of
living as their relatives move from pillar to post to find them
out and get them released. The ordeal of the victims is
further compounded when police are apt to ask for bribe to
set them free. This can create insurmountable problems
forthe poor arrestees and their families. Itis a glaring exam-
ple of what can happen when police are given the licence to

no bail

people are being

when intimidation and

So the ruling party's scheme of using the police for
purely political purposes is not only undemocratic but also
helping the policemen to indulge in corrupt practices. We
do not perhaps need a better example of how making politi-
cal use of the police can set off chain reactions, all very
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Final session of 8th parliament: Need for extending time
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M ABDUL LATIF MONDAL

T HE 8th parliament of
Bangladesh went into its
23rd and final session on
10 September with lawmakers of
the main opposition AL staying
away from the opening day's
sitting. The AL lawmakers
attended the sitting on 12
September, and have continued to
do so. The business advisory
committee (BAC) which met with-
out the representatives of the main
opposition AL on the opening day
of the session, under the chair-
manship of the speaker, decided
to run the session for 14 days i. e.
up to 27 September. The speaker
is, however, reported to have said
that that the 14-day time frame
could be extended, if necessary.
The famous saying goes: "All's
well that ends well." Although the
current parliament, like all other
parliaments in the nineties,
remained mostly dysfunctional due
to boycott of the sessions/ sittings by
the main opposition party lawmak-
ers, the people's expectations from
the final session of the current parlia-
ment run high. To be specific, the
people hope that this final session
will enable the two major political
parties -- the ruling BNP and the
main opposition AL -- to arrive at a
consensus on the burning issues
that have created a political impasse
and put the nascent democracy at
stake. People hope that the ruling
BNP- led alliance will take steps for
enactment of some laws of public
interest, promised by the ruling BNP-
led alliance, in this final session.
Prime minister and leader of the
house, Begum Khaleda Zia, and
leader of the opposition in the
house, Sheikh Hasina, are on
record as saying, more than once,
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Although the current parliament, like all other parliaments in the nineties, remained
mostly dysfunctional due to boycott of the sessions/ sittings by the main opposition
party lawmakers, the people's expectations from the final session of the current
parliament run high. The final session may continue up to the third week of October to

attain the objectives.

that parliament should be the
centre for all activities of national
importance.

An attempt has been made
below to briefly discuss the afore-
said issues of national impor-
tance, and it is expected to con-
vince the BAC to extend the time
of the final session of the 8th
parliament.

After carefully examining the
AL-led 14 party proposals of 22
November, 2005, for reformation
of the caretaker system of gov-
ernment (CTG), the election
commission (EC) and the elec-
toral laws, the ruling BNP agreed
to discuss these issues in a com-
mittee. Accordingly, Prime
Minister Begum Khaleda Zia, in
her address to parliament on
February 28, proposed formation
of a committee, comprising of
members of the BNP and the AL,
to discuss the aforesaid propos-
als and devise a fair system to
ensure holding of free and fair
elections. But the BNP compli-
cated the issue by including two
Jamaat-e-Islami and 10J mem-
bers, the junior partners in the
BNP-led alliance, fully knowing
that those two would not be
acceptable to the AL. In May, the
AL objected in writing to those
two names. The BNP has not
replied to this letter in the last four
months. During the last two
months or so, the prime minister
and other high-ups of her party, in
their speeches in public meetings
and interviews with the media,
ruled out the necessity for dis-
cussing the AL-led coalition
proposals for reformation of the
CTG, the EC and the electoral
laws.

In a sudden development, the

prime minister, during her address
to a public meeting in the district
of Brahmanbaria on 14
September, called for a dialogue
between the secretaries-general
of the BNP and the AL to break the
stand-off. This was an apparent
departure from her recent uncom-
promising stance on the opposi-
tion demand for reforms. But the
prime minister returned to her
previous hard line when she, in
response to opposition demand
for a written proposal, declared at
Moulvibazar on 16 September that
the next general election would be
held under a CTG according to the
constitution, and they (BNP) were
least bothered whether anyone
accepted it or not. Yet in another
development,minister for agricul-
ture and a member of the inner
cabinet, MK Anwar disclosed in a
discussion meeting on 'Face-to-
Face: Woman Journalists' in the
capital on September 19 that BNP
would officially invite the AL if the
latter agreed to the secretaries
general level meeting, for talks on
reform proposals. Mention may be
made that the AL has not rejected
as yet the secretaries general
level dialogue; rather the AL has
asked for a formal proposal. Some
political observers are of the
opinion that the prime minister
made the secretary-general level
dialogue offer under immense
international pressure. They are,
however, still hopeful of a dia-
logue, either at secretary-general
level or bipartisan committee
level. The people's perception is
that both Begum Khaleda Zia and
Sheikh Hasina will ultimately
realize that no party is all-
powerful, and thatthe BNP and the
AL will seize upon the last, and

possibly the only one, chance
available in the final session to
iron out differences over the
issues of the CTG and the EC.

The secretary-general level
dialogue may not bring the desired
results. Firstly, the BNP secretary
general and local government,
rural development and co-
operatives minister, Abdul
Mannan Bhuiyan, has fallen sick
and beens flown to Singapore for
treatment of his ailing heart. In that
case it may not be possible to start
the secretary-general level dia-
logue before October. Secondly,
the health condition of the BNP
secretary general may not permit
him to sustain the tension of such
atough dialogue. Thirdly, one - to -
one dialogue may not be an appro-
priate forum to find out ways and
means to solve the intricate issues
involved in the dialogue. Fourthly,
in case one - to - one dialogue
fails, little or no time will be left for
bipartisan committee level dia-
logue proposed earlier by the
prime minister in her address to
parliamenton February 28.

Under the above mentioned
circumstances, the dialogue at the
level of the bipartisan committee
comprising of members of the
ruling BNP and the main opposi-
tion AL appears to be a better
alternative.

Anyway, whether it is one-to-
one man dialogue or bipartisan
committee level dialogue, the
results of the dialogue have to be
placed before the house. If there is
a consensus on the reform pro-
posals amendments to the consti-
tution will be necessary. In case of
reforms in the electoral laws,
amendments will be necessary in
the Representation of the People

Order (RPO), 1972.

The amendments to the rele-
vant provisions of the constitution,
and amendments to the RPO,
involve a lengthy process. The
draft bills of the amendments will
have to be approved by the cabi-
net for placement in the house.
The bills will have to be scrutinized
by the relevant standing commit-
tee(s) in parliament for their pas-
sage in the house. Bills passed by
parliament have to be presented
to the president for his assent. The
constitution empowers the presi-
dent to withhold his assent for 15
days, or return a bill to parliament
with a message requesting that
the bill, or any particular provi-
sions thereof, may be reconsid-
ered. If a bill so returned by the
president is again passed by
parliament, with or without amend-
ments, the president shall assent
to the bill when it is presented to
him.

The above process has been
briefly mentioned only to suggest
that if there is @ minimum under-
standing, at the secretary-general
level or bipartisan committee level
dialogue, implementation thereof
may not be possible within the
given timeframe for the final ses-
sion of this parliament. So, there is
need for extension of time of the
on-going final session.

During the last four years or so,
the ministers concerned have
gone on record assuring enact-
ment of certain laws of public
interest. Specific mention may be
made about (a) enactment of
consumer protection law; (b)
enactment of a new law replacing
the existing natural water bodies
protection law; (c) enactment of
law for right to information; and (d)
enactment of law on contempt of
court.

The proposed consumer pro-
tection law aims at protecting the
rights and interests of the consum-
ers. Available information sug-
gests that the draft of the proposed
consumer protection law was
approved in principle by the cabi-
net in September, 2004. But since
then, nothing is known about the
fate of the proposed law.

The proposed natural water
bodies protection law is to replace

the existing natural water bodies
law-2000, which has its applica-
tion only on the water bodies of the
cities, divisional and district towns
and municipalities. The proposed
new law will have its application all
over the country. It has recom-
mended some strong protective
measures, and prescribed harsh
punishment for violation of any
provision.

There are reports that vested
interest groups are actively trying
to block the passage of the above
two laws. The government must
not succumb to their pressure,
and must pass these two laws
during this final session.

The contempt of court bill was
expected to be passed in the last
budget session. The chairman of
the relevant standing committee
in parliament then said that the
members of the committe
showed great interest in the bill,
and they were taking some time
to arrive at a consensus so that
the bill could be passed unani-
mously. The contempt of court bill
clearly defines which acts consti-
tute contempt, and which ones do
not. The bill is also media-
friendly.

Available information reveals
that the draft of right to informa-
tion bill, prepared by the law
ministry on the basis of the draft
furnished by the law commis-
sion, is gathering dust at the
information ministry which will
deal the passage of the law in
the house. The passage of right
to information law will, inter alia ,
help combat unbridled corrup-
tion in public offices of the coun-
try, and thereby help remove the
stigma as the most corrupt
nation in the world.

In view of what has been stated
above, there is need for exten-
sion of time of the final session of
the 8th parliament. The final
session may continue up to the
third week of October to attain the
stated objectives. That will still
leave a week for parliament to
exist.

M. Abdul Latif Mondal is a former Secretary to the
Government

Good, but far more is needed
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writes from Karachi

RESIDENT of Pakistan and
P the Indian Prime Minister

met in Havana the other
day. This has to be welcomed
because they have succeeded in
breaking the deadlock and have
launched the third, or maybe the
fourth, round of Indo-Pakistan
composite talks. The first two
rounds were, despite some spar-
kling confidence-building-
measures, failed to tackle any
dispute. The third round was still
born. Let us hope this fourth round
will at least solve the 'Sir Creek
issue', the one that may be the only
possible success.

While the dialogue is welcome, it
is hard to ignore that during the last
two years India and Pakistan talks
could go nowhere. The two are still
floundering; the backwoodsmen on
both sides are in full cry; on the
Indian side this gentry has in fact
rebelled against Dr. Singh over the
'Siachin solution' that the Indian
Premier was suggesting. This time
round Dr. Singh seems to think that
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The fact is that the two countries need to aim at a worthy and feasible aim. The aim of
the current effort is 'normalization’. Aren't Pakistan's relations with Venezuela
normal? Similarly India’s relations with Peru are also quite normal. Do two South Asian
worthies want this kind of "normalization"? The 'normalization’ aim is totally
inadequate. Something that can inspire the common people is required

at least 'Sir Creek issue' can be
solved. On all the rest of issues the
two are likely to go on differing. If
the dialogue continues beyond 'Sir
Creek', it will be a kind of success
with a small's’. But can the continu-
ance of a fruitless dialogue be
regarded as a worthy aim for the
two governments?

The fact is that the two countries
need to aim at a worthy and feasible
aim. The aim of the current effort is
‘normalization’. Aren't Pakistan's
relations with Venezuela normal?
Similarly India's relations with Peru
are also quite normal. Do two South
Asian worthies want this kind of
"normalization"? The 'normaliza-
tion' aim is totally inadequate.
Something that can inspire the
common people is required. What
can it be? May one suggest that
nothing short of full reconciliation
and vibrant cultural exchanges,
trade and economic co-operation
will fit the bill.

There are two others to be tack-
led. Cultural exchanges should
lead to ending the indoctrination of
young minds at schools in both

countries. This will greatly reduce
the consequent stereotyped
mindsets, prejudices and hostile
attitudes. This is one reason why
democratic and public-spirited
people have been suggesting
freest possible travel between the
two countries. More mixing of
people, along with free trade and
economic co-operation, will revive
the thousand and one commonali-
ties and will erode the recent bitter-
ness. But this objective is not in the
minds of either government; the
bureaucracies on both sides,
representing vested interests and
ultra rightwing sensibilities, are not
willing to let go of their control over
travel. Without this free travel,
preferably visa-free, nothing much
can be achieved; the vested inter-
ests will always sabotage all efforts
to bring the two countries together.
Nobody should be under any illu-
sion that the interests bound up with
militarization programmes in either
country will easily allow free travel
and genuine friendship among the
people. The vested interests on
both sides require hostility between

the two countries so that ever more
resources are devoted to military
programmes.

Let's not forget that last year Dr.
Singh was sanguine about solving
the 'Siachin glacier issue' and
thought that he would carry the
Indian opinion. The Indian generals
began to oppose the withdrawal as
impossible without Pakistan agree-
ing to the conditions they attached.
It appears that Indian generals
have in fact prevailed over India's
Prime Minister and he no longer
talks of solving 'Siachin problem'. It
will be recalled that 'Siachin prob-
lem' had been solved way back in
1989 and a treaty had been initialed
by the Foreign Secretaries. India
had agreed to Pakistan's proposal
of simultaneous withdrawal of both
sides' troops to positions held by
either side before the Indian occu-
pation of Siachin glacier in 1984.
But the Indian government tempo-
rized it and the dispute has lasted,
for no rhyme or reason, for 22
years.And itis notin India's interest
to keep those troops there at the
cost of many corers of rupees

everyday, with no strategic purpose
being served by those troops.

Kashmir used to be the stum-
bling block to hold up all progress in
India-Pakistan relations. Up to a
point, it is still so. But after what
Mehbooba Mufti and Indian Kash-
mir's CM have said, the outlook
cannot now remain bleak for South
Asia. Apparently Gen. Musharraf
has assured India that Pakistan,
having changed the stance on UN
Resolutions, does not demand any
change on the boundaries in Kash-
mir. Pakistan and India can now
agree to a solution more easily.
Kashmir need not remain the stum-
bling block that it was. Not that a
solution of the 'Kashmir problem'
would be easy even now. The
Indian stance is still rigid and legal-
istic. The Indians would want Paki-
stan to have nothing to do with
Kashmir, except probably some
role in Azad Kashmir. There can still
be many slips between the cup and
the lip. There are still several solu-
tions possible. But that would
require statesmanship on both
sides. But the thing has been in
short supply in both countries
where matters concern Kashmir. In
short, itis still an issue that can hold
up progress.

Finally there is the biggest stum-
bling block that no one is talking
about. It is the presence of atomic
weapons on both sides. The fact is
that these weapons are now the
sheet anchor of both the countries'
national defence policies. The
peculiar nature of these weapons is
that they shatter confidence

between two antagonists. They are
terrible weapons of offence; there is
absolutely no protection against
them. They killand poison indiscrimi-
nately human beings, animals and
even the Earth. Anyhow, if India
makes a nuclear weapon, Pakistan
would have to follow suit. An arms-
race is thus built into such a relation-
ship between close nuclear neigh-
bors, if they feel that the other is
inimical to its national interests.
Therefore, no Indian official will trust
Pakistan with atomic weapons and
vice versa. This mistrust will go on
increasing with each escalation in
this arms-race. That is also built into
atomic arms-races that they will go
on spiraling. America and Soviet
Union continued to go on adding to
their nuclear deterrents mindlessly,
caught up in this sort of race, until the
point when each could destroy the
whole world twenty times. All of it
was obviously a needless waste of
resources that could be put to better
use. The same is happening
between India and Pakistan; each is
fearful of the other developing better
or bigger bombs. In the unholy
names of "updating”, "second strike
capability" and "keeping up with the
rival power", each goes on adding to
their weapon's stockpile. With that
goes needless proliferation of mis-
siles. A nuclear arms-race is bound
to remain a story of escalation, all the
talk of minimum deterrent notwith-
standing.

MB Nagqviis a leading columistin Pakistan.

Let's get the voters’ list right
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The Election Commission should immediately consider fdrmation of a Vigilance Team comprising volunteers from
various EMOs and representatives of various political parties. These teams will be engaged in scrutinizing the
Electoral Roll of the respective areas under direct supervision of the District Election Officer and their work will be

coordinated by the Thana Nirbahi Officer (TNO) at upazillalevel.

SADRUL HASAN MAZUMDER
EMOCRATIC election
systems require a good

D Electoral Roll, which is
ideally prepared following certain
criteria and mechanism for identify-
ing eligible voters and preventing
ineligible persons from voting.
Such a mechanism helps in guar-
anteeing the 'one person one vote'
principle by preventing people from
voting more than once during an
election. It's the accurate Electoral
Roll which is the fundamental
document ensuring a good elec-
tion and the basis on which the
election officials identify fake
voters in the elections. Thus fair
and democratic election com-
pletely depends on the accuracy of

the Electoral Roll.
Electoral Roll is nothing but the

compilation of various data about
the eligible voters of a country, and
although statistics allow certain
five percent error, it is not at all
acceptable when it comes to pre-
paring the Electoral Roll because
such an error may reverse the
outcome of an election in some
constituencies. Thus, the Election
Commission should make every
effort in making the Electoral Roll
centpercentaccurate.

The right of all adult citizens to
participate in the affairs of the
government is one of the corner-
stones of democracy. As the foun-
dation stone of democracy, espe-
cially where it is a parliamentary
form of government, integrity and
accuracy of the voter roll are of
paramount importance, which
ideally means the inclusion of all
legally eligible persons in the

Electoral Roll. It is unpardonable to
exclude any eligible voter from the
Electoral Roll.

Electoral Roll is the fundamental
component of any voting system.
Enroliment procedures therefore
need to strike the right balance
between the need to be rigorous to
ensure integrity of the rolls, and the
need for flexibility to ensure peo-
ples'rightto enroll and vote.

Controversies and complaints
lodged by political parties and
candidates have shrouded the
electoral process in a mystery.
Such a state of affairs undermines
public confidence in the efficiency
of the Election Commission. The
Civil Society Organizations, along
with the NGOs, should boldly come
forward to establish an independ-
ent Election Commission free of
political interference. Initiative of

the Civil Society and NGOs helps
bridge the gap between the politi-
cal parties and the Commission,
which can be strengthened
through collaboration between the
two agencies.

During the registration period a
good number of people get an
excellent opportunity to be involved
in the electoral process as volun-
teers with specific responsibilities.
These responsibilities may include
initiating voters' education cam-
paign, encouraging the people to
register as voters, monitoring the
conduct of the government officials,
and implementing a system lodging
complaints, if there are any, regard-
ing preparation of the Electoral Roll.
These activities, including identifica-
tion of probable problems in the
process of registration, can sub-
stantially enhance the quality of the

Electoral Roll.

The latest drive of the Election
Commission for making the
Electoral Roll free from any flaws
added another 1.7 million voters
resulting in a total number of
9,30,82,499 voters. Still there are
complaints about many eligible
voters being left out of the list.

Recent Electoral Roll presented
by the Election Commission (EC)
on September 7, '06 shows at least
1.28 crores of unaccounted for
voters. But if one goes by the 2001
census report of Bangladesh
Bureau of Statistics (BBS) it shows
8.02 crore eligible people regis-
tered as voters.

If the total population of the
country is considered to be 14
crores, 66.42 per cent of it have
been registered as voters in the
updated list while the draft of the
fresh voter list registered over 65
per centpeople as voters.

The invalidated draft of the fresh
voter list published on May 3 this
year registered 9.13 crore voters,
triggering enormous controversy
over the unusual rise in the number
of voters compared to 7.48 crore
voters on the list prepared in 2000.

The Election Commission
Secretary admits that Commission
failed to evaluate the reasons of
increase in the number of voters
while the chief election commis-
sioner defended himself saying
that EC has done its “best”. The
controversies surrounding the
preliminary Electoral Roll and its
finalizations demand preparing
and finalizing the Electoral Roll
under the long-term observation of
Election Monitoring Organizations.

The manner in which the voter
registration takes place, as well as
the complementary responsibilities
of the election administration
officials and citizens vary consider-
ably from one country to another.
Registering in the voters' roll in
some instances is the responsibil-
ity of the citizens. Compilation of
voters' list for the purpose of elec-
tions to the parliament is based on
the constitution, which assigns
responsibility for preparation of the
Electoral Roll to the Election
Commission. Under constitutional
provision, there is to be one
Electoral Roll for each constitu-
ency for the purpose of elections to
parliament.

Another important issue to be
addressed is the expatriate
Bangladeshis' right to franchise.
Non-resident Bangladeshis, num-
bering more than 2.5 million,
engaged in different jobs abroad
are still considered ineligible to
exercise their franchise in elec-
tions. Once the expatriates are
included in the Electoral Roll, it will
be a must for the Commission to
make necessary arrangements for
casting their votes, which is not
possible in the conventional sys-
tem. Relevant laws need to be
amended for ensuring the expatri-
ates'right to franchise.

The Election Commission
however should seriously consider
the following issues with a view to
rectifying the Electoral Roll within
the shortest possible time:

--Engaging EMOs to moni-
tor/check the Electoral Roll
throughout the country, particularly
in areas where there are serious
allegations.

--Verifying the accuracy of the
information in the voters' lists by
conducting sample survey follow-
ing a statistically accepted method.

--ldentifying extreme changes in

the number of registrants in a
region, the current Electoral Roll
can be compared with that of the
previous elections.

--Determining duplicate regis-
trations and the registration of
ineligible voters, various computer
applications can be used for the
existing election database.

The Election Commission
should immediately consider
formation of a Vigilance Team
comprising volunteers from vari-
ous EMOs and representatives of
various political parties. These
teams will be engaged in scrutiniz-
ing the Electoral Roll of the respec-
tive areas under direct supervision
of the District Election Officer and
their work will be coordinated by
the Thana Nirbahi Officer (TNO) at
upazilla level. The Commission
should go for immediate imple-
mentation of such a program for
timely and effective completion of
their activities for an accurate
Electoral Roll acceptable to all.
And, yesiitis still possible.

Sadrul Hasan Mazumder is a Development
Activist and a freelance contributor to The Daily
Star.
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