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Public commotion over

power outage
Govt must act urgently, but the public

must also show restraint

ITH the growing frequency of power outages

people all over the country, including those

living around the city are staging violent pro-
tests. While the frequency in power outages has been
steadily on the rise so has the duration between each
outage has terribly shortened. This being the month of
Ramadan and with Eid festival approaching, people's
anger over the matter has reached a new height. So
intense is the anger that the agitating people are blocking
roads for hours including railway tracks and damaging

We are deeply concerned about the continued growing
unrest. From whichever angle one might look at it, the fact
remains that much of the responsibility for the violent
expression of anger by the people has to be shouldered
by the government. To date the rationale and the expla-
nations offered by the various agencies of the power sec-
tor are superficial and inadequate for the people to either
appreciate or understand the actual situation. So far all
that the administration has been able to come up with is
the number of power generators currently out of operation
and the resultant shortfall in meeting the total requirement
of power. The administration ought to have come forward
with an action plan that was doable within its term.

For months, representatives of both business houses
and industrial enterprises had been clamouring for a
schedule for power outages but that too continued to be
elusive. Within the capital city there appears to be a dis-
criminatory attitude of the relevant authorities in terms of
distribution and power supply which in turn has also con-
tributed to people's anger and frustration.

Meanwhile we urge the people not to damage public
property and set on fire trucks, buses and other private
vehicles. The agitating people must also restrain them-
selves from such acts like attacking power distribution
centres and blocking of roads and railway tracks. After all
it is doubtful as to how much of their cause would be
served through such acts given the complexity of the
problem and the realities that exist in the power sector

Project approval galore
No responsibility forimplementation

SUALLY the beginning of a financial year would be

marked by a slow pace of project approval. In other

words, the end part of the financial year would see
a flurry of project approval activity. But the final year of a
government's tenure is an exception. Itis at the fag-end of
that year which witnesses seals of approval hurriedly
stamped on the onrushing projects from the various minis-
tries. This happened during the Awami League tenure and
this is happening now breaking all previous records in the
terminal year of this government's term.

With only a month to go for its exit, the government on
September 27 approved 18 development projects in an
hour's time worth Taka 8746 crore. Earlier, on September
14, another ECNEC meeting okayed 16 projects.
Altogether 34 projects whizzed past the approval line in a
matter of 13 days giving rise to a natural concern over their

Among the latest installment of projects passed in a
lightening speed are 13 in the power sector after the dam-
age has already been done in the area amidst raging pub-
lic protests against unprecedented power outages. These
include two power generation projects and one transmis-
sion line related project. Just how grossly untimely the
projects are can be gauged from the fact that these are
likely to gointo production no sooner than 2009.

Even though the projects have been sanctioned by the
government, the latter wouldn't most possibly be able to
release funds for them at this fag-end of its tenure. Who
takes responsibility for the projects' implementation?
These are goingtobe in'no-man'sland'.

Actually, it is no rocket science to understand that the
government wants to show these off to the voters as its
parting blessings to the electorate. At the election time,
the government would showcase these saying, "Look,
what we have done for you." And if the government fails to
win another term, it could at least brag about having done
everything during its tenure of office. This is the way we
play around with development projects!
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The trauma of being a Bangladeshi

MUHAMMAD ZAMIR

E are almost at the end of
the tenure of the current
BNP government. Five

years later, the nation finds itself in a
complex situation where the present
state of governance is under ques-
tion. We also have an uncertain future
with regard to the transition to a
caretaker format of government. In
addition, contrary to the claims made
repeatedly by our Health Minister
(about the success of our family
planning initiatives), the nation finds
itself with a massive growth in popula-
tion, particularly of the voter variety.
The odd thing is that despite such a
suspicious increase, there is an even
chance that the reader will not find his
name in that controversial voters' list.
According to the government, we
are being swept forward by the tide
of economic development. | am
afraid that this statement is only
partially true. We are actually being
drowned in the upsurge caused by
extraordinary rise in prices (for
which 'syndicates' apparently
deserve special mention) and
breakdown in law and order. To this
has also been added the high waves
of corruption. Wherever you turn,
you will be facing the spectre of
'bakshish." Everything is possible at
a price. The net result has been the
phenomenal increase in the per-
centage of savings of the long term
deposit and the 'Sanchaypatra'
categories (according to the
Bangladesh Bank) over the last
financial year. This of course does
not include visible and invisible
investments in the real estate sector.
| was mentioning the other day to
an expatriate friend that it would be a
misnomer to call Bangladesh a poor
country. In this context | was not
referring to our PPP statistics but to

our informal economy. | am confi-
dent that if this aspect was also
taken into account, then we would
have difficulty terming ourselves as
beinginthe LDC category.

We have also been informed
quite often by the official
Bangladesh Television channel that
Bangladesh has improved in terms
of healthcare. Yes and no. Yes, we
have many private diagnostic clinics
and hospitals that have mush-
roomed all over the country.
However, more often than not,
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his three gold teeth, very prominent
all the time. He then responded by
asking me if | was aware of the
government initiative about whiten-
ing 'black’ (corrupt) money. He also
told me that his extra income would
probably delay his meeting with his
Maker. He informed me that
although he was not a 'VIP' or a
'senior government officer' he, and
members of his family, could now
afford medical treatment also in
Singapore and Bangkok. | was
totally taken aback. | guess the ‘

the Chief of the next caretaker
government. Mind you, such
changes or revision upwards of the
age of retirement for other profes-
sions were not undertaken. This was
notseen as necessary.

After this came changes in the
composition of the Election
Commission. Steps undertaken
here only re-confirmed that this
Institution was really not free or
independent of the Prime Minister's
Office. The new officials chosen for
this sensitive Body were known for

POST BREAKFAST

We are presently sailing through uncharted waters. Meanwhile, time is fast running out. We have a very small window
ahead of us -- just afew days. The present government's tenure will be over in four weeks. The present session of the
Parliament will conclude in the first week of October. It will not help if the political scenario continues to deteriorate.
Further confrontation can, and will harm our nation. It will create further instability, affect economic development
and also generate greater polarisation within the political process.

there is scope for discussions to
resolve the political stalemate and
on the other hand she is indirectly
threatening the Opposition with dire
consequences.

| believe that sanity should pre-
vail.

Despite the disappointing com-
ment of Mr SQ Chowdhury about the
caretaker government having 'the
powers of a chowkidar,' efforts must
be made to make this chowkidar'
more acceptable and less contro-
versial.
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pathological diagnosis is faulty. We
also have a situation where sur-
geons do not hesitate to undertake
complex surgical interventions.
Subsequently, when patients die,
they do not waver in pointing fingers
at the lack of proper post-operative
care and absence of medicines
being the cause of the patient's
demise. Doctors as a breed are
indeed very fortunate in this country
because they are, as a rule, never
taken to the court for mal-practice.
Other doctors also refuse to give
evidence about negligence or failure
on the part of others in the medical
profession. Instead, the deceased's
family is urged to pray for the
departed's soul, after paying the
high costs of his mal-treatment in a
private clinic.

No wonder, that at every opportu-
nity, our different types of VIPs leave
Bangladesh and seek better treat-
ment in Singapore and Bangkok.
Such action, | am afraid, does not
increase confidence within the
public about available domestic
facilities. The other day, | asked a
notorious electricity billing official if
he was aware that being corrupt was
against the tenets of Islam. He did
not smile. He laughed uproariously,

present government, in their own
way, has taught the general public
that there are two sides to the lack of
governance and corruption.

I will now turn to certain other
factors.

The government, blinded by their
two-thirds majority in the Parliament
after 2001, forgot that the Opposition
also received more than 40 per cent
of the total popular vote. Their 'win-
ner takes all' attitude has led them,
during their tenure, to undertake
debatable steps not only with regard
to governance but also pertaining to
the political process.

The government has tried to
achieve this with a phrase that does
not exist in any other country.
Politicians and analysts from the civil
society have given this surreptitious
process a new name -- 'election
engineering.' Initiated from within
the government, it was aimed at
creating a till within the surface of the
so-called 'plain playing field' (free
and fair elections).

The first to be focussed upon was
the judiciary. The age of retirement
for Judges was changed upwards.
This created a new matrix whereby
someone associated actively with
the BNP in the past could become

their personal views and feelings of
partisanship. The net result has
been a disaster. Their obstinacy,
indifference and inefficiency have
resulted in a voters'list that has been
the subject of ridicule both at home
and also from Vvisitors abroad.
Created in an opaque atmosphere,
the computation and composition of
this unsavoury list is shrouded in
mystery. It has also resulted in loss
of confidence in those associated
with this important Institution.

In the meantime, the Prime
Minister has upped the ante. She
has, a few days ago, during her
address at an Army Durbar in
Ghatail Cantonment, asked the
armed forces to 'keep a vigil as
attack on the national independence
and sovereignty could come notonly
from outside but also from within the
country.' She has, in this context,
also stated that 'internal clash and
anarchy could be the reason.' These
comments were obviously directed
at the current efforts of the Awami
League led 14-Party group to effect
reforms within various state institu-
tions.

Observers have identified this as
‘double-speak.' On the one hand the
Prime Minister has been hinting that

What is required is the necessary
political will for this purpose.

The Prime Minister and senior
officials of her BNP have, on more
than one occasion, reiterated that
their Party is going to win the next
election. This can only be proved
through an acceptable election
which can be described as free and
fair not only by the participants but
also by foreign and domestic
observers and monitors.

Such a prospective scenario
appears to be uncertain right now.

We are presently sailing through
uncharted waters. Meanwhile, time
is fast running out. We have a very
small window ahead of us -- just a
few days. The present government's
tenure will be over in four weeks.
The present session of the
Parliament will conclude in the first
week of October and the Prime
Minister will be leaving for Saudi
Arabia by the middle of the next
week. Her return will coincide with
the Eid holidays and also with the
end of the BNP governmenttenure.

It will not help if the political sce-
nario continues to deteriorate.
Further confrontation can, and will
harm our nation. It will create further
instability, affect economic develop-

ment and also generate greater
polarisation within the political
process. None of these factors will
facilitate progress and poverty
reduction.

Inflexibility is not the need of the
hour.

More than seven months have
passed since Sheikh Hasina; the
Leader of the Opposition placed her
proposals for reforms within the
Jatiyo Sangshad. Since then, we
have watched the present BNP-led
Alliance government dribbling with
the ball. The lack of progress in the
dialogue for reforms and the
absence of clear initiative from the
government can only be interpreted
as lack of confidence and a feeling of
insecurity on their part. Inversely, it
may also be treated as a case of
over-confidence.

We have seen some of the senior
officials of the BNP and their partisan
media being very critical of the recent
efforts to find a compromise that have
been undertaken by the National
Democratic Institute (NDI), foreign
diplomats based in Dhaka, interna-
tional multilateral financial agencies
and representatives of foreign civil
society groups. Their action has been
termed as interference and contrary
to established diplomatic norm and
behaviour.

In the meantime, the relevant
Agencies of the government appear
to have forgotten that today, good
governance and corruption are high
on the international agenda, particu-
larly for nations reliant on hand-outs.
Itis also an important element in the
matrix of cooperation that exists
between Bangladesh, the USA and
the European Union. We need to be
careful. It must be understood that
the foreign community through their
comments have only expressed
concern, as friends should do. It
should not be construed as anything
else.

What we have today is a problem
that we have created and which we
have to resolve by ourselves.
Partisan politics and greed for power
must not stand in the way of requisite
reforms.

Muhammad Zamir is a former Secretary and
Ambassador who can be reached at
mzamir@dhaka.net

Musharraf's book: Eyes fixed on elections?

ZAGLUL AHMED CHOWDHURY

AKISTAN'S President
P General Pervez Musharrafis

definitely figuring in discus-

sions with much prominence
at the moment both nationally and
internationally for a variety of rea-
sons. First, he had a much-
publicised meeting with United
States President George Bush when
crucially important issues like the
latest situation in Afghanistan was in
their agenda and the discussions
received wide coverage. An addi-
tional element of interest was intro-
duced in the Bush-Musharraf meet-
ing because the startling disclosure
by the Pakistan president prior to
their discussions that the United
States wanted to bomb Pakistan in
the aftermath of the 9/11 unless
Islamabad followed Washington's
tough anti-Taleban policy. This
created quite a few ripples with
president Bush saying he was “taken
aback” by the information but falling
short of the straight denial.

Close on heels of Bush-
Musharraf talks, a working dinner
hosted by the US president with
Afghanistan president Hamid Karzai
and Musharraf was also an event of
enormous interest and media glare.
Bush considers both countries as
key bulwark against “Taleban” and
Islamic radicalism and is keen that
both work in concert in that direction.
This kind of "rare tripartite” meeting
was important from American point
of view because of Kabul and

Islamabad of late showed varying
perception in facing the menace in
their areas with one hurling accusa-
tions against the other in some areas
of combating terrorism. Obviously,
Bush will not relish such a situation
between two allies and worked for
making up whatever rupture
occurred between the two neigh-
bours.

Secondly, a rumour of coup in
Pakistan while the president was in
the United States caused some
sensation, but a confident general

Pakistan as most part of country's
history is marked by army and
undemocratic rule, but what was
definitely very unique is the success-
ful and bloodless coup by the armed
forces when their leader was still
away from the country. Troops
whisked Gen Musharraf away from
the Karachi airport as the PIA pas-
senger flight landed in the midst of
confusion as to who were at the helm
in Islamabad, but it took hardly any
time to see that the army chief was
firmly in control.
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that the most powerful person is in
uniform and continues to ignore
demands that he relinquished the
army position. He had earlier spoken
of giving up the uniform but later
reneged on the promise that led to
criticisms both athome and abroad.
A six-party Islamic alliance MMA
that supported Musharraf later
turned hostile as it felt the president
should not have broken the commit-
ment on the uniform issue. The
commonwealth, which had sus-
pended Pakistan's membership

e

was in uniform and cared little as the
cause was just.

President Musharraf's book
expectedly touches a plethora of
issues ranging from his feelings on
the division of erstwhile Pakistan in
1971 through a bloody war by the
East Pakistanis leading to creation of
Bangladesh to his position on the
Irag war. Not surprisingly, issues with
India receives much focus like his
summits with former premier A.B.
Vajpayee in Agra and certainly the
domestic scenario is mentioned in

_

The Pakistan president is evidently negotiating difficult path in the national and international arena on issues like
Islamic militancy, but still seems firm in the saddle. The country's political arena is being heated up as the elections
are drawing nearer and president Musharraf's book is meant much for that purpose as he appears to remain in the
political landscape for some more time to come.

Musharraf brushed it aside, saying
his country is not “a banana state.”
Thirdly and more importantly in a
way, his memoirs “In the Line of Fire”
has triggered off both interest and
controversy in and outside Pakistan.
Even in India, Pakistan's arch rival,
indications are there that it will be
one of the best sellers while several
Indian leaders have adversely
reacted to certain information con-
tained in the book. Needless to say
that the relations between the two
nuclear-power South Asian neigh-
bours are a matter of curiosity for
many.

The title of the book probably fits
in the life of the person whose very
rise to the state power itself was a
kind of tenuous affair since it could
be a touch-and-go matter. As army
chief General Musharraf was still in
the air while returning from Colombo
when the coup toppled elected prime
minister Nawaz Sharif and his gov-
ernment on October 12, 1999.
Military take-over is not unfamiliar in

The man, who also survived two
attempts on his life in 2003 in
Rawalpindi within weeks and still on
a solid ground, can possibly now
rightly say from abroad with confi-
dence that the reports of coup is
“baseless” and he was sure nothing
happened to trigger such a specula-
tion. In fact, a long power failure in
capital Islamabad and elsewhere
and Musharraf's medical check up in
US sparked off the rumours. Here,
the president of Pakistan can look
with satisfaction to things way back
at home, particularly at his power
base, whichis obviously the army.

On the political front, Musharraf
held national elections honouring a
momentous Supreme Court verdict
that ruled polls within three years of
army take-over and now Pakistan
has elected national and provincial
parliaments and civilian govern-
ments. However, his assertion that
the cup of democracy is 99 percent
full in his country clearly sounds
hollow because of the simple fact

following the coup, restored it after
the elections, but is still not happy
with the state of democracy in
Pakistan. It's Secretary General
Donald McKinnon made no secret
that the forum will be happier to see
further advancement of democracy
and that the presidency, where key
powers are concentrated, is a posi-
tion without uniform.

During his visit to the United
States mainly to attend the UN
General Assembly session like
many other world leaders, that also
took him for a meeting with president
Bush, General Musharraf was asked
about the uniform issue in media
interviews and other forums. The
idea that he gave is that there is little
likelihood of shedding the uniform in
the nearfuture as he believes it helps
his country and the people. The
president cited the passing of a law
by parliament recently related to
women's rights and said it was a
sensitive issue, but he could go
ahead with this largely because he

detail with obvious blame on two
leading politicians, who are now
abroadinexile.

Pakistan opposition is up in arms
against the book and alleges that
Gen. Musharraf has revealed many
state secrets in book violating ethics
and demanded a special parliamen-
tary session to discuss the matter.
Some opposition leaders have
described many information in the
book as a "bundle of lies" for cheap
popularity. The book is likely to be a
major issue of political debate as
Pakistan approaches election to the
presidency in late 2007. Musharraf's
supporters call the book as excellent
work that has enhanced national
image.

Neighbouring India objects to
Musharraf's description of the
"Kargil" conflict as he sought to call it
an adventure by India. Indian lead-
ers and officials sharply deny this
and turn the table on him, saying it
was Gen. Musharraf as the army
chief made the adventure by cross-

ing the line of control (LOC) and later
had to vacate the occupied areas.
Probably here Musharraf is not
correct since the "Kargil" issue had
brought a cleavage within the
Pakistan government as the army
chief was visibly in variance with
prime minister Nawaz Sharif, who
had to quit, many believe as a sequel
to differences with Gen. Musharraf
on this issue. Vajpayee markedly
differs with Musharraf on his account
of the Agra summit. Musharraf
opposes the US and allies' interven-
tion in Iraq and says it has undoubt-
edly spawned terrorism. Musharraf
has been at the helm during a difficult
time for his nation highlighted by the
Afghan situation. After all, his time
has been extremely challenging for
Pakistan.

It may be a bit early to discuss in
detail the "In the Line of Fire", but
initial views and reactions to the
publication are definitely enormous
as it evokes both interest and
debate. The timing of its release
adds to intense speculation about it
as Musharraf is already on an impor-
tant sojourn that takes him to the US,
UN and also the UK. A coup in a
fellow Asian country Thailand when
its prime minister was away in the
UN, is a matter of international
discussions. For Gen. Musharraf, it
goes to his credit and confidence
that he could stoutly deny from US
such a speculationin his country.

The Pakistan president is evi-
dently negotiating difficult path in the
national and international arena on
issues like Islamic militancy, but still
seems firm in the saddle. The coun-
try's political arena is being heated
up as the elections are drawing
nearer and president Musharraf's
book is meant much for that purpose
as he appears to remain in the
political landscape for some more
time tocome.
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Nepal: Democratisation of army!

NURUL HubA

HE interim parliament of

Nepal deserves kudos for the

passage of a new law impos-
ing tighter civilian control over the
army. The 90,000 strong armed
forces of the Himalayan kingdom
had so long been extremely loyal to
the country's royal family.

The law, which was unanimously
passed on September 22, paved the
way for hearing of accusations like
corruption, rape and murder against
members of the army by civilian
courts instead of by military ones. The
word "royal" was also removed from
the army's name, which is seen by
analysts as a major development
towards democratisation of the
Nepalese army. The army will now be
known as "Nepal army."

The people of Nepal have long
been fighting for the establishment of
democracy, and strengthening of the
country's democratic institutions. The
armed forces were used to suppress
street agitations of the people strug-
gling for the establishment of their
democratic rights. During the 14-

month direct rule by the king many
civilians had to embrace death at the
hands of the country's law enforcing
agencies.

The passage of the military bill has
been described by Pradeep Gyawali,
a minister, as "a major breakthrough
in the democratisation of the Nepal
army." The army usually used to
conduct its activities in a secret
manner. With the passage of the new
law the Nepal army would become
more transparent, another parlia-
mentarian was quoted to have told
news agencies.

The parliament, earlier this year,
stripped King Gyanendra of his
control over the country's armed
forces. The king was compelled to
end his nearly yearlong direct rule of
the country following violent street
protests.

The multi-party government and
rebel Maoists have been observing a
cease-fire since the restoration of the
parliament. The Maoists arenowina
"slow moving peace dialogue" with
the government. The Maoists have
said that wider consultation should
have been made before the passage
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People around the world have been watching with interest the democratisation process of the army of Nepal. It,
however, remains to be seen how democracy gains ground in the country which has seen unlimited powers of the
monarchy for a very long time. How the king reacts to major changes in the constitution, which curtail his unlimited
power, is also being watched with interest by the people around the world.

of the new law imposing tighter
civilian control over the country's
army.

Itneeds toberecalled herethatall
bills in parliament needed royal
assent, and it was the king's preroga-
tive whetherto give assentornot. The
parliament of 1999 was hardly able to
represent public opinion, or even to
introduce socio-political changes.
Rather, the king could seize all parlia-
mentary powers without violating the
constitution.

This law, is likely to be cited as an
example in other countries for
strengthening civilian control over the
army. Under the changed law recruit-

mentwill be carried out through public
examinations instead of by the army.

King Gyanendra seized absolute
power last year, but was compelled
to hand it back to an interim gov-
ernment in April this year following
several weeks of street protests.
The dismissal of democratic gov-
ernments is nothing new in Nepal.
King Mahendra also dismissed the
democratic government of Koirala
in 1960, and put him, along with
otherleaders, behind bars.

On the other hand, the 1962
constitution, for the first time,
officially identified the country as a
Hindu kingdom, meaning estab-

lishment of Hindu values in every
sphere of life. Since Nepal was a
multiethnic state, even though it
was not called so at that time,
monarchy was seen as the unifying
factor of the nation.

King Mahendra's brutal actions
against the banned political par-
ties, and their western democratic
ideology, nipped every kind of
resistance in the bud. For many
years the party leaders, those who
had not been imprisoned, could
only be active while exiled in India,
a situation well known since the
time of Rana. It was in the 1970s
that parties intensified under-

ground activities in Nepal as well.

The constitution of 1990 laid the
basis of the prevailing political
system of the landlocked country. It
was drafted by the representatives
of the Nepali Congress and the left
parties which had jointly organised
the movement. They, together,
tried to lay the foundation for a
democratic system of Nepal.

The makers of the constitution
rejected the idea of describing the
country as a secular state, though
the left parties and non-Hindu
groups had loudly raised the
demand. Interestingly, during the
time of the movement, and also

during the drafting of the constitu-
tion, terms like multiethnic and
multilingual were emphasized
together with the slogan for democ-
racy. But equality of all citizens is a
constitutional guarantee.

In 1991, the election commis-
sion withheld the recognition of
three parties representing ethnic,
or other, social groups that were
discriminated against by the Hindu
state. For the mid-term elections in
1994 this number grew to six. In
fact the undemocratic structure of
the major parties makes the intro-
duction of broad based, and equal,
participation of all strata of society
even more difficult.

Only the established party elite,
in all parties belonging to the
Brahmins and Chetris, decide
whether other groups in society are
allowed to participate or not. This is
to the disadvantage of those
groups that already had been
disadvantaged before the advent
of democracy -- the ethnic groups,
the so-called untouchables, the
women and the Tarai population.

People around the world have

been watching with interest the
democratisation process of the
army of Nepal. It, however,
remains to be seen how democ-
racy gains ground in the country
which has seen unlimited powers
of the monarchy for a very long
time.

How the king reacts to major
changes in the constitution, which
curtail his unlimited power, is also
being watched with interest by the
people around the world. The
ongoing peace talks between the
government and the Maoists is
also being carefully watched, as
unless there is understanding
between them lasting peace
cannot be expected.

It needs to be mentioned that the
country has witnessed, for more
than ten years, a kind of revolution
which has almost shaken the
foundation of state and society.
Maoists, who are loyal to the
United People's Front which won
nine seats in 1991 elections, were
behind the revolution.

NurulHuda is a BSS Special Correspondent
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