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HE call that came to
me to be in Sri Lanka

as a state guest was
quite explicit in its purpose: to
observe the Local Authorities

elections  to be  held

throughout the country on a
single day, 11th May. The ob-

servers' team, as it finally
eme . consisted of sixteen
members, eleven from the
SAARC countries, one [rom
Australia, one from Canada.
ope from the Phillipines and
two from the United Kingdom.

We from Bangladesh had
started off with the notion of a
SAARC group, and ended up
with a broader insignia, the
international Observer Group.
SAARC, according to my per-
ception, fits in easily within
the wider scope of the Com-
monwealth. How The Phillip-
ines, which is nefther SAARC
nor Commonwealth, joined the
group, | never thought proper
to enquire. One thing was clear
from the start: none of us rep-
resented his or her country;
each was a member of the
group in his or her personal

capacity.

Speaking personally then, |
was delighted to have the invi-

tation. was o be my first
visit to Sri Lanka and though |
knew that most of my ten days’
stay — May 5 to May 15 —
would be taken up with activi-
ties carefully programmed. |
also hoped to see much and (o
hear much beyond the pre-
scribed requirements.

The Local Authorities Elec-
tions. which means, in more
precise terms, elections to
Municipal Councils, Urban
Councils and Pradeshio Sabhas,
have come to be regarded as
an imporiant exercise in the
nation’s political life. For an

Sri Lankan. it is a mat-
ter of pride that the nation has
enjoyed universal adult fran-
chise for about 70 years now.
Record-wise this may be
slightly longer than in the case
with Bengal (undivided). The
story. however, of how well
and how unhindered the right
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PEOPLE AND PLACES

SRI LANKA — THE DARLING

has been exercised by the two
peoples, will be different. For
Sri Lankans, the Local Authori-
ties have come to mean a lot,

and being a highly literate

n fact the most liter-

peo
ate people in all South Asia — .

they have come to rience
democracy working at the

roots level. The same can
hardly be said about the major-
ity of SAARC countries, and
certainly not about Bangladesh.
The institutional framework
exists, but we have failed to in-
[use life into the body.

The elections are over, re-
sults have been published, the
matter is ended, at least as far
as we are concerned as a group
of observers. Our report, fi-
nalised and ceremonially
submitted to the Enmmlg;
sioner of Elections by the
evening of May 14, virtually
signalled the dispersal of the

up. | would have loved to sit
under the shade of a tree sit-
ting round the fire would be
grossly inappropriate for a
country always warm under a
tropical sun — and to exchange
notes with other visitors. Most
of us were first- timers. and
cach one of us could very well
contribute something entirely
individual, while agreeing on
some common observations.

Taken together, the resultant
picture would have looked
more authentic. As it is, mine
would be not only personal, in-
complete and superficial, but
overly impressionistic also. But
this perhaps | cannot help.

Sri Lanka is a beautiful
country but there was nothing
exolic about it, not much that
was unfamiliar to me. | am
used to greenery but the way
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N a country where the
search for a » s is
a task largely lefi w0
official matchmakers or rela-

tives. on television
L ml A partner is
nothing less than a revolution
in Chinese behavious

But ever since it opened in
September. Beijing Televi-
sion's (HTV) dating game pro
gamme. Let's Meet Tonight's
has been a runaway hit with
capitals 10 million view-

)

gramme does not appear 1o be
in danger of running out of
men and women to feature in
its Jour um- weekly show
The station is swamped with
applications to appear on the
pruﬂ'lmu: despite the nt:lfL
#‘ [Uﬂllﬂ entry fee.
opens up a new way for
people to seek love. It is a rev
olution form parent-arranged
marriages. matchmaking of-
fices and marriage ads in
newspapers in that people
have more choice and a clearer
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OF NATURE

Zillur Rahman Siddiqui

Sri Lanka is green excited me.
The contribution of the trees
almost {nvariably forming
woods, was much higher than
would be the case here. | told
my friends that I can imagine
Bangladesh to be as green and
as densely wooded as Sri Lanka
is now but that would be a
hundred, may be two hundred
years ago. This country has en-
acted laws which requires a

countryside, we didn't have to
negotiate a road that was not
metalléd, no cows or goats or
mules and hardly any slow-
moving
drive.

| was assigned to a
southern district, Galle. Much
of the countryside consisted of

"plantations, tea and rubber

mostly and my eyes feasted on
what seemed to be an endless

Sri Lankans have preserved their forests,
we have systematically destroyed ours.
Cynics would say that, in recompense, we
have created new jungles —traffic jungles
—in our towns and cities.

permission to be obtained be-
fore a tree could be felled. We
have laws restricted in their
scope, perhaps operative only
to so-called reserve forests; no
such laws which would apply
to most cases. Sri Lanka is a
country where laws appear to
be generally obeyed. They have
preserved their forests, we
have systematically destroyed
ours. Cynics would say that, in
recompense, we have created
new jungles - traffic jungles -
in our towns and cities.

Driving along or being
driven along hundreds of
kilometers of Sri Lanka's
highways and byways, | never
came across anything resem-
bling a traffic jam. Even in the

_ ITH so much sad-
Wm: ss and grief
touching our lives — a

great deal of it affecting me
personally — even the thought
of writing another nestalgic
piece about the 1960s secems
irrelevant, out of place, insen-
sitive and almost irreverent.

‘It is alright,” says a col-
league encouragingly, "to pro-
vide some relief to our readers
by writing about other times
and other places.” | respond to
his comment with a nod. but
remain undecided.

My mind is focussed on Faiz
Ahmed Fatz, the last of the
three outstanding editors | am
due o write about. But instead
of remembering our happier
times together, like during the
shooting of the movie, “Jago
Hua Savera.” | think of some of
his sad poems, especially on
Africa and Palestine, finally the
one he wrote on the suffering
f the people in Bangladesh
during 1971, which had the
refrain. "How can | wipe your
blood with my tears?" The
poct had read it out to me

uring our surprisc meeting in
Bangkok in the carly seventics.

Suddénly, the chain of my
thoughts is snap and my
recollections Faiz arc
drowned in the flood water
breaking over the banks of
Monu, Surma and Kushiara,
the three rivers which, judging
by the devastation they have
aused in greater Sylhel. can

ow be dubbed as great killers.

Yel, all the three rivers had
heir places in my childhood,
nd later in my adolescence —

even m.nd a sister after
Surma — the only images
hey have in my recollections®

of gentleness and tranquill-

ty. (Recollections can indeed

b¢ almost ridiculously selec-

ive. | remember when the

hree rivers were full after the

ins, but there are no clear
memories of floods.)

Growing up as children at
aulvi Bazar, we learnt o
wim. among other things that

all learn as kids, first in o

pond and then in Monu. It was
like from the cle-
mentary class to the advanced

nourse in m I.I'H.H.h."l"
difference being between

ing in the stagnant water
a pond and having a real
»per wash in the running
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panorama of green,
In retrospect, 1 wonder if
the sights 1 saw was the nor-

mal sight since it was a holi-

- day, being an election day.

Wayside clusters of men. little
gossiping crowds, small groups
of young women, of elderly
ladies on way to polling sta-
tions or returning, no sign of
hurry or bustle anywhere ex-
cept perhaps in vehicles carry

ing partymen, out in their pa-
trol to see how things were go-
ing—such were the sights that
greeted our eyes throughout
the election day. The absence
of conflict and commeotion
which | witnessed, the climate
of peace and participation

cart obstructing our

which marked the election
suggested not only a nation-
wide election managed effi-
ciently but also a people politi-
cally mature and emotionally
stable,

Turning to the social scene,
this predominantly Buddhist
country appeared to be re-
freshingly free from the kind
of communalism that has viti-
ated politics of our subconti-
nent, Terrorism which only
the other day haunted Sri
Lankan minds has been suc-
cessfully quelled. This made a
free and fair election possible

in the summer of '91 which -

kept the voters away f(rom
election booths only three
years ago. The ethnic troybles
in the north and pait of the
cast still persist. A political
solution is widely advocated.
more particularly by the main
opposition but the party in
power appeared to be rather
close-lipped on this question.

With the return of peace in
most parts of the country,
tourism and garment industry,
badly affected in recent years,
have both recovered 1o a great
extent. The country had its
share of the jolt in its economy
due to the Gulf War but looking
through the advertisement
columns, agencies dealing with
maripower export are now do-
ing a brisk business. | find
nothing comparable in this
country.

A Sri Lankan can be easily
mistaken for a Bengali, as far
as appearance goes. The is-
land, however, is greener than
the delta, less crowded, more
varied though smaller in sizc,
and muech, much more
favoured by nature. It could
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Trees, almost-invariably forming woods, make Sri Lanka green : snd beautiful.
without exaggeration be called 'rarity — and when | keep only Asian ' ,egpleq. y
the darling of nature. And this in consideration., the A 1 oted mgw
+ when | remember those lovely beauty of the average howse count the author is a former
brickbuilt and with and the standard of housing. |  Vice- ?u,ﬂh of Jahangirna-
red-tiled roofs, many of thesn am tempted to say that Sri gar University and a forme
almost hidden behind a thick Lankans, in respect the quality Adv - igqor Hmthe Erl-twhﬂ:;
grove of coconut trees '— of life they have attained, are care Liqker government of
shanties and mudhouses are a  perhaps the first among South gladesh.

—— Sy

=

A Sad Week that Ends wi th
Good Talks from Frienc) s

Maybe these rivers are angry
because, over the decades, we
have done so little in looking
alter them. for we have done
nothing — or perhaps very lit-

— by way of dredging up the
silt forming on their beds,
which has made it more and
more difficult for them — and
for other rivers in the country
— to carry all the rain water
even before the advent of the
monsoon. What has now be-
come inevitable is still being
described euphemistically as
“flush floods.” What a decep-

tion.
* * *

N  Monday. we
O joined several hun
dreds of people. men

and women, at a milad 10 pray
for the departed soul of Enayet
Rasul Chowdhury, an official of
the United Nations
Development Programme

Growing up as
children at Maulvi
Bazar, we learnt to
swim, among other
things that we all
learn as kids, first in
a pond and then in
Monu. It was like
graduating from the
elementary class to
the advanced course

in swimming.
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([UNDP) whe had been the oo
ordinator of the UN agency's
reliel n in Chittagong.
He been working almosi
round the clock for weeks in
reaching relief goods to devas-
tajed arcas. Last Friday. he re-
turned to his tlemporary resi
denee at Chittagong thoroughly
exhausted. complained of se-
vere shoulder pain and passed

away a few hours later of heart

attack. Chowdhury died in
harness. He was only 52.

Judging by the kind of
people who had packed the

hall of what looked like a
community centre, people who

ranged from ambassadors and
diplomats to young students
and UN/NGO workers — one
came on a wheel chair — the
milad was more than just a
prayer. it was a moving tribute
to a dedicated reliel official,
just the kind which brings
credit and distinetion to the

the milad on Monday, people
from greater Sylhet probably
constituted the largest single
group. il not the majority. and
within this group, the most

visible ones came [rom the vil-
lage Bhadeswar, the ancestral
and with
linked

home of
whn |t

Enayet,
Lhis writer is

U e

enlire UN system. Whether
poeople like Enayet constitute a
sizable minority or a marginal
majority in the United Nations
is beside the point. What is
important, they aré there, not

throngh his maternal side.

If | have to pick up one sin-
gle village [rom my childhood
recollections that 1 Joved most,
I would say, without any hesita-
tion. Bhadeswar.

more vividly — peopl .
Whether there was somethi n

in their genes or their ane eg-
tors descended on the vil lage
Irom somewhere we ea ppot
even speculate about, peo ple of ;
Bhadeswar always seem sod te ,
be the best |ﬁﬂklﬂg tgph 1
had known in my chi' dhood |
All men were handsor ne, wi th
good features and [ air co m-
plexion, and all womr epn €s] se-
clally the young ones | were ' just
gorgeous. Even o |der m en.
with their flnwlng white be¢ =ard
and dressed in sp gtless w hite,
moved around wi. 3K grace and
beauty that | car ot reme mber
i haVe seen im any othe T vil-
lage. (Again, nw § recollect jon is
being highly © selective,  as if

tl’]t‘l’t Were n 0 u falm !
Hhadeswaﬂ,! ely =

In Dhaka | run into

rel-
atives an 4 =

friends. © from
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THE WRATH OF MONU : The overflowing river — angry for what we have been dﬁing to the

nature—takes a bridge down.

always particularly visible, tak-
infrup one challenge afier an-
other, giving their best —
sometimes their Mves, as it
turned out in the case eof
Enayet — to "the job in hand."
(The expression comes from
an international civil servant
who Is ting" his own battle
against use of UN jargon
To him, "the job" sounds bet-
ter than an "assignment” or a
"mission.”)

Among those who attended

There is hardly much | re-
member about the village that
we visited a rvuph’-' of times

during our school ha'y idays

— Star Photo by Enamul Haque

Bhadeswar from time to time.
Some of those gorgeous girls |
kiiew once are now grand-

mothers, but good-logking

There were no roads; hen grandmo-thers. And men? No.
connecting the villag . with | have net looked at them all
Sylhet and we 1 pached that closely.

Bhadeswar by boal. B iere were 3 W ﬂi'

hills. plenty of Irull t » jees. fish

pords and muddy p i aths run
ning through

l‘lm.w.-

Hbwever,
thing else |

there

oty pucca
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remw : mber a bit

the expression, “rechar-
ging one's batteries” really
reans. you would appreciate
what it was like for me and a

few of my colleagues to spend

I Fyou know - what that

T —

a couple of hours with two of
our noted experts one
morning last week. It was an
unscheduled unstructured
free-wheeling and largely off-
the-record discussion that
covered a whole range of
issues, [from problems in
economic planning to the
debate over the form of gov-
ernment in sh.

It was one of the most
stimulating discussions o
Bangladesh, and that too,
our own experts, we have hag
for a long time. At the end of
the discussion which we hnd
confinued over an limschedu
lanch, we realised, a litﬂe tu
my dismay, how little we have
promoted the intéraction be-
tween the media and our intel-
lectuals,

This was one of the cogent
points brought up by the noted
Inlian columnist,” Chanchal
Sarkar when, on our invitation,
he addressed the editorial staff
of this paper one afternoon last
week. As he put it, the issues
that we write about or com-
ment en have become far more
complex than they were even a
few years ago. We can deal with
these issues with necessary
cxpertise, first, if malists
reach out te int unals to
Jearn through interaction; sec-
ondly, develop their own ref-
crence libraries; and thirdly
promote the concept o
spccialisation. even on a
modest scale, among reporters
and features. e

While my colleagues’ fe
sponded to ltﬂ'.‘ talk by Mh
by asking him sewveral
positive questions, my mi
was focussed on thlnp

nimst do in
idcas put by * 1

from New Delhi. i

ston, we could

conclusion: The Daily

be a good paper

day when it becomes a §
urnalists to

glper for jo o
There is a .
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