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What Happened to Our
Trade Unions ?

Something rotten has entered our trade union
movement. The ethics, the righteousness and the
egalitarian spirit that once became synonymous
with the rights of the workers have now been
replaced by greed. narrow sectarian interest and
munrderous tendencies that not only has discred-
ited the trade union movement as such but has
given a strong justification to those who want to
do away with the system itself. What happened at
the head office of Titas Gas the other day had very
little to do with workers' rights and benefits and
everything to do with using the name of the gen-
eral workers, abusing the power of representative
bodies that trade unions are, and taking the
advantage to jockey for power and position which
can later be used to make personal gains. Let us
be unambiguous in our condemnation of the deep
malaise that is now eating up the very soul of
what was once a noble and progressive cause,

The unrepresentative nature of the autocratic
regime lent itself to attempts to co-opt the labour
movement through back-door deals. kick-back,
pay-off and granting of privileges regardless of
costs. In return they had to support the regime
and subvert opposition movement. The fact that
we have a large state sector has allowed the
regimes of the day to use it to corrupt our trade
unions. Public sector workers did not depend on
output or on individual performance for their
wages but on either delivering support to the
government or conversely being sufficiently pow-
erful to pressurise the government to concede to
its demands. In either case it was politics that
ruled and not the task of production or the
attitude of being competitive. As there was no ac-
countability in the public enterprises, in some
cases a notorious alliance developed between the
management of these units and the trade union
leaders to defraud these nationalised enterprises
of their output and sell through the black market
and other means what could otherwise be shown
as earnings.

The imporiance of eradicating this malaise can
hardly be overemphasized. The foremost respon-
sibility for this task lies with the genuine trade
union leaders. They must save their movement
from the "mafia” type gangsters who have pene-
trated the workers movement and are exploiting
them for their personal benefit. The move of the
trade union leaders must be sincerely backed by
the political parties, especially the ruling party,
who will have to make it clear that opportungst
trade unionists will find no place in their parties.
Introducing competition amiong state-owned en-
terprises and making them profit-oriented could
be another way of removing the current ills that
afflict our trade unions. The most critical role in
all this will be that of the government. For it is

the ruling party's eagerness to expand its support
base that so often leads to all sorts of "deals" and

"sheltering" of the undesirable elements.

It must be remembered that putting the trade-
union-house in order will not only free our work-
ers from the stranglehold of the "mafia" ele-
ments, but also open up the possibility for the
type of economic and social reforms that the gov-
ernment wants to bring about. No progress can be
made in the direction of privatisation and com-
petitive economy without putting our trade union
movement on the right track.

Bastille Day
The underlying message of July 14, the
National Day of France. better known as the
Bastille Day, is best summed up in three words,
Liberty, Equality and Fraternity. This is what
makes the message, and the day itself, both uni-

versal and timeless, a part of the heritage of
mankind.

Yet, the long 10-year history of the French
Revolution, heralded by the storming of the
Bastille, the symbol of Royal power, has more
lessons to offer for mankind of all generations
than just the stirring message of July 14, 1789.
Again and again, the hard-won revolution was de-
railed, the celebration turned into an orgy and
the message of liberty was substituted by authori-
tarianism. The saying, "Revolution devours its
won children" acquired a sinister meaning.

Most developing countries, including
Bangladesh, have much to learn from these
lessons. The end of authoritarianism, even freeing
prisoners held in custody without any trial, pro-
vide a new beginning to a nation, but they do not
necessarily offer instant answers to a country's
problems. Much of the gain can be eaten up by
inefficiency and corruption, indecision and drift.
These lessons are also now being learnt, at a ter-
rible cost, by France's immediate neighbours in
Eastern Europe.

For France, all this is history. The country has
moved forward along its own charted course of
stability and prosperity, as a caring one that
shows its concern for suffering humanity whether
it is in Bosnia, Somalia or Bangladesh. Working in
co-operation with other countries sharing identi-
cal values, France has indeed a major role to play
in the post-cold war era, to ensure that the
world's prosperity is equitably shared by all and
that a majority of mankind is not left behind by
history. By playing such a role, France will give a
fresh meaning, in our contemporary context, to
the message of July 14 : Liberty, Equality and
Fraternity.
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HE . according
I to one critic, looks like
A grocers accounts

book. Perhaps it does, | am no
judge of such matters. The
Chambers of Commerce people
don't sound teo unhappy.

generally speaking. e

criticism s from
the limitations of party
politics.

When Syed Ali Kabir told
the assembly that an upper

house, a second chamber of -

our Sa would strengthen
the parliamentary system of
the country, it did not deto-
nate like a bombshell exactly.
The occasion was the seminar
held under the auspices of the
Democratic Forum, and the
date June 19. The themes for
the afternoon was democ :
rule of law and the hud.:tl.-.'lmc
budget had been announced a
few days earlier. The econo-
mists from the speakers panel
offered their comments on the
budget. Some of us clung to
the theme of democracy.
somewhat faded and weather

beaten but getting a [resh coat
of paint with the revival of the

Golam Azam issue. Syed Al
Kabir, known as a banker to
many, and as a columnist to a
wider public, chose to remind
his audience that he, as
university student, had read
Political Science — not
Economics — and he
therefore put polities before
economics. If | remember cor-
rectly he offered some re

marks on the topic of indus-
tries and quickly passed on to
his view of the Parliament.

Our Sangsad is a House
peopled exclusively by politi-
cians. For Syed Ali Kabir , this
is not enough. He wants an
upper house which will not be
quite as powerful as the US
Senate, or even as the Indian
Rajya Sabha, without, at the
same time, being a paper tiger

NTI-GOVERNMENT
A prolests  in  Thailand

and its Tiananmen-like
suppression s the latest
indicalion thal a growing Asian
urban middle elass wants
rising living standards to go
hand-in-hand with political
frecdom.

In South Korea, Taiwan and
lHong Kong and now in
Thailand betler off citizens
have madc it clear they want a
greater say in deeisions that
affcet their lives.

And across Southcast Asia,
analysts say government that
had sacrificed personal free-
dom to achicve economic dis-
cipline and high growth may
have to face the same dilemma
in the ycars to comec.

In Taiwan and South Korea,
dictatorships [cll in Lhe past
[ive ycars allcr relentless pub-
lic pressurc. Taiwan cnded
martial law and Soulh Korca
introduced political reflorms.
In llong Kong, the pcople
showed their conecern about
Communist Chinese Lakeover
in 1997 by voling overwhelm-
ingly for democraecy in Jasl
year's local cicclions.

But the Thai military docs
not scem 1o have taken the
cuc. It did not even lcarn the
lessons from the country’'s own
past.

Three days and nights in
May in DBangkok brought
scencs of carnage and brutality
not scen in Asfa since Tlanan-
mecn Square in 1989. Pctrol
bombs cxploded,
personnel carriers crushed
motorcycles, soldiers uscd
automatic riflcs on young men
hurling rocks. This could be
Beijing in 1989, Scoul in 1987
or Rangoon in 1988.

At the hcart of the Thai
protest was a group ol opposi-
tion politicians, tcachcrs and
radical students who wanted
the military to stop meddling
in politics. Their sil-ins were
joined by hundreds of middle
class Thais, some with ncck-
lies and ccllular phones.

armourcd

The budget, according to one critic, looks like a grocer’s accounts book.
matters. The Chambers of Commerce people don't sound too
mmmmwamwsﬁu

either. It will be a House
manned by m-gllucll per-
sonages, drawn m different
professional backgrounds, per-
sons known for their supposed
wisdom resulting from experi-
ence, and some of them for
their achievements in arts,
science, industry, social work
el cetera.

Syed Ali Kabir, since he did
not spell out fully his concept
of an upper house, only hinting
that it will supply the missing
element in the present uni.
chamber Sangsad, may hope-
fully come oul one ol these
days with a fuller statement.|
am sure there are peoplc who
are interested. | am equally
sure that the immediate result
will be zero: uneasiness in
some quarlers, giggles of
laughter in the corridors of

power, cynicism in the
academia for the naivety of the
proposal, an alert {(nterest

among the elderly, the retired,
the senior citizens, who con-
stitute the bulk of the morning
walkers-cum-morning gos-
sipers of our famous cfty, | can
assure him that thinking aloud
in public as he did that after-
noon in his booming voice,
supported by thinking in print
which he has been doing so
ably in his breezy style, may, in
some future date, produce
some result. Many of our pre-
sent day institutions were
nothing more than that, ages
before they saw the light of the
day. If he had seriously meant
his worlds as floating an idea,

considering that both oceca-
sion and moment was appro-

ﬂrhtc. I may di with
im there.lt struck me as
premature. The Sangsad was in
session. And it cannot be said
that the Sangsad has struck
roots yet, as the centre-piece
of our political system. The
Sangsadians (A coinage, if you
like, in line with Parltamen-
tarians) are yet to learn the

ruh:lnl'ﬂ:cm.amodm
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fiying: talks of a mid-term
election, which in its turm
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lated to our political experi-
ence, were circulating, in a

hushed voice. All this prowved
unfounded. The danger was
averted. The Opposition s
back in the House which, after
a period of kitchen-talk. born
nut of self-distrust, again came
back to life, much to the relief

CLOMDS

Zallur Rahman Siddigui

of them. A second chambecr is
never a threat 1o the
supremacy of the lower house,
but it s certainly a cur-

tailment of the same . This very
fact may assume exaggerated
importance in the minds of
the politicians, especially
those who are mercly politi-
clans.

About this budget session |
can hazard one opinion, with-
out pretending to be either a
political or a financial expert,
It will go down, in our Sangsad
annals, as a session of uncom

mon interest, maybe a session
of uncommon significance,
With the Opposition boycotting
the daily proceedings for about
ten days, and with uncertainty
hanging over the possibility of
its returning at all, the very fu-
ture of the present Parliament
scemed to be at stake. There
were all sorts of political kite-

ol the Speaker and of the na-
tion.

On the budget itsell, we
have been following the com-
ments and the criticisms
within the House and outside.
It seems to me that the
Finance Minister has shown
himself an adept in tight-rope-
walking. He has allayed the
fears of those of us who has
expected harsh measures to
raise the much needed rev-
enue. He has reduced taxes,
and tariffs on items much
fancied in middle class houses,
thus silencing that section of
the community that produces
the most noise. At the same
time, he remains vulnerable to
the criticism that there is
bardly any positive pointer to a
more scli-relying future;, any
philosophy behind the figurcs,
The budgetl, according to one
critic, looks like a grocer's ac-

: speaking The  atte
hﬁ;ﬁmﬁn&m S0 R doverved
the tons of party poli-

lics. Speeches made by MP's
gencrally follow party lines.
There seems to be an absolute
predictability about who is go-
ing 1o say what. The only ex
ception was Suranjit Sengupta,
an opposition member who
found seme good things o Sty
about the Minister, local alle-
glance —something which a
truc son of Sylhet will carry to
his death — triumphing over
ephemeral relations.

Jokes apart, | think Mr
Suranfit Sengupta,
considered one of our sound
and capable parlfamentarians,
set a good exampile by praising
where praise was duc. Here
was a lesson for all, irrespec-
tive of the loeation of the
benches one occupied. The
Sangsad would have been a far
more lively place, the debates
would have been far more rel
evant, and free from the Hmi-
tations of party afiliation ear
ried to extreme l!imits, if
members were free to spe
they really thought. On paper.
they may be free, for all that |
know; in practice they don't
appcar to bec so. The party
whip may still carry his whip
but it necd not be oo long. It
nced not be a stranglehold,

I am glad that one opposi-
tion member, Mohammad

Asia: The Middle Class Also Rises

When  Suchinda back-
iracked on a promise for con-
stitutional reform, the protests
turnced violent. Rallies have
continued outside liament
in Bangkok, whcre lcgislators
arc dcbating a bill to have the
prime¢ minister clected by the
people,

[3ul the pcople are angry,
and will stop at nothing short
of a stop to the military’s influ-
cnce on politics.

Analysts in the region fear
similar uphcavals may lie in
slore for Asia's other authori-
larfan states — Indoncsia,
Malaysia and cven Singaporc —
unless Lheir rulers looscn up

politically.

The tiny multi-ethnic eity.

state ol Singaporc has taken
Lhe middlc path and success-
fully employved cconomic
anacsthesia to numb political
instincts. BBut even there, peo-
ple are voling with their feet
and emigrating 1o Auslralia and
Canada in droves,

Elsewhcere, pressure is also
building up in the hermeti-
cally-sealed republics of North
Korea and Burma, where the
lHd on disscnt has been kept
down most forcibly. Monks,
sludents and the middle class
prolested in Rangoon in 1988
and were massacred by the
hundrecds.

In China, the post-
Tiananmen rulers have gone
capitalist with a wvengeance
wilth regards the cconomy, but
politically the regime is as
cautious and hardline as cver.

Beijing expcrimenting with
cconomic [rcedom without
sacrilicing political orthodoxy.
The prevailing theory among
China-watchers is that this will
[ail.

In poorer Asian countrics
like Bangladesh, Nepal and

An affluent and increasingly dissatisfied
middle class is asserting itself in the
politics of many of Asia’s newly-rich na-
tions. Kunda Dixit of IPS reports from

Manila.

Pakistan, multi-party democ-
racy has dawned alter decadces
of lotalitarfan rule. But the
failure of clected rulers to im-
prove peoples’ ltves has disillu-
sfoncd the masses and brought
threats of democratic reversal.

In some of Lhem, clected
rulers seem tempted to elicit
military backing "to do a
Fujimeri® to get a better grip
on things. Peru's president
Alberto Fujimori suspended
the constitution and assumcd
control, saying the opposition

‘was not allowing him to im-

plement his economic plans.
Six ycars aller overthrowing

a dictator, the Philippines has
Jjust gone through an clections
that should ensure a pcaceful -
transition of power to a new
clected president — the first
lime in 22 years.

But even her, the business
and political eclite is en-
lrenched as never belore, and
the military is waiting in the
wings,

As with charismatic opposi-
tion lecader Chamlong Sri-
muang's campaign in Thailand,
the powerful showing of dark-
hors Mirfam Defensor-Santiago
in the Philippine presidential
elcetions is seen as a vote of
protest against the tradilional

politics of patronage by an
impalicnt middle class.
Ncither Chamlong nor San-
tingn want radical political
rciorms but both of them ar-
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funds in the bank accounts. so
many subjects. The UGC ‘has
miserably fafled to grasp
issuec, and to put it In its
proper context. The guardian-
ship role it has arrogated to it-

is both and un-

the UGC and the private uni-
versity for negotiations of a fi-
nancial nature. The conditions,
apparently daunting in the be-
ginning, are alluring for the
sponsors in the long run. De
we wish public funds o be
c::?nncllu:rtn private universi-
t

ticulate young urban dissatis-
faction with the establishment.
The challenge before Asian
leaders, cven f t are
clected to power, is her
or not they will heed the cries
of the Chamlongs and the
Santiagos, and the people they

represcnt.

Safety and Security of Gulshan,

Banani and Baridhara

Jamal Uddin Ahmad
The ghastly incident that

took place recently at the
Chinese Embassy has put the
country to shame. The people
ol Bangladesh regardicss of

their political opinion are one _

in their condemnation of the
scnseless and dastardly act of
hooliganism and indiscrimi-
nate destruction committed by
a section of people to the
Embassy premises. We fecl
deeply perturbed and embar-
rasscd and offer our sincere
apologics to the Government
and [ricndly people of China.

The [act that an ugly situa-
tion such as this could happcn
im this area was not altogcther
unforescen. The methodical
way in which this once so-
called posh and diplomatic en-
clave of Dhaka was allowed to
degenerate inte slums and
peopled by unauthorised squat-
ters under the very nose of
Dhaka Municipal Corporation,
RAJUK and Law and Order
Enforcement Agencies, it was
no surprise that an attack
similar to the one committed
on the Chinese Embassy had
not taken place earlier. The
surprise, if there was one, was
that it took such a long time to
happen.

The whole locality is now
full of garment industries with

thousands of workers, shops
l;md bazars of all kinds, road-

side vendors, squatters, un-
healthy and unhygenic road-
side cating places, beggars, hi-
jackers and muggers. Safety
and security of the residents of

Jocality .are at  seriou

B A :glgngl rt:i’E'trt!’rI'cll?.i
killings ar¢ not untommon fea-
tures in this area. In early
mornings, hundreds of peo
arc scen using the roads

for their "call of nature”.
Employees of hundreds of
shops and squalters are at full
liberty to use the locality for all
their dirty pursuits,

Now that the unfortunate
incident of the Chinese
Embassy has opened the eyes
of the Government to revamp
the overall safety and security

of the area, the first thing that
nceds to be done is to clean

out the place by removing all
garment industries, squatters,
unauthorised shops and con-
structions. Rickshaw, baby taxi
and tempo stands must be
brought under strict control.

Pavement shops and bazars

should be , banned. More secu-
rity force should be deployed
to bring about an atmosphere
of safety and security in the
area. Time is running out.
Actfon and not promises is

what is urgently needed.

The writer is a former Deputy
Prime Minister. ]
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| addressed to the Editor and legibly written or typed
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'Why Opposition?

Sir, 1 have been regularly
tuning into Voice of America &
British Broadcasting Corp
(VOA & BBC) for quite some-
time and | also subscribe to
the Western Magazines and
Newspapers frequently. The
political aspects dealt by these
media have been agitating my
sub-conscious ever since. The
political party not in power is
never referred to either in the
USA or Britain as the Opposi-
tion, in the case of Britain they
are referred to as, The Labour
Party, Tories, Communist Party
and in the USA as The Demo-
cratic Party. We can safely as-
sume that, the word Opposi-
tion is strictly confined to this
subcontinent. As a result, this
violence prone political war-
zones that are clearly dis-
cernible throughout the entire
subcontinent whereas either in
the USA &/or the UK a rela-
tively dignified, constructive
and above all else a humane,
cultured and congenial politi-
cal atmosphere is very much in
practice. | have looked-up the
meaning in the Oxford Dic-
tionary and found the meaning

lo be anything but pleasant i.e.
obstacle, antagonism, Tresis-
tance, being hostile ete.,., in
the lay men's language 'enemy’.
In Bangla the meaning is also
the same. Hence, in the
Bangladesh context one's en-
emy must be dealt with utmost
vengeance if not physical elim-
ination irrespective of whether
political colouring exists or
otherwise

politicians. They are sure to do

 the needful). Here I would like

to make one thing explicit, I
have no particular political
party in mind as this muscle
power has long been nation-
alised by all political parties
and is pursued with sacred
zeal at every given opportunity,
A glance at the daily newspa-
per will amply prove this u-for-
tunate situation now prevailing
in increasing intensity with
cach exploding sun-set. Per-
haps this may be my senile
ramblings due to various fac-
tors yet | appeal to all right
thinking men and women
especially the esteemed Pro-
fessors Zahidul Huq & O H
Kabir Esquire, of D to give
a patient thought to this mat-
ter and also their valued com-

(Leave it to the .

menis. We have imitated the
West in almost all fields, why
not in this matter? By refrain-
ing to cling to this word
'‘Opposition’ | don't mean to
say that Eldorado of genteel
politics is round the bend.
What we may be able to achieve
is at least, arresting the nose-
dive in the entire socio-eco-
nomic and political set-up in
which case this may lead to a
snow-ball effeect in: positive
politics, thinking, respect to

both youth and the aged and
what not..........

Salahuddin Jamal
Firozshah, Chittagong.

Attack on journalists

Sir, The attack on the jour-
nalists by the police or hooli-
gans is equally condemnable.
As for that matter attack on
anyone or any institution is
extremely uncivilized and is an
indication of the extent of de-
generation a society may have.
Unfortunately we find our-
selves completely immersed in
such a situation,

In a society where most
people are illiterate and poor,
the conscious section are
mostly against 'establishment'.
Criticism is the essence of
democraey. This is the p
funetion of the thinkers a
philosephers of a nation. It is
pleasant to find that the intel-
lectuals of Bangladesh come
out with protests whenever
there is any injustice done or

unwise step taken by the
‘establishment’. Unkind criti-
cisin towards their dissentling
voices do not deter them.

We [ind that various forces
arce outl today to silence the
journalists and newspapers.

The reason is not vary diflicult
to gucss. During the last auto-
cralic regime the newspapers
in_support of democralic
movements once remained
closed for over a week. The
despot and the lackeys benefit-
led most as their pet media
continuéd to blare their glory
and their canards without any
protest from any quarter,

Inn this desperate situation
in n despaired mood, maybe,
the journalists are considering
sleps to express their feeling.
They should remember thai
the elements which harm
them will achieve their end if
an extreme step is adopted.

MA Hag
Green Road, Dhaka

Less than a 'snail's
pace’

Sir, My father passed away
in August 1986 and soon after

day, alter nearly scven vears,
following the non bribablc pro-
cedure, being a good citizen of
the land and all that,

In effect, the law of the land
has finally seen fit to nise
mec as my father's son, despite
the faect that 1 have been
recognised as my father's son
by wvarious bodies such as
banks, insurance companics,
airlines, various Chambers and
Forums ol trade and com-
meree, even the Government
ol Bangladesh.

This brings to mind another
cvent thatl occurred to a friend.
He applied for a telephone to
the relevant department
through the same process as |
did and received his phone
nine years later.

Docs this mean that |
should apply now for my mine-
yrar old son to get a phone so
that he gets a telephone onee
he is old enough to have one in
his own house?

Il only the Almighty had
scen it to inform me of miy
dcath prior to the .event |
could apply fer my son's sue-
cession certificate well in ad-
vance and in the process save

Still, I'm happy. It's good to
be present in class than to be
sccn (o be present in class,

cut a tree?

Sir, National tree plantation
movement is in full swing in

the country. Prime Minister
Begum Khaleda Zia has given
clarion call to give the al-
forestation programme the
shape of a social movement. It
is well accepted all

Bangladeshis. It is good for all
Our prime minister u po-
litical bodies teo lupprt:mt
government eflorts. | wish ev-

cry one will come forward to
make this noble programme a

SUCICSS8.

[But some action by certain
scclor has disappointed me —
(1} It is found that all trecs at

the Gulshan-Banani scctor are
being felled o the ground. It
took two hundred years to de-
velop these valuable trees. (2)
It is published in certain
newspapers that a publie ten-
der has been invited by a Gowt
Department to fell raintrees in
the Jessore-Banapole Road.
These trees were ted by a
Ma in honour of and kind
remembrance to his mother
Maharani. Definitely it was a
noble work for the welfare of
the public and environment

Will the authority advise us
in which direction we should
proceed? Cut down or plani a
tree for the future generation?

Meah M Habibullah
“Tree Lovers”, Dhaka




