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Outrageous

Newspaper Editors are being picked up like
common criminals and thrown into jail without
even the benefit of a bail. Is this how the free
gpress to be treated in a democracy? The whole
edifice of press freedom can collapse like castles
in the air if the newspaper Editors who form the
corner-stone of it are dogged in their footsteps by
a feeling of insecurity. The concern at being un-
protected in the discharge ol their legitimate
functions may stem from just feeling threatened.
let alone being actually harassed and maltreated.
And. it would be admittedly quite real and pal-
pable if the Editors see some of their colleagues
arrested not after they have had the chance to
explain themselves or the alleged guilt about
them has been actually proved.

The arrests of the Advisory Editor and the
Executive Editor of The Daily Janakantha and the
warrants of arrest issued against the paper's
Editor and an Assistant Editor follow a complaint
lodged by a law enforcement official alleging that
a post-editorial in the paper "hurt the religious
‘sentiments of the Muslims.” The judgement as to
whether they really have done so will be for the
court to make. But, in the meanwhile, what we, in
the press world, are bound to feel is that by the
arrest itself a punishment has been already in-
flicted on them, pending disposal of the case.
That is why allegations of press infractions, in-

cluding of defamation, involve the principle of .

dealing with Such cases beyond the purview of
the criminal law. There is, of course, the Press
Council, quite apart from the fact that any Editor
worth his salt and professionally respectful of dis-
sent, does devote space to rejoinders. Anyhow,
the point here. too, is'that the whole editorial
set faces the magisterial process. -

It is not quite our look-out here to go into the
merit or otherwise of the case but suffice it to
underline that the arrest without offering the op-
portunity to explain oneself does spark insecuri-
ty among the journalists and thereby constitutes a
threat to freedom of press which is the determi-
nant of the degree of democracy a country enjoys.

The reason why we should have better ways of
addressing such an issue is basically this : news-
papers have to deal with sensitive public issues
and opinions on a daily basis. Assuming that one
has crossed the critical threshold — for the ar-
gument's sake — shouldn't there be a more
press-friendly way of handling this? Particularly
when provocations are there from dissenters?, It
is not a matter to be left to a subjective judge-
ment. Does it not, in all fairness, attract the re-
sponsibility of the experts in the intellectual
field, with a juridical element added to it like in a
Press Council ?

Reports suggest that the Home Ministry au-
thorised the action. What is the Information
'~ Ministry’s role? We would like to believe, recall-
ing the Prime Minister's election pledge and her
utterances on press freedom from time to time,
that some sections are out to malign her image
and standing with the press. If that be the case
she will be well advised to take immediate reme-
dial measures. We expect not only the immediate
release of the arrested journalists who enjoy high
social reputation and professional standing but
also a clear avowal of the government's policy on
press freedom. |

Human Security

When the ruling party and the opposition have
turned their backs to each other, at least for once
in a rare departure from their hardened attitude
did the two parties see eye to eye at a debate
perhaps first of its kind outside of the Jatiya

_ . Dubbed as The Daily Star Dialogue — be-
cause this daily organised the show — the session
was devoted to the problems facing the South
Asian region in its development efforts. Aptly ti-
tled, "Development Challenges for South Asia", it
was divided into two parts: a keynote speech by
Dr Mahbubul Huq of the UNDP fame for the radi-
cal changes he has helped bring in the attitude of
the organisation's headquarters in New York and
a question-answer session participated by the
- MPs of the two benches. :

Dr Mahbubul Huq covered a whole range of is-
sues in his speech but the focus was directed on
the development of human resources. As it has
been the salient theme of the 1994 UNDP
Report, the issue of human security once again
came under scrutiny. The conventional definition
of security has been rightly challenged by Huq's
well-advanced theory that without guaranteeing
adequate food, a decent living and livelihood any
other security perception loses its meaning. Until
now, security has often -- and wrongly -- been
referred to national or state defence. Huq has
sought to change the security perception by
stressing the need for identification of developing
countries’' priority areas.

The MPs present at the dialogue
the contention and readily acknowledged their
own limitations but they also sought the UNDP
expert's advice in redistribution of resource allo-
cation from unproductive sector to the produc-

agreed with’

Non-practice of Democracy

by Dr Saleemul Hugq

HE recent debate for
and against the careta
ker government in The

Daily Star has been a healthy
development in the practice of
democracy where politicians
were made to present their
arguments and counter
arguments going beyond the
normal level of sloganeering. |
will not address the
desirability or otherwise of a
carelaker government whose
arguments, both for and
against, have already been
pretty well exhausted by both
the proponents as well as the

opponents. | will rather ad
dress the larger issue ol the
practice and non practice of
democratic norms Iin a parlla

mentary democratic set up at
the level of the individual vot

ers. political parties. members
of parliament and lastly at the
level of the political leader

ship.

The individual voter Iin a
parliamentary election votes
for his choice of member of
parliament based upon a num-
ber of factors. Those that
blindly follow a political party
(a minority] obviously vote for
their party candidate regard-
less of his merits. while most
others base their judgement
upon a combination of differ
ent factors including the char
acter of the candidate. the
party's manifesto, the partys
policies, leadership as well as
other factors However, once
one candidate is declared the
winner in the election Iin a
first-past-the-post manner he
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becomes the member of par-
llament representing that
constituency for the life of the
parliament and is expected to
represent the interests of all
his constituents regardiess of
whether or not they had voted
for him.

In the parliamentary form
of government it does not
matter whether or not he re-
ceived over 50% of all the
votes cast but only that he get
more than anyone else. Thus
many members of parliament
around the world received less
than 50% of the total vote but
this in no way diminishes their

tion pledges while that of the
opposition members Is to
question, scrutinize, criticize
and suggest amendments to
proposed le@islation. It is not
the role of the opposition to
introduce legislation unless
they hive reason to believe it
will get national consensus.

It is interesting to note that
this sparllament started with
exactly such a rare example
when the issue of change-over
from presidential to parlia-
mentary form of government
was achieved by consensus
across party lines. The point to
note is that éven though there

It is not the role the opposi-
tion to dictate to the ruling
party what legislation the lat-
ter must introduce under
threat of a boycott. The
essence of parliamentary
democracy is to allow the ma-
jority party to govern and try
to unseat them in the general
elections if they fail to do a
good job.

Now the argument being
put forward against this strat-
egy is that such a general elec-
tion will not be free and fair
under the BNFP government, or
for that matter any party gov-
ernment. and should thegefore

which together represented
the eguivalent of about 14 par-
liamentary seats. Out of those
the two main cities of Dhaka,
representing the equivalent of
about B parliamentary seats
and Chittagong, representing
about 4 parliamentary seats
were won by the Awami

. This fact suggests that
while the ruling party may be
able to apply extra effort in
terms of multiple ministers
campaigning for votes. admin-
istrative and media control and
other alleged means of influ-
encing results on a single con-
stituency by-elections Ilike

An example of how different political parties with truly democratic leadership can accommodate others is to
be seen in South Africa where Mr Nelson Mandela the leader of the ANC actually expressed relief that the
ANC did not receive a two — thirds majority, which would have allowed them to make constitutional changes, political leadership is a similar
since that would have made the minority parties more insecure!
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right to represent their con-
stituency. Once elected into
parliament the member Iis
supposed to raise issues on
brﬁalf of his constituency and
to vote according to his party
line but can certainly raise his
owh opinions within the party
parliamentary caucus,

The party that gets the ma-
jority of seats in the parlia-
ment forms the government
and elects their leader as the
Prime Minister while the
others form the opposition
from whom the leader of the
largest party becomes the
leader of the opposition. The
role of the government party
in parllament is to introduce
legislation to fulfil their elec-

"ersuade

were those In the BNP
(perhaps even the leader her-
self)] who were inclined to re-
taining the presidential form it
was possible through argument
and persuasion to win them
over to the parllamentary form.
This lesson is one that should
be borne in mind with respect
to the caretaker government
issue. If it is a national de-
mand, as the is now
claiming. they should Intro-
duce the bill in parlilament and
the government
bench of its merits. If the gov-
ernment bench refuses to en-
dorse it and thus goes against
the wishes of the electoratg
they will be voted out of office
in the next general elections.
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be held under a caretaker one.
The Awami League took this
stance following the percetved
unfair means in the Magura by-
election although it claims that
the Bhola and Mirpur by-elec-
tions were also similarly
tainted. Their apprehension is
that such unfair means will be
again used during the general
election and therefore they are
unwilling to trust the present
government with holding the
general elections.

it is interesting to note that
the Election Commission dur-
ing the present government
has held a much larger, almost
national scale election for the
municipalities of Dhaka, Chit-

uiong, Rajshahi and Khuina

The Demand for a Caretaker Government
Sounds Untenable

by Ramjan Ali Khan Majlis

HILE enumerating the
W reasons in favour of
holding parliament

election under a caretaker
government Mr. Zillur
Rahman, Secretary General of
Awami League has tried to de-
fine democracy. and has given
a short account how democ-
racy was distorted in the past
under different autocratic
regimes in the first para of his
statement (DS 15-5-94) which
obviously seems -to be irrele-

vant and redundant in tLhe
context of the debate in ques-

tion.

In the second para Mr
Zillur Rahman has made an at-
tempt to convince us as to the
dire necessity of farming
BAKSAL by late Sheikh Mujibur
Rahman. It is known to every-
body that history repeats itself.

The introduction of BAKSAL

meaning one party's rule in
Bangladesh had been de-
scribed as an essential mea-
sure to strengthen national
unity but this does not con-
form to any historical event of
the past. The well-known story
of BAKSAL narrated by the
Secretary General, Awami
League shall be considered by
the readers and the public in
general as totally unnecessary

and unwarranted in the course
of producing valid argumernts
in favour of having parliament
election under a caretaker
government.

Mr. H M Ershad grabbed
power by use of force and top-
pled an elected government of
the then President Justice
Sattar. Mr Ershad also man-
aged to remain in power by re-
course to different types of
nefarious activities as stated by
Mr. Zillur Rahman. The infa-
mous activities of the deposed
President Mr. Ershad and his
henchmen are well-known and
repetition of the same is
hardly necessary.

But the story is not appli-
cable in case of the Prime
Minister Begum Khaleda Zia
who came to power through a
fair election conducted by the
Election Commission, an inde-
pendent institution under the
caretaker government of
Justice Shahabuddin. The de-
mand for such an election un-
der a caretaker government
was at that time not only out-
come of a general desire of the
political parties alone but also
a universal claim of the public
al large. This election was ac-
claimed to have been the most

fair ever held in this country
not only by the people of
Bangladesh but also by the in-
ternational community.
Curiously enough. by ignor-
ing the well-though-out verdict
of the people, the opposition
parties have now become vocal
seeking resignation of the
elected government and de-
manding a fresh election un-
der a caretaker government.
They want it to be formed even
before the expiry of the five
years term. This, no doubt, is
tantamount to having no confi-
dence in public opinion, which
is the best yardstick to mea-
sure the actual practice of
democracy. The demand of the
opposition parties for a care-
taker government to hold
elections needs to be tested
through a referendum con-
ducted on the particular issue.
The government in power
was not found hesitant to ac-
cept the verdict of the people
in respect of the city corpora-
tion elections in which two
important mayoral seats have
gone to the nominees of the

largest opposition party i.e.
Awami League. If the opposi-

tiorr parties are really ag-

grieved by the results of the
Magura by election they could

easily flle an objection petition
to the Election Tribunal.

Instead of doing so the oppo-
sition parties are accusing the
elected government, which
enjoys the confidence of the
people, of rigging votes
through the influence of the
officers allegedly employed for
conducting the said election.
Is this an issue justified for
resignation of the elected gov-
ernment and establishment of
a caretaker government? Is
there any guarantee that the
proposed caretaker govern-
ment would be able to fulfil
the desire of the opposition
parties? The indirect motive
behind such a movement is to
fish in troubled water.

The opposition parties
which have now raised hue and
cry for an election under an in-
terim caretaker govt, were not
found active to incorporate
this in the constitu-
tion during the 12th amend-
ment of the constitution i.e.
formation of the parliamentary

- system of govt from the presi-

dential form. In my opinion, to
ensure free and fair election
we should welcome the united
effort of the parliament mem-
bers to improve the electoral
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Caretaker Government is a Must
by Nasir Uddin Ahmed Nooman |

ONTRADICTORY sta-
‘ * tements from the.po-

litical persons re-
garding efforts for resolution of
the current impasse is cloud-
ing the country’'s political hori-
zon. Some of the happenings
and statements from the intel-
lectual communities are
adding fuel to the controversy.
The ruling party itself is show-
ing no sincere concern in
solving the political crisis. In
such a situation the on-going
debate initiated by The Daily
Star is of great importance. It
is quite timely and purposeful.
It is a nice effort for narrowing
the differences and I hope,
will prove fruitful enough in
establishing the national con-
Sensus.

The opposition political
parties of the country are de-
manding a caretaker govern-
ment to hold the next general
election because they fear that
elections held under the party
in power would not be free and

fair. Our experiences of elec-

tions under this government
prove that any election under
this government is sure to suf-
fer from unfairness. The gov-
ernment itself claims that the
city corporation election held
under it was greatly free and
fair. But we, the students of
Dhaka University had experi-
enced something different in
our area. Since the ballot-pa-
pers were snatched away from
voters by the supporters of
candidates, the Election
Commission had to postpone
the election of the university
centers. There were also alleg-
ing of false identity cards hav-
ing been issued by the authori-
ties. The Mirpur by-election
held before that was a chaotic
one and we had seen their the
misuse of power. The latest by-
election of Magura did not de-
serve to be called all that fair.
The most remarkable thing
about that by-election was that
the CEC had to leave Magura
before the election because of
unavoidable circumstances. If

in any election the CEC has to
leave the constituency what
about the voters then? Who
will think of their safety then?

The government after that
election had shown no change
in its attitude. In such a situa-
tion no conscious man dares
think of a fair election under
it. So, in my opinion, the
methodology of 1991 has tq be
repeated to overcome the cur-
rent deadlock. In the previous
general election the ruling
party had got 31 per cent
votes but the opposition alto-
gether got 69 per cent. Thus,
according to democratic
norms, the ruling party must
show its respect to the major-
ity. Now the demand of a care-
taker government is an opin-
ion of the majority and BNP
government needs to show its
res to the same and prove
itself democratic.

In my view to ensure a free
and fair election the following
things should deserve consid-
eration.

Since the BNP government

is in power by virtue of elec- -

tion held under a caretaker
government they should not go
against this demand.

Politicalisation of govern-
ment and political recruitment
of officials are motived by dev-
ilish desires. Free and fair
election under a caretaker
government is the only answer.

This process of holding
elections wunder caretaker

ment should be contin-
ued well into the future times
and it should only be rejected
when two-thirds of the parlia-
ment members will go against
it.

The institution of Election
Commission is vital in a demo-
cratic soclety for ensuring
free and fair election. The
caretaker government mostly
ensures a neutral administra-
tion. But the Election
Commission is the most im-
portant body in holding elec-
tion in the desired manner.
The election commission
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Mirpur and Magura they were
unable to repeat the exercise

on a larger scale represented

by the municipal elections and
therefore are even more un-
likely to be able to repeat the

exercise on a nationwide scale

fore Is itself the op-

portunity of unseating the BNP

and coming to power in the
next general elections by in-
sisting on its parliamentary
boycott which if continued will
have unpredictable, but cer-
tainly unpleasant conse-
quences. This stems from a
lack of democratic patience
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process. Such a desired action
would ensure smooth running
of any election in the country.
Is it known to the parllament
members of both the govt and
opposition parties or the
Election Commission itself
that many genuine voters could
not get any opportunity to cast
their valuable votes in the city
corporation election recently
held as the voters' lists avail-
able with the concerned pre-
siding officers did not contain
the names of many of them. |
could not also cast my vote
though | have been casting my
vote regularly since | have
been living in my own house in
Dhanmondi Residential Area
from. 1967. | lodged written
complaint addressed to the
chief Election Commissioner
and handed ovcr the same to
the Officer posted at
the Dhanmondi Girls' School.
Has any effort been made to
correct the voters' list by the
concerned authority?
Surprisingly enough the

opposition parties have not yet
uttered a word whether

the election of the public bod-

ies should also be conducted

" under a caretaker government.

Demand for holding par-
lHlament election under a care-
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should be able to perform its
duties without any government
interference. Even the election
of 1991 gave rise to a question
about the accuracy and com-
prehensiveness of the votérs
list. In fact, EC lacks the full

capacity to discharge its func-
tions. So, meeting its defi-

- clency of power by legislation

in the parliament is a crying
need of the moment. The role
of Election Commission as an
independent body should be
enhanced. The Chief Election
Commissioner must be able to
exercise his power like the

" CEC of India. During any of the

elections conducted by the EC,
the President, the Prime
Minister, the ministers or any
one who holds the rank of a
minister will have any right to
visit any constituency. Nor any
donations or undertaking of
any new project will be de-
clared.

To avoid violence or adopt-
ng of unfair means we should
ave polling centres away from
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'The Daily Star Public Debate: What do Our Readers Think?
Caretaker Government and the Practice and

and willingness to give due
consideration to the other side
demonstrated equally by the
opposition as well as the ruling
party.

An exampile of how different
political parties with truly
democratic leadership can ac-
commodate others Is to be
seen in South Africa where Mr
Nelson Mandela the leader of
the ANC actually expressed re-
lief that the ANC did not re-
ceive a two — thirds majority,
which would have allowed
them to make constitutional
changes. since that would have
made the minority parties
more insecure! '

#

What is needed from our

sense of accommodation in the
larger national interest. It
would seem to be a better
strategy for the Awami League
to be present in the parlia-
ment and insist that the gov-
‘ernment enact legislation to

fulfil its pledges inciuding
ﬁ'udm:f';"\fuld

of caretaker government
which neither the Awami

cluded in their election mani-
festo

The writer is the Executive
Director of the Bangladesh
Centre for Advanced Studies, a
private, non-profit research
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taker { is absol

a political problem whic
should be solved in the parlia-
ment by participation of all the
political parties. We cannot,
therefore, argue to face the
important issue of deciding
the conduct of parliament
election under a caretaker govt

by making processions in the

| am constrained to high-

light my personal feelings as a
politically conscious patriotic

- citizen of Bangladesh. Students

of “"Government and Politics™
who are constitutional experts
and have got long political
background may perhaps be
able to examine the compli-
cated issue in in an
exhaustive, conclusive and
conducive manner.
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any university campus and the
chaotic colleges. My experi-
ence of elections on campus
leaving aside the elections of
student bodies says that it is
impossible to think of any free
and fair election in this terri-

At present the government
is calling others for a dialogue.
But dialogues for what? Our
government knows only to
commit but never to take its
commitments to the world of
realities. It knows only to take
pauses. Dialogue is the obvious
option left but the government
must prove itself decisive first.
We don't want dialogues for di-
alogues' sake. Nobody desires
any further mockery. Every-
body wants a fruitful decision
that will settle the political
problems and relieve the
people of their tensidh. As far
as | am concermed caretaker
government is not just a de-
mand, it is a must.

The writer is a student of

Dhaka University.

tive ones. To this the non-political and famed
economist replied in a most positive way. He has .
suggested the government's gradual withdrawal ———— ——
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from the productive sectors and its increasing
concentration on social sectors. The important
point is to invest.in human development. He en-
visions a people's era where the real power will
lie with them.

The MPs really did not make it a session of de-
bate, rather were more concerned with the ways
and means of b about the desired struc-
tural reforms and socio-economic justice. Here
again the UNDP official has advised to keep faith

in the potential of le's power. The crunch of
the proﬁem g |

is to make available adequate amount

of resources for human development through ed-
ucation, and health. The vested interest groups
are not likely to give up their prerogative so
easily. Here one can only harbour a pious wish
that someone somewhere might give a start to
the process. It is however better for charity to
m at home. The South Asian nations have to
a bold choice in favour of defence reduction

along with the avoidance of wasteful expenditure.

tter on

Parliament and the
demand for caretaker

Sir, the crown and glory of
our democrdcy is our national
parliament, and our 5th par-
liament which is elected fol-
lowing a Tree and fair general
elections under a caretaker
government after a 9-year au-
tocratic rule is the sacred trust
of 12 crore people.

It is, however, very unfortu-
ngte and shocking that some
members of our parliament do
not pay due respect and attach
appropriate importance Lo our
national parliament, the high-
est forum of the Eﬂunlrxfnd

the august house of the repre

sentatives of the people from
Teknaf to Tetualya and Tamabil
to Benapole. Rather they pre-
fer to remain outside the par-
liament, go on tour to remote
areas at home or abroad, criti-
cise and vilify each other, at-
tack and counter attack party
politics dnd programmes of
each other and thus belittle
the existence and harm the
sanctity of our national parlia-
ment. We feel that some mem-
bers of both the ruling and op-
position parties are equally re-
sponsible for these recalci-
trant, vainglorious and uncon-
scionable acts and perfor-
Mances.

We wonder what is the use
and necessity of our national
parliament at the cost of
crores of Taka of the public
exchequer when our members
of the parliament do not at-
tend it? We are alse very much
surprised as to what are the
rights and obligations, func-
tions and duties of the mem-
bers of the parliament?

We follow western system of
democracy and government in
our country. Do the members
of parliament of the UK, USA,
France, India, Japan and many
other countries call for hartals
and strikes, abstain from at-
tending or boycoft the parlia-
ment as we do. Whenever

there are differences of opin-
ijon or conflicts among the
members of the ruling and the
opposition parties the parlia-
ment is dissolved and fresh
general elections are held.

In our case, however, we

are faced with a very peculiar

and uncommon problem. We
are all terribly engaged in a
controversy as to how to con-
duct the next general elec-
tions, whether under an in-
terim caretaker government or
the democratically elected
government?

We fail to understand as to
how and why the boycott of the
parliament on the one hand
and holding of the the next
general elections under a care-
taker government have been
interlinked and juxtaposed
with each other?

next general elections would
be held under a caretaker gov-
ernment. But before that we
must have to resolve the con-
stitutional problems. Have we
arrived at a consensus as (0
who would head the caretaker
government? What would be
the status of the incumbent
President of Bangladesh? What
would be the nature, power
and function of the caretaker
government? Whether it would
be a presidential form of gov-
ermnment or parllamentary? To
whom the caretaker govern-
ment would be responsible and
accountable? Have the opposi
tion members worked out the
modalities for the caretaker
government? If so they may
place before the people a fool
proof proposal first and then

demand for the next general

elections under a caretaker
government.

it appears that AL feels
overconfident of winnh? the
next general elections, if held
under a caretaker government
But we wonder why the AL did
not win the last general elec-
tions under a caretaker gov-
ernment? We wonder what
would happen il again under a
caretaker government the AL
loses the general elections.

Would they accept the results
gracefully and peacefully?
Would not they call for fresh
hartals, sirikes, street agita
tions and beoycott the pariia-
ment?
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