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CA's Wise Words

Watchful of some comments on an issue or two,
Chief Adviser Mohammad Habibur Rahman took
the earliest opportunity — on the eve of Bangla
new year — to urge the avoidance of any contro-
versy during the functioning of the caretaker
government. We lend our fullest support to his
impassioned call for a distraction-free working of a
government charged with the responsibility of
fulfilling a specific mission within less than three
months' time, as calculated from today.

For all practical purposes, the caretaker gov-
ernment has not only been the end-product of a
long drawn-out political movement it has also been
living up to our expectations in its non-party
interim capacity. The BNP is no longer persisting
in its allegations about the "partisan role" of some
officials of the administrative cadres during the
opposition’'s non-cooperation movement. And the
opposition has reasons to be satisfied that the
postings and transfers made by the then ruling
party are being reviewed with the changes already
getting underway for the sake of free and fair polls.
We only wish that the process of shuffling will be
completed at the earliest in order that the local
administrations’ efficiency is not affected by an air
of uncertainty.

As for the opposition's demand that the respon-
sibility of the defence ministry, now vesting in the
President of the Republic in terms of the 13th
Amendment to the Constitution, be transferred to
the Chief Adviser, we suggest that a practical
response to the issue would be to debate it
threadbare in the new Parliament. Till then, let us
spare this government from pronouncing on the
Issue. ,
Now is the time for all the political parties to
extend their wholehearted cooperation to the
caretaker government in strengthening the CEC,
in formulating an appropriate code of conduct for
the elections. and in recovering all the illegally-
held arms and ammunition. The Chief Adviser's
emphatic call to all the political parties that they
withdraw their support and shelter to the pos-
sessors of unauthorised weapons strikes a re-
sponsive chord with us. Thls is a golden oppor-
tunity for the political parties to rid themselves of
the stigma of having given an avoidable indulgence
to their extra-militant supporters.

While appreciating the caretaker government's
flair for consultation with all the political parties in
areas where this is deemed necessary, we are
hoping that it will be reciprocated in the form of
unfailing cooperation by the latter.

Pahela Baisakh Gains

This year's celebration of the Bengali New Year's
Day had an ominous start. People were bewildered
as to the actual day it fell on. The 13th or the 14th
April? The Bengali calendar has been with us for at
least three centuries and a half — one theory puts
it at four times as much — and has all the time
been called the Bangabda. In the last four or five
decades’ time this eastern subcontinental calendar
has falien into disuse, specially in the urban areas.
When a national resurgence shaped a sovereign
state in the region it also revived interest in the
calendar. That led to a calendar reform. The
resulting reform, open to question as it is, was
miscomprehended and we had that confusion. We
had asked in this column that both government
and Bangla Academy clear the confusion in time.
Thanks to them the confusion was ended,
hopefully, for good. From now on Pahela Baisakh
will always correspond to April 14 — without an
exception.

The bad start was more than made up by an all
pervading atmosphere of festivity. More than
rushing to the musical invocation of the day at the
Ramna Botomul, this year Pahela Baisakh seemed
to have invaded the homes. A surfeit of bonhomie
informed the day with the families coming out in
their best attire and treating guests with the best
of Bengali cuisine. |

The Pahela Baisakh festival is yet to be picked
up by the government organisations although the
day has long been declared a national holiday. The
Dhaka Municipal Corporation can have a very fitt-
ing role in this. They can pioneer representative
bodies' response to the national event by organis-
ing at different city points melas and music and
shows at different hours of the day, leaving the
mornings to events, which have now become a
proud tradition.

Transporters or Pirates?

Some armed transport workers set an example
of new aggression in Sylhet town on Saturday.

Chagrined at the police arrest of a compatriot in
a dacoity case, transport workers had gone for
strike on Sylhet-Monglabazar road. Local people
called a meeting to protest the sudden stoppage in
vehicular traffic inviting thereby the wrath of
armed transport workers who rushed to foil it.
The people at the venue of the meeting giving
them a chase, the transport workers relented
briefly but thereafter an armed group of them went
back to avenge their pursuers. The police had to
intervene taking five workers into custody in the
process.

This long chain of events culminated in the
armed transport workers carrying off from the
police van not only the five arrested but also a
police constable and one of the Ansar personnel
along. _ i
The transport workers have dared both the law
enforcement personnel and the local people in
their no-holds-barred militancy. The facts they
have done this on the weakest possible "ground:
Their colleague whose arrest by the police in
connection with robbery had set off the chain re-
action has himself admitted to his involvement in
the crime. .

We give the police and Ansar a big hand for their
good work done under very trying circumstances.
Hopefully, they have seen already saved from the
clutches of the armed pirates and that they would
be more equipped to deal with a situation like that
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HE external excha
rate of a country s
currency vis-a-vis other
currencies s an economic
variable, which from the be-
nning of this century upto
e presenl time has been set
or influenced by is

as a conscious decision.
It can either be tightly con-
trolled and fixed govern-

ment decree or allowed to
‘float” to market forces freely
or within a “desired” or
"desirable” range. with many
other approaches in between
An efficient, competitive and
owing economy with low in-
ation would tend to have a
stronger currency over the
term. Looked al another
way. the purchasing power of a
currency in jts home country
would termine its external
value over the longer term
The more rapid the deteriora-
tion of real purchasing power
the more rapid is the decrease
in external value or exchange
rate of that currency
Devaluation occurs when a

governmen! deliberately ad.
justs downwards the exc
rate of its currency. while a

currency is said to have
ciated in extermal value when
its exchange rate goes down in
a freely floating currency mar-
ket without government inter-
vention

The word "devalue” is loa-
ded and comes with a negative
connotation which is some-
what unwarranted in the curr
ency context. As a simpli-
fication, assume that all our
foreign currency needs are
met from exporl revenues A
devaluation or depreciation
simply increases the Taka cost
for the user of foreign cur-
rrnrg (let us say dollars) not
the daollar cost for the country,
and increases the Taka amount
to the earner of dollars (i.e the
exporter). It is therefore an in
tra country transfer only, and
does not involve a transfer of
wealth or income to foreigners
as sometimes thought In that
sense, a ‘downward adjust
ment of the exchange rate” is a

more suitable term than deval--

uation or depreciation, since
the intrinsic "value” of the cur-
rency in ils domestic context
remains unchanged, (i.e. the
same amount ol money still
chases the same natignal out-
put of goods and services).

It is important to be clear
aboul the cause and effect re-
lattonship - the weaker the
economy. the weaker will be
the intrinsic value of the cur-
rency and not vice versa. That
is. a devaluation or currency
deprecialion is a reflection of

an already debilitated econ-
omy: i1 18 not that the devalua-
tion/dep. leads to a weakening
of the economy. On the con-
trary, it is often the required
adjustment to reality, which
enables the economy lo onee
again return to a healthy and
balanced position.

In fact, while there is con-
siderable research. literature
and evidence on the economic
ill effects of an “overvalued"
currency (i.e. a currency whose
intrinsic value is lower than
the exchange rate maintained
by the government directly or
indirectly), there is not much
to be found on undervaluation.
[ suspect that undervaluing a
currency may. in fact, be bene-
ficial on the whole to the con-
cerned economy [the Japanese
and Korean currencies were
arguably undervalued for long
periods of time]. and is simply
one of those options which ev-
eryone cannot start availing at
the same time since competi-
tive devaluations would simply
cancel each other out. (Witness
the recent grumblings within
the European Union about the
UK's devaluations.)

Increasingly. people are be-
coming accustomed to the idea
of currency devaluation and
many are now pushing for a
suitable downward adjustment
of the Taka from its current
level. Until very recently, de-
valuation was a dirty word in
Bangladesh and there was
hardly any support {with the

notable exception of the WB)
flor a weaker Taka. Now that
the mental block regnrdin‘f
this negative soundi wor
has been removed. | believe we
can address the issues more
constructively.

For B adesh, the appro-
priate question is -- what |s
the optimal exchange rate
policy and what should the
rate be today under that poli
to achjeve the best econo
results? Unfortunately, the ex-
change rate issue is not being
approached in this way. On the
contrary, our exchange rale
determination is currently
guite passive. This may be con-
trasted with the obvious policy
being followed by Pakistan for
decades, where the Pakistani
Hugee very closely follows the
Indian Rupee. Glven
Bangladesh's r situation,
huge legal imports, and main
competitor status with India. a
policy of linkage with the
Indian Rupee makes even
more sense for us. based on
maintaining purchasing power

parity befween the two cur
FENCIES,
What Bangladesh actuall

does is maintain a stable Rea
Effective Exchange Rate. or
REER. vis-a-vis the currencies
of Bangladesh s major trading
pariners (| & countries from
whom we import and to whom
we export). Starting with some
base year as 100 or starting

int (a year in which BOP the

lance of payments. was in
“equilibrium”). the Bangladesh
Bank keeps adjusting Taka

by Feisal Siddigi

it usually complements virtu-
ally free trade with nominal
import tariffs. so that both the
currency buying and sellin
and the underlying goods
services transactions are
and unrestricted. The em
with Bangladesh is that ex-
poris are open. unrestricted
and relatively tax free (at the
Bangladesh end, and largely at
the destination end as well)
while imports are still rela-
tively heavily taxed (at the
Bangladesh end) Therefore.
imports are relatively sup-
ressed. so that demand for
oreign currency is relatively
suppressed. a the exchange
rate of Taka in a free currency
market in Bangladesh would
tend to be artificially high
(thereby resulting in an anti-
export bias)
A more subtle problem.
haps unique to Bangladesh
hough. apparently. lsrael and
Egypt also suffer the same
roblem), is that foreign aid
at close to 8 2b com

or meet up a substantial por-
tion of our total foreign cur-
rency needs of about 8 6 bil-

lion (the balance 8 4 billion
coming from our remittances
and export earnings). If the
OB did not meet its annual
budget shortfall (ADP) largely
from external aid flows, but
raised it domestically through
higher taxes or naftional del
horrowing., and we assume
away this 8 2b foreign cur-
rency inflow. a huge hole

and debilitating anti-export

bias due to the
exchange rate

rhetorical
export growth

There are compelling rea-
sons to remove at |east one

source of anti-export bias iden-
taxes

tified earlier, import
(while the aid-induced distor-

tion is expected to gradually

reduce with the current clf-

mate of aid reduction) : 1.) The
ments support-

theoretical ar
ing free trade. and the ob-
served success of free tr

nations. 2} Virtual free trade
with India along the borders.
l.e. close to zero import taxes
([except for the wusual
‘iransaction” costs, 3) The
progress of SAPTA., with the
ultimate objective of free trade
(SAFTA) with our neighbours
4) Our commitments under
GATT/WTO to reduce import

taxes. 5) Our No | import item

by far. fabrics for the RMG in-
dustry. is imported tax free
under the bonded warehonse
nratcm- The textile sector is
A

s0 the largest employer in
Bangladesh. comprisi the
RMC industry. the handloom

sector. and all other kinds of
textile units,

All talk of "protection” and
‘effective protection” is quite
meaningless in this context,
where the Government is actu-
ally not in a position to provide
any protection even if |t
wanted to (there being strong
arguments for not providing

chance. The entire textile sec- on
tor would in fact become more

: ie a
commitment to

should in fact be M.
through VAT. This would re-

duce consumption overall and
raise savings and investment.

our exports and potential ex-
ports! No amount of energy.
credit. tax and other less di-

ward devaluation/depreciation

Given Bangladesh's border situation, huge legal imports, and main competitor status with India, a

Why Devalue the Taka?

globally and effi- vestment from abroad. in our
cient. The ‘backward  case (unlike the huge and frre-
linkage” could begin In sistible Chinese and Indian
earnest. economies). both these de-
ltntthhpﬁntthutill,pﬂ:dmlhr#mmtmm
that something is a openness, tr ., Com-
miss W wﬂ&mme&mﬂ
there is. A devalua- the economy. including the
tion/depreciation should ac- currency market. The foreign
company the above measures parties

per cent while the Taka They can understand and anal-
valued 10 cent simultane- yse the behaviour of unham-
ously. With some pered market forces

unjustified decrease in protec- highly regulated systems
tion or increase in de- change patterns are not
mand. Repeated decreases always mﬁm their per-
(and compression) of import :

taxes. accompanied match- The direction of economic
ing devaluations. could for is there-

us closer to the¢ “dream” clear — free and function-
zero import tax — ing markets to achieve effi-
only by the need to raise

i’i
i
it

another need. in a need to be reduced a
trade neutral fashion. But what form and low level th:&l!ﬁ:
a boost this would provide to currency market needs to
external competitiveness of completely lated. and
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rect forms of incen- of presumed volatility,
tives /subsidies can match u should immediat devalue
to the 1 of a tfor- substantially as a pro-active

policy of linkage with the Indian Rupee makes even more sense for us, based on maintaining

purchasing power parity between the two cu

value to compensate for the
difference between domestic
inflation and inflation in the
trading-partner countries. so
that purchasing power of the
Taka wvis-a vis the currencies
of the major trading partners
1s reflected In the exchange
rate. The underlying assump
tion is that maintaining a
stable REER would also main-
tain enough competitiveness of
iradeables to .ensure a healthy
balance of payments equilib-
rium in the medium to long
term

The major problems here
are straightaway, that the base
year is quite arbitrary, while
the usefulness of keeping up
with the major trading part-
ners is not well established
The base year exchange rate is
assumed to reflect an equilib-

‘rium position, i.e. the inflows
and outflows of foreign curren-
cies are balanced and sustain-
able at that rate. This assump-
tion may be quite unwarranted
and the base year exchange
rate may in fact be way out of
lne. Il malkes more sense to
Keep up with major competing
countries. as opposed to major
trading partners. as suggested
earlier.
~  The REER system {s also
often found to be inconsistent
with BOP equilibrium. as both
Pakistan and India have shown.
For example, since 1985,
India’s REER has had to come
down to around 56, (while
Pakistan's is down to 68), to
achieve BOP equilibrium. The
more rtinent question is,
why follow such an apparently
passive approach to exchange
rate setting” Why not consider
exchange rate setting as an
important instrument of eco-
nomic policy and use it more
aggressively to promote the
country s long term economic
interest, fitting it into the
complete package of policy
measures?

One approach is to work on
the premise that the best ex-
change rate is the one that will
be determined by the free play
of demand and supply forces in
an open [oreign currency mar-
ket. since the exchange rate
would keep going up and down
to restore any BOP disequilib-
rium. While developed (and
many progressive developin
countries follow this approach.

would arise in the foreign cur-
rency market, which would
necessitate a similarly huge
devaluation or depreciation to
restore demand supply equi-

librium. This ald-induced dis-
tortion in essence therelore

sustaing a substantial overvalua
tion of the Taka with reference
to a long term equilibrium ex-
change rate which would
equate demand/supply in the
foreign exchange rate. The
obvious corollary is that long
term orientation towards ex-
orts and export growth |s
ng held back due to the ad-
verse price signals (through an
overvalued exchange rate) as a
result of this significant axd in
duced distortion, another anti-

export bias, '
iverr this aid-induced dis-

tortion and significant import
barriers, even a completely
free currency market would
therefore still “overvalue” the
Taka vis-a-vis the rate consis-
tent with long term BOP equi-

librium with freer trade and
reduced aid. Nevertheless, the

(OB shied away (rom an earlier
comnmiument to fully fleal the
Taka by November 1995. due
to a rapid deterioration of the
current accournt., the reserves

sition, and inflation. [t was
eared that there would be a
rapid depreciauon of the Taka,
introducing volatility and cost-
push inflation (through im-
ports).

While there are many valid
counter arguments. let us as-
sume simply that the GOB is
erring on the side ol caution.
But surely, {f all indicators
point to the need for a sub-
stantial downward adjustment
of the Taka (including substan-
tial slides in the external value
of the currencies of our neigh-
bours and main competitors —
India. Pakistan. Sri Lanka). the
GOB must start devaluing the
Taka in an orderly fashion,
having ruled out the depr-

' eclation option as being pot-

entially volatile and disruptive.
Instead, inappropriate meas-
ures to curtail imports have

been taken, such as ‘credit
squeezes on import related

finance. These are completely

contrary to the norms of an
efficient and open market
economy and start introducing
unnecessary distortions. Mean-
while. Bangladeshi exporters
continue to face a persistent
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Straddle-carriers

5ir. This has reference to a
news item published in vour
esteemed daily on April 9
1996 regarding straddle carri-
ers. ot L‘{;ttlagnng ort. It is re-
ported that stalt umion has
protested employment of four
straddle carriers taken on rent
from private sources. These

days it is found that some peo- -

ple working fn a public organi

sation leel that they own it and
they try to regulate the activi-
ties of such organisation the

- way they feel that will protect

their interest only.

All public sector organisa-
tions/institutions /establish-
ments are owned by the 12
crore people of Bangladesh
and not by any individual or a
¥mup or even the staff union.

he only consideration that
should receive priority is that
whether an action taken in
such organisation (s in the
greater interest of these 12
crore penrie, Any Individual in
an establishment is only the
custodian of that organisation
and is to ensure that all actions

by that organisation is in the -

reater interest of the people.
f the straddle carriers in
question help in easing the
congestion in the port area
and save the government from
making huge investment for
purchase of the same, then as
citizens of the country we do
not find any reason why the
staff ainion should oppose use
of these straddle carriers. Of
course, they have the right to
protest if the utilisation of the
straddle carriers goes against
the interest of 12 crore people
of Bangladesh.

A K Khan
Siwamibagh, Dhaka

Without guns and
violence and

destruction

Sir. The 120 million peo-
ple of Bangladesh had to'un-
dergo a painful and traumatic
experience in the " recent
weeks due to the power strug-
gle of the political parties. The
poor country and its poor peo-
ple suffered tremendous hard-
ship and financial loss. [t will
take years before the losses
can he recovered. We are re-
lieved that the trauma is over.
But the question remains: can
this happen again? What can
we do to prevent the recur-
rence of such phenomenon?
Should there be some safe-
guards embodied in our Con-
stitution? Should there be
some modification in our polit-
ical system?

We have created history hy
establishing the provision of a
caretaker government for
holding general elections in
the country. We have done it
deviating from the beaten path
in response to a national con-
sensus for the sake of a neutral
and fair election. The people at
large want peace, stability,

rowth and development in a

emocratic body politic which
will also ensure justice, fairplay
and a neutral administrative
machinery. We should not he-
sitate to deviatle from the
bealen path to adopt measures
to achieve the above objectives,
Something needs to be done to
safeguard and protect the in-
terest of the people [rom the
vicious power game of the
politicians and to ensure
smooth and peaceful transition
of power from one regime to
the other withoul resorting to
gun running and violence and
without large-scale destruc-

tioiny ol private and public prop-
eriy

| would earnestly request
¥ou 1o open up a dialogue on
this subject in your esteemed
newspaper inviting your read-
ers to come up with sugges-
tions and ideas.

Habib Rabbani
Rabbanl Manzil. Shantinagar,
Dhaka

"Civil Servants”

Sir, | refer to Hasina Za-
man's letter that appeared in
your Daily on 7 Aprg 1996 un-
der the title "Civil Servants”.
When Hasina Zaman says that
the 35 senior secretaries' ex-
pression of solidarity with the
recent movement against the
BNP regime "is a reflection on
the quality of our civil servants
who are a far cry from their
counterparts in India and
England.” she conveniently
forgets that neither in India
nor in England does the bu-
reaucracy have a BNP-style
ﬁavernmcnt sitting over their

ead — a government that
politicises the administration,
builds and supports armed
cadres, treats the bureaucrac
as its own 'servanis’, holds
farce in the name of election
and enters the secretariat with
armed cadres.

Hasina Zaman should bear in
mind that neutrality, dignity
and dedication can be ex-
pected from the bureaucrats
only when the government
they serve is equally or more
dignified, dedicated and neu-
tral. May | ask Ms Zaman - was
the BNP government endowed
with these qualities?

M Rahman
30, Kakrail, Dhaka
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OPINION '

any protection In any case). We
must keep in mind that, after
all, our exporters are surviving
without any protection. In fact,
inay be even "negative” protec
lion. Therefore. there Is noth
ing Inconceivable about the
idea of not nﬂ’nrdmf any
‘protection” to anyone. In this
context. It is worth nothing
that the Sri Lankan Gover-
nment has already given notice

to its business community that
import taxes will shortly be
made uniform (l.e a rate
for all items). and that rate
would be under 15%. Anyone
can work out. with a bit of
thought, that the only import
tax structure which compietely
removes “tariff anomalies” (i e.
where a higher tax rate is paid
on imported raw materials
than on the imported finished
goods made out of that
material) is a single tax rate for
all items, particularly when
rates are compressed (to
under 30% for example).

Furthermore, the economi-

dafly most-efficient smport tak

rate in theory is the lowest
possible. i.e. zero, with greater
efficiency in an economy be-
ing achieved the lower the im-
port tax rates. We need ta be-
come accustiomed to the idea
of a zero or near zero uniform
import tax rate, which would
in fact be consistent with : 1.
Eradication of all tariff an-
omalies, expansion of trade
and economic growth, reduc-
tion of anti-export bias, greater
competitiveness and efficiency
of the economy. 2.) [}windligg
away of the illegal unrecord
border imports since “trans-
action” costs and other ineffi-
ciencies involved with "border”
trade would be higher than in
zero tax imports through the
usual legal channels. 3.) A
rapidly moving towards SAFTA.
4.] Banglades ragh':ll}r achiev-
ing GATT/WTO objectives. 5.
The reality of duty free textile
imports by the RMG industry.
This reality would be ex-
Fliculy recognized, genera-
ized, and taken into account
into the overall situation of the
textile industry. Fabrics would
remain tax free, but y fab-
rics, yarns, dyes and chemicals
and raw cotton/polyester
would also become tax . SO
that local textile manufacturers
trying to be competitive with
tax free imported fabrics
would have a much better

rrencies.

non-private flows (aid. soft
loans. etc.) will start up
and upidt:pnt growth, and
of the Taka. Our entire trade- our exc rate s to

ables (exports and prod-

ucts/industries competing
with imports) sector is reeling

under the weight of the price
bias introduced through an
overvalued Taka.

Looking at the lar pic-
ture., we are not an India or
China. so that our
rrulpertn have been

dentified as being dependen

Art
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Buchwald's

achieve equilibrium sho-
uld re-adjust accordingly in
the short-term., while the
longer term approach to ex-
change rate should be
re- t lines
ot -
The writer (s Associate
ssor. Institute of Business

Administration, Dhaka
University. |
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Republican

Repubilic Wit e G Moy T
4Ans are a more than a . re
for cigarette smoking and also the: right to life. To
even more confusing, they're against gun control
but for prayers in school. To be a Republican you can now
have the best of all worlds and Pat Buchanan, too.

The party's support of cigaretie smoking doesn't surprise
me because the lobacco industry is one of the biggest con-
tributors to political campaigns. and what candidate would
from the Marlboro Man? Republi-
cans are for free choice except when it comes to rape and

Fun

I have decided thr

The GOP is sensitive when you raise the right-to-life and
gun ownership topics together.

The reason why the Republicans will fight to the death any
laws that prevent people from buying guns is that the Repub-
licans are so such better shots than the Democrats.

For example, if 1z\au put one member of each party on a rifle

en shoot at a negative TV commercial, the
Republican will hit a bull's-eye every time, The Democrat
can't hit the side of a TV screen.

When it comes to the right to life. GOPers prefer guns and
liberal Democrats believe in butter. But the main reason the
a waiting
the National Rille Association (NRA) has even more money to
give the party than the tobacco industry.

The butter people say that between tobacco and guns the
wipe out half the pop

ut the leaders of the elephant party say those casualties
can be replaced by the babies they save once their candidate

od to purchase guns is that

ulation.

The questions are: do the tobacco people want anything in
money to the GO

nations?
If you believe the chairman of the Republican
%iwng money neither lobby expects a |
ongress. The contributions are made so to
America will have a hettcr‘gjuwment. a balanced budget and
s TV show from the White House.

By arrangement with Los Angeles Times Syndicate and

And what does the

arty, when
slative lavour from
guarantee that

Former Chief Election Com-
niissioner (CEC) Justice Sade-
que is no more there to be a
party to conducting the
country's elections. His ap-
pointment in that coveted po-
sitlon was questioned by the
opposition political parties
who argued that they should
have been consulted prior to
that. His performance in the
February 15 “farcical” election
was pitiable. He defended him-
self as the vanguard of consti-
tutional obligation; on the
contrary. as it seemed, he just

carried out orders from the

ruling party (government).
Justice Sadeque met an ig-
noble fate but his predecessor
was somewhat lucky not to be
condemned nationally. What
sparked off from the Magura
by-election ended with the
formation of a caretaker gov-

ernment. The time gap be-
tween

the two events was
marked by a period of political
stalemate unknown in other
nations. Justice Rouf was intel-
ligent enough to rid himself of

his position and did not have

to bear the brunt of ignominy

like his successor.

Justice Sadeque's recent

press briefing defending his
stand does not by any means

make him a puritan. His overt
surprise about mass rigging in
a one-party election is not ae-

ceptable. May be he did not
conceive even in dreams about

kihe rigging that put him in a

CEC and EC

Helal Kabir Chowdhury

delicate situation. He faithfully
served the cause which, how-
ever. went in fevour of the
ruling party. but in public
statements he preferred to
pose as a neutral official. Could
he do otherwise? | suppose no.
He was ruling party's ap-
pointee.,

Though Justice Rouf had to
leave facing a controversial
situation. but his proven ability
and performance in the March
1991 parliamentary election
was beyond anybody's doubt.
Except facing Sheikh Hasina's
allegation of 'subtle rigging',
Justice Rouf did a good job en-
hancing the image of his chair.

We now have a new CEC,
incidentally the first from
outside the judiciary. A former
bureaucrat, Abu Hena has a
tough task ahead. The political
parties had been demanding a
structural reorganisation of the
Election Commission (EC).
Time is now matured
for the new CEC to sit with the
political parties to embody
their suggestions in conduct-
ing the coming general elec-
tibn. The political parties
should also give their support
to the EC for ensuring a fair
election. The ongoing arms
recovery drive reminds me of
the one undertaken by the
former regime to ensure a fair
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election which was a total fail-
ure. It is Sheilkh Hasina who is
clamouring for the recovery of
arms and rightly drew the at-
tention of the newly formed
caretaker government. The
new drive should continue un-
abated even after the election.
Sheikh Hasina stated that in
this campaign her partymen
should also not be spared if
found with arms. It's a mani-
festation of good intent. Can
we expect similar statements
from Khaleda Zia? Can we re-
mind the EC of its ID card
project. A cost]y affair under-
taken by the EC seems to have
met {ts natural death. When
shall we be able to vote
equipped with ID cards?
What was the point of squan-
dering crores of taka for this
project when the authority
seems to have forgotien it?
There had been a lot of ex-
pressed thoughts and ideas to
make electioneering process
effective and viable. It is be-
lieved that the EC should de-
velop a code of conduct for it-
self to gain and nourish inde-
pendence. Like législature and
judiciary, may we expect the
EC to have some more auton-
omy as the office ol caretaker
government will be a perma-
nent phenomenon for con-

ducting parliamentary polls in
the future?

The writer is an offictal of
a non-governmenital
organization
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