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Children First : a Joint Appeal for Placing

Children on the National Agenda

54 national and international member organizations affiliated to
Bangladesh ShHishu Adhikar Forum make an appeal to the national
political leaders to uphold the rights of the children in Bangladesh.

S our country enters an
Aimportanl phase of nati-
enal dialogue on the vital
issues that will shape the
' Bangladesh of the twenty-first
century, we find it our duty to
call the attention of our
e. and that of the various
political parties and leaders, to
the® pressing issues of women
and children, andto formu-
late clear commitments to our
national goals, in measurable
and accountable terms.
We recall that our Constitu-
tion asks for taking special
measures to address the needs
of women and children (Part
3. Article 2B.4), and that
Bangladesh has been Elrivinﬁ
to accelerate the progress o
women and children's devel-
opment, through a National
Plan of Action to achieve the
oals set by the World Summit
or Children for the year 2000
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the question we raise toda
matter of rights; the right of
our own children to receive
the very best possible from us,
not only as individuals or fami-
lies, but also as a socjety, and
the right of women “to con-
tribute and benefit, on an equal
footing, to and from the pro-
cess of development. Our obli-
gation is all the more impera-
tive when we consider that
children do not have the
means to defend, let alone
promote, their rights. Thus
our action is at the very heart
of the democratic process and
the essence of social justice. It
is also in line with our Consti-
tution's emphasis on basic hu-
man rights and the respect of
human dignity and values (Part
2, Article 11).°

The international consensus
on child rights is embodied in
the United Nations Convention

is a

(4) To specify their com-
mitments to women and chil-
dren. with referance to achiev-
ing the Goals for the year
2000, namely:

* Reducin
der-five chil
and 70 per

infant and un-
mortality to 50

1000 live births,
rﬂﬂPectivel}r.

Reducing the maternal
mortality ratio to 300" per
100,000 live births.

*Reducing severe and mod-
erate malnutrition among un-
der-fives by half, compared to
1990 levels.

* Providing universal access
to sanitation.

* Universal access to pri-
mary education and comple-
tion of primary education by at
least 90% of primary school-
age children.

* Reducing adult illiteracy
rate by at least half its 1990
level. with emphasis on le-

The recent National Immu-
nization Day. of 16 April, has
'ftnl:rated welcome support
rom most sections of out so-
ciety, including political par-
ties. Now further action is
needed to build on this mo-
mentum towards anchoring io
the nation's conscience the
primacy of human develop-
ment concerns, particularly
those related to women and
childred.

Such action would address
fhe special needs of women
and children, constituting the
great majority of our people,
#seeking to mobilize through
them the potential for ad
vancement and bringing it to
the centre of our existence as
a viable nation. This will also
serve Lo release powerful for
mative forces to shape the
Bangladesh of tomorrow. B
taking this initiative, we will
be seizing a historical oppeor-

nity to narrow the %ap e -
ween the people of
Bangladesh and other r#ldly
transforming nations ese
reasons compel us to speak up

But, even meore important,

on the Rights ok the Child to
which Bangladesh is one ol its
first  signatories. It is vital that
our political parties commit
themselves to the energetic
fulfiliment of the promise
given to the children in this
convention

Taking the above into con-
sideration, we call upon our
political parties and leaders:

(1) To pledge themselves to
keeping child rights en a
comumon national agenda, thus
avoiding possible negative ef-
fects on children's interests
caused h(:.r controversies or
conflicts. Children must re
main above party politics

(2) To rededicate bur polit
ical system to giving "First
Call to Children” by providing
the maximum possible alloca
tions from national resources
as well as cooperating with de

velopment partners to optl
mize their support towards
the same end

(3] To dedicate all neces

sary efforits to the elimination
ol disparities and discrimina
tion that affect the girl child
and women

male literacy.

* Providing improved pro-
tection for children in espe-
cially difficult circumstances,
such as working, street and
other disadvantaged children,

(5} To include in the Code
of Conduct for Elections a ref-
erence to ensuring that ser-
vices for women and children
are not disrupted by political
action

While the children of
Bangladesh. the voters of to
morrow. have a |egitimate
right and hope that these
minimal and achievable goals
will be incorporated into the
national agenda. and expressed
in party manilestoes and dec
larations. it is important thal
the people remain vigilant as
to their implementation. This
would be in line with our
Constitution's emphasis on ba
sic human rights and the re
spect of human dignity and
values (Part 2. Article 1)

All sectors of
1mludinF the media. have a
role to play in making this ap
peal come into reality. =

civil society.

—

Che Lailo
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__Law and Our Rights

Fair Elections, Laws, and Independent
Judiciary Key to Democracy

by Charles W. Corey

" truly democratic na-

Atmn is a nation of

laws, and a good
electoral process is a process
of rules, regulations, and laws,"
all backed up b
and an independent judiciary,
a prominent US election spe-
cialist told an African televi-
sion audience.’

Appearing on a Worldnet
television broadcast, William
Kimberling, deputy director of
the Federal Election Commis-
sion's Office of Election Ad-
ministration, said a good
democratic government oper-
ates like a soccer game. “You
have to follow the rules in
order for there to be a game,
and the best way to make sure
that everybody will follow the
rules is for them to sit down
and work out those rules to-
gether.”

"The teams, the referees,
the players, all of the inter-
ested parties must sit down
and work out a set of rules —
and then stay with it," he told
programme participants in
Kaduna, Lagos, and Abuja.

He added that it is the "will
lo make it work” that is most
important to a well-functioning
democracy. "If the will to make
it work is not there, the best
system in the world will fail.
Once you have a set of rules —
If the will is there — any sys-
tem in the world can be made
to work."

For a democracy to func-
tion, each group participating
in the process must ensure
that the people within its
group observe and play by the
rules, he stressed. "That is the
nature of leadership” he told
his audience, "and the leader-
ship of a country must come
together in order to lead any
nation out of its current prob-
lems."

Asked about the undue in-
fluence of money on politicians
and election campaigns. Kim-
berling said. "Let me assure
you that Africa has no
monopoly on the problem of
money surpassing merit in the
field of politics ”

Out %f concerm for thdat
problem, the United States
Congress. he noted. created
the Federal Election Commis-
sion in 1975 to enforce a
series of laws enacted to limit
the amount of money that can
be contribudted to candidates
running for office.

"It would be ideal ... to have
a level playing field [fair and
equal process| so that only
merit would be rewarded in
the field of politics — but
what's true is that money is an
advantage in any business and
anything that you do — and

olitics is no exception.”
mberling said.

For that reasen. he added,

blic scrutiny is an important
part of the effort to keep the
process as fair as sible

Asked why US election
campaigns are seo expensive.
Kimberling said that massive
amounts of money are used to
buy access timne in the media,
to pul a candidate’'s message
oul to the electorafe

“We have a nation of 260
million people spread across a
continent . miles across
We don't have rallies anymore

.

a free press

-

People have jobs. They work.
Théy have a routine. We don't
gather much together in polit-
ieal gatherings anymore and,
as a result, politicians — in
order to reach people — try to
redch people through, the elec-
tronic media — radio and tele-.
vision, primarily — and these
are very. very expensive.”

Kimberling estimated that
80% of the money in American
politics is spent buying media
time. American media compa-
nies are privately owned and
operated in the United States,
he reminded his audience, and
thus candidates must compete
acg!ainat commercil buyers for
advertising time if their com-
mercial advertisements or
campaign messages are to air.

- Asked if American candi-
dates use money to buy votes,
Kimberling said that that is il-
legal and seldom the case. "We
have an entire battery of laws
that prevent the use of money
for buying votes. In fact, it is a
federal crimg and you can end
up in jail .. for using muneK to
buy people's votes, to pay them
to register to vote, or to pay
them to vote one way or an-
other.”

Asked how US commercial
broadcast stations trgat candi-
dates on their news and public
affairs grﬂ%ammm, Kimber-
ling said, "The role of the me-
dia in politics is, in many ways,
misunderstood in the United
States.”

Well-known politicians are
already well known, and thus,
he said, "there is not much in
the world the media is going
to do” to change the public im-
age of a candidate.

"The role of the media is
really more important for
politicians who are not yet well
known. because many people
begin to formulate their ideas
about politicians by what they
see on lelevispon. when they
are just shaping their opin-
lons.

Kimberling stressed that
the US media has its own form
of discipline that helps ensure
fair treatment of all candidates.
Being ‘'a commercial industry,
he explained. media stations
must be “very careful about
their viewers” who have politi-
cal opinions.

Viewers are always very
sensitive on whether this
channel or that channel is
tilting the news in favour of
one party or one cgndidate or
another... The public eye' is on
all of them. Not only can they
lose viewers if they tilt toe
much one way or another, . if
they lose viewers, they lose
[ratings] points. [f they lose
points they lose money. be-
cause sponsors do not want to
sponsor a programme that is
not being widely watched. So
there is a kind of odd com-
mercial discipline that takes
place

Asked about corruption,
Kimberling reminded everyone
that "the idea of government is
public service, not private en-
richment. You |as a candidate|
compete for government to do
a good job for everybody It is
not a competition to see who
can sack the treasury most ef-
fectively and hand it out to
their friends. — LISIA

Journalists Brace Theniselves for Toughest Fight

- Like governments and editors elsewhere, those in the South Pacific regularly trade
accusations about press freedom. But the arbitrary detention of a Tongan journalist

for publishing pro-democracy letters

the region.
ONCERN about * press
freedom in the South
Pacific has beenh gro-

wing following the jailing of a

journalist in one country and
alh:ﬁ:d moves to muzzie the
media in three others.
International protests fol-
lowed Tonga's recent deten-
tion for 26 hours of Filo'
Akau'ola, deputy editor of the
weekly journal Taimi 'o Tonga,
for publishing pro-democracy
letters. Two letter-writers
were held for even longer, and
the journalist was eventually
charged with threatening a
civil servant. ‘
Meanwhile, in Vanuatu, a
gagging order was placed on
the media by former Prime
Minister Serge Vohor to stifle
press reports about moves to
oust him from leadership. Vo-
hor held the premiership
briefly after the recent general
election, but was replaced by
Carlot. Korman after a split in
the ruling party. -
In Fiji, the government has
denied it plans to muzzle the
press following claims by op-
position leader Jai Ram Redady.
who told the public that mem-
bers of a cabinet faction "don't

want vou to know all the de-
tails about the scandals in gov-
ernment.”

And here in Papua New
Guinea, a hastily-constituted
Media Council, representing
the country's news organisa-
tions, staged a two-day public
seminar involving leading
politicians. judges, academics.
an archbishop, journalists and
grassroots activists in an at-
tempt to defend press free-
dom.

As part of a constitutional
review, expected to steer
Papua New Guinea towards be-
coming a republic, Prime Min-
ister Sir Julius Chan's govern-
ment is seeking to introduce
legislation that ¢ould fetter a
traditionally free press.

The Constitutipnal Review
Commission has been given a
directive to produce a draft
law by June. Commission
chairman Ben Micah recently
led a fact-finding delegation to
five Asian countries — includ-
ing China — regarded as having
an authoritarian view of the
news media or practising cen-
sorship.

"Is there a real pustification
for such a move?" asked The
Independent newspaper. “Any
gitempt o iamper with the
freedom of the media must be
viewed cautiously.”

Micah was asked to cite
three examples of alleged
abuse by the press as evidence
of a need for legislation. He
listed two instances — both in-
volving himseif.

The Media Council argues
that regulating the press is not
a substitute for good govern-
ment.

Both the Commission and
the Primé Minister have
pledged that the basic. consti-
tutionally guaranteed freedom
of the media will be upheld.
but that greater
"accountability” will be sought.

But community leaders and
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by David Robie
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, reports Gemini News Service, has shocked

'3

Source Committee to Protect Journalsts

(%) At least 182 journalists were in jail in
22 countries at end of 1995
_*) Worst offenders: Turkey 51, Ethiopia 31,
China 20, Kuwait 18

editors are 'sceptical. They say
laws of defamation and an ex-
istin% process of self-regula-
tion based on a press council
are adequate safeguards.

" The arrest of the Tongan

journalist increased concern
among the media in Port
Moresby, because Tonga's con-

stitution — like Papua New
Guinea's — guarantees freedom
of speech.

Although Papua Guinea has
rarely figured on international
lists of transgressing nations

over violations of press freé-
dom — two of the Na-
tional Broadeastipg Commis-

sion in the past two years have
been cited — editors believe

" they are now facing their

toughest fight.

« Professor David Flint,
chairman of the Australian
Press Council. told the Media
Council seminar that the
United States constitutional
protection for the press was an
example the Pacific should
follow.

In effect, he said,
First Amendment
laws abridging fre
press.

Flint also highlighted safe-
uards  within Papua New

uinea's own constitution.

Under Section 46, every

the US
rohibited
om of the

erson in Papua New Guinea
Elaﬁ the right to freeflom of ex-
pression and [reedom ,of the
press.
Opposition Member .of Par-
liament John Momis, one of
- the fathers of the constitution,
said the objective of Section
46 was to be a "formal guaran-
tee” and a ‘formal protecfion
of the citizen's innate rights
and freedoms.” 4

He recalled that the provi-
sion was founded on “one of
the great principles on which
democracy rests — [that] is
the _right to differ on any topic
of discussion. be i1 social, eco-
nomnric. potitical, caltural or re-
ligious.”

If the government were truly
to honour this constitutional
provision, he sdid. a Freedom
of Information Act would be
passed.

A leading Papua New Guinea
journalist, Neville Togarewa,
randed the constitutional
media review as ‘rash. ill-con-
ceived and without justifica-
tion.”

He said the review had been
forced by the government’'s
"failure to [linancially supporl
its own information and com-
munication services to betler
serve povernment and the
public.”
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