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Alter remaining in coma lor
two weeks Rokeya Begum. a
teenage bride of four months.
died this month in a hospital in
Mymensingh. She was loo
young to die and doctors said it
was not a natural death.

When Rokeya was brought to
Mymensingh Medical College
hospital on Sept 27 in critical
condition. doctors heard com-

laints that she was tortured by
Rtr husband and in-laws be-
cause her poor family failed to
meet their dowry demand.

Also in October. another
woman died in her father's
home in Sirajganj district from
acid burns. Anwara Begum. 26.
was tied to a tree when her hus-
band and in-laws sprayed her

with acid for her inability
to bring dowry money from her

r family even eight years
after the marriage.

Sounds like thriller movies?

Consider what the women
rights activists and human
rights groups have to say about
the dowry deaths.

"Violence against women due
to dowry demand is increasing
in Bangladesh.” said Tahrun-
nesa Abdullah. a women nEhts
activist and a social wor
"only a negligible number of
cases are rtpurtcd in the daily
newspa

]runital Rokeya and An-
wara got a fair deal in the sense
that cases were at least re-

ed in newspapers. Hundreds
ﬁther such incidents go unre-

ported by newspapers or to the
police. The reported cases are
merely the tip of an iceberg.
Still. the tip indicates to the
depth of the growing dowry
problem.

“The poor, both men and
women, ranked dowry as their
third most acute problem and
their fourth resolvable aim for

nt action.” said 1996
report of the United Nations
Development Programme

nm_hmdﬂ-hp-nt

m?uoth‘ a mmrny the report
"anecdotal evidence sug-

fcu that the dowry is increas-
both ﬁ'ﬂumr and size

Acc‘ﬂrding to Ain-O-Shalishi
Kendra. a voluntary organisa-
lion advocating against social
oppression. eight newspapers
reported 370 cases of violence
against women i 1995 and 25
per cent were due lo dowry de-
miand.

Another study. conducted by
Women for Women. shows at
least 270 women died in two
years (1983-85) due to violenee
against them and one fifth of
the victims were due to unful-
filled dowry demand.

In Bangladesh dowry is un-
constitutional as well as illegal.

There are the Dowry Prohi-
bition Act 1980. Cruelty to
Women (Deterrent Punishment
Act. 1983). Child Marriage Re-
straint Act (Amendment Ordi-
nance in 1985}, The Penal Code

Barriers Still Blockmg
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HREE years alter 1he gov

ermament promised to

make human rights a
priority, a Bill to set up Tha-
iland’'s first human rights
commission has been presented
to cabinet.

But instead of rejoicing.
non-government organisations
(NGOs) say it is unacceptable be-
cause the new commission
would not be independent: it
would be chaired by the Prime
Minister. with the Attorney
General as secretary. "Govern-
ments — even democratically
elected ones — are not good at
monitoring themselves in

ol their respect for hu-
man rights,” says Brian Bur-
dekin, special adviser on na-

tlonal Iinstitutions to the
United Nations Hi Commis-
sioner for Human Rights.

To be credible. such a body
must be autonomots and run by
people of integrity and inde-
pendence, he says.

pou don't have that,

you have wasted your

time and " Burdekin
says. Tt doesn’t matter how
good the law is. Unless the
ple responsible for the
of the commission's activities
are people of independence and
integrity, the commission won't
be successful

‘It won't enjoy respect and

and wor | come
to it with their concerns and
complaints about human rights
abuses.”

Thais have seen their share
of brutal suppression. Dozens of
ro-democracy aclivisis were
illed by security forces in Oc-
tober 1976 at Thammasat Urmn-
versity. and again in May 1992
in central Bangkok. Twenty
years after the Thammasat
massacre. there has still been
no inguiry. even though many

kilhings were captured on film

More recently. as Thailand's
economic development races
ahead. le increasingly find
their rights to land resources
and a clean environment in
jeopardy. This makes the need
for an independent commission
urgent. says lawyer Somchai
Homlaor. chairman of the
Union for Civil Liberties of
Thailand.

"Thais don't understand
their rights, but they know that
the existing sysiem doesn't pro-
tect them.” he continues.

need something to solve
their problems. but they may
not know what this is. Even the
government knows this is ur-
gent . otherwise people will stage
demwonstirations in front of par-
liatem every two months or
someLhing.

This is already happenimg. A
Erm.lp called the Forum ot the

oor. a loose grouping of stu
demits. academics. n%t
ntnbrrs of NGOs and S5

nrp?onmg social justice.
was set December.
I has staged three mafor

demonstrations in front of par-
liament to bring attention to
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Road to Rights

By Sue Montgomery
Breakmg the chams

|Hi|'l:

problems caused by dam con-
struction, poor working condi

tions, and developmen!
schemes. So far. their com-
plaints have fallen on deaf ears

Meanwhile, there have been
disturbing cases recently of
community activists being
murdered and people being
threatened or harassed for
taking part in protests against
development projects. The vic-
tims have no impartial body to
turn to that could investigate,

Thailand declared at an in-
ternational conference in Vi-
enna in 1993 that it would give
priority to creating or strength-
ening national institutions for
the protection of human rights.

Since then. the road to estab-
lishing a commission has been
hindered by barriers — not least
the frequent changes in gov-
ernment The most recent gov
ernmernt. plagued by corruption
scandals. has dissolved par
liament and called an election
for 17 November

Suthin Nophaket, the [or-
mer vice-chairman of the House
Standing Committer on Justice
and Human Rights and one ol
the key lobbyists for the com
mission, says establishing an
independent body should be a
priority after the poll

Burdekin. who is involved in
helping at least seven countries
— including Thailand — at vari-
ous stages of setting up cormnis
SIOIS, pDOInls Lo a governmerl
trend across south and south-
east Asia Lo set up independent
rights bodies.

“That 15 why we have seen
commissions set up 1n India
and Indonesia.” he says "This
1511't a sneeze when two of the
world s most populous countries
— and two countnes who have a
pretty healthy regard for thewr
own independence — set up
human rights commuissions.”

in lulh-h‘ suit.

The trend. sayvs Burdeiin
stems Irom governiiciils realis-
ing that respect [or lLiuman
rights can affect regiotial secu-
rity. Rights abuses in one coun-
try. for example often translate
into a refugee problem for an-
other.

Rights commissions can act
ﬂ.pﬂﬂlﬂlmhlﬁ

Australia’s former human
rights commissioner.

Such a healing process
‘takes generations. What we
have to understand is that if we
are serious about human rights
we have to get in at the front of
the ecpiation

Sue Monigomery ts a Cana-
dian journalist formerly with
Canadian Press news agency.
She is currently working in
Thailand.

FOCUS

Law and Our Rights

The Tkily Star 5

R

—

Dowry : A Deadly Practice of Greed Grows in Bangladesh

by Naseem Jahan Eva

(Second Amendment Ordi-
nance) and Family Court Ordi-
nance 1985,

Yet. Dowry caused death 1o
Anwara and Rokeya and hun
dreds of other like them. The
provision of even the death
penalty has not been able to de-
ter dowry violence.

Why?

"As per Dowry Act of 1980.
both dow ving and taking
are punishable offences. Yet
due to ignorance and the inac-
cessibility of poor villagers to
law enforcing authorities, the
Act is ineffective and has failed
to protect victims from do
demand,"” said Ms Abdullah.

The menace is not only
killing helpless women. Dowry
practice has many other conse-
quences, the UNDP observes:
physical. psychological and
sexual abuse of women, divorce.
men having several wives, fe-
male suicide and parents be-
coming landless.

Abandoned and divorced
destitute women are often
forced into occupations such as
prostitution to survive.

A recent survey by the
Bangladesh Institute of Devel-
opment Studies (BIDS) lists
dowry as one of the five "most
common crisis" events respon-
sible for income erosion in ru-
ral areas,

Demographic character of.

Bangladesh where male ED
lation outnumbers female by 51
to 49 is not suitable to dowry to
breed. Yet it spreads because of
traditional societal outlook of
considering women a burden to
family.

"Dowry is the single most

“‘I‘h:e poor,
their third most acute

both men and women, ranked
problem and their fourth

resolvable aim for government action," said 1996
report of the United Nations Development
Programme (UNDP) on human development in

Bangladesh.

Quoting a survey the report said, "anecdotal

evidence sugg

est that the dowry is incrming in

both frequency and size of the payments."

convincing reason for parents

considering that — a daughter is
a burden”’, says the UNDP re-
ri.
“For millions in

Bangladesh, dowry leads to
treatment as inferior human
beings and consequent leclings
of wleriority Irom hirth on-
wards. Dowry is a (inancial
transaction, perpetuated by
economic need or greed and
agreed only because women are
socially valued as inferior be-
ings."” says the report.

Research reports say the

redominantly Muslim
Bangladesh inherited the men-
ace from the Hindu society
which gives "pon" during the
daughter's marriage since she
does not own her father's prop-
erty.

Several parts of Bangladesh.
where Musﬁm society had been
less influenced by Hindu man-
ners and customs. it was the
sroom's family, and not the
tri[ic-'s. which used to pay for
marriage expenses and offer
presents. A study made by
BARD in the early sixties shows
that before 1935, the Muslim

groom's family never (de-
manded dowry from the bride’s
family.

However, at present Muslim
society in Bangladesh no longer
lags behind the Hindu commu-
nity. Bride's family is squeezed
for cash and kind, even in edu-
cated urban families. How
much the groom's family de-
mands depends on the relative
social and economic position of
the bridegroom.

"Rising unemploymernt,
landlessness. the growing mon-
etization of the economy and
commercialization of societies
have all contributed to the
growing popularity of dowry-
practice." observes UNDP re-
port.

Unregistered marriages is an
hindrance to make the laws ef-
fective. Poor families hardly go
for registration because of fees
and procedural hazards. Some
parents avoid registration if
their daughters are below the
age of 18.

The social stigma attached
to police and courts prevent
women from seeking redress.
The delay-prone court proce:

dures discourage people. And,
above all. most people are not
even aware of their marriage
rights and legal protection.

"While Legislative change is
necessary, it is not always
enough to realize the rights of
womern. Gaps remain between
legal provision and social prac-
tice. Dowry remains as a
scourge, even though laws pro-
hibiting dowry have been oper-
ative since 1984", says the
UNDF report.

Legislation 1s crucial but
equally important is social
awarcriess,

A number of NGOs have un-
dertaken legal education pro-
grammes 1o make women corn-
scious about their rights and
various legal issues including
Dowry Act. However, studies
show that there has been little
impact to date,.

UNDF advocates that the
women's movement and NGOs
need to take up the dowry issue
in a more [orceful and united
manner. There should be as-
sertive lobbying to push dowry
issue in parliament, to change
social attitudes and to identily
specific achievable aims.

"Educational programmes
can help create an atmosphere
where dowry taking and giving
is looked down on by sociely,
said Ms Abdullah.

"Enactment of law and legal
education alone are not en
to eliminate the evils of the
dowry system. We must find out
the root causes of the system
and fight them if we are really
scrious about eliminating
dowry,” she said. — News
Network

Law Scape

Legal Notice to Abandon Construction
on Greenery of Dhanmondi Lake

ANGLADESH Environmental Ld ers Association
{BELA), served a legal notice u e Secretary, Ministry
of Housing and Public Wor s thf: Chairman, Public

Works Department [PWD]. Rajdhani Unnayan Kartripakkha
[RAJUK]. the Chief Engineer and the Executive Engineer-I1 of
Public Works Department (PWD) demanding abandonment of
the construction of housing apartments on the greenery of the
Dhanmondi Lake. The notice was served on the 17th October,
1996

The nolice pointed oul that a recent Project undertaken by
the Public Works Department (PWD]} of the Ministry of Housing
and Public Works titled "Residence for Judicial Officers-
Dhanmondi Residential Area" proposes for constructing two
multi-storied housing apartments for the Judicial Officers on
the lake-side land al the end of Road #6 of Dhanmondi
Residential Area: The construction of a 16 wide road is
underway on the lake-side green space connecting Road # 6 with
Lhe said proposed housing units.

It further submitted that the said Project, if implemented.
will harm and seriously damage the ecological balance of the
area causing severe environmental hazards and disruption to
its residents. Il is worth-mentioning here (that the execution of a
similar Project ol PWD proposed earlier in the year 1995 for
constructing four multistoried apartments comprising 40 [lats
by filling up a portion of the lake and its adjacent green space
area were postponed following vehement protest from the
residents of the area. The drawing of the presenl Project which
appears Lo be a revised edition of the plan ol 1995 evidences the
reluctance in respectling the views of the residents and caring
for their comfort.

[t also revealed that such unlawhul and inconsiderate
aclions threalening the aesthetic attraction of the Lake and
DRA have -:_'nrlﬂt'.quemlj,' interfered with the lawtul rigghts of the
residents to enjoy property and a healthy environment andd
have consequently infringed their constitutional right to lile
Being aggrieved by such actions and inactions Lhe residents of
DRA through the Dhanmondi Residents Association lor

Welfare [DRAW] on several occasions made representations and
urged to cancel/abandon the said unlawhul project but was of 1o
cllect.

Finally. the notice stated that il BELA do nol receive any
satisfactory response from the concerned authorities within a
specilied pprmd appropriate legal action would be initiated,
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