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The Book Fair

With only two days to gu before the Amar
Ekushey February, a month-long book fair, one of
the prime events associated with the great com-
memorative occasion, has just opened. Clearly
most of its duration falls outside the circle of im-
mediate magnetisation. This could have been
avoided with timely preparations for an earlier
inauguration of the book fair.

The delayed staging of it has been attributed to
the leaderlessness at the Bangla Academy from
February 5 to 17 caused by the removal of its Direc-
tor General Mansur Musa. While Professor Syed
Anwar Hossain has since taken over as the DG, we
find it difficult to understand in the main why the
preparations had not begun in the right earnest
well before February 5 to cover for the Eid holi-
days, when the academy had a DG alright.

[t seems incomprehensible also as to why some
fall-back arrangement did not work during the
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this was uncompromisable. The net result has been
that stall organisers are still having to give finish-
ing touches to their outfits.

We are being a bit caustic in our remarks for the
simple fact that Ekushey book fair admitted of no
indifferent handling from the very beginning ow-
ing to its enormous significance in our cultural
calendar. The festive inquisitiveness to browse
through books is an impetus to the spread of read-
ing habit in the country. People from four corners
come crowding into the stalls to whet their appetite
for new books or books they had failed to lay their
hands on, for one reason or another, beforehand.
The fair is much more than a huge puller of crowds;
in a very real sense it brings together writers, pub-
lishers, academics and the whole lot of celebrities
and the literati.

A greater number of organisers and stalls are
involved this time around as it is bound to be with
each passing year. There should not be any cram-
ming either within or outside the premises of
Bangla Academy with all the natural breathing
spaces available in the vicinity to make use of. And
the lessened number of food shops — at 14 this year
— could be a welcome relief only if it is not allowed
to be overshot. If the code of conduct which has
been signed by the student bodies and cultural or-
ganisations with the Bangla Academy works there
will be not much of a trouble for a change.

Getting the Sack

The sacking of Minister of State for Housing and
Public Works Afsaruddin Ahmed Khan should be
considered a bold decision because it has sought to
establish the dictate of reason over arbitrariness.
One message here is that ministers must be ac-
countable for their actions and if they commit
| anything wrong or impulsive, they must be made to
. pay dearly. The state minister in his overenthusi-
asm simply forgot the humane. element — that
gives substance to governance — in the whole busi-

ness of slum eviction. We do not say that slums
cannot be dismantled, if and when necessary, but

such a move must follow certain procedures. In
case of evicting the inhabitants of Bhasantek, the
minister. it seems, went by none of them.

What takes a minister to get such an instant
sack is anvbody's guess. Prime Minister Sheikh
Hasina couldn't but react promptly to the insensi-
tivity shown by one of her cabinet colleagues. Let
this be an eye-opener for other ministers so that
they do not embarrass the government by their in-
discretion in future. At the same time, we believe,
the ministers should be able to work without edgy
nerves.

Can we also draw the government's attention to
the recent spate of fire incidents, most of them in-
dicating arson, in the various slums. There is a def-
inite need for a government plan for the city's
slums. Slums, for many practical purposes, seem
to be an unavoidable appendage to the city. At the
same time, they have turned into dens of crime and
environmental degradation. Now the government
can no longer wait on the issue. Dhaka's informal
labour sector is almost entirely dependent on slum
people. If their service is indispensable for us, let
their living places have the minimum facilities in
terms of health, hygiene and entertainment free
from any constant threat of eviction or assault.

Role of Women Leaders

The Inter-Parliamentary Union conference that
ended in New Delhi yesterday made an interesting
observation that women in South Asia who have
been able to climb the peak of state power are not
found to be specially helpful in bringing more of
their kind into politics. This is not an accusation
but a fact and therefore has to be given enough
thought. All the women in the sub-continent who
have made it politically to the top, however, found
themselves saddled in power either as daughter or
widow of a male president or premier.

So here is a case that hardly does credit to em-
powerment of women. If women in position are not
interested to advance their own cause, as evidenced
by the actions of women presidents and premiers
of this region, the gender sensitivity is not helped
much. Do we have then to accept that unless a
woman is a daughter or a wife of a great leader--
who must of necessity be a man--there is no
chance for a female politician to hold the top job of
the country? The second conclusion is likely to be
even more depressing in that women in position do
not always make the most of the situation to the
benefit of their kind.

Now that there is a growing awareness of gender
disparity, specially in matters of decision-making,
can we expect that the prime minister of
Bangladesh Sheikh Hasina and the Sri Lankan
President Chandrika Kumaratunga will indeed do
their best to usher in a new trend in politics.
Women politicians can in no way be accused for
gender-bias but failing to address a special need
when someone has everything in favour also does
not speak well of him or her. Let our prime minis-
ter play a leading role in initiating more and more
women into politics--real politics at that.
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a comic display of
pulutra] immaturity and
Irightening disregard for

acls, the ruling Awami League
(AL) "observed" 15 F‘chruar]y:;'ﬁﬁ.
as "Democracy Killing Day".
giving birth to one more con-
troversy, (among numerous
that already plague our poli-
tics), which confuses the people,
divides the political forces and
makes the goal of some sort ol
broad consensus on important
national issues more and more
difficult to attain.

The purpose was to com-
memorate the observance of the
1st anniversary of the farcical,
and near one party election that
BNP held last February which
was boycotted by the main-
stream opposition. The non-
representative nature of the
election became further unac-
ceptable when clear cases of
ballot stuffing and false voting
became known. In our view, far
more than the then opposition’'s
three years of movement, it was
the holding of this unpopular
and unacceptable election that
destroyed BNFP's credibility and
led to its defeat in the June elec-
tions.

The event is only one-year-
old. Most of us remember what
happened. So how can it be that
two of the largest political par-
ties in the country have such
dramatically opposing views of
the same event? When AL and
BNP claim whatever they feel
like about a specific event, don't
they think for a moment that
we, the people. have some com-
mon sense ourselves and that
we have our own assessment of
what happened that day? Don't
they think for a moment that if
their versions of the event are
not borne out by facts as we
know, then they will lose credi-
bility with us — the public?

May be neither party care as

Ifﬂhhcﬁmmylmkmmmmmﬂmmmw wmmydherduyquahﬁ
more than 15th August? It was on that day the elected and Constitutional government of Bangabandhu Sheikh
Muyjibur Rahman was toppled — not to mention his assassination along with that of his family — and
replaced by killers who brought military into power for the first time on the soil of independent

that as long as they shout
loudly and consistently even
fa.la-rhnod will acquire the aura
of truth. Otherwise how can
these people be saying things we
know to be untrue.

The controversy was not
started by BNP but by AL. It
does not utand to logic that BNP
would have thought of ‘observ-
ing' this day for any earthl
reason. In fact, they woul
rather forget it. However, in a
sudden move which caught
most political observers by sur-
prise, the AL secretary general
suddenly declared the 'day’ as
one on which democracy was
killed. He also declared that the
ruling party planned to observe
the occasion through public
meetings, so that no other party
can ever dare to destroy democ-
racy as the "autocratic BNP"
tried to do.

Once Zillur Rahman made
such a ]puhlif: statement, BNP
nhvic::us?; retaliated and made
its own hyperbolic claims that
15 February elections instead of
'killing' democracy actually
'strengthened it'. Thus another
war of rhetoric was launched
from which. only God knows,
how long we will have to suffer.

There are several counts on
which we think the AL move
was childish, immature, and
self-defeating.

The question that AL needs
to answer is: how was democ-
racy killed on 15 February 967
Yes, a farcical non-participa-
tory election was held which
was rejected by the gCﬂpiﬂ and
as a result of which BNP gov-

h. It was that

ernment got the boot. Many
things can be said against that
election. It was an improper
and vitiated process. It made a
mockery of the election exer-
cise. It was an insult to people's
right to choose their represen-
tatives. It was also a virtual im-
ﬂaitiun of one-party rule,

ighteningly clf.}se to the

SAL situation, about which
at least the AL cannot pretend
to express umbrage.

However, the question re-
mains: how was democracy
killed? If AL has to choose any
single day to commemorate as
Democracy Killing Day. how

that democracy died.

marks not only the day that
Founder of our State and the
Supreme Leader of our Libera-
tion War was killed, but also the
day when democracy was
"killed", representative gov-
ernment was “killed” and the
Constitution was "killed”.
Then again if AL wants to
reserve 15th August as the na-
tional mourning day, then
there is another day which
qualifies much more to the title
of Democracy Killing Day — the
day that Ershad t-::- ed the
elected government o IP Justice

Sattar and introduced military
dictatorship.

There was an

can any other day qualify more
than 15th August? It was on
that day the elected and Consti-
tutional government of Banga-
bandhu Sheikh Mujibur Rah-
man was toppled — not to men-
tion his assassination along
with that of his family — and
replaced by killers who brought
military into power for the first
time on the soil of independent
Bangladesh. It was that day that
democracy died.

Well many people, espe-
cially those who are oppo to
AL, may say that democracy
was killed the day BKSAL was
introduced. But surely from
Al's point of view 15th August

election that Sattar's govern-
ment won and was in power.
Which election did Ershad win
when he decided to take the
reins of government?

However hateful AL and
BNF may be of each other, nei-
ther can prefer the military to
each other's rule. After all they
are political parties in their
own rights, and they have very

large following ol their own, let

us not forget that AL got 37 per
cent and BNP got 34 per cent of
the popular votes in the June
election, which at least AL ac-
cepts as a very free and fair elec-
tion.

The ruling party must ask

itsell as to what it gained by

this so-called ‘observance . The
lugjt perhaps was that by re-
minding people that BNP tried
to force a bad election on the

people AL will gain JJuhhc sup-

port. Well, we wuul like to say
that eople have alrea pun4
1sh¢:cP BNP for the February
election. AL has already re-
ceived public aymﬂamy for the
mistakes and the 'wrongs
committed by BNP.

However, if the common
sense of the public is to be
trusted, then should realise
that saying anything. however
far from truth, about occasions
which are fresh in public mem-
ory will not work. There must
be some rcs’Fcct about public
judgment he ruling party
must also remember that people
want to look forward. They
have elected AL to govern and to
lead the nation towards a better
future. a future which will show
us new ways of improving our
lives. AL must know by now
that people are tired of hearing
all the time as to how bad the
“other” party or the opposing
ltaders are. They want to see

ood the new government
and {%l e new leaders are. Show
us your talent, efficiency,
commitment, honesty and
ability to lead us, then we our- .
selves will say how bad the
‘'other party’ was. You will not
have to tell us.

Finally. Prime Minister
Sheikh Hasina and other AL
leaders often say that there is a
need for national consensus on
broad economic and social is-

- responsibility of bringing

We Could Easily Do without this Controversy

sues. WE COULD NOT AGREE
WITH HER MORE. However, if
consensus’ is really and sin-
cerely sought, then can it be
achieved by depicting. as the
worst sort of politicians. the
very people from which coop-
eration is being sought? If today
BNP is called 'killers' of democ-
racy, then can AL expect them
to join in a consensus tomor-
row? AL must remember clearly
how BNP treated its members
when in power, and how they
were able to retaliate. The ca-
pacity of a determined opposi-
tion, es one pus into
4 curncrpf‘:lilald nnltmb: under-
estimated by anyone, especially
the AL. It knows from its own

éxperience.

We do not s1 t that BNP
has not I.ndul% in its own ex-
cesses. (It will be dealt with sep-

arately). There are outright
falsehood in many of the things
BNP is saying about the ruling
Parl'y But as we used to say be-

he June '96 election, which
we repeat now. that the main
: about
a sober and constructive politi-
cal climate lies with the ruling
party. It is AL's responsibility
now, as it was BNP's earlier, to
go the extra mile to reduce ac-
rimony and tensions between
the rival political forces in the
country.

The reason why we decided
to write on the 15 February in-
cident is because it was so
unnece . It seemed that
went out of its way to create a
new controversy with the BNP
and thereby further increase
the distance between them.
Common sense tells us that one
wrong here leads to another
wrong in another place, and in
the retaliation-prone political
culture of Bangladesh, this can
only worsen the political cli-
mate rather than improve it.

to what we think. They believe
HE newly-elected Nalio-
~ nal Assembly (NA) is
now in session having
elected a PM with a thumping
majority and without engaging
in horse-trading. While the
PML (N) got a landslide in
Punjab and a sweep of sorts in
NWFP when allied with ANP,
regional parties have done as
well as PML (N) in Balochistan
and Sindh. The PPP has been
reduced, despite a nationwide
showing of alimost 22 per cent,
to being a regional party of
Sindh where it got 32 per cent of
the vote, nowhere near what it
used to get in its stronghold at
one time. In none of the
Provinces the regional parties
have anywhere near a majority
but given an unequal sharing of
the economic pie and the
rhetoric of deprivation being
trumpeted by separatists. the
situation has the potential of
being exploited by motivated
interests and thus going out of
hand. The Sharif regime must
put national integration at the
very top of its priorities, just
behind economic amelioration
of the lot of the masses, with a
special emphasis on the less-
developed and deprived regions.
While it may be argued that
places in the Punjab and NWFP
are as much backward and
poverty-siricken as are the ar-
eas ol Sindh and Balochistan.
the perception of inequality has
to be dispelled in a combination
ol both force-feed and subtle
politico-economic initiatives.
Despite the fact that a majority
of our population comprises
women, their representation in
the National and Provincial
Assemblies is negligible. Given
our present system of democ-
racy as well as religious and
cultural parameters this effec-
tively disenchanfrises a signif-
icant part of the population.
This is an unfair system that
cannot be rectified overnight
but can be done on a phased
sis. One of the ways is to revive
the women's seat allocation in
the NA ie. to have the NA elect
20 women to seats on an indi-
rect basis with the NA being the
electoral college. Commend-
able. but not enough!
The imperfect "first past the
Enst" system favours larger po-
tical parties or the ethnic ones
concentrated in one Province
whereas the smaller partes, de-
spite a fair amount of national

vote, have no representation at
the national level, and wvery

PROPORTIONAL REPRESENTATION

A Time to Fight a Time to Unite
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rarely, at the Provincial level.

In effect their supporters are

also disenchanfrised and will
remain so lor the foreseeable
future unless a plan is devised
to reform the present electoral
process. The present system of
vntlng for minority seats on a

arate electorate is scan-

alous and does not really re-
ﬂect the minority preferences.
A natural but forceful and fo-
cused initiative has to be taken
to make the process more equi-
table and bring everyone into
the national political main-
stream, viz 1) women's repre-
sentatives, 2) the regional par-
ties, 3] miscellaneous parties
with significant vote but no
representation on the present
"first past the post" system, and
4] minority representation on a
more transparent and logical
basis. During the recent NA
elections, about 19 million vot-
ers elected Members of the Na-
tional Assembly (MNAs] to 2{}3
seats.

Various parties got different
percentage of votes. If we were to
increase the strength of the NA
by 100 on the basis of Propor-
tional Representation and di-
vide the number of votes (19
million cast by the number of
increased seats (100}, the unit of
votes for each new seat would be
about 0.19 million (190,000
votes). Since PML (N} got a 8.70
million votes, divided by
190,000 gets them 47 more
seats. Similarly PPP, which got
4.08 million votes would get 22
more seats and so on till even
Imran Khan's Tehrik-i-Insaaf
(TI), which got 300,000 votes
approximately, would get 2
seats (the fraction being as-
sessed on the next whole mem-
ber).

‘To ensure a voice from every
part of Pakistan, we would give
the relatively less developed
Provinces greater weightage in
the allocation of NA seats ie.
Balochistan 40 per cent, NWFP
and Sindh 25 per cent each and
Punjab 10 per cent, the percent-
ages corresponding to the num-
ber of seats (100) proposed on
PR basis. To fulfill the women's

and urban representation on a
meaningful basis, we would
stipulate that 50 per cent of all
seats on PR basis would have to
be earmarked for women and
urban areas on the very mini-
muim, the upper limit being the
discretion of the political party
concerned. Similarly. to ensure
that minorities have a few

seats. it could be stipulated that
each party having more than 5
seats would have to earmark a
minimum of 10 per cent seats
the upward

for minorities.

areas while there will be 9
males on the same distribution
attern. five from urban and
our from rural areas, with at
least 2 seats (1 female and 1
male) going to the minorities.
The parties should have full
liberty to chose those whom
they want to nominate, the
nominees should qualify for
the NA as would any electoral
candidate aspirant.
By fulfilling the afore-men-
tioned criteria defined for PR,
we would give every section of

lkram Sehgal writes from Karachi |

limit being the prerogative of
the party. In case of an odd divi-
sion, balance of favour should
go to women and urban areas.
Working on this formula let
us see what happens to PML
(N)'s 47 seats on PR basis. First
of all there would be at least 24
allocated to females, the bal-
ance 23 seats for males. Simi-
larly a minimum of 24 would F
to urban areas, ie. there would
be 12 female MNAs each from
urban and rural areas while 12
males would get urban and 11
males rural seats. Five seats
would go to minorities, 3 to be
females and 2 males among
them on the aforementioned
formula. A minimum of 19
seats from the PML (N) quota
have to be from Balochistan, 11

seats each from Sindh and
NWFP while 5 seats would be
from the Punjab. In Sindh and
NWFP 3 females each will be
from urban and rural areas
whereas 3 males each will be
from urban area and 2 males
each from rural areas. Of the 11
seats in Sindh and NWFP at
least one will be from the mi-
norities. PML (N) can then Nfudj—
ciously allocate seats for

where it wants to have a [uture,.
In Balochistan. there would be
10 females MNAs from PML (N).
five each from urban and rural

Shame! Shame!

Sir, The death of Seema
Chowdhury has once again
manifested that a sizable por-
tion of the police department is
manned with ghouls willing to
feast on the helpless young
women under their care!

Can a hound or a hyena, or a
man-eater or a woman-hater be
more nasty and ferocious?

Sikandar Rana
Dept. of English
Jahangirnagar University

"The Masked Men"

Sir, Congratulations on
publishing the news item 'The
masked men’ about the air pol-
lution in Dhaka.

Daily we inhale 10,000 to
20,000 litres of air containing
many pollutants i.e. bacteria,
gases, smoke, fibres and parti-
cles. Smoke bears particles of
carbon in hot air and gases;
these particles are coated with
organic acids and aldehydes.
Some pollutants are only an-
noying, others are injurious,
some are dangerous.

Persons suffering from res-
piratory or cardiac disease, and
the elderly are very susceptible
to the pollutants and vehicle
exhausts. The effects of air pol-
lution on the human respira-
tory system range from simple
irritation of the airway tracts
to induction of emphysema,
bronchial asthma, chronic lung
disease and cancer, depending
upon the pollutants inhaled,

the duration- of exposure and
their levels in our environ-

ment. S

The quality of indoor air is
fast becoming an equal concern
as the pollution of the outdoor
air, which, happily at least, is
easier to regulate. The typical
sources of indoor air pollutants
include tobacco smoke, wood
ahd coal stoves, gas ranges, dust
mites, pollen, cockroaches, etc.
Dr Rurmy Tabrez Hyder
222/Ka, Malibagh
Dhaka-1217

Viruses in drinking
water

Sir, Faeces of man and other
warm-blooded animals are the
major source of pathogens that
are carried in water. Human
pathogens which can be trans-
mitted by water include
salmonella shigella, pas-
teurella, yersinia, leptospira,
campylobacter, mycobac-
terium, pseudomonas, vibrio,
enteropathogenic escherichia
coli, hookworm larvae, giardia,
entamoeba and more than 100
different types of viruses
(rotaviruses. polioviruses, cox-
sackieviruses, echoviruses,
adenoviruses, reoviruses, par-
voviruses etc.). To test the pres-
ence of all these pathogens in
water is neither feasible nor
cost-effective.

. Faeces are not the only
source of human pathogens,
however. Water from wash-

_basins may contain viruses and

other pathogens from superfi-
cial lesions, while blood in a
sewage sample (perhaps from
traumas or menstrual losses)
could contribute any agent
causing a viremia. Nose and
throat secretions are potent
source of human respiratory
viruses.

Current epidemiological
methods, however, are not sen-
sitive enough to detect virus
disease transmission thruu h
water, because clinicall
servable illness occurs only 111 a
small number of people who be-
come infected and because of
widely varying incubation pe-
riods. This fact and low 1111P
tive dose ol viruses has led some
to suggest that the presence of
enteric viruses in any water is
indicative ol a potential virus
disease hazard. Also, many of
these viruses cause inapparent
or latent infections.

The levels of viruses in the
water of the Bangladesh may be
very high is supported by re-
cently-published data on bacte-
rial contamination since we
may justifiably assume that a
raised level of contamination
by faecal organisms corre-

sponds to a parallel t:han%e in
v rus incidence. Therelore,
drinking water should be boiled
properly (at boiling point for
ten to fifteen minutes).

M Jahangir Alam

M Phil, Research Fellow, DU &
Mrs Khurshida Begum

R%uk UMS College, Dhaka-
1230

the electorate some voice in the
Parliament, thus bringing them
into the mainstream of na-
tional politics and easing the
frustration that drives smaller
communities to seek succour
elsewhere because their repre-
sentation is restricted by an
imperfect electoral system. Ac-
cording to the unofficial count
PML (N) had 46.6 per cent of
popular vote, PPP 21.87 per
cent, Independents 12.08 per
cent, MQM 4.05 per cent, PML
(J)-C 2.30 per cent, PPP (SB) 2.03
per cent, ANP 1.88 per cent, PTI
1.65 per cent, JUI (F) 1.62 per
cent, PML (J)-A 1.04 per cent

‘'and Balochistan National

Party (BNP) 0.66 per cent, the
rest were below 0.50 cent. In
the formula devised PML (N)
should get 47 seats, PPP 22,
MQM 4, PML (J)-C 2, PPP (SB,) 2,
ANP 2, PTI 2, JUI (F) 2, PMJ-A 1
and BNP 1. The independent
vote of 12.05 per cent should be

distributed among those 21
parties having less than 0.50
vote so that the first 15 more
parties have at least a single
seat in the Province in which
have maximum votes ie. if they
do not have a seat already. If
they have a seat then they have
to chose one of the other
Provinces in which they do not
have a seat., Parties like BNP,
Balochistan National Move-
ment (BNM), JUI, Pakh-
toonkhwa Milli Awami Party

(PKMAP), Pakistan Awami
Party (PAP), etc., which are
presently confined to

Balochistan and fulfill this

criteria will be forced to go and .

s€lect a person from some other
Province than Balochistan
since they already have a seat
in Balochistan.

This would ensure represen-
tation in the Parliament and
integration at the same time. It
will also ensure a higher
turnout in the next elections as
parties realise that they must
get their faithful out to vote to

et more seats on PR basis.

here are those whp say that
this would work against having
a two-party system. Frankly, it
does not matter how many par-
ties there are, as long as they
have a voice in the Parliament.
it serves the cause of democ-
racy. This proliferation of po-
litlcal artics will come to a
naturalpend when smaller par-
ties find themselves forced to
cooperate to get their special in-
terests resolved. Mian Nawaz
Sharif is on record about
restoring the NA seats for
women, let him enlarge the
scope of the proposed Amend-
ment to bring in effective
democracy by a pragmatic
adoption of PR system on the
basis afore-mentioned. The

heavens will not fall if PPP gets
another 22 seats in the NA on
PR. This would allow the cre-
ation of eligible cadres by an
on-the-job trainj (OJT) pro-
gramme in less develo re-

ons where the main polit
Eirhﬁ" s1ill have not mﬁnag

firm toothold. Above all it will
do away with the disenchan-
frisement that seems to be the
permanent fate of a significant
part of the population. The PR
systemm defined would seem
complex, in fact it is a simply
but necessary formula for na-
tional integration.

Since Mian Nawaz Sharif
has the necessary mandate to
effect changes in the Constitu-
tion, let him make such
changcs that are as pragmatic
and result-oriented. This will
be the best way to display how
much PML (N} is interested in
hrlngmg the whole nation to-
gether in the gigantic task of
naﬂnn-huil ing. All the politi-
cal parties should welcome this
with an open heart since it al-
lows some really deserving
candidates but were unsuccess-
ful (mainly because of lack of
election funds) to come into the
NA. Moreover, the urban men
and women as well as those
from less developed regions
would get greater representa-
tion, a voice at the national
level. The "minority" portion of
this proposal should be held in
abeyance this time around
since the polls have already
taken place,

The PR system proposed en-
sures that while there is always
the need for competition, there
is also a dire and continuing
need for cooperation and co-ex-
istence. Economic progress
cannot be achieved without the
full support of the entire popu-
lation. The elections are now
over, now is the time to get on
with our destiny into the 21st
century. There is a time to fight
and a time to unite. The only
way to bring about total na-
tional unity is to have all the
people of the country have a
voice at the national level.

Systems Loss 1n Bureaucracy

by Alif Zabr

The foreigners chssifyma; a 'bottomless basket case'. It would not be fair to link
this image with our gold-plated bureaucrats, one of the best in the world as far as

file work is concerned

OW it is official: the sys |
tems loss in our bureau-

cratic system has been
officially noticed by the
Cabinet, and three of the top
Secretaries have been directed
to submit their recom-
mendations on how the civil
service could operate faster. It is
now a healthy race between the
missives of the pen versus the
missiles of the politicians — the
pen has to compete with the
of the gab. The public could find
out shortly which systems loss
is greater: in the bureaucracy or
in the political sector, both
having piled up enviable
records, difficult to surpass.
Thanks to the PM, let this
race be run in the true Olympic
tradition. There are other
fiercely contesting rivals: PDB
(electrical power), BTTB (tele-
hone monopoly. jagir), Aricha
Fpﬂ! serat or ferry crossing,
cannot cross underwater chars),
Banks (pioneers in defaulter
culture, a new trend), SEC/DSE
(evaporating executives and

stocks), PSE [jute and paper
mills; no jute paper, and cannot
sell traditional paper). the

shipyards (no business in a
country needing hundreds of
more motor launches and me-
ch.anical vehicles, and power
barges).

t cannot be denied that
there is one deterrent in
Bangladesh which is respected
internationally: our bureau-
cratic delays. in which we are
past masters, and current
slaves. The foundation is so
solid that no regime has so far
been able to shake it in half a

century. The pillars of this
per EEI.EﬂE is made of paper ;

gen may be mightier
than t sword, but the
file/pile-foundation has greater
negative effect on the GDP than
the increased potential flow of
foreign investment.

Mighty
and the UK have shied away
from this monolithic monu-
ment of serene immobility,
contributing solidly but invisi-
bly to the continued stability of
the nation of stagnant waters
and shifting sands. Today the
South is interested in the fron-
tiers of c

I recall the da}rs of one eccen-
tric officer, a departmental
head, who used to open his own
dak (mail), and dictate the short
replies to his steno, sitting in
front, before sending the mail
to the diary section, for inser-
tion in the files for distribu-
tion. This "same-day reply”
from a government office as-
tounded the outside recipients
of the letters. Such days are
gone.,

Today e-mail (electronic) is
available, bul some chota lath-
sahibs (mini Viceroy/Governor)
need PC stenos to key in the dic-
tations (my current boss, young
and mid-level, does it, but the
office is in the private sector).

Two brains are better than
one, but several brains in the
hierarchy provide secure
anonymity and mask trans-
parency (‘The undersigned is di-
rected to state. . ') e closing
salutation has changed from
Your most obedient servant’ to
Yours obediently’; that is, if the

nations like Japan

time is available, otherwise it is
the terse "Memo" without head
or tail, and the body reminds
one of a suthki(dry) fish, which
has to be boiled to get the
flavour. Such missives are is-
sued h}r the Secretariate (the
ending ‘e’ is optional) long after
the issue has ceased to remain
topical.

This file-foul anecdote is
well known, but it is a atrar‘fl:
but true and real fact (note
use of the three synonymous
words, a local fashion). The of-
ficial of the AGB (Accountant-
General's office) looked at the
pensioner/visitor at the
counter, and remarked in a
consoling voice, 'l can see you
are alive and standing before
me, but for the file you have to
submit/produce a certificate
from a Class | Gazetted Officer
to the effect that you are really
alive.”

The foreigners classify us as
a 'bottomless basket case'. It
would not be fair to link this
image with our gold-plated bu-
reaucrats. one of the best in the
world as far as file work is con-
cerned. But not for documenta-
tion for speedy processing of the
investment proposals or the de-
velopment projects. It appears
that the former is coming in
faster than we can handle It is
a question of capacity. Both our
input and output capacities are
low., but not po vrrtfy stricken.
Shallow bottoms call for dredg-
ing, whether on land, water, or
in the governmentoffices.

How do we dredge bureau-
cracy?

— Dharitri Feature



