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The Currency Crisis, Human Rights and the Media

by Kalinga Seneviratne
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the Malaysian
Minister Dr
Mahathir Mohamad
called for curbs on in-
ternational currency specula-
tion at the International Mone-
tary Fund (IMF)-World Bank
meeting 1n Hong Kong in
September, the Malaysian
ringgit went into a rapid spiral
and dragged down the region's
already battered currencies —
Indonesia's rupiah and Thai-
land's baht.

A few days later when he re-
peated these calls at a Pacific
Economic Cooperation Council
conference in Santiago, Chile,
it sparked off the same jitters.
The ringgit fell by 4 per cent
within two hours to an all-time
low against the US dollar.

Mahathir said in his Santi-
ago speech that currency specu-
lators are. "rich ,JE‘*G]JiE‘ from
rich countries” who "have no
compunction about impover-
ishing the poor in order to en-
rich themselves."” He went on to
describe them as “"shadowy fig-
ures whose trading is far from
open” with no published record
of the transactions, the volume,
the funds and the individuals
involved.

Thus the Malaysian leader
suggested that currencies
should be linked to the eco-
nomic indices of the countries
concerned. His suggestion re-
flected concerns expressed some

No military dictator in his-
tory has been able to muster
such financial resources and
political clout to effectively gag
the internationals media.

This issue comes to the very
core of the international hu-
man rights debate. One is enti-
tled to ask. as Mahathir and
many other Asian leaders have
done in recent years. about
whether the human rights
agenda is set up by the West and
promoted by its media to protect
the West's own selfish economic
interests.

Thus the Soros-Mahathir
clash and the Western media's
response to it, is the latest ex-
ample of how the Western me-
dia's power to set the interna-
tional human rights agenda
may be a violation of these very
human rights principles they
pretend to safeguard.

The Western economic writ-
ers have consistently blamed
financial mismanagement by
South-East Asian governments
for the currency woes. One of
the major issues Lhey have
raised is the lack of trans-
parency in the financial sector,
which they claim has led to for-
eign investors loosing confi-
dence in their economies and
taking their money away. But,
when it is pointed out that the
hedge funds which have trig-

we have seerr in many develop-
ing countries in recent years is
that the mere casting of the vote
has not helped the ple to im-
prove their standard of living.
In many instances, it has had
the opposite effect and has even
introduced a Mafia style of gov-
ernance — not necessarily by
the members of government but
by others who have been made
free.

Russia and some of the for-
mer Soviet bloc countries of
Eastern Europe are good exam-
ples. The largest democracy in
the world. India. is showing dis-
turbing signs of heading in this
direction.

The Western media hail
these developments as market
liberalisation and creating
"free choice” never mind if the
country's political parties are
run by crooks, as long as they
don't create barriers for the ex-
pansion of Western transna-
tional business empires.

Today. the main threats to
democracy and freedom of
speech come not necessarily
from governments but from
these corrupt Mafia-style busi-
ness and organised crime net-
works. They use the gun to
shoot you dead, not the law
courts to lock you up.

If the activities of the inter-
national hedge funds, which are

look at the issue from an Asian
rerﬂptcllvf, one also needs to
ook back on the timing of this
crisis. It began after ASEAN
nations took a series of politi-
cal decisions which ignored the
West's (especially the United
States’) objections. One of it was
of course the entry of Burma to
ASEAN. Spurred on by the
"Asian Economic Miracle” Asia
was slowly showing signs of
making its impact on the inter-
national political scene.

If they succeed, it wl!{#really
undermine the est's
(particularly the US’) power to
set the international agenda in
organisations like the WTO,
IMF, the United Nations and so
forth. In Asian eyes this should
herald in a new era of interna-
tional egalitarianism but for
the West it would seems as if the
end of a golden era of Western
"liberalismm” had begun.

The West has not yet got used
to the idea of treating Asians as
equal partners in international
political wheeling and dealing.
The Western media reporting of
the Asian currency crisis has
been clearly focused on denting
this newfound self-confidence
of Asia. It seems for the mo-
ment the Western media is suc-
ceeding in this task.

As consumers of Western
media, one cannot but begin to
believe that Asia is fully depen-
dent on Western capital and on

In this article, Kalinga Seneviratne looks at how the Western media's reporting of the
Southeast Asian currency crisis raises important human rights issues with regards to
communications.

years ago by the Nobel Laureate
economist James Tobin. He

roposed a small international
evy on short-term cross-border
capital flows to curb the desta-
bilising effect of such activities
on national economies.

Tobin's views have been
treated with near contempt by
the neo-liberal mainstream
economists and the Western
media. It was blatantly clear
that these same forces were now
gan%‘ng up to shut up Mahathir
— the strongest international
critic of the West's double stan-
dards.

If you need any evidence of
these double standards., you
don't need to go any further
than the 'Time magazine's
cover story of September 22nd
under the heading "George
Soros: He's spending millions
to save the world — and getting
blamed for wrecking Asia's cur-
rencies.” -

Many other Western media
outlets have also sprung to the
defence of ther American fi-
nancier who has been singled
out by Mahathir as the cause of
the Asian currency turmoil. In
their passion to defend Soros,
there has been no serious at-
tempt to investigate and anal-
yse the activities of these hedge
fund managers who command
billions of dollars and seem to
operate with impunity. playing
havoc on economies of develop-
ing countries and the livelihood
of their people.

The Time' article paid trib-
ute to "philanthropist” Soros
for spending millions of dollars
of "his" money in funding the
Open Society Foundations
around the world, which sup-
port democracy by financing
education, freedom of speech
and human rights projects.

Ironically, no Western me-
dia organisation has bothered
to ask the question whether
Soros' (and other fund man-
agers) attempt to gag public de-
bate of their activities by using
his huge financial clout to bring
down the value of the ringgit
each time Mahathir speaks out
on the issue, is a contradiction
of the very human rights and
"open society" Soros is supposed

to be promoting around the
world. ;

gered the crisis are run by
"shadowy” fligures with no
transparency at all, the same
media comes to their defence,
trying to project the criticism
as "attempts to blame foreign-

* ers” for Asia's economic woes.

Another contradiction be-
tween the Western media's de-
fence of hedge fund managers
and their self-proclaimed role
of promotin democracy
around the world is the report-
ing of Thailand's economic cri-
sis. Political instability in
Thailand is blamed for its cur-
rency woes, but this is as a re-
sult of a thriving democracy in
the country. No one is asking
the question whether the hedge
fund managers want you to es-
tablish military dictatorships
before they invest in your
country,

There are very serious flaws
in the definition of words such
as "democracy.” "globalisation’
and "free market' by the West-
ern media. It is very often based
on Eurocentric selectivity and
double standards.

It seems a "free market” ex-
ists only when there are no bar-
riers for Western products and
services to enter developing
country markets, not the other
way around. For example at last
year's World Trade Organisa-
tion (WTO) Ministerial Confer-
ence in Singapore, the West
conveniently ignored develop-
ing countries' demands for a
review of the implementation
of Uruguay Round agreements
on market access for their tex-
tile, footwear and other prod-
ucts to developed country mar-
kets. Instead they pushed for
and obtained a new agreement
on market access for informa-
tion technology products —
which almost exclusively bene-
fit developed countries.

Similarly, "globalisation” it
seems is a process where West-
ern music, films, food and other
cultural products are able to
enter other countries at will
and influence their people, es-
pecially the youth. People’s
right to protect themselves and
their traditions from unwanted
Western cultural invasions does

not exist.
Coming to "democracy” what

playing havoc in Asia, are not
made transparent and their op-
erators remain shadowy fig-
ures, what is the guarantee that
these funds are not using pro-
ceeds from such organised
crime syndicates?

The Western media's inabil-
ity to take seriously views of
non-Western leaders who are
pointing out these double stan-
dards may well contribute to
indirectly encouraging organ-
ised crime and violation of hu-
man rights around the world.
We need to realise that it is a
different world out there to
1948 when the Universal Decla-
ration of Human Rights was
adopted.

Today, some of the biggest
threats to human rights of the
world's people, especially in de-
veloping countries, are not
coming from their own gov-

ernment or the generals. but
from international financial
institlidions and even from the
international media's projec-
tion of themselves and their
countries

It is time we took a long
rethink on human rights, tak-
ing into account the power of
the international media and fi-
nancial institutions to mould
people’s opinions and control
their lifestyles.

The clash between Mahathir
and Soros provide the Asian
media with a real challenge. But
have they taken it up?

There has been no serious at-
tempt by regional financial
analysts to discuss and debate
the need to set up an Asian
Monetary Fund to cushion
countries in the region from
future attacks on its currencies.
When IMF opposed the original
Japanese initiative, the Asian
media should have investigated
the need to establish such a
fund and also questioned IMF's
political reasons for opposing
such a fund.

When Western reporters
choose to ignore the point of
view of Asian leaders (or quote
it only as an after-thought) and
instead give preference to
quotes from Western financial
analysts and the IMF, they set
the agenda from a Western
point of view. If you are going to

the goodwill of Western hedge
fund managers. But there is no
serious discussion about how
much the Western economies
are dependent on Asian mar-
kets and the prosperity of Asian
consumers. How much are
Western designer labels. fast
food giants and entertainment
industry dependent on Asian
markets for their future
growth?

[f one is to analyse the Asian
currency crisis from an Asian
perspective, this is a fact of life,
which needs more serious dis-
cussion. Additionally, we get
the feeling that only the West-
erners have the wealth to invest
around the world. What about
Asian wealth which have been
invested around the world. in-
cluding in the West? Where are
these funds moving? Did they
move some of these funds back
to Asia, triggering the Wall
Street crash?

After the Western media —
which called for Mahathir's
resignation — had egg thrown in
their faces when the Wall Street
and European stock exchanges
were shaken and Soros after
loosing US 2 billion from it
agreed on a BBC radio interview
with Mahathir's viewpoint on
regulating currency trading. we
must seriously start to question
their ability to objectively
analyse the political and social
aspects of globalisation. Unfor-
tunately, for the moment. most
of Asia's own economic ana-
lysts seem to be takiet;L:F the cue
Itl"rum the Western media. Many
of them seem to be talking the
language of the West rather
than attempting to reflect their
own people's interests and
viewpoints.

The writer is a Sri Lankan
born journalists, broadcaster
and media analyst. He has lived
and worked in Australia for 18
years where he was an award-
winning radio broadcaster and
lecturer in international com-
munications and development
Jjournalism. Kalinga was the
Australian and South Pacific
correspondent of Inter Press
Service news agency from 1991
until August 1997.
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N the 261h April the Daily
Otlcfaq and the Daily

Bhorer Kagoj published a
news, on "a person named
Harun who was undergoing
treatment in unconscious and
critical condition at Dhaka
Medical College Hospital under
police custody. Odhikar and
ASK began to investigate since

26th April on the critical
health condition of Harun,
As a part ol investigation,

investigators observed and ex-

mllaka Medical College Hospi-
Latl,

On the 26th April. Harun's
elder brother Musa told the in-
vestigators, Harun and Musa
together ran a fax-phone-pho-
tostal shop at Khatabon Uni-
versity Market. On the 24th
April at about 11 am Maham-
madpur police informed Musa
by phone that Harun was ar-
rested and was under police cus-
tody. Hearing the news, a helper
of the shop named Sikandar

€ g

amined the external injuries of
Harun, talked to the doctor on
duty. nurse. Harun's elder
brother. OC of Mohammadpur
Police Station Md. Shahidullah
Khan and the local people of
Shia Masjid area from where
Harun was arrested. They ex-
amined the registers of Dhaka
Medical College Emergenc

Ward, register of Sohrowardi
Hospital's Emergency Ward,
Harun's prescription & medical
file and Mchammadpur Police
Station's Case Regi ter. They
also analysed the related news
published in the dailies.

A press release from the Pub-
lic Relation Department of po-
lice published in the 25th
April's Daily Ingilab that. on
the 24th April Friday. Mo-
hammadpur Patrol Police
seized an auto-rickshaw at the
north side of the Shia Masjid
crossroads. The auto-rick-
shaw's number was Dhaka
Metro-Tha-11-6883. Police ar-
rested Harun and recovered a
chapati. a knife & two cocktails
from arrested Harun.

On the 26th April while an-
swering the questions of Jour-
nalists and Investigators-OC
for Mohammadpur Police Sta-
tion said that, on the 24th April
at about 11:30 am under S | Kor-
shed Alam’'s command, Police's

ial team Eagle-1-2 chal-
lenged an auto-rickshaw. When
the autn—:;icksh}awl;ricd tgdes-
cape, local people obstructed its
way and he had been seriously
beaten by an angry mob. As a
I result Harundgnt critically in-
ured at the different parts of
is body. He informed that on
the same day Harun was sent to
Sohrowardi Hospital twice, and
l both the time he was sent back

with first aid. Later that day, at
about 11 pm Harun was sent to

Critically injured Harun is under medical treatment at DMC.

along with another aide went to
the Police Station. But they
were not allowed to meet Harun.
As they failed to meet him, they
were waiting in the Police Sta-
tion premise. At about 6 pm
they saw police to carry Harun's

y holding his hands and legs
from a Microbus and they took
him inside. Even they were niot
allowed Lo go near Harun. on
the 25th April's morning an-
other phone came from Mo-
hammadpur Police Station
which informed that, Harun
was in Dhaka Medical College

Hospital. In the Hospital they
found Harun lying unconscious
on the bed. (Bed No : 17, Ward No
. 30). He was guarded by Police.

On the 26th April, at about
12 pmn when investigators went
to the hospital, they found
Harun was still lying uncon-
scious, The scrutinized his ex-
ternal injuries. Thtﬂ found
black weals around his both
wrist joints these marks were
also swollen unusually, half of
finger nail of ring finger of left
hand was uprooted, fingers of
both hands were abnormally
swollen. From sole to the feet
joints of both legs were also
swollen abnormally. Back side
of Knee of both legs were also
swollen abnormally. Behind
the left knee, sign of eight
inches long blood clotting was
visible. Apart from above, there
was no sign of cut or bleeding.
In the register of Emergency
Department it was found that at
about 11:30 pm on 24th April,
1998, he was admitted in to the
hospital. On 26th April at about
12:30 pm he was taken to In-
tensive Care Unit in a critical
condition. In the register of
Sohrowardi  Hospital it was
found that Harun was brought
for first aid treatment twice, at
about 3.00 pm and again at
about 6:00 pm and he was again
taken to Police Station before
he was finally admitted into the
hospital close to midnight on
24th April 1998.

In the Case Register of the
Police Station, it was found
that S 1 Khorshed Alam regis-
tered two special cases against
Mr Harun according to sec-4 of
Explosive Act and sec 19/E of
Arms Act. On that day (24 Apr)
there was no case registered
against him on charge of hi-
jacking/mugging. On 25th
April, one Mrs Rahima Bibi
lodged a complain of mugging
from her, near, Shia Masjid at
about 11:00 hrs on 23rd April
al?d registered a specific case on
that,

It was known from few shop-
keepers of Shia Masjid area
that on the 24th April at about
11:30 am. Police arrested one
person after chasing an au-
torickashaw and took him
away by a microbus in presence
of many people. They also in-
formed the team that there was
no incidence of mugging/
hijacking on 23 April at any
time during the whole day.

Questions Remain

Unanswered
Questions-mark on the
primary investigation:
1. Why, in Police press release
it was not mentioned that

The Saga of Harun: Another Instance of Police Brutality?

Harun was beaten by unruly
pe-:::]ljlt-.. though OC Moham-
madpur Police Station had
mentioned about the said
beating to the team?

2. As per OC's version though
there was serious injury at
different parts of Harun's

body. yet why did not P.5.

autg;urily then and there
admitted seriously wounded
Harun into the hospital? In-
stead why did they bring him
hack twice alter providing
First Aid treatment only?

3. Generally in a mass beating,
4 spontaneous, excited, in-
discriminate attacks leave
signs of lacerations, culs
bruises and bleeding wounds
at various parts of body, es-
pecially on the face of a mass
beating wvictim. But why
there was no such sign of
wound and bleeding on the
body of Harun even after be-
coming a victim of mass
beating?

4. To extract a confession Irom
the arrested person inflict-
ing non bleeding injury in
the sole, and at the joints of
hands and feet, piercing nee-
dle in the finger and pulling
out nails by pliers and hang-
ing by putting handcuffs and
the like torture technigues
are generally adopted by po-
lice. Whether abnormally
swollen injuries on the
hands and feet joints, the
black mark on wrist joints
are the sign of police tortures
to extract a confessional
statement or not?

5. As per Police Press Release
and OC’'s statement Harun
was arrested as mugger. On
the day of arrest there were
two cases registered against
him. but none against said
mugging.

6. Whether after completion of
24 hours of arrest of Harun,
allegation of one Rahima
Bibi against Harun of mug-
ging was a mockery of police
or not?

7. Was Harun really involved
with the so-called mugging
or was he only a victim of
someone’'s revenge materi-
alised with the help of po-
lice?

As there is fear of Harun's
life, the injury marks on his
body should be recorded by a
magistrate and the injuries
should immediately be exam-
ined by a board of medical ex-
perts to ascertain the nature
and how these injuries were
caused, for prosecuting the ac-
tual culprits.

- Courtesy: Odhikar, A'Coali-
tion For Human Rights; ASK,
Ain O Salish Kendra 3
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