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All justice comes from God,
who is its source; and {if
we knew how to receive it from
that exalted fountain. we
should need neither govern-
ments nor laws.

— Jean-Jacques Rousseau.

N her meeting with the edi-
Itnrs of national dailies apd

news agencies on the 15
Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina
made a commitment: “Her
party, Awami League, would
never call hartal, even if it re-
turned to the opposition”. She
also justified the hartals which
Awami League had executed
during BNP rule, saying that
they were necess or estab-
lishing people's rights, and in-
troducing the Caretaker system.

PM's 'no-hartal' proposal
has been widely welcomed by
the leaders of many business
groups and non-political orga-
nizations: This is a "unilateral”
and “unconditional®™ commit-
ment by the Prime Minister of
the country and the public ex-
pects all political parties, BNP
in particular, to join her in
making the 'no-hartal’ call a
reality.

BNP's Response: Unlike in
the past, BNP this time has
come up with a reasoned re-
sponse to PM's call. Other than
this, BNP's reaction (Mr.
Karim's 5 points and Professor
B. Choudhury’s t}2 points, The
Daily Star 19 and 20
November) reflects a political
statement to square up a simi-
lar statement of its political
adver :

True. m Zia had retorted
PM's call by threatening non-
stop hartals: "It won't be for
one, two or three days only. If
necessary and if desired by
people, non-stop hartal will be
enforced to topple the govern-
ment unless it stops killing and
oppressing people” (The Daily
But I wuukﬂi e to interpret
M.M. Rezaul Karim’'s opinions
expressed in his article, How to
Avoid Hartal? A Case Study qmnyd
Remedy (The Daily Star 19
Daily /Nov). as the BNP's offi-
cial position. To avoid the risk
of misrepresenting Mr. Karim's
views, | quote them.

“Hon'ble Prime Minister
came out with a proposal on the
15th...to the eifect that the
Awami League will not call har-
tal in future, when in opposi-
tion, if the BNP will not do so at
present...But there are, indeed,
difficulties. As a matter of pol-
icy, everyone should and will
welcome such a noble move,

rovided this could be trans-
ated into practice in full and
adhered to scrupulously by the
parties concerned. While every
one can monitor the present
situation, what will happen in
future becomes a matter of con-
ecture and uncertainty. One

as to say this in view of
Awami League's track records of
incongruity between ‘their
words and deeds. Many of the

pledges, including those in the

election manifesto, have been
retracted, some like the Special
Powers Act publicly and others
like autonomy ol radio and
television in reality.

“Under these circumstances,
can these words of the Prime
Minister, which were not ut-
tered even once during her par-
ty's 173 days of hartal and clo-
sure of the port, or even a writ-
ten agreement to that effect
provide sufficient guarantees to
ensure that the Awami League
will not flout the agreement, as
they have done now in the par-
liament and resume their pre-
vious practice of calling hartals
once they are in the opposi-
tion?"

BNP's official position to
PM's call for "no-hartals” ma
thus be understood as this: BN
does not take PM's call for “no-
hartals” seriously because the
proposal is neither practical
nor is AL trustworthy. Begum
Zia gave the similar impression
to the heads of the diplomatic
missions and donor agencies
when she met them in her offi-
cial residence on the 17th
November.

Analyzing PM's Proposal: [t
would be a misrepresentation of
facts and truth to banish BNP's
accusations against AL as base-
less. PM's claim that all of AL's
past activities were in public in-
terests is much less than credi-
ble and creditable. BNP is also
absolutely correct to claim that
JS boycotting is the tradition
that AL has created. It's very
difficult to see how AL can jus-
tify that boycotting the JS ses-
sions and eventually resigning
JS membership, were demo-
cratic moves and were neces-
sary for establishing the care-
taker system of government!

It's thus important to have a
good look at PM’s commitment.
PM said: "My party will never
call hartal...] am making this
announcement unilaterally
both as the Prime Minister and
the President of Awami
League...We do politics for the

ple and we have no hesita-
tion in taking any decision for
the people's welfare...We have
estagﬁs ed the truth that the
people is the only source of
power to change the govern-
ment through ballot”.

For a proper evaluation of
PM's proposal. it needs to be
clearly understood that her
proposal, described here, ap-
plies only to a hypothetical sit-
uation: Sometime in future,
let’'s assume the next JS elec-
tion, to make it visible, AL re-
turns as the official opposition
with the current PM as its
leader. PM is promising that
she would not call hartals then
and asking BNP to promise the
same now.

There are at least three very
hard difficulties in PM's pro-
posal. First, it is almost certain
that AL would return as the of-
ficial opposition in the next
election (as assumed), bul what

is not at _aﬂl certain is whether

FOCUS

PM's Proposal on Halting Hartals: Analysis and Suggestion

by Dr. Khandakar Q. Elahi

Our quarter-century old political history testifies that our politicians have been using their banners, rather mas-
sively, instead of their brains to impress our public. And they will continue to do so until forced to stop. . .
For halting hartals, then, this option of using banners (calling hartals) instead of brains, must

unavailable to the politicians. And this can be done by only a law.

be made

she would lead her party. PM
can certainly control A.f! poli-
tics, but she no way to know
how the almighty has decided
her destjn‘f.

Second, PM makes her pro-
posal based on a very unpre-
dictable condition: The condi-
tion is unpredictable, because it
represents PM's personal as-
sessment of BNP's political per-
formance.

In offering her proposal, PM
assumes that BNP would run
the business of the government
at least as efficiently, if not’
better, as she is doing now. She
cannot commit that she would
tolerate BNP under any cir-
cumstances. If she does that,
then, she will be, in case BNP
begins to behave weirdly, fail-
ing to perform the responsibil-
1? assigned to her as the leader
ol opposition. This would also
mean the political death of AL,

Thus, PM's proposal is not
"unconditional™ as it is usually
thought to be; PM’'s personal (or
AL's more appropriately) eval-
uation of BNP's performance in
the government is apparently
attached to it.

The question now arises:
What makes PM so sure that
BNP would behave “desirably”
in the future? She did not like
the BNP government in the
past. And our political history
testifies that it would take a di-
vine command to make AL and
BNP agree on the principles of
running the business of the gov-
ernment.

Third, PM makes her pro-

sal on the assumption that
the foundation of the system of
care-taker government (CTG) is
solid; that all subsequent polit-
ical governments shall be
elected by this system.

Is the foundation of CTG re-
ally so solid? Is CTG really
firmly rooted in our political
system?

We have two elections con-
ducted by the CTG and our expe-
rience is not definitely encour-
aging. PM did not come the
verdict of elections conducted
under the first CTG; she accused
BNP of a "cute conspiracy’.
Then President Biswas., under
whom the second CTG worked,
almost destroyed it by firing
topmost army generals; and fi-
nally, Begum Zia did not accept
the verdict of the elections con-
ducted by it.

The foundation of CTG is in-
deed very shaky and it shall
remain so unless our politi-
cians remove the causes that
make it shaky. A CTG can defi-
nitely guarantee a fair parlia-
mentary election, but it can, in
1o way, guarantee how the
clected politicians would per-

form their jobs. A parliament is
elected by a CTG and then the
members of the opposition boy-

colt its secessions or resign ils
membership. (An elected mem-

ber has certainly the right to
resign the JS membership, but
he or she has no right to seek a
re-election, because the election
was fair). What, then, is the
meaning of fair elections?
What, then, is the necessity and
the rationale of CTG?

A democratic state is gov-
erned by its constitution which
gives some of its members the
right to exercise the power and
authority of the state and rule
the society. Thus, the politi-
cians’ right to rule the society is
created by the constitutional
laws. If they rule by the laws,
they satisfy the demands of
their electors and their right to
rule is well preserved.

What are these laws? Laws
are really nothing other than
the conditions on which the
civil society exists, Jean-
Jacques Rousseau, The Social
Contract. And these conditions
are justice for all. Yes, justice is
the condition on why a society
builds its peaceful existence.

The politicians lose their
right to rule when they run the
business of the government un-
Jjustly. By violating
justice, politicians create the
right of every citizen to break
laws,

It always seems to me ridicu-
lous that some of our citizens
will use the power of state in
their personal benefits, while
the rest of the society will tol-
erate it, because they are politi-
cians. But [ am not so sure that
our citizens share my feeling; if
they did then our condition
would have been better.

We always blame the mili-
tary for overthrowing the it-
ical governments. True, those
military officers were power-
hungry persons. But, never have
we thought that our politicians
created the right for them to vi-
olate the laws of their institu-
tion. The unjust rule by politi-
cians is as illegitimate in
democracy as that of a military
junta!

“It takes time to institu-
tionalize democracy”™, many
people say. My bull head always
questions: How long time and
how much intelligence does one
need to know the truth that the
society is governed by laws and
we must obey those laws for en-
joying the opportunity and

enefit of living in a peaceful
society?

On the final analysis., PM's
proposal appears to be much
more emotional than rational
[t has thus little legal and polit:

Pinochet's arrest has po-

larised a country that
seemed on the verge of coming
to terms with its history. After
retiring from the military,
Pinochet became a senator for
life in the Chilean government.
The Spanish request for the ex-
tradition of arguably Chile's
most disreputable leader has
mobilised the country's rightist
groups, and reportedly threat-
ening to upset its present politi-
cal equilibrium.

Because of the unrest within
the “Concertacion,” the ruling
centre-left coalition, President
Eduardo Frei, leader of the
Christian Democrats, has
called for Pinochet's release. At
the same time, his Socialist al-
lies are ecstatic about the situa-
tion in the UK. This impending
division within the "Concerta-
cion" may fracture the ruling
coalition. Until Pinochet was
arrested, it seemed that Social-
ist Party leader Ricardo Lagos
would be the coalition's candi-
date for the upcoming presiden-
tial elections. However, follow-
ing Lagos' support for Pino-
chet's arrest. there was specu-

lations that Christian Demio-
crat presidential hopeful

Andres Zaldivar might seek
squnrt from conservatives to
help him win next year's elec-
tion.

In addition to this apparent
political discord in Chile, there
also seems to be some question
as to whether the military will
stand behind Frei's govern-
ment. For, immediately follow-
ing Pinochet's arrest, the head
of the Chilean army, Gen. Ri-
cardo Izurieta met with Defence
Minister Jose Florencio Guz-
man. lzurieta later issued a
statement in line with the
stance taken by Frei's govern-
ment, which made a half-
hearted appeal for Pinochet's
release under the cloak of
diplomatic immunity. How-
ever, it is not clear that the mil-
itary as a whole will follow
marching orders from Frei.
Gen. Hernan Ramirez broke an
order issued by lzurieta forbid-
||:linEl military officers from
making public

ORMER Chilean dictator-
I ;presldenl Augusto

statements.
Ramirez told reporters imme-
diately after Pinochet's arrest
that the retired general had
been advised” on his trip

Chilean President Eduardo
Frei complained as saying Fri-
day last that "the affair violates
Chile’s sovereignty, and endan-
gers the country’'s fragile tran-
sition to democracy. which be-

an when Pinochet stepped
in 1990."

Such protests and distur-
bances that began in October
last didn't appear to be much of
a threat to the country's stabil-
ity. But it does now. A
between former intelligence
and secret service agents and
active-duty military officers is,

s Plight?

by Ekram Kabir

Augusto Pinochet

say western wire agencies, a po-
tential threat to the current
government, although it is still
at an allegation level. However,
if there is more to this claim
than hot air, and if the House of
Lords' tribunal doesn't release
Pinochet, then jeopardy in
Chile's internal stability is

hly likely.
higHaw:v:r. quite bly the
most sensational t to the
occurred last week when

a Chilean newspaper published
an account of an meet-
ing of Pinochet's former secret
service and intelligence agents
with-active duty military offi-

CETS.

The t of the Chilean
Communist Party and presi-
dential pre-candidate, Gladys

Marin. was quoted in El Mercu-

rioc on November 20 as sayin
that former secret: service an

intelligence agents from Direc-
cion Inteligencia Nacional
(DINA) and ision Nacional
de Inteligencia (CNI) had met
with members of the military.
The newspaper adds that Marin
said these s were held
“with the purpose of carrying
out acts of terrorism, making
them appear to be staged by the
extreme-left.” A letter sent to
the Chilean Undersecretary of
the Interior, Belisario Velasco,
by Marin alleged that these in-
dividuals are the same people
behind the death threats that
have been made against various
left-wing leaders since Pino-
chet’'s arrest.

Since late October, the police
have extended protection to
more than 20 Chilean politi-
cians and Spanish citizens as a
result of death threats. One of
the people under police protec-
tion, painter Jose Balmes, re-
ported multiple threatening in-
cidents to authorities, and said
that "warnings” he had received
“‘come from elements of the
former secret service" that

The ruling by the British
court, the House of Lords’
committee on judicial
affairs, surprised all, by
denying immunity to the
former Chilean dictator,
Augusto Pinochet, but it
Jailed to come down with
what would have been one
of the, if not the most,
unexpected ruling in
decades: that a head of
state can be held

accountable for his actions

after having gained and
maintained himself in
power unlawfully.

served under Pinochet. Before
Pinochet was cleared by
Britain's High Court on October
28, an anonymous caller al-
legedly told Socialist deputy

Maria Antonieta Saa: "If Gen-
eral Augusto Pinochel is not re-
leased, you will be the first to
die on Monday (November 2)."
On October 29 two of Chile's
leftist political parties accused
opposition leaders of "seditious
acts”" in their efforts to obtain
Pinochet's release. The leader
of the Partido Socialista de
Chile (PS), Ricardo Nunez,
linked right-wingers to the
wave of death-threats inst
leftists. In addition to the nu-
merous death-threats, propa-
ﬁanda attributed to the far-right

atherland and Freedom group
has surfaced. This group was re-
sponsible for countless crimes
during Salvadore Allende's
reign and, until last month. was
thought to be inactive.

Now, this landmark debate
may be a triumph for the new
international order., and for
that matter, global upholders of
human rights. [Note: The US is
surprisingly silent on the issue.
While deftly avoid it, State
gganment Spokesman James

in called the case a matter
strictly "between , the UK
and Chile." Washington missed
an opportunity to push for the
prosecution of a man who or-
dered the deaths of a -dozen
Americans from 1973-1976.]

Britain's Law Lords also
surprised the world by takinﬁ
the moral high-ground an
delegitimising a dictatorship.
And by its actions, the British
court is sending a strong mes-
sage to the world's dictators
like present and future Pol Pots,
and Slobodan Milosevics efc.,
that the international commu-
nity will no longer tolerate such
h us sins against humanity.

Given its framework, the
ruling by the British court, the

House of Lords' committee on
Eulwial affairs, surprised all,

y denying immunity to the
former Chilean dictator. Au-
gusto Pinochet, but it failed to
come down with what would
have been one of the, if not the
most, unexpected ruling in
decades: that a head of state can
be held accountable for his ac-
tions after having gained and
maintained himsell in power
unlawfully. Although the Lords’
ruling may have grounds, its
ramifications are thunderous,
even if their judgement fails to
make a clear statement about
the primacy of the democratic
process and the sanctity of hu-
man rights.

The House of Lords may have
presented a unique opportunity
to redefine the emphasis that
the international community
Elacta on the importance of

uman rights. Inferentially, if
not explicitly, the Lords chose
to hold a world's former leader
accountable to a standard of
ustice that supersedes national

rders. As a result of their de-
cision, this rare opportunity to
judge a proven human rights
violator was not clearly made
victim of the celebration of an
antique jurisprudence that has
no relevance to today's reali-
ties.
As a bad rule of comity,
democratically-elected heads of
state should anted immu-
nity. But those who usurp power
by force, however, must realise
that under the terms of the new

international order, they must
be prepared to answer tothe in-

ternational community for
their actions. no matter where
they go -~ even if the laws of
their own country temporarily
have been suppressed or nulli-
fied. This is the case made b
the United Nations when deal-
ing with Saddam Hussein, the
various break-up regimes of Yu-
oslavia, and tele genocide in
da. Such is now the case in
dealing with Pinochet, for the
elemental denial of the rule of
law and basic human rights was
no less in the South American
country under his rule than it
was in any of the other pariah
regimes.

The November 25 ruling may
have issued an important signal
to other dictators -— past and
present -—- that the interna-
tional community will not al-
low them to act with impunity.
To Slobodan Milosevic in Ser-
bia, as well as Jorge Videla in
Argentina etc., a de jure mes-
sage has been sent out: one’'s
transgressions will not earn
one only a casual reproach in
the world community. But
nothing more. And on the other
hand, if global patronisation of
human rights yields political
plight in a country thriving for
democracy, this runs the risk of
leaving an inferior precedent.

(Based on western electronic
and print media.)

the rules of

_Th'e‘Pinoche; Paradox: West’s Delight |
' in Chile’

| democratic

ical appeal and effect.

Cost of and Benefits
of Halting Them: In spite of all
its defects, PM’'s proposal re-
veals one truth that was not so
obvious so long: People from all
walks of life want hartals to be
halted. With both Prime Minis-
ter Sheikh Hasina and Opposi-
tion leader Begum Zia publicly
disapproving hartals, it is now
the devout desire of the people
of Bangladesh to halt them:
Halting hartals is now a na-
tional goal.

Given this assumption, all
that is required is to find a
measure that would be most ra-
tional and most fair to all our
citizens. Before searching that
measure, it is important to ex-
amine the costs that hartals
impose on our society and the
benefits that we can ‘hope to
heap up by halting them; be-
cause. one of the reasons why
little progress has been made in
reducing the incidents of har-
tals, in spite of the massive
mass support, appears to be an
inadequate appreciation of
those costs and benefits.

Here, | wish to refer my arti-
cle. Why Must We and How Can
We Outlaw Political Hartals?,
whichhThe Star published on
the 6 of December 1997. In
that paper, I noted three types of
costs that hartals impose on
our society: cost to individuals,
cost to the economy and cost to
the nation. These costs are
briefly summarized here.

The cost to individuals in-
cludes the incomes lost for be-
ing unable to do their business
and the personal hardships. in-
cluding the incidents of death,
suffered. The cost to the econ-
omy is the loss of potential pro-
duction in the factories and in-
dustries, and the services in the
offices and stores etc. Finally,
the cost to the nation is the ma-
terial damage that the hartals
inflict on the society, Because
hartals are executed against the
wills and wishes of the people,
they violate citizens' rights and
create a pervert culture in the
society — the culture of "might
is right".

e first two types of costs
are widely understood and un-
derscored in our society, but the
third type of cost — cost to the
nation — is hardly heard of,
perhaps because it is little un-
derstood. This is, however, the

* long-term, and therefore, the

most fundamental. cost of har-
tals imposed on the society.
Although there is some dis-
cussion on the cost of hartals,
there is little discussion about
the benefits of halting them. Of
course, the reduced costs of har-
tals are also the benefits of
halting them. These are, how-
ever, short-term and fractional
benefits of halting hartals,
from the national perspective.
The long-term, and the funda-
mental, benefit of halting har-
tals consists in removing the
incentives that encourage call-
ing hartals by the opposition
parties, This, in turn, creates a
political atmosphere for a qual-

| itative change in politics in the

country.

Politics is a power game in
which all teams have only one
foal — controlling the state ma-
chinery, the government. ln a
political system,
the target of all political parties
is to imnpress the public. the
sovereign authority that selects
the team.

Politicians, in a democracy,
have two means tn impress the

ublic — their brains and their
anners. These two means to-
gether protect democracy and

they are supposed to work har-
moniously to improve its
health. However, they could
very well be inconsistent. The
common wisdom is that the
more the politicians use their
brains, the better is the health
of democracy. In other words,
the use of brains is positively
correlated to the health of
democracy, while the use of
banners is correlated nega-

tlv?#;.

e use of brain in politics is
thus a fundamental require-
ment for the development of
democracy. This point needs
further elaboration. How could
we hope to halt hartals if our
conception of the cost of hartals
is vague and our vision of the
potential benefits of halting
them is unclear?

The most important organ of
an association is its executive —
the leadership that determines
goals and formulates strategies
to achieve them. This is cer-
tainly so in political parties,
because they are the most
supreme associations that can
be organized in a society.

The leadership that a politi-
cal party chooses, is determined
lundamengally by the strategies
it adopts to achieve its goals.
(Strategies of an organization
are a function of the opportuni-
ties available to execute them).
A political party that adopts the
Briuciple of achieving its goal

y intellectual activities
(exercise of rights according to
laws). and of using other means
only when absolutely neces-
sary, is most likely to choose
an enlightened leadership. The
nfppnsite is usually the outcome
if a different principle is cho-
sern.

Once upon a time, our stu-
dent organizations used to pro-
vide leadership in the national
sta%e: today they provide lead-
ership in the streets. The reason
is obvious: In those days, stu-
dent leaders had to lead an in-
tellectual warfare to create an
issue; and only the students
with brilliant minds and broad
hearts could do that. Today.
student leaders have no na-
tional issues; only issue they
have is to help their parent or-
ganization capture the power.
And our political parties have
been demonstrating for a long
tirne that they need youth mus-
cle power, not their mind
power. Students who can use
their muscle most aptly and/ or
their minds immorally, are
usually rewarded with the lead-
ership responsibilities: Student
organizations. which used to
provide leadership in national
crises, have now reduced into
terrorist organizations.

To come to the point. let's
create a scenario and try to vi-
sualize the moves that our dif-
ferent political actors would
make: Assume that political
hartals are prohibited by law.
This puts the party(ies) in power
in an advantageous position,
they need not worry about the
threat of civil disobedience.
Contrarily, it puts the opposi-
tion parties in a disadvanta-
sjeous position, because they

ose their most dangerous
weapon — hartal — to protest
the government policies, Theo-
retically, then, the party or
parties in power would welcome
this legislation, while the par-
ties in the opposition would op-
pose it.

Given the assumption that
political hartals are outlawed,
what would be the strategies of
our opposition parties? First
and foremost, being bereaved of
the opportunity of showing

& L4 1

Now, the situation demand- '
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their political might and merits
in the streets, they would recall
all their resources to show them
in the floor of the JS; being un-
able to storm the streets, our po-
litical would now storm
the floor of the JS. And this, by
all definitions, is democracy.

The first consequence of out-
political hartals then is:

tion parties, which
to show little interests
in the activities of JS, would
suddenly become very inter-
ested to make the JS effective.
In other words, outlawing polit-
ical hartals creates a tical
atmosphere that would help
make the JS more effective.

S8econd, now both the gov-
ernment and opposition parties
have an interest in mmuraging
their members to attend the J
sessions. The interest of the

overnment derives from its
ear of being outnumbered and
outspoken in the JS. The inter-
est of the opposition parties is
fundamental: JS is the best fo-
rum for them to demonstrate
their performance in order to
impress the public.

e second consequence is
perhaps, then, a solution to
quorum problem in the JS.

, debating in the JS is
an intellectual activity. This
means that the opposition par-
ties, which are more used to us-
ing their banners than their
brains, will find themselves in
a position to culture intellec-
tual politics.

The third consequence then
appears to be a dramatic shift
in the nature of politics in the
country.

One can, perhaps, go on and
record many more merits of
halting hartals, but I wish to
stop here and give my main
point, which I repeat: long-
term, and the fundamental,
benefit of halting hartals con-
sists in removing the incentives
that encourage calling hartals
by the opposition parties. This,
in turn, creates a political at-
mosphere for a qualitative
change in politics in the coun-
try.

Qur quarter-century old po-
litical history testifies that our
politicians have been wusing
their banners, rather mas-
sively, instead of their brains to
impress our public. And they
will continue to do so until
forced to stop.

A Suggestion: For haltin
hartals, then, this option o
using banners (calling hartals)
instead of brains, must be made
unavailable to the politicians.
And this can be done by only a
law. This is fairly obvious. The
issue that needs discussion is:
What should be the nature and
condition of that law?

Hartal, an ultimate method
of civil disobedience, is a fun-
damental democratic right and
a fundamental means to protect
democracy. Thus, any measure
banning hartal must not be
permanent. In other words, the

_ pature of the Jaw banning har-

tals must be tempaorary.
ing a law banning hartals does
not constitute a compelling rea-
son, it is a compelling need. Let
it be understood clearly: A law
is founded on a compelling rea-
son only if its appeal and appli-
cation is universal in the soci-
ety. How can prohibiting a fun-
damental democratic right
constitute a compelling reason?
But banning hartals is defi-
nitely a compelling necessity.
We have already one consti-
tutional law created under a
similar situation. The system
of CTG was introduced for the
compelling need of holding fair
arliamentary elections, not
or a compelling reason. Thus.
the law introducing the CTG
system is of temporary nature
too. The sooner we can strike it
out from our constitution, the
better. For, only then, our
politicians can claim proudly
that they are [it to rule a demo-

cratic society, If we believe that
CTG is a beauty spot in our na-
tional face and feat — not a
black spot — then, there is little
need to be concerned about any-
:];llng. certainly not about har-

s.

The system of CTG was in-
troduced for the compelling
need of holding fair parliamen-
tary elections. And now we have
a compelling need to introduce
a law to ban hartals for making
this system effective. In other
words, outlawing hartals has
become necessary to make the
parliament elected by a CTG
productive and effective. The
two laws are thus related and
reinforcing. They together will
work to shorten their lives. So
here is my s tion.

All political parties shall
remain deprived of the right to
call hartals till the system of
CTG remains a constitutional
law. This new law prohibiting
political hartals shall be con-

sidered valid {f and only if the
political governments are

changed by elections conducted
by a

Such a legislation shall put
no restriction on the civil dis-
obedience, of any sort, orga-
nized by the non-political as-
sociations. Thus, if there ever a
need arises for calling hartals,
they would be or non-

litical groups. Is it not the

istory of our nation till 19907
But, then the question must be
asked: Why should we need har-
tals, unless our politicians
make them imperative? The
nation is tired of hearing from
our politicians that their party
is more democratic than the
others.

I submit this suggestion to
Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina
for her kind consideration. If
she is looking for one good rea-
son to enact this law, then I
would say: To make the CTG
system effective. She is, and
must be, very proud for leading
the movement that eventually
forced the BNP government to
introduce CTG system. Now she
has the Eowcr to make the sys-
tem work. Will she prove to the
nation that she really cares
about the system he helped to
legislate?

Madam Prime Minister, as a
nation we are now in a great
danger. Before introducing the
CTG system, we could tell the
world that a few power-hungry
citizens are obstructing fair
elections, a basic requirement
for the working of a democratic
system. Now we have a system
that can ensure fair parliamen-
tary elections, but still the
principles of democracy are not
working. Are we, then, going to
prouve to world that we, as a na-
tion, are not fit to live in a
democratic society?

I am reading Mr. Karim's
columns in The Daily Star for
more than two years. | used to
find his writings less convinc-
ing as partisan bias in his writ-

..ings is fairly transparent. But

this article is very different.
Not only that he gives a rea-
soned response to PM's pro-
posal, he begins and ends his
article with a very passionate
appeal: Would it be too much to
expect our political leaders, in
the interest of peace, democracy
and development, to sincerely
acdhere to and practice simple
but effective modes of political
behaviour?

I am. therefore, submitting
my suggestion also to Mr.
Karim for his critical evalua-
tion.

For, were the impulses of
conscience clear, uniform and
irresistably obeyed, man would
need no lawgiver.

— Thomas Paine, America’s

godfather.

The author, a former teacher *
of the Bangladesh Agricultural
University, now lives in
Canada.

Petition Calls for End to Death Penalty

Farhan Haq writes from New York

Just five years ago, a majority of countries still included the death
penalty in the justice systems. Now, however, the majority has swung the other
way after 102 countries abolished executions.

PPONENTS of the death
penalty sent a petition to
UN Secretary-General
Kofi Annan recently, calling for
a global moratorium on

executions.

The petition, organised by
the non-governmental organi-
sation 'Hands Off Cain’, con-
tained the names of more
100,000 persons — including
such prominent figures as No-
bel Peace Prize winners Arch-
bishop Desmond Tutu, the Delaij
Lama, Oscar Arias and Rigob-
erta Menchu.

They called on the United
Nations to negotiate a universal
halt to executions in 1999,

"We, the undersigned, ask the
United Nations General Assem-
bly to lead the international
community away from this in-
tolerable anachronism, by es-
tablishing a universal morato-
rium on executions with a view
to total abolition,” the petition
declared.

Sergio D'Elia, Hands Off
Cain's secretary, said that while
the petition already has more
than 100,000 signatures, the or-
ganisation will present the en-
tire list of signatures before the
UN General Assembly beings its
1999 session in, September next
year.

The petition's supporters
doubted that the call for a
moratorium by itself would
prevent executions from being
held in a string of countries

stretching from China to the
United States. But they believed
that the moratorium campaign
— which already has led the
United Nations to declare a
universal halt to executions for
the past two years — was shift-
ing the tide of world opinion
against capital punishment.

‘The time has come in the
world. and there is mounting
consciousness about it, that the
death penalty has seen its day,"
argued Sister Helen Prejean, a
US nun whose book Dead Man
Walking made a case against
capital punishment. "A major-
ity of countries are lining up to
abolish the death penalty.”

What the petition can do,
Prejean contended, is place
moral pressure on countries
which retain the death penalty
to join the growing community
of nations that rejected capital
punishment.

"The real wvalue of the
(moratorium) resolution is that
it can now be a weapons in the
hands of abolitionists in the
United States" and other coun-
tries which continue to execute
criminals, agreed William Sch-
abas, law professor at the Uni-
versity of Montreal.

Just five years ago, noted
Schabas, a majority of coun-
tries still included the death
penalty in the justice systems.
Now, however, the majority has
swung the other way after 102

countries abolished executions,
he said.

This was not the only sign of
a growing momentum in the
abolitionist drive, he argued. In
July, delegates at Rome voted
overwhelmingly for the cre-
ation of an International Crim-
inal Court which would be em-
powered to try suspects for
genocide and crimes against
humanity — but would impose a
maximum penalty of life im-
prisonment.

Similarly, Jean-Paul Akay-
esu, a former mayor of the
Rwandan town of Taba who was
convicted by a UN tribunal on
war crimes of genocide in the
country's 1994 massacres, re-
ceived a maximum sentence of
life imprisonment, which he is
currently appealing.

Neither

the UN tribunals for Rwanda
nor for the former Yugoslavia

allow capital punishment.

Nevertheless, capital pun-
ishment remained politically
popular in dozens of countries,
including China — where more
than 3,000 people were executed
last year — the United States
and much of the Muslim world.

Since 1990, more than 350
people have been executed in the
United States, including 74 last
year, and another 3,300 lan-
guished on death row. Recent
polls in the United States sug-
gested that three-quarters of the

public supported the death
penalty.

Such a mood had forced
politicians. who otherwise
would support abolition, to
maintain the death penalty, ar-
gued the actor Tim Robbins —
who directed the film version of
Prejean’'s book and who has
lobbied for ending capital pun-
ishment in the United States.
Many politicians had told him
they did not want to support the

_death penalty, but the popular-

ity of the measure had forced
their hand, he said.

Prejean contended that the
polls may have overstated the

-popularity of the death penalty

as a punishment for heinous
crimes. When people are offered
the idea of life imprisonment
without parole and restitution
for victims as alternative
penalties, two-thirds of respon-
dent prefer those punishments
to the death penalty, she said.

"Our people are not wedded to
a whole public policy of le-
galised vengeance," Prejean
said.

D'Elia said that, following
the presentation of the petition
to Annan, Hands Off Cain was
planning a series of events to
support the moratorium effort.
Among them would be a march
in Rome against capital pun-
ishment during Christmas and
an appeal to Pope John Paul 1l
to join the moratorium drive.

— IPS/APB



