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ter Sheikh Hasina's recent

renunciation of hartal,
considerable efforts are under
way to obtain a similar com-
mitment from the #Epusiuun
leader, Khaleda Zia. The -
tation is that with both these
leaders making no-hartal
commitment, Bangladesh will
finally be able to get rid of the
hartal menace.

Rampant hartals have in-
deed become a serious problem
for Bangladesh. There is hardly
another country in the world,
where %eneral strikes or hartals
are called so frequently and for
such long periods. The irony is
that, more than any other coun-
try, it is Bangladesh which
needs peace and tranquillity
most in order to focus on her
acute economic, social, and en-
vironmental problems

Various quarters of
Bangladesh's civil society have
been trying for quite some time
to get no-hartal commitment
from AL and BNP, the two ma-
jor ﬂolitical parties. Newpapers
such as The Daily Star have
taken numerous such initia-
tives. Even foreign missions
have been active in this regard.
Although it is somewhat un-
seemly for foreign missions to
get involved in domestic politi-
cal issues, the hartal problem
has become so acute, and the in-
capability of our domestic ac-
tors to solve this issue has been
so frustrating, that even inter-
vention bgefureign ambassadors
seems to be in order!

_However, solution to the
hartal conundrum still seems
to elude us. Khaleda Zia has re-
fused to make a no-hartal
commitment despite her two
rounds of meeting with foreign
diplomats. She has repeated al-
legations that AL cannot be
trusted, pointed to the fact that
AL enforced 173 days of hartal
when it was in opposition, and
said that whether or not BNP
would call hartal in future de-
pended on AL's behavior,
thereby leaving the door to
more hartal essentially open. It
is therefore quite likely that
Bangladesh may again be
headed toward a period of in-
termittent and continuous
hartals.

Two Types of Hartal

Why is mutual no-hartal
commitment proving so diffi-
cult to nbtaing To answer this
question we first need to distin-
guish between two types of har-
tal. namely “sporadic”™ and
“continuous.” Sporadic hartals
are those which are called to
protest “specific” government
actions or policies. On the other
hand, the purpose of continuous
hartals is basically to paralyze
the government and ultimately
to bring it down.

K may not be possible to do
away enttrelf with both types of
hartals. Such a goal may not be
even desirable. Al some point of
time, a government may indeed
do something so outrageous
that a general strike may
rightfully be called for. From
this point of view, Prime Minis-
ter Sheikh Hasina's recent
commitment not to call hartal
under any circumstance is cer-
tainly noteworthy, because it
defies the wusual political
maxim, "never say never."
Given Bangladesh's acute so-
cioeconomic problems. and
given the Himalayan task the
nation faces to solve these prob-
lems, it is certainly desirable
that Bangladesh political par-
ties never resorted to hartal.
Hence Sheikh Hasina's an-
nouncement certainly needs to
be appreciated.

e ﬂurpuse of the idea sug-
gested here is more limited. It
will not eliminate all kinds of
hartal. However, it will cer-
tainly reduce continuous har-
tals. To the extent that virulent
succession or continuous hartal
are most debilitating for the
economy, finding a way to re-
duce this type of hartal may be
of primary importance.

Hartal and Mid-term

Election

The link between continuous
hartal and desire to change gov-
ernment is clear from BNP's re-
sponse to the Prime Minister's
announcement. BNP has put
forward sixteen pre-conditions
that need to be fulfilled before it
wquld agree not to call hartal.
The first and foremost of these
is holding of "mid-term elec-
tions.” In other words, BNP
feels that the regularly sched-
uled election is too far away. It
wants an electoral showdown
sooner.

In a sense this is progress,
because it means that political

arties in Bangladesh are at
east talking in terms of elec-
tions. For most of the post-in-
dependence period, the country
has been under direct or quasi-
military governments. Except
for the last two (from Ershad to
Khaleda Zia, and from Khaleda

I N the wake of Prime Minis-

Bangladesh: Viewed from Afar

An Idea toc Reduce Hartal

by Nazrul Islam

" The main appeal of continuous hartals is, in their potentiality, to create a
government paralysis, which may then pave way for a change of
government, either through mid-term poll or through other means. It
is necessary to delink hartals from government change. Shorter
government term will establish elections firmly as the only

mode at government change.

Zia to Sheikh Hasina), all prior
changes in government have
been direct or indirect conse-
guences of coup. insurrection,
mass-uprising, and other non-
electoral events and processes.
In this backdrop. it is hearten-
ing that the parties are talking
about “elections.”

The question is, why should
there be mid-term election?
Mid-term election is generally
held if the government fails to
Iaruvf: its majority in the Par-
iament at some point during
its term. Nothing of that type
has happened in Eangladesﬁ.
Thus, the demand for mid-term
elections is arising from some-
thing outside of the parliamen-
tary process. In other words, al-
though the parties have become
somewhat “election oriented,”
they are yel to become
“parliament-oriented.” This is
clear from frequent outright
boycotts or sporadic and mini-
mal participation in the work
of the Parliament by opposition
parties.

Yet, on the other hand, oppo-
sition parties feel that the term
of the government is too long,
and they don’t want to wait that
long. Since they cannot find
any parliamentary reason for
demanding mid-term election,
they try to enforce this demand
through street agitation and
hartal. Thus, the demand for
mid-term election and the phe-
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Street scene on a hartal dav:
nomenon of continuous hartal
have become inseparable.

Reduce Government’s
Term from Five to Four

Years

Nothing can prevent an op-
position party from demanding
mid-term election if it chooses
to do so and from using hartal
to try to achieving this demand.
However, the only sure way the
country can influence this
course of events is to weaken
the very rationale of the de-
mand IH:'}:' mid-term election.
This is the basis for the idea
proposed here, which is to un-
dercut the demand for mid-term
election by reducing the very
term itself. More concretely, the
suggestion here is to amend the
constitution to reduce the regu-
lar term of government from
the current five-year to a four-
year period. Such an amend-
ment is likely to influence the
situation in the following dif-
ferent ways:

Weaken the basis for mid-
term election: Psychologically,
there is a big difference between
how a period of five-years feels
and how a period of four years
does. A five year period feels too
long, particularly at the begin-
ning of it. That makes
Bangladesh opposition parties
itchy and edgy. They feel that
they are out in the cold for too
long. They need another test for

wer sooner. A four-year pe-
riod should help mitigate that
feeling. The next election will
be quite close on the horizon.

ote that opposition parties
may behave irrationally and
continue to demand mid-term
election even when govern-
ment’s term has been reduced to
four-years. However, there is a
difference between how the op-

position feels and how
fe&% public will cer-
not view four years as too
long. Moreover, with the recent
constitutional amendment re-
uiring elections to be held un-
er caretaker government, the
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effective term of a government
will be three years and nine
months. There is no way that
the public wijl think this to be
too long a term to warrant mid-
term election.

Hence, even if an opposition
party demands mid-term elec-
tion, it is sure to fail in rallying
public support for the demand.
Loss of public support will hurt
the u‘p‘?usitiun in two ways.
First, without public support its
continuous hartal campaign
will eventually backfire. People
will turn against it. Second, the
loss of lpuhiir:: support will cost
it dearly in the next election,
which will not be too far away.
The irrational and destructive
behavior of the opposition will
be quite fresh in public’s mind
when they go to polling booths.
We should always have faith in
people’s collective wisdom.

Thus, reduction of govern-
ment will create a built-in resis-
tance to the demand for mid-
term election and to continuous
hartal programmes as a means
of enforcing that demand. This
resistance will be systemic and
will not have to depend on ver-
bal or written commitment by
political parties and their sin-
cerity to keep their commit-
ment.

Bring Focus on the Parlia-
ment: With the possibility of
mid-term election diminished,
shortening of the government's
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term will certainly help bring
oppositian’s focus 'back to the
Parliament. Even if it wants to
bring dAbout elections earlier
than scheduled, it will now
have to rely on parliamentary
proceedings, namely passing of
no-confidence motions.

Actually, a four-year term
will change the political dy-
namic. In general, the opposi-
tion party will now be more in-
terested in demonstrating their
concerns for the public through
their activities in the parlia-
ment. They will participate ac-
tively in normal floor discus-
sions, and they will show inter-
est in workings of parliamen-
tary committees. Thus the Par-
liament, and not the streets,
will become the centre of politi-
cal activity, as it should be.

Increase Accountability and
Transparency of Government
Activities: Increased focus on
the Parliament will help in-
crease accountability and
transparency of government ac-
tions. In developed democra-
cies, in addition to floor discus-
sion and discussion in comirmit-
tees, it is customary for Par-
liaments to hold open public
hearings on matters of public
importance. It is unfortunate
that Bangladesh Parliament is
far from realizing its potential-
ities. This is ironic given the
magnificent building it occu-
pies, the amount of people’s
money that has been spent in
constructing this building. and
the money that is spent to
maintain it

Decrease Corruption: By in-
creasing accountability and
transparency, the change will
help decrease corruption. A
four-year term will mean that

the rival party can come to
wer soon and open the books
on the officials of the previous
government. This should help
revent government officials
rom trying to amass private
wealth using public office.
Raise the of the
Poor and the Downtrodden: In
Bangladesh, it is generally
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during election campaigns that
politicians come close to the
poor and the downtrodden. In
villages, politicians set up tea
stalls to treat average voters
with some tea! Some of these
things may not be appropriate
from a very strict and puritan
point of view. However, this is
the reality of Bangladesh. While
the rich and powerful 1:1&{ have
access to politicians all the
time, this is not so with the
r. Only during elections they
ﬁ somewhat valued. Thus,
shorter government term will
require politicians to go to the
vor more frequently. The pub-
ic will have more occasions to
scrutiny politicians. Perhaps
the poor will have more
chances to tea! That may not be
too bad if the process at the
same time helps reduce hartals!

Some Counter-arguments

There are however some
counter arguments to shorter
government term. These need to
be considered carefully.

Increased Political Instabil-
ity? One of the most commonly
heard arguments against
shorter government term is
that this increases political in-
stability. But, life is always
richer than abstract reasoning.

Experience clearly shows that it-

is long government term that
has become a source of political
instability. The long term is
leading to opposition’s demand
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for mid-term election, to street
agitation and continuous har-
tals to enforce that demand. Ul-
timately, this is creating an un-
certain and wolatile political
situation.

We should not forget that
democracy is vet to take firm
root in Bangladesh. Although
opposition political parties eall
for mid-term “election.” what
they really want is mid-term
"change of government.” The
purpose of hartal and agitation
may be more generic. The real
purpose may be to create a situ-
ation favourable for removal of
the governmen! either through
election or through other
means. There are many anti-
democratic forces still left in
Bangladesh who may just be
willing to make use ol acF:w-
ernment paralysis created by
hartals and depose an elected
government,

Thus. in the concrete situa-
tion of Bangladesh, a long gov-
ernment term is not proving
helpful for political stability.
Instead it is increasing instabil-
ity. This is not the only in-
stance where a certain policy
ends up having exactly the op-
posite effect to what it was orig-
inally intended. This is the law
of unintended consequences.

By contrast, a shorter term
will firmly establish elections
as the only route to power, and
thus help increase political sta-
bility. e dictatorship mode,
either military or civilian, of
attaining political stahility has
failed in Bangladesh. The
specifics of Bangladesh situa-
tion, its history, culture, and
the nature of its people, make it
imperative that political stabil-
ity be attained through democ-
racy. Shorter government
terms and more frequent elec-
tions are the only way to go.

Disruption of Development
Activities? This is another ar-
gument, which may be exam-
ined with regard to the private
and public sectors separately.
Note that with time the role of
public sector in direct produc-

tion is becoming more limited,
and the role of the private sec-
tor is becoming more dominant.
It is also clear that with regard
to functioning of private sector,
what is more important is
overall political stability. By
comparison, which particular

arty is in power is becoming a
ess significant issue. Hence,
increasing overall political
stability, shorter government
term will better help private
sector to develop.

Shorter government term
will help public sector economic
activity too. We have already
noted its beneficial impact on
accountability and trans-
parency of government activi-
ties. This will also help improve
the quality of government de-
velopment El:)rﬂjects that are ap-
proved and the efficiency with
which these are implemented.
Frequent succession of gov-
ernments will weed out many
wasteful pmégctai which are
undertaken because of either
patronage or whim.

Departure from the British
Model? It may be argued that
our political system is modeled
after the British parliamentary
system, and switching from a
five to four-year government
term will put us at variance
with that system. It is true that
in many developed democra-
cies, the term of the government
is five years. However, there are
counter-examples too. The most
prominent of the latter is the
US. The US presidents are
elected only for four years. No-
body in right mind will say that
this is hampering political sta-
bility or economic activity in
the US. Members of the US
House of Representatives are
elected for only a two-year
term.

More importantly, we do not
have to blindly imitate prac-
tices of other countries. Instead.
we need to find our own soiu-
tions in the light of our specific
conditions. Bangladesh has set
a very good example in this re-
gard by amending the constitu-
tion requiring elections to be
held under caretaker govern-
ment. This has caught attention
of many developing countries
(including certain quarters of
India). So Bangladesh should
not hesitate to find her own so-
lution to her problem.

Conclusions

In conclusion, therefore, we
can say that Bangladesh should
go forward to make another
amendment to the constitution
reducing government's term
from five to four years. Such an
amendment will generate a dif-
ferent political dynamic. It will

take away any basis for demand
for mid-terim election, This will

make continuous hartals re-
dundant, because the main ap-
peal of continuous hartals is, in
their potentiality, to create a
government paralysis, which
may then pave way for a change
of government, either throug
mid-term poll or through other
means. [t is necessary to delink
hartals from government
change Shorter governiment
term will establish elections
firmly as the only mode of gov-
ernment change. This will
bring opposition’s focus back to
the parliament. It will increase
political stability. increase ac-
countability and transparency
of government activities. reduce
corruption and raise the role of
the poor and downtrodden in
the political process.

Note that term-change pro-
posed above is not to apply to
the current government. This

overnment was elected with a
ive-year mandate and it should
be allowed to complete its full
term.

However. it is interesting to
note that even some time belore
the recent political agitation,
the Prime Minister herself
hinted that she might schedule
elections in 2000 instead of the
due year of 2001. Why did she do
that? Of course, [ cannot vouch
for all her considerations, but
certainly this is a reflection of
the fundamental feature of
Bangladesh political scene. In
Bangladesh, under the current
circumstances, it is difficult to
hold off elections for so long
and yet have the opposition en-
gaged with the government and
the parliament. Perhaps, the
Prime Minister, given her natu-
ral ability to perceive nuances
of political reality, instinc-
tively felt this need and thereby
voluntarily hinted at early elec-
tions. Why not go one step fur-
ther and initiate a constitu-
tional amendment to make
four-year term a permanent ar-
rangement, and thus help en-
hance political stability and
strengthen democracy? Such an
amendment will certainly be
Bangladesh's best safeguard
against the madness of rampant
continuous hartals.

The writer is Professor of
Economics, Emory University.
LUSA.

' Rokeya's Dream: A Long Way to Go |

by Khaleda Khatoon

Rokeya's dream is yet to be achieved and become a reality. The women, should
struggle every moment of their lives to realise this dream, that is, to make the

world a violence

women become victims of

social and sexual violence,
there is always the ready pro-
posal to put them back into
their homes. There is a common
thinking that she is safe there.
Even though she is not. It is a
terrible truth that most womnen
are victims of sexual violence
both within the ‘protective
custody’ of their homes and
also outside the home. Whilst
the latter type of violence often
makes headlines, or is so
obvious that it cannot be
ignored. most of us are shy to
talk about the violence inside
homes, for instance incest and
wife beating.

During Rokeya's time she
was advanced in her own think-
ing. A major thinker, writer,
social activist and practicing
feminist of her times and albeit
of this century. she thought that
if we put men inside the home
(or behind the bar), the society
would be safer for women and
children. We, the women, could
then roam around freely and
with the assurance of security.
Our confidence would grow and
the inner strength of resistance
find its right way. In a society
where men are mostly the per-
petrators of sexual violence,
theft or any other serious
crime. the almost completely
all-male law enforcing agency
is corrupt, and judiciary is
male biased (in the recent case
ol Hefzur Rahman VS Sham-
sunnessa on maintenance), it is
very clear that even when we
have inner strength and fight-

lT is horrible to see that when

-free place for all their sisters. '

ing spirit we may not get justice.
We still have a}r]ung %uajy to go
towards a just society.

No societal norms, however
unjust, could stop Rokeya from
dreaming. In “Sultana's

Dream” when Sultana takes a
walk with sister Sara her hand
trembles in Sara's hand. Sara
assures her by saying that, "You
need not be afraid of coming

across a man here, This is lady-
land, Ifree Irom sin and harm.
Virtue herself reigns here.”
When Sultana asks Sara

"Where are the men?" She an-
swered that they are in their
proper places. Sultana got puz-
zled an asked what do you mean
by "proper places"? Then Sara
added that Sultana does not
know the custom of ladyland.
"We shut our men indoors”, Sul-
tana reminded her. "just as we
are kept in the Zenana'. Then
sister Sara said. "How funny’.

But dear Sultana, how unfair it
is to shut the harmless women
and let loose the men”.

Though Rokeya discusses the
issue with satire and wit, it has
a deep meaning and we need to
focus upon this meaning. We
have to use the same argument
today, at this stage of our wom-
en's movement. When the
movement against the campus
sexual violence is taking strong
shape the VC of Jah rnagar
University stressed that girl
students should remain in their
halls after sunset. Some of the
teachers also demanded that
‘'sunset law’ should be reintro-
duced to stop rape and sexual
violence. Is it not funny?
Rokeya correctly spoke against
the so-called social norms
which puts women inside the
‘purdha’ and allows virtue-less
men to be free. Today, almost a
hundred years later, we have to
fight against the same norm,
which allows rapists to go scot-
free and put women inside the
home! Is it not a shame? The
harmless ones are kept inside
homes, or in 'protective cus-
tody’, and harmful ones or per-
petrators are freely roaming
outside in the open. often given
protection by the patriarchal
society, when they should have
been behind the bar.

Rokeya's dream is yet to be
achievﬁg and become a reality.
We, the women, should struggle
every moment of our lives to re-
alise this dream, that is, to
make the world a violence -free
place for all our sisters.
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Remove the Obstacles that
Women Face

Each Union Parishad has now three women members elected in direct vote thanks
to a new law that seeks to give more power to women at the grassroots nearly a year
after the elections many of the women members find themselves sidelined by their

male counterparts.

by Fateh Osmani and Deep Azad

HEN direct elections
filled seats reserved for
women in each Union

Parishad nearly a year ago the
new system was hailed as a big
step forward in ensuring the
empowerment of grassroots
women. Today, many of the
elected women UP members
find no decision to make and no
job to perforin. They are being
ignored by their male
counterparts.

According to the Election
Commission some 46,000
women were among the total
candidates who contested the
UP elections held in December
and January. Many of them
contested for the seats reserve
for them. There are now nearly
13,000 women UP members
across the country. Some
women were elected chairmen
and members in contest outside
their reserved seats. The women
fought against men and won.
But the Union Parishads are
still dominated by men. Women
have little say.

‘In the past we thought
women were neglected because
they were nominated instead of
being elected in direct polls. The
situation would improve once
women were directly elected.
But nothing has changed for us.
We are treated as badly as be-
fore.” complained Basnati Mo-
hanta, a member of Rajnagar
Union Parishad in Rampal
thana of Bagerhat district. She
said, "The women members
have tremendous interest to
work. But the men don't allow
us to work. They don't take us
into confidence. They treat us
as if we are second class citi-
zens. We can’'t make any deci-
sion.”

After visiting some areas in
Khulna and Bagerhat districts,
these correspondents found
that though the elected female
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Victims of circumstances: Whither social security?

members regularly attended the
UP meetings, they were not en-
couraged to take part in discus-
sion and offer any opinion even
on subjects that affect the
women. In most cases the
women members were assigned
the job of looking after educa-
tion or health care. They were
not included in committees that
dealt with development pro-
jects. Women were ignored in
rmatters where money was in-
volved.

Asked about the discrimi-
nation Leyaqal Hossain,
chairman of Burigoalini Union
Parishad in Shymnagar thana
of Satkhira district said., "We
are trying to engage the women
members in various activities
and 1 personally talked to the
Thana Nirbahi Officer in this
regard, but we have not yet got
any instruction.”

Echoing Levakat Hossain,
chairman of Bhetkhali Union
Parishad Alamgir Haider said,
the women members are not
well-aware of the functions and
responsibilities of Union
Parishad. "Before taking any
responsibility, they have to
learn about it in details,” he
said. But Deputy Commissioner
of the district M Ashraful Islam
said that there is a clear in-
struction from the government
to include the elected female UP
members in the thana devel-
opment coordination commit-
tee. Changes in the Local Gov-
ernment law encouraged
women to contest in the elec-
tions. But NGOs (non-govern-
ment organisations) workin
for the development of rura
poor also played a vital role to
encourage women, especially
fromm grassroots level to take
part in elections.

An official of the Associa-
tion of Development Agencies

in Bangladesh (ADAB) pointed
out that at least 90 per cent fe-
male contestants in the UP
polls were NGO members. Saw-
pan Guha., chief executive of Ru-
pantar, one of the NGOs, said,
"It's true that the government
has widened the scope of em-
powerment of women by mak-
ing legal provision for tﬁem to
contest the local level election,
but it's not adequate as there is
no specific description regard-
ing tiie:role of women members.
T akir advantaﬁe of this
loophole, he said, the people
who protect the personal and
group interests are preventing
women from playing their role.
Salma Begum, an elected UP,
member of West Jaflong union
in Goainghat thana of Sylhet
district said. "Before the elec-
tion we had hoped that we
would be able to work for the
women as they can't go to men
with their complaints, but they
would come to us without hesi-
tation. After the election I have
realised that there is still a long
way lor us to go."
Another female UP member
of Mirpur Union in Jagannath-
ur thana in the district also
ad the views same as Salma's
and said she wanted to work for
the poor and repressed women.
Even though the amendment
has been seen as a huge step
forward in the empowerment of
women, still it's inadequate to
bring about a real -::han%e in the
conventional system ol power
delegation. To ensure eftective
representation of women to the
lowest tire of local government,
policy makers will have to
think of ways to implement the
law properly. Basnati knows it
better, "To make the new system
work for the benefit of women
the government will have to
remove the obstacles that we
face.” - News Network
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HORTLY after 2pm on 25

November, one of the most

archaic supreme courts in
the world pronounced its
verdict.

Against all expectations,
three of the five elderly men
sitting on the red leather
benches of the UK's House of
Lords stood to declare that the
former Chilean dictator and
now senator-for-life, General
Augusto Pinochet, should be
extradited to Spain to face trial
for crimes against humanity.

It was Pinochet's 83rd birth-
day. and at the hospital in
North London where he and his
supporters awaited the verdict,
limousines, ambulances and
police outriders were all ready
to whisk him to the airport for
the ed journey home. In
the event, the old general re-
ceived what must have been the
most unwelcome birthday pre-
sent of the year

Outside the Lords. the reac-
tion amongst those waiting —
both Chilean and British — was

one of jubilant surprise. "We're
off to the Chilean Embassy,”
one said, passing the message
his mobile phone had just de-
livered to him. "We're going to
sing happy birthday."

earby, a woman turned to a
Chilean to tell him that a mu-
tual friend was "screaming"”
now that the decision had been
announced.

“Why is she screaming?” the
man asked in surprise.

"She's so happy she can't
talk.” replied his companion.
"So she's screaming for joy in-
stead.”

Luis Munoz, a formner torture
victim and London representa-
tive of the Association of Rela-
tives of the Disappeared, said
that talk of a possible coup by
the military -— one reason given
for why Pinochet should be

ietly released — was no more
than empty bravado.

"The generals still rule
Chile. and the fear of Pinochet
and his henchmen is in people's
hearts.” he said. "But ['ve been

Ruling Paves Way for Dictators to Enter the Dock

in contact with a number of
deputies, and they believe that
there's a point where you have
to say, no more." And if the
military wanted 1o do some-
thing anyway, the conditions
are no longer there, with for-
eign funds from the Japanese
and others propping up mining,
fisheries and other industries,
All that would go.”

Elsewhere, the UN High
Commissioner for Human
Rights was unusually lorthright
in her joy at the verdict. "The
decision ... will hearten human
rights defenders around the
world,” said Mary Robinson,
[reland's former president. "It
would have been unthinkable
not so long ago.”

Pinochet took power in a
bloody coup in 1973, over-
throwing the elecied Socialist
President Salvador Allende
partly at the behest of a US gov-
ernment concerned about the
risk to business interests of a
popular left-wing government
in a strategic state.

Jeremy Scott-Joynt writes from London

For a decade and a half
Pinochet and his supporters
tortured, killed and exiled their
enemies. Even Chile's own gov-
ernment, under the thumb of
the military as it remains, offi-
cially ruled that between 1973
and 1983 Pinochet's direct or-
ders had led to 2,095 extrajudi-
cial executions and deaths un-
der torture, and 1,102 "disap-
pearances’.

As part of the transition to
demucrac%vl. Pinochet and his
minions had granted them-

‘selves immunity against prose-

cution. As a senator, Pinochet
is guaranteed immunity under
the new constitution whose text
he controlled.

The UK verdict allots to
Pinochet's Chilean immunity
no weight at all. It followed a
month of speculation since 16
October, when Pinochet — in
London to buy arms, and side-
iracked into a clinic for a back
operation — was arrested in his

- against humanit

hospital bed.

Spain had asked for his ex-
tradition, based on laws that al-
low it — in line with the inter-
national Conventions on Tor-
ture, Hostage-Taking and Geno-
cide — to prosecute crimes
whatever the
jurisdiction in which they took
place.

The UK government seems to
have wanted to sweep the affair
under the ¢ t, amid protesta-
tions from the Chilean Presi-
dent, Eduardo Frei, that
Pinochet had diplomatic im-
munity and in any case that the
whole affair was a domestic
matter.

That option now seems en-
tirely out of reach. Constrained
by the Extradition Act. and the
Conventions, "compassionate

ounds" or — bizarrely — "Po-
itically motivated charges” are
the only figleaf with which UK
home secretary Jack Straw
could cover a decision to send

the general home.

Apart from the usual consid-
erations of realpolitik, it has to
be said that Pinochet has hith-
erto benefited from much better
press than the run-of-the-mill
dictator or ex-dictator, partly
because he is a touchstone for
free-market liberals.

“The Chilean Miracle”, they
claim, may have required a
coup — but it set the country’s
feet on the path to economic
nirvana by booting out a
chaotic socialist government in
favour of market reforms.

This is one reason for the
UK's reluctance to act. Pinochet
may be politically suspect, but
economically he exemplifies
the prescription on offer for de-
veloping countries everywhere.
He, and Chile, are supposedly
the evidence that the medicine
works.

All of which is entirely bo-
gus. The first ten years of his
government cast the economy
into chaos, with privatised in-
dustries passing into the hands

of the regime’s friends to form
vast conglomerates. That, and
the near-destruction of the
unions, led not to economic
growth, but mass unemploy-
ment, lower wages, plummeting
GDP and currency, and riots in
the streets.

Only renationalisation, the
reintroduction of collective
bargaining and controls on for-
eign capital saved the economy
from complete meltdown.

Now, with Pinochet's im-

ending extradition — and if
g ain's right-wing government
should falter, as some are pre-
dicting, France, Switzerland
and Belgium are waiting in the
wings — the false reputation
could be re-examined. Healing
the wounds caused by ex-dicta-
tors could help salve those of
countries suffering from over-
exuberant economic liberalisa-
tion as well.

Regardless of what happens
next, the ruling has been seen as
a dramatic blow for human
rights and against dictators ev-

erywhere.

British law is notorious for
excluding international expec-
tations from its deliberations.
"The law of the land” has his-

‘torically been sacrosanct.

Not now. Britain's 1978
State Immunity Act says no-
one can be prosecuted for exer-
cising the functions of a head of
state acting in an official capac-
ity. But the three Law Lords who
backed Pinochet's extradition
reinforced the message of the
international Conventions:
that certain acts, wherever,
however and whenever commit-
ted, cannot be so defined.

Although incumbent heads
of state — breathe more easily.
Syria's President Hafez al-As-
sad or the DRC's Laurent-Désiré
Kabila — are still immune, ac-
cording to the Law Lords, inter-
national law has triumphed
over national considerations.

The writer is the editor of
Gemini News Servicea



