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Re-opening the nation’s arteries

The water runs
on
na

dry in Bangladesh's rivers in the winter, confronting river
to keep parts of the river routes open to traffic. This ci-ugq.r

ine transport system with serious

is now working round the clock to

lems of siltation. Dredging is the
the vital Aricha-Daulatdia route
— Star Photo

Negligence turns rivers into

When 15 people drowned in
the Buriganga after the launch
they were travellInF on broke
into pieces, it hardly caused a
furore. But behind such "com-
mon tragedies” lie tales of poor
supervision, technical incom-
petence and gross mismanage-
ment.

Shipping sources say that
between 1984 and September
1998, a total of 1, 561 people
have been killed in 226 acci-
dents. Evidence reveals that the
accidents are largely man-made
and deaths the results of negli-
gence on the part of both launch
operators and regulatory au-
thorities.

According to sources in the
department of shipping. ineffi-
cient and incompetent opera--
tors, overloading, bad weather,
technical faults and reduced
navigability are the main rea-
sons behind riverine tragedies
that occur frequently.

They say that nearly 5,000
motor vessels and seven lakh
mechanised boats are opera
in the country's rivers withou
any fitness certificate. Officials
say that these unfit boats are
largely to blame for the acci-
dents on the waterways.

But regulatory authorities
such as Bangladesh Inland Wa-
ter Transport Authority
(BIWTA) and the department of
shipping fare no better. Poor
surveillance by these depart-
ments, particularly of river
traffic including motor
launches and engine boats, has
increased dangers to the pas-
sengers. Poor maintenance of
motorised vessels and over-
loading by launch operators
and boat-owners are often cited
as the most commeon causes for
riverine accidents.

Sources point out that the
motor launch involved in the
Burig tragedy did not have
any salety equipment, even
though it had a "fitness certifi-
cate” issued by the department
of shipping (DoS).

Though the number of major
accidents are few in number,
minor accidents are always
taking place, a DoS official who
declined to be identified said.

According to the Inland Me-
chanically Propelled Vessel
(IMPV) Act 1917, motor vessel

By Ehsanul Haque

of any horse power (HP} should
be registered with the DoS for
plying on rivers. But water
transports propelled by less
than 16 HP engine do not re-
quire to obtain any registration
or fitness certificates under an
amendment to the IMPV Act
1976.

A consequence of the
amendment was that many un-
der-16 HP vessels and other
vessels falsely claiming to have
engines less than 16 HP, which
were unfit for carrying passen-
gers and goods. started sailing
without registration. Fre-
quently these transports which
are old, violate river traffic
rules and contribute to aecci-
dents, the officials pointed out.

The sources also said that in
foreign countries a brand new
motor launch is allowed to sail
for 20 years. But in Bangladesh
a vessel, fitted usually with re-
conditioned engines, runs for
more than 40 years in
ramshackle condition, virtu-
ally without maintenance.
Failure of steering system and
other mechanical trouble are
inevitable for these old vessels.

Crews without proper train-
ing and rience are alsc re-
sponsible for the accidents. Be-

sides gusty winds, inferior
quality of wooden body also
contributes to accidents. A good

number of launches sail at
night without acamhLEﬁhts.

A survey conduc by the
department of shipping on river
accidents during 1984-1991 re-
veals that overloading was the
single-biggest culprit, account-

for 34.42 per cent of all ac-
cidents. Collision came second
with 22.72 per cent: negligence
of master was responsible for
21.43 per cent, bad weather 9.74
per cent, technical reasons 6.49
per cent and grounding 4 per
cent.

Most of the launch owners
who are responsible for causing
accidents are never taken to
task if their boats meet with ac-
cidents. This puts the onus on
crews who léave their masters
virtually careless about the fit-
ness of the vessels.

adesh is the only coun-
try in world where launches
with wooden body are still in
operation. In one of the launch
disasters it was found that the

rool of the launch was blown
away. "This was fantastic’, an
investigating officer observed.
"I do not know whether the roof
was riveted on the body or
pasted with glue.” he noted .

At least per cent of the
passenger launches are of
wooden body. A marine engi-
neer said that the government
should ban the wooden body
launches and the vessels oper-
ating for more than 20 years.

On the fitness of crews, the
sources said they obtain their
certificates without going
through examinations or train-
ing. The law provides for
mandatnr{ presence of
lifehuoy, life-jackets and fire-
extinguishers, but the equip-
ment seldom come to any use in

emergency because few know
how to use them.

According to DoS sources,
registered vessels number about
6, which include 2,082 pas-
senger vessels, 1,382 cargo ves-
sels, 3 ferries, 73 tankers, 240
tugs, 70 fishing barges, 1,610
dumb barges and 1,396 miscel-
laneous cargo vessels. But only
about 2,141 vessels have re-
newed their registrations.

The Inland Shipping Ordi-

nance 1976, makes it manda-
tory for every mechanised ves-
sel having more than 16 HP to
undergo annual survey, in
which I, hull, engines, navi-
gation lights, safety equipment
are chec . Only then are fit-
ness certificates given. When-
ever a vessel is withdrawn from
operation, it has to be regis-
tered.
- But these procedures are not
followed strictly. Not surpris-
ingly, about 4,745 vessels sail
without any survey certificates.
In addition, about seven lakh
vessels are in operation claim-
ing to have under 16 HP
thus requiring no registration.

There arengnly four qualified
surveyors and eight survey in-
spectors in four survey offices
in Sadar Ghat, Narayanganj,
Barisal and Khulna. The num-
ber of survey officers are inade-

uate for a river route having

968 kilometers in length. The
survey office does not even have
minimum transport facilities,
the source added.

Under existing shipping

man-made death traps

laws, launch owners have to
pay a penalty of Taka 100 per
passenger taken on board in ex-
cess of capacity. But still then
the incidence of overloadin

has not declined because of lac

of enforcement by the mobile
team of DoS and BIWTA.

Senior Vice-president of
Bangladesh Inland Waterways
Passenger Carrying Associa-
tion, Md Badiuzzaman Badal
said that about 55 per cent of
passengers travel through river
routes and approximately 60 to
70 r cent of merchandise
traffic is carried by the cargo
vessels. Though these river
routes are playing vital role in
the economy, this sector is not
getting proper supervision of
th:d concerned authority, he
said.

Continuous siltation of the
major rivers is reducing the
length of navigable waterways
maintained by the BIWTA, af-
fecting river communication in
the country.

The length of classified nav-
igable water ways under the BI-

A declined from 8.433 km in
1984 to 5,968 km in 1997, DoS
sources said, adding that the

length shrinks to only 3,800
km du the season.

According to BIWTA sources,
the total length of navigable
waterways including channels
for low draft country boats is
about 2,400 km and more than
half of the country's land area
is located and three-quarters of
all commercial activities take

lace within a distance of 10
Em from a navigable waterway
in all the seasons.

Although maintenance of
the waterways system is becomy-
ing difficult due to continuous
siltation of the rivers, it is gen-
erally much less capital-inten-
sive than the construction and
maintenance of land transport
modes, a BIWTA official noted.

The annual maintenance
cost of bituminous roads stands
at around Taka 150,000 per km
without the periodical upgrad-
ing and rehabilitation costs,
whereas the estimated cost of
development and maintenance
dredging of the classified inland
waterways is about Taka 42,000
per km, the official said.

Why not JS and UZ polls under caretaker?

Opposition leader Begum
Khaleda Zia wsterday
said parliamentary and upazila
elections could be held one after
another under the caretaker
govermment, reports UNB.

"Upazila election is impor-
tant as well. Both u and
parliamentary pollis should be
scheduled in a way so that the
caretaker government could
oversee both the polls,” she said
while talking to a %ruup of
ournalists after the iftar

ted by her at her official res-
idence,

She told a correspondent

that it is not necessary to
amend the Constitution for
E?Eldm; a elections under
government.
Asked whether her party
would take part in the |.;pcum
ing city corporation election
wt%tmufthe caretaker govern-
ment, Zia said, "We have
not such demand. But
it's true that the government
and the Election Commission
have lost neutrality and confi-
dence of the people as mani-
fested in Pabna-2 by-election.”
The tion leader said
the Election Commission

should be reconstituted before
holding any election in future
to ensure the fairness of the
polls.

"We will discuss threadbare
the issue of city corporation,
upazila and parliamentary
elections in our meetin
as well as with the parties alli
to us,” she added.

About alliance in the may-
oral election early next year,
BNP chief said, e will con-
sider it later.”

Begum Zia ridiculed the
claim of the Prime Minister
that her party would secure at

least 175 seats in the next gen-
eral elections. "Similar claim
was made by Awami League
chief prior to the 1991 polis”,

she said.
"If she (Hasina) is certain of

a landslide victory, why she is
hesitant in calling election
immediately? questioned the
opposition leader,

5-22

5-14
5-14

I

5-23

In a high political drama
yesterday. a city BNP leader
created controversy over his
joining the ruling Awami

gtaie-run media reported

that S. A. Khaleque formally
joined the ruling party and met
the prime minister in a simple
ceremony at 11 am in the morn-
ing.

Later in the evening., the
former deputy mayor went on
record bursting into tears in
front of hundreds of journalists
that he had been coerced into
joining the Awami League. [t
was an iftar party hosted by
BNP chief Khaleda Zia for jour-
nalists.

BTV news bulletins in the
evening showed Khaleque pre-
seriting a bouquet to prime min-
ister to mark his return to
Awami League.

Better known for frequently
changing his political colour,
Khaleque had been with BNP
during the rule of the late Presi-
dent Ziaur Rahman. He later
joined General Ershad’s Jativa
Partv. He returned to the
Khaleda Zia-led BNP after the
Ershad government had been
overthrown.

The government-controlled
BTV aside. the official BSS
news agency creeded a story at
4:06 pm that Khaleque had

High drama as BNP
~ man hops both ways

Khaleque joins AL, then says he was hijacked

By Staff Correspondent

joined the AL. PID also released
a handout and a picture show-
ing the 68- -old man stand-
ing beside the prime minister.

But a sobbing Khaleque told
journalists that DGFI
(Directorate General of Forces
Intelligence) forced him to go to
the Prime Minister's Office
(PMO) and asked him to join the
ruling party.

By noon, news spread in the
city that the former MP had
shifted his allegiance to the rul-
ing party.

But it all took a dramatic
turn when Khaleque, in pres-
ence of Khaleda Zia, was pre-
sented before journalists at the
Minto Road iftar ga.rt:,r. Minutes
before the magrib azan, a sob-
bing Khaleque gave an account
of how he had been treated by
the DGFI officials.

After the iftar, the contro-
versial politician from Mirpur,
flanked by BNP secretary gen-
eral. gave more details to the
reporters. He was sobbing all
through.

S. A. Khaleque described the
story as follows:

I was with BNP but Ershad
forced me to join his party. It
was me who called the JP gov-
ernment a corrupt on the floor
of the (1996} Parliament while I
was an MP of that party. I had
never been a member of the AL.

Even 1 did not keep Banga-
bandhu Sheikh Mujibur Rah-
man's request to join the party.
- Following ng' ‘active partici-
pation in the BNF long march
to the CHT on March 8, mem-
bers of the DGFI started con-
tacting me. Major Rahman of
the agency first came to my
house (at Mirpur) on November
19 and phoned me later inviting
me to visit him.

As | went to his cantonment
office, the Major took me to the
chamber of the Director Gen-
eral of DGFI. They treated me
very well. Present there were
Brigadier Nazrul and Colonel
Igbal, two other DGFI officials,
whnﬂl]uld the DG that 1 had
agreed to join the ruli arty.
But [ protested their ﬂtg%e?nen{s
and returned home.

I also went to the DGFI office
again at the invitation of the
DG. On that day, I was told that
there was no called Major
Rahman. In fact, the official I
came to know as Rahman was
Major Emdad. The major told
the DG that [ along with a DCC
commissioner agreed to join
the AL. Again, I contradicted
with them.

Following the second such
incident, I informed Lokman
Hossain Bhuiyan (a close aide
of BNP chief Khaleda Zia and
head of her private security

force) and through him the
madam (Khaleda Zia) of the
matter. Then 1 also discussed
the issue with some other BNP

leaders.
Again, another day, two
DGFIl officials came to my

house after talking to me b
lelﬁphnne. At that time, [ was lﬁ
and keeping myselfl away from
all political and business activ-
ities. I also stayed away from
my Mirpur residence for a few
days but once again | received a
phone call from the DGFI office
when | returmned home to attend
a family programme. [ asked
the caller not to try to take me
to the Prime Minister's Office
(PMO).

Yesterday (Wednesday), th
also phones me to say they wfﬂ'
take me to the PMO today
(Thursday). They came to my
Mirpur house at 9.30 in the
morning and first took me to
the DGFI office and then to the
PMO.

At the PMO, I found Salman
F. Rahman (of Beximco), Chit-
tagong AL leader Akhtaruzza-
man Choudhury Babu among
others. Mayor (Mohammad
Hanif) and state minister
(Mofazzal Hossain Choudhury)
Maya were later called in there.
I could smell their conspiracy
after the DGFI officials had

See Page 12 Col 1

SEC under fire

1 JS committee

By Staff Correspondent

The Securities and Exchange
Commission (SEC]) came under
strong criticism from the Par-
liamentary Starniding Commit-
tee yesterday on the Ministry of
Finance, for its ‘inability’ to
improve the capital market sit-
uation.

A number of MPs called the
SEC a ‘dumping ground for re-
tired bureaucrats, meetin
sources said. They suggeste
that the SEC be run by people
havinﬁ first hand experience
with the capital market.

Members- of the parliamen-
tary standing committee were
also highly critical of the SEC
for ‘'unnecessary interference
with the activities’ of the DSE
and CSE. They asked the SEC,
especially its chairman, to al-
low the bourses, which are "self
regulatory organisations’, to
work without unnecessary in-
terference.

The Parliamentary Commit-
tee yesterday referred two set of
recommendations to the Secu-
rities and Exchange Comrhis-
sion [(SEC) for the latter's
scrutiny.

The recommendations were
made separately by the Dhaka
Stock Exchange (DSE) and the
Chittagong Stock Exchange
(CSE). The leaders of both the
bourses believe that the rec-
ommendation, if implemented,
would help substantially im-
prove the health of the coun-
try's capital markets.

The CSE recommendations
included introduction of weekly
netting system, amendments to
certain provisions of the secu-
rity regulations, acceleration of
the ADB suggested reform pro-
grammes including disinvest-
ment of certain public sector
enterprises.

The DSE recommendation
included provision for auto-
matic renewal of brokerage li-
Censes every year a%ainst the
payment of required lees. Cur-
rently the SEC renews the bro-
kerage licenses every year.

e DSE also proposed that
the brokers be allowed to un-
derwrite IPOs. Under the latest
SEC directives, from January
next year, only licensed mer-
chant banks and issue man-
agers would be allowed to un-
derwrite [POs.

Attack on garments
workers: 5 hurt

Five female garment work-
ers were injured in an attack at
a garments factory in the city's
Tejgaon area yesterday evening,
reports UNB.

The injured — Rumi, 28, Mi-
nara, 20, Kajali, 18, Maksu, 28,
and Momitaj, 28, of Padma
Garments at Begunbari were
admitted to Dhaka Medical Col-
lege Hospital (DMCH).

They alleged that the Assis-
tant Production Manager of the
factory attacked them when
they tried to save some of their
female colleagues from police

Earlier the management of
the factory had handed over
four female workers to police
for leading a movement de-
manding salary hike and pay-

ment of arrears.

Praying for salvation: On the eve of Christmas, a Christian bows in humility to Mary, mother Jesus

Christ, at a church in Dhaka.

— Star Photo: Zahedul I Khan

Christmas brings joy to Christians

The Christian community in
the country celebrates Christ-
mas as elsewhere in the world
today with due religious fer-
Vour,

" Holy Xmas, the birth day of
Jesus Christ, is the greatest re-
ligious festival of the Chris-
tians. It will be marked with
morning prayer at churches,
exchange of gifts, cutting of
Xmas cakes and other festivi-
ties., Most of the Christian

By Staff Correspondent

households in the city have al-
ready been tastefully decorated
with Xmas trees and kaleido-

scopic lights.

Usually the day is a public
holiday, but this year it falls on
the weekly holiday Iin

Bangladesh,

Festivities, however, began
yesterday evening with holy
masses at churches and
Christmas eve parties at homes.

Devotees attended night
masses in thousands. In the
capital, holy masses were held
at St. Mary's Cathedral at
Kakrail, Holy Cross Church at
Tejgaon,, National Major
Seminary at Banani, St. Chris-
tian's Church at Asad Gate and
Kafrul Catholic Church.

masses will be
to 9 this mom-

Christmas Da
held {from 6:3
ing.



