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From the fllesnalives Desk

! And that is what disturbs me the most and makes me worried. ‘ | |
ch%rzc;iz iﬁ familiar with some of the photographic shots from the fall of Saigon: pro-American/ anti-
communist Vietnamese desperately trying to get a place in US helicopters just before the final American
pullout. But then, in this case one can understand the state of desperation, saving life from the commies!
What about the young man? What was he running from and why so desperately? Even if the answer is

‘poverty’ (which may well be the case), it still does not justify the means he chose to flee the country
e means (slipping into the wheel carriage of the plane) alrnost su
have the option to openly or freely fly abroad. The point, althoug

considering.

When Flying is No More a Fun .

e this unnerving feeling that very few people made an effort to understand as to why the young man
e 2 ; o lgne and make a desperate attempt to leave the country of his

birth! Not that I was not shocked by the news, but what shocked me most was the nonchalant treatment

ublic. Indeed, like the concerned authority, most viewed the event simply as a
any focus on the young man, who | thought died
y almost reliving a tilmy fantasy or worse, the experience of a cartoon

. In'fact,

ests that one is imprisoned and does not
many would argue is not true, is worth

There is an obvious class dimension to flying, not that the poverty-stricken masses cannot afford to fly
(which is obvious) but that the affordable few gets divided on class lines, with mostly the non-elite facing all
the obstacles towards making such a journey. It has always puzzled me as to why one would require such a
great effort or even suffer from serious tension in getting a simple thing as one's passport! Having a passport,
after all, is a human as well as a citizen's right. And it ought to be given even when someone is not ﬂymg or
going abroad. Let me make a side remark here. | still think that the government could have saved quite a
trouble, including some money, if it had considered using the passport as voter's ID. Now, what will a krishak
do with a passport? And this is where I think we need to change the way we see and think of things, our very

state of mind and being.

But making a passport is only the beginning of the
predominantly elitist network of things,

peril. The lesser the person is connected with the
e greater are the obstacles. This could range from getting a visa,

saying ‘good bye’ to the loved ones at the airport to even passing the immigration counter and boarding the
1:—:ll.eu'u.e. One almost is made to feel that he/she has committed a sin for having decided to leave the country,

owever short the

period of stay abroad may be.

[ would, however, end with something that falls within the purview of the elite, mainly to point out that the
nost-independence) elite has also remained subservient to a travelling structure begotten from the colonial

imes (that is, when the current elite was a non-elite)! This refers to the requ

irement of a ‘no objection

certificate’ (the well-known NOC) on the part of government officials and members serving in autonomous

podies, including government funded Universities. What pu

ose does it serve? s it not true that if one decideés

to leave the country and take up a job abroad no amount of NOCs can stop him/her? And where are all these

NOCs kept after bein

manpower? A friend of mine teaching in Delhi University, which is also gov

shown at the immigration counter? Is it not sheer misuse of time, money and
ernment funded, was telling me

that they do not require such a thing. In that case, why is it required here? The answer to all these questions
could very well lie in the now acknowledged truism that ‘a subservient mind is capable of reproducing only
subservient things.' And subserviency is no fun....

Hazards of Getting Visa
Some Suggestions

by Lailufar Yasmin

The long queue of persons in front of embassies, specially in the US Embassy is a common. picture. At the same
time, there is no shed, let alone any seating arrangements in the place of collecting visa form in any of the
diplomatic missions, except for the British High Comrission. The British embassy is the one and only exception
in this regard, which provides a spacious place, with seating arrangements where people can protect themselves
from the scorching heat or heavy shower. A large number of people go abroad for medical treatment. There is
no special arrangement for ill persons. |

sovereign countries carry

travel documents. These
documents are issued by
governments to verify
citizenship and request other
governments to give the bearer
all lawful aid and protection,
Travel documents contain
description of the bearer and
identifying photographs that
meels rigid specifications. The
documents used to travel
outside the boundary of a state
in most cases contain two types
of official papers. One is a
passport and the other is visa,
The latter is sealed in the
passport indicating entry per-
mission. While issuing a pass-
port is the internal matter of a
country, granting of a visa is
external in character since it
depends on the country of visit.
In many cases a visa must be
. obtained before the traveller
leaves home, The visa allows
the visitor to remain in the for-
eign country for a specific pe-
riod of time.

Visa is now required by most
of the countries for entry to
control movement of people
around the world. Before going
abroad, one of the main hassles
fravellers have to face is the

rocurement of a visa from em-

assies or high commissions,
First one has to collect the visa
application form, fill it up ac-
cording to the instructions and
submit it to the pertinent
diplomatic mission,

In the economic context of
our eourntry, the culture of trav-
elling abroad as part of tourism
has not flourished much. On

PEDFLE travelling between

the other hand. the flow of peo-
ple trying to go abroad and
secking passport and visa sud-
denly increased aflter opportu-
nities for working abroad
opened up lo the middle class.
Complaints of harassment
while granting visa also started
lo appear in the scene. along
with complaints of inadequacy
of facilities provided by diplo-
matic missions.

The Alternative team visited
several embassies to gel some
first hand impression and
talked with several persons
who frequently visil foreign
countries and have ample expe-
rience in this matter. The
diplomalic mijssions visited are
the US Embassy. the British
High Comimnission, the French
Embassy, the Dutch Embassy,
the Indian High Commission,
the Royal Thai Embassy and
the Saudi Embassy to observe
the actual situation. The team
has given ranks to these diplo-
malic missions using some per-
formance criteria such as sit-
ting arrangements provided for
the ap[plit:ants. behaviour of the
visa ollicials and the procedure
of granting visa including the
complications or simplicity of
visa form, along with the expe-
riences of visitors in these
courntries. The first position, in
such ranking goes to the British
High Commission, which not
only provides the best service
among these diplomatic mis-
sions but was also identified by
the persons that we talked with
as the best behaved. The French
Embassy, which also represents
Spain, Portugal and Austria. is

identified as better in compari-
son to other diplomatic mis-
sions. Here is a detailed discus-
sion of the services provided by
these diplomatic missions.

Collecting the Visa Form:
Where to Stand?

First comes the question of
collecting the visa form. Dilfer-
ent diplomatic missions have
different time for form collec-
tion. The Saudi Embassy stops
collecting visa by 10.30 am
while the Thai and French em-
bassies have set 11.30 am and
12.00 o'clock respectively end
giving forms. So a person
wishes to visit either of the two
countries around similar pe-
ricd and wishes to collect visa
forms find him/hersell in a
puzzled condition to manage
the both on the same day in a
city faced with severe traffic
jam. On the other hand. the
long queue of persons in front
ol embassies, specially in the
US Embassy is a common pic-
ture. At the same time, there is
no shed, let alone any seating
arrangements in the place of
collecting visa form in any of
the diplomatic missions, excepl
for the British High Commis-
sion. The British embassy is
the one and only exception in
this regard, which provides a
spacious place, with seating ar
rangements where people can
protect themselves [rom the
scorching heat or heavy

shower. A large number of peo-
ple go abroad for medical
lreatment. There is no special
arrangement for ill persons.
On the other hand, in most

of the diplomatic missions
people have to stand in long
queues for hours to get a visa
One has to queue in front of the
LIS emabassy since 5 am. It is an
openn secret thal places in
queues are even sold.

Visa Form — A Puzzle

After collecting a visa form,
comes the question of filling it
out. Filling out a visa form al-
most appears as a lest question
to most of the applicants, In
this regard, the visa form of the
Indian High Commission con-
tains most inquiries. In fact
there are some people who
stand in front of the High
Comumnission Lo help applicants
fill up the forms on a minimum
charge. In this category. the In-
dian High Commission receives
the last position. The visa form
of the Royal Thai Embassy has
only one page, with minimum
queries. The forms of other em-
bassies are also not much com-
plicated to fill out. The US Em-
bassy form has added a new
question that asks if the re-
spondent is a member or repre-
s€llative ol a lerrorist organi-
sation, One can certainly un-
derstand the naivety of the
question; a terrorist will never
canfess and identify
him/hersell as a member of
such a party, if s/he wishes (o
Eo to the USA,

Behaviour of the

Diplomatic Missions
_ There are not many com-
plaints directly against the
diplomatic missions. But- the
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Ensuring a Safe Arrival

by Syed Imtiaz Ahmed

The experiences vary according to the socio-economic status of the passengers. While those who have extra

money to spare for the satisfaction of some dishonest airport and custom officials or have ‘good connections’
can more or less easily cross pass the airport formalities, the rest suffer.

r I"IHE smuggled gold and
drugs receive betler
Ilreatment than the

people in our airport™— a voung
businessman ol Dhaka ex-
pressed his frustrations and
agony in these words at the
state of allairs prevailing at the
ZIA: This person who has to
travel lIrequently within and
outside South Asia. had awe-
some experiences specially in
the early days of his poing

.abroad, The complaints range

frormn misconduct by the airport
olficials to inadequate security
arrangements outside the air-
port. In fact most of the peaple |
talked with 1o learn about their
experience al the Zia Interna-
tional Airport revealed a frus-
trating picture of our airport
management and security sys-
tem. Huge corruption. misman-
agement and lack of any
meaningiul effort for the bet-
lerment of the system have ol-
ten left the passengers at jeop-
ardy alter tedious long jour-
neys,

Indeed the experiences vary
according to the socio-economic
stalus of the passengers, While
those who have extra nioney to
spare for the saltisfaction of
some dishonest airport and cus-
lom officials or have ‘good con-
nections’ can more or less eas-
ily cross pass the airport for-
nmiidities, the restl sulfer.

The complaints thal are gen-
erally raised by the in-coming
ﬁassengers may be divide

roadly into three calegories:

al harassment by the immi-
gration and customs olficials:

b) inadequate lacilities lor
transit passengers and those
who lands late al night and

c) lack of proper security and
adequate transport arrange-
ment after coming out lrom the
airport,

I in faet found it very much
difficult to suggest practical al-
lernative arrangements for the
betterment of the system since,
the mitigation of the problems
primarily calls for changes in
(he values and the attitude of
the officials involved. And the
task indeed demands Lhe devel-
opment of a system of good gov-
eriiance. Nevertheless, after
talking Lo a numiber of persons
who trivel abrvad and some

concerned otficials of the civil

aviation customs departmerit
and Bangladesh Biman [ at-
templed to outline some read-

justuments within the current
lramework thal may be of some
help 1o the troubled and frus-
Lrated passengers. Belore going
inlo details, a briel discussion
on the tyvpe of problems usually
faced by Lthe incoming passern-
EIEI'E- merlioned above is per-
APs necessary.

Tangled by the Disorders:

Troubled by the Customs De-
partment: When a passenger ar-
rives in Dhaka, the person has
to mainly crgss pass two desks.
One is the immigration and Lhe
cther is the cusioms. There we
have huge complaints goricern:
ing the misconduct and corrupt
practices specially in the cus-
toms department. In fact the
equation ol ‘customs oflicials =
bribe takers' has been almost
taken lor granted in our society.
The passengers are frequently
asked for money and if that is
not provided they are harassed
reﬁarding their luggage. On the
other hand many illegal poods
are allowed to go through the
customs barriers in exchange of
money. Some even complained
that international smugfﬂers
olten have underhand dealings
with the custom officials. The
victims ol such misconduct and
exploitation are mainly those
beﬁmging to the poorer sections
of the society. The huge number
o the labours who come from
thg - Middle Eastern or the South
E#st Asian Countries are fre-
quently asked lor extra money
for taking in the goods they
have brought for their fau:ilies.
These people who often do not
know the airport formalities
and procedures and are vulner-
able Lo the threats of the offi-
cials, end up paying a huge
amount ol money and if they
fail their luggage are often con-
fiscated,

Complaints have also been
raised about the treatment of
the luggage during the checking.
The way some of the olflicials
take oul the luggage and scatter
them all-around often cause
their damage. But the losers
rarely get any compensation,

For the so-called 'elites’ the
picture is guite different. A se-
nior government official who
used to come through the ‘Green

. Channel’ or the ‘VIP Channel

said that once he could not
submit a custom officer in
checking his luggage properly
even alter asking thrice. The
event was a hilarious one [or

him but actually this reflected
the hideous condition of our
customs service as a whole,

Tormernted by the Stolen
Ltiggage: Another vital problem
the Faasengr:rs face concerns
the lack of security for their
luggage, The Biman Bangladesh
Aurlines is in charge of han-
dling the luggage of the passen-
gers. The Lost and Found De-
partment ol Bangladesh Biman
received approximately 2997
complaints about missing lug-
gage during 1996-97. Some olli-
cials mentioned in this regard
that the handling equipment of
the Biman is much ‘less than
needed. However some regular
passengers have different
opinion. One of them said that
there is an organized group in
the airport who regularly pil-
fers luggage of the incoming
assengers. He himsell once
ound his handbag ripped off in
the bottom and some valuable
gift ilems were missing. 'Surely
lack of handling eguipment is
not the reason’- he said. One se-
nior ollicial involved with the
airport authority admitted that
some of the officials involved
in luggage handling definitely
are involved with luggage pilfer-
ing, specially those of the lower
strata. The investigations about
the stolen luggage are conducted
by the security department. But
the department can only rec-
ommend to take measures
against the responsible persomn,
it does not have any authority
to take action, Therefore the ac-
cused persons I:-el-::-nging to the
Biman or any other department
often do not have to face disci-
plinary or other actions due to
what one official described
‘internal politics’. On the other
side, there seemed to exist a sort
of resentment among the offi-
cials of the other departments
that the security department de-
liberately gives reports to em-
barrass them, while not prop-
erly carrying out their duty of
supervising the luggage han-
dling procedure. The attitude of
blaming one department by an-
other however is only compli-
caling the problem. And the
bollom-line remains that hun-
dreds of passengers are not only
loosing their valuable goods,
but are also loosing their faith
on the entire airport manage-
rerd,

Un-ported by the Porters: In
cur airport there is no longer

any officially recognized sys-
tem of porters for helping pas-
sengers to carry their luggage.
But some of the people | lalked
to, made a poinl that sometimes
they were harassed by some so
called porters inside the airport
while moving their trolleys.
The authorities commented in
this regard that those who are
employed for collecting the
emptly trolleys might have
something to do with such ha-
rassment,

No Room for Rest: This may*
sound absurd but the Zia Inter-

"nafional Afrport does not have

roper facilities for the rest and
eisure of the transit passen-
gers, passengers of the delayed
flights or those who are
stranded in the airport due to
hartals or late night arrival.
The transit lounge is unclean so
also the toilets. People were
seen to be tiredly sitting in
shabby sofas. The sight indeed
gave a feeling of discomfort but
not more than those who were
suffering. One civil-aviation
officer informed me that during
Lhe ni'ght a specific place in the
lounge 1s vacated for those who
land after midnight and are not
willing to go outside. In that
place I did not find any ar-
rangement for the relaxation of
the passengers except for toi-
lets! This is no doubt a serious
shortcoming of the Dhaka Air-
port. One official of the
Bangladesh Biman however
informed me that they serve
food for their transit passen-
gers who have to spend more.
than six hours in the airport.
Also they have arrangements
with six mid-ranking hotels
where the passengers are taken
for overnight stay. [ asked some
of the civil-aviation officials
about this shortcoming. One of
them informed me that the
civil-aviation has a plan to
construct a three star or a five
star hotel near the airport. But
by for now this deficiency is in-
deed causing serious problems
for the passengers and giving
the international ones a nega-
tive impression about our coun-

try.
Baffled Outside the
Airport
Th.= sad story for the passen-
gers dues not end inside the air-

porl. The dejected passengers
perhaps find themselves in
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bank or ticket counter, passport or visa counter, you can hardly avoid the hassle. —Star file photo
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Crowding at counter: Whether it's
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