Interview of the Week

In Control under Pressure

REGARDED by many as one
who has restored
respectability to the high
office n}j the Chief Election
Commissioner, Mohammad
Abu Hena has reasons to be
upset about recent devel-
opments.

His eight years at the politi-
cal desk of the home ministry
under “different political gov-
ernments” brought him close to
politicians and political par-
ties, Many ol today's top politi-
cians knew him personally and
were aware of, which is believed
to be one of the reasons wh
there was consensus among all
political parties when his name
was proposed as CEC.

Recently, Hena talked at
length on issues ranging from
opposition allegations against
him of bias and partiality to
widespread speculations . over
his resignation. Excerpts:

The Daily Star (DS); What do
you think p ted the opposi-
tion to demand your resigna-
tion, given the fact that the
Prime Minister and a senior
minister (Agriculture Minister
Matia Chowdhury) have
claimed that your name as CEC

was proposed by BNP?

Mohammad Abu Hena
(MAH): [ believe, the answer is
best known to them. The de-
mand came up recently follow-
iI"IE the Pabna-2 by-election
held on December 10, 1998, The
allegations of wilful manipula-
tions. inaction or partisanship
are all vague and general in na-
ture. They are not supported by
any hard evidence whatsoever.
The results of the elections also
speak for themselves. All our
etforts ever since we assumed
office have been geared to only
one single purpose, that is, to
arrange free, fair and peaceful
elections, to the best of our
ability and as far as practicable,
within the limitations of
existing laws and overall polit-
ical and election culture,
Frankly, this has been a big
challenge to us. whenever we
have gone in for an election. In
the process we have, of course,
learnt a lot and tried to make
improvements in the electoral
practices. We have sought to
bring about some qualitative
changes in the election man-
agement to facilitate the hold-
ing ol elections in a [ree and
fair manner,

DS: What kind of qualitative

changes have you tried to
make?

MAH: In a country where the
march of democracy has not
been smooth, democraltic
werms and practices are yel lo
take firm roots, holding a free
and lair election is a daunling
task. We have, first. tried to
identily the reasons which may
affect the fairness or credibility
of an election @ reasons such as
pre-poll irregularities, vio-
lence, terrorist activities, vote-
buying. selection of unsuitable
polling centres, appointment of
inexperienced, untrained or
partisan polling personnel,
partisan administration, inad-
equate security of polling cen-
tres. lack of transparency in the
electoral process particularly
during counting, consolidation
and announcement of results
etc. 1 just cited some; they are
not exhaustive. We have at-
tempted jo address all these is-
sues and have sought to take
corrective measures as far as
possible through formulation
of a code of conduct, its en-
forcement without discrimina-
tion. guidelines for selection of
polling centres and polling per-
sonnel, training and motiva-
tion of different categories of
election officials including
election and polling agents of
candidates, taking action
against recalcitrant election
officials, encouragement of
Jjournalists, domestic and in-
ternational observers etc. There
is room for many more im-
provements and reforms in the
system, The two formidable
problems s muscle-power and
money power continue to
threaten the process. There is a
lot to be donie in these areas.

D5: Is there any substance in
the opposition claim that you
are serving the purpose of the
ruling Awami League? How far
is it true that you once wanted
to run for MP on an Awami

League ticket?

MAH: There is absolutely no
substance in such an allegation.
The Election Commission is a
fully independent constitu-
tional body, It is subject only to
the Constitution and any other
law. We are fully conscious of
the sacred vath we have taken

and, guided by Lhe dictates of
our CgIIEC?{:‘IH‘QY arlﬁ! (]tﬂ;la %E‘SI

judgenent, woe live been dis-
charging our constitutional
obligations within the ambit of
election laws and rules. 1 think,
one thing should be fully clear
g as per Article 118 of the Con-
stilution, the Chief Election
Commissioner is not eligible
for appointment in the service
of the Republic. For what
earthly reasons should he then
favour a particular political
party? His tenure of ollice is
also fixed for five years by the
Constitution.

There is again not even an
iota of truth in the rumour that
[ once wanted to run for MP on
- the AL ticket. In the same vein |
would also like to dispel this
canard that I wanted to run for
MF on the BNP ticket. The facl
of the matter is that I have
never regarded politics as my
cup ol tea, | have always wanted
to remain outside the rough and
tumble of politics and to remain
an anonymous, humble civil
Servarnt.

: Opposition parties say it
is unbelievable that 60 per cent
of voters turned up at polling
centres during the February 23-
25 municipal elections when

DS: Op

The Chief Election Commissioner, Mohammad Abu
Hena, talks to Toufique Imrose Khalidi.

They compel me to recall Stein-
beck's poignant words: "There is
crime here which goes beyond
denunciation. There is sorrow here
which weeping cannot symbolise.
There 15 tailure here which topples
all our success." Those who have
abetted and committed these
atrocious crimes must be

brought to book.

there was so much tension and
Jears of violence because of har-
tal at that time? 3

MAH: li1 that case, you have
to disbelicve newspapers and
observers i the first place.
Leading national dailies in-
cluding your own esteemed
newspaper have published re-
porlts about spontancous en-
thusiasm ol vaters in most of
the.districts and photographs of
long queues ol both male and
temale voters. People have also
wilched the TV, You mayv like 1o
undertake surveys, visit various
areas and ascertain the tactual
position by talking 1o the volers
and the local people. | have seen
reports ol analysts which
appeared in some leading
independent newspapers, citing
reasons for a tairly high turn-
out ol voters in spite of hartal
These analvtical reports speak
lor themselves,

DS: We know that you have
been to at least one municipal
constituency during the vote.
How would you describe your
Jfirst-hand impression?

MAH: Yes. | did visit Daud-
Kandi on the 25th February o
observe the elections along with
two micro-bus leads of senior
reporters ol most of the dailies
mncluding yours, One can have a
look al their reports published
on the following dav. Person-
ally, I saw long qucues of voters,
particularly female voters, de-
fying heat and sun even at noon
at Hasanpur Governiment Pri-
mary School,

DS: Coming to Pabna Elec-
tion, which triggered the cur-
rent round of opposition agita-
tion, the EC claims are disputed
by a FEMA (Fair Election Moni-
toring Election) report. FEMA
says there is prima facie case

Jor possible intervention and

possible manipulation by in-
terested pariies. According to
the agency, "the official record
of over 75 per cent voter turnout
during the election seems to be
considerably higher than what
FEMA and other general ob-
servers thought could be the
case". How do you respond to
that?

MAH: There have been nyiny
reports about Pabna by-election
soon alter the election @ both
media and observer reports,
Most of the reports were in gen-
eral agreetneul thal, despite
sOre arregualarities. here and
there, the mmandate of the volers
canme through and the election
was, by and large. free. fair and
peacelul. FEMA 1n its_interim
report had stated that the tum-
oul ol voters was "medium to
heavy”. In the face of this
stalement. 1t s surprising that
the guestion is now being raised
aboul the size of voter partici-
muian, Voter turn-eut is one of
the most important ilems {or
any election: One may reecall
that in June "96 general elec-
Lions, vater turn-out in Pabna-2
was about 84 per cent. | would
like to refrain front eomment-
gt in detail on other items i a
refrart whitch came out nearly
2 months after the event,

DS: How do you rate yourself
as the Chief Election Commis-

sioner? Comparing yourself
with your predecessors, what
are your strengths and weak-
nesses?

MAH: It is up to the people to
judge me. I am a small. humble
man. My father who was a
schoolteacher taught me cer-
tain values during my boyvhood.
These values have governed my
life so long and will continue to
do so until my final day,

Throughout my Iif{e I have
tried to do my job as besl as [
could. T have high regards for
My esteemed predecessors, | be-
lieve in self-introspection and
prefer 1o do my own soul-
searching. If you ask me about
my sirengths, some of them
may be my commitment to
work and principles, diligence.
determination 1o meet chal-
lenges @« “to strive. to seek. to
find and not to yield." I am fully
aware of my many shortcom
ings. 1 am dejected if things
which do not move at the ex

pected pace. I feel bad if I hurt_.

the feelings of others. I keep
many things to myself and
sometimes suffer inwardly. 1
don't normally give vent to my
emotionis. [ don't retort even if
someone denigrates me. I don't
like self-important, arrogant
and self-opinionated people

DS: What is the fate of the ID
Card project? :

MAH: The 1D Card project is
off the ground now. Due to some
inevitable teething problems
and also due to the project hav-
ing been not operational for
more than two vyears, the
progress has been slow for some
lime because of Ramadan and
I:r?nl%ﬁgﬁ!h% as lgt‘a'i*’t‘%ﬂ“"pmléﬂﬁ
up. and we hope to see good
progress in the coming months,
The Project authoritigs and the
Election Comimission Secre-
tariat have been asked to be up
and doing. We hope the multi-

urpose use of the ID Card
which now encompasses 14
items] will generate enthusiasm
among the voters to get the
cards. | must say, il the experi-
ence of other countries which
have attempted introduction of
I Cards. is any guide. the task
is not an easy one. Concerted ef-
lorts of all concernred including
volers and political parties can
only make the project a success.

DS: BNP and other parties
have threatened to try you in fu-
ture. They are holding you re-
sponsible for the murders and
violence that have followed
your refusal to resign as de-
m by the opposition. How
do you feel about it?

MAH: Such a threat is most
unfortunate and defies all
canons of logic. It was time and
again explained why and under
what circumstances the Elec-
tion Commission was going
ahead with the Pourashava
elections. Why couldn't some-
one. if aggrieved, seek the shel-
ter of the court under whose or-
ders we were holding the elec-
tions? Why holding cut a threat
instead of moving in a legal and
rational manner? Who should
take the responsibility for the
murders and {lisruFliun of pub-
lic peace? Some of these mur-
ders have beenl committed in
the most cruel and gruesome
manner, They compel me o re-
call Steinbeck's poignant
words: "There is crime here

which goes beyond denuncia-
tion. There is sorrow herc
which weeping cannot symbol-
ise. There is failure here which
topples all our success.” Those
who have abetted and commit-
ted these atrocious crimnes must
be brought to book.

DS: You are under strict pub-
lic scrutiny at the moment. How
do you feel being in the national
limelight?

MAH: As 1 said earlier, |
have always wanted to remain
Al anonymous person and Have
tried wilfully to be away [rom
the limelight. I have to blame
my destiny which has brought

me here. Being in the limelight
has cost me a lot. It has severely
resiricted my movements and
denied me one of my greatest
pleasures, that is, visiting my
usual haunts @ the bookstores
of the eity. '

DS: At a recent seminar,
BNP leader Nazmul Huda said
the fact that a major political
%%rg% has lost confidence in

a 90& enough reason for
him to quit. What do you have
to say to that?

MAH: This argument is ap-
parently appealing. To my
mind, it would have carried
lorce, had the CEC's office been
elective. Loss of confidence may
perhaps validly apply to an
clective office. As vou Know. the
Election Commission is 7
Guasi-fudicial  hody. The
framers of the Constifution, |
presune, foresaw the danger in
uiakig this office elective. Hly
rraking it elective. the possibil-
ity of the independence and
neutrality of the Election
Commission being compro-
mised can't be ruled out. Sec-
ondly, if you use the argument
of loss of confidence and, there-
lore, the CEC has to resign. this
may then equally apply to other
canstitotional positions like,
say, judges. Will this be desir-
able” If the sword of Damocles
“hangs over vour head all the
time, can you aci independently
and fearlessly” Thirdly, il the
loss of confidence ol any major
party is linked with the resig-
nation of the CEC, the pariy in
power will be al a greater ad-
vantage to press {or such resig-
nation if it doesn’t like the ac-
tions of the Election Commis-
sion. Fourthly, there is the
moral question. If you demand
the resignation of someone,
specially if it invelves the
Chairman of a vital constitu-
tional body. the person con-
cerned and the people at large
have cerlainly the right io
Kniow the reasons a& not just
some general stalements and
claims, but hard facts and evi-
dence. Unfortunately no such
evidence has been adduced so
far. Resignation under duress

for unsubstantiated charges

will certainly set a bad. prece-
dent and you cannot prevent fu-
ture opposition parties [rom re-
sorting to the same sirategy, Is
this going to help strengthen
the Election Commission and
democracy?

DS: Do you have any plans
to enter politics in future?

MAH: [ do not have any plan
to enter politics. T never had
any in the past also. It is my
own personal beliel that a per-
sont who has held office as the
Chiel Election Commissioner
should not, as a matter of prin-
ciple, join politics.

DS: It is rumoured that you
are intending to resign. How far
is this true?

MAH: Once again 1 would
like to reiterate what | have
said in the past that 1 do not
have any intention to resign
unider duress, Along with my
two colleagues Mr, Abidur
Rahman and Mr. Mustaqg
Ahmed Choudhury we were ap-
pointed in April 1996 during
the tenure of the Non-purty
Care-taker Govermnment headed
by Justice Habibur Rahman.

I am holding a constitu-
tional office. As vou know, the
CEC cannol be removed except
through a specific constitu-
lional process. Vague charges
without any concrele facls are
being levelled against me and
my ¢olleagues i1 the Election
Cotnmission. Throughoul our
teniure we have sincerely tried
to uphold the dignity of our of-
lice. Despite many constrairils,
we have tried to hold all the
clections during this time [reely
ancl fairlv. We are absolulely
clear to our conscience and as
long as we are here, we will act
in the sae spirit,

DS: Thank you for your
time,
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Donors Dissatisfied

Donor countries and agencies expressed grave
concertl on March 9 over increasing political
conlrontation and polarisation that is
leopardising prospects for the country’s eco-
nomic growth and development. A statement of

Bangladesh's Development Partners delivered to

president, prime minister and leader of the
Opposition called for resolving political
differences peacefully in forums Jike the
parliaimnent and “not through hartals and
violent confronutations.”

Ferry Ghats Grounded

Congestion at Aricha and Kazirhat ferry
ghats severely disrupted traffic moverent on
March 9 and 10, The congestion. was created
ollowing an indefinite strike a week ago in
protest of alleged illegal toll-collection on Lthe
Tangail-Jamuna Bridge route. As a resilt,

vc<{11cl::5 headed for northemn districts used 1the
Aricha-Kazirhat route.

Train Robbery

At least thirty r1.:-&::-[:4& were injured on March
1O when a gang of dacoit, vquipped with lethal
weapons, swooped on the passengers of
Chittagong bound Subama Express train at
Maastannagar under Mirersharai thana.,

~ The dacoits who were travelling in the guise
ol passengers boarded the train [rom Kamalapur
Railway station in Dhaka. They attacked
passengers ol five compartinents, snatching
dWay oruaments, looting voods and assaulting
lemale passengers. They then cut off £as
conliection 1o stop the train and got off at Maas-

tannagar. Police arrested six people in this
connection,

Tofail Firm on KAFCO

Industries Minister Tofail Ahmed while
addressing a meeting on March 7 said that the
governmen! was willing to take over the debt-
tidden and cash-strapped Karnaphuli Fertilizer
Company (Kalvo) if necessary, but will not
capitulate to undue threats krom leaders and
foreign shareholders. He added that foreign
shareholders were free to buy the government
shares to be in full control. :

Tower Tumbles

Narayvanganj and adjacent areas plunged into
darkness on March 8 when a tower of 132KV _
power transmission collapsed at Panchabati.
The reason [or the collapse has been ascribed to
digging of land around the tower for brickfield.

Violent Port

The first-week of March saw an increase of
icwlents of viclenee and erime including muar-
der in Chittagony, Business circles and
inctstrinlists met the Chiltagong metropolitan
police to voice their concern and demand
eflective sieps for an end to attacks on blisiriess
houses.

Sinha Romps Home

A joint parnel led by Anisur Raliuman Sinha
raced to a landslide, bagging all 27 seats at stake
it the BGMEA elections held on March 4 in
Ditaka and Chittapong.

The Sinha-led panel bagged 1167 votes. 303
niore than Sammilita Parishad, led by Quddus,
thie incuinbent.

Hegde in Wonderland -

Indian cammerce mimster Ramakrishna
Hegde said on March 9 thut SAARC one day may
have a common currency like the EU. He was
addressing the inaugural funetion of the Second
indian Trade Exhibition at Osmany Meémorial
Hall. About 120 Indian companies took part in
the exhibition

A -:_ﬂlc:urful rally wwas brought out in the
capital on Mareh 5. to mark the Interna-
tional Women's Das

Terror Against Culture

Two powerful explasions at a cultural
function of Udichi shilpi Goshithi in the early
hours of March 7 killed at Jeuist eight people and
wolnded more thin 100 othiers. 29 of then
critically, at im open alr stage At deseares Tow
Fiadl Matdan e seople werd kalled on the SOF
Wit =ix ollers suceumbied (o thetr H1ETTes
the wav Lo the lig- it |

CPolice arrested 60 people. said-to b supporter
ol Jamaat-c. Islamnt an o westudent front. in a
pre-dawn swoop o Marcli 9 in connection with
the bormb explosio) s

Infant Raped

A three-yvear git] wits raped on Mareh 4 by
unidentified miscreuils while she was sleeping
with her grandiis, her at her house. |

Al aboul 7 prua the grandniother woke up and
found the girl in a poel of blood. She was
irnmediately rushed ta the DMCH in a critical
condition.

Emir Expires
The Emir of Bahrain Sheikh Isa. a kev
Westem ally who struggled to subdue unrest from
the Parstan Gull Island's Shiite Muslin
inajority, died on Muaich 6 alter a heart sattack.
sheikh Isa's son, Sheikh Hamad bin Isa Al
Khalifa has assumed {he throne.
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Pic of he Week

Water flows free and easy

A voung woman draws water from a maze of pipes illegally connected to a WASA mainline

at Doaripara, Pallabi, Mirpur.

—Star photo by Anisur Rahman



