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STAN'S need to clwelup

: Pan election system which
'. not only confers demo-
cratic legitimacy on the custo-
dian of state authority but also
fosters progressive growth of
institutions of governance re-
mains high on the national
agenda. A recapitulation of the

ence of the 5th general
election in 12 years will serve to
highlight some of the main
features of the ongoing dis-
course, .

The election was held follow-
ing the dissolution of the Na-
tional Assembly (and provin-
cial assemblies in quick succes-
sion) and dismal of federal and
provincial governments. The
environment was found to be
not conducive to a normal,
straightforward political con-
test between the contenders for
power. In such situations the
party ousted from power can
possibly gain if public percep-
tion of its performance in gov-
~ernment is favourable. Other-
wise it goes before the people
with a severe handicap, espe-
cially if the sacking of its gov-
emment s endorsed by the ju-
diciary, as h:lpgened in Pak-
istan’'s case. Although now the
possibility of a government be-
ing dismissed by presidential
order has disappeared, Pak-
istan’s rience deserves con-
sideration by South Asian
neighbours or whatever the

L ¥ 52 ey,

discre-
tionary powers to call for elec-

“head of the state enj

tons earlier than they are due.
As soon as the
tion was announ

list
erable section o

toral rolls prepared in accor-

dance with a new census after

which redistribution of Na-

tional Assembly seats among
the provinces would also have
become a constitutional nhlit%a*

e

tion. Some even pressed for
postponement of election till

these formalities had been

completed. These pleas were re-

jected by both the executive and:
ary. The non-avail-

the judici
ability of authentic and upto-

date voters' list is an issue of
concern to all South Asian

countries and one on which
they may need to learn from
one another.

However, one good thing that
happened was that the adult
franchise was extended to the
tribal belt (population esti-
mated at nearly four million)
by a presidential order. Despite
the constraints of time and re-
sources, 1.595 million voters,
all new except for 37,7719 tradi-
tionally privileged ones, were
enrolled, including 403,163
women, representing a major
political leap forward for the

ctoral System in

eneral elec-
the issue of
authentic and uptodate voters'
ain cropped up. A consid-
political
u?irunn demanded the holding
ol election on the basis of elec-

—

‘people concerned.

Several decisions were taken
to reinforce public confidence

in the fairness of the polls.
These included simultaneous
one-day poll for the National
and provincial assemblies,
conduct of polls through wider
control of judicial officers, and
involvement of the army in a

supervisory role and for the -

-maintenance of order. The last
mentioned decision found
favour neither with domestic
opinion nor with foreign ob-.
servers. However necessary the
call to the armed forces might
have been made by the prevail-
ing state of the political polari-
satlon in the country it betrayed
not only the fragile base of
democracy but also lack of in-

terest in looking for alternative
means of guaranteeing polls
free from violence and ?urcih]e
manipulation of voting and
counting of ballots, As was to be
expected the deployment of
troops in force on election duty,
not only around the polling
stations but also inside polling
booths, and the zeal for active
participation in the electoral
process shown by them at some
Places, encouraged the raising

of the quite a few complaints of

use of undue influence. Since
many of the irregularities
lumped together in the category
of rigging, such as imperson-

~aton, unauthorised stuffing of

the ballot boxes, interference
with the duties of the polling
agents and polling staff,
snatching of ballot boxes,
booth-capturing, etc. are also
heard during election in other
South Asian couniries, this is
another area in which there is
room for sharing of informa-
tion and experience among
them and for collaborative
work in search of democratic
political answers.

As regards attempts to close
the electoral arena to the cor-
rupt, reliance was placed
mainly on charges in the Repre-
sentation of the People Act to
disqualify defaulters on size-
able loans and utility bills,
stricter requirements for filing
returns of election ses, en-
forcement of a rule for yeari
statements of assets and liabili-

~ties by elected representatives,

and speedier decisions on elec-
tion petitions. The process of
changes in these measures dur-
ing the phase of their formula-
tion considerably reduced their
efficacy and left the public
largely unsatisfied. These mea-
sures have since lapsed and
there is considerable support
for the Election Commission's
lea for regular enactments to
eel the void. The matter is
common to all South Asian

_Countries since the public in

“each one is lgrua::-adcl;-,r concerned at

the entry of criminals in legis-

latures. It is also obviously re-

lated to the increasingly felt
need for the due transparency

in all state institutions across
South Asia. The urgency of re-
gional consultation on the
means of introducing adequate
transparency and efiective ac-
countability mechanisms not
only in electoral matters but
also in the entire field of state's
functioning is manifest. Among
other things, it may be neces-
Sary to consider strengthening
of judicial institutions, enlarg-
ing the area of media freedom.
and guaranteeing the people ac-
cess Lo information in official
records. . 3,
-~ Voter apathy had been iden-
tified as a matter of concern
even before the election. The
Election Commission made an
-effort to prompt the voters to
raise their interest in the elec-
toral process and considerable
guadln was done by the media.
olitical parties too tried to en-
thuse the masses. However,
these efforts produced only
marginal results. .

However, public apathy to-
wards elections is too basic to
the whole democratic system to
be ignored. Voters' education
and generation of debates on
political issues during the elec-
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Electoral Process in South Asia

- Imagination is moré impnrtﬁnt than knowledge

toral processes need much more
attention than paid hitherto in
almost all South Asian states.
It is in this context that the is-
sue of election monitoring by
non-official groups needs to be
examined. o
However, a number if issues
remained unaddressed during
Pakistan's 1997 general elec-
tion. These included the much
criticised system of separate
electorates, meagre participa-
tion of women in the political
process as reflected in the small

‘number of women candidates

and their negligible representa-
tion in legislatures, the non-
creation of a multi-member

permanent Election Commis-

sion and its need for maximum
independence from the execu-
tive, the small size of assem-
blies which necessitate large
constifuencies and blocks the
entry of less affluent candidates
in the electoral contest, the
quaint provision for the reser-
vation of seats for ulema and
technocrats in the upper house
and the manner of filling the
tribal areas’ seats in it, en-
largement of facilities for re-
search on electoral issues, and
voting rights of prisoners and
nationals residing abroad. .

It seems necessary to take
stock of some of the develop-
ments since the 1997 election.
The 13th amendment to the
constitution abolished the pres-

Pakistan: Issues in Debate

by I A Rehman

ident’s power to dissolve the
National Assembly. Strictly
speaking this matter may not
be considered relevant to the
electoral process but it deserves
attention because it raises an
issue related to the life and
credibility of elected bodies.
Protection of elected parlia-
ments against discretionary in-
tervention by the chief execu-
tive of the state presupposes
principled functioning of gov-
erminents and support institu-
tions of the civil society, such
as the media and professional
assoclations. Questions may
arise when malfunctioning
governments may open the way
to extra-constitutional reme-
dies. The need to introduce a
system of elected representa-
tives’ recall by voters has
sometimes been discussed in
nearly all South Asian coun-
iries. While a detailed study of
this proposal \is necessary,
possibilities of strengthening
the system of checks and bal-
ances also need to be explored
-and collaborative effort at the
;'tginnal level should be reward-
ng.

Even more clearly evident is
the need for a collaborative re-
view of the defection provisions
in South Asian countries. Pak-
istan’s effort in this area took
the form of the 14th amend-
ment to the constitution but it

- has thrown up more issues than

— Albert Einstein

the one it supposedly solved.
This amendment made the
party bosses sole arbiters of
arliamentarians’ defection
rom their platforms adopted
before or after the polls. Al-
though the Supreme Court ex-
cluded expression of dissent
within parties from evidence of ,
defection, the 14th amendment
is open to criticism, It does not
take into consideration the

gussibilit}r of a sizeable group
reaking away from a party on
matters of principle and con-
science, such as the India sys-
tem takes into account. In ac-
tual practice this amendment
operates as a constitutional bar
to free debate within political
parties and impedes the process
of their democratisation. There
is no gainsaying that good elec-
toral processes are not consoli-
dated in a vacuum. They are
sustained by the freedom and
quality of deﬁate in both elected
bodies and political parties and
anything that adversely affects
such debates detracts from the
quality of electoral processes.
In the area of anti-defection
measures, too, the need for
South Asian regional consulta-
tion and collaboration is poten-
tially obvious. 3

The author is President,
Human Rights Commission,
Pakistan

authority and

independence of the office
of the Commissioner of
Elections, introducing a hybrid
form of electoral systemn (mixed
electoral system), and encour-
aging a better calibre of politi-
cians to vie for office by provid-
ing freedom of conscience of
members, are considered im-
portant aspects of such reforms.

Proportional

Representation System

The system of Proportional
Representation introduced by
the Second Republican Consti-
tution of 1978 was intended to
overcome some of the more
glaring deficiencies of the sim-
ple plurality or “first past the
post” system which had existed
in Sri Lanka since Indepen-
Ideally, the electoral system
adopted by Sri Lanka should

T HE strengthening of the |

mandate; be easily understood

the average voter, encourage
political diversity and allnwaﬁsr
the freedom of the conscience of
Members of Parliament . The
ideal system should enable the
electorate direct access to the
_elected representative. All these

" Parliament
accurately -reflect the: popular -

Proposed Reforms to the Electoral System of S

requirements are met by the so
called ‘mixed electoral system',
or what is known as the
Model.

The basic features of this
sﬁrstem and its at%pli::atinn is
that one half of the members
are elected from constituencies
on the simple plurality (first
East the post} system. The other

alf of the members are elected

from national lists submitted

by parties. The rank order of
candidates are determined by

the parties at the time of nomi-

nations. ,
The voter is given one ballot
Eaper to elect members for
is/her constituency and an-
other ballot Fa er to vote for
the party of his/her choice
(National List). A voter may
cast these votes either for the
same party or for different par-
tleg:c LT .
The allocation of seats in
‘is

votes recelved by "each
party/group for its National
List in the following manner.

i. The votes in the con-
stituencies are counted and the
candidate receiving the highest
number of votes is declared
elected.

€rTnarnn

determined
strictly in 'proportion to the

ii. The votes polled by each’
arty/group on the National

‘List are counted and their re-

spective national percentage de-
termined.

ili. The number of seats
allocated to each party/group is
determined on the basis of such
national percentages.

iv. The candidates who
obtained the highest amount of
votes in each of the constituen-
cies are declared elected. There-
after, based on the percentage of
votes polled by the respective
party on their National List, a
proportion of it's National List
candidates will be declared
elected ensuring that the total
number of seats allotted to each
party will be in proportion to
the votes received by such party
nationally.

If subsequently, a vacancy
was to occur in a constituency
seat, such vacancy would be
filled at a by‘eleetion. If a va-

' ¢cancy occurs irl a national seat,

such vacarncy would be filled by
the person whose name appears
next in order of priority on the
National List of the party to
which such outgoing member
belonged to.

Critics of the German model
argue that it creates two classes

by Sundari de Alwis

of MP's, with different if not
conflicting interests.Another
criticism of the proposed
‘mixed system' is that it would
be difficult for smaller parties
to field and support National
List candidates or for that mat-
ter. to participate in an election
at national level.

PR and the Conscience
of the MP

The constitutional and leg-
islative provisions in Sri
Lanka prevent cross-overs, and

ermit parties to expel mem-

rs from Parliament - This in
turn stifles the independence of
elected representatives. How-
ever, it is important to note that
this feature is not an essential
attribute of the system of pro-
portional representation and
indeed most countries practic-
ing proportional representa-
tion ensure that their elected
representatives are free to vote
according to their conscience.
free from instructions from any
source,

Contrastingly, in Sri Lanka
a duly elected Member of Par-
liament - once elected on a
party ticket, cannot transfer

. science o

party.

his/her allégiance to a differ-
ent political party and there-
after continue to occupy his/her

seat. If the member resigns or 1s
cxpelled from the party, or
crosses over to another party,
the inevitable consequence is
the forfeiture of the seat in Par-
liament.

The main justification for
the stifling of freedom of con-
MPs is the widely
held view that the system of
proportional representation
necessarily entails diminution
in the freedom of MPs. It is im-
plied that under the PR system,
it is the party that receives the
votes rather than the individ-
ual candidate, and that MPs are
bound by the dictates of the

However the basis of modern
representative . democracy is
that . governmental power
should not be exercised arbi-
trarily but on behalf of the citi-
zens of the country. The legisla-
ture, therefore, should consist
of representatives of the PEO-
PLE whose primary responsi-
bility is to them, rather than to
a party or a party leader.

Commissioner of

Elections

Strengthening the authority
‘and independence of the Com-
missioner of Elections and his
office is of paramount impor-
tance in the exercise of reform-
ing the electoral process.

The Office of the Commis-
sioner of Elections in Sri Lanka
is constitutionally weak. A
study of the electoral laws show
that the Commissioner of Elec-
tions is hampered by limita-
tions on his powers, Presently
the Commissioner is appointed
h?( the President. He will hold
office during good behaviour
and could be removed from of-
fice on extremely . flimsy
grounds.

A main concern regarding
the imwr:rs of the Commissioner

f Elections is that the he does
not have any control over the
conduct of Lge Police and other
mili personnel on duty dur-
ing elections. This in turn
makes it virtually impossible
for the Election Department to
take prompt action, on com-
plaints of violations of Election
Laws.

Ideally, the Commissioner

of Elections should be empow-

ri Lanka

ered to: prepare electoral regis-
ters, conduct elections,. control
all state agents connected to the
elections (including the police
and military ‘deployed in con-
nection with an efection), re-
ceive elections complaints from
candidates or parties and take
aﬁapm riate action and monitor
the adjudication of election vio-
lations in the post-election pe-
riod.

With existent deficiencies in
the powers of the Commissioner
of Elections and his apparent
lack of independence, a school
of thought has developed for the
establishment of a statutory
multi-member Election Com-
mission, -

This has been proposed by
both the Government and the
main Opposition party with
vﬂrﬁ#ﬁ degrees of autonomy.
Nevertheless in order for such a
Commission to be effective it is
necessary that one, is aware of
the certain pitfalls that such
Commission may entail.

One of the negative aspects of
appointing such a Commission
would be that in a culture of
avoiding responsibility and
simply passing the buck to an-
other, it would not be possible
to hold any one person respon-

sible for the conduct of tree and
fair elections. A suitable alter-
native would be to introduce the
Elections Commission as well

" as retain the Office of Commis-

sioner of Elections. The Com-
missioner should be the
Chairman of the Commission
and be held responsible for the
conduct of free and fair elec-
tions.

Suggestions have also been
made for an amendment to the
Constitution where a politi-
cally “neutral” government
‘body appoint the Commissioner
-of Elections in order to ensure
the independence and impar-
tiality of the office. Such a
could include members of bo
the ruling and opposition par-
ties or individuals entirely di-
vorced from politics.

However a recent Supreme
Court decision on election laws
bfs helped to str eneéd the
view that even under the pre-
sent Constitutional provisions,
the Commissioner of Elections
is the sole authority for the ex-
ercise, performance and dis-
charge of the various duties and
functions set out for him in the
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Electoral Process in Ban

Continued from page 6
Farliament_ 'is not required
legally) to enroll as a voter in
the electoral roll of any con-
stituency of ‘the country.’ But
this, 1 believe, is léss of a prob-
lem, for the practice has Eeen
that the candidate does enroll
as a voter in the constituency
from which s/he is competing.
This is not to underestimate the
importance of and the critics’
plea for a legal framework for
the candidate’s enrollment as a
voter.

What is of serious problem,
however, is that the candidate
need not actually be a 'resident’
of the constituency from which
s/he is contesting. Presently,
most of the candidates are able
- to enroll as voters in their re-
spective constituencies by way
of liberally interpreting, if not
flouting, the clause requiring
residency. There is an urgent
need to include in the qualifica-
tion, not only the factor of the
candidate's ‘enrollment as a

voter' but also, and more im-

portantly, candidate's actual
residency {at least for the past
five years) in the constituency
from which s/he is contesting
and claiming representation.
. There an:_;lgnod reasons for this.

Three could easily be identified.

Firstly, this will make rep-
resentation what it really
stands for. That is, it will be-
come voter-centric and not
voted-centric as it is now. Un-
less the MP is an actual resident
of the constituency s/he repre-
sents, how will s%e be able to
look into the well being of that
constituency? Anyone claiming
that a shuttle trip between the
capital city and his/her con-
stituency will suffice in this re-
gard must be prepared to logi-
cally accept a New Yorker
Bangladeshi representing
Netrokona-1 (for instance) in
the Parliament!

Secondly, and this is related
to the first. it will put a stop to
the reproduction of a Dhaka-
centric National Parliament. It
may be mentioned that Dhaka
has been the regular place of
residence for 35% of all candi-
dates in both 1991 and 1996
elections. More interestin ly,
most of these candidates make
trips to their respective con-
stituencies just before the elec-
tion! While this situation is
bound te pull resources towards
Dhaka to the detriment of the
rest of the country, it provides

ounds for ‘intermediaries’
mostly mastans and local
touits) to o and reproduce
links between the candidate
-and his/her constituency. From
the standpoint of representa-
tion, nothing can be more dan-
gerous than this. -

Lastly, it will put a stop to

multiple candidatures (Article

‘tion, cg;:ar,tia:ularl}r of the aban-
done

71, Clause 2) and correspond-
ingly, to the leader-centric or-
Eanizat!nn of things. Indeed, it

as become a comumon practice
for some of the leaders, particu-
larly of major political parties,
to stand in the election from
more than one constituency.

While this is done apparently to
Fuarantee the leader’s victory at
east from one constituency. it
is also viewed with pride and a
kind of recognition of the lead-
€r's position in the party as
more than equal. Even after the
leader's win from more than
one constituency, representa-

constituencies (as per
Article 71, Clause 1), is bound to
suffer as a result of his/her
multiple candidature. But then.
this is part and parcel of the
hero- or heroinization of polit-
ical parties.

Centralization or heroiza-
tion of political parties gives
rise to uncouth, semi-educated
sycophants and drives away

ose who could possibly do the

job much, better without longi

for any return favour. It is no
wonder that in order to accom-
modate those who are least
willing to become candidates
but are otherwise required for
running the government
(technocrats, policy experts,
etc.), there exists the provision
of them becoming ministers,
albeit restricted to one-tenth of
the total number (Article 56,
Clause 2). In fact, not all could

join the sycophants and raise

the slogan: ‘neta tumi egiye
cholo, amra acchhi tomar
shathe’ (leader you go ahead, we
are all with you). Aside from
catering to sycophancy, | have
always found this slogan bor-
dering on fascism, urging the
cadres to follow the leader un-
der all circumstances. But then,
with the organization of SyCO-
phancy or fascism, the public

goal of the voted representing

the voter becomes a hoax.

There is, indeed, an intrinsic
relationship between the num-
ber of voters, the role of inter-
mediaries, including the power
of the mastan, in elections and

the failure of the candidate to

limit his/her election expenses.
A quick calculation of the can-
didate's election expenses per
voter will explain this.
Presently, the maximum
limit of a candidate’s election
expenses is Taka 3 lakhs. If we
taﬁghat on the average, as in-
dicated earlier, one MP repre-
sents 189,056 voters then elec-
tion nses per voter stands
out to be Taka 1.58 only. That
this is dismally small is well
understood. In this context,
critics, like FEMA, have rec-
ommended that the s ‘be
determined by the number of

 passing

voters’ and that the expenses

- per voter 'be fixed at Taka 5.00

only.” But then, is the matter so

' simple and could this be a solu-

tion? I am afraid the answer
must be in the negative.

A cl]uicl-; calculation will
show that Taka 5.00 per voter
will raise the maximum limit
of election expenses to merely
Taka 9.4 lakhs (albeit based on
the average representation fig-
ure - one MP representing
189,056 voters). But this falls
far short from what is being
spent now, in fact. even less
than the one that we had come
to know from a candidate in
Comilla, in whose case per
voler expenses on the average
stands out to be Taka 15.56
only. It may be pointed out here
that the Comilla candidate's
expenses is at the lower rung,
some go on to spend more than
Taka one crore (that is, 10 mil-
lion or 100 lakhs)!

It is clear, therefore, that
raising the maximum limit of
election expenses per voter to
Taka 5.00 will simply not do.
Any such law will be flouted
again, In fact, I do not see the
resolution of the problem by
way of raising the maximum
limit of election expenses, What
one requires here is a clear un-
derstanding of two critical
things, including the will tc ap-
preciate and face them squarely
and rationally. Both were men-
tioned earlier.

Engineering of
Elections

{Between the vofer and the

voted falls the shadow)

The power of the government
is critical in elections. This is
also true in the case of Presi-
dent's appointment of the
members of the Election Com-
mission, including the ap-
pointment of the Chief Election
Commissioner (CEC). While Ar-
ticle 118, Clause 1 provides the
President with the task of ap-
Bginting the above, this cannot

carried out by flouting or by-
the provisions laid
down by Article 48, Clause 3.
The latter clearly states that:

In the exercise of all his
functions, save only that of ap-
pointing the Prime Minister
pursuant to clause (3) of article
56 and the Chief Justice pur-
suant to clause (1) of article 95,
the President shall act in accor-
dance with the advice of the
Prime Minister (emphasis
mine). '

Put diffe:rﬂntlﬂ.
implies is that the Election
Commission, including all its
members, must always remain
in a state of relative
powerlessness vis-a-vis the
power of the ruling party or
partisan government. And this

is true even when the CEC is

what it -

gladesh

appointed, as is the case with
the incumbent CEC., on the ba-
sis of a consensus of major po-
litical parties. In this context, it
would hardly be a surprise if the
CEC heeds to the suggestion of
the partisan government, as al-
leged by many a critic, in deal-
ing with the electoral demands
of the opposition parties. I guess
this issue could easily be re-
solved by way of disempowering
the government in matters re-
lated to the Election Commis-
sion or for that matter. elec-
tions as a whole. There are good
reasons for this.

Two particular machineries
of the government - adminis-

tration and police — will come

to play a greater role in elec-
tions. The Non-party Care-
taker Government or more pre-
cisely, the 'non-partisan cabi-
net,’ in order to conduct the na-
tional election must seek sup-
port from the administration

and the police. The former, in

so far as it is manned by Deputy
Commissioners and Thana
Nirbahi Officers who become
Returning Officers and Assis-
tant Returning Officers respec-
tively, conjoins formally and
effectually the power of the gov-

ernment with electoral aetivi-
ties. The role of the police, par-
ticularly in the backdrop of its
relationship with the adminis-
tration, is no different either at
the time of elections.

Critics’ plea for degovern-
mentalizing the administra-
tion of elections, therefore, is
no surprise. FEMA, for in-
stance, has recommended the
appointment of Sub Judges and
Assistant Judges as Returning
Officers and Assistant Return-
ing Officers respectively. While
this is a step in the right direc-
tion, it should not be viewed as
an all-time panacea since Re-
turning Officers and Assistant
Returning Officers, like the po-
lice, are only a section of the
“intermediaries’ standing be-
tween the voter and the voted
that we had mentioned earlier.
In this context, it can justifi-
ably be argued that unless the
relationship between the voter
and the voted is more openly
and innovatively restructured
and reinvented, the ‘shadow'
that hangs between them will
continue to distort the electoral
process and the result of the

election,_

1. Inclusion of the left-outs
as voters. Economic or envi-
ronmentally induced floating
populations as well as
Bangladeshis living abroad are
to be enrolled as voters. Under a

" separate category of residenc

and given that they all will
have an ID card and a number,

they may vote in any of the

_constituencies in B adesh.

2. Separate tally of female
m}tinfg. This is recﬁ.lired not
only for containing the practice
of male voting on behalf of
women but also for looking at
the (quantifiable} development
of women voting, mainly for
the purpose of using them in
gEncFer-senalt_ive electaral cam-
paigns and women’'s empower-
ment. _

3. Increasing women’s repre-
sentation in the parliament.
There has been quite a debate,
including some concrete sugges-
tions, on this lately. If we go by
the suggestion put forward by
M.A Jalil, a member of the
Awami League Presidium, it is
the ruling party that has taken
the most conservative position
on this issue. According to
Jalil, ‘women are still not ready
for an increased representa-
tion,” and as such, the present
30 seats ought to be continued
for ‘another two terms.’ Such
conservatism, however, is not
limited to the ruling party
alone. FEMA also feels that the
present resefvation system
should continue for another
two terms, although it does ad-
vocate the need for enacting a
law and 'makin% it compulsory
for each political party to nom-
inate 30% of its total candi-
dates from amongst women at
each general election when the
reserved seats shall not be in
existence.’ Communist Party of
Bangladesh, on the other hand,
suggested provisions for one
fernale MP in every district, all
directly elected. This would.
mean increasing the number of
womern seats to 64, Amongst the
civil groups, including women
rights groups, there has been a
commonality in their demand
and that is to increase the num-
ber of seats to 100.

What is, however, missing in
all the suggestion and demand
is the rationale for increasing
(or even not increasing) the
number of seats. Wh
continue for another ‘two
terms' and not one or four
terms? Why must it be increased
to ‘100" and not a little less or
more than 100? The demand for
64 seats is interesting but then,
whg must ‘one seat per district’
and not five or ten? In this con-
text, it must be pointed out that
the present 30 (and that again,
reserved) seats is arbitrarily ar-
rived at having no sound basis,
not to mention also highly dis-
criminatory. In a way, it im-
plies that women are merely
10% of men! i

Although I would support
any kind of increase of women
seats, be it 64 or 100, but then, if
it is to be based on any solid
ground, let that ground be the
percentage of female population

or female voters in the country.

4. Civic ca gns for free

Mand fair election. Voter ed-

ucation is a must, and this
ought to begin in schools. There

must it

- . ing rules for all
- regarding the number of years a

is also a great need for NGO par-
ticipation. in such activities,

indeed, of the kind FEMA is do-

ing. But for the sake of credibil-
ity, both of the elections and
{for instance)] FEMA's activi-
ties, there is a need for not one
or two but many more FEMAs.

Equally important is the
role of media, not only print but
also audio and visual. This is
particularly true for
Bangladesh wheres radio and
television are under gnvern-
ment control and nakedly par-
tisan. There is already now a
demand that Bangladesh Radio
and BTV be made autonomous

and independent. Insthis con- *

nection, I must stress that I see.
the demand as a non-starter. In
fact, I would go all the way in
saying that let the government
or the ruling party use the exist-
ing radio and TV stations as
they please. I have no problem
with that. What is required in-
stead is an honest demand for
more and more private radio
and TV stations, with political
parties even having the option
of running them. -~ |

5. Adding to the candidate’s
qualification. Aside from mak-
ing a candidate’s enrollment as
a voter compulsory, it is impor-
tant that the candidate’s quali-
fication includes at least five
years of actual residency in the
constituency from where s/he is
competing.

6. Mono constituency candi-
dacy. No person can stand from
more than one constituency.
This would not only put a stop
to the prevailing leader-centric
candidature system but also
save the parliament from a sit-
uation where the candidate
having lost the election in one
constituency and therefore the
moral authority to represent
the people of one area manages
to go to the parliament by win-
ning in another constituency.
In so far as the former con-
stituency is concerned, it only
makes a mockery of democracy.
Mono constituency candidacy
will put a stop to such a thing
for good.

7. Democratizing political
party. There must be proper
elections, from lower to upper
bodies, in each and every politi-
cal party. Let these party-elec-
tions be conducted ‘neutral
persons’ who are not members
of the party. Taking cue from
the recently established Indian

ractice let the Election Com-
iission make such elections
binding not only for renewing
registration but also for partic-

ipating in local and national

elections of the country.
Moreover, let there be bind-
political parties

card member can hold post
within his/her party. In fact,
the leadership must not be al-
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terms.

8. Democratizing nomina-
tion. It largely follows from the
above reform. All candidates,
including the party leader, must
be democratically nominated.
No person can be a candidate
without being an active member
of the party for at least five
years. This would definitely put
a stop to the much-despised
practice of giving nomination
to the newly retired bureaucrats
and military personnel, includ-
ing party hoppers. Needless to
say, this would make both bu-
reaucrats and military person-
nel less interested in partisan
activities while in service.

9. Registration of political
parties. All political parties
must be registered with the
Election Commission. At the
same time, as FEMA has rec-
ommended, all political parties
must submit an ‘annual state-
ment of accounts showing the
receipts and expenditures duly
audited by the competent audi-
tors to the Election Commis-
sion.’ It may be mentioned that,
given the current governmen-
talization of things, this could
come about by reforming the
Election Commission lirst.
More on this now.

10. Degovernmentalizing the
administration of election.
Several tasks are critical here.
One is distancing the Election
Commission from the power of
the government. It may be men-
tioned that currently the Prime
Minister's Office runs the Elec-
tion Commmission Secretariat.
There is good reason to believe
that this impedes the members
of the Election Commission,
including the CEC, from taking
positions contrary to the gov-
ernment. For the sake of neu-
trality, a separate and indepen-
dent Election Commission,
with the power of raising its
own funds and having its own
recruitment policy, needs to be
established.

A further degovermmental-
ization of the administration of
election is required by way of
entrusting the power of declar-
ing election results to the Elec-
tion Commission. It may be
mentioned that currently such
power is vested with the Return-
ing Officer who, as we have
mentioned earlier, is the Dis-

 trict Commissioner and a gov-

ernment employee. That the
latter is a contentious issue is
well understood by the recom-
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mendation that FEMA has put
forward:

...the responsibilities of the
,Returning Officer and the Assis-
tant Returning Officer should be
assigned to permanent officers
of the Election Commission
and in case of dearth of such of-
ficer, the District Judge shall be -
appointed as Returning Officer

and Sub judge or Assistant
Judge as Assistant Returning
Officer.

11. Qualification of the CEC.
This needs to be outlined in a
precise manner. Theoretically
speaking, at the moment, any
person can be made a CEC.
Many have opined that the CEC
be appointed, as has been the
practice in the past, from the
Judiciary. If the post of the
Chief Adviser in the Care-taker
Government can be specified be-
fore. there is no reason why this
cannot be done with the CEC.

12. Decentralizing the par-
liament. Parliament needs to be
decentralized. 1 have already
mentioned problems with rep-
resentation. Moreover, 330 MPs
deciding the fate of more than
120 million people not only
seems obnoxious but also
makes them vulnerable to cor-
ruption, as accountability of
the MPs becomes less transpar-
ent. The way out is to have sev-
eral parlinments, with at least
one at each of the six divisions.
There may be a common struc-
ture (i.e., a_federal parliament],
Lnining all these divisional par-

aments, but it will have lesser
power compared to the divi-
sional parliaments in question.
‘There is no doubt that such par-
liaments, apart from malﬂnﬁ
MPs more transparent an
thereby more accountable,
would mellow down the cause of
regional, local and ethnic dis-
senters.

In order to begin this task,
however, let the one-chamber
Parliament be first made into
two - Upper and Lower Houses.
Il other South Asian countries
can have two Houses, [ see no
reason why Bangladesh would

be legislated by just one, -

Only a combination of creative
thinking and bold action can.
change the current dismal state
of electoral practices.

[The author is Executive Direc-
tor, Centre for Alternatives].
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