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Dhaka, Thursda

Tone Down the Rhetoric

J UST when there is silverlining around the cloud
top-most government and opposition leaders
pounce on each other. After her long march to Pan-
chagarh, albeit facilitated by a government-oppo-
sition deal on it, Begum Zia now threatens a
Dhaka-bound people's march to topple a legitimate
government. As well as calling upon the people to
pull down the government she is also asking the
government for a mid-term poll. This rather self-
contradictory posturing by her is compounded by
her strident remarks that people in the present
government would be sent to the 'red building'
(gaol) for plundering public money. Sheikh Hasina
has been no less bitter and aspersive in her com-
ment's either: the opposition chief Begum Zia has
become 'unbalanced' since losing power and BNP
leaders and workers have lost their senses because
they no longer have the chance to plunder money,
said she. Neither Khaleda Zia's words behoved of
her position as former Prime Minister-turned-
leader of the opposition nor Hasina's as leader of
the government. More so perhaps in the latter's
case because she being at the helm of affairs her
discretion is at a greater premium than Khaleda's.
Moreover, she was the one to react and her less
than a tit-for-tat attitude could have a big differ-
ence,

The abrupt intensification of the vitriol soon af-
ter a patch-up of sorts makes one suspect that the
clutch of advisers on both sides may have been
stoking up the fire of mutual vilification to keep
the state of confrontation alive. It could have been
just an advisory failure to put across the right mes-
sage, or maybe the supreme lcaders themselves
have been unwittingly serving the interests of
trouble-mongers. Whichever way the initiative or
lack of initiative went, the net result can only be
further polarisation fraught with the danger of
destabilisation.

As it is, they stand poles apart in their politics
and no one in a democracy expects them to fly a
white flag of complete peace fluttering between
them. Even so, if they relapse into frequent ex-
changes of foul words totally unmindful of any
opening that might have been made by a certain
rare deal in between, then what they are obviously
doing is burning all boats to a dialogue. For you
have had the tempers rise, sensibilities hurt, posi-
tions hardened and options vanish,

Under the circumstances, we demand an imme-
diate halt to personal vilification and character
assassination campaigns, not merely between top-
most leaders but also down the line, and as a rule,
please concentrate on issues not on personalities.

Save Osmany Udyan

HE citizens’ rally at the Osmany Udyan Tues-

day certainly spoke of our eco-consciousness.
Perhaps, for the first time in the country the civil
society went afield to garner support for an
environmental cause. The credit goes to the
organisers of the. rally called to protest the
government's decision to compromise the lone
patch of greenery between the old and new parts of
the city for construction of the Bangabandhu

Convention Centre. While we extend our sincerest
support to the cause, we expect greater par-
ticipation in the human chain programme and the
signature collection campaign set for May 23.

The issue of disturbing the eco-balance aside, the
government should take into consideration the
enormous impact the centre Planned on the edge of
the city’s busiest commercial hub will have on the
already-overburdened tiraffic system. The extant
road network has already proved inadequate to ac-
commodate traffic to and from the old city. If the
centre is eventually built on the designated spot for
the NAM Summit, it will mean an additional load
of two to three thousand cars on the system, trans-
ports that will be attached to large visiting delega-
tions from 100 odd member-countries. On the
whole, it poses a logistic nightmare. Besides, why
put the bad face of the city forward to the guests?

The government's hell-bent attitude to go ahead
with its plan appears even more illogical when
there are sites available within the city that will
not only ensure smooth traffic movement and less
impact on the environment but also lead to devel-
opment of adjninin% areas. The national parade
square, 130 acres of government khas land oppo-
site the Gulshan shooting range, the open space
near the army museum could have been selected.

On her return from the Hague Conference on
Peace, Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina said at a
press briefing that her party did not believe in ego-
centric politics. We believe that ego would have
nothing to do when the government has second
thoughts about re-locating the convention centre
somewhere else. We earnestly expect an immediate
step from the government towards a change of the
construction site,

T-bund in Rajshahi
IT seems the crucial Town Protection Embank-
ment renovation work in Rajshabhi is in a bind.
Tensions are rising at the Water Development
Board offices on the question of issuing work or-
ders to the contractors. The WDB officials are
sandwiched between the contractors and the ter-
rorists, the former in a body asking for an imme-
diate issuance of work orders and the latter press-
ing for grant of contracts to their favourites. We
wrote in these columns only a week back about the
situation and the predicament in which the offi-
cials found themselves.

The town protection embankment is extremely
important for Rajshahi. Hundreds of thousands of
town dwellers and lacs of hectares of agricultural
land are protected from flooding every year by this

-shaped embankment built during the British
rule. The embankment needs periodical renova-
tion and constant maintenance: gut these are more
acutely felt now in the wake of the last flood.

This year's job has been estimated to cost around
Tk 15 crore, and a section of unscrupulous public
leaders allegedly belonging to the ruling party and
some ‘genuine contractors' are in the fray. The
Daily Star report on Wednesday says that the con-
tractors’ association gheraoed the Chief Engineer's
office and demanded removal of irregularities’ in
offering tenders for the renovation work. If the sit-
uation like this goes on unabated then we are
afraid the work may not start in time for the mon-
soonal floods. We call for an intervention of higher
authorities in the WDB and the ministry concerned
to set things right immediately so that the impor-
tant work can begin without further delay.

==

Glimmers of Hope for a Troubled Nation?

OPE is one of the richest
Hmiraclf:s of life. Hope
sustains us through ditfi-
cult times, helps us overcome
the unpleasantness we tumble
into in the sojourns of our lives,
ﬁwes us courage not to accept
efeats and helps us to seek
equivalent benefits out of any
adversities of our existence.
Without hope. therefore, there
is no life. When the hope is
gone. everything else is also
gone. [n this context, have we
in Bangladesh, reached to such
a state of allairs that even the
hopes for the better have been
brutally extinguished due to the
prevailing socio-economic and
political situation of the coun-
try? Otherwise why would the
people begin lo [eel that it is
even futile to have hopes for a
changed situation which would
bring this troubled nation out
of the abyss il has managed to
get itself into? Answer to that
question is not far-fetched.

One simply has to just go
through a few newspaper arti-
cles (The Agonies of Democracy,
Confrontational Politics and
Terrorism, and the Overpoliti-
cized Democracy. The Daily
Star, May 15 and 16) and the
findings of numbers. facts and
developments would all point to
a stark reality that the destiny
of our nation may be at grave
peril. Hope, under the circum-
stances, is dilficult to sustain.

Its existence becomes precar-
ious in the midst of the prevail-
ing conditions. especially when
the country is besieged with
Eersistent political stalemate

elween Lhe two contenders for
power and lack of signs for a
quick turnaround of our nega-
tive political culture. A culture,
which according to a political
analyst. has kepl us mostly
busy fighting among ourselves
after the Pakistanis were
driven out.

It is all the more difficult
when we witness a great divide
in our civil sociely, -The
swelling frustration and dis-
may is natural when the civil
society in Bangladesh also
seems politicized. The reaction
of a large majority of our civil
society to the incidents of police
brutality during the opposition
called half-day hartal on May
11, 1999, against the opposition
political activists. especially

FIE recent NATO bombing
‘ of Chinese embassy liasco

has prompled American
late night television comedian
Jay Leno to claim that the
acronym “CIA" actually stands
for, "Can't Identify Anythinig!"
Journalists, 100, have suggested
that the US Congress add $2.50
extra to the 12 billion dollars
appropriated f{or the Kosovo
war eflorts. The extra two and a
hall dellar is for nurchasing a
good street map of Belgrade.
that clearly identifies where all
the embassies and military
installations are!

As the world is aware. all
hell broke loose around the
American embassy in Beijing,
in the altermath of the accidei-
tal bombing ol the Chinese em-
bassy in Belgrade and killing of
Lthree Chinese journalists last
week. With Chinese demonstra-
lors hilling every glass window
in the American embassy with
stones. the American Ambas-
sador to China, James Sasser,
and his stafl were virtual
hostages in their own embassy
for four long days.

There was more to Chinese
anger than meet the eye. This
was pay back time for the beat-
ing China has been taking at US
hands regarding human rights
violations. stlealing of Ameri-
can nuclear (echnology, at-
tempting to inlluence American
elections and America's reluc-
tance to let China join the
World Trade Organization.
Normally averse to street
demonsirations, indications
are that the Chinese govern-
ment actively encouraged it; to
Lhe point of busying people (o
the vicinity of the American
ernbassy.

Every day for four days,
President Clinton apologized to
China publicly. He tried to call
Chinese President Jiang Zemin
on the hol line; Zemin would
nol pick up the phone. China
insists that apology is not
enough: those responsible must
be punished. Ignoring the fact
that it has a 60 billion dollar
trade surplus with the United
States, China issued other un-
specified threals. Reversin
roles, China claimed the mora
high ground and called NATO
and American bombing "bar-
baric.”

Now, wait a minute! What
America did was not "barbaric:"
it was an unfortunate accident
for which the chiefl execulive of
the United States apologized to

Hopefully, both parties will come to the terms that it is only through the art of negotiation,
compromise and sprit of tolerance can a democracy be sustained, The realization should be
there that the social forces represented by the two major parties are to be reckoned with.
There is no other alternative to it.

when a woman activist was al-
most siripped of her saree in
public and assaults on elected
Members ol the Parliament, is
disturbing. One is perturbed af
the discovery of this schism,
which prevents our civil society
to play its designated role — a
role most crucial in bringing
about the much needed equilib-
rium between the state and the
society and thereby building the
foundation of a political system
in which the state would act ac-
cording to the needs and de-
mands of the people.

Anybody who is familiar
with the evolution of democracy
knows the importance of its
role in the evolution of the sys-
temn itself. Can anybody then
blame us for the waning of our
already flickering hopes?

The answer is uncertain but
still one continues to hang on to
this feeling that every cloud has
a silver lining. And we may be
witnessing some positive devel-
opments in this regard, which
would provide us with glimmers

of hope and give direction to our

leadership so that they can put
their acts together. One feels
that there are signs now. how-
ever nascent they may be,
which if nurtured would act as
catalysts in bringing about the
much needed qualitative
tt:.ihange in the nature of our poli-
CSs.

The firsl sign is the maturity
of our print media. It seems it
has come of age, which is evi-
dent in its commendable role
highlighting shortcomings of
both the government and the
opposition. Its recent coverage
of police brutality, in particu-
lar, is praiseworthy, Observers
of Bangladesh political sce-
nario are relieved to note that
the print media on the whole is
on people's side.

There is not any shred of
doubt in our minds tﬂat it is due
to this media that we have been
getting the glimpses of police
brutality in recent years. Of
late, the major Bengali and En-
FliSh dailies. despite their al-
eged political alignment, have

condemned the police actions of
May 11 opposition called hartal
in unisor.

In a front-page commentary.
an English daily expressed its
outrage at Motijheel Thana
0.C.'s audacity to threaten peo-
ple, including Members of the
Parliament, who were only ex-
ercising their democratic
rights, with dire consequences.
Another English weekly was so
exasperated by the events that it
called upon the people to rise in
a body tb protest against the
government's excessive misuse
of power. And thanks to the
photojournalists, who refused
to be cowed down by the police,
the front Elages of the dailies
were splashed with the humili-
ating pictures of the assaulted
political activists. A deep sense
of anger, which became preva-
lent among the public, thus,

all very encouraging signs for
which the press is to be con-
gratulated.

It has to be congratulated for
its role, however meager that
may be, in the backdrop of acute
paucity ol constitutional and
statutory laws which clearly
acknowledge Etuple’s right to
know and seek information re-
garding the governance of the
country. This right is synony-
mous with that of democracy
and goes a long way in keeping
the government on its toes. For
without the access to informa-
tion it is impossible to know
whether the state power is not
being used to violate the fun-
damental and democratic
rights of the citizens, Without
an independent press providing
an alternative view as against
the information meted out by
the government source, main-
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Dilara Choudhury

must hiave been taken note of by
the government.

Righteous indignation does
well to the individual as well as
to the community. It's only ir-
rationalism that must not be
entertained. The ruling party
also could sense the people's
mood about its ban on BNP's
march through the Jamuna
Bridge thanks to the public sen-
timents expressed through the
press. The ban was lilted and
the country passed through a
day when the opposition exer-
cised ils democratic rights in a
peaceful manner,

The opposition, on the other
hand, has taken note of public
sentimenl about the culture of
hartal, and seems to be moving

‘away from it by adopting peace-

ful and democratic means 1o
make their points, These are

lenance of a healthy democracy
is difficult if not impossible.
But repeatedly this right was
denied to the people of
Bangladesh, Successive gov-
ernments could not be con-

‘vinced that denying people of

their right to information and
keeping them in dark do not ac-
tually serve the interest of the
people and the nation, Deliber-
ate attempts by the government
through the suppression of in-
formation Whiﬂﬁ not only deny
people of their democratic
rights but also keep them in the
dark about the affairs that
shape their lives and destiny
have been a routine matter in
Bangladesh's political culture.
Struggle for a free press be-
gan in the Pakistan days when
colonial mindset and various
restrictive laws inhibited the

I etter From America

The China Syndrome

flowering of a truly independent
media.  Even after the in-
dependence the struggle was not

over. But with the recent devel-
opment it seeins Lthat the print

media in Bangladesh has come
a long way since il was first
subdued through the Printing
Presses & Publicalion
(Declaration & Registration)
[Amendment] Bill, 1974. The
situation may not be ideal if
compared with Indian Press,
which is vibrant and enjoys
genuine Ireedom, but its role
and the freedom it enjoys com-
pared with Pakistan is much
more encouraging. Unlike its
counterpart in Pakistan it is
not getting muzzled by the gov-
ernment. We feel confident that
no government in Bangladesh
would be able to harass our
Jjournalists the way journalists
are being treated in Pakistan,
There is no doubt that the print
media has made its undeniable
mark on our political culture,
This indeed gives us a glimmer
of hope.

Another encouraging sign is
that there is now a voice,
though a feeble one, about form-
ing citizens' groups, which
would discharge their duties
towards the Republic and pro-
tect its interest. Greek city-
state concept of citizens' rights
and duties are a necessary con-
dition for maintaining a demo-
cratic culture. In order to fulfil
that obligation,:conscious citi-
zens must come together on
non-partisan basis and raise
their voice in order to try to
cure the malaise, which is af-
flicting the nation.

Voices are being heard about
how to make our leadership be-
have and [ulfill their part of
obligations. Dr. Kamal Hossain
of Gono Forum, for example.
has recently expressed his
views about the independence of
our electronic media and re-
marked that he is prepared to go
to court il it is nol made inde-
pendent. Other instances indi-
cate that citizens' claim on
democracy is on the rise —
claim that no democratic ruler

Dr Fakhruddin Ahmed writes from Princeton

Democracies have to be accountable to their people. President Clinton on down every top American
official admitted that an intelligence failure resulted in the bombing of the Chinese embassy. NATO
and America always owned up whenever Serbian or Kosovar civilians were hit by bombs ac-
cidentally. My Chinese American colleagues, who lived through China's cultural revolution in the
1960s, tell me that millions of Chinese people perished during cultural revolution.

China profuscly and repealtedly.
Wha! is barbaric is elthnic
cleansing ol an entire minority
population: rape of womeint,
murder ol men. women and
children only hecause they
happen to be dillerent. What is
barbaric is the policy ol gov-
ernunents that support the legit-
imacy ol the ethnic cleansers.
Excuse me, what is truly bar-
baric is the hypocrisy of those
governments that have nothing
to say when hundreds of thou-
sands of an ethnic minority are
massacred, but are up inn arms
when a few ol its own cilizens
are killed accidentally in a war
ZONE,

According to Robert Kagan's
opifiion piece in the New York
Times, while America contin-
ues lo yearn for a "strategic
partnership"
'China’s leaders make no effort
to conceal the fact that they
consider the United States an
enemmy — or, more precisely, the
enemy. SiX years ago. a reporl
prepared by top Chinese foreign
and military specialists de-
clared that the United States
was China's international arch
enemy. When its military con-
ducts war games. the primary
adversary is the United States.
When Chinese leaders map out
their ambitions — taking con-
trol of Taiwan and becoming
the dominant power in Easi
Asia — they see the United
Stales as Lhe main obstacle.”

China wants to overturn
"American hegemony." The
American posilion is that

China is a great regional power,
but not a superpower, nor is
China America's equal militar-
ily or economically, And that
"if we don't treat China as an
enemy, it won't become one."
Smart young Bangladeshi
mermnr and women students were
atiracted to the Chinese philos-
ophy in the 1950s, 60s and early
70s. China was for national lib-

eration everywhere, so were

they. Therefore, the firsi

with Beijing, "

shocker came in 1959, when
China apparently did not think
muich of Tibet's desire to remain
liberated, and sent in Chinese
army 1o subjugate them., If
there ever was a straight for-
ward case of who was right and
wlio was wrong, it was during
Bangladesh's liberalion war in
1971. Once again, instead of
supperting the democratically
elected majority in East Pak-
istan, China supported West
Pakistan's brutal mulitary dic-
tatorship. Fast forward 1o 1999,
Ethnic Albanians who consti-
tuted 90 per cent of the popula-
tion are being decimaled in
Kosovo, and vet China has sided
with Milosevic's murderous
regime, and calls Kosovo Yu-
goslavia's "internal affair,” not
the world's. "For weeks Chinese
citizens have been barraged by
Governmen! propaganda. de-
picting the United States and ils

allies as  vicious aggressors
against an mnocent aid help-
less Serbia.”

Innocent Serbs? According
to Tom Friedman of the New
York Times. "This notion Lhat
we are only at war with one bad
guy, Slobuodan Milosevic (who
was popularly elected Lhree
HI'I‘.IE*EJP. is ludicrous.” The blunt
truth is that since NATO's
bombing began. more Serbs
than ever support the regime's
actions in Kosovo,” wrote Mark
Mazower, a Princeton Univer-
sily European expert. in the
Washington Post. "Hatred of
Albanians is net something in-
vented by Milosevic; it has deep
roots in Serbian political cul-
ture. The majority of Serb intel-
lectuals are not liberals where
Rosovo is concerned. The pre-
vailing FD ular mood is an in-
tense, il shortsighted, Serb na-
tionalism — resentful and nar-
cissistic, claiming victimhood
for itself and indifferent to the
suflering of the real victims of
the past few months and years.”
Clearly, Milosevic connects
deeply with his people,

Adds Friedman: “Milosevic
can stew in his own hatred. In
fact, | can think of no greater
Funiﬁhmﬂnl for the Serb people
or what they have done, and
what they have tacitly sanc-
tioned, than having to live with
him (Milosevic) forever."

In support of Milosevic, high
sounding cliches are being
floated: "you cannot violate the
territorial inlegrity ol a
sovereign nation.” Interna-
tional laws were not written for
international outlaws. These
are man imade laws. not the
word of God. These laws are for
civilized people; they do not
apply to criminals like Hitler
and Milosevic, who made it to
the top of their nations. and
were hell bent on destroying
ethuic groups they did not like.

There are stark dillerence
between open democratic soci-
eties and closed totalitarian
regimes, Gandhian nonviolent
tactics work only against
democracies, not against totali-
tarian or [fascist regimes like
Milosevic's. Mahatma Gandhi
had enormious success con-
fronting the British democracy,
as did Dr. Martin Luther King,
Jr. and his civil rights move-
ment taking on American
democracy. When Chinese slu-
dents attempted their nonvio-
lent movement in Tiananmen
stjuare ten years ago, il was
litassacre!

Democracies have to be ac-
countable to their people. Pres-
ident Clinton on down every top
American official admitted
that an intelligence failure re-
sulted in the bombing of the
Chinese cmbassy. NATO and
America always owned up
whenever Serbian or Kosovar
civilians were hit by bombs ac-
cidentally, My Chinese Ameri-
citit eolleagues, who lived
through China's cultural revo-
lution in the 1960s, tell me that
millions of Chinese people per-
ished during cultural revolu-

Can't we store

water?

Sir, Bangladesh is a land of
thousand rivers, rivulets and
canals. Naturally there should
have been the availability of
plenty of water throughout the
year. But it is a great misfortune
and tragedy for us that due to
various geo-political reasons,
on one hand there is acute
shortage of water for nine
months and on the other hand
there is outrageous supply of
water for three months. As a re-
sult almost every year due to
drought, heavy rain and flood,

our economy, agriculture, roads”

and highways worth billions of
dollars are lost and ruined and
the sufferings of our people
know no bound.

In winter, summer and au-
tumn we pump out underground
water for our day-to-day neces-
sities and cultivation of land
endangering our environment.
In the rainy season, millions of
cusecs of surface water flows
into the Bay of Bengal and is
lost.

Can't we store and preserve
the water of rivers in rainy sea-
son for use in winter, summer

altd autumn and overcome vur
water crisis?

We can do so by simply dig-
ging giant wells or by building
waler reservoirs of 20 to 30 [eet
deep and one to two miles long
in all the villages, towns and
cilies of the country.

Sell-help is lhergest help. We
are overburdened with foreign
loans and we cannot look to-
wards India for supply of river
walers. Bul by building giant
wells/waler reservoirs with our
own labour, materials and lim-
ited resources we cdn solve our
water crisis for good and bring
economic prosperity to the
country and happiness to the
people,

0. H. Kabir -
6. Hare Street, Wari, Dhaka

Trees at stake

Sir, Government's decision

o cut down some 11000 trees of
Osmani Udyan is really a ve
unfortunate one. Dhaka has al-
ready been termed as one of the
most polluted cities of the world
arnid definitely the city's oxygen
is in short supply. In this sce-
nario, the decision to cut down
such a huge number trees from a

place located in the heart ol Lthe
cily is close to suicide: It is be-
yvond understanding of any sane
person as to what prompted the
governmenl to take such deci-
sion.

However | am a bit encour-
aged to see a news item inform-
ing that a body has been lormed
to resist government's destruc-
tive move. I offer my full sup-
port to Lhis resistance body and
wish them all the success.

Nurul Basher
Khilgyaon. Dhalka

It should be
stopped

Sir, The poor Bangladesh is
always trying to get rid of this
title "poor™ by decorating her-
self with different type of
mimicry jewelry. One of the
mimicry items is the different
size showroom of different elec-
lronic company. These show-
rooms are well decorated with
various electronic products. TV
is the most popular item. It is
true that TV is metamorphosed
as a main amusement media of
all types of viewers but what the
showrooms present are really
hurtful for the general people.

Usually, they present sex
exhilarating dances and awful
bodily movement with finite
dresses. Most of the rickshaw
and van pullers, vendors and
other young people who spend
their day in the roads enjoy
these shows. They stand and
make a crowd in front of the
showrooms and enjoy the per-
verted sex with numﬁer ol dil-
ferent size of TVs at the same
tine,

Though the satellite channels
are the main key players lor
that type of activities but it
seems that no body cares for
the future.

Unfortunately our pious
Prime Minister R;l frequentl
Hajj pilgrim) and the national-
ist opposition leader, all the pa-
triot political leaders and so-
cial activists do not see the na-
tion's Waterloo. We do not want
to decorate ourselves er-
roneously. The offensive show-
room activity should be stopped
immediately. The showroom
easily can display science,
health and educational pro-
Eramines.

Dr. Nadira Sultana
UFHP, Gulshan, Dhaka.

tion. Yet, the Chinese goverii-
ment has said nothing about it.
The American public knows all
about the very few people who
were Kkilled during the civil
rights struggle: the Chinese gov-
ernment is mum on how many
Chinese were massacred at
Tiananmen square. | guess it's
okay il you intentionally kill

can ignore. -Another glimmer
of hope,

Lastly, take note of the subtle
and almost invisible change in
behavioural pattern ol the two
major political parties. The
ban on the BNP march over
Jamuna Bridge was lifted
through discussion between
BNP and AL and the Leader of
the Opposition thanked the
governmenit.

A newspaper commentary
hopes that il marks a new be-
ginning. The opposition leader
was given bouquet of tuberoses
while she was at her party's stu-
dents' front [resher's reception
by the members of Awami
League's students {front — a ges-
ture greatly appreciated hy the
public. One hopes that such re-
ciprocity and understanding
would be transmuted at the na-
tional level politics as well,
Hopefully. both parties will
come lo the terms that it is only
through the art ol negotiation,
compromise and sprit of toler-
ance can a democracy be sus-
tained. The realization should
be there Lhat the social forces
represented by the two major
parties are to be reckoned with.
Tliere is no other alternative to
it. Luckily, the effects of global-
ization are also at work in
favour of bringing about this
qualitative change.

The march for democracy is
undoubtedly an irreversible
one. The only question is how
and in what form do we practice
it. The nature of that polity
would very much depend on the
chief method through which
transfer of power lakes place
and it is subsequently used. In
Bangladesh. it is now a well-es-

.tablished fact that it can take

place only through election.
The main task of our polity is lo
make sure ol a free and fair
election and constrain the
holders of power to remain sen-
sitive to people's pulse.

A free and independent press
and a vigilant citizenry are two
mosl authentic ways 1o ensure
those possibilities. Slow but
steady development of these vi-
tal segments of our civil society
inclicates that perhaps behind
the dark clouds of the present
political scenario there i1s a
flimuner of hope for our trou-

led nation.

millions of your own citizens,
and not okay il someone niis-
takenly kills a lew of your peo-
le and genuinely apologizes
or it!

On the topic of open and
closed societies, President
Ronald Reagan once told
Mikhail Gorbachev the follow-
ing joke. An American and a
Russian were arguing who had
more freedom. The American
said: "] can walk into President
Reagan's office and say: Presi-
dent Reagan. I don't like you or
the way you are doing your
jobl.” Not lo be outdone, the
Russian retorted that he can do
the same thing: "I too can walk
into President Gorbachev's of-
fice and say: President Gor-
bachev, I don't like President
Reagan and the way he is doing
his job!”

~OPINION |
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Ecology and Politis

Iftelkhar Igbal

I think that I shall never see

A-poem lovely as a tree —
Joyee Kimler

A fool sees not the same tree
as (1 trise man sees — William
Blake

The sweet, motherly trees at
the Osmany Uddyan are not the
first victims of our insanity. On
the highways from Meherpur to
Jhenidah, Jhenidah to Jessore
and then .Jessore to Benapole
border, most of the trees have
been cut down in the last few
years and the process is going
on. These giant and elegant
lrees were planted hundred of
years back to beautify the
highways and thereby to soothe
the tired eyes of the long-route
travellers.

Bul now trees are not mere
aestheticism: they are abso-
lutely vital. Everybody knows
that trees prevent ecological
imbalance and thus weaken the
impact of the catastrophe that
results out of such imbalance.
Given this nature of the ele-
ments, the countries of Lhe
world are doing things accord-
ingly. For instance, for any-
hody crossing the Benapole
border to further west into In-
dia, gradually it's a different
picture in sight. Right after the
no-man’'s land one inevitably

encounters the mighty shadows -

ol the same kin-trees that have
been cut down a few meters east
ol the border. And as for Delhi,
the [udian capital and the vet-
erdan host of so many NAM and
othier big international confer-
ences, the whole city is almost
like our Ramna Park. NAM
summits were there in Delhi
when the group was at its prime.
But fortunately for the dwellers
of Delhi, not a single tree had to
be cut down for that matter.
(Neither have we heard that in
Bandunﬁ. Cairo, Belgrade —
sites of historical NAM confer-
ences, there were cases of con-
struction of giant buildings
only for holding an interna-
tional conference. In Bandung,
Indonesia, where NAM confer-
ence was held in 1955, there was
evenn no good arrangement for
lavatory which Nehru resented.
Bul it was Bandung which cre-
ated a spirit that commanded
the superpowers' respect during
the Cold War. But it does not
seem, given the changed inter-
national context, that Dhaka
Summit is going to bring any
big difference in global norms
and order). And in.the develo

countries, green politics which
deals with the infra-structure of
the very existence of our lives
are taking rool. Recently, the
party which defeated Helmut
Kohl, the most popular leader of

Germany for the last sixteen
years, is a green-leaning parly
whose election agenda upheld
environment issues.

Against this global back-
drop. we seem to be the odd one
out. Having already destroyed
the trees in the lorest, the coun-
tryside and the highways
thereby lowering the big tree-
forest areas to less than 8 per
cent ol our total land area dur-
ing the last couple ol decades,
now we are heading for slaugh-
tering those 11000 trees in
Dhaka, the most densely popu-
lated and the most polluted city
in the world. The present move
ta cut down the trees in Osmany
Uddyan does not only dishon-
our our previous leadership
who showed enough wisdom to
transform the Race Course
Field into the green
Suhrawardy Uddyan, but also
grossly violates the very prin-
ciple of sustainable develop-
ment and the UNESCO draft
declaration of "The Responsi-
bilities of the Present Genera-
tinn Towards Future Genera-
lions" adopted by a working
group of Government experts at
a September 1997 meeting in
Paris. Article 5 of Lhe Declara-
tion states:

1. Imorder to ensure that fu-
ture generations benefit [rom
the richness of the Earth's eco-
svstems, the present genera-
tions should strive for sustain-
able development and preserve
living conditions, particularly
the equality and integrity of the
environment.

2. The present generation
should ensure that future gen-
eralions are not exposed to pol-
lution which may endanger
their health or their existence
itself,

3. The present generation
should preserve for future gen-
eralions natural resources nec-
essary for sustaining human
life and for its development.

4. The present generation
should take into account possi-
ble consequences for future gen-
erations ol major projects be-
fore these are carried out.

Now if the 300 crore taka
Conference Centre is a must for

~ holding the NAM summit, then

there are many other and better
alternative sites, pointed out in

various write-ups published in

the newspapers that might be

considered. But, in view of the

protests [rom all strata in our
society, please don't kill those.
trees in the Osmany Uddyan be-

cause "one touch of nature

makes the whole world kin"

(Shakespeare)., not colossus

conference buildings.




