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Dhaka-Calcutta Bus Service
Engenders a New Beginning

by A H Jaffor Ullah

THE bus from Calcutta ap-
propriately named the
"Souhardya,” finally
rolled into Osmany Memorial
Hall compound in the evening
of June 19, 1999. This marks a
new beginning in the Indo-

Bangla bilateral relationship.
We hope the common people of
both Bangladesh and India

would be benefited by the bus
service. This inauguration of
the bus service between the cap-
ital of Bangladesh and the main
city of West Bengal, Calcutta,
was truly a media event because
the Prime Ministers of both the
courntries and the Chief Minis-
ter of West Bengal were there to
greet the bus.

This highly publicized event
received wide media coverage;
consequently, the Internet was
abuzz with reports coming from
four corners of both India and
Bangladesh. This inaugural
event gave an ample opportu-
nity for Bangladesh Prime Min-
ister Sheikh Hasina to ac-
knowledge one more time the
contribution India made in
1971 to free Bangladesh from
the clutch of an occupation

arrEH;.

e inaugural ceremony did
not go without a hitch. The In-
dian government did not in-
clude notable West Bengali lit-
erary giant Mr., Sunil Gan-
gopadhaya in its delegation, for
reason unexplained. If restora-
tion of cultural flow between
two Bengals. which was dam-
aged during 1965 war between
Pakistan and India, was indeed
one of the prime reasons for
opening the bus link, then, ex-
clusion of Mr. Sunil Gangopad-
haya from the delegation was a
monumental mistake.

The other sore spot in festive
Dhaka was the presence of a
group waving black flags to re-
nounce the presence of Indian
Prime Minister in Bangladesh
soil. This group and others like
them had long harboured the
view that the present adminis-
tration of Bangladesh is too
cozy with Indian administra-

tion, and they had equated this
wrongly with the notion that
the sovereignty of Bangladesh
had been compromised
severely. The religious party,
the Jamaat, is at the forefront
of this anti-Indian propaganda.
Ironically, this is the same
party who opposed the creation
ol an independent nation-state,
the Bangladesh in 1971, -

The m}ast opposition part
in Bangladesh, the Banglades
Nationalist Party (BNP) did not
join' the fringe parties to de-
nounce the bus link between
Dhaka and Calcutta. If I recall
correctly, Begum Khaleda Zia,
the leader of BNP was very
much opposed to the idea of this
bus service as late as January
this year, Good judgment had
prevailed and Khaleda Zia de-
cided Lo maintain onun about
the whole thing.

It is to be hoped that this bus
service should continue for a
long time to come and the bilat-
eral agreement that allowed
this bus link to be established
will not be revoked if a new

arty is elected to run
E adesh in the next election.
The political philosophy of any
particular party in Bangladesh,
in my judgment, should not dic-
tate the bilateral issues between
Bangladesh and her neigh-
bours.

Now that a viable bus service
is in place between Dhaka and
Calcutta with blessings from
both the governments, the
common people will reap the
benefit. In the last twenty-eight
years of existence, Bangladesh's
snverﬂffnty was never before in
jeopardy and nor will it be in
the future. The Dhaka-Calcutta
bus service is not the ‘wolf in
sheep's skin,' as some oppo-
nents would lead us to believe.
Instead, they should join others
to build a civil society in
Bangladesh that we need des-
perately now and through the
coming millennium.

The author, a PhD, is a se-
nior research scientist in the
UUSA.
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would undoubtedly become

‘historical' in due course. But
at the moment, it is a 'history'
in the making. Yes, 1 am refer-
ring to the recent developments
in Scotland, which has been,
for about three centuries since
1707, an integral part of the
United Kingdom (UK) along
with England and Wales, and
former Ireland since 1922, now
an independent state as Repub-
lic of Ireland. leaving Northern
Ireland, still linked with the
British monarchy. British
Prime Minister, Tony Blair,
has nol only staked the future
of his Labour Party but also the
future of the UK itself, taking a
gamble on retaining Britain's
political map by providing
Scotland a separate Parliament
of its own. with the 'pious
wishes that it would 'douse the
flames' of Scottish nationalism
and also meet the allegations
that Scotland is being ignored
by London. It is good that the
British gevernment. headed by
a Labour Prime Minister, has
been able to 'diagnose’ the na-
ture of the disease which is
spreading throughout the body
politic of Scotland. But how far
the doc's 'prescription’ will be
able to ‘arrest' further spread of
the disease remains a question.
The opponents of Tony Blair
have already sounded the alarm
saying that it would ulumateiy
be "the [irst step to end the UK.

. Pro-Independence

Movement

The urge for a separate entity
with an independent status has
been brewing in the Scottish
blood for a long time. Recently
it has taken a more vibrant
shape through a movement en-
gineered by the Scottish Na-
tional Party (SNP) led by Alex
Salmond, which is now openl
working to ghre a stron pusg
for independence from the UK.
Only a couple of months ago it
shook the foundations so much,
that many apprehended future
disintegration,' leading to the
exit’ of Scotland from the UK,

IT is 'historic," indeed. And it

Tony Blair's 'Gz:gmbleT or_l Scotlanc}

Is Britain's Glass 'Half Full'

by AMM Shahabuddin
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back to bed', but ultimately it can bou
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of a 'dormant,' and not a dead, volcano.

of its own may be a temporary 'lullaby' to ;ut the :n.ew baby
nce back to take up its position on the world map. It's a case

And to contain that 'storm’,
Britain gijread an indigenous
‘salety-valve’ in the shape of a
new parliament in Scotland to
let Lthe sleam, that has becn
building up for about 300 years,
out.

Things are Not What

They Seem

Tony Blair has expressed his
great satisfaction about the re-
sults of the recent elections to
the new Scottish Parliament.
[(And what will this Parliament
deal with? It will have the
power to deal with issues like
education, health, law and or-
der. and the right to raise taxes,
leaving foreign affairs, defence,
economy, energy and road
transport etc. with the parlia-
ment in London:. Does it not
sound like a provincial auton-
omy? Where a genuine and due
share is not forthcoming,
throwing a few morsels will
lead to disaster.) Yes, the elec-
tion results show that the
Labour Partly has won some 57
seals, out of a total of 129 in the
parliament, while the seces-
sionist party, the SNP got 37.
with the remaining seats going
to other parties, including the
Conservative Party which was
literally ‘buried’ in Scotland
during the 1997 elections when
Labour Party swept to power.
Butl appearances are often de-
ceptive.

If an analysis of the above
election results is done with
reference to the seats obtained
by major parties, compared
with their 'performance' in
1997. it would definitely serve
as a pointer showing which way
the 'Scottish wind' is blowing.
In the 1997 elections, Blair's
Labour Party grabbed all the
seats from Scotland, defeating
its closest rival the Conserva-
live Party. But in the recent

Parliament elections, Labour
has not even been able to cap-
ture 50 per cent of the total 129
scals, while its close rival the
newly emerged pro-indepen-
dence party, the SNP, snatched
some 37 seats away {rom the
Labour: And surprisingly, the
born again’' Conservative Party
also took more than a dozen
seals. The remaining seats were
divided among some minor par-
ties. including the Liberal
Democrats. So the landslide
victory achieved by Labour ear-
lier was totally smashed, and
the 'brave face' that Blair iries
to put up before the people belies
the seriousness ol the matter.
So what slipped out of labour's
hands were netted by the ‘new-
born' SNP and the 're-born'
Conservative Party.

Comings Events:
Shadows Cast

'‘Coming events always cast
their shadows before', so goes
the saying. And the upset caused
bﬁ the SNP clearly indicates the
shape of things to come 1o
Scotland in due course. That is
what Salmond, the SNP leader.
has said, in a post-election
statement that SNP had gained
support across Scotland at the
expense of the Labour Party.
The only party that gained in
this election was the SNP." Mr.
Salmond had also vowed "to
continue pressing for indepen-
dence from the platform of the
new parliament.” So it would be
living in a fool's paradise to
dismiss outright the recent suc-
cess of the SNP as a mere 'pass-
ing show.' No. it has already
struck its roots in the minds of
a very large section of the Scot-
tish people. A dormant volcano
may start spitting fire once it is
fully fermented.

It must be remembered that
‘one swallow does not make a

summer? 'Hence there should
not be any false complacency
on the part of the Blair Gov-
ernment to still say that the
‘glass is half full'. They should
also realise that their 'glass is
also half empty.' It then makes
a lot of difference. Just as it
shows your strength, it also de-
picts your lack of strength or
weakness. Better to call a spade,
a spade, than to pretend other-
wise,
'Genie' has Not been

Bottled

Wartime British Prime
Minister Winston Churchill of
the Conservative Party, once
sald he wouldn't like to "preside
over the liquidation of the
British Empire.” That was in-
deed, a worthy statement from a
worthy, die-hard colonial
power representative. And, he
was reluctant to 'off-load'.
‘whiteman's burden.' So the
‘mantle was taken over by the
Labour Party which came to
power by defeating the conser-
valives in the first post-war
general clections held in the
UK. So the Labour Prime Minis-
ter Attlee had to do the 'dirty
job'. The present Labour Prime
Minister Tony Blair may not ej-
ther like to 'preside over' the 'se-
cession’ of Scotland from the
UK. Perhaps he won't be in
power when the fateful time
comes for the 'tragic opera-
tions’. But one thing is certain,
Blair's name will go down in
history as a 'pioneer’ of the
'liq]l;idﬂliﬂIl' process that he set
in by offering the Scottish peo-
ple their own Parliament, al-
though with limited powers, but
which is definitely a big step in
the right direction for the Scots
towards achieving indepen-
dence. So it would be day-
dreaming to say that the 'genie’
ol Scottish independence has

been "bottled’ forever by Blair by
anting the Scottish people a
orum of their own to give vent
1o their feelings. It is difficult to
keep a tiger "tamed"” once it has
tasted blood. History is replete
with such instances of the same
nature of the Scottish drama.

England's Difficulty:

Whose Opportunity?
As they say, "England's diffi-
culty is Ireland's opportunity”,
Of course, Ireland, which was
kept within the UK far centuries
against the wishes of its people,
broke away from the British
bondage at the first "opportu-
nity" which it loited during
the First World War and Britain
granted it independence in
1922, It now adorns the world
map as the Republic of Ireland,
thanks to the tireless struggle
carried on by the Sinn Fein
guerillas. It is true that the Irish
people had to be satisfied with
only three-quarters of their
land, mostly dominated by Ro-
man Catholics, sacrificing a
cl:\lluarter in the north, known as
orthern Ireland, populated
mostly by Protestants, which
still maintains its link with the
Westminster gaﬂlament. with
allegiance to the British Crown.
But the Sinn Fein, with its
armed cadres in the IRA, is still
at loggerheads with the Union-
ists of Northern Ireland over
the issue of its merger with the
Irish Republic. The smoke and
fire game is not over yet.

So. just as Ireland took full
advantage of UK's difficulty be-
cause of the First World War,
anc made [ull utilization of the
‘opportunity’ that knocked at
its ‘door. to free the country
from British domination, so
would Scotland most likely rise
to free itself from centuries-old
British domination at the first
‘opportunity” that comes iis

, or 'Half Empty'?

way. And the establishment of
the Scottish Parliament will
definitely be the first 'opportu-
nity’ for Scotland to open its
innings'-(to borrow a cricket
term). The first taste of demo-
cratic rights in the shape of
Lheir own parliament will un-
doubtedly boost their national
aspirations to achieve full free-
dom from a colonial power, the
UK. to which it was tethered for
centuries like a linch-pin.

Scotland in World Cup
Cricket: A New

Dimension

Incidentally, I am tempted to
bring In the question of Scot-
land’s participation for the first
time in the on-going World Cup
Cricket championship in Eng-
land. Apparently, it may be a
simple co-incidence with the
inauguration of the first Par-
liament of Scotland. But un-
doubtedly, it brings a deeper
sense of self-respect as a new
nation in the making, with its
own socio-cultural identity.
Scotland is still a part of the
United Kingdom. A national
leam. under the name of Eng-
land, is participating in the
World Cup '99, of which England
is the host country. And other
participating countries are all
independent nations. except
Scotland. Is this not a sign of
the be&inning of the end?
Scotland, at this stage, may be
considered as a ‘'minnow’ but it
would be no wonder if it partic-
ipates in the near future in the
World Cup Cricket as a full-
fledged independent nation, the
Erncess of formation of which

as already begun. Providing
Scotland with a parliament of
its own may be a temporary 'lul-
laby' to put the 'new %c:by back
to bed’. but ultimately ‘it can
bounce back to take up’its posi-
tion on the world map. It's a
case ol a 'dormant,” and not a
dead. volcano. Hence, eruption
Is inevitable. The last bugle by
the Scottish Band is now only a
matter of time,

The writer is a retired UN of-
Jicial

BRAC's Non-Formal Education Programme and the 53

HE government of Bangla-

desh has identified 53

terminal competencies for
the Formal Primary Education
. (FPE) evcle, the aim being that
the children will have achieved
those competencies after com-
pleting their primary educa-
tipn.

Besides the government il-
sell, the responsibility of pro-
viding primary education to the
children of Bangladesh is also
shared by the private sector and
the NGOs. BRAC. like several
other NGOs, is operating a Non-
Formal Primary Education
(NFPE) Programme. Starting
with 22 experimental schools
in 1985. the programme has
scaled to apgrnﬂmatel}r 35.000
schools till date. BRAC's target
group includes those children
who never got an opportunity to
attend school, and those who
dropped out from formal
schools due to poverty. gender
discrimination. and a variety
of other reasons. Consequently,
BRAC is performing a com-
mendable job in complement-
ing the government's primary
education programme,

BRAC values primary educa-
tion not only because it is a
fundamental human right but
also because it is believed to be
an effective development strat-
egy. BRAC has been running two
models of schools, one for 8-10

ie group, the second one for
older children of 11-14 age

roup (Basic Education for

Ider Children), with particular
emphasis on female children,
Currently, BRAC NFPE has
started its phase-IIl.

Some ol the salient features

ol this phase are the expansion
of curriculum in all NFPE
schools to cover Lhe current
compulsory [live-year lormal
primary: school cycle in four
vears and the introduction of a
decentralized quality control
sysiem supported by the cre-
ation ol an educational support
unit to provide required exper-
lise to develop quality materi-
als. Thus, one cﬂ' the main ob-
Jeclives ol NFPE programme is
mainstreaming, with Jformal
education,

Initially the aims and objec-
tives of NFPE programme were
quite different from the aims
and objectives framed by the
government. But at present,
with the: demands of the
changing academic scenario of
the country, the programme is
going to match the formal level
of upper primary education and
it is expected that graduates of
this programme will be admit-
ted in the secondary level at
grade-six. In this context. a per-

linent question may be raised:
how far the existing NFPE pro-
gramme is fulfilling the speci-
lied terminal competencies of
Hrimary education cycle identi-

ed by the government? On the
other hand. the government
may also raise the same ques-
tion particularly in respect to
admission of the BRAC gradu-
ates in different secondary
schools of the country.

This study project was un-
dertaken and conducted in the
month of April this year, and is
an appraisal of the materials
used by the BRAC NFPE pro-
gramme in respect to the termi-

by Dr Sanat K Ghosh

NFPE programme is one of the best educational programmes, which not only is disseminating education
among the deprived rural community, but also covering the government-specified terminal competencies ...
It may be a model for other developing countries.

nal competencies identified by
the government. The three-year
curriculum and related materi-
als were reviewed and analysed
in order to determine how well
these were covering the speci-
fied terminal competencies.
Three types of materials were
examined:

i) Text Materials, which in-
cluded all the textbooks and
supplementary story books de-
veloped by BRAC for the stu-
dents up to grade-three.

ii) Curriculum Transaction
Materials. including all the
guidebooks and training mod-
ules developed by BRAC for the
teachers. supervisors and mas-
ter trainers.

iii) Evaluation Materials,
consisting of NFPE Achieve-
mient Test (NAT) as well as the
recorded evaluation system of
the schools.

The Lerm 'competency’ has a
variety of meanings like capa-
bility. efficiency, proficiency
and so forth. In education, it is
used in a different context.
Competencies are specified in
terms of educational objectives
in one hand and learning needs
of a particular level of educa-
tion on the other. There are var-
ious components of any educa-
tional programme, viz curricu-
lum, contents, teaching, evalua-
tion and also the teacher
training and supervision, each

‘'of which is related with the

terminal competiencies, There-
fore, studies on the achieve-
ment of termirial competencies
al primary education cycle are
very much desirable particu-
larly with the changing educa-
tional scenario of the country.

Another important issue re-
lated with the concept of compe-
tency is the learning needs of
the students. According to
Bloom's taxonomy learnin
outputs can broadly be divid
into three domains:

a) Psycho-Motor [physical
activities. habits, skills and
performiance ete.): b) Cognitive
(knowledge and thinking):; and
c) Alffective (belief, faith, out-
look, attitude and interest etc).

These domains are separate
but connected, and can dif-
ferentiated in terms of be-
havioural expressions. In our
common practices we empha-
size much on the areas of
knowledge and thinking i.e.
cognitive domain of learning.
Actually this area influences
both the psycho-motor and the
affective domains of learning.
Psycho-motor domain is also
emphasized giving importance
to learning different types of
physical activities, habit for-
mation skill development, per-
formance and so forth. This
domain also directly or indi-
rectly influences the cognitive

domain. Learning in affective
domain is the product of long-
term learning practices. It in-
cludes belief, faith, outlook, at-
litude, interest and so forth,
Therefore, the terminal-compe-
lencies may be clarified on the
basis ol learning needs of the
learners at primary level.

Among the specified fifty-
three terminal competencies,
nineteen were found to be of
psycho-motor type, 24 were of
cognitive, and 10 were of affec-
Live type. These were coded ac-
cordingly. and a two-way con-
tent analysis was done of the
above-mentioned three types of
materials by the three kinds of
competencies. The coverage was
qualified in terms of well-cov-
ered, fairly-covered. and not-
covered competencies.

As mentioned above, almost
hundred per cent emphases are
generally given in achieving the
cognitive competencies, that is
the acquisition of knowledge, at
any level of education. Primary
education is no exception in
spite of its diversified types of
terminal competencies, But as
far as BRAC's NFPE programme
is concerned, the findings re-
veal that the three-year pro-
gramme of BRAC's NFPE is not
only dealing with cognitive
competencies with much cover-
age of but also covering other
two types of competencies fairly

- the

well. The overall three-year
NFPE programme has fairly
covered almost all terminal
competencies on an average
specified for Formal Primary
Education (FPE) Programme of
overnment. . 8,

If the findings are broken
down in further details, Text
Materials and Curriculum
Transaction Materials are cov-
ering 12 and 18 of the 19 psy-
cho-motor competencies very
well. As far as 24 cognitive
competencies are concerned,
Text Materials are covering 18,
and Curriculum Transaction
Materials are also covering 18,
and Evaluation Materials are
cnverin§ 16 very well. Well cov-
erage ol 10 Affective competen-
cies were also evident by Text
Materials and Curriculum
Transaction Materials covering
four and five respectively.

The Text and the Curriculum
Transacltion Materials are
playing the most remarkable
role in this regard. Text materi-
als developed by BRAC are
unigue and cover almost all the
competencies well. The Curricu-
lum Transaction materials are
multi-dimensional. These are
well-structured, detailed, les-
son-based, scientific, and also
covers almost all the competen-
cies well, As a system, the eval-
uation programme of NFPE is
scientific especially for cogni-

—————

Competencies

live type of competencies; \s
discussed earlier, it is difficult
to evaluate the allective type of
competencies particularly at
the primary level. Similarly. it
is not an easy task to evaluate
and keep record of psycho-mo-
tor type of competencies. There-
fore, there is a scope to develop
some innovative techniques of
evaluation, which can over all
types of competencies:

The study also compared the
detailed’subject-based learning
objectives between the five-year
Formal * Primary Education
(FPE) cycle at the end of grade
three and three-year NFPE pro-
gramme of BRAC. The compari-
son indicated that. out of total
124 learning objectives in dif-
ferent subjects, 119 learning ob-
jectives were found to be cov-
ered by the NFPE programme,
But the most significant point
to be noted here is that the
NFPE programme is covering
approximately 60 additional
learning objectives, which are
not generally covered in FPE
programine,

As a result of the evaluation
of the curriculum, observation
of the teaching-learning pro-
cesses of quite a few schools and
training sessions, and interac-
tion with all levels of BRAC
NFPE staff and education re-
searchers, it may be concluded
in the end that BRAC people are
trying devotedly to make the
NFPE programme a success by
fulfilling their respective as-
signments. Each one of them
was found to be very much
aware about the goal of the
NFPE programme.

A decentralized mechanism

of receiving constant feedback
from every phase of activity
and respective monitoring, re-
viewing and modifying systems
is the main springs ol the whole
programme. Students learn
with pleasure through playful
methods, and co-curricular ac-
tivities are highly encouraged,
Emphasis is given on meaning-
ful learning rather than rote

'memorization. The trainin

progranimes are detajlgd_. well-
structuréd and learning objec-
tive based.

The whole NFPE programme
was found unique in its charac- .
ter particularly in terms of ma-
terial development and curricu-
lum lransaction. Although the
NFPE teachers of BRAC are not
academical.l:r high qualified,
rigorous and constant training
provided by the programme,
and the teachers' own motiva-
tion and dedication are work-
ing behind the schools' contin-
uation and the programme's
SUCCess,

In conclusion, it may be
noted that BRAC's NFPE pro-
ramme is definitely one of the
yest educational programmes,
which not only is disseminat-
ing education among the de-
prived rural community. but
also covering the government-
specified terminal competen-
cies very well, particularly the
cognitive competencies. It may
be a model for the developing
countries.

The author is Professor and
Chair. Department of Educa-
tion, Rabindra Bharati Univer-
sity. Calcutta, India.

HE political landscape of
Israel dramatically chang-
ed with the massive
victory of Ehud Barak as Prime
Minister of Israel in its May 17
election, defeating by a wide
margin the incumbent Prime
Minister, Benjamin Ne-
tanyahu. Barak, a former Gen-
eral of the Army and the most
decorated soldier of Israel, was
the political heir-apparent of
Yitzhak Rabin who signed the
eace deal with Yasser Arafat
eading to the establishment of
the Palestinian entity in the
West Bank and Gaza Strip with
partial withdrawal of the [s-
raeli occupying forces. After
Rabin's assassination, Ne-
tanyahu, on coming to power,
halted the phased withdrawal of
Israeli forces from the occupied
Arab territories and put the
Middle East peace process and
the Israeli-Palestinian accord
in jeopardy.

Barak was reported to have
said that within one year he
would withdraw the Israeli sol-
diers from South Lebanon and
would pursue Rabin's policy of
land for peace. Since a durable
peace with the Arabs means a
total package. Barak has not

ME Peace Process: Prospects with New Israeli PM

only to implement the Oslo Ac-
cord but also make agreement
with Syria, a key player in the
regionn.

Yasser Arafat frankly ex-
pressed optimism that Barak
would c!Jl:lEh the peace process
forward. However, there is no
illusion that Yasser Arafat may
find in Barak a tough negotia-
tor like a tough soldier as he
has been.

Barak will' quickly find
himself under pressure to act on
Middle East peace. He made
bold campaign promises to re-
sume the orderly handover of
land quickly to the Palestini-
ans and to get Israeli soldiers
out of South Lebanon — which
has become his nation's mini-
Vietnam within a year. But
Barak's stated preferences may
collide with some basic reali-
ties on the ground. Syrian Pres-
ident Hafez Assad has repeat-
edly ruled out any peace ee-
ment between Israel and his
vassal government in Beirut
without a comprehensive peace
settlement that gives him back
all of the Golan Heights,

The Clinton administration
wants Barak to jump-start
talks with Yasser Arafat. The

by A S M Nurunnabi

The mood in the region has drastically altered. The bulk of the population Ef: quife a constant way
is wanting to pursue diplomacy if that can heal centuries of ethnic animosity.

central issue: a final compre-
hensive peace agreement that
would settle such thorny issues
as the future status ol
Jerusalem and the dozens of
Jewish settlements scattered

throughout the West Bank,
Now. in the opinion of in-

lernational observers, il's time
for both Ehud Barak and Yasser
Arafat to understand each other
and above all each other's
problems. There are, however,
some irreconcilable elements,
which are feared, may hinder
progress in negotiations on
Middle East. Barak was known
to have similar views as those
of Netanyahu on some key is-
sues. For example, on the status
of Jerusalem, it was felt by [s-
rael that it should remain the
undivided capital of Israel and
there would not be return of all
the lands captured by Israel in
the 1967 war. The dream of the
Palestinian people to make the
eastern part of Jerusalem the
capital of their independent

state may not be agreed to by
Barak. However, Barak vowed
to continue negotiations on a
final settlement with the Pales-
tinians and any final settle-
ment would be put to a referen-
dum. _

Although Barak won the
election with a huge majority,
he is badly affected by a splin-
tered parliament; his Labour-
led alliance did not do well in
parliament. His alliance won
only 27 seats, a sharp drop from
34 seats held by Labour in the
last parliament. Furthermore,
the ultra-orthodox party of
$nur Middle East Jews, Shas

ained 17 seats, up from a pre-
vious 10. The success of Shas
demonstrated that the voters
were given a confused signal by
electing more seats for the ul-
tra-orthodox party. It was re-
ported that in many parts of Is-
rael, the voters were more in-
terested in the internal issues of
the country such as unemplu{'—‘
ment, economic down-turn. di-

visive character of the Israeli
commnittiity and the rise ol or-
thodoxy. Peace with the Pales-
tinian people was hardly an is-
sue with them.

Of necessity, Barak has to
form a coalition government as
the seats are splintered among
31 parties, from extreme left to
extreme right and from secular
to ultra orthodox as a result in
Knesset,; Barak may have the
support of 51 members in-a 120-
member House. Indications are
still lacking as to the political
lines on the basis of which gov-
ernment is to be formed. Alter
the victory, Barak stressed the
need for unity. If he is to keep
unity, he will not be able to ig-
nore the Shas and other reli-

ious parties which may not
eel comfortable if the pro-
gramme of dismantling the
Jewish settlements. encouraged
the cirected by Netanyahu, is

. takerr up. It is yet to be seen how

the present trend of internal
politics affects the Middle East

peace process.

For three years. Netanyahu
had blocked peace with the
Palestinians, sown discord be-
tween religious and ethnic fac-
tions and overseen an economy
in a rul. The question is
whether Barak, who must form
a coalition government within
six weeks, is really the man to
get things moving on the right
track for peace. The Israelis
have given their verdict for a
new direction by electing
Barak, Observers hope that the
Palestinians will be able to play
with a new set of Israeli players
with success, After all, there is a
feeling among many wishing
for a stable state of things for
the improvement of peace
prospects, that any person
would appear to be better than
Netanyahu who was known for
his duplicity and hypocrisy.

The Israeli voting public has
cast its clear and decisive vote
in favour of smooth continua-

—

tion of the Middle East peace
process and there is hope that
Barak can be depended upon to
carry on in that spirit not only
for phased withdrawal from
Palestinian lands. but also
from the Israeli-imposed secu-
rity zone of South Lebanon to
make with Lebanon. as he
already promised in his elec-
tion agenda.

As regards Syria, Barak said
he was ready to resume negotia-
tions with it at the point where
his predecessor left off in 1996.
The Palestinians meanwhile
sent mixed messages about a
possible unilateral declaration
of statehood in the West Bank
and Gaza Strip. A senior aide to
Palestinian leader Yasser
Arafat said statehood might be
declared within six months.

Previously, the Palestinians
had tacitly accepted an unoffi-
cial new target date of May 2000
for independence. However, it
was indicated that the PLO's
Central Council is to decide on a
possible unilateral declaration,
depending on the composition
of %Erﬂk'ﬂ government. In this
context. it has been stated that
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if the Barak government be-
lieves in peace, this could en-
courage the Palestinians to give
a chance to negotiate with Is-
raelis for a reasonable period of
time for independence declara-
tion, close to what the Ameri-
cans and the Europeans ad-
vised.

In the light of the develop-
ments following Israeli elec-
tion, it was widely felt that
Barak's overwhelming victory
clearly indicates that Israelis
opted for peace with proper se-
curity. That peace with security
is not only immediately valid
for both Israelis and Palestini-
ans but also, in the context of
comprehensive Middle East
peace and security, for all the
peoples of the region — the
Arabs and the [sraelis alike.

The mood in the region has
drastically altered. The bulk of
the population in quite a con-
stant way is wanting to pursue
diplomacy if that can heal cen-
turies of ethnic animosity. The
idea of rethinking and re-for-
mulating historic e:éﬁeriﬂnces
is finding a unique dimension
in the new Israel.




