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Dengue Danger

HE sudden rise in Dengue infection has
alarmed us all. We urge the health ministry to
take Immediate action to prevent its spread before
it goes beyond our control. The sudden re-
emergence of this deadly viral fever must receive
our full attention and preventive action. The
disease is spread by mosquito bite, and we know
that mosquito breeds in stagnant water. During the
rainy season pools of stagnant water rises partly
for the natural topography of our land In the
countryside but also because of the absence of an
effective drainage system in most of our cities.
Whenever it rains, pools of stagnant water is
retained in countless low lands around the cities
and within the cities as well which soon turn into
breeding grounds for mosquito. |
Over the years an effective disinfecting pro-
gramme was developed. But now that system ap-
pears to have collapsed which may partly explain
the rise of mosquito-borne diseases Including
malaria, and not to mention dengue. Therefore
immediate steps must be taken to restore that pro-
gramme of disinfecting stagnant water bodies. Si-
multaneous with the above steps we must prepare
our hospitals to deal with the rising crisis. What is
most disconcerting is the fact that we do not have
the testing facilities for instantly diagnosing
dengue infection. What we have are more tradi-
tional facilities that take time to detect the infec-
tion, which results in the loss of crucial time in
Erellminary stages of the infection. We urge the
ealth ministry to procure the special microscope
that is necessary for dengue detection and to make
them available wherever the outbreak occurs.
There should also be massive public awareness
campaigns launched about this comparatively un-
known infection. As the disease is relatively new
most people have no knowledge about it, leave
alone take preventive measures against it. As ft
has been proven over and over again, a good public
awareness effort is far more cost effective than any
curative effort. We must ensure both a curative
campaign for the already infected group and a pre-
ventive campaign to stop the disease from spread-
ing. But most importantly we must launch a mas-
sive mosquito eradication programme. Obviously,
gradual deterioration of the overall hygienic living
condition of the city is the most important cause of
the spread of infectious diseases like the dengue.
We urge all the official bodies concerned especially
the DCC and the health ministry to pay serious at-
tention to restoring hygienic conditions in our
cities. If not, other infectious diseases will follow

| Murders Galore

Nity of death is what Dhaka seems to have
urned into. The Dhaka Metropolitan Police
(DMP) records show there have been 158 murders
in the capital city over the first six months of the
current year, 19 more than last year's figures of the
corresponding period. There is no reason to feel

especially in the major cities, i§ any diffefent. Last
Wednesday's massacre near Bahaddarhat in
Chittagong that left five activists of the ruling
party-backed Bangladesh Chhatra League (BCL)
dead is poignant indicator in this regard. Put
together with the figures on other criminal acts
like rape, abduction, extortion, muF‘ging. etc., we
have a grim picture of an overall law and order
breakdown. Evidently, despite a much-publicised
series of countrywide police operations, the
Eovernment has not made much ground in its

attle a%(ainst crime. Worse still, if one takes a
close look at the DMP figures on murders over the
last six months, one would find that the trend has
been progressively upward. From 19 in January,
the number has risen to 30 in June and in between
there hasn't been a dip in the curve. It is indeed bad
augury for the citizenry.

This paper has persistently been trying to at-
tract the government's attention to the alarming
law and order downslide. We have expressed our
grave concern that unless dealt with iron fists the
situation would only aggravate. As much as we
have castigated the police for indulgence in corrup-
tion and highhandedness, so have we stressed the
need for its modernisation. The police admittedly
is inadequately equipped, both on personnel and
logistic counts, to cope with increasing challenges
of the present-day crime world. While the criminal
elements have highly-sophisticated arms and
ammunition, and communication devices, our po-

World War 1l vintage. More money should be in-
vested for its qualitative and quantitative en-
hancement.

Political support, however, is of essence here.
Unless our politicians start actively co-operating
with the police instead of Interfering in their work,
the crime curve would never come down.

Safe Groundwater

IF experts’ predictions are any indicator, Dhaka
city is at the risk of having highly contaminated
ground water due to massive industrial pollution
on the surface. A Department of Environment es-
timate says that each day more than 16,000 cubic
metres of highly toxic waste from Hazaribagh tan-
neries first flows to low-lying areas and then to

toxic waste from Tejgaon industrial area pollutes
the land surface before falling into rivers. As these
toxic wastes accumulate on vast stretches of land,
the groundwater gets charged with contaminated

to that of arsenic contamination and we are livin
on the verge of a looming disaster. It's time we di
something about it. It would be the height of folly if
measures are not taken in due course. a
To maintain the groundwater at the consump-
tion level, prospects of artificial recharge may be
considered as an option, keeping in mind that
over-extraction of groundwater may end up in land
-subsidence. As far as pollution of the low-lying ar-
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| grabbers. Since there is no alternative to

water for ci

there's no reason why we cannot.

that—the —sttaattonmeisewhere—tim—the Tcountry, |

lice have been perennially stuck with the 303s of

Buriganga river. Another 3,500 cubic metres of

seepage. The height of the problem seems similar

eas and rivers around the city is concerned, the
sources of waste have to be capped. Setting up
groper water retention ponds is another way out,

ut unfortunately, the selected retention zones in
the city are fast disappearing in the hands of land
ground-
ty-dwellers, it is very important that we
urgently develop a better, scientifically-managed,
system for its safe sustenance. Other countries
have done it In the face of similar problems:
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Gas : A Question of Prioritisation

URING a long stint
abroad since 1984, while
my swelling pride in my

motherland did get some beat-

ing from time to time, my love
for her increased over thne nev-
ertheless, As they say, distance
lends enchantment. But in my
view, "v":;F away from one's
hearth and home also presents
opportunity for an objective
evaluation of the events, poli-
cles and trends in the country.
One could not but agree that liv-
ing abroad in various frame-
works of soclo-economic, gov-
ernment policy paradigms pro-
vided a scale of comparison as
to how we are faring back home,

One of the assets that we al-
ways boasted about |Is
Bangladesh's %as resource and
the fairly significant volume of

roven reserve. We were always
1appy that at least gas supply
for local consumers, domestic
and comercial, has been sta-
ble and remarkably Inexpen-
sive. This does provide an
enormous relief to domestic
users as well as a kind of sub-
sidy Incentive for commercial
utilisation — in power genera-
tion, brick manufacturing and
so on. We all are also looking
forward to the prospects of set-
ting up and expanding gas-
based industrial and commer-
cial enterprises. But all these
would require us to explore and
conserve this very crucial non-
renewable source of energy in
the country.

Gas demand forecast (with
96-97 as benchmark) Is pro-
jected to Increase from 1100
MMCFD (400 BCF) to 535 BCF
in 1999-00 and to 619 BCF in

ANGLADESHI Americans
are etting two
contrasting views about
the current state of affairs in
Bangladesh politics. The
version comin out of
Washington and New York ap-
pears to be congratulatory in
nature. Few weeks before Bill
Clinton's maiden voyage to
Bangladesh, the White House
and the State Department
jointly convened a briefing
meeting for the representatives
of Bangladeshi American orga-
nizations. Assistan! Secretary
of State Inderfurth and Special
Presidential Assistant Bruce
Riedel were "inanimous in their
assertions — a predominantly
Muslim B:igladesh ought to be
commernded for its accom-
plishments in Democracy.
UNDP's recently released Hu-
man Development Report 2000
was also appreciative of
Bangladesh's accomplishments
in the democratic front. It her-
alded her for the innovation of
the caretaker government, a
mechanism that "prevents mili-
tary's control over the electoral
RONEICETT . T e e peae
,Given ghe appregiative pos-
ture” of Western" Governments
and International Agencies, it
is thus not a surprise that the
current Prime Minister's collec-
tion of international honours
and awards has earned her a
permanent place in
Bangladesh's history as per-
haps the most decorated politi-
cal leader of all times. The
leader of the opposition also
does not have much to complain
about. Her party’s boycott of the
parliament and failure to
organize a single successful is-
sue driven movement in four
years haven't hurt Bangladesh's
standing as an exemplary
democracy in the eyes of the
western world.

So what's there to complain
about? More importantly, who
is there to complain? :

It is certainly not the party
in power. Strangely enough, it
is not the party in opposition
either. As much as they would

complain against the undemo-
cratic practices of the ruling
party, the opposition is yet to
risk any political capital In
asking for changes in the elec-
toral system. They would
launch a nation wide move-
ment to demand the removal of

by Syed Muhammad Hussain
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On the basis of a rosy picture, we might be in a great hurry, for reasons anyone can guess, to start

the process of a draw-down of our existing reserves, which as we earlier noted, on no account is
considered adequate for even the short term requirements of our own. It is probable that we land
up in a situation to buy back the finished product i.e., power, across the border, at the monopolis-
tic supplier’s price for a captive market.

2001-02. Compared to this peak
demand data, average demand
Is expected to rise from 328 BCF
in 1996-97 to 437 BCF and 495
BCF during the same period.
Taking annual production ca-
pacity and gas supply data into
account, these show 292 and
285 BCF (96-97 benchmark) and
506 and 438 BCF in 1999-00 and
500 and 495 BCF in 2001-02 re-
sgectively. The whole scenario
above exhibits a precarious
balance between peak and aver-
age demand and annual pro-
duction and supply capacities,
even under the Plan option (all
data computed from Fifth FYP
document). Any increase in de-
mand. which Is more than
probable due to massive domes-
tic and industrial expansion
over the coming years and any
shortfall in production and
supply, which again would be
more likely than not, would
create a most undesirable in-
stability in the gas-based sector,
having an adverse multiplier
effect throughout the economy.
Already Plan forecast of aug-
mentation in the reserve “very
shortly” has not come to pass.
The Fifth-FYP document stated
that “with a success ratio of 3:1
(in gas exploration), it will not

be a surprise if we experience a
doubling or tripling of the exist-
ing reserve very shortly . Pre-
pared in March 1998, this
should have happened by now —
some 27 mnntl?; later. Unless
of course, Plan authorities put
only a philosophic interpreta-
tion of the phrase ‘very
shortly”. Even if we ignore this
time reference due to miscon-
celved enthusiasm, the moot
question still remains by how
much, and when, the projected
increase in reserve sﬁal take
place!

It is to be noted that the peak
and average demand as esti-
mated moved up by 55 per cent
over a S5-year perfod. With a
much more intensive and ex-
tensive gas utilisation in power,
fertiliser, domestic, industrial
and commerclal sectors beyond
2002, the consumption rate an-
nually could logically be more
than 15-16 per cent. Keeping
that in view and estimating our
own internal consumption re-
quirements of gas plus leaving a
comfortable margin in reserve
for this non-renewable source
of energy (only one to speak
apart from some encouraging
indications on probable coal
deposits in the country), shall

we have enough surplus to mnake
any slgnificant export coms-
mitment at this stage? As a
layman and as a concerned cit-
izen, I, along with most of my
compatriots, have the right to
ask this question and the au-
thorities concerned have the
obligation to respond to the
same,

Last 2/3 years have shown a
frenzied demand albeit in the
shape of friendly advice from
some of our important donors,
the World Bank, and the neigh-
bour, that we start export of gas
— It will ease our balance of
payments position, foreign pri-
vate Investment will stream In
and so on and so forth, In a
classical set up, this apparently
non-motivated technical advice
was soon followed by the Inter-
national Oll Companies’ (I0Cs)
demands “to allow them dccess
to bigger gas market In India”
arguing that the “Bangladesh’s
own gas market is not expand-
Ing fast enough to allow them to
Invest more in exploring oil
and gas.” (quoted from The
Daily Star report "USGS to
train local experts to assess gas
reserves”, O8 July 2000). The re-
port goes on to add that “the
country's proven gas reserve of

10 trillion cubic feet ( TCF) was
too inadequate to meet its own
needs.....” A clear clarification
to the query raised earlier in
this article is, hence, all the
more necessary and urgent in
this crucial matter.

We may further enquire, as
to a) how I0Cs are demanding
export facllities when they
have not come up with a firm
estimate of proven reserves that
should ensure meeting the
country's prime responsibility
to her own citizens and there-
after, allow a significant com-
mitment of a substantial
proven surplus for exports: b)
whether it would be possible for
us to obtain participation in
exploration from other, more
sympathetic, less aggressively
commercial, sources, and c¢) the
reasons for our inability to
keep the decision on export of
gas on hold till independent,

Jon subjective studies and as-
sessment are completed.

We also feel that those
countries, whose obvious
commercial interests have been
expressed, should not be the
ones who assess the gas reserve.
One could in all certainty fore-
cast here and now that their re-
ports would not, to put it in the

Money, Muscle and the Electoral Process

Mahmud Farooque writes from Virginia, USA

Given that ours is a tree that is rotting at the top, the organic outgrowth in our case has to emerge
from the very bottom. It is not simply a matter of providing education because a 99 per cent literate
Russia is facing political problems far more severe than ours. It is also not a matter of simply
aspiring for democratic representation because the present power structure will quash any
efforts to undermine it. It thus involves a long drawn out process of raising a new
generation that takes democratic principles to heart and equipping them with the
power of grassroots level civic institutions.

the election commissioner but
would remain remarkably
silent about making the com-
missioner truly independent
with power and authority to
bring fundamental changes to
the electoral process. The cur-
rent system is the one that very
much keeps the opposition in
the game even when they are
not in power. Changing it could
put them out of politics, or more
appropriately the business poli-
tics has become in Bangladesh.

In a nutshell, the last sen-
tence summarizes what the
Bangladeshi Americans heard

erans in the likes of Rashed
Khan have to struggle to cite
something positive about the
developments in Bangladesh
politics? Is this a question of
simply sour grapes or is there
really something fundamental
that warrants attention?

To get some insights into the
problems, why not take a closer
look at the darling of UNDP re-
port card, the caretaker gov-
ernment, something it identi-
fies as an "important advance
in a new democracy." Objec-
tively speaking, and notwith-
standing the high accolades of

when they went to listepn |to—the UNDP report,-the caretaker

Workers Party General Secre-

. tary Rashed Khan Menon speak

in an Association for Econonic
Development Studies on
Bangladesh (AEDSB) seminar
held at the World Bank on July
6, 2000.

Menon's portrayal of
Bangladesh Politics was in
sharp contrast with the earlier
accounts expressed above. He
contends that unhappiness
looms large among those who
are now being forced into the
outer edges of the political game
in Bangladesh. The Workers'
Party General Secretary had to
really struggle to find glimmers
of hope in the quagmire of
Bangladesh politics. The few
that he found were basically out
of the mainstream and more of
potential than actual develop-
ments, leading some to ques-
tion whether or not the con-
gratulatory gestures from the
western governments and in-
ternational agencies are fair or
a bit premature.

The Caretaker

Government
Question thus arises, why
does the minority view of
Bangladeshi Politics appears so
much in contrast with the ma-
jority opinion? Why does vet-

government could be termed as
a negative institutional in no-
vation because of 'several fuh-
damental reasons:

* The basic premise is that
political party when in position
of power cannot be trusted to
place the national interest
ahead of its individual interest;

* Instead of trying to over-
come the lack of trust between
the political parties through
political means, by entering the
notion of an interim regime
into the constitution, it institu-
tionalizes mistrust almost
permanently;

* The measure provides cen-
tral importance on the rela-
tionship between the two domi-
nant political parties instead of
between the people and the po-
litical parties;

* National elections become
the only focus of the political
process allowing the party in
power to be autocratic and the
party in opposition to be com-
placent in their actions in be-
tween elections;

* Critical measures to curtail
the unfair political advantage
of the party in power during its
scheduled tenure, such as

administrative reform and re-
linquishing control of state

owned media, are made into

— verv-easily compromised.

nomn-issues;

* In a country where the in-
ternational donor funded Non-
Governmental sector acts as a
substitute to both government
and market institutions, the in-
terim administration is yet
another form of relinquishing
public accountability;

* Once the formula for the
caretaker government is known
in advance, in four and half
years in which an elected party
stays in power, the system can

"~ be manipulated to the extent

where the neutrality of the in-
terim administration could be

Rashed Khan Menon. when

i

ments, poirdted out that he per-'
sonally did not agree that the
provision of interim regime be
entered into the constitution.
He provided the legislative his-
tory behind the idea of an in-
terim government as it was
originally conceived after the
fall of the Ershad administra-
tion. The proposal at that point
was that since democratic insti-
tutions will need time to form
and authenticate themselves, it
was necessary that the next
three national elections be held
under interim governments so
as to establish fairness for all
the participating political par-
ties.

Menon agreed that the expec-
tation of neutrality from the
caretaker government was no
longer a working assumption.
Giving up on that idea, he ar-
gued for the need of an indepen-
dent election commission with
powers and funds to bring true
electoral reforms. Citing the
case of Tongi Pourashava Elec-
tions, he pointed to the possi-
bility of how a strong election
commission could place a
spending cap and force the con-
testing parties to play by the
saie rules.

Letters for publication in these columns should be ad-
dressed to the Editor and legibly written or typed with dou-
ble space. For reasons of space, short letters are preferred,
and all are subject to editing and cuts. Pseudonyms are ac-
cepted. However, all communications must bear the
writer’s real name, signature and address.

Rejoice? How?

Sir, Though I am not tryving
to undermine the attainment--
Test status but at the same time,
I wonder how to rejoice this
achievement. Our PM tells us to
celebrate. But if we look around
what do we see?

The whole country is facing
acute power shortage but the
government seems absolutely
indifferent about {t. Our PM
doesn't care to speak about this
important issue even though
she has been holding the En-
ergy/Power portfolio since
long. Chittagong Port--the life-
line of the country, is facing
shutdown on trivial issues and
the authority Is absolutely apa-
thetic towards it. There are so
many problems all around but
the ruling party Is always try-
ing to point out its "success” and
is not at all Interested in ad-
mitting their failures.

A Distressed Observer
Chittagong

"Naming Culture"

Sir, I had no option but to
write on the subject 'Naming
Culture' as Mr Uttam Das

broached it again in his letter
published on July 8. It seems
that he totally misunderstood
my point. I have full respect and
immense gratitude for the
heroes of our liberation war.
And paying homage to them
should indeed be one of our sa-
cred duties. A new establish-
ment could have easily been
named after M A Hannan, But
why the name of an existing es-
tablishment has to be changed?
We, the Chittagonians, are so
attached to the name 'Patenga’
which have been in use as long
as | could remember. In accor-
dance with the sea beach, the
alrport had also been called
'Patenga alrport'. So when the
proposal to change the name
was raised, the news shocked us
immensely. We requested not to
change the name but the gov-
ernment did not relent.

In one place Mr Uttam Das
wrote, "... | always salute our
heroes who sacrificed thelr
lives for a better tomorrow." Is
Mr Das unaware of the present
condition of our country' where
everything Is falling apart? Is
this what our vallant freedom
fighters lald their lives for?

50, | think naming institu-
tlons after our war heroes is not
the only way to show respect

towards them rather we should
strive to make the country
prosperous. And to do so we
should forget our personal in-
terests. Only then true respect
will be shown to the sons of this
soil who laid down their lives
in order to give us an indepen-
dent country. The sacrifice they
had made should not go in vain,
we must always remember and
try to live up to their expecta-
tion.

Nur Jahan
Chittagong

Brown revolution

Sir, We should support the
transition from the readymade
garment revolution to the
‘brown revolution' of our glossy
leather industry (DS, July 8).
But the foundation of this
brown revolution is at present
in a leathery stage.

The garment industry mush-
roomed almost single-handedly
during the incubation period,
without initial notice of the of-
ficlal sources, thanks to the en-
trepreneurship spirit of those
who set up this industry in
Bangladesh. But finished
leather technology Is highly
technical and needs local R&D
and quality control using local
professional human resources
for value-added components;
and also top-class marketing
strategies (fashion, design, and
finish).

With garment, shoes, and
bag, we can now completely at-
tire an Individual client in any
part of the world and our PR

) |

pitch should be to stress to get

the whole Kit from one
source/country.

A Citizen

Dhaka

Urdu complex

Sir, Local ghazal singer
Mesbah Uddin's lament (DS,
July 8) about the discourage-
ment of geet and ghazal in the
local official musical scene was
food for thought. The situation
may be reviewed at the highest
policy level, instead of unneces-
sarily keeping it under wrap for
decades. How s it still a live {s-
sue?

It appears we are still suffer-
ing from a sort of negative com-
plex about Urdu. The
Bangladesh liberation move-
ment was related to the decla-
ration in the then capital (in
West Pakistan) that Urdu would
be the national language of
Pakistan, whereas the majority
of the citizens spoke Bangla.

Why are we still 'scared' of
Urdu (if that is the correct term
to use)? We may treat Urdu as we
treat English or any other for-
eign language, depending on the
environmental need. Should we
ban Urdu? Is the language the
culprit, or its use, or the user?

This question has to be
faced, as a national directive is
necessary for public guidance.
Is it not better to openly settle
this {ssue once and for all, in-
stead of dragging our feet for
three decades?

AZ
Dhaka

présented-with similar argu- -

Political Workers

versus Others

It is indeed unfortunate that
this veteran of Bangladeshi pol-
itics will give up on an idea for
which he himself joined the op-
]msitmn's walkout of the par-
lament seven years ago. But
why does he feel that appoint-
ment of a neutral election
commission is not enough and
that it needs to be given the
power and authority to bring
electoral reforms? Why is it
important for the election
commission to put spending

———caps-to-ensure fairmness? —— |

It wouldsa that topping
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issue of lateral entry into the
power structure of the two ma-
jor political parties by people
who did everything but politics
in their earlier lives: wealthy
civil servants, military per-
sonnel, businessmen and influ-
ential members of crime syndi-
cates. According to Menon,
these entrants were undermin-
ing and to some extent replac-
ing the political workers who
steadfastly have been working
their way up through the politi-
cal hierarchy all their lives.

It is possible to understand
Menon's concern by recognizing
a subtle but important distinc-
tion between choosing a profes-
sion and choosing a career. In
general, professionalism is as-
sociated with specialized
knowledge acquired through
lifetime of work and commit-
ment to a cause larger than
one's own self interest. Career
does not call for such attributes.
In fact, it is often driven by op-
portunities of personal gains at
the expense of everything else.

There are many that chose
politics as a profession. They
are not the ones who "entered
politics” having done some-
thing else all their life; politics
is their life. One may not agree
with the particular ideological
stand they take, but one can
seldom fault them for abandon-
ing the high ideals they set for
themselves for quick personal

ains. Many of them actually
ave long prison sentences in
their records as proof of their
convictions.

Politicians fitting such de-
scriptions are becoming an en-
dangered species of Bangladeshi
politics. They are becoming ex-
tinct by the lateral entries into
politics by people of other pro-
fession, for whom money and
not ideology is the governing
motivation.

Infusion of people of differ-
ent background usually pro-
vides value addition to a given
professional activity. Politics
can benefit from the adminis-
trative skills of an ex-bureau-
crat, the leadership and disci-
pline of an ex-military and the
entrepreneurship of a busi-
nessman. However, they can
never replace the role and func-
tion of a dedicated political
worker.

Rashed Khan believed that
this is precisely what has been
happening to Bangladeshi poli-
tics. People who spent a life-
time rising through the party
ranks are now being out-
stripped and ountmaneuvered by
the linancial prowess of non-
pehtic s mnscling their way
uito the political hierarchy. So
instead of adding value to the
process, they are taking away
essential ingredients of the pro-
cess., Most importantly, they
are converting politics into an-
other big business,

Politics as a Business

When politics is accepted as
a business proposition, it im-
mediately cstabﬁshes high cor-
ruption as an accepted behav-
ioral norm. Why else would
anyone spend one crore Taka
for a single constituency in
Chittagong or one and half

is the,

mildest of expressions, be objec-
tive. On the basis of a rosy pje-
ture, we might be fn a great
hurry. for reasons anyone can
uess, to start the process of a
draw-down of our existing re-
serves, which as we earlier
noted, on no account is consid-
ered adequate for even the short
term requirements of our own.
It is probable that we land up in
a situation to buy back the fin.
ished product |.e,, power, across
the border. at the monopolistic
suppliers price for a captive
market. Nepal's experience in
the trade. energy, water and
other sectors need to be closely
studied In our own interest. The
energy consumption require-
ments in our neighbouring area
in the 2]st century is so enor-
mous that a small country like
ours will be trampled all over
to have that additional source
of raw materials delivered as
per their need.

Even If we are extremely
careful in framing the right
policy In preserving the coun-
try’s own Interest, the sibil-
ity of beln‘i ovcrwlmﬁgscd is
very much there. And if we are
not, the resultant political and
economic scenario can very
well be Imagined! Our future
generatians shall in all proba-

ility be a hnstac%e to an im-
posed poverty and dependence
trap, with the water and pgas re-
sources disappearing fast ac-
ross our borders.

The writer is a retired Secre-
lary to the Government and
Jormer Ambassador to Mo-
rocco, Nepal and Zimbabwe.

times that in Dhaka if he or she
did not expect to double or triple
the investment upon winning?
But there could be only one
winner in a given political con-
test. This means that the loser
has to make up for the loss in
the consequent elections. So
cost of doing elections continue
to spiral upwards through each
iteration.

As the cost of political com-
petition continues to skyrocket,
only one kind of Individuals,
those with means for raising
money continue to gain promi-
nence. This means that a polit-
ical worker who does not have
the means and connection to
raise millions is forced out of
the game. However, the ability
to raise money rests not only
with the independently wealthy
bureaucrat, militaryman or
businessman, but also with
muscleman, terrorist and ex-
tortionist. In a hi%h stake po-
litical game, this latter group
also becomes an important
factor and ends up on the pay-
roll of all the major political
parties.

DI R fridhiby bérSTes e el-

. ement that binds a

political
“party. ‘the obvibus ¢asudlty of
the political process is ideology.
So party affiliations become as
tradable as stock options in a
publicly held company. This in
turn also makes Lﬁe parties in-
distinguishable in political
terms, if not in rhetoric. Once
the ideology of a political party
is compromised, parties become
conservative and similar in
terms of policy and action. As a
result, political competition be-
comes a contest of symbols and
not substarnce.

The Way Out

One does not have to sub-
scribe to the Workers Party's
ideology to accept the above
prognosis of Bangladesh's poli-
tics. Money, muscle, crime,
corruption, and violence have
become the mainstay of the two
major political parties. Ideol-
ogy and national interests are
taking a back seat. Symbols
and personal rivalries are tak-
ing centre stage. Communalism
is showing its ugly teeth.
Democracy is turning into an
autocracy.

Is there a way out of this or is
the process to continue indefi-
nitely? Can further institu-
tional tinkering like an inde-
pendent and powerful election
commission provide what the
interimn neutral government
was supposed to provide? Is
there any guarantee, that if the
elections were fair then the out-
conies would be anv different?

History tells us that if we are
putiing into a democratic syvs-
tem an illiterate population. an
underdeveloped civil society,
and widespread poverty the out-
comes are seldom favourable.
The great political thinker
Alexis Tocqueville showed
years ago that democrac
evolved in the West not throug
the kind of moral fiat we are
trying to impose throughout the
world but as an organic out-
growth of development.

Given that ours is a tree that
is rotting at the top, the organic
outgrowth in our case has to
emerge from the very bottom. It
is not simply a matter of pro-
viding education because a 99
per cent literate Russia is facing
political problems far more se-
vere than ours. It is also not a
matter of simply aspiring for
democratic representation be-
cause the present power struc-
ture will quash any efforts to
undermine {t. It thus involves a
long drawn out process of rais-
ing a new generation that takes
democratic principles to heart
and equipping them with the
power of grassroots level civic
institutions. Anything short of
that would be equivalent to buy-
ing another negative innova-
tion like the caretaker govern-
ment and the premature com-
mendations like the ones being
handed out by the authorities in

Washington and New York.
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