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An Opportunity to End
Parliamentary Boycott

HERE is a pressing need to revalidale the con-
Tatitutional provision on 30 reserved seats lor
women in Parliament at the JS session beginning
on November 9. The failure to extend {t by another
ten years, the prescribed periodicity for quota res-
ervation with a built-in flexibility to fmprove upon
it at the renewal time, an opportunity we have
squandered so far., would mean letting it lapse al-
together. The implications are an attrition of the
Parliament's size and denial of Womens presence
in the highest representative Institution of democ-
racy. Furthermore, it will create a complication,
mare precisely, a constitutional void, with the Su-
preme Court perhaps drawn into the picture to
contrive a wav out under extraordinary circums-
stances which otherwise look so preeminently
avoidable.

Basically. this involves a reversal of the Opposi-
tion's bovcoit of the JS to ensure the two-thirds
majority vote In Parliament required to resurrect
the quota. which the ruling party singly cannot
provide.

If we are to recommend one crisis situation as
presenting a most precious opportunity to get
(hings radically better then it must be the stand-off
.on the reserved seats - the chestnut in the fire. as

“f it were, waiting to be drawn out. The opposition
~ | favours an expansion in the number of women’'s
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seats in parliament which looks significantly bol-
stered by a persistent demand from various
women s bodies that the increased quota be also

‘filled up through direct election. This is to replace

a privilege play by the winning party in the general
election that amounts to a mock show of women's
representation in the JS. To the best of our knowl-
edge. the ruling party is open to suggestions for an
increase in the women's quota of seats in parlia-
ment as well as for an improvement in the method
ol their election to the same. So, what Kkeeps the
opposition from attending the JS session with so
much of stake developing in the reserved seats’
provision?

The likely opposition two-mindedness about the
justification of walking back to parliament at this
fag-end of its tenure is outweighed by what they
are certain to gain from returning to JS. The num-
ber of women's seats will go up and the boycott
culture which the people have grown weary of will
have been left behind at the most opportune mo-
ment for the next polls and 8th Parliament to be

born of these.

Constitution: Our
Article of Faith

HE 1972 Constitution was our crowning
achievement that encapsulated the dreams an

aspirations of a whole populace emerging out of a
successful Liberation War. It promised protection
of each and every individual's fundamental rights,
promulgated establishment of rule of law: and,
anore importantly, pronounced the nation's com-
mitimernt to democracy . in its purest IO o oan,
Unfortunately in less then two years after the
constitution had been framed it received a near
death blow from BAKSAL. Then autocratic. seini-
despotic and pseudo-democratic forces in power
routinely violated its sanctity to meet their evil
ends until the mass upsurge of late 1990. Changes
of guard almost invariably led to amendment of
varied degrees to the constitution. Obscurantism

impinged on secular character of it. Simply said,

our article of faith had been played football with
until people once again took to the streets to get
the country back on to the path of democracy.
Nearly three decades after its birth, popular and
olitical commitment to the constitution was re-
orn with the first session of a freely and fairly
elected parliament passing the 12th amendment
and the parliamentary form of governance was re-
stored.

Regrettably, our politicians, especially the ones
in power, remain largely indifferent to the popular
wishes and aspirations, thereby undermining the
very essence of the constitution in a way. Although
in recent times no reckless amendment has been
made to it, the people in power have on occasions
to distorted and self-serving interpreta-
tions of constitutional provisions to further their
artisan cause. The constitutional institutions
1ave been verbally attacked and made mockery of.
This has been something of an anathema to the
constitution. a mirror image of post-liberation
ethos.

Our flawed democratic culture is essentially an
aberration from the Fhilosophy on which our con-
stitution was originally based. Our political leaders
are at fault here. They appear oblivious of the fact
that enforcement and establishment of constitu-
tional edicts is indispensable for our democratic
Vfuture. Their failure in this regard may serve the
purpose of some but could derail our democratic
pursuit. The Constitution Day., which was observed
yesterday, actually came as a reminder, not only of
our constitutional rights but our constitutional re-
sponsibilities as well.

Toxic Seepage

T a time when water from the overhead tank is

not considered safe for drinking, there comes a
threat of ground water table being contaminated by
toxic waste dumps. We may be on the brink of a
disaster due to seepage of waste from dumps all
over the city, especially at Matuail, where, on an
faverage, more than 3,000 tonnes of garbage. in-
cluding clinical, industrial and pharmaceutical
wastes, are piled across a 70-acre location. which
is very close to the human habitat. The mix of
rainwater and garba%e seeps through different lay-
ers of soil down to the water-table carrying deadly
micro-organisms (virus and bacteria) and toxic
chemicals.

Some experts are of the view that the rate of
seepage in Dhaka is slowed down through the
‘consolidated’ clay layer and, therefore, the danger
of wholesale contamination may not be that immi-
nent as is made out to be. This Indeed s a short-
sighted view given the ever increasing scale of gar-

age dumping one sees around. There are certainly
some pockets where the ground water-table is be-
ing scrlouslg contaminated with dangerous toxic
materials. The toxins spewed from tanneries in the
city have been another cause for grave concern,
but little is being done to mitigate the same,

Apart from arsenic contamination, we have very
little research going on in Bangladesh as far as our

roundwater contamination Is concerned. Given
the magnitude of the danger, we demand that the
authorities immediately take up the issue and de-

death.

vise a long-term plan to spare the populace a slow

Bush Smells Victory while Gore Fights Back

November 7" US presidential

IN the last few days before the
clection, the momentum -

~ both from the statistical and

attitudinal points of view - has
clearly been with the Republican
presidential candidate George
Bush. Key state polls still show
nothing but a tight race, albeit
with a slight edge to Bush.
However, this confldence 1Is an
important factor In these final
days, representing an advantage
Republicans have over Demo-
crats: enthusiasm about their
candidate. Republicans are
excited about Bush in a way
Democrats are not about Al Gore.
Republicans inside and out-
side the campalgn are united in
their belief that the current
dynamic will lead to a Bush win -
maybe even a surprisingly easy
victory. Democrats remain
divided. Some think they can
edge out a win with a decent
share of the undecided voters, a
huge labour and minority turn-
out, and targeted state victories.
Now that America Is finally
paying attention, these final days
are as much about timing as
anything else, as both campaigns
seek to catch undecided voters at
just the right moment to make the
impression that they will take
with them Into the voting booth.
Both campalgns are using part
of thelr media advertisement blitz
to prey on the other candidate’'s
percelved weakness: Gore
against Bush on readiness, Bush
against Gore on believability. As
Gore's campaign unleashes its TV
advertisement ripping Bush's
record as Texas governor and

Opinion polls have consistently showed t
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questioning whether he is ready
to lead America; Bush's aldes are
stepping up their inevitabllity
push - an effort to convince the
volers that all this talk of a tight
race Is meaningless and that they
are going to win handilly.

The contest between the (wo
camps Is now more psychological
than anything. For the first half
of this year, Bush and his team
seemed In com-
plete control of
the presidential
campalgn, set-
ting the tone and
agenda accord-
Ing to a meticu-
lously planned
strategy that
consclously
portrayed Bush
as the president-
in-walting. His
popularity
peaked Imumedi-
ately after the
convention of the
Republican party
In early August
when his opinion
poll lead over
Gore extended
into double
diglts.

However, this
large opinion poll
lead was always
Hlusory, inflated
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in an environment in which most
voters were scarcely focused on

the campalgn or the issues at
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stake.
When the Democratic party
concluded their political conven-
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tion a few weeks later, the
momentum shift from Bush to
Gore was dramatic. Once the
volers began to focus on Issues,
rather than the spin and person-
alities, the race tilted Gore's way.
His ratings Increased as the
volers started to digest the actual
policy implications of a Bush or
Gore presidency. On the core
policy issues - the economy, the
budget, the
future of
soclal secu-
rity, pre-
scription
drug provi-
sion of the
e lderi vy
health care,
minimum
wage - the
Democrals -
under the
wily leader-
ship of
Clinton,
have posli-
tioned them-
selves closer
to the popu-
lar will than
the Republi-
cans. All
this pro-
duced the
first clear
signs of
despon-

months in which they basked in
the prospect of a return to the
White House, they reacted with
dismay. '

Fortunately for Bush, Gore's
surge In popular opinion didn't
last for too long. His performance
in the three presidential debates
swung the pendulum of public
opinion back towards the Bush
camp. Gore's overbearing att-
tude, several misleading statis-
tics (Bush termed them fuzzy

math), and stff posture d

the debates didn't sit well with
many viewers. Hordes of unde-
cided voters moved towards the
Republican camp thereby

Bush the necessary uplift at the
right time.

Can Bush maintain the
momentum that he has gained in
the last few days to propel himself
into the White House? In the end,
his main challenge is what it has
always been - how to convinee the
Americans to change their politi-
cal leadership In an environment

of economic prosperity and con-
tentment.

Opinion polls have consis-
tently showed that voters, while
clearly approving the policies of
the Clinton-Gore administration,
remain uneasy about the values
that the current occupants of the
White House present to the world.
Unless Bush can successfully
exploit this paradox by present-
ing his case to the small section of
undeclded voters, his chances of
ending eight years of Democratic
control of the White House will go
down in the dust.

The US presidential election
iIs only a day or two away
when this write-up gets
published. Campaigning has
reached feverish pitch and two
presidential hopefuls - Democrat
Al-Gore and Republican George
W. Bush - are giving [inal touches
to their long and hectic election-
eering.

The United States has a vast
electorate, The presidential can-
didates from both the major
political parties have to go
through a tough and gruelling
process to win the party nomina-
tion and they have to toil a lot to
get this scope; they have (o come
across several other aspirants
within their own parties. Once
this part is over, the candidates

'swing, into the electioneeringfn a
> |bidnoenterthelWhire Mourse (Or a

'Iburfyearwtarma.ﬂﬂs is the seal
[or Lhe chief executive of the most
powerful nation on earth. Even
during the cold war when former
Soviet Union enjoyed a super-
power status, the position of the
US president was considered as
the most powerful one on earth.
Certainly, former Soviet Union
was a power to reckon with and
much of American foreign and
defence policies in those days
revolved around the "Soviet fac-
tor". But gone are those days and
US now gleefully sees itself as the
only superpower. As the Soviet
Union collapsed - giving birth to
several independent states - it is
now a multi-party democracy. It

 trigs. |,

US Election and South Asia

The US attaches some degree of significance to South Asia. The most powerful nation on earth will
continue to give importance to this region regardless of who would adorn the White House; and the new
administration will work for the welfare of the vast multitude here.

is no longer at loggerheads with
the US.

While this situation has helped
to flourish democracy across the
globe, this has also largely elimi-
nated a deterrence in the form of
the superpower Soviet Union
which often challenged many
American positions in global
affairs. The present Russia is no
longer a superpower and conse-
quently, America holds some-
what absolute sway in interna-
tional alfairs despite disapproval
and opposition from some coun-
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As such, the American polls (o

elecl 'a president now assumes'

more importance than before
although the person who sits in
the White House has always been
a powerful person. US presiden-
tial election has always attracted
worldwide attention and evi-
dently the degree of interest is
greater now for obvious reason
near-monopoly of America in
world affairs.

As the nation is set to elect its
43rd president, the campaign has
reached a crescendo after Al-Gore
and George W. Bush are rushing
through the key states in a last-
minute bid to convince the voters
on the need of voting for their
respective party nominees. Two
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candidates are trading nasty
barbs about tactics and mud
slinging is not uncommon. The
latest salvo that was fired at Bush
is that he was arresled and had
his driving license suspended in
1976 while driving in a drunken
condition., Bush's camp has
admitted this but questioned on
the timing and motive of such an
information at this stage. Well,
this is once again a part of the
milieu.

The elections are most keenly
contested since the Kennedy-
Nixon battle in 1960.The surveys
have put Bush little ahead of Al-
Gore in terms of popular votes
but the Democrat candidate is
bridging the gap and this makes
the line up to the electoral fight
totally unpredictable. Al-Gore
has received the endorsement of
influential "New York Times" and

some other leading newspapers |

and this is a plus point for the

Threat to newsmen

Sir, While speaking on the
state of politics in the country at
the DRU-sponsored Meet the
Reporters Programme (DS Oct
08, 2000), Saifur Rahman, MP,
the former finance minister
hailed newsmen saying, "Only
Press is upholding democracy."
It's one more feather added to the
caps of the courageous reporters.
He congratulated the print media
and journalists for bold reporting
and reflecting the hopes and
aspirations of the people. At the
same time, he regretted the role of
his fellow politicians, The crimi-
nals are allowed free hand to do
and undo things reportedly at the
behest of Awami League leaders
and under the patronage of the
administration. There has been
no comment from the head of the
government on the report of life
threatening utterances by the AL
leader of Luxmipur in presence of
one of the ministers. It's high time
that all and sundry should con-
demn the anarchy prevailing in
Luxmipur. There should be an
end to the reign of terror
unleashed there by Abu Taher,
reportedly an AL cadre. How
could he wutter Intimidatory
rernarks almed at journalists in
presence of a minister?

A F Rahman
Dhaka

Norms are inviolable

Sir, 1 thank you for your
prompt and timely editorial (DS
Oct 29, 2000) on the above sub-
Ject. You have rightly pointed out
the ruling party's highhanded-
ness reflected in the way It forced
rescheduling of train services in
the country's north.

The Rallway Act 1890 deals
with train operations, including
possible offences. As a malter of
fact, six-monthly timetables are
published for the rall traffic,
which must be followed strictly.
But the ministers of the ruling
party have used the trains as
their personal property. It was a
people-freedom fighters rally; but
in order to make It a success the
government machinery, Includ-
ing rallway, was used. Under

what rule, the state minister
hired the trains?

It appears that the state minister
and the railway top brass who
implemented the directive of the
ruling party have violated the
provisions of the Railway Act,
1890. Action may be taken under
sections, 42-A, 65 and 121 of the
Act and the violation. The perpe-
trators are also culpable under
the Public Safety Act, 2000.

H Rahman, Advocate
Mirpur Road, Dhaka

. Monitoring
development

projects

Sir, Recently the government
has nominated the cabinet minis-
ters as chairperson of the district
Development Committee to moni-
tor the on-going development
projects. Hence, they frequently
visit the project sites with their
Public Relation Officers (PROs)
along with the journalists and TV
cameramen. The projects usually
include construction of embank-
ments, roads, river bank protec-
tion, hospital building, bridges,
culverts, deep tube wells etc.
During the visits, the concerned
officlals usually raise several
Issues regarding the constraints
of the projecls. The constraints
observed are mainly encountered
due to the process of land acqui-
sition, delay from the part of the
consliruction company, non-
cooperation of the stakeholders
and local people's representatives
and timely flow of fund. On the
other hand, local people some-
times ralse Issues regarding
construction quality, alignment
of road or embankment, location
of deep tube wells etc.

The ministers as chalrperson
of the district Development Com-
mittee must have some commit-
ments to the local people and
issue Instantaneous directives to
the department for maintaining
the quality true to the specifica-
tlon and for quick completion of
the project, In response to the
requirements raised by the
departmental officlal at the field
level, the ministers try to solve
some Issues Immedlately at the

field level and instruct the PROs
to put up some other issues that
need to be solved at the central
level. So it becomes also a part of
the ministers' responsibility to
raise the issues in the proper
place as well. The PRO is to note
down all the points and besides
other duties he/she is to put up
the case to the ministers as and
when asked by him. The agency
at the central level are the respec-
tive organisational heads, the
ministry of land and finance, the
donors (in case of alded project
etc. The PRO, usually being a
non-technical officer might have
some lagging in understanding
and collecting the technical infor-
mation at the field level. On the
contrary, if he/she were a techni-
cal person it would have been
easier lor him/her to understand
and collect necessary informa-
tion required to be placed to the
proper authority and to remove
the bottleneck of the projects for
expediting its progress thereby. If
the PRO isn't a technical cadre
then there is a chance of mistake
in understanding and collecting
the technical data at the field
level. Again, for various reasons it
may not always be possible for
the minister to deal the matter at
central level by himsell. The PRO
Is to contact the agency and
discuss the issues ralsed by the
department officials. Due to lack
of technical know-how as stated
earller it is not always possible on
the part of the PRO to place the
problem true to actual require-
ments, so far the projects are
concerned, to the competent
authority. However, il the entou-
rage ol the minister, were techni-
cal personnel he/she could easily
place the Issues appropriately to
the concerned agency al central
level. The minister can choose the
engineer/technical person from
varlous departments who seems
to be competent enough to assist
these visits, namely the develop-
ment projects,

The government should think
over Il for the interest of the pro-
ject as well as the people.

AbdulJalil
46-B, Lake Circus
Kalabagan, Dhaka

present Vice President. His rival,
Texas Governor, has found him-
sell comfortable in several key
southern states.

American election is a 'some-

‘what complicated system. The
“oulcome will mot be. decided by

the popular votes but by the
electoral votes. The electoral
votes is an indirect system when
each state has a number of elec-
toral votes equal to its total num-
ber of representatives in both
houses of Congress. In addition,
the District of Columbia has three
votes and this makes the grand
total 538 and a candidate needs
270 such votes to win the elec-
tions. The electoral votes in each
state are allocated on a winner-
take-all basis and as such a c¢an-
didate who wins the popular
votes in a state also wins all the
electoral votes in that state. In
any case, the result will be known
in next few days.

Al-Gore and George Bush
differed considerably on domestic
policies on tax plans, education,
social security and health. Gore is
clearly counting on the perfor-
mance of the Clinton administra-
tion during the last eight years
that saw a tremendous propen-
sity and growth in the economy:.
Bush harps on the need for a
change and says much of the
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WHILE the global big powers
are actively planning their trade
and commerce strategies for the
South Asian region, the SAARC
members are still dosing with
their traditional and historical
abhiman stances.

Looking at three of the mem-
bers of this regional setup, India,
Pakistan and Bangladesh were a
part of former British India,
hence one fact stands out (the
case for Sri Lanka is also similar,
but may be examined sepa-
rately): India is simply too big for
the other members.

Hence India has to take the
initiative to encourage Iinter-
member trading within the
reglon, as It has also the largest
market in South Asla; and it also
leads production-wise. It also
has the advantage of historical
continuity, as regards the trans-
fer of immovable assets (Pakistan
and Bangladesh had to start with
a near zero base initially, which
has delayed the laying of strong
foundation).

Looking al this triangle, with
three points of Interaction (a, b,
and c¢), six different channels
have to operate satisfactorily to
Increase the volume of imports
and exports within the member-
nations (now accounting for only
3 per cent of the total exports
from the region). The combina-
tions are ab, be, ca, and, ba, cb,
and ac how each country looks
at the import and import with the
two other countries. |

This working plan between the
three nations has also to be
acceptable to the other members
of Saarc. Hence the number of
permutations and combinations
Is large, and the drafting of the

values that were followed during
the Clinton era is not that of
American’'s own. This refers to
President Clinton's personal
scandals and other issues.

On matters of foreign policy
and defence, they have both
convergence and divergence of
views. Both seem more or less
same on the issue of Middle East
and as they appear 1o support
Israel. Al-Gore wants o engage
US in constructive approach to
China and Russia while Bush is

little different - supporting closer.

ties with Taiwan and also against

‘placing American forces under

the UN programmes.
Gore is keen to pay the due to

the UN, but Bush favours the
payment only after necessary
reorganisation and re-
structuring the world body.

In South Asia, everybody
eagerly watching the American
elections like elsewhere in the
world. However, interest here is
more than many other countries
since the United States matters in
foreign policy parameters of the
countries of the region. It is in a
way more so because of the visit
of President Clinton to South Asia
early this year. Incidentally, that
was the first ever visit to Bangla-
desh by an American president.
Bangladesh Prime Minister
Sheikh Hasina paid a return visit
to the US recently. India, Paki-
stan, Sri Lanka and others in the
region are also taking great inter-
est in the election.

For Bangladesh, a change in
the governance by the Democrats
can make things little different
since the Bangladesh PM is fresh
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AARC's Trading Equations

A Husnain

master plan will need a lot of
patience even for the {ist phase.

This exercise has not yet been
taken up since the formal inau-
guration of Saarc many years
ago. The main hurdle is said to be
the Kashmir dispute between
India and Pakistan for nearly half
a century. In the case of Sri
Lanka, the internal insurgency
for many years is not allowing it
to pay more attention to the
prosperity and development of
the Saarc region. It is to a large
extent due to the break up of the
Raj after two centuries of central
rule based in Delhi (it is also
necessary to study the implica-
tions of the Mughal rule in the
subcontinent for several centu-
ries).

President Clinton's visit was
supposed to be an initial attempt
to thaw the situation (to the
advantage of the North bloc). The
US Is now sending strong feelers
Into the region for multinational
trade on a large scale. While
India pretends to keep her huge
market closed to predators, from
outside, the US is pressurising
Dhaka for export of fuel and
energy through land and sea
routes. The Indian PM's recent
visit to the White House has
generated quite a number of new
situations which have to be
followed carefully, to judge the
trend which will set the style of
the decade in this region.

The Bangladesh PM has been
in Washington. And Bangladesh
should set a new tone in Dhaka's
foreign policy. Pakistan is in a
sorry plight, economically and
democratically, and the western
powers have to be sympathetic as
that market (approaching 200

from a visit there and two sides
have agreed upon many issues for
co-operation and understanding.
Should the Republican comes to
power, there will certainly be a
change In the administration
involving the key persons who
were associated in the bilateral
dealings with different countries.
However, there cannot be niuch
difference since there is not inuch
scope for that in the state-1to-state
relations.

Al-Gore is more likely to suc-
cumb to the pressures for labour
union and create new hurdles for
garments and export business ol
Bangladesh. The pressure for
trade unionism in the exporn
processing zones may further
maunt. Bush,is likely to-be less

~ receplive (o the calls for addis.
. Uomal foreign assistance, to devel-,

oping countries. -

A separate South Asian
bureau was recently set up on the
foreign policy issues of the United
States considering the large
population of the region. Ms.
Robin Rahpel was the first Assis-
tant Secretary of State in
of the desk. Karl F. Inderfurth
who makes routine visits to the
region succeeded her. Indeed,
this bureau reflects greater Amer-
ican interest in South Asia. Wash-
ington has, on the other hand,
categorised the region as most
dangerous flash points in the
world because of Indo-Pakistan
enmity and their nuclear race.
The US, no doubt, attaches some
degree of significance to South
Asia. Hopefully, the most influen-
tial nation will continue to hold
this region with Importance
regardless of who would adorn
the White House; and the new
administration will work for the
welfare of the vast multitude -
most of whom live in abject pov-
erty here.

million) cannot be ignored.

Thus big brother India is
facing a moral challenge to come
up to the expectation of the
smaller members, to lead Saarc
into a prosperous phase, which
will noticeably change the
capita income of the citizens of
the member-states in the on.
It is the decade of change, and
New Delhi has to face the

changes boldly, and honourably.

But New Delhi is passing
through a weak political period
(as is Islamabad).

As for Dhaka, ironically it
appears that the two major politi-
cal parties are too strong to be of
direct and immediate benefit to
the nation, due to political in-
fighting and hate campaigns
since 1991.

The national leaders in Dhaka
have to display a very high level
ol statesmanship to steer Ban-
gladesh Into a take-off position
(we are lucky to have reached
this take-off stage at last). Since
no sacrifice is too great for the
sake of the nation, the next gen-
eral elections may set the tone
and direction of the nation's
Intentions and resolve.

Saarc is passing through a
sensitive period, looking globally,
and the mandate before the
regional leaders is clear enough.
What is lacking is the will to act
politically. Unless there is an
umbrella cover of unity within
Saare, the predatory monitoring
by the powerful outsiders may
usher in economic colonialism
faster than anticipated. The
awareness is there, but the con-
crete action plans have yet to be
launched.
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