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Sharon's first visit to Washington

in politics

politics.

ventilated and maintained.

Vanishing morality

The despicable game with Ershad

E know that there is no permanent friend or
enemy in politics. But we never knew that there is
nothing called values, morality, principles or ethi-
cal norms in politics. We also did not know that history could
be so tailor made, facts could change so expediently and
yesterday's 'night' could be called today's 'day'. This is the
despicable game that is being played with Ershad in our

For nine years both Khaleda Zia and Sheikh Hasina told
the people that Ershad was nothing but a curse to the coun-
try. We believed them and brought Ershad down. Then we
saw the first shameful turn around. In order to bring Khaleda
down after she won the '91 election the AL chief teamed up
with the same person that she spent nine years in bringing
down. Then came the second opportunistic somersault.
The very man BNP put into jail and kept there for five years
and one they suspected to be involved in Ziaur Rahman's
murder, they now teamed up with to dislodge the AL from
power. The final act is being played out now. Both the two
"votaries of democracy, rule of law" and repository of every
virtue under the sun, are now desperately trying to ingratiate
themselves with the very man who was once know as the
"most corrupt politician" that Bangladesh ever saw.

Where we feel most sad is the way the whole legal sys-
tem has been exploited by the present government to pro-
tect or do favour to Ershad. Now it appears that even the
sacred chair of the Speaker is being used to do favour to
him. The Speaker's remarks to Roushan Ershad concern-
ing her husband's parliamentary membership have raised
serious questions in the mind of legal experts who see no
ambiguity about his loss of seat.

Itis true that we have restored democracy and have been
able to stabilise it over the last decade. It is also true that we
have held two internationally credible elections in succes-
sion and are about to hold the third. We are extremely proud
of this achievement. But at the same time it is also true that
our political values, morality, ethics and norms have suf-
fered enormously, negatively affecting public faith in our
politics and politicians. We are ashamed of the rot we see in
our politics and warn our politicians that they are eroding the
very ground of public confidence on which democracy and
decent politics must be based.

Trapped gas pockets in city

Take action before disaster strikes

dangerous build-up of trapped underground gases
in the capital has been evident for some time, but city

authorities have pushed the question of safety in
waste disposal to the bottom of their list of priorities. The
death of four people in a 12-foot sewerage manhole this
week has added to the list of fatalities and mishaps that
have been occurring under similar circumstances in the city.
Workers and residents alike have been complaining of the
simmering hazards that exist in underground waste chan-
nels and even water reservoirs have manifested noxious
gases bursting out from pockets below ground level.

There are complaints that funds for the upkeep of sewer-
age pipes are insufficient, but this is only part of the prob-
lem. Dhaka's sewerage system has become unmanage-
able because of the growth of new and unauthorised con-
nections for industrial, human and other wastes, congestion
caused by non-biodegradable substances such as poly-
thene bags and a failed maintenance system.

We would like to know exactly what the authorities are
doing to deal with this problem? Are they waiting for the
trapped poisonous gases to melt away miraculously? If so,
they are deluding themselves and exposing this city to an
uncalled for risk. Trapped gases could lead to explosions at
any time. We need a massive effort to rectify mistakes and
establish safety norms. The system must be cleaned up,

Another flaw also has to be rectified. Several major urban
blocks have mushroomed on former dumping sites, aiding
the entrapment of gases below. Measures must be taken to
ventilate these former rubbish pits, monitor new dumping
grounds and ensure that waste is sorted before being
dumped. Polythene bags and other non-biodegradable
items must be phased out of usage. The authorities cannot
afford to ignore the waste disposal issue any longer.

MUSLEHUDDIN AHMAD
RESIDENT Bush appeared
quite enthusiastic in wel-

I coming Israel's Prime Minis-
ter Ariel Sharon to the White House.
The President said, "It's my honor to
welcome the Prime Minister of our
close friend and ally to the Oval
Office". He even went to the extent
of cutting a joke saying, "He
(Sharon) got 66 per cent of the
votes. He did a little better at the
polls than | did, if you know what |
mean". One feels that it was not
necessary for the President of the
United States to remind the world
that he won the election by only a
couple of dozens of votes in Florida.
However, if the President had meant
that Sharon was the popularly
elected leader under democracy,

then many should have serious
problem with that kind of democracy.

Nothing worthwhile seems to
have come out of Bush-Sharon
meeting. Sharon repeatedly talked
of "no surprises". Apparently both
agreed not to surprise each other.
But Sharon as usual came out with
whatever was in his mind. He asked
President Bush "not to be surprised"
if he hits back the Palestinian terror-

ists. He has told the President that
he would try to keep the roads of the
territories open but "don't be sur-
prised, we will punish the terrorists
and those who send them". He only
did not warn President Bush that he
should not be surprised if he
(Sharon) creates another "Sabra
and Shatilla" episode in the present
Palestinian territories. However, US
Defence Secretary reportedly told
Sharon that 'Israel is a small country.
It should not make big mistake'. One
would have preferred to hear those
words from the President himself.

i\l

such vital matters.

In any case, the present Admin-
istration's hands off policy in the M-E
peace is fairly clear. President Bush
said - the US "will not try to force
peace, that we will facilitate peace,
and we will work with those respon-
sible for peace." If the US wants to
work for peace, it has to talk to
President Arafat as he is the one
from the Palestinian side responsi-
ble for peace.

Ariel Sharon cannot "surprise"
the US anyway as it watches world's
political developments and particu-

the lIsraelis this was his election
commitment, but he cannot deliver it
if he continues his aggressive poli-
cies towards the Palestinians. Arafat
alone cannot end the violence. The
causes are to be removed, but
unfortunately Sharon has been
opposed to all the measures that
could cool down the already hot
environment.

Sharon in his talks with the UN
Secretary General Kofi Annan,
opposed the idea of UN observer
force. Sharon's argument is that
Palestinian terrorists would take

e

dent Bush as President's father
former President Bush was opposed
to Jewish settlements in the occu-
pied territories. Sharon's rabid ideas
on settlement are well known. He
raised the most sensitive settlement
issue of Har Homa with the UN
Secretary General. Palestinians
know why Har Homa settlements
are being constructed but Sharon
made it quite clear. As Jerusalem
Post reported, he (Sharon) said the
idea behind this is to 'prevent the
merging of Bethlehem with East
Jerusalem neighbourhoods, some-

SPOTLIGHT ON MIDDLE EAST

Peace is certainly not anywhere near Palestinian-Israeli horizon. It is all violence killings and
counter-killings. The same is unfortunately expected to continue as long as Sharon remains in
charge. Ifitis toolong, Israelis may have to regret their election verdict.

One, however, understands that
Defence Secretary's warning does
reflect the serious concern of the
U.S. over Israel's present position in
the Arab World.

On the issue of whether Presi-
dent Bush should invite Arafat to the
White House for talks, Sharon Said,
"I told Bush that | don't want to
intervene in the decision (as if he
could do that). But | did say that it
could be interpreted as a sign that
terrorism pays". President Bush
simply said, "l have not made up my
plans on who | am going to meet with
yet" One would tend to read Presi-
dentBush's reply as if he (President)
himself was not sure whether he
should invite President Arafat to the
White House. Sharon is not the right
person to advise President Bush on

larly M-E developments like a world
watchman. The US must not allow
free hand to Sharon to deal with
Palestinians in his "Sabra-Shatilla"
way. It is not simply an issue of
‘cooling down the nerve', effective
steps would be necessary to stop
violence and initiate peace-talk. The
US must be fully aware that Sharon
and peace do not go together. The
US may not like to 'force peace'
upon the parties but because of
Sharon who has a long history of
anti-peace and anti-Palestinian
behaviour, the US has to remain
actively engaged in the peace
process along with the UN and
particularly the European Union.
Peace has not been an important
item in Sharon's agenda. Sharon is
committed to providing security to

shelter behind UN observer forces
and continue their attacks against
Israeli people. The argument does
not seem to be convincing at all as
this suggests that UN forces will be
only silent spectators. They may not
have authority to fight the alleged
attackers but they can always work
to stop such attacks and can cer-
tainly expose the attackers. If these
are only the Palestinians, then Israel
could very well tell the world that it is
not Israel which is at fault, the Pales-
tinians are. But as it seems, Sharon
is afraid, UN forces would indeed
expose Israel's atrocities against the
Palestinian population.

The settlement issue did not
come up for discussion with Presi-
dent Bush. Sharon probably felt that
he might not get support from Presi-

thing that would make it impossible
to ever draw a border there. Thus
Sharon is creating the physical
barrier between Palestinian town of
Bethlehem and East Jerusalem the
part of the city that Palestinians want
to make the capital of future
Palestinian State. This would
undoubtedly ignite further riots.
There is, however, some reduc-
tion in violence in terms of attacks
against Israeli forces and civilians
because of relative easing of closure
of the Palestinian areas. Apparently,
Palestinians are, in the meantime,
trying to change their tactics of
political agitation. They apparently
do not want to allow the stone-
throwing kids into the streets any
more. And also instead of sporadic
attacks on civilians, they are now

trying to put up massive street
demonstrations against "change in
the government in Israel..". Strategy
has indeed received good response
from the Palestinian civilian popula-
tion including students, academi-
cians and particularly women.
Unfortunately such a demonstration
which was peaceful was attacked by
the Israeli forces the other days on
the plea that the demonstration was
too close to the Israeli security
forces. This exposed the lIsraeli
forces' highhandedness against a
peaceful demonstration in the
Palestinian territories. One can only
hope that Mitchell Commis-
sion which is now working in the
area would take serious note of it.

On return from Washington,
Sharon told the reporters at Ben-
Gunois Airport that he had sent a
message to Chairman Arafat saying
‘that if he does not rein in the terror
activities of his force, 17 personal
guard, Israel will take matters into its
own hands'. It was a blunt message
that blamed Arafat personally for the
ongoing attacks. He said, "Unfortu-
nately, the element disrupting secu-
rity and also blocking the way to
diplomatic agreement is the Chair-
man of the Palestinian Authority,
Yasser Arafat". This clearly reflects
the status of relationship between
Sharon and Arafat two leaders who
are expected to engage in the peace
negotiations. Peace is certainly not
anywhere near Palestinian-Israeli
horizon. Itis all violence killings and
counter-killings. The same is unfor-
tunately expected to continue as
long as Sharon remains in charge. If
it is too long, Israelis may have to
regret their election verdict.

The emperor's new clothes

A

ALMAS ZAKIUDDIN

OLITICS and deception are
P critical, perhaps constant,

bedfellows. That is a reality,
ugly though it might be. No matter
how clean one intends or claims to
be, at the end of the day most lead-
ers have to come to terms with the
fibbing game.

Clever people manage to elude
being caught red-handed in a lie.
Certainly, those who survive in the
public arena with their reputation
intact do so because they have
become adept at the game, or know
when to stop.

It can't be denied that many, like
Clinton, slip out of the ring of retribu-
tion because their foibles are
restricted to the 'manly’ pursuit of
messing around with women. Some
leaders, like the prime minister of
India, manage to weather storms
unleashed by maverick investiga-
tive journalists, by distancing them-
selves from those unmasked as
culprits. A few, like the Watergate
man, Nixon, are exposed because
they simply do not know when to
stop. Or, like our home-grown
version, H M Ershad, who appears
now to be caught between a rock

and a hard place, are undermined
because time has caught up with
them.

But by far and large, dishonesty
and deception are allowed to go
unpunished. More so in this part of
the world thanin others.

What goes round, comes round.
Thus goes a saying that a western
friend of mine often throws at me by
way of consolation. | am never
satisfied. My frustration and anger
are inexplicable to this friend who
comes from an environment in

sowe were told.

Finally, just one month later, we
woke up to discover that the hos-
tages had been released. Bravo,
said the world and its mother. Soon,
pictures appeared of the three men,
consultants from Britain and Den-
mark, arriving at Dhaka by helicop-
ter, looking virtually unscathed as
they waved to waiting reporters.

Naturally, everyone was
delighted that the crisis had passed.
But everyone also wanted to know
what had happened. Avital question

tages had been 'rescued' as a result
of an army operation involving an
exchange of fire with the kidnappers
and heaven alone knows how many
insurgents, that began in the early
hours and ended as the sun rose
over the Hill Tracts. Interesting
details, such as the claim that 100
rounds were fired by the army, were
duly provided in this Bollywood
version of the hostages' release.
With due respect to the armed
forces and the civilian authorities,
the second story was highly ques-

Al

IF YOU ASK ME

But do you know what scares the bile out of me? Not only that no one has reacted, nor that | may
have to bear the brunt of someone's powerful wrath. What scares me silly is that people really
believe thatl ought not to even ask. That is the most difficult part of the situation.

effectively demolished the
Bollywood version. According to
one of the hostages, who spoke
directly to the reporter, soldiers did
not go in with guns blazing. They
appeared, somewhat unexpectedly
at that, after the hostages had been
abandoned. Yes, gun shots were
heard but because the soldiers fired
into the air, after they had 'rescued'
the Europeans.

The fact that no one has reacted
to the implications of these conflict-
ing stories is astonishing. | have

which articles such as this that | am
writing would be considered quite
confusing and nebulous. | often tell
this friend of mine that an outsider
can never fully comprehend the
level to which deceit and deception
have infiltrated the soul of this
region to which | belong.

It has, you know. Examples
abound, but let me give you a recent
one. Remember the hostage drama
in the Chittagong Hill Tracts? In mid
February, three Europeans were
kidnapped several miles outside
Rangamati, allegedly by tribal

insurgents unhappy with the Peace
Accord. Four weeks went by as the
government tried to negotiate, or so
we were told, and the kidnappers
eluded them and kept asking for an
impossible ransom of Tk 9 crore, or

Chittagong airport

It is a matter of pride for us that we
now have a second international
airport in the country. The M A
Hannan International Airport in
Chittagong has recently been
completed and made operational. It
has very modern facilities and
technology. | am concerned about
the upkeep of the airport. It would be
a most unfortunate loss for this
country if this international airport
became as run down and disorga-
nised as Zia International Airport in
Dhaka. | wonder what steps the
government is taking to make sure
that Chittagong does not become
another ZIA?

Concerned citizen
Chittagong

Hasina's candidature
for UNSG position

| take strong exception to certain
sweeping remarks of ranking offi-
cials in Dhaka in connection with the
candidacy for UN Secretary
General ("UNSG position: Dhaka
brushes aside report on Hasina's
candidature", March 25).

Itis well within the purview of the
Press Secretary to the Prime
Minister to term the Associated
Press (AP) news release mention-
ing Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina
as one of the contenders for UN
Secretary General as 'baseless'.
However, his attempt to equate the
coveted position of UN Secretary
General with that of a Secretary in

Bangladesh and the smelling of
'malicious motive by vested quar-
ters' behind the circulation of Sheikh
Hasina's name clearly betrays the
notion of a supposedly seasoned
media man. The Press Secretary
surely needs to know that unedu-
cated remarks and archaic phrases
arenot  befitting his position.

The AP news item, a copy of which
its UN Bureau in New York has
provided me with , at no time sug-
gested Sheikh Hasina was running
for the post of UN Secretary
General. It only mentioned a few
persons who in the UN circle are
considered highly successful in
their own right. Each of them is
considered to have potential to
head the world body. Sheikh
Hasina's name came up with
another head of state, President
Kumaratunga of Sri Lanka. A sepa-
rate news release by Reuters on
March 22 mentioned former
Foreign Ministers Domingo Siazon
and All Alatas of the Philippines and
Indonesia, respectively, along with
Bangladesh and Singapore's
permanent representatives to the
UN. Our so-called ranking officials,
however, wrongly inferred this
bracketing of our Prime Minister
with others as an affront! We expect
our 'ranking officials’ to be able to
distinguish between speculation
and fact. We expect them to be able
to develop allittle finesse.

Nayeem Jaffar

New York

Constitution of

that they asked was how the hos-
tages had been released. | don't
know if you have noticed this or not,
but to this day there are two versions
of what happened.

Initially, it seemed like a fairy tale.
The news wires sang out with an
incredible story saying that the
hostages had simply appeared out
of the bush near an army camp.
They had evidently been aban-
doned by their captors. |, myself,
found this a little hard to swallow, but
for the first few hours that morning,
nothing else was offered as an
alternative and so the fairly tale had
tobe believed.

But then came a news flash. Just
a few hours after their release, an
‘official' account was provided.
According to this version, the hos-

tionable. There were a host of loose
ends that nobody could tie up. The
ransom, for instance. Had it been
paid? To whom? If so, why did the
army have to engage in a gun battle
to 'rescue’ the hostages? If not, why
had it taken so long for the offensive
to be mounted? And soon.

In the euphoria of the hostages'
release, these questions seemed to
be silly, perhaps even bad form. A
senior official told me that the prob-
lem with journalists was that they
were never happy with a happy
ending. Why question something
when it is over? The hostages are
back, everyone is pleased, letit rest.

But a report by one of our intrepid
reporters, that appeared on the front
page on March 23, several days
after the hostages were released,

EDITOR

voiced my concerns to friends and
while some have laughed at me,
others have warned me to keep
quiet. Do you have a self-destruct
button inside that silly little head of
yours, said one mature individual
when | asked him to commenton the
matter.

Is there something wrong with
my thinking, | wonder. What bothers
me is that something so obvious and
blatant has passed virtually unques-
tioned. After all, the truth must exist,
somewhere. Either the hostage or
someone else has not told us the
truth.

Iwon'tdeny thatitis a little daunt-
ing to bring up this topic. Who in their
right mind would wish to tangle with
a powerful force that is protected by
who knows how many special

powers of inviolability and which can
invoke, at a moment's notice, a
range of justifications in the name of
national security? It is daunting, to
say the least, to ask the civil and
military authorities would they
please explain exactly what went on
there, inside the Hill Tracts?

But do you know what scares the
bile out of me? Not just that no one
has reacted, nor that one may have
to bear the brunt of someone's
wrath. What scares me silly is that
people really believe that | ought not
to even ask. That is the most difficult
part of the situation.

Some people might recall a story
told to children. | am not sure if it is
one of the many Aesop's fables that
one read as a child, but it now
seems to me to be terribly appropri-
ate for adults. The story is about an
emperor who lived in a land of such
incredible make believe that
although he wore no clothes, no one
had the courage to tell him the truth.
Everyone in this domain had been
so successfully indoctrinated into
the system that no one had the
remotest notion that anything was
wrong. Or if they did, they did not
have the courage to say so.

Until one day, everything
changed. On this day, a little boy
who happened to be visiting the
domain from a neighbouring land,
saw the emperor appear without
any clothes in public. Everyone
praised the emperor's new clothes.
Except the foolish boy who had not
been properly indoctrinated. Before
anyone could stop him, the boy
blurted out the truth. Why is the
emperor not wearing anything, he
cried out. The emperor was terribly
ashamed. And everyone was aston-
ished that they had heard the truth.

INZ— Pan
PHOTORIAL

Readers are invited to send in exclusive pictures, colour or black and white, of editorial value, with all relevant information including date, place and significance of subject matter. Pictures received will not be returned.

Fake smell

These shiny bottles look alluring and come very cheap. But buyers, beware! These are all counterfeit goods. Empty bottles
that once contained the genuine product are collected by an underground manufacturing industry that fills them up with
adulterated substances that may be hazardous to health. People should stop selling or discarding empty bottles intact. The
authorities must put a halt to the counterfeit business.
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Orthopaedics Society
I'm pleased to learn of the constitu-
tion of an Orthopaedics Society in
the country. It will surely be helpful
for disabled people like me.
However, | am not clear about the
objectives of the society and would
like to suggest several steps which
the society may consider. The
society should establish a chemo-
therapy department. It should also
ensure outdoor physiotherapy and
occupational therapy for disabled
patients. Including indoor and
outdoor service will be real helpful
for the disabled persons. This
facility is absentin the country and it
should be introduced by the society.

Dr. Lailun Nahar
Dhaka

Women in
Bangladesh

It is really unfortunate that though
the Prime Minister and the Leader
of the Opposition are women, the
pathetic state of women remains
unchanged in the country. They are
prone to all sorts of crime like mur-
der, rape, acid throwing and so on.
Be it urban society or rural, women
are deprived of their rights. They are
not even safe in police custody,
rather they are often violated by the
law enforcers.

To bring a change in this bleak
state we all have to come forward
and take necessary steps to ensure
the rights of women. The offenders
should be tried and punished. We

must realise that women are also
human beings and they should be
treated equally. Will the situation
everimprove?

Anindita Alam
New Eskaton, Dhaka

Our politicians

Our politicians are always paranoid
about finding fault with other politi-
cians. They always mix up party
politics with the government and
creates confusion and gives rise to
political unrest. Before being
elected to power, they offer the
world to the voters but after clinging
to power all they are concerned with
is petty party politics. They resort to
all sorts of political chaos like hartal
not caring about the inconvenience
of general people. Is this why they
are elected to power? Shouldn't
looking after people's welfare be
their top priority?

Rina Sultana,
Mohammadpur, Dhaka

Our woes

It doesn't seem that there is a gov-
ernment in the country to take care
of our woes like pollution, traffic
jams, copying in exams, increasing
crimes and soon.

Instead of taking care of these
problems, all the government
seems to be interested in is petty
party politics. Is this why we have
elected them to power?

Sarah
Dhaka
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