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Where is autonomy?
Circulate draft laws for public opinion

W
E wish we could greet the cabinet approval of two 
draft laws seeking autonomy for Bangladesh 
Television and Bangladesh Betar with unalloyed 

plaudits. There are quite a few reasons why we cannot. 
Come as it does at the fag end of the incumbent administra-
tion's five-year tenure and, needless to say, in the election 
year, the move appears more inclined to woo votes in the 
upcoming general election than anything else. Evidently, 
the ruling Awami League wants to give the public the 
impression that it is true to the electoral pledges it made 
before the 1996 parliamentary polls. In its haste to table the 
bills at what could be the last session of the seventh Jatiya 
Sangsad, the government has forgotten that the matter is 
far too important to be rushed without the benefit of all due 
consideration paid to it.

The proposed Bangladesh Television Authority Act, 2001 
and Bangladesh Television Authority Act, 2001 mark a sub-
stantial departure from the recommendations of the Radio-
TV Autonomy Commission which the government had 
instituted in this behalf. The two draft laws actually redefine 
government control on the state-run electronic media rather 
than seeking its complete elimination. Let us elaborate. 
First, according to the draft bills, the government, and not 
the president, reserves the right to recruit the chairmen and 
other members to the separate bodies being envisaged to 
run the affairs of the two electronic media and also to termi-
nate their services whenever it deems right. In fact, it leaves 
the avenue open for the government to employ its loyalists 
to the regulatory bodies, thereby exercising indirect control 
over the two media. However, what sounds repugnant to the 
principle of autonomy is the provision which calls for airing 
of news and other programmes in line with a policy to be 
formulated by none other than the government. Simply put, 
the draft laws, if enacted, will give enough leverage to the 
government, whoever it may be, to exercise control over the 
state-run media.

In a parliament boycotted by the opposition, the ruling 
party may very well push the twin bills through without any 
discordant noise. If so happens, BTV and Betar would have 
anything but autonomy. Therefore, our suggestion is, now 
that the process is at a preliminary stage, let the draft bills be 
circulated to elicit public opinion. Before the matter pro-
gresses any further, let people from a wide section of the 
society - intelligentsia, civil society leaders and others  have 
a chance to analyse and evaluate the draft bills and suggest 
changes before these become law.

Bungling over telephone bills
Crossing all limits

T
ELEPHONE bills have been held up from the start of 
this year, with no respite in sight. Approximately 5.5 
lakh subscribers have yet to see their bills because of 

a feud between BTTB and Lithi Enterprises Ltd. (LEL), the 
private firm responsible for the job. 

We have raised this issue before and we do so again. 
BTTB had no business preventing LEL from completing its 

stcontract which ran till January 31 . That it aborted its 
arrangement with LEL without making alternative arrange-
ment demonstrates its utter callousness for customers' 
concerns. Failing to find a comparable substitute for the job, 
BTTB has been able to prepare only some bills for January 
with the help of BUET. BTTB has accused Lithi of refusing to 
hand over original data files for bill preparation. Seeking to 
refute this allegation the managing director of LEL has 
claimed that the critical data files are already in possession 
of BTTB. Why is the Ministry silent on this counter allegation 
by LEL? According to LEL, a section of BTTB employees 
have been passing on incorrect information to the Ministry 
of Post and Telecommunications. The Ministry must try to 
allay suspicions of mischief at once by issuing necessary 
clarifications on the subject. 

It must take steps to put an end to this outrageous delay 
in delivering bills to the subscribers. We call for an immedi-
ate inquiry, followed by requisite action to rectify the prob-
lem. Consumers who fail to clear their telephone arrears 
within three months end up getting their lines disconnected. 
Who is going to penalise the failure to send bills to tele-
phone users for such a long time? Even if special dispensa-
tions are made to allow bills to be paid in installments, the 
burden on the customer remains immense, not to mention 
the sheer inconvenience of this inordinate delay. Let the 
Ministry not brush this failure under the rug any longer. 
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PRAFUL BIDWAI 
writes from New Delhi

T
H E  u n p r e c e d e n t e d  
shortening of Parliament's 
Budget session by two 

weeks is a blow to its very purpose. 
The Budget session is the longest of 
its three annual sittings, which 
usually lasts three months. This 
session was to have 55 working 
days. It sat for just 16. 

The Opposition first disrupted 
Parliament for 10 days over 
Tehelka. Then, the Treasury 
benches took the lead in aborting 
proceedings. The loss cannot be 
fairly measured in money (Rs. 11 
crores) or in (wasted) time73 hours 
49 minutes. 

Only 15 Bills out of the total 43 
listed for the session were passed. 
Among the held-over legislations 
are Bills to fight corruption: the 
Lokpal and Central Vigilance Com-
mission Bills. 

The Central Electricity Bill, 
Control of Highways Bill and Con-
vergence Bill were also stalled. The 
Electricity Bill is meant to discipline 
poorly performing state boards, the 
Highways Bill to regulate inter-state 
highways, and Convergence to 
integrate telecom, information 
technology, television, etc. 

No less important was the Indus-
trial Disputes amendment. This 
would have tested the government's 
claim to "protect" workers while 
permitting factories employing up to 

1,000 people to dismiss them. Also 
deferred were Bills to prohibit 
tobacco commercials and promote 
consumer interests.

Even more serious is the way 
Parliament dealt with legislation 
which it did pass. The Railway 
Budget was approved without 
discussion. Debate on the Budget's 
Demands for Grants lasted barely a 
day and on the Finance Bill only a 
few hours. Demands for ministries 

such as Home and Defence were 
guillotined and rammed through. 

The supposedly crucial discus-
sion on drought, starvation deaths 
and the collapsing Public Distribu-
t i o n  S y s te m  s a w  a b y s m a l  
participationwith less than 30 MPs 
present. 

In some ways, passage of such 
important business without proper 
deliberation is worse than a Vote on 
Accountpermissible in exceptional 
circumstances pending fresh elec-
tions. 

It is an insult to democracy that 
the Budget sanctioning over Rs. 
200,000 crores was railroaded 
through and that life-and-death 
issues such as collapse of food 

security were treated shabbily. 
This "fast track" approach to 

legislation isn't explained by lack of 
time. The government had enough 
time to write Rs. 1,000 crores tax 
breaks for high-salaried employees. 
This was done at the expense of 
levying a service tax with the annual 
potential of raising Rs. 40,000 
crores (against today's Rs. 1,400 
crores).

This is only one aspect of the 

degradation of Parliamentary 
debate. Others include usurpation 
of legislative functions, bypassing of 
the thoughtful recommendations of 
Parliamentary Committees, and a 
steep decline in quality of debate. 

The Budget announced draco-
nian amendments to the Industrial 
Disputes and Contract Labour Acts. 
These should have come after the 
(forthcoming) Indian Labour Confer-
ence, and after deliberations lead-
ing to a new Bill. But Mr Sinha was in 
a hurry to please employers with an 
anti-labour exit policy. Similarly, 
major changes in education, food 
distribution, and agriculture policy 
were adoptedwithout deliberation in 
the concerned ministries.

Equally deplorable is the govern-
ment's contempt for Parliamentary 
Committee reports: from energy to 
economy, textbooks to telecom, 
Adivasi rights to consumer protec-
tion. Indeed, for the last few years, 
the government has made a habit of 
ignoring such consensual reports. 

As anyone who has watched 
Parliamentary debates knows, their 
quality has considerably declined. 
Today, much of what passes for 

discussion in the Lok Sabha or even 
in the (supposedly more august) 
Rajya Sabha lacks gravitas or 
seriousness. 

More often than not, our camera-
conscious MPs are happy to utter 
catchy one-liners or make vacuous 
interventionswhen not staging 
walkouts. Even the content of 
replies to Parliament questions has 
suffered. Although the government 
dare not lie on facts, it avoids giving 
clear answers.

Disgracefully, Parliament now 
devotes just 14 per cent of its time to 
legislation, as opposed to 48 per 
cent in earlier yearsnot because it 
discusses current developments or 
policies at greater length. Rather, a 

lot of time is taken up in procedural 
matters, stonewalling questions, in 
raucous exchanges (like between 
Mr Vajpayee and Ms Gandhi on April 
27). 

Parliament is becoming less and 
less relevant in voicing popular 
concerns. At this rate, this core-
institution of democracy could turn 
lifeless. Some blame for this must, 
of course, be shared by the Trea-
sury and the Opposition, who 

behave  i n  con f ron ta t i on i s t  
waysforever stalking each other, 
attacking each other's integrity, 
rarely focusing on issues. 

However, the government's 
share of the blame is greater. 
Today's ruling coalition betrays 
contempt for Parliament. It shows 
few signs of internalising the spirit of 
democracy: honest debate and 
dialogue on issues of concern to the 
people.

Mr Atal Behari Vajpayee is the 
Leader of the House of People. The 
seriousness with which he deals 
with its business naturally sets the 
tone of Parliamentary debate. 

Regrettably, Mr Vajpayee's 
leadership is extremely poor. He is 

indifferent to the House. He ducks 
responsibility for his own Cabinet's 
decisions. Far from being states-
man-like, he is a pedestrian, frac-
tious, divisive Parliamentarian.

Under a more able leader, the 
government would have conceded 
the demand for a Joint Parliamen-
tary Committee (JPC) on Tehelka-
related issues. Tehelka produced 
some undeniable, irrefutable evi-
dence worthy of deeper investiga-
tion. The government mulishly 
rejects the demand.

A government that treats Parlia-
ment as an unpleasant reality, a 
nuisance, something it must face 
only because it has to, violates the 
content of democracy. Such a 
government rules by stealth, not by 
popular mandate with genuine 
respect for democratic conventions. 

It treats democracy only as a 
system of power, not as account-
able government responsive to the 
people. A government that exer-
cises power for its own sake, which 
runs scam after scam, and pro-
motes mindlessly right-wing policies 
to bankrupt the exchequer, presides 
over a plutocracy, not democracy. 

That's the government Mr 
Vajpayee has given usa darling of 
Big Business, the Rich and Corrupt, 
but increasingly hated by the peo-
ple. Our democracy is being 
hijacked by moneybags and thugs. 
It must be rescued

Parliament's growing irrelevance: Democracy hijacked!

ZAGLUL AHMED CHOWDHURY

It treats democracy only as a system of power, not as accountable government responsive to the people. 
A government that exercises power for its own sake, which runs scam after scam, and promotes 
mindlessly right-wing policies to bankrupt the exchequer, presides over a plutocracy, not democracy. 

F
IVE Indian states are going 
to polls to elect assemblies 
on May 10 and all eyes are 

set on the outcome of the voting 
because major political forces of the 
country have big stakes in the 
results. For prime minister Atal 
Behari Vajpayee's Bharatiya Janata 
Party (BJP), the main opposition 
Indian National Congress led by 
Sonia Gandhi and the leftists whose 
two main strongholds are in the 
contest, the balloting will be a crucial 
test of their popularity. For the BJP, 
the outcome may influence its fate in 
ruling the country although it is not a 
big force to reckon with in any of the 
states that are going to the polls. 
Sonia Gandhi's leadership which 
had not made much impact so far in 
the affairs of her organisation will be 
tested once again through these 
elections. And finally, the commu-
nists are facing the most formidable 
challenge in spite of remaining in 
power in West Bengal for 24 years, 
and while they are also making a 
desperate bid to continue to govern 
the southern Kerala state even 
though their chances there seem 
slim. And the fourth but not less 
important is whether the dream of a 
firebrand woman leader to form the 
government in West Bengal and 
become chief minister will material-
ise this time. 

Certainly, Mamta Banerjee is 
gaining ground but it remains to be 
seen if that is enough to topple the 
ruling Left Front. During the long 24 
years the state has seen elections 
several times but the leftists 
returned to power without any 
interruption. Definitely, this time the 
challenge is much bigger and polls 

in West Bengal is of particular 
interest to many, both in India and 
outside. Because, at a time when 
communism was collapsing in many 
countries along with giant Soviet 
Union, the leftists remarkably 
remained firmly entrenched in West 
Bengal and also to some extent in 
Kerala state. During these bad 
times, the communists across the 
world drew sort of sustenance from 
their successful counterparts in 
India.  

Southern Tamil Nadu and 
K e r a l a ,  f e d e r a l - r u l e d  t i n y  
Pondicherry, north-eastern sensi-
tive Assam and West Bengal states 
that will elect new legislatures are all 
witnessing fevered pitch of election-
eering before the polls. Interest-
ingly, many earlier equations have 
been shattered as some political 
forces have this time found new 
allies abandoning the former ones. 
Such polarisations have taken place 
in most of the places but West 
Bengal has witnessed much of the 
proverbial adage "there is no per-
manent foes or friend in politics" 
work. Mamta Banerjee's "Trinamul 
Congress" broke away from the 
main Congress a few years ago and 
took West Bengal by a kind of storm 
as it emerged as the second main 
political force in the state relegating 
the traditional Congress to third 
position. The "Trinamul" also allied 
with Vajpayee's BJP twice and 
formed the federal government but 
pulled out of the ruling coalition and 
Mamta also quit as the central 
railway minister following Tehelka 
flashes. She must have done it with 
her eyes on the coming state elec-
tions since the "Trinamul" could ill 
afford to be a partner of the central 
government after Vajpayee's 
administration got embroiled in such 
a sensational scam. The NDA 

government is still reeling under its 
impact.

Mamta denounced the scam and 
pulled out of the government and 
she believes this step would pay her 
dividends in the West Bengal polls. 
Now, the BJP and the "Trinamul", 
the former allies, are at draggers 
drawn relationship. On the other 
hand, the main Congress and the 
"Trinamul" have formed alliance and 
Sonia Gandhi and Mamta are 
campaigning together. They were at 
loggerheads the other day. The 
Congress-Trinamul alliance feels it 
would win most of the 294 seats in 
the state. The Left Front which 
controlled 203 seats in the house 
may  suffer a setback but the out-
come is unlikely to throw it out of 
power in the state. Analysts say the 
front may secure around 150-160 
seats, enough to form the govern-
ment. Chief Minister Buddhadev 
Bhattacharya is campaigning hard 
and elderly former chief minister 
Jyoti Basu is also actively in the 
electioneering. The BJP is going 
alone in the state with its small 
presence and is blaming Mamta 
Banerjee for "betrayal". 

In the Tamil Nadu, the ruling 
DMK, an ally of the BJP at the cen-
tre, is fighting a grim battle to remain 
in power. Here, the Congress of 
Sonia Gandhi has allied with 
AIDMK, the party of Jayaram 
Jayalalitha, and is poised to win 
elections. However, Jayalalitha has 
been barred from contesting the 
polls because of her earlier convic-
tion in a corruption case and this has 
boosted the chances of the DMK 
which was sill finding itself on slip-
pery ground. In Kerala, the Con-
gress is better placed in alliance 
with the Muslim League and several 
other parties while the ruling left 
democratic front led by the commu-

nists is facing a tough situation. The 
Congress and its allies are poised to 
wrest power here unless last-minute 
developments favour the ruling 
front. In Assam, the ruling Gana 
Parishad in collusion with the BJP 
faces difficult challenge from the 
Congress. The elect ions in 
Pondicherry offers little interest.

The BJP which is now the largest 
political party of India is not a strong 

force in any of the five states but it 
has a big stake because the out-
come will determine how the elec-
torates view the party after heading 
a coalition at the centre for 18 
months. This test is particularly 
relevant after the Vajpayee govern-
ment is believed to be losing popu-
larity following the "Tehelka" disclo-
sures. The performance of the BJP 
and its allies in the polls will reflect 

people's attitude to the Vajpayee 
government. If the reflection is 
negative, this will cause strain in the 
multi-party combine and encourage 
some allies to quit. In such a situa-
tion, the survival of the government 
may come under strain and early 
national elections cannot be ruled 
out. But reasonably good showing 
by the BJP and allies will certainly 
not create this problem. For Con-
gress and Sonia Gandhi, the polls 
are quite significant because posi-
tive results would underline the 
importance of the party and its 
acceptability among the people. 
Congress is not much in a good 
shape but a good showing may 
encourage it in the national politics 
for a bigger role.

Crucial test for Indian political parties

MATTERS AROUND US
 The performance of the BJP and its allies in the polls will reflect people's attitude to the Vajpayee 
government. If the reflection is negative, this will cause strain in the multi-party combine and encourage 
some allies to quit...For Congress and Sonia Gandhi, the polls are quite significant because positive 
results would underline the importance of the party and its acceptability among the people. 

Dirty and filthy water from WASA's sewerage lines is flowing forcefully into the river Buriganga and 
polluting one of the major waterways and the lifeline of Dhaka. Together with the foul sewerage water, 
polythene bags and garbage also clog the pipes, increasing pollution. It seems that we have decided to 
destroy the Buriganga in every possible way. But do we ever stop to think what would be our state if the 
river were to really die?  

Water runs wild STAR PHOTO: AKM MOHSIN

Bangladeshis unite
Now we, Bangladeshis, have to be 
united. Let us please break up every 
single relation with the political 
parties in Bangladesh because they 
are messing up our country. Paki-
stan could not destroy us so the 
Indians cannot do anything. We are 
Muslims and Allah will help us. 

I am living in the US but I love my 
Bangladesh and after completing 
my studies I will come back to my 
country. I appreciate those soldiers 
who are fighting against the Indians 
and want to send my sympathies 
and respect to those families who 
have suffered a lot in this crisis. 
Good luck to Bangladesh and the 
BDR.

Mohd. Faisal Razzak 
New York, United States

Mighty and minnow 
Since a relatively powerful India had 
handicapped Bangladesh for quite a 
long time, the current problem with 
India is not a surprising issue. India, 
being stronger in military power and 
technology, has always exploited 
Bangladesh. As we can't threaten 
them using our strength, entangled 
mazes like Farakka still exist. 
Although we know what they are 

doing is not right, we can't really do 
much about it besides discussing 
their meanness. 

All our major political leaders 
promised to take care of those 
unresolved unlawful Indian inva-
sions; yet, there has been no prog-
ress at all. As they are too focused 
on making their own fortunes, one 
does not expect much from them. 
But somehow we have to come up 
with a strategy to overcome our 
"neighbourhood" crisis. 

We Bangladeshis are forgetting  
that our highest advantage is our 
unity. Because of our small territory, 
we speak just one language; we 
don't really expect to advance one 
district over the other like Indian 
states do. We could take advantage 
of their political and cultural instabil-
ity. To accomplish something we 
have to unite together and fight for it, 
even if it means a war literally. We 
will win, as we will be fighting for our 
natural rights and they will be fight-
ing for aggression. 

In case we lose, what have we 
really got to lose? We're dying 
economically, socially, and morally 
by accepting their tyranny anyway. 
We have to put an end to the matter 
to save our farmers, workers, and 
traders. Things are getting worse 

every day. Someday we'll see that 
they are building army barracks 
inside Bangladesh for their security 
purposes. 

Our government should try to 
take a major organised step to 
overcome this major barrier to our 
progress. If one of the political 
parties acts accordingly, I would 
consider them to be more demo-
cratic than the others and hence a 
party which we could rely on to form 
our government. I apologise if I have 
offended Indian citizens. I don't 
mean any disrespect to them per-
sonally, except for what their political 
leaders are doing. 

Masud 
Wichita, USA

Government's job
The border incidents happened as a 
consequence of not implementing 
the Mujib-Indira agreement. The 
Bangladesh government should 
take the matter seriously and pre-
pare for the worst situation. The 
government should work for peace, 
but it shouldn't  sacrifice our land 
and freedom. We deserve a relation-
ship of equal status with our all 
neighbours. The government must 
handle the situation politically and 
we want concerned ministers to 

handle the matter not the foreign 
secretary. It is the prime duty of the 
elected government to secure the 
life of the people.

Nadir uz Zaman
New Elephant Road, Dhaka

Mental disorder
According to WHO's statistics "as 
many as 132 million people suffer 
from mental disorder in Bangladesh 
and out of that about 1.20 million 
people's condition is serious." The 
country has only 65 psychiatrists 
that is one for every 19 lakh people, 
too insufficient to deal with the 
alarming mental health problem. For 
about 140 million people there is 
only one mental hospital with  400 
beds and the hospital itself is in the 
grip of mental distortion and does 
not run smoothly.

In our society mental patients are 
treated as mad people in general. 
They are always neglected. The 
experts have opined that the causes 
of mental disorder are poverty, 
unemployment, social imbalance, 
injustice, ignorance and above all 
absence of a good social environ-
ment. If these problems are treated 
with due care and solved accord-
ingly, it will improve the state of 

mentally disordered people. But it is 
not an easy task. 

In that case we can go forward in 
solving these problems in two ways. 
Firstly, the government should chalk 
out a long-term strategic plan for 
combating  the aforementioned 
problems. Secondly, adequate 
treatment facilities should be 
ensured for the patients. These 
people are a part of our society and 
we cannot lead a peaceful life by 
brushing them aside. 

M.H. Bari
Khulna

Draft development 
strategy
While going through a back issue of 
The Daily Star (February 3, 2001), I 
came across a report on the Draft 
Development Strategy on use of 
surface and ground water prepared 
by consultant M/s. Mot Halcrow. I 
must thank the government for 
having this study done as this is 
undoubtedly of the utmost impor-
tance for the nation at this time. 

It is essential that we review the 
following facts in order to under-
stand the importance of this issue. 
As is well known, the first water 
sharing treaty turned large northern 

areas of the country into a virtual 
desert, uprooting thousands of 
families. Then our incumbent Prime 
Minister signed the second water 
sharing treaty which permitted India 
to retain even more water, although 
the government statement says 
otherwise. 

After signing of this second 
treaty, people in large  numbers 
went to see the once proud Padma, 
hoping to see life giving water gush-
ing  down from the Indian side, as 
had been promised by the govern-
ment propaganda. The insignificant 
stream of what was once a mighty 
river, had now become a trickle. 
Then I recall reading in your daily, 
reports of dams  and barrages being 
built on the Indian side on every 
river, stream or any other channel of 
water that  flows  into  Bangladesh 
from India. 

In this  situation,  the report of 
Mot Halcrow is of the highest  impor-
tance to say the least. It apparently 
indicates a way out of the pincer 
move by our neighbour and it possi-
bly indicates a path leading to our 
survival. I am therefore mystified by 
the response of the so-called Ban-
gladesh Water and Power Engineer-
ing Association as reported by your 
daily. Why should a major news item 
of national interest report the views 

of only a little known association 
instead of authoritative bodies such 
as the Institute of Engineers which is 
the representative body of engi-
neers of Bangladesh or BUET which 
is perhaps best equipped to com-
ment authoritatively on such mat-
ters? 

As this issue effects every aspect 
of our  national life, now and at all 
times to come, I request The Daily 
Star to investigate further, and let us 
know the correct position. Because 
this is a specialised subject, need-
less to say, this needs to be reas-
sessed by a competent expert of the 
highest integrity. When we have a 
clear concept of what options are 
open to us for our survival, I am 
hopeful  that adequate number of 
people will come forward and exert 
pressure on the government to do 
the needful. 

A Rahman 
Motijheel, Dhaka  

Visit to the DSE 
What was the purpose of publishing 
the story that the Dhaka Stock 
Exchange (DSE) has apprised a 
team from the National Defence 
College to note how securities 
trading takes place at the stock 
exchanges? 

It appears the main point of the 
story was identifying who at the DSE 
welcomed the team, who lead the 
team, who narrated the present 
situation of the DSE and who 
answered their questions.

The esteemed editors and read-
ers of this newspaper have every 
right to think there is little reason to 
publish this letter. For the same 
reason they should think that there 
was little reason to publish the 
original story. 

Is there so little news world-wide 
that we have to use this type of filler?

M. M. Haque
Gulshan, Dhaka

Drugs in mailbox!
While dropping a letter into a mail-
box outside a post office in my 
locality I found that the letter would 
not go in. I found an empty bottle of 
phensidyl inside the flap of the 
letterbox. 

The conclusion is obvious.

A Senior Citizen
Dhaka
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