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Actnow or pay later

NOTHER vessel has gone down in the coastal

zone of Bangladesh proving that river travel is not

just unsafe but death-friendly. It comes only a

week or so after the worst maritime disaster that killed
over 400 people. Life is certainly cheap but efficiency,
regulation and safety management is certainly so expen-
sive that we can't afford them at all it seems. This pudding
of death now provides the proof that very little had been
done to ensure some degree of safety for the passengers.
It's feared that most of the 120 passengers have perished.
The spot on river Baleshawer where MV Subha sunk is

a deep point in the river where the current is also very
strong. Till last reports came in, the rescue vessels had
not been able to do much beyond recovering the dead
bodies. Most, including the Navy, have given up the idea

What is most disconcerting is the fact that the authori-
ties seem to be clueless about the situation as a whole
and there is no response mechanism visible. It means that
the rivers are unsafe, the vessels even more unsafe and
the authorities unable to take any action except try to lift
vessels after they sink, if possible.

Media have expressed fear that this sector may well
have gone beyond measures of normal control and its
about time some emergency measures were taken for
immediate revamping. And the PM should do something
inspiring. The standard procedure of setting up a commit-
tee followed by recommendations that are never imple-
mented will not do anymore. This neglectful attitude kills

The Daily Star had called for wholesale examination
and review of the plying vessels and declaring how many
are actually travel worthy and how many should be
grounded. But this hasn't been done because account-
ability is not an issue in this sector in general and failure
has never met with punishment. The public perception
that there is opportunity for the "intelligent" to make
money by "overlooking" flaws may well be correct.

The Government has two options. It can continue to do
business as usual and further reduce its credibility and
make helpless people more angry since nobody travels in
this route to seek fun. Or it can react and take actions to
make riverine travel safer. Both have a price tag and will
have to be paid. It's upto the government to decide what it

Indo-Pak war cry
When guns rule the heart, the

ITH every passing day, fear intensifies and

people desert the Indo-Pak borders as shells

land to declare that war is near. Yet people are
hoping that somehow India and Pakistan will be able to
avoid the next war whether out of concern for life or some
otherincentive whatever that may be.

The on again, off again hostility between India and Paki-
stan has been going on since birth so it should qualify as a
congenital problem. There have been three major wars
and endless number of skirmishes including the latest
deadly Kargil conflict. They have no way of speaking in
the language of reconciliation because it takes enormous
courage today to speak of peace on either side.

The flaring point is once again Kashmir, South Asia's
worst diplomatic curse. If anything it has become an itch
that is scratched into a sore to cause a crisis. People
seem to be more keen to score military and propaganda
points and the loss of life and livelihood hardly seems to

This present war to be has become more worrying
because both have nuclear capability. Now most would
think that although they have the bomb they won't use it
but then why have it in the first place ? There certainly is a
point for both which if crossed will lead to nuclear weapon
exchange no matter how placid are the respective warring
minds. And a nuclear exchange in Kashmir may well
mean that such echoes will be heard elsewhere. It will be
a terrible first strike that will encourage other nuclear
weapon holders to try it out.

Given that scenario, the US, the superpower must play
its role. Bashing Mullah Umar is good but ending potential
military apocalypse in Kashmir is more important and

Sadly enough, when India and Pakistan have failed to
end hostilities it's time other able nations did it for them.
The US stayed away from action in the Middle East
because it was too biased towards Israel but it has a stake
in the health of both India and Pakistan. Let the US act
now. At least till Pakistan and India can start thinking

TO THE EDITOR
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South Asia on my desk
Whose war is being fought anyway?

AFSAN CHOWDHURY

S the drums of another Indo-

Pak war rises, fear spreads

like a deadly epidemic. The
Indian PM and the Pakistani Presi-
dent are slugging it out on the TV
screens showing how easily one
fifth of mankind may face immediate
destruction. On my desk at home is
a computer that is ailing like | am.
Into it pop rickety e-mails from my
friends spread all over South Asia.
The images and voices of a poi-
gnant, desperate and in the end not
yetafully formed world.
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MITU Verma writes from Delhi.

DearAfs,

The situation looks really bad but
one shouldn't be surprised. My
journalist friends had been predict-
ing this showdown for months. And
now we are sitting here waiting to be
nuked. Geo and Padma have gone
to the South for a holiday-- Kerala
and Andhra respectively. At least
they will be safe from nukes. Kya
Karen, sab ek saath mar jayenge.
(What's to be done. All of us will die
together).

Your health news is worrying. |

thought you would be around to
write all our epitaphs...
MITU is one of the gentlest and most
conscientious of all South Asians |
know. In her last mail she had spo-
ken of her angst at the Gujarati
situation. What could be done she
had asked hoping for an answer.

What has found little space in
South Asian media is the role of the
section of India that has stood
against communalism, often at
grave personal and career risks.
While Bangladeshi media has been
muted in reporting and staying away
from sensationalism, it has not been
able to inform the souls who stand
and fight communalism.

But on the last date, her mind

was on the impending war and what
that could mean to many.

ONE of Mitu's and also my close
friends is Beena. Beena Sarwar
used to be the Editor of News of
Friday published from Lahore. She
recently went to London for a year,
was trained in TV and is now in the
TV wing of the Jang group. She has
recently moved to Karachi and we
had in fact recently been part of a
joint South Asia study on media

STRAIGHT FRO

Whose waris itanyway?
IT'S not my war but it's a war on my
friends. | wonder if V&P themselves
are in charge or is the national ego
dictating it all. | have never under-
stood how countries could be proud
of their bomb when they can't feed
their own people properly. Yet
millions of Indians and Pakistanis
will give their life for another bomb to
killeach other.

What isn't stated is that many

a life from being a super technocrat
in Bhutan to being a refugee and
everything else in Nepal. Now he is
just trying to survive in a hostile
history. An enormously educated
and intelligent person, he has learnt
almost never to lose his cool. He
can't go back to the place where he
grew up. Now his identity is a travel
document, not even a passport. In
the last mail he wrote:

"The Maoists are reaching into
the valley. Remember the police
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have met works for Himal magazine
while Bela edits manuscripts for
British publishers.

Thomas has to manage the
agony of watching South Asia as it
crumbles or make a hash of things.
Both are JNU grads with radical
pasts who aren't going to give in to
the money madness that has seized
many parts of India. Thomas wrote:

"Have started to drink less so
that | can get up in the morning and
can read." Their home is full of

These are my friends, my South Asians, my motley bunch of friends who probably don't represent a
mainstream but who continue to bat for peace and fight against war. The best argument is the concern we feel
for each other which eludes all political combinations. But we all know that our world has been brought
together by the PCs. At least the PC people have a stake in peace because their friends are real flesh and
blood individuals not unseen, unheard enemies without faces and names but only national political

identities.

responses to cross border conflicts.
DEARBeena,

All this war noise is very scary.
Mitu is quite depressed about a
nuke possibility though | think the
US can't afford it. V seems to have
backed down a bit after the "war
cry".

How is the scene? Is it as bad as
itsounds?

Take care.

Afsan

Late that night Beena responds::
HI Afsan, | just wrote you a longish
reply, which got wiped out by server
timeout or some such thing. | am in
the middle of my assessments in the
third (2nd for me) week of training.

Yes, it's very scary and quite
tense... Today the situation seems a
little better, Vaj has withdrawn
somewhat. But | wish he wouldn't
keep the tensions up so much. The
whole situation is frightening.

Take care. | still haven't seen
your film...

Love, B
DO politicians know about these
people on both sides of the border,
scared and worried and with no
sense of control over the situation?

Are these people less in love with
the flag and land and ideology than
VandP?

How do you separate Mitu's
voice from that of Beena's?

would give their lives too to stop
another bomb.

I was in Delhi for the showing of the
film which Beena mentions -- on
women and war of 1971 and how
Bangladeshi historians have under-
mined their role -- when the US
attack on Afghanistan began. There
was an inevitable pall of gloom over
the closing ceremony but
Meenakshi Devnath of WISCOMP
counselled courage and spoke with
wisdom.

"I know everyone feels sad and
depressed and our Pakistani and
Afghan colleagues feel insecure
even about their journey home.
People feel helpless and wish things
were not like this. We all know the
facts but don't feel so down. | feel
this crisis will be overcome and in
the end we will have a more fair and
justworld."

Those words meant something

to many of us. | still carry that feeling
in my heart, that image of many
shades of South Asians standing in
a single room hoping for peace.
BUT our problems are not just cross
border driven. In fact few are. Even
our cross border conflicts are part of
our attempt to manage our internal
dissension. One of the newly
emerging conflicts is that of the
Maoists in Nepal.

My friend Bhim has gone through

check-post near your home. Some-
body attacked that, two were killed.
K says that it could be people trying
to get even with them for something
they did and not really Maoists. The
streets are deserted. From the office
you can see that the fogs are not
lifting from the hills. Don't worry.
There is someone up there who
ultimately takes care of everything."
BUT many are also crossing the
borders camping in different lands.
Aruni is from Sri Lanka and
lived/lives in Kathmandu. Once in
Colombo -- for her a chance to see
home while on work -- we sat on the
porch of a fine old hotel and had
dinner and chatted as the sea
washed the shore and until the rains
came and sent us packing inside.

"When we were children we used
to come down and play in this hotel.
And if we were late, Mom would
send a nanny to call us home. Now if
people are late nobody knows if they
will ever come home again. The war
has changed everything."

When | would read Aruni's mail --
now studying at Oxford for a year -- |
am always reminded of rain washed
lazy afternoons in a time which was
assassinated by war.

THOMAS and Bela, one Keralite
and other Punjabi-Assamese and
married to each other, live in the
Patan part of Kathmandu valley.
Thomas, one of the best editors |

books and conversation and a glow
of friendship, which lights my life.
Such people are denying borders
through the very acts of their intelli-
gence and work. Thomas knows as
a history student what the process-
ing of time means. In Kathmandu we
had a daily e-discussion on compar-
ative theology. Sadly, most of my
friends here don't read anything
except their professional work
assignments or the broad sheet
wisdom. There is none to discuss
the exact connotation of the term
"Eli" in post Sumerian Middle East-
ern society anymore.

"MIAN Afsan,

Where is that piece you prom-
ised on the defamation case of the
tabloid Editor in Bangladesh. Indi-
ans and Pakistani briefs have
arrived."

Bro Thomas,

As soon as | finish this column.
ONCE, when they contemplated
adopting a child, | was one fourth
part of the proposed name. Pablo
Irfan Karan Afsan Mathews. At least
three faiths in one small child.

His mail today is about beating
the system and leading a life fash-
ioned almost entirely according to
one's will. They aren't exactly
embarrassed that they don't own a
car. It's people like them who let me
breathe in this status symbol
choked provincial Dhaka. My PC is

my lifeline.

YET in many ways, the man who
has brought and networked with
more South Asians than any others
is Kanak Dixit who has a Volks-
wagen which he wants to drive to
Dhaka to raise money for setting up
a spinal injury centre. He himselfis a
wonder, a man who literally fell off
the mountain and his incredible
story was covered by the Reader's
Digest.

HE is also a dreamer whose agony
was incredible when the nuclear
explosions shattered India and
Pakistan. He spoke of a deep sense
of corporate failure and shame as
two neighbours, claimant of peace-
ful heritages exploded bombs and
yet felt that peace was possible. It
was his sense of outrage that has
touched many and his magazine
Himal South Asian is probably the
only product of its kind where peace
is actively promoted by secular,
sincere and serious writers. And
Kanak continues to nurse them.
Even last week he organised a
meeting of Indian and Pakistan top-
notch journalists pushing the peace
agenda. | don't khow if he knows
how deeply the deck is stacked
against him but he keeps rowing
against the tide.

"Banglabandhu, | am driving
down to Dhaka with Himali and then
we can attend the Film Festival.
Why is no one interested in hosting
the South Asian Film Festival when
the top award went to
Bangladeshi?"

Don't ask me Kanak.
understand us.

*kkkkk

| don't

THESE are my friends, my South
Asians, my motley bunch of friends
who probably don't represent a
mainstream but who continue to bat
for peace and fight against war. The
best argument is the concern we
feel for each other which eludes all
political combinations. But we all
know that our world has been
brought together by these PCs. At
least the PC people have a stake in
peace because their friends are real
flesh and blood individuals not
unseen, unheard enemies without
faces and names but only national
political identities.

Afsan Chowdhury is a Senior Assistant Editor of
The Daily Star.

Pull back from the brink

War is no solution

PRAFUL BIDWAI
writes from New Delhi

HE roll of war drums gets

louder each day in India and

Pakistan. After the May 14
terrorist carnage at Kaluchak near
Jammu, there has been clamour for
"action" especially, "limited strikes"
across the Line of Control. This has
become louder with Kashmir leader
Abdul Gani Lone's assassination on
May 21.

The Vajpayee government would
be totally ill-advised to attack Paki-
stan. Kaluchak does not constitute a
casus belli (reason for war).
Although the government claims to
have established the Pakistani
identity of the militants involved, it
has produced no credible evidence
that they were sponsored by
Islamabad.

Itis hard to believe that Pakistan
would engineer such an act today.
This is not because military-ruled
Islamabad has suddenly become a
noble, benign, well-intentioned
power. It is because of the military-
diplomatic pressure under which
Gen Pervez Musharraf operates.

When the General decided to
throw his lot with Washington, he
narrowed his own freedom of action.
He is now compelled to act against
Jjehadi"freedom-fighters".

With US troops present in Paki-
stan, and launching military opera-
tions to mop up Al-Qaeda-Taliban

members, Gen Musharraf would
have to shoot himself in the foot to
ask the ISI to embark on an adven-
ture in Jammu, just when a senior
US diplomat was visiting South
Asia.

The Kaluchak terrorists were
probably anti-Musharraf jehadis.
Recent violent incidents in Pakistan
targeted at the government and its

this regard. Its homework on the list
of 20 "suspects" is poor. A majority
of them don'tlive in Pakistan. Only a
fourth are charged with recent acts.
The Khalistanis and Dawood
Ibrahim have cases going back to
the 1980s. The filing of charges in
Indian courts hasn't been done, as
required under the law.

New Delhi won't be able to con-

municipal powers. ltis a fairly strong
Middle Power. India has conven-
tional superiority over Pakistan. But
this is not overwhelming, as
between Israel and the PA.

Besides, Gen Musharraf can
claim his troops cannot fight on two
fronts; if the US wants them near the
Afghan border, it should prevent
India from creating tension in the
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Till May 14, the bulk of Indian public opinion and all of the Opposition was united against the
government, which it saw as untrustworthy, and prone to undemocratic, sectarian and
irresponsible behaviour. Are we now suddenly to trust the same government on life-and-death
issues? Are we to let BJP leaders pretend that India is the US, and therefore should emulate it?
Are we to suspend all our critical faculties and allow jingoistic nationalism to overwhelm us?

adventurist. "Limited" war assumes
that the adversary has no freedom
of action. In reality, Pakistan, as
much as India, will shape the con-
flict. No mechanism can limit the
force used. India is vulnerable on
parts of the LoC too.

Full-scale war means Nuclear
Armageddon. This is totally, wholly,
absolutely unacceptable--no matter

Western collaborators suggest just
that. The Islamabad church bomb-
ing, and the Karachi attack killing
French technicians were calculated
to show that jehadi militants are
capable of wreaking vengeance.

These incidents were probably
the work of terrorist groups bent on
provoking war in order to weaken
the Pakistani state, get the Ameri-
cans out, and spread communal
terror in battle-scarred India.

It would be irrational and irre-
sponsible for India to start a war with
Pakistan unless there is convincing
proof of Islamabad's hand in specific
terrorist acts. It won't do to hold
Islamabad generally, vaguely guilty.

New Delhi has been sloppy in

vince the international community of
the need for a military attack, with-
out clinching evidence. Today,
unlike during the 1999 Kargil war,
Pakistan is not globally isolated. It
hasn't crossed the LoC.

Today, it's India that's upping the
ante under a government which in
the world's eyes has lost direction
and popularity, and which, after
Gujarat, is desperate forrescue.

The Vajpayee government is far
too dependent on the US to want to
easily defy its call for restraint. Its
own role-model remains Israel, with
its unspeakable atrocities against
the Palestinians.

But Pakistan is not the Palestin-
ian Authority, a weak regime with

M

Launch capsize

So another launch has capsized.
There will be another enquiry,
another few BIWTC officers will be
blamed and then the matter will be
hushed up. The one result of these
accidents will be that the going rates
for bribes paid all through BIWTC by
ferry owners will be at least doubled
if nottrebled.

Do you really think that a ferry
owner who now has to pay double
the old bribes is going to have any
money left over for more life pre-
servers, life boats and fewer pas-
sengers? The people who will pay
for the criminally incompetent and
corrupt administration at BIWTC will
be the hapless passengers who will
be gauged even more to recover the
ferry owners investments and
bribes.

The irony as far as | am con-
cerned is that it was the administra-
tion and the minister of this organi-

sation that our country's political
leadership, newspaper editors and
many ordinary people rallied round
to defend from those perfidious
Danes.

| suspect many of the erstwhile
defenders of the probity of BIWTC
and its boss would now prefer to
have the Danes run the whole damn
thing.
Beowulf
Dhaka

Newspaper holiday

It was 8AM and was on my way to
the front door to collect my copy of
The Daily Star. All too suddenly my
maid appeared from no where and
announced that there will be no
newspaper today since yesterday
was a closed Holiday on account of
Eid-e-Miladunnabi.

To the best of my knowledge
newspaper is a part and parcel of
one's daily living. With the existing
pitiable state of our electronic

media, needless to point out that to
millions in this country it also serves
as the principal source of informa-
tion.

I strongly feel that the newspaper
owners in collaboration and active
assistance from the government
should urgently consider uninter-
rupted publication of their papers.
This year alone countrywide publi-
cation of daily newspapers came to
a complete halt during the last Eid
holidays consecutively for a period
of four days besides additional days
on account of a host other public
holidays.

All said and done | am however
aware of the fact that under given
circumstances it will be somewhat
difficult for newspaper owners to
arrange publication of their dailies
on public holidays mainly due to
commercial and economic reasons.
To offset this hurdle | propose that
only financially stable and the
hitherto established leading dailies

may consider filling- in the gaps
caused by the holidays. Further-
more considerations could be given
in taking the selected newspapers in
their reduced sizes and contents.
One could consider a reduction in
pages covering International news,
views and a host of other issues
including Sports etc.

S. Chowdhury

Dhanmandi, Dhaka

Autocracy in the

name of democracy!

| was completely lost by the govern-
ment's sudden decision to ban the
satellite channels. The whole news
was like a bolt from the blue for us
for whom night without HBO or Star
Movies is simply unthinkable.

The decision seemed to have a
commendable aspect as the gov-
ernment declared it as an effort to
protect cultural and social heritage
from alien culture. But then what

east.

New Delhi wants to "settle
scores" with Pakistan. If it doesn't
act after ratcheting up the build-up, it
will lower its "tough-guy" image. But
it cannot unleash war without risking
US displeasure.

It is seeking an angry way out by
threatening "limited war". The most
talked-about plan is either to launch
"covert operations" inside Pakistan,
or destroy camps and communica-
tion routes in Pakistan-occupied
Kashmir.

This would send the message to
anti-India terrorists that they must
pay a heavy price for their opera-
tions.

This plan is dangerously

EDITOR

what the provocation.

The US remains the cornerstone
of India's strategy. The Vajpayee
government won't find it easy to
annoy Washington without paying a
high price for crossing the LoC--just
as Pakistan did in 1999.

However, we should not under-
rate the Vajpayee government's
capacity for brinkmanship and
mischief. It is led by men and
women who justified the Gujarat
carnage.

They have created new crises
every few months: the nuclear tests,
ICHR textbook censorship, UTI
scam, the Kargil intelligence disas-
ter, the Tehelka scam, Mr George
Fernandes' disgraceful return to the

Cabinet (despite unresolved
charges), the Balco sell-off, rewrit-
ing of history textbooks, the Ram
temple campaign revival

Till May 14, the bulk of Indian
public opinion and all of the Opposi-
tion was united against the govern-
ment, which it saw as untrustworthy,
and prone to undemocratic, sectar-
ian and irresponsible behaviour.

Are we now suddenly to trust the
same government on life-and-death
issues?

Are we to let BJP leaders pretend
that India is the US, and therefore
should emulate it? Are we to sus-
pend all our critical faculties and
allow jingoistic nationalism to over-
whelmus?

It is bad enough that the govern-
ment has expelled Pakistan's high
commissioner. This is no more than
an expression of anger. But termi-
nating diplomatic contacts with
Pakistan, while begging the US to
side with India, resolves nothing.

One sincerely hopes that this is
not followed by other thoughtless
measures such as abrogating the
Indus Waters Treaty of 1960. This
willbeillegal.

The logical course would be to
take the terrorism issue to the
United Nations, and propose joint
India-Pakistan patrolling of the LoC.

"Limited war" is no option. It
represents insanity.

Praful Bidwai is an eminent Indian columnist.

TO THE EDITOR

about our very own ATN BANGLA
and Bengli movies which are not
only deleterious but also highly
objectionable? And more surpris-
ingly, the government lifted the ban
the nextday.

Such a ludicrous action in a
democratic country shows that its
not democracy but autocracy which
is prevailing in Bangladesh.
AAhmed
Baily road, Dhaka

Channel ban and

brain drain

| was impressed by the mass outcry
against our government's attempt to
ban some of the network channels.
It was interesting to read everyone's
interpretation of such a move, some
even linking it with brain drain and
loss of our country's image (26th
May, Ms S. Khan).
If Ms Khan and her friends are
getting discouraged to return to their

country due to the present plight, let
me assure them that the current
situation should be more of a reason
for our future generation, who are
studying abroad, to return to their
country. With lack of sincere, intelli-
gent and committed people, the
country is in desperate need for
some determined and honest
people, who will have the resolute to
make a difference in our "socio-
economic practices". If our future
intellectuals lose the intent to serve
our country or the fighting spirit to
drive out the on-going misery, then
all our past struggles and endur-
ance willgoinvain.

So itwould be my earnest appeal
to all, "never give up on your coun-
try". | do not think that the govern-
ment had planned to ban the chan-
nels in an attempt to improve our
country's image or to prevent brain
drain. Our government rarely makes
any plans with such farsightedness.
Akeenreader

On e-mail
Unredeemed!

Incorrigible!

The bulky size government has
been manifesting many weak-
nesses since it assumed power
despite with landslide majority. The
weakness, according to my view, is
not for the lack of public support
behind it; rather, it is for its inner
diffidence and serious dearth of
morale necessary to run a nation.
By banning some TV channels it
had tried to get itself redeemed from
its original sin of introducing these
channels when it was in power last
time.

I do not think that the government
retracted its decision because of
any public pressure since a massive
maijority of people do not want their
offspring to be spoilt by watching
those channels harmful to their
character as well as studies. If the
government wants to know about

public opinion it should approach
those parents who are pining away
anticipating a dismal future of their
sons and daughters derailed by
watching those channels together
with other pornographic films. It
should ask the people who voted
them to power if they had in any way
expected that the government
would revoke its prudent and timely
decision. To please a minority of
people, it should not displease the
silent majority who feels for their
country, its soil, and its religious and
cultural heritage.

If any pressure from the channel
vendors has influenced the with-
drawal of the government decision,
this should be the most unfortunate
thing for the nation. As it means that
the very sovereignty of the nation is
at stake for everything depends
upon a few people dissociated with
the minds and spirits of the country.
Mahmud
University of Portsmouth, UK
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