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ZAHID HOSSAIN  

T HERE is no denying the fact 
that widespread and perva-
sive corruption in govern-

ment and public administration is 
now the number one problem of 
the country. It is also true that the 
recent trend of growing awareness 
amongst the people about corrup-
tion in government and public is 
beyond doubt a highly positive 
indication. 

In governance terms, corrup-
tion threatens democratic public 
institutions by permitting the 
influence of improper interest on 
the use of public resources and 
power, and by undermining the 
confidence of citizens in the legiti-
mate activities of state.

In a developing country like 
Bangladesh, most effective action 
against corruption is to raise the 
awareness of all officers and staff in 
the public service and increasing 
the level of control, that is by hav-
ing matters that would lend them-
selves to corruption processed by 
more than one official, or through 
increased vigilance on the part of 
superiors.

Code of conduct 
A generally applicable code of 
conduct should be made available 
to the heads of organisation and 
other superiors as well as public 
service personnel. It helps  them to 
respond adequately to incidents 
and practices where the suspicion 
of corruption exists. Particular 
emphasis should be on a consis-
tent supervisory control. Senior 
officials and heads of organisation 
should undergo training to 
acquaint themselves with ways of 
exercising control and supervisory 
functions. Concrete guidance on 
anti-corruption measures should 
be made available to them so that 
they can respond in a competent 
way in an individual case.

Guidance and training for 
public officials or politicians on 
codes of conduct, ethics and 
awareness may be considered as 
essential element of service. These 
performances should primarily 
focus on the legitimate activities of 
civil servants that can be improved 
by further training minimising the 
potential of illegitimate adminis-
trative activities. The efforts should 
be planned specifically to promote 
the efficiency of the application of 
laws. Also of fundamental impor-
tance is the civil servants' code of 
ethics, which is normally prepared 
on the basis of an authorisation by 
law. This is an undertaking in 
which representatives of all fields -- 
trade, commerce, industry, law 
enforcement agencies, judiciary 
etc also -- take part, providing 
expert and professional input.

Before trying to find out the 
examples of some other countries 
in reducing corruption in the civil 
service we may have the definition 
of corruption. That an office holder 
and/or person employed in public 
bodies shall be guilty of a misde-
meanor punishable by imprison-
ment or fine or both if he:

Corruptly accepts or obtains, or 
agrees to accept or attempts to 
obtain, from any person, for him-
self or any other person, any gift or 
consideration as an inducement or 
reward for doing or forbearing to 
do, or for having done or forborne 
to do, any act in relation to the 
affairs or business of his depart-
ment, or for showing or forbearing 
to show favour or disfavour to any 
person in relation to such affairs or 
business;

Corruptly gives or agrees to give 
or offers any gift or consideration 
to an official as an inducement or 
reward for doing or forbearing to 
do, or for having done or forborne 
to do, any act in relation to the 
affairs or business of state or for 
showing or forbearing to show 
fervour or disfavour to any person 

in relation to the affairs of the state;

Knowingly gives to an official or 
(if he is an official) knowingly uses 
with intent to deceive the head of 
his department, any receipt, 
account or other document in 
which the department is inter-
ested, and which contains any 
statement which is false or errone-
ous or defective in any materials 
particular and which, to his knowl-
edge, is intended to mislead the 
head of his department.

Now we can refer to the actions 
or programme undertaken by 
some countries in reducing cor-
ruption, which may be applied in 

Bangladesh in removing the exist-
ing corruption of the country at 
least to some extent.

Belgium
Government of Belgium has 
undertaken a programme on 
combating corruption, the aims 
being: to make passive corruption 
a criminal offence to remove the 
right to hold certain public posts, 
duties or offices directly or indi-
rectly to prevent any enterprise 
convicted of corruption for taking 
part in public procurement and to 
withdraw approval from entrepre-
neurs convicted of corruption.

France
In France, organisational manage-
ment policies, systems and con-
trols are in place to minimise 
opportunities for corrupt activity 
particularly in the public sector 

where line management controls 
within ministries include inspec-
torates and finance courts. Even 
the citizens can lodge complaints 
aimed at disclosing corrupt activity 
with the public prosecutor. There 
is also scope to sue for civil dam-
ages. Moreover, corruption risk 
assessment policy is developed by 
ministerial policy and inter minis-
terial policy through the anti cor-
ruption service they call SCPC 
(Service Central de Prevention de 
la Corruption) which also holds 
centralised information on pre-
venting and detecting corruption.

Germany
In Germany, they think that the 
most effective action against cor-
ruption is raising the awareness of 
all staff in the public service and 
increasing the level of control, e.g. 
by having matters that would lend 
themselves to corruption pro-
cessed by more than one official, or 
through increased vigilance on the 
part of superiors. Together with 
these measures of central impor-
tance, the Federal Government has 
comprehensive catalogue of addi-
tional measures to prevent corrup-
tions. Some are:

In areas particularly exposed to 
corruption and their supervisory 
bodies, personnel rotation is con-
sidered to be an indispensable 
element of personnel manage-
ment. Organisational arrange-
ments with regard to both the 
structure and procedure of author-

ities are to ensure working pro-
cesses designed to rule out corrup-
tion. A central contact agency 
should be available to which both 
staff members and citizens may 
turn if they have any corruption-
related questions or come across 
problematic situations. A generally 
applicable code of conduct should 
be made available to the heads of 
authorities and other superiors as 
well as public service personnel 
that helps them to respond ade-
quately to incidents and practices 
where the suspicion of corruption 
exists.

Particular emphasis should be 

on a consistent supervisory con-
trol. Superiors and heads of 
authorities should undergo train-
ing to acquaint themselves with 
ways of exercising control and 
supervisory functions. Concrete 
guidance on anti-corruption 
measures should be made avail-
able to them so that they can 
respond in a competent way in an 
individual case. 

They think that corruption must 
be punished uncompromisingly. 
Every staff member found guilty of 
corrupt practices must be held 
liable for the damage incurred. A 
corruption register is maintained 
to prevent firms that are under 
suspicion for corrupt practices 
from unhindered participation in 
the competition for public con-
tracts; the circumstances of the 
individual case is taken into 
account when excluding a firm 

from corruption.

Japan
In Japan the National Public 
Service Law provides legislation 
relating to the discipline of 
national public employees in the 
regular service. It includes the 
prohibition of any act which may 
cause discredit to the public ser-
vice. The violation of this legisla-
tion is punishable under the disci-
plinary punishment rules provided 
by the National Public Service Law.

The Public Service Officials 
Ethics Codes of Conduct are estab-
lished by every ministry and 

agency and applied to its public 
service officials. They prescribe 
prohibited matters about contacts 
with concerned businessman.

There is policy, based on cabi-
net division, that due consider-
ation should be given in the 
appointment of national public 
employees so that an individual 
officer shall not occupy a post 
responsible for budget implemen-
tation or licences for a long period 
of time. In addition, various kinds 
of training for ethics awareness are 
provided.

Every ministry and agency has 
managers of the public service 
discipline and a general manager 
of the public service discipline.

As one of the measures to 
enhance the high level of ethical 
standards in the national public 
service, the National Personnel 
Authority is currently reviewing the 

disciplinary punishment system.

Korea
In Korea, the act on ethics in public 
service aims to secure fairness in 
public service by preventing public 
officials from accumulating unlaw-
ful property. The Act institutional-
ises the registration and disclosure 
of the reported property of both 
public officials and candidates for 
elected public office. The Act 
covers high-level officers in public 
service-related organisations as 
well as all public officials in the 
executive agencies, the legislature 
and the judicial bodies. Under the 
law, national and local public 
officials higher than grade 4 (direc-
tor of equivalent level in the central 
government) as well as office 
holders of selected positions in 
public service-related organisa-
tions have to report their property 
to the registration agency and 
renew their report annually. The 
registered property of public offi-
cials higher than grade 1 (deputy 
minister or equivalent level in the 
central government) shall be made 
public through the official gazette 
or public bulletins.

The Public Service Pension Law 
reduces the pension by half of 
public officials who received pen-
alty, impeachment of disciplinary 
dismissal on grounds of corrup-
tion.

Among Korean citizens, the 
telephone number 188 is well 
known. By dialing 188, any citizen 
can report corrupt actions of pub-
lic officials to the board of Audit 
and Inspection.

T h e  K o r e a n  g o v e r n m e n t  
regards anti-corruption as one of 
the most important tasks that it has 
to resolve for successful adminis-
trative reform and national devel-
opment in the 21-st century.

Reduction of discretionary 
power

Finally as for Bangladesh the main 
remedial measure against further 
spread of corruption should be to 
employ the power of modern 
information technology to reduce 
civil servant's discretion and make 
government more transparent. 
The more discretion government 
employees have and the less visible 
their actions are the greater is the 
potential for abuse and corruption. 
IT has tremendous potential to 
reduce discretion by making trans-
actions impersonal and to make 
information on government per-
formance readily accessible to the 
public. There is an incredibly wide 
range of possible applications of IT 
to reduce discretion and increase 
transparency -- the scope seems 
almost limitless. 

Another really effective deter-
rent measure will be to apply 
stiffer sanctions, especially jail 
sentences, for corrupt behaviour; 
the fair sanction is an important 
deterrent. The possibilities of 
suffering social ostracism, finan-
cial penalties or incarceration 
discourage people from taking 
the risk of engaging in corrupt 
behaviour. One of the reasons 
that corruption flourishes in 
Bangladesh is that hardly any-
body is ever punished for it. We 
all know that there is massive 
loan default, tax and customs 
evasion, power theft, procure-
ment corruption and extortion in 
Bangladesh. Yet detection and 
punishment of these offences is 
very rare. The weak application of 
sanctions reflects the deficien-
cies  of  the anti-corruption 
machinery and a judicial system 
in which justice is easily deferred. 
A combination of political will 
and remedies are needed to make 
sanctions a more potent deter-
rent to corruption in Bangladesh.
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A M M SHAWKAT ALI

T HE conceptual basis and 
the historical antecedents 
of the term Civil Society are 

well recorded. A good number of 
international theorists have traced 
its origin and related it to the pres-
ent day context. Martin Shaw, for 
instance, has referred to the differ-
ent interpretations of the term and 
its relationship to the State 
adopted by classical writers like the 
philosopher George Hegel, the 
revolutionary theorist Karl Marx 
and the Italian Marxist Antonio 
Gramsci in the 1930's. In recent 
times, the development of mass 
media is seen as part of the civil 
society. According to Shaw, civil 
society is 'a sphere of association in 
society in distinction to the state, 
involving a network of institutions 
through which society and groups 
within it represent themselves in 
cultural, ideological and political 
senses'.

The definition, as stated above, 
is broad enough to include a wide 
array of associations, groups and 
institutions outside the formal 
s t r u c t u r e  o f  t h e  S t a t e .  
Traditionally, the formal structure 
of the State included the three 
pillars: the Executive, the Judiciary 
and the Legislature or Parliament. 
In many discourses relating to 
'Good Governance', this conven-
tional view of the State is now 
broadened to include, apart from 
private sector and local govern-
ment, the civil society. Such dis-
courses generally identify ele-
ments that constitute civil society 
such as Mass Media, Trade Unions, 
Professional Bodies,  Private 
Voluntary Organisations (PVOs), 
Sports and Cultural Boards and 
Social Welfare Organisations.

At the other end, one United 
N a t i o n ' s  D e v e l o p m e n t  
Programme report (UNDP, 1995) 
refers to the elements that consti-
tute the civil society. These include 
youth organisations, academics, 
research institutes and non-
g o v e r n m e n t  o r g a n i s a t i o n s  
(NGOs). The report makes one 
important point. It is that NGOs 
todate have probably received 
more attention than other deserv-
ing organisations outside the 
government. Viewed in this sense, 
the use of the term civil society is 
somewhat tautological.

Leaving aside the question of 
the rather imprecise use of the 
term civil society, there is no doubt 
that in Bangladesh, some civil 
society organisations (CSOs), 
either alone, or in association with 
NGOs, have been engaged in influ-
encing public policy or drawing 
attention to the need for improving 
governance, ensuring rule of law, 
protecting human rights and in 
eliminating corruption. In some of 
these areas, global CSOs like 
Amnesty International  (AI),  
Transparency International (TI), 
and Human Rights Watch New 
York are also making substantive 
contributions. In the field of envi-
ronmental protection, Bangladesh 
E n v i r o n m e n t a l  L a w y e r s '  
A s s o c i a t i o n  ( B E L A )  a n d  
Bangladesh Paribesh Andolon 
(BPA) have been and are doing 
commendable work. Very recently 
BELA has taken up the issue of the 
Mega River-link Project of India. 
Unfortunately, there is no global 
counterpart of BELA in this field so 
that BELA will have to go with it 
alone. At this point of time, we can 
patiently watch and see what 

happens.

What then is the relationship 
between the civil society and poli-
tics? Many contemporary theorists 
view 'a robust, pluralist civil society 
as a necessary proactive founda-
tion for democratic governance in 
a complex modern State'. They 
argue that civil society is a step 
towards ensuring 'self-rule outside 
formal institutions of the State'. 
This notion of self-rule, it may well 
be argued, is vastly different from 
the notion of self-rule that the 
politicians of the Indian sub-
continent had during the thirties 
and the forties.

Effective self-rule, in the sense it 
is understood in the present day 
context, depends on the strength of 
the CSOs as well as the willingness 
and ability of those who hold and 
exercise the coercive powers of the 
State to listen to the dissenting 
voices and respect the collective 
v o i c e  o f  t h e  c i t i z e n s .  
Unfortunately, the state of politics 
in Bangladesh is as far away from 
this as we can possibly imagine.  
Confrontation with the organised 
political parties outside the ambit 
of the government or with the CSOs 
appears to be the norm that guides 
the application of the coercive 
powers of the State.

It is in this context that the 
current debate of the possible 
emergence of a 'Third Force' is 
relevant. This debate was sparked 
off in November 2003 with B 
Chowdhury's call for a coalition of 
forces of the civil society to 
improve the many ills that afflict 
pol i t ics  and governance of  
Bangladesh. Not that he was the 
first to do so. Many CSOs, global 
and national, have been doing it for 
a long time. It is a specific reference 
to CSOs that has added a new 
dimension. It is necessary to place 
it in proper perspective based on a 
time-line trend of events that 
followed some of the public state-
ments that have been made in this 
regard. The timeline trend is shown 
below.

 Timeline trend of events
November 16, 2003  

Former Speaker advised the gov-
e r n m e n t  t o  h o l d  a l l - p a r t y  
roundtable dialogue to overcome 
the current crisis.

B Chowdhury expressed his will-
ingness to help political parties to 
implement his line of think-
ing. 
November 17, 2003 

B Chowdhury did not say anything 
on Mannan Bhuyian's comment 
that former President's remarks 
against BNP rule were nothing but 
a manifestation of heartburn for 
losing power 
November 19, 2003 

BNP Liberals fear axe like B. 
Chowdhury. 
November 22, 2003

B Chowdhury to host much talked-

about ifter party today amid flying 
speculations of the emergence of a 
t h i r d  p o l i t i c a l  f o r c e  u n d e r  
him. November 23, 2003 

Step to set stage for Civil Society 
after EID -- B Chowdhury says at 
ifter party. 
November 24, 2003

Mixed reaction to B Chowdhury's 
Civil Society platform plan.

+ Mainstream opposition parties 
welcomed the realisation of a 
governance failure of the BNP-led 
ruling alliance. However, sceptics 
in the opposition camp suspect 
extra-constitutional forces may be 
pursuing forward their hidden 
agenda under the cover of a Civil 
Society platform.

+ BNP says it is not worried about B 
Chowdhury because Civil Society 
cannot resolve political problems. 
The opposition parties also hold 
the same view. 
November 25, 2003 

+Columnist views that they 'see 
no light at the end of the tunnel 
through the paths that B 
Chowdhury has suggested so far. 
It is not guaranteed that Civil 
Society members are away from 
all evils'. 
November 30, 2003  

B Chowdhury plans raft  of  
roundtables in December to dis-
cuss his ideas of governance with 
the Civil Society and business 
people.  
December 3, 2003 

Columnist comments 'when soci-
ety organises itself to protest the 
style of governance, political par-
ties may join Civil Society to make a 
combined show of civil power 

against the authority….Civil 
Society is a potent force, like 
"sleeping lion'. 

Dr. Kamal for wider public role to 
save country. 
December 4, 2003 

Gono Forum President Dr. Kamal 
Hossain called for a broad unity 
ahead of a programme to be set 
against the government in January 
to press it to cut corruption and 
violence.  
December 8, 2003 

B Chowdhury opens political office 
today at his Memorial Clinic 
Complex. 

'Third force' hype doesn't worry 
Awami League, says Jalil.
December 9, 2003

B Chowdhury shifts office for 
security reason following increase 
of surveillance on the clinic com-
plex by members of different intel-
ligence agencies.  
December 11, 2003 

B Chowdhury to open website, 
media cell at his office. 
December 18, 2003

B Chowdhury prepares outline for 
his programme-based politics 
instead of the conventional-based 
politics.  
December 22, 2003 

Columnist on B Chowdhury's 
platform says 'no more trading in 
lies and deception'.  
December 25, 2003

Two former Presidents, Dr Kamal 
call for people's unity to fight 
terrorism and action against cor-
ruption.  
December 27, 2003 

A new civil forum styled 'Bikalpa 

Dharar Nagorik Committee' (civic 
committee of alternative stream) is 
likely to surface this week, appar-
e n t l y  a s  a n  o u t c o m e  o f  B  
Chowdhury's recent move to 
establish a civil society platform.  
 
December 29, 2003

Columnist on B Chowdhury's Civil 
Society platform says 'Civil Society 
needs to be perked up right 
away'.  
January 7, 2004 

B Chowdhury intends to float a 
political party in consultation with 
the civil society. 

It is also important perhaps to 
look at B Chowdhury's concept of 
civil society. He is reported to have 
defined this saying, 'I mean any 
conscious patriotic individual in 
general, where people from any 
quarter, professional groups, 
political parties get in'. Carried to 
its logical conclusion, it means if 
the responses to his call and with it 
Dr. Kamal Hossain's call for unity 
are not encouraging or otherwise 
adequate, there are no conscious 
and patriotic citizens or profes-
sional groups or political parties in 
Bangladesh.

It has been reported that B. 
Chowdhury intends to float 'a 
political party after consultation 
with the civil society' but only 'if 
people wanted him to do so'. He, 
however, avoided giving a specific 
time-frame for launching the 
party. 

It is too early to draw any 
conclusion now. The only visible 
outcome appears to be the emer-
gence of Oikya Prochesta of Dr. 
Kamal Hossain. Perhaps the 
national convention proposed to 
be held by Oikya Prochesta on 
January 20, 2004 will further 
unfold the process of politics 
and the third force. As things 
stand now, of the two major 
political parties, one is opposed 
to it for obvious reasons and the 
other is indifferent or otherwise 
skeptical of any positive out-
come of the process initiated by 
B Chowdhury and/or Dr. Kamal 
Hossain.

AMM Shawkat Ali is a former Secretary, Ministry of 
Agriculture.
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W AR is not always a viable 
modus operandi for 
achieving one's national 
objectives and certainly 

no substitute for the gains one 
obtains by following the path of 
peace. But the search for peace can 
be a risky proposition, it can give 
the wrong signals of inherent 
weakness to one's opponents and 
invite adventurism thereof by any 
one party to take advantage of the 
perceived adverse situation of the 
other. A nuclear capability to offset 
conventional disadvantage is 
always a handy deterrent. One can 
always slide into state of war. 
Accusing Pakistan of sponsoring 
the terrorists who attacked the 
Indian Parliament on Dec 13, 2001, 
India promptly moved the bulk of 
its armed forces into an offensive 
posture facing Pakistan, the two 
nations stayed in a state just short 
of a state of war for the better part of 
2002. Any trigger-happy field 
commander could have set off a 
nuclear holocaust.

It is sheer hypocrisy that 
SAARC's charter does not allow bi-
lateral political issues to be dis-
cussed in the regional forum, the 
very fact that political talks 
between India and Pakistan did 
take place make that fact rather 
infructuous and food for thought 
for the future. Our agreement for a 
composite dialogue with India 
shows clearly that we must bring 
political and bi-lateral issues for 
discussion and resolution by 
suitably amending the SAARC 
charter .  One fe l t  sorry  for  
Bangladesh and Sri Lanka, potent 
countries with their own economic 
and political place under the sun in 
the comity of South Asian nations, 
because of the overwhelming 
world and regional diplomatic 
(and media) concentration on 
India and Pakistan issues, they 
seemed to be irrelevant. Not so, 
look at the speeches of Khaleda Zia 
and Chandrika Kumaratunga, 
without their steadfast stand that 
unless the two great rivals in South 
Asia solved their mutual problems, 
peace which was vital for the pros-
perity of the smaller SAARC partner 
nations also, was not possible. 
While it is quite possible that the 
two countries would have missed 
the message of restraint and har-
mony being sent by many leaders 
from across the world,  the 
Bangladesh and Sri Lanka leaders 
gently nudged the leaders of India 
and Pakistan into recognising that 
there are other stakeholders in 
their regional vicinity whose des-
tiny is tied inexorably with theirs, 
whether India and Pakistan choose 
conflict or amity.

For the peoples of both Pakistan 
and India, the stakes are very high. 
It could mean the difference 
between poverty and poverty 
alleviation. With on-going talks 
behind the scenes for several 
months since PM Vajpayee 

announced his famous peace 
initiative in April, an urgency was 
built up as the SAARC Summit 
drew near and the Indian PM 
confirmed he was coming to 
Pakistan. Despite the raising of the 
security stakes by the two assassi-
nation attempts on Musharraf, the 
brave initiative by Vajpayee in not 
cancelling his trip raised expecta-
tions that the SAARC Summit 
would achieve a breakthrough of 
sorts, when actually it did happen it 
was extremely satisfying. Whereas 
the official statement was devoid of 
rhetoric or histrionics, it was clear 
that Pakistan had made a major 
concession assuring India emphat-
ically that Pakistani territory will 
not be allowed to be used for "mili-
tancy against anyone". Since India 
has been calling for an end to 
"cross-border terrorism", this 
permitted India to give a conces-
sion of its own by publicly 
acknowledging that the talks 
would cover all issues "including 
Jammu and Kashmir". Brajesh 
Mishra, Advisor to the Indian PM 
on National Security, reached 
Pakistan three days before the 
Indian PM and had one-on-one 
meetings with various Pakistani 
officials, very significantly, includ-
ing, it is believed, the DG ISI Lt Gen 
Ehsan ul Haq. 

SAARC countries signed off a 
landmark understanding on the 
South Asian Free Trade Agreement 
(SAFTA) patterned loosely on the 
European Economic Community 
(EEC). In the absence of political 
consensus, can "economic nir-
vana" ever be achievable? South 
Asian nations have complemen-
tary economies whose potential is 
being wasted by conflict. While the 
fulfilment of this vision will cer-
tainly lead to autarky in food and 
critical materials, illusion will 
hardly become a reality unless the 
main contentious problems that 
divide the countries can be solved. 
Even if some working arrangement 
for alleviating the miseries of the 
Kashmiri people is agreed upon as 
a prelude to a final solution some-
time in the distant future, the water 
issue between India and Pakistan 
on the one hand and India and 
Bangladesh on the other still 
remains a major problem that 
needs to be addressed. The popu-
lation of all three countries live in 
delta lands fed by rivers that are 
increasingly short of water. If given 
that, India embarks on its ambi-
tious water management plan that 
envisages water reservoirs, dams, 
inter-river linkages, etc in the 
immediate future the issue will 
become irreversible. An early 
mutually amicable resolution to 
the water issues is vitally impor-
tant.

A most important issue is the 
immediate cessation of the propa-
ganda war that the two countries 
wage against each other. At the 
moment India and Pakistan por-
tray each other as demons, the net 
result is adverse to the image of 
South Asians as a whole, this 

results in universal vilification of 
our expatriates in different coun-
tries of the world. It also psyches up 
the masses of the two countries 
against each other, for starters why 
not give whoever made "LOC 
Kargil" six months rigorous hang-
ing? One must accept that India has 
a better talent for propaganda than 
Pakistan, the result has been quite 
adverse for Pakistan and Pakistanis 
abroad. We are condemned for 
every reason under the sun from 
pillar to post, only some reasons 
are patently correct, most of it is 
disinformation or misinformation 
meant to malign each others as 
nations and as individuals.  
Obviously we cannot live in a 
situation where we are throwing 
muck at each other and, at least in 
our case, sticking. This muck-
raking vitiates the atmosphere. If 
the present peace process has to 
succeed, the vicious propaganda 
war must cease forthwith.

A continuous composite dia-
logue is meant to start in February 
this year, there is still a need to put 
in place a permanent liaison mech-
anism for constant dialogue so that 
extraneous issues that can become 
a cause for conflict are addressed 
immediately before they become 
contentious and the respective 
positions of the two countries 
harden. The idea is to defuse ten-
sions rather than let benign neglect 
make them potentially dangerous. 
The two countries should set up a 
"Joint Dialogue Commission" 
(JDC) with three members each 
and a rotating Chairman each 
month. While the JDC can meet 
every month, the charter must 
include emergency meetings if and 
when the need arises. Given the 
history of India and Pakistan rela-
tions, crisis is always at hand on 
many issues under the sun.

South Asia is a contiguous land 
area bound together by language 
and culture, a complementary 
economy gives us both trade and 
freight advantages. Instead of engag-
ing in conflict we need a confluence 
of our national objectives so that 
South Asian nations can operate as a 
confederal entity with each nation 
maintaining its sovereignty i.e. 
acting as a confederation without 
really being one. There is no doubt 
that both India and Pakistan have 
gambled that lowering the notches of 
their stated hard-line positions may 
be risky but the leaders of both the 
countries seem to believe that the 
risk is well worth it in the search for 
peace. Because we have traveled that 
road to collective frustration we 
should not unduly raise the expecta-
tions of the people to match their 
aspirations. Peace is the only force-
multiplier to economic emancipa-
tion and prosperity for the peoples of 
South Asia, one must be cautiously 
optimistic that it may well happen in 
our lifetime.

Ikram Sehgal, a former Major of Pakistan Army, is 
a political analyst and columnist.

Cautious optimism

IKRAM SEHGAL

writes from Karachi

AS I SEE IT
Peace is the only force-multiplier to economic 
emancipation and prosperity for the peoples of South 
Asia, one must be cautiously optimistic that it may well 
happen in our lifetime.
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