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HASANAT ALAMGIR

T
HOUGH we always enjoy 
talking bad about our 
politics, politicians and 

political parties, we should be 
happy to have some functioning 
political parties and an animated 
multi-party system in our country. 
We have built some good political 
institutions, which are elemental 
as democracy is moving from a 
transitional phase to a consolida-
tion phase in Bangladesh. Politi-
cal parties act as the nucleus in 
democratic culture as they repre-
sent the competition between 
societal groups and interests. We 
need our parties to work for form-
ing an overall vision of the nation, 
fixing the near term objectives to 
realise that vision, and designing 
the means to meet those objec-
tives. These parties should help 
us having a check for executive 
supremacy and abuse of state 
authority. It is through the parties, 
we should be able to hold our 
political leadership accountable 
to us.

Unlike those countries domi-
nated by one party, we are fortu-
nate to have a multitude of active 
and semi-active parties. In our 
political cohort, we have at least 
two big parties, which have con-
troversial origins. The ways these 
parties were laid out by the mili-
tary dictators to legalise their 
authority, and thrived on allegedly 
abusing state-machineries and 
peoples' exchequer, it appeared 
to some that ousting of the mas-
terminds from power would inevi-
tably evaporate these parties. 
But, they remained in existence 
splendidly with vigour. The older 
parties with their past-oriented 
political ideology, dependence on 
aging leaders, failure to realise 
the post-war expectation of the 
society, and an inability to provide 
glamour to the larger youth-
segment of the nation helped the 
juvenile military-planned initially 
pseudo-democratic parties to 
sustain and thrive. At the end, 
Bangladesh is benefited having a 
strong multi-party culture. Some-
times, a better end justifies its 
cloudy means. 

It is imperative now that we 
incorporate these political parties 
into our development efforts and 
nation building activities. An 

organisation without a goal will 
not only be self-limiting, but also 
be destructive for others. Our 
parties should be goal-oriented, 
and are supposed to provide a 
sound grassroots basis for form-
ing policy of poverty alleviation 
and development, and provide 
opportunities for our leaders to 
earn experience and acquire 
expertise in democracy-building. 
The parties, we elect to our 
assembly, should play enormous 
roles to the advancement of a well 
functioning, pluralistic party sys-
tem and egalitarian environment 
in Bangladesh. 

Like any other organisation, to 
see our parties succeed, we need 
to finance them to organise, oper-
ate and thrive. Funding helps 
political parties to maintain them-

selves as organisations. Financial 
resources are also required by 
campaigning candidates who run 
for political offices. We have to 
acknowledge that parties need 
money, and parties need to iden-
tify potential sources of finance, 
and finally, the state has to make 
regulations making the system of 
collecting and disbursing of funds 
transparent. Failure to channel 
money through a just and appro-
priate mechanism may lead our 
parties to access it by engaging in 
criminal activities, using black 
money, selling themselves to 
businessmen, different interest 
and pressure groups, and even to 
overseas power-blocks. It is 
already commonly suspected that 
multinational oil, gas, power, 
automobi le,  technology and 
pharmaceutical companies have 
started taking a keen interest in 
Bangladeshi politics. 

Political parties are multifac-

eted organisations consisting of 
multiple levels (Union, Thana, 
District and Central) and multiple 
units (the mother party and ancil-
lary organisations for students, 
youth, women, peasants, doctors, 
etc,) at each level. With regard to 
funding of parties, it is necessary 
to specify which unit at which level 
in the party receive the contribu-
tions. Assigning positions at the 
right sphere, delegating authority, 
and creating a reporting structure 
toward the high command will 
create transparency in the money 
transfer system and yield com-
forts to the contributors who 
would like to see their money well-
managed and well-spent. 

A party must identify its funding 
sources, which may include: 
resources mobilised by the par-

ties themselves, such as member-
ship fees on elected representa-
tives of each unit and level; rent 
and other incomes from property, 
businesses and publications 
(electronic and prints) by the 
party; contributions from individu-
als; contributions from certain 
caucus, such as, trade unions, 
professional bodies, and large 
organisations and corporations.

As money corrupts us, it does 
so to our politics too. There is a 
known need to have some kind of 
regulation on political finance. We 
need to work out the compulsion 
the parties have to the state and 
the public in terms of financial 
accountability and transparency. 
Laws should be promulgated to 
clarify which sources of funds can 
be accessed, the upper limits on 
contribution from a single source, 
and which types of non-monetary 
resources (e.g., gifts, publication 
materials, free radio and TV time) 

can be admitted. It can further 
d e t a i l  o n  h o w  e x p a t r i a t e  
Bangladeshis can contribute, and 
whether people not registered as 
voters will be eligible to endow. The 
thorny issue of the relationship 
between NGOs and political par-
ties should not also be left vague. 

In absence of a functional regula-
tory system, our parties are taking 
funds from wherever and whoever 
they are receiving it from. Money is 
pouring into politics and flowing 
through elections without concern 
or vigilance. People who make 
these contributions to our leaders 
and parties, in most cases, do not 
share the views of the regular 
Bangladeshi. We end up having 
politicians who represent the wrong 
section of the society.

 In such a practice, if it goes on 
unstopped, money will solely decide 
who will be our leader. The parlia-
mentary members, elected this way, 
will make decisions based on what 
will help themselves and their 
contributors financially than what is 
better for the underprivileged. A 
parliament with members, elected 
with heavy contribution from indus-
tries and businesses, will obstruct 
making regulations that promote 
environment-friendly manufacturing 
practice, safe working conditions for 
workers, or assure high quality in 
products and services created for 
public consumption. As relevant 
example, we have seen that our 
lawyer-dominated parl iament 
obstructed the finance minister's 
plans to bring law practices under 
obligatory taxation system. A parlia-
ment member, who is a dealer of 
new cars, campaigned to pass a bill 
banning import of re-conditioned 
cars. Another parliament member, 
who is a dealer of cellular phones, 
made all sorts of efforts to ease 
having such a phone, leaving the 
complicated procedure of getting 
land phones unaffected. 

As our existing lawmakers, 
beneficiary of these hazards, may 
not volunteer in these reforms, 
different pressure groups within the 
civil society and the international 
donors should come forward with 
plans to reform political and cam-
paign financing to help democracy 
consolidate further in Bangladesh.
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How to fund our politics?

RON CHEPESIUK

T
HIS year so far hasn't been 
a good one for President 
G e o r g e  W .  B u s h ,  

Jr.Turncoat Paul O'Neill, his 
former Secretary of the Treasury, 
published a scathing, best-selling 
expose of the inner workings of  
his administration.

Meanwhile, weapons inspector 
David Kay said bluntly that there 
are no weapons in Iraq. Many 
questions, moreover, have been 
raised about Bush's National 
Guard Service records of three 
decades ago, and his aides have-
n't been able to put them to rest. 

And as the President struggles 
to neutralize these negative 
developments, he has had to 
suffer through the release of a 
series of public opinion polls that 
showed his popularity fading. 
Mark Shulman, a prominent inde-
pendent pollster, told the AP that 
the credibility issue was Bush's 
number one problem. "A lot of poll 
numbers from a lot of different 
organizations are finding that 
people are questioning (his) 
credibility," Shulman xplained.

These developments have 
been troubling enough, but Bush 
has also had to listen to the clam-
our of the Democrats for an inves-
tigation of why his administra-
t ion's pre-war claims about 
Saddam Hussein's weapons of 
mass destruction (WMD) were 
dead wrong.

Given the political heat, the 
controversy isn't going to die. He 
has had no choice but to accede 
to pressure and establish a com-
mission that would investigate the 
intelligence on Iraq's weapons 
programs.

O n  F e b r u a r y  6 ,  B u s h  
announced he would establish 
"an independent commission  . . . 
to look at American intelligence 
capabilities." On the surface, at 
least, it seemed like the  right 
move to make by an administra-
tion known for its obsession with 
secrecy and its arrogant disregard 
of public opinion. But when details 
about the intelligence commission 
became known, it was obvious 
what the Bush administration was 
trying to do: make a sneaky politi-
cal end-run around the WMD 
issue by delaying the release of 
any findings until at least after the 

2004 political election campaign. 
The Commission's findings won't 
be released until March 2005.

Those of us Americans who 
want a truly independent investi-
gation of the WMD issue have 
every right to be outraged. As 
House Democratic leader Nancy 
Pelosi explained: "We had an 
opportunity to have a truly inde-
pendent commission that could 
have brought fresh eyes to the 
subject. Instead, we have a com-
mission wholly owned by the 
executive branch investigating 
the executive branch."

Pelosi was referring to the 
composition of Bush's commis-

sion. Indeed, how can a commis-
sion be independent if Bush gets 
to select all the members? It's a 
classic example of the fox guard-
ing the hen-house.

Bush should be doing every-
thing possible to ensure that the 
commission is independent, given 
the questions that have been 
raised about his credibility on the 
WMD issue. Instead, not only has 
he selected all the commission 
members, he is also refusing to 
make public their financial disclo-
sures. In short, the American 
people will have no way of know-
ing if conflicts of interest are 
clouding the commission's work.

Bush has given a lame justifi-
cation for the non-disclosure. The 
commission's nine members, he 
said are not being paid for their 
work. But some of the commis-
sioners also are believed to have 

ties, either to the Bush administra-
tion or to the US defense industry 
and other groups that could be 
involved in the inquiry.

Co-chair Judge Laurence 
Silberman for one is known to have 
a chummy relationship ith Bush 
and the neo conservative cabal 
that has gotten us into the Iraq 
mess.

Consequently, concerns have 
been raised in the US press about 
Silberman's fitness to serve as co-
chair of the commission.

For instance, a press release 
from the People for the American 
Way noted that "those who know 
him -- including one-time Nixon 

aide and respected author Kevin 
Phil l ips, former independent 
council and Eisenhower deputy 
attorney general Lawrence Walsh 
and reformed right-wing hitman 
David Brock -- raise serious 
questions and concerns abut 
Silberman's past activities, his 
temperament, his judgement and 
his unyielding commitment to 
r i gh tw ing  o r t hodoxy.  A f t e r  
reviewing this criticism, along 
with Silberman's own state-
ments, it becomes clear that 
Silberman is ill-suited for a role 
on the intelligence commis-
sion."

Fu r the rmore ,  i ns tead  o f  
focusing on Iraq, the commis-
sion will spend much of its time 
on matters having nothing to do 
with reasons why the public and 
Congress want the commission. 
For instance, it will also spend 

loads of time reviewing intelli-
gence on weapons programs in 
North Korea, as well as Iran, 
and will follow Bush's mandate 
to "examine intelligence on the 
threats posed by Libya and 
A fghan i s tan  be fo re  recen t  
changes in those counties."

John W. Dean, in an article 
posted on the Findlaw.com web 
site, put the irrelevance of those 
inquiries into perspective: "What 
does any of this have to do with 
whether or not the Bush adminis-
tration misused, falsely reported, 
or concocted intelligence to take 
the nation to war? Nothing."

That is exactly right, and 
given the commission's man-
date ,  i t  w i l l  avo id  f ind ing  
answers to the most important 
questions about the Iraq War. 
Did pol i t ical  pressure from 
leading figures in the Bush 
administration contribute to the 
intelligence failures? Did those 
officials exaggerate the intelli-
gence analysis assessments as 
part of a misleading campaign 
to get the American public 
behind the war effort? What 
hard evidence was there that al-
Qaeda had ties to Saddam 
Hussein?

Fortunately, the Bush admin-
istration's effort to insulate itself 
f rom I raq War in te l l igence 
issues may not succeed. Last 
F e b r u a r y  1 7 ,  t h e  S e n a t e  
I n t e l l i g e n c e  C o m m i t t e e  
announced its plans to investi-
gate whether the White House 
officials exaggerated the Iraq 
threat or pressured intelligence 
analysts into making assess-
ments that supported their case 
for war.

No date for release of a 
report has been set yet, but it's 
likely the committee's finding 
will be released well before next 
November. If this happens, 
there is a good chance that all of 
2004 will be a really bad year for 
George Bush, Jr.
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Bush intelligence commission will 
sidestep answering vital questions

Laws should be promulgated to clarify which 
sources of funds can be accessed, the upper limits 
on contribution from a single source, and which 
types of non-monetary resources (e.g., gifts, 
publication materials, free radio and TV time) can 
be admitted. It can further detail on how expatriate 
Bangladeshis can contribute, and whether people 
not registered as voters will be eligible to endow. 
The thorny issue of the relationship between NGOs 
and political parties should not also be left vague. 

When details about the intelligence commission 
became known, it was obvious what the Bush 
administration was trying to do: make a sneaky 
political end-run around the WMD issue by 
delaying the release of any findings until at least 
after the 2004 political election campaign. The 
Commission's findings won't be released until 
March 2005...As House Democratic leader Nancy 
Pelosi explained: "We had an opportunity to have a 
truly independent commission that could have 
brought fresh eyes to the subject. Instead, we have 
a commission wholly owned by the executive 
branch investigating the executive branch."


	Page 1

