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T
HREE weeks have nearly 
passed since the massive 
arms seizure was made on 

the night of 1-2 April from the 
Chittagong Urea Fertilizer Ltd jetty 
located in the Anwara coast of 
Chittagong.

The fact that such illegal cargo 
was being unloaded in a jetty, in a 
highly protected area, has raised 
several questions. 'The entry into 
and exit from this factory area is 
strictly controlled' by representa-
tives of several law enforcement 
authorities (The Independent, 8 
April). The jetty in particular, 
according to an analyst, 'is 
exclusively dedicated for loading 
fertilizer into barges and trawlers.'

Consequently, questions are 
being raised as to how this could 
have happened. It has also since 
been found that 'FV Amanat,' the 
fishing trawler seized for carrying 
the illegal weapons had just been 
released following a writ petition in 
the High Court. Apparently, it had 
been seized earlier by the Customs 
for being involved in smuggling 
operations (The Daily Star, 8 April).

I have refrained from making any 
comments on this matter, as any 
superficial speculation might have 
been construed as interference in 
an issue which is subjudice. The 
restraint has been exercised in view 
of the ongoing investigation and 
inquiry.

I believe that the situation is 
serious in nature and scope and that 
it should not deteriorate into a blame 
game. The whole scenario involves 
national security and that has to be 
r e s p e c t e d .  C r i t i c i s m  a n d  

politicisation will not assist the 
process of judicial investigation. 
The last thing that one wants is 
confusion and misunderstanding.

The government has constituted 
a high-powered committee and also 
associated the Criminal Investiga-
tion Department in its efforts to 
ascertain the background details of 
this smuggling of sophisticated 
weapons. The Home Ministry has 
also remarked that they are trying to 
determine who are involved.

It is only natural that the 

composition of the committee 
should have included the officials 
who are entrusted with the serious 
responsibility of national security. 
These are professionals who are 
expected to carefully and dispas-
sionately examine all facts of this 
case. One hopes however that 
ear l ier remarks by pol i t ical  
personalities will not influence their 
process of investigation.

The seizure has been described 
as the 'largest single' illegal arms 
consignment  to  have been 
intercepted by law enforcement 
officials in Bangladesh. A subse-
quent inventory published in the 
papers indicated that the arms and 
ammunition seized included sub-
machine guns, automatic carbines, 
Tommy automatic rifles, rocket 
launchers, Ugo ri f les, hand 
grenades, magazines of SMGT, 
pistol and rifle bullets.

There have been many reports, 
since the early 80's, of arms 
smuggling through the Chittagong 
coast l ine .  Over  the  years ,  
newspapers and seminars have 
repeatedly drawn attention to the 
ease with which arms smuggling 

has been taking place through the 
porous coast-line in a sensitive 
region.

In the late seventies, someone 
called 'Mensharu Mian' was 
regularly identified as the person 
who was most concerned with 
smuggling high value commodities. 
Such nefarious activity appears to 
have evolved over the years into the 
lucrative profession of gunrunning.

This is not the first time that such 
arms seizures have hit our 
headlines. A string of large arms 

hauls in the last few months indicate 
that insurgent groups in South Asia 
are targeting Bangladesh as a 
transit point for gunrunning not only 
because of its strategic location but 
also because Chittagong Hill Tracts 
has a 172 km porous border with 
India and Myanmar.

The Bangladesh Armed Forces, 
the BDR and some po l ice 
d e t a c h m e n t s  h a v e  s h o w n  
enterprise in their 10 recent hauls of 
firearms in the three hill districts of 
Rangamati, Khagrachhari and 
Bandarban. Another illegal arms 
haul took place in a remote village in 
Bogra on June 27 last year. On 
November 30, police recovered 
several sophisticated weapons after 
a gunfight with criminals in Dhaka. 
Between September and October, 
the BDR has also recovered bombs 
and explosive materials from 
Bandarban. Unfortunately, people 
believe that such seizures scratch 
only the surface.

The catalytic factors that appear 
to be encouraging such gunrunning 
are probably associated with the 
underground separatist movements 
of the United Liberation Front of 

Assam, the All Tripura Tigers Force 
in Tripura and the Arakan rebel 
groups of Myanmar.

The disturbing nature of the 
whole situation was highlighted in a 
recent newspaper report published 
in the Indian newspaper 'The Daily 
Telegraph'. Director-General of 
Indian police CM Srivastava was 
quoted in this paper as saying that 
insurgent leaders of India's 
northeastern states held a meeting 
in Bangkok on 16 March this year 
and decided to send two major 

consignments of  arms and 
ammuni t ion  to  mi l i tan ts  in  
Northeastern India through Cox's 
Bazar. He also claimed that top 
leaders of five major outfits 
including the Tripura Tiger Force 
and ULFA were represented in this 
meeting. There have also been 
other Indian speculations that the 
truckloads of arms were being 
imported clandestinely by ULFA to 
replenish the stock that they had lost 
due to the joint military operations in 
Bhutan carried out by the Indian and 
Bhutanese armies.

Such statements unfortunately 
do not help anybody. It would 
probably have been preferable if the 
Indian intelligence authorities had 
shared their information with the 
relevant Bangladeshi agencies. 
One presumes that sub-regional 
security is sought by all countries in 
this region. This massive seizure in 
Chittagong has underlined once 
again the need of intelligence 
cooperation in this part of the world. 
This time God was kind. He expects 
however that we tie our camels and 
then keep our faith in Him.

One does not know the whole 

truth. I do not know if we will ever 
know the truth. One can only hope 
that the high-powered inquiry 
committee will be able to backtrack 
the path by which the shipment 
reached Chittagong. It will be 
difficult to trace the source of all the 
different weapons and the various 
kinds of ammunition. Obviously, 
international gunrunners were 
involved in this clandestine 
operation. There were probably 
many sources. The process of 
shipment and delivery, in all 

l ikel ihood, must have been 
undertaken through different 
infrastructural units. Nevertheless, 
the government, in keeping with 
suggest ions that they seek 
international assistance, should get 
in touch with Interpol and also with 
the intelligence agencies of those 
countries whose weapons have 
been seized. There is an existing 
UN control regime in respect of 
small arms and light weapons. Each 
producing country of such weapons 
must be keeping a proper inventory 
of their production. I will probably be 
naive, but I believe that with hard 
work and cooperation we might be 
able to identify the groups who 
might have been involved. If 
necessary, we should also seek the 
assistance of the USA and the UK.

It appears unlikely that such 
sophisticated weapons were being 
brought into Bangladesh for 
possible use within the country. 
Some of the items might have joined 
the stream of illegal weapons that 
already exists here. However, 
rocket propelled grenades and 
other similar offensive weapons 
were probably dest ined for 

insurgents who are using Bangla-
desh as a conduit.

Whatever be the destination, the 
smuggling of such weapons raise 
the fundamental point that there are 
people in this sub-region who are 
sufficiently trained to use these 
weapons. It also suggests that 
'whoever it was meant for is well 
organised and trained to indulge in 
open hostility ... conventional 
combat or classical mil i tary 
operations' (Brig. Gen. (Retd) S. 
Anam Khan).

The last question is not only 
difficult but also very sensitive. It 
relates to the identity of those 
inside Bangladesh who are 
assisting these arms smuggling 
operations.

T h e  i n q u i r y  a n d  p o s t -
investigation efforts might not be 
fully transparent. It will probably be 
restrictive in nature. That is quite 
understandable. One hopes 
however that the probe will be 
through, conclusive and non-
politicised. The local accomplices 
have to be exposed and prosecuted 
and the public kept informed of 
actions taken. We have no other 
alternative. The inquiry has to be 
seen as a success.

All sides have to recognise that 
we are living in an extremely 
volatile situation where there has 
been not only an erosion in law and 
order but also where guns are 
being used indiscriminately in all 
parts of the country. We also have 
to understand that we are 
grappling with a smouldering 
problem in the Chittagong Hill 
Tracts and that there is also active 
armed insurgency in the neigh-
bouring region.

Both our internal and external 
security demands that we treat this 
as a serious threat and in a 
bipartisan manner. This is a matter 
of the greatest concern for all of us. 
The failure to take prompt and 
effective action to check trafficking 
in arms will affect our national well-
being.

Muhammad Zamir is a former Secretary and 
Ambassador.

Arms smuggling must be stopped

MUHAMMAD ZAMIR
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S
UCH is the Bharatiya Janata 
Party's hyperbolic publicity 
campaign, and the media's 

soft corner for it, that many people 
have come to believe that the 
outcome of  Ind ia 's  coming 
Parliament elections is already a 
foregone conclusion. 

Yet, going by sober political 
assessments, and successive 
opinion polls, India could have truly 
indecisive results, in which neither 
the National Democratic Alliance 
nor a Congress-led coalition 
emerges a clear winner. 

The earliest large-sized poll, by 
India Today (in January), gave the 
NDA an emphatic 330-340-seat 
majority in the 545-member Lok 
Sabha, and the Congress and allies 
only 105-115 seats. 

Two subsequent polls by Outlook 
(late-February) and Indian Express-
NDTV (mid-March) put the NDA's 
tally much lower (respectively 280-
290 and 287-307), but still gave it a 
majority. The Congress and allies' 
tally improved to 159-169 and 143-

163. The unambiguous trend? A 
narrowing of the gap between the 
two coalitions.

Now, two new polls, by Zee-TV 
and Star News, say the NDA might 
pass the half-way mark just by a 
whisker. It might even fall short. 
Zee's lower-end estimate gives it 
265 seats. And the Star poll predicts 
271 to 283. The lower figure falls 
below the magic mark of 273. The 
NDA cannot possibly feel secure 
about its prospects. 

Admittedly, India's experience 
with opinion polls is mixed. They use 
diverse samples and incompatible 
methods. Most went wrong in the 
latest Assembly elections. The new 
Indian Express-NDTV Maharashtra 
forecasts are contradicted by the 
polling agency it hired (AC-Nielsen). 

In truth, psephology isn't a 
precise science. Rather, it's a 
difficult art, or more accurately, 
business. Its predictive value is 
limited in a complex, diverse society 
like India's where voters may not 
reveal their true intentions for many 
reasons.

So, the election's outcome isn't 
all sewn up as the BJP's spin-
masters would have us believe. 
Despite all its arrogant self-

con f idence ,  the  BJP 's  top  
leadership knows it'll be difficult to 
reach, leave alone exceed, the 1999 
tally of 182. Ten allies have deserted 
the BJP. Some of those which 
remain, l ike the JD(U) and 
Nationalist Trinamool Congress, are 
likely to do badly. 

There are indications that BJP 
leaders recognise that this will prove 
a hard slog and have drawn up 
contingency strategies:

·  The BJP is tapping xenophobia 

(anti-foreigner hatred) by making 
the "foreign origin" issue a central 
campaign plank. As a senior BJP 
leader says, this is an insincere, 
opportunist strategy. It will end 
with the elections. 

·  The BJP isn't sure that "normal" 
campaigning can energise its 
cadres. So it launched the Advani 
rathyatra. (But this has drawn a 
pathetic response.)

·  It drafted the "Vision 2004" 
document mainly to reassure 
Hindutva hardliners that it still 
remains wedded to the RSS's 
core-agenda. 

·  The BJP knows Mr Vajpayee's 
acceptance rating is twice as high 
as its own. So, it's milking his "soft" 

image and trying to give the 
campaign a "presidential" spin. 
But the electoral process in a 
parl iamentary system, with 
multiple national, local and caste 
factors influencing the voter, is 
qualitatively different.

·  The BJP hasn't fielded senior 
leaders as candidates other than 
the Vajpayee-Advani-Joshi trio. It 
doesn't feel assured of their 
victory. Key NDA leaders are 
changing seats--including Mr 

Vinay Katiyar, and Messrs George 
Fernandes and Nitish Kumar in 
Bihar.

·   The BJP blackmailed Ms 
Mayawati (vulnerable because of 
the "Taj Corridor" case) into 
rejecting an alliance with the 
Congress in Uttar Pradesh. That 
alliance would have resulted in a 
turnover of about 60 seats, 
nationally tilting the scales against 
the NDA. 

·  BJP leaders abusively attack Ms 
Sonia Gandhi and her family--to 
capitalise on prejudice and hatred 
prevalent within the VHP, RSS and 
other sangh outfits. This is 
necessary because their support 
isn't automatic. The BJP is also 
desperately running "surrogate" 

a n t i - O p p o s i t i o n  s m e a r -
campaigns. 

·  The party's second-generation 
leaders are furiously commission-
ing survey after "private survey", 
with huge samples such as 
200,000 for Uttar Pradesh. Their 
typical results aren't mutually 
compatible, and not reassuring 
either.
The BJP's  "overk i l l "  has 

boomeranged. It itself admitted 
(April 1) that "India Shining" hasn't 

found favour with the middle class, 
its main target. As for ordinary 
people, Zee reveals that 73 percent 
haven't even heard of the "feel 
good" campaign. 

The adverse reaction to Mr 
Vajpayee's 54 pictures in the 48-
page "Vision" album has prompted a 
second edition. Modi's tactic of 
abusing Ms Gandhi as a "Jersey 
cow" and someone unfit to become 
a shop clerk has put off people. 

The BJP is especially vulnerable 
in Uttar Pradesh, where it won 25 
seats in 1999. In the state Assembly, 
it trails behind the SP and BSP. 
Worse, its Thakur vote is fast 
shifting to the SP. Some Brahmin 
BJP supporters too may vote for the 

Congress. If the BJP cannot do well 

in UP, it's unlikely to reach the 180-

seat mark nationally. 

None of this gives the Congress a 

decisive edge over its adversary. It 

has to create that edge by offering 

an attractive, radical new vision to 

the masses, and by broad-basing its 

alliances. 
The Congress has suffered 

setbacks in building coalitions in 
the North, barring Jharkhand. It 
can make up by both strengthening 
alliances elsewhere, and by 
infusing enthusiasm into cadres 
through imaginative people-
oriented programmes. 

Signs of this happening are 
vague and uncertain. The Congress 
isn't taking bold steps because it's 
afraid of being branded "populist". 
But there is nothing wrong with 
populism. The Congress will only 
gain if it revives and universalises 
the Public Distribution System and 
subsidises food for the poor (and not 
fertiliser for the rich, as at present). 

The people will welcome the 
Congress if it guarantees free 
primary healthcare and decent-
quality elementary education. 

The Congress hopes that 
Priyanka Gandhi's entry will 
energise the party. She can 
certainly put some icing on the 
Congress's electoral cake. But the 
base of the cake needs bold, 
imaginative "populist" schemes and 
slogans.

Praful Bidwai is an eminent Indian columnist.

BJP's overkill backfires 
Towards a hung Lok Sabha?

PRAFUL BIDWAI

writes from New Delhi
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Imbecile statement 
When a colossal arms cache was 
captured in Chittagong, State 
Minister for Home Mr Lutfozzaman 
Babar blamed Awami League 
without any hesitation. But the 
probe body headed by Home 
Secretary Mr Omar Farook found no 
political linkage in the weapons 
deal. To me ,the probe report is 
authentic and reliable. We are 
perplexed at the current political 
hullabaloo. Our political leaders lack 
political norms. They can politicise 
everything for their personal gains. 
The government should investigate 
the arms haul neutrally and bring the 
culprits to book. We urge the politi-
cal leaders not to colour the situa-
tion politically. The government can 
call Interpol for better expertise and 
quick result. I hope an effective 
resolution of this matter. 
Molla Mohammad Shaheen 
Dept of English, DU 

Stance on hartal
I'm referring to your commentary 
dated 9 April '04 and the subsequent 
reactions by Mr. Shahjahan Ahmed 
and others on 12 April, 04. 

I appreciate DS's anti-hartal 
stand since late 90s. DS came out 
very strongly against hartal as a 
political weapon during the Hasina 
regime, but started to falter recently 
until you come out with your com-
mentary 'So what have you Proved'. 
The reason I'm saying so is that your 
recent news coverage were appre-
ciative of hartal. Just on the other 
day DS came out with a front page 
news headline that 'MPs protest 
UNDP Res. Rep.'s comments about 
hartal'. After reading the news story I 
realised that your reporter had a 
private talk with one AL MP at that 
function and twisted the news item 
to give an impression to the reader 
that MPs protested when UNDP 
official spoke against hartal. So, I 

can imagine when you're writing 
commentary against hartal, many of 
your news reporters are pro-hartal. 

Hartal violets human rights what-
ever way you define human rights. 
Hartal prevents children going to 
school, hartal prevents patients 
going to hospitals, hartal obstructs 
people's livelihood and hartal violates 
people's freedom of movements. So 
anyone who cares for human rights 
must speak out against hartal. 

Journalists working with the DS 
are the product of this societyI 
don't expect unbiased editorial 
from DS but expect unbiased 
news coverage. Media has an 
important role to mobilise opinion 
against hartal. I hope that DS 
would play its historic role to 
mobilise public opinion that'd 
force our immature political lead-
ership to abandon hartal culture. 
Kias Mamud, Uttara, Dhaka 

Education of women 

in Bangladesh 
On average, the level of education 
of women in Bangladesh is lower 
than that of men, which is itself 
shaky enough in comparison with 
other poor countries. The same 
applies to primary schooling. In 
number of school years completed, 
females lag far behind males espe-
cially in rural areas. 

Many factors have influenced 
women's educational opportunities. 
Most studies point to poverty as the 
principal reason why the families 
either fail to enrol their girls in 
schools or withdraw them prema-
turely from the primary schools. It is 
not just that the direct and indirect 
costs of school attendance are 
beyond their means, but also that 
the children are needed at home to 
perform duties that fall preponder-
antly on the girls. Extra income 
plays only a secondary role in the 
widespread labour demand for girls, 

since most of them have to work as 
unpaid labours: in 2003, 3.4 per cent 
of the girls in the age group ten to 
fourteen were reported as "econom-
ically active". 

The cultural values and norms 
are also responsible for the pre-
vailing state of female education, 
however. Many parents in the 
rural areas lack interest or are 
openly hostile about the formal 
education of their daughters for 
reasons related to social and 
religious norms in general. Many 
people still quite strongly believe 
that education spoils a girl's char-
acter and undermines her willing-
ness to fulfil her traditional role. 
Early marriage and the 'impor-
tance' of preserving a girl's good 
reputation lead to widespread 
withdrawal of girls from school at 
puberty, especially if they attend 
coeducational institutions. 
    Among other factors contributing 
to gender differentials in enrolments 

are location and physical facilities of 
schools, the shortage of female 
teachers, and a lack of basic ameni-
ties (such as latrines). Female 
education is further constrained by 
inadequate incentives (food, cloth-
ing, and scholarships) to induce the 
poor to send girls to school.
Shazia Ahmed
Eastern Housing, 
Topkhana Road, Dhaka

The Buriganga 
issue
The river that flows through the city, 
Buriganga, seems to be at the            
receiving end of all the bashing of, the 
local population that lives on its           
banks, the government and the steam-
ers and launches that ply on it. 
Everyone seems to be deter-
mined to put Buriganga to a 'pre-
mature death'.

Take the issue of land encroaching 
and land filling. Time and again we have 

seen efforts to stop the illegal construc-
tions on the banks of Buriganga. If one 
looks at the demolition of the so called 
illegal establishment in DS dated 
(13/04/04), one would certainly ask that 
how could these be illegal structures. 
For the establishments that are 
being demolished are not make-
shift shanty structures, they are 
solidly built double storied buildings, 
probably used as shops and ware-
houses. 

We have seen time and again 
efforts by the government to clear 
the banks of Buriganga of illegal 
occupation. This was taken up as a 
prominent issue during the time of 
caretaker government. The pres-
ent government also took steps from 
time to time to make the banks of 
Buriganga clear of all illegal occupa-
tion.

My question is that once the 
illegal establishments have been 
cleared, why are not trees planted 
and vigilance mounted so that the 

encroachers do not come back. For 
it is certain that two storied building 
cannot be constructed overnight. It 
will take at least six months or more 
to do so. What were the concerned 
authorities doing during that time? 
Are we to believe that all govern-
ment agencies are so corrupt 
that one can construct a two-
storied building on encroached 
land?

May be  i t  i s  abou t  t ime  
tha t  we  wake  up  f rom our  
s lumber  and  take  concre te  
s teps  to  f ree  the  banks  o f  
ou r  be loved  Bur iganga  once  
and  fo r  a l l .
Salim Akbar 
Dhanmond i  RA/  Dhaka  

State of the economy
Bad politics negates progress

T
HE Bangladesh Bank board gave out an optimistic 
assessment of the economy to the press on Monday. 
It has highlighted the state of the economy in upbeat 

terms as it stood between July and February of the fiscal 
2003-2004.

Two politically volatile months have passed since then 
with more uncertainty in prospect for the last two months of 
the current fiscal. That is why a timely warning has been 
issued to politicians to exercise restraint and let the econ-
omy off the political hooks.

The pre-Bangladesh Development Forum (BDF) meet-
ing in Dhaka having got underway on Tuesday, one would 
have thought the Bangladesh central bank's assessment 
came in handy for it. Also perhaps the call for better politics 
and law and order.

The political atmosphere has become highly torrid. It is 
rife with verbal abuses and incendiary threats being traded 
between the ruling party and the opposition. In the face of a 
growing sign of destabilisation, it is felt on all hands that the 
interest of the economy will have to be asserted. That's why 
it is important to know where our economy stood so that we 
get a feel of where our stakes truly lay.

During the first eight months of the current fiscal, exports 
notched a 14 percent growth compared to last year's 7 
percent; and imports of raw materials, intermediate goods 
and capital machinery registered a significant rise. 
Concomitantly, industrial output grew by 7.2 percent. 
Significantly, industrial term loans increased by 76 percent 
from the previous level.

Total foodgrains output for FY 2004 is projected to be 
281.01 lakh MT, representing a 5.3 percent increase over 
166.95 lakh MT recorded in the previous year.

Good agricultural and industrial growth prospects 
together with strong foreign trade performances are likely to 
benefit the service sector.

Foreign exchange reserve is high and external payments 
position has improved. But internally, the total revenue 
collection lagged by Tk 582 crore against the target of Tk 
18,735 crore.

The ADP has been implemented up to 40 percent over 
the last three quarters. It is little consolation that the figure 
was 36 percent during the corresponding period of the last 
fiscal.

The economy could even grow beyond the projected 5.5 
percent, by Bangladesh Bank's reckoning, if other things 
remained the same, as is customarily stated in economic 
parlance. Should we allow non-economic factors to tyran-
nise the economy? That puts a premium on political parties 
pulling themselves from the brink of what looks like an immi-
nent political and economic disaster.

Three-year-old accused for 
murder!
How can we make such a farce of our 
judicial system?

A
 three-year-old baby boy, Iman Ali, was made an 
accused in a murder case and on being brought to 
court last Tuesday was granted bail upon a bond of 

Tk. 5,000 as the prosecution very kindly did not oppose it. 
Of the many bizarre things that happen in our country 
accusing and then granting bail to a three year old should 
feature among the very top.

It happened because a complainant implicated the three-
year old while filing a murder charge with the Sutrapur 
police station in the city. The question we would like to ask is 
how could the police accept such a complaint even if some 
one made such a charge. On the very face of it, it is clear 
that Iman Ali was implicated simply to harass the family. 
Doesn't our police have that simple common sense that a 
three year old cannot possibly commit murder? To accept 
the compliant, and then to process all the necessary papers 
and then to bring him to court the Sutrapur police had to do a 
lot of paper work on this boy. Wasn't there any senior officer 
in the whole station to prevent such an abuse of law when 
the whole process was taking place?

Our second question is to the Honourable judge who 
granted him bail. Couldn't he have seen through it all and 
dismissed the charge against the three year old. Why didn't 
he question the police about it and punish them for this 
harassment of an innocent child. We know justice is blind 
but does it have to be so blind that it does not see when the 
judicial system  is being made a mockery of.

We commend the law minister for seeing the news in the 
media and being proactive enough so as to question the IG 
and ask for the suspension of the involved policemen. This 
boy's life would have been forever ruined but for the media 
coverage. We now ask the minister to go further and have 
the boy saved from further harassment. The law should also 
be amended in a way that such absurdity does not recur 
in future.
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