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Chittagong port rip-off
Ultimately it is the economy that 
pays the price

I
T has been common knowledge for a long time that 
corruption and inefficiency are rife at Chittagong port, but 
the extent catalogued in the recently released TIB report is 

truly mind-boggling.  The underground port economy that TIB 
estimates nets a total of Tk 783 crore annually is a terrible 
drain on our resources and drag on our development, and the 
negative consequences have a very far-reaching effect on the 
nation's economy.

It is high time that the government took the corruption 
catalogued by TIB seriously.  The latest report comes at the 
end of an exhaustive one-year study, and while the 
government may be able to, and doubtless will, quibble as to 
some aspects of the study's methodology and assumptions, it 
would be highly irresponsible for them to not take the report 
seriously.  

The fact is that the report has laid bare the corruption and 
inefficiency at the heart of this nation's largest sea-port that 
handles 75 per cent of our sea cargo, and that the government 
can no longer ignore this cancer.

Let us not mince words.  The port has been revealed to be a 
hot-bed of criminality.  What we are talking about is bribery 
and extortion on a massive scale. Corruption doesn't sound as 
bad as these equally apt terms to describe the day to day 
running of the port system.  The costs are paid by the 
importers and exporters, and work as a tax that raises the cost 
of doing business in Bangladesh to prohibitive levels that 
undoubtedly is a huge disincentive to doing business here.  
And when it comes to imports, ultimately the higher costs are 
passed on to the consumers, which means that we all suffer.

Corruption enables the transfer of public wealth into private 
hands.  It is abuse of power that enriches the few at the 
expense of the nation as a whole, and is thus the most 
pernicious of evils. If the nation is to ever develop and 
advance, this kind of whole-scale corruption must be halted.  

Specifically, the smooth and efficient functioning of 
Chittagong port is crucial to our continued development.  As 
long as the port remains hostage to the extortion and bribery of 
port and customs officials, it will never be able to perform its 
needed function, and the country will continue to suffer for its 
poor business climate.

The government must take the corruption at Chittagong 
port seriously. Bangladesh's business reputation 
internationally as well as the development of the economy as 
a whole is what is at stake.

Rowdy post-accident 
behaviour
A remedy suggested

S
TUDENTS went on the rampage at Rokeya Sarani, 
near the Sher-e-Bangla Agricultural University, on 
Monday last, following a road accident that left one of 

their fellow students critically wounded. It was disquieting to 
learn that the accident was the result of a mad race between 
two buses, that we often witness on the roads these days.

That said, we turn to the violent reactions of students who 
set a bus on fire, damaged over 50 other vehicles, and kept the 
road blocked for more than an hour. It was a frenzied reaction 
to an accident, something that defied logic of any kind. Why on 
earth is this riotous behaviour that is palpably against the very 
public interest that the students were supposedly 
championing? In the recent past, we have seen many such 
road blockades and students turning their ire on vehicles by no 
means responsible for the mishaps they were actually 
angered by.

We understand that the students had long been 
complaining that they were facing a grave risk of accident near 
the campus in the absence of speed breakers on the road. A 
student of the university died a few months back, but it seems 
the traffic authorities have done nothing to enhance road 
safety in the area. We don't know what the authorities have to 
say on this complaint, but someone must be held responsible. 

The point is, in spite of everything, the vandalism that took 
place is utterly condemnable. It is difficult to imagine, however, 
that things will improve until people's right to safe passage, 
even when an accident has taken place, is firmly established 
by the law enforcement authorities. We have a suggestion to 
make there. 

It is observed that the incidents of reaction overkill take 
place in the proximity of educational institutions. It is not only 
possible but also highly desirable that senior police officials, 
university authorities and student representatives hold 
periodic conferences in which the law enforcement 
professionals will convincingly assure the students that any 
accident will be followed by a prompt legal step and that the 
culprits will not eventually go unpunished. This should be 
topped off by the relevant authorities making a pledge that 
they are going to take some tangible steps to prevent road 
accidents around the campus. 

Makeup-4, Start-2:00 PM

D
URING the past few years, 
there has been a continu-
ing debate on political and 

constitutional reforms. The same 
set of themes on reform measures 
are repeated time and again without 
anyone being wiser than in the past. 
At least on this score, the cynics 
would be justified in saying that the 
plethora of seminars and work-
shops on political and constitutional 
reforms are useless at their worst. At 
their best, these experiences allow 
the participants to give vent to their 
feelings however repetitive they 
may be.

What then are the oft-repeated 
themes? These are (a) the need to 
amend article 70 of the constitution, 
(b) decentralisation of powers by 
strengthening local government 
system, (c) residual authority for the 
President, (d) criminalisation of 
politics, (e) strengthening election 
commission, (f) influence of black 
money and muscle power in elec-
tions, (g) the need to compel the 
candidates seeking elections to 
declare their assets and (h) lack of 
transparency, accountability of the 
political parties and absence of in-
party democracy. 

All of the above areas of reform 
were identified in the recently held 
roundtable discussions under the 
auspices of a civil society organiza-
tion.  With a kind of hindsight, it will 
not be far out of line to say that the 
themes thus identified are a repeti-
tion of what has been done earlier.  
This is not to say that these are 
redundant but to point out that such 
demands have fallen and continue 
to fall on deaf ears of the political 

leaders irrespective of their hue and 
colour. 
 

Article 70
Article 70 is perceived to be anti-
democratic in that it seeks to  
impose party decision on individual 
members of the party and also 
debars them from voting against 
party decision. The penalty is loss of 
membership of Parliament. The 
penalty is further explained in the 
constitution. The explanation is if a 
Member of Parliament (MP) (a) 
being present in the Parliament or 
(b) absents himself from any sitting 
of Parliament ignores the decision 
of the party which nominated him at 

the election as a candidate not to do 
so, he shall be deemed to have 
voted against the party.

The penalty does not stop here. It 
is further laid down in the constitu-
tion that in case any question about 
party leadership is raised by any 
member, the Speaker is bound, 
upon receiving an application in 
writing, to determine the question of 
leadership by votes. This will have 
to be done by convening a meeting 
of all members of the relevant party. 
If any member does not comply with 
the direction of the leadership so 
determined, he shall vacate his seat 
in the Parliament.

Article 70 was part of the constitu-
tion as it was framed in 1972.  It is 
said to have been further expanded 
by the twelfth amendment act of 
1991.  Many of the speakers who 
participated in the round table 
referred to were politicians belong-
ing to one party or the other. None of 
them, in so far as it relates to the 

expanded form of amendment 
effected in 1991, cared to explain 
the untold story of the said amend-
ment.

Whatever may be the reason of 
their silence the fact remains that 
article 70 in its present form hangs 
like sword of Damocles over the 
heads of conscientious MPs who 
may not agree with some, if not all, 
decisions of party leadership. This 
issue is, in some ways linked to the 
sustentative concept in-party 
democracy which, by all accounts, 
is largely absent.

Politicians and chame-
leons

Some, if not all, politicians change 
their colour and creed much like 
chameleons. It is possible, to cite 
such instances. The antecedents of 
this type of behavioral pattern is part 
of our political history although 
some instances of such behaviour 
can be found in India also. It is 
possible to explain this by saying 
that this is only to be expected in 
immature democracies. In case of 
Bangladesh, there is more to it than 
meets the eye. 

There are two aspects of this 
scenario. Division within the political 
party that breaks up the party into 
new party or parties. As long as this 
happens and is kept confined to 
party or parties not elected to the 
parliament, there is possibly no 
harm. In this context, it is possible to 
argue, however, that divisions within 
a political party leading to its break-
up may also be fuelled by extra-
constitutional powers that emerge 
consequent upon promulgation of 

m a r t i a l  l a w .   S u c h
instances can readily be cited in 
case of Bangladesh. By fair means 
or foul, the architects of martial law, 
who publicly profess to return to the 
barracks after all is well, do not in 
fact do so, but find it convenient to 
form new political parties.

Other politicians rush in to join the 
newly floated party either to remain 
safe or to be part of the power struc-
ture on a continuous basis. There 
are a good number of instances of 
such switch of loyalties in Bangla-
desh.

Essentially a power play
The political process in Bangladesh 

is essentially a scramble for power.  
The mindset of most politicians is 
permanently fixed on remaining in 
power until the next elections. The 
concept of mid-term polls is totally 
absent. It is against this mindset that 
the twelfth amendment act referred 
to needs to be viewed. Equally 
absent, with few honourable excep-
tions, is the principle of ministerial 
responsibility. In mature democra-
cies, there are examples of changes 
in party leadership following defeat 
in elections. In Bangladesh, this 
concept is almost absent. There 
may be some minor changes, but 
the party chief reigns supreme.  He 
or she does not accept failure in 
leaderships following defeat in 
elections but is quick to blame 
widespread rigging in elections.

Caretaker government
It is precisely to eliminate the 
chances of rigging that the concept 
of caretaker government was intro-

duced in 1991. However, the com-
plaints of rigging the elections still 
persist. There are now talks about 
further reform in the concept of 
caretaker government. In fact, the 
concept was challenged in the High 
Court in the recent past but was 
rejected by the said court.

Constitutional process 
and the constitution
One of the participants in the 
roundtable on political reforms 
asserted that the constitutional 
process has failed, but never the 
constitution itself (The Independent, 
September 26, 2004). It is not clear 
what essentially is the difference 

between constitutional process and 
political process. As reported in the 
press, the participant then referred 
to the defective voters' list of 2001.  
The full details of why the list was 
defective and whether the steps to 
avail of the remedies available in the 
election rules were at all taken were 
not reported. 

The fact, however, remains that 
some defects are always there. 
More than the defects of missing 
names of voters, are the instances 
of capture of polling centers by 
hooligans backed and protected by 
one political party or the other or its 
nominees.

Influence of black money 
and muscle power
The influence of black money and 
muscle power are closely linked to 
the issue of rigging by capture of 
polling centers. Army is always 
called in aid of Election Commission 
(EC) to prevent hooligans capturing 

polling centers. Even then, the 
complaints, not unsubstantiated by 
evidence, of rigging are there. The 
trend is now also visible in the local 
government polls.

This is confirmed by the chief 
election commissioner (CEC) himself. 
He is reported to have said that there 
were allegations of casting false votes, 
obstruction to the legal voters from 
casting votes and occupying illegally the 
polling centers, free style stamping of 
the ballot papers, and manhandling of 
the rival polling agents by terrorists hired 
by some candidates at Daulatkhan, 
Borhanuddin, Nilphamiri, Kalapara, 
Thakurgaon, Haragach, Charfeshon 
and Laxmipur Paurashavas.

Based on these experiences, as if 
these are something new, the CEC 
wanted to deploy army at Netrakona by-
polls. It was not reported in the press as 
to what steps the EC was going to take 
against violators of election laws. What 
legal remedies are available to the more 
decent candidates who lost in the 
elections?  What kind of electoral 
reforms are necessary to put an end to 
such heinous practices remain to be 
identified. It should be done as a pack-
age and not just in bits and pieces in a 
two or three hour-long seminar. 

Decadence of institutions
Politicisation of social order in terms 
of awareness building may be a good 
thing if such politicisation aims at 
strengthening democratic institu-
tions. Many discerning observers 
believe that what has been happen-
ing in Bangladesh since 1991 is the 
politicisation of institutions of the 
state leading to their decadence.  
The process of institutional deca-
dence of the three organs of the state 
has led to a serious imbalance in their 
quality and fairness. Such an imbal-
ance is an anathema to constitutional 
governance. The tragic part of the 
whole story is that the repetition of 
themes for political and constitutional 
reforms appears to fall on deaf ears 
of the leaderships of the three organs 
of the state. What more can the civil 
society do?

A M M Shawkat Ali PhD is a former 

Secretary, Ministry of Agriculture.

Elusiveness of constitutional governance  
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I
NDIA has thrown its hat in the 
ring for a permanent seat on the 
United Nations Security Coun-

cil. It's coordinating its bid with 
Brazil, Germany, and Japan (collec-
tively, the G-4). This group is hopeful 
that a committee for reform of the 
UN, which is due to submit its report 
in December, will give them a new 
opportunity. Recent crises in the 
former Yugoslavia and Africa, and 
above all, in Iraq, have heightened 
the need for changes in the UN 
system.

It's not certain that the G-4 bid will 
succeed. Germany and Japan's 
claim is widely supported. But 
Brazil's bid is likely to be opposed by 
Argentina and may not find favour 
with all the Council's five permanent 
members (P-5), each of whom 
wields the veto. 

India is backed by Russia, 
France, and Britain, but not by the 
United States and China. Pakistan 
says it will oppose India tooth and 
nail. 

A compromise might be G-4 
inclusion as a distinct tier in the 
Council, with permanent member-
ship, but without veto power. 

How valuable is a permanent 
seat on the Council? Will global 
security increase if the Council is 
expanded without being reformed? 
Will India's stature greatly rise 
through a permanent seat? Can 
India really contribute to the world 
by being on the Council?

Sobering thoughts are in order. 

Take the interesting contrast 
between India's ambitious self-
assertion and its just-announced 
reversal of its 2003 decision to 
refuse bilateral aid from any but a 
handful of countries. New Delhi now 
says it will accept assistance from 
all G-8 countries, and the European 
Union, including its non-G-8 mem-
bers.  

India's earlier hubris, enhanced 
by annoyance at the EU demarches 
over Gujarat, has given way to the 
acknowledgement that it needs aid. 

This is understandable. India 
continues to belong to the bottom 
third of the world's nations, with a 
rank of 127 out of 177 in the UN 

Human Development Index (HDI). 
India's per capita income is a mere 
$487, or less than one-tenth the 
global average. 

India's ambition to sit at the 
world's high table is not matched by 
its poverty, backwardness, and 
aggregate economic size, which in 
dollar terms barely equals that of the 
Netherlands (pop 16 million). 

Nor is a Security Council seat the 
best index of international standing. 
Britain, France, and Russia are 

declining powers despite being in 
the P-5. There is nearly as much 
disproportion between, say, Paki-
stan's and India's nuclear-weapons 
status and their global political 
weight, as between Council mem-
bership and true leadership in 
politics, economy, or culture. 

Today, "soft power" is probably 
more important than "hard" military 
power. Nations are often respected 
more for what they have done for 
their citizens, than for their might. 
Sweden, South Africa, and Ireland 
enjoy respect disproportionate to 
their size/might because they have 
promoted causes like peace. 

Norway (pop 4.5 million) com-

mands prestige because of its 
steady Number One HDI rank and 
conflict-resolution role in Palestine-
Israel and Sri Lanka. 

Brute power doesn't guarantee 
political authority. The US's current 
military superiority is unmatched in 
history. And yet, the US is politically 
failing in Iraq, just as it failed in 
Vietnam. 

During last year's UN debate on 
Iraq, all the US's powers of persua-
sion, coercion and bribery could not 

win it the support it needed for 
passing the "Second Resolution." 
Not just Pakistan, Brazil, and Chile, 
but even Guinea, Cameroon, and 
Angola defied Washington!

The Security Council is not irrele-
vant -- Iraq proved that -- but there 
are limits to the power of its most 
privileged members. It's foolish to 
equate Council membership with 
unbridled authority. 

Gridlocked during the Cold War, 
the Security Council failed to stop 
the French and US interventions in 
Vietnam, the Soviet invasion of 
Afghanistan, and countless other 
wars. 

After the Cold War too, it failed in 

Bosnia, Rwanda, and Sudan. It has 
proved ineffectual in bringing justice 
to the Palestinian people. 

These failures are largely attrib-
utable to the major powers' pursuit 
of narrow, parochial, short-term self-
interest. The US has vilified, 
abused, and exploited the UN. 

US Under-Secretary of State 
John Bolton declared 10 years ago: 
"There is no United Nations. There 
is an international community that 
occasionally can be led by the only 

real power left in the world, and that 
is the US … When the US leads, the 
UN will follow. When it suits our 
interest to do so, we will do so. 
When it does not suit our interests 
we will not."

Such revolting arrogance won't 
go unless the Council is thoroughly 
reformed and genuinely democra-
tised. The Council must be enlarged 
through greater representation for 
the Global South. Vetoes must be 
eventually abolished. The Council 
must yield more authority to the 
General Assembly. 

Rather than give permanent 
membership to a handful of states, it 
would be better to have permanent 

seats for different regions, which are 
rotated among their members. 

Some interesting proposals have 
come from a Ford Foundation-Yale 
University working group. One calls 
for enlarging the number of perma-
nent (though non-veto) members, 
while restricting the use of the P-5 
veto "only to peacekeeping and 
enforcement measures."

One major merit of this transi-
tional idea is that it reduces the 
danger that the North will derail any 
reform. 

There is an equally urgent need 
to expand the role of the General 
Assembly in security-related deci-
sion-making and in overseeing the 
working of the World Bank, IMF and 
World Trade Organisation. Other 
proposals too have been made for 
creating a "Second Chamber" -- of 
civil society organisations. 

India could play a valuable role in 
promoting a dialogue for UN reform 
along these lines. That would be a 
greater contribution to global gover-
nance than joining an unreformed 
Security Council. 

But that means returning to a 
Nehruvian vision and seizing moral 
leadership, while abandoning a 
search for glory through power. It 
also means giving up false notions 
of prestige and addressing the real 
issues before the country and the 
world. 

Are our leaders ready for this?

Praful Bidwai is an eminent Indian 

columnist.

India's Security Council bid: There's no shortcut to glory 

PRAFUL BIDWAI

writes from New Delhi
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Political hara-kiri
The political leaders (All are lead-
ers, who are the followers and 
workers) should realise that they are 
committing hara kiri, i.e., destroying 
the medium for take-over bids to run 
the country through alternative 
methods of governance. This tama-
sha we have witnessed before.

There is too much culture of 
precedence in politics. Get out of the 
vicious circle. The old guards can-
not do it--too fossilized. But there is 
no retirement in politics-few 
Mandelas around! Sonia Gandhi in 
Delhi has set up a new precedent; 
but it can be explained. The society 
may think about attractive retire-
ment schemes for political leaders; 
not the type we see when autocrats 
retire and live abroad on interest on 
fixed deposits for whole life!

Politics is booming business in 
the under-developed countries, with 
least-developed moral guidelines; 
as the specialized market is con-
trolled by a powerful minority who 
work on the musical chairs princi-
ples, offering wrong symphonies to 
the chashi bhais. It attracts the 

youth (student bodies); these lead-
ers also do not retire from the cam-
puses even after becoming father of 
a few children!

This is entrenched politics, 
absolutely unsuitable for the toiling 
masses. The political field and 
space have to expand for more 
elbow room, to attract the right type 
of players, young and old. No more 
old drinks in new bottles. Now even 
the bottles are synthetic and once-
use type! Can't throw away political 
wisdom in this manner. Anyone 
calculated the systems losses in 
political parties and individual 
leaders? No research grant?

Books on political science ignore 
the political culture in the third world, 
as do the Western economics 
pundits of the industrialized coun-
tries on development economics. 
Look at the continued blunders 
made by the World Bank, ADB, IDB 
and the foreign donor agencies. 
These economic experts should live 
in the native style in the LDCs for 
quite a while to get their bearing and 
reorientation. Same with the design 
of technical equipment-- the after-

sale service is poor in the DCs, as 
the procurement source is far off 
and needs plenty of foreign 
exchange for efficient operation and 
maintenance.
Local politics does not work. How to 
govern these countries? Too fre-
quent changes make ad hoc culture; 
and too long stay breeds corrupt 
practices. The neural caretaker 
government is a thing of the tran-
sient kind. How it has improved the 
notorious political culture we see 
today?
Alfa Ahmad
Dhaka

Computerised police 
station!
Can't believe the news report that 
we are going to have computer-
ized thanas (police stations). How 
many police network in the LDCs 
are computer-linked? 

The pilot project around Dhaka 
metro would be observed with 
great interest by other countries in 
the third world, if computers can 
control and minimize corrupt 

human practices (of the regula-
tors and the law enforcement 
agencies). Computers with the 
police will not work on the princi-
ple of pre-paid cards now becom-
ing popular in Bangladesh. There 
are different types of inputs to a 
computer; some of it has human 
interface while some have auto 
feedback corrections and check 
(go, no-go). It is hoped fool-proof, 
tested software is available to 
cope with the localised needs in 
different countries.

It is so easy to keep the system 
inefficient and inoperative by 
those in the service not interested 
in transparency (notice the ways 
Rajuk and DCC laws and regula-
tions are violated without initiating 
immediate corrective actions; and 
the terrorist-controlled tendering 
processes). The T&T network is 
also computerised, but still the 
systems losses are high due to 
human factors. Have a closer look 
at the computerised traffic control 
system being tried in Dhaka.

Monitoring, detection, prosecu-
tion and enforcement are four-

part precondition of a successful 
chain. In the judiciary, the huge 
back-log of pending cases is a 
reminder of how backward we are 
in the operation and maintenance 
of public services. The paperwork 
and delays in settlement of land 
disputes in Bangladeshi are 
notorious (DS report Sep 15).
The summary of the feasibility 
report on computerisation of the 
police network may be made 
public for enlightening public 
opinion.
Alif Zabr
Dhaka

Admission into law 
The National University has 
decided that those who have 
passed all examinations in third 
division will not be eligible to be 
admitted into LL.B first part. I am 
astonished with that decision 
when thousands of unemployed 
educated youths are searching for 
an employment in the job market. 
Studying law can pave out the 
way to them to become self 
employed. But the National Uni-

versity has stopped the way. 
I feel that the decision is against 
basic human rights. If it is admit-
ted that the right of education is a 
human right then it is also to be 
acknowledged that the scope of 
higher education is also a human 
right.
Md Abu Taher
Pubali Bank Ltd.
Moulvibazar 

Project: SAU 
development
Sher-e-Bangla Agricultural Uni-
versity (SAU), Dhaka has com-

rdpleted the 3  year of its establish-
ment. In spite of a number of 
limitations the teachers of the 
university have succeeded in 
nearly ending the inherited ses-
sion jam at under-graduate level. 
They have also successfully 
completed the first semester of 
the MS course currently offered 
by eight departments through 
maintaining academic standard.

The Vice Chancellor of SAU, 
Prof Dr A M Farooque has been 

working hard to keep the univer-
sity run smoothly by ignoring the 
black looks. Opening of three new 
faculties is awaiting UGC's clear-
ance. 

Although the present govern-
ment is providing all sort of sup-
port in raising SAU to a centre par 
excellence, the university is pass-
ing through acute class-room, 
lab., library, students accommo-
dation and other problems. With a 
view to solving these problems, a 
development project is awaiting 
final approval by the ECNEC. The 
Chancellor of SAU and Prime 
Minister of Bangladesh Begum 
Khaleda Zia, being the Chairper-
son of ECNEC, was pleased to 
form a review committee to re-
examine the SAU's development 
project when it was tabled at an 
ECNEC meeting a few months 
back. 

We most fervently request the 
relevant authorities to expedite 
the process of passing  the SAU 
development project at the earli-
est, so that we could attain  
academic excellence.

Prof M Zahidul Haque
Chairman
Department  of Language
Sher-e-Bangla Agricultural Univer-
sity
Dhaka-12087.

Hardened and petty 
criminals
Every day newspapers are coming 
with reports of killing, hijacking, 
snatching etc. The persons involved 
are known  to be involved in many 
killings and criminal cases. Then how 
come they are freely moving in  society 
to commit more crimes. Police records 
show them as criminals but still they 
are moving freely. On the other hand, 
jails are over flowing with petty  crimi-
nals including under trials. Why not 
bring them out after speedy trials and 
confine the hardened  criminals who 
are out of jail under political patronage 
or money power? It needs a basic 
change in  the government's  attitude. 
Mohammed Alauddin
169, Green Road
Dhaka. 
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