The Daily Star

POINT=

Mg
"/’\".\

COUNTERPOIN'T

DHAKA MONDAY JANUARY 10, 2005

The monstrous isunamis: Humanity, battered, triumphs

MAHFUZUR RAHMAN
IT was a quiet morning after

Christmas. The Ocean
gently lapped the vast jagged
horseshoe of a coastline stretching
from Sumatra to Sri Lanka. Along the
length of thousands of miles of the
ocean rim, millions of people were
getting ready for a new day.
Fishermen were out in their fishing
boats, holiday makers getting ready
for a day on the beach. Zoom on to
the place in your imagination from
somewhere high above and what a
sight it is: a vast assembly of
humanity, a great assortment of
native Asians -- Indonesians,
Malaysians, Thais, Indians, Sri
--and amultitude of tourists
from dozens of countries of Europe
and the Americas. You are remindec
of the poets’ adulation of the shores
of India as the meeting place of all
humanity; only the scale here was
vaster.

Suddenly disaster struck.
Monstrous tsunamis lashed the
shores, shattered the idyll, and
forever changed the lives of millions,
Near the Sumatran shore, the earth
shook, the sea bed rose, and the sea
swelled, sending out waves of vast
quantities of water atforce far greater
than a typhoon's. The waves grew in
height, reaching several metres in
places, before crashing over the

coastlines, wreaking unimaginable
havoc. The catastrophe left over
155,000 people dead, injured over
two hundred thousand, and left
perhaps five million people without
shelter, food, water, ormedicine.

Loss of life of this magnitude is not
unprecedented. In 1970, a cyclone
and the tidal waves that followed
killed three times as many people in
Bangladesh, a small nook in the

of the same region. What
makes the devastation of the
tsunamis of 2004 stand out among
the worst natural disasters in history
is that it took its toll of death in so
many counfries, and the destruction
was so widespread. Some towns and
cities in Sumatra were just about
obliterated and death took its toll not
only from among Indonesians,
Indians, Sri Lankans, and Thais, but
also among visitors from as far away
as Scandinavia and America. It

‘looked like disaster had struck the

human race.

The scale of the destruction
wrought by the tsunamis is
horrendous. In many of the coastal
cities and villages hit by the waves,
hardly anything remains standin
The town of Meulaboh in the m:&
province of Sumatra was almost
totally destroyed and what remains
resembles Hiroshima after the bomb.
Banda Acch is an unending
mountain range of debris that was
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One day, as the extent of the disaster became clear, Europe from Stockholm to Paris to Rome, stood in tearful silence
in remembrance of all those the cruel tsunamis had carried away in another part of the world. In Phuket, candles
burned in memory of all those the world has lost. That was the moment when humanity finally triumphed.
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A woman and a little girl wait at the site of where their home used to be two
weeks after a tsunami hit the city of Meulaboh. Concerns remained 09
January that an unknown number of tsunami survivors in Indonesia's Aceh
province have not received any aid, two weeks after the disater killed more

than 104,000 people inthe country.

once houses, shops, schools, and
hospitals, In Sri Iz.ni:, arailway track
is a zigzag of twisted metal. A train
was lifted off its tracks and hurled
hundreds of feer, killing most of its
eight hundred passengers.
Thousands of fishing boats were lost
ar«destroyed, along with the
livelihood of thousands offishermen.
Hospitals filled to capacity with the
injured. Makeshift morgues filled
withcorpses, Manyofthe deadhadto
beburied inmass graves.

The days that followed unfolded
countless stories of destruction,
bereavernentand suffering, as well as
courage, love, and compassion --
many of them captured on video and
television cameras, and in newspa-
per reports and photographs. As the
firstwaves lashed the shore, awoman
grabs her two little boys, takes them
to higher ground, then comes back
for the third child only to find it was
gone, and was then herself swept to
herdeath.

You see the picture of a father
grieving over the body of his dead

child. Fishermen come back from
their fishing trips only to find the
coasts strewn with bodies and their
homes and loved ones gone. Women
intearsare searchingin vain theruins
of their houses for survivors. A little
girl, unforgettable with her large,
liquid eyes, waits for food at a relief
camp. An injured little girl who has
lost her entire family wipes her tears
at a hospital. A forlorn, hungry little
boy has only coconuts for meal. You
hear the story of a father losing his
grip on his two-year old son asawave
crashes through their hotel wall, and
never seeing him again. Two sisters

caught in the rushing waters try
desperately to save one another and
only one survives. And in a miscel-
lany of stories of the will to live, you
see the pictire of aman on a floating
tree trunk a hundred miles off shore
ten days after the tsunamis had
struck. Compassion was writ large in
the picture of an injured child
clutching a medico carrying him to
safety.

The first response from the rest of
the human race was slow;, partly
because the scale of the disaster took
time to sink in. The early offers of
assistance have been called stingy,
and rightly so. But then things
changed dramatically. Never in
history has a natural disaster been
followed by such overwhelming
world-wide support for its victims.
Help from foreign governments rose
from its shameful initial paltriness to
unprecedented proportions, Private

donations poured in from literally
millions ofeager donors from all over
the world. Dozens of warships and
scores of helicopterswereinaction to
save lives. A great intemnational effort
was under way to bring relief to the
suffering people and help them
rebuild their lives. It was a victory of
human compassion over narrow
factional interests and ideologies of
which there are far too many in the
world.

One day, as the extent of the
disaster became clear, Europe from
Stockholm to Paris to Rome, stood in
tearful silence in remembrance of all
those the cruel tsunamis had carried
away in another part of the world. In
Phuket, candles burned in memory
of all those the world has lost. That
was the moment when humanity

finally tritmphed.

" Thawriteris a former United Nations economist

Voodoo elections

RON CHEPESIUK

EORGE Bush, Sr., while

running against Ronald

Reagan in the 1980

presidential election,
described Reagan's views on the US
economy as "Voodoo Economics.” [
think "Voodoo Elections” mightbe a
good term to apply to the views of
those who assert the American
electoral process is still the most
viable of all possible democratic
systems and the model that the rest
ofthe world should emulate.

I say that because election day
here in America has come and gone
and President George, Jr. is prepping
for his State of the Union address,
but for many Americans, the results
of last November 2 remains a bitter
bone of contention. Challengers
have even gone to the US Supreme
Court to contest Bush's contention
that he won Ohio, the swing state
that guaranteed his victory over
John Kerry inthe Electoral College.

Meanwhile, after three vote tallies
and 58 days’ of waiting, Democrat
Christine Gregoire was declared
governor-elect of Washington state
on December 30. Her Republican
rival, Dino Rossi, who initially
appeared to have won the election,
hasn't conceded and wants to havea
new special election. Gregoirewon a
statewide hand recount by a mere
128votesoutofthe 2.8 million cast.

Even in Florida, which for the
most part avoided the big embar-
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Given the queshons about Eledlon 2004 am:i the mlslrust it has generated clear!y for the
good of the country a systematic and thorough investigation is needed to clear up the air.
That isn't going to happen, but we can start the reform movement at a more basic level.

rassing problems it had in the 2000
election, some Democrats are
questioning the result, suspecting
that the voting was rigged through
systematic computer hacking.

These developments reflect the
bitter feelings that remain from
what many pundits are calling the
country's nastiest election ever and
indicate that serious reforms in the
election process are necessary (o
restore faith in the system and
improve ourimage abroad.

We are not talking about minor
glitches here. In Ohio, civil rights
leader Jesse Jackson and CIifE
Arnebeck, a lawyer with the
Massachusetts based Alliance for
Democracy, accused the Bush
campaign of "high-handed vote
stealing." Last December 13,
congressional Democrats read a
letter to the gavernor of Ohio, asking
that he delay or at least consider the
result unofficial until the dispute is
resolved.

A coalition representing the
Green Party and the Libertarian

Party paid fora hand recountofeach
of Ohio's 88 counties, which began
in mid December. Ohio Secretary of
State J. Kenneth Blackwell said the
recount will end up costing
taxpayers $1.5 million, but recount
supporters say it's well worth the
cost, given the host of problems they
found in the voting. Too few voting
machines in Democratic precinets,
orchestrated campaigns to direct
the voters to the wrong polling
stations, and computer equipment
problems are some of the major
onesthey'vecatalogued.

In their suit, the challengers said
that "while the existence of
anomalies can possibly be
explained by human error or
technical malfunctions, the fact
that, in every case in Ohio known to
the contesters, the error [avoured
the Bush-Cheney ticker, strongly
indicates manipulation or fraud."

To cite just one incident, election
officials said that an "error’ with the
electronic voting system in Franklin
County gave Bush 3,893 votes extra
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in suburban Colombia, which was
more than 1,000 percent than he
actually received. How can one
explain such a huge error? Not
withoutthe use ofsophistry.

Ohio was thekeyto Bush's victory
last November, and Republicans
have been boasting ever since that
his victory was "decisive.” Bush did
win the popular vote by about 3
million, but he still needed Ohio to
win the Electoral College and hence
the presidency. Bush has said ad
nauseam this "decisiveness® has
given him the "political capital” to
push through his radical agenda
during hissecondterm.

Bush won by about 119,000 votes,
A swing of some 59,501 votes could
have sent the election to John Kerry.
That's about the number of people
who live in my hometown. That's
some mandate!

In Washington state, the
governor's race won't affect the
outcome for the presidency; but a
victory was important to the
Democrats for morale purposes and
to build on for the future. Dino Rossi
had won two earlier rounds by 261
and 42 votes, but more than 700
votes surfaced the third time around
in Democratic King County. This
allowed Gregoire to "stretch” her
lead from just 10 votes to 129, Rossi
said he would look closely at the
election data in King County before
making a decision about contesting
the results.

Rossi has suggested that, to avoid
a lengthy court battle, the state
legislature, which convenes this
January 5, pass a bill to create a new
special election across the state. The
Secretary of State Sam Reed, a
Republican, certified Gregoire the
new governor declaring "at this time
there is nothing that appears
fraudulent.” It's been nice for a
change to hear conservatives whine
about this election on Fox News, the
Republican news channel.

In Florida, exit polls showed Bush
winning about 14 percent of the
Democratic vote statewide, but,
incredibly, Bush racked up more
votes than the number of registered

Republicans in 47 out of the 67
counties in Florida. Moreover, in
four of the counties Bush tripled the
number of registered Republicans,
and in 15, he more than doubled the
numberof thatnumber.

How does one explain these
strange statistics when even
Republican pollster Dick Morris
concedes that "the exit polls are
never wrong'? After all, the exit polls
showed Kerry winning. The Bush
camp would like the public to
believe that the 2004 election was
the most incompetently polled
election in US history was the
reason. They say no hanky-panky
wasinvolved; [ sayvoodoo elections.

There have been aother strange
but potentially disturbing reports as
well. A University of California at
Berkeley study conducted by seven
students and one professor
concluded that Bush received more
votes than he should have inFlorida
counties usingthe new touch screen
voting machines. Two professors
from Drexel University and one of
the State University of New York
branches quickly released their own
study that has attempted to debunk
the Berkeley study.

Then in mid-December, whistle
blowing software programmer Clint
Curtis claimed that representative
Tom Feeney (R-FI) asked him (he
was then a Feeney employee) to
write software that would alter votes
on electronic voting machines in
Florida.

While authorities investigate
Curtis' claims, bloggers on the
internet are running wild with the
story, fueling more suspicions
about the US electoral system.
Given the questions about Election
2004 and the mistrust it has
generated, clearly for the good of
the country a systematic and
tharough mvestigution is nucdcd to
clearup the air.

That isn't going to hnppen. but
we can start the reform movementat
a more basic level. A lot of mistrust
has been caused by the new
proprietary voting software and
secrecy surroundingit. Some groups
wanting electoral reform have
strongly endorsed passing a law
requiring that the voting software be
open to public inspection to protect
against fraud and to help restore the
public’ confidence in the electoral
process, That's sounds like a damn
good idea... forstarters.

Ron Chepesiuk s a Visiting Professor at Chittagong
University and a Research Associate with the
National Defenca Callega in Dhaka.
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