- Friendship Hall to
be leased out

PHOTO STAR -

SABRINA KARIM MURSHED

The authorities have almost finalised the
process of leasing out the Bangladesh-
China Friendship Conference Hall to
private operators.

The Public Works Department (PWD)
received the international tenders on
December 12, 2004 following the govern-
ment's decision to lease the hall to the
privatesector.

Sources in the PWD said the tenders
went through an evaluation process and
the consortium headed by Hotel Agrabad
was found to be the highest bidder. The
consortium includes a Thai group called
Comfort Patang. Hotel Marco Polo of
Thailand and the DCCL were among the
otherbidders.

Hotel Agrabad has offered Tk 3.7 crore
annually as leasing money while others
had offered around Tk 2.7 crore, said
S0UrCes.

A meeting of the cabinet committee
last year decided to lease the hall to the
private sector for operation and mainte-
nance. A committee was formed to chalk
outthe rules and regulations,

The 200 crore Taka centre was inaugu-
rated on January 12, 2002. The Chinese
government provided 135 crore Taka for

The hall will be
leased out for 10
years to a private
company with experi-
ence and ability to
run it. The rules of
leasing do not permit
any renovation or
alteration to the hall

construction.

The hall will be leased out for ten years
to a private company having the experi-
ence and ability to run it properly. "There
could be extension of the lease after the
contract period had expired depending
on the performance of the company,"
said a high official of PWD.

The rules of leasing do not permit the
leaseholder to renovate or perform any
alteration to the conference hall. There is
also a provision that allows the govern-
ment to use the hall for 12 eventsin a year
for free. For any subsequent use, the
government has to pay the full rent.

When asked PWD officials said the
government was already making a profit
byrentingthe conference hall.

"Around eight crore Taka was earned in
three years," said a high official of PWD.
Rent for the huge plenary hall with 1662
seats is Tk 2,30,000. The banquet hall with
a seating arrangement for 700 can be
rented for Tk two lakhs. The maintenance
of the centre costs around Tk four lakh
every month.

"It was not incurring a loss but the
cabinet division decided to lease it for
better operation and more profit," the
PWD official said adding that the PWD
does not have sufficient manpower for
maintaining the hall.

Some PWD officials however feared
that the hall mightlose its sanctityif there
was no restrictions on renting it. "At pres-
entwe donotallowholding occasionslike
weddings or birthdays. But once it is
leased out there won't be any such con-
trol," explained one of them.
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Passengers' safety now
prime concern
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Travelling in taxi cabs may tum out to be safer once identity cards are introduced.

passengers. Some 10,000 regis-
tered taxis ply the streets. A
driver's personal ID card will
contain his picture, name,
address and registration num-
ber of the vehicle. "The DMP
will help taxi companies intro-
duce and implement the ID card
system,” said Ansar Uddin Khan
Pathan, deputy commissioner
of the DMP traffic (south).

He said: "People in Dhaka
would rather take a CNG-driven
autorickshaw than a taxi. Not
because the autorickshaw costs
less, but because it is considered
safer than a taxi. The cards will
assure passengersof their safety."

"We have not yet heard of the
ID card system. But it seems a
good suggestion," said Tarun
Kumar Kairy, assistant general
manager of the taxi service
department of Navana, the larg-
est service provider in the city.
Navana fits every vehicle with its

own radio communication sys-
tem, allowing the company's
control room to locate it at any
time and to stay in constant con-
tact.

According to Kairy, this is vital
to improve the security on the
streets, "We wish that all taxi cab
companies are equipped with the
radio communications system.
Companies that are not linked to
any communications should be
penalised by law."

To hire a professional driver,
Kairy demands at least two
responsible references. "In case
the driver is involved in an acci-
dent or any criminal matter, these
two persons should be held
responsible for the driver's actions
and compensate theloss."

Another taxicab company,
Anudip, assures safety differently
having introduced its own iden-

tity system. Khaled Saifullah,
Anudip's general manager, said:
"Taxi business is relatively new to
Bangladesh. The main problem
lies with insincerity of the drivers
who sometimes carry illegal
licences."

"We test the applicants before
employing them. They have to
get through oral, written and
practical tests, as we cannot rely
on the BRTA issued licences.” In
addition to this, Anudip has
dispersed its own security staffin
thecity.

To prevent accidents after a
long working day and to stop car
burglaries, Anudip taxi drivers
have to park the vehicles at the
company's parking lot them-
selves.

The safety issueis important to
passengers. "I would rather ask
my friends to take me home at

night than take a taxi," said
Mansur Ahmed, a passenger. He
uses an autorickshaw during the
day. "If the ID card system would
ensure safety, I may use taxis,” he
added.

The. DMP has another answer
to people's lack of confidence in
taxi service. "A new faxi cab
comppany may be the answer.
The Ministry of Communications
will give licences to a new taxi
company, operating with green
taxi cabs,” said the deputy com-
missioner.

Apart from the safety issue,
drivers refuse to take passengers
to required destinations if the
distance does not seem to be
'feasible’,

It adds to a passenger’s worry
when the phone numbers pro-
vided for complaints are not in
properworking order.
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