
E
VERYTHING appears to 
have gone quiet after the 
record-breaking blasts of 

the 17th. Apart from some arrests 
made after the blasts, very little 
progress seems to have been 
made in the investigation. This is 
as per the recent comments to 
the media, by a representative of 
the ministry of home. The mas-
te rmind  beh ind  the  c r ime 
remains as yet unidentified. 
People are left to wonder and 
speculate. And many among 
those, given to having their 
thoughts wander, are compelled 
to draw a parallel with the London 
bombings. While there is differ-
ence of opinion on the causes of 
the bombings, the remarkable 
coalescence of the political 
parties in the UK, cutting across 
the political divide, to determine 
the courses of action, and the 
quick identification and arrests of 
the alleged perpetrators and 
those with links to the bombings, 
by the law enforcement agen-
cies, are worth emulating.

The comparison is made stark 
by the very apparent dissimilarity 
of the actions following the bomb-
ings, on both counts, the political 
as well as the performance of our 

investigation and intelligence 
agencies. We have what we 
have, in terms of the capabilities 
of our multifarious agencies 
entrusted to provide advance 
information of such eventualities, 
and their performance and capa-
bilities have to do as much with 
the resources as with the proper 
handling of the agencies. While 
one should not expect a quantum 
leap in the output of the intelli-
gence agencies overnight, the 

common perception about the 
political parties is that they might 
have done better than what we 
have seen of them thus far in 
addressing the situation. 

Forgive me, but it appears that 
neither of the two major political 
parties seems to have compre-
hended the strategic, political, 
and economic significance or the 
long-term ramification of the 
August 17 bombings. Had it been 
the case we would have been 
spared the sorry spectacle of the 
mutual blame game that com-
menced very soon after the first 
hour of the bombings and which 
c o n t i n u e s  t i l l  t o d a y.  T h e  
doomsayers are not very wrong 
when they point out that the 
whole episode has the potential 
of impinging on the security and 
national interest of the country. 
This is what makes the political 
blame-game between the politi-

cal parties even more regretta-
ble. To see the two major parties 
trying to make political capital out 
of the matter, when our very 
security is at stake, reflects 
poorly on the political sagacity, 
statesmanship, and strategic 
vision of the political leaders. We 
only make a laughing stock of 
ourselves when all sorts of ludi-
crous motives are bandied about 
to justify the blame that one party 
puts on the other for the act; this 

is as much damaging to our 
image abroad as the terrorist 
acts. 

While one can be pretty well 
certain now as to who are behind 
the bombings -- at least prelimi-
nary analysis of the events and 
in i t ia l  in terrogat ion of  the 
arrested suspects points to the 
JMB -- one is not clear as to why 
the group carried out the nation-
wide bombings. That is what 
should occupy the minds and the 
energy of the government and 
the opposition more than any-
thing else.

If the aim of the bombings was 
to make Bangladesh an Islamic 
state then there are several 
political parties in Bangladesh 
with the same very agenda that 
are active in vending their ideol-
ogy to the people. What has 
convinced the JMB that they 
would be anymore successful in 

garnering people's support for 
their political agenda through a 
very crude and impolitic means 
than the Jamat-e-Islami, or par-
ties of the same ilk have been 
through their open platform 
politics? Therefore, one cannot 
but have serious reservations 
about the strategic objective of 
the JMB. 

Then why the bombings? This 
is what should get us thinking 
even more. This is what the 

investigations must get to.
But as for now, what the JMB 

has been successful in doing is 
put our country in the most disad-
vantageous position strategi-
cally. It would be iniquitous not to 
weigh our losses alongside the 
possible gains of the perpetra-
tors. Therefore, all manners of 
partisan perception must be 
eschewed in order to get to the 
mastermind, as well as to devise 
ways and means to offset the 
damage.

Insofar as the strategic milieu 
and our security is concerned, it 
would do well for our policy plan-
ners as well as the opposition to 
take note of the reactions of the 
media and the political view-
points that emerged from our big 
neighbour soon after the blasts. 
These will have to be viewed in a 
holistic manner rather than 
exclusively against the backdrop 

of the August 17 bombings. 
The Indian establishment sees 

the recent bombings in Bangla-
desh as a threat to their own 
security.  The Chief Minister of 
the Indian state of West Bengal 
has go so far as to articulate his 
fears to the media in this respect. 

Such fears have arisen per-
haps because the bombings, 
along with the pronouncements 
of the JMB in the leaflets that 
were found at the bombing sites, 

according to the Indian analysis, 
would generate a rush of migra-
tion of the minorities that might 
saturate the eastern and north-
eastern states of India. It must be 
recorded though that so far there 
are no indications that there has 
been any migration out of Ban-
gladesh following the August 17 
bombings, nor is there likely to be 
so in the future. 

There is yet another anxiety 
that stalks the mind of the Indian 
intelligence agencies, which is 
that the perpetrators, who have 
exposed their radical disposition, 
would exfiltrate out of Bangla-
desh and into Indian territory, to 
escape the hands of law. These 
radicals might provide a fillip to 
the latent Islamic radicals to 
come to the fore and make West 
Bengal, according to one com-
mentator, the Kashmir of the 
east. 

All these must be seen in the 
context of the developments in 
the troubled areas of the India's 
east and north-east. The fears of 
'Brihottor Bangladesh' or an 
Islamised periphery that is not 
only psychologically but also 
physically distanced from India's 
core, are all recipes for counter-
measures that may prove to be 
precipitative for Bangladesh. 
This is what must be addressed 
in earnest.

No one, least of all the govern-
ment, can hide behind the 
excuse of a foreign hand in this 
episode. If there is a foreign hand 
behind the bombings, that it 
could utilise a radical Islamic 
group within the country to act to 
its dictates, can neither be a 
solace nor succor to anyone. 
What must concern the people at 
the helm of affairs most is that 
there is a non-state actor, which 
can wield its coercive capabilities 
in propagating its views, with or 
without foreign support.

It is as much a mistake to 
assume that the target was a 
particular party or the govern-
ment as to think the bombing was 
designed to reap political bene-
fits by the ruling alliance. The 
target was the state. The sooner 
the political parties reconcile to 
this truth, the more quickly would 
we move towards ensuring the 
security of the state. 

Please stop hurling accusa-
tions at each other and get down 
to brass tacks. That is what the 
nation expects of our political 
leadership.

 
The author is Editor, Defence and Strategic 
Affairs, The Daily Star.
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Religiously affiliated NGOs
A probing look necessitated 

T
HE current administration has expended a great 
deal of effort to bring certain NGOs under their scru-
tiny. NGO finances have been rigorously examined, 

and registration and operation of NGOs has come under far 
more stringent control than at any time in the past.  

It is quite ironic that at the same time that it has been exer-
cising such strict control over non-religiously affiliated NGOs, 
that the government has been so lax in its oversight of the 
religiously affiliated NGOs -- specifically Islamic NGOs. 

As a result, these entities have been given a  virtual free 
pass, and have been able to run with only minimal govern-
mental oversight and supervision. 

There are 34 Islamic NGOs currently registered with the 
NGO bureau and funded from abroad. However, the over-
sight over these entities remains negligible. In addition, 
there are several hundred NGOs that are registered with 
the social welfare department, which has neither the 
resources nor the inclination to keep a tab on their activi-
ties. These NGOs are barely scrutinised, and little or no 
record of their activities is maintained.

Finally, there are countless NGOs and NGO-type entities 
that have no registration whatsoever, and thus no govern-
ment oversight.

In effect, the administration has permitted such NGOs a 
virtual free hand. The result is that there is no accurate 
accounting done of much of the foreign funds that come 
into the country, or what is done with them, or what the 
operations of these NGOs are.

This is not to say that all the NGOs are suspect; for, there 
may be those that are doing a good Samaritan's job; but it is 
the rapid proliferation of religiously nomenclatured entities 
that makes one sit up and take note. 

Let's not forget, the links between the more disreputably 
affiliated NGOs, some of which have been already out-
lawed by the government, and the militant organisations, 
no longer remain matters of hypothesis.  

In light of recent events, now is the time for a comprehen-
sive policy to regulate such NGOs. There is no justification 
for the fact that they are subject to less scrutiny than regular 
NGOs.  This type of scrutiny should have been undertaken 
long ago. Better late than never.

The threat of dengue
Pressing need to contain it

I
T is cause for concern that the number of dengue 
patients admitted to hospitals in Dhaka and some other 
cities has been on the increase. The disease has bro-

ken out rather belatedly this year, but the worst may not be 
over yet.

 As it happens so often in our context, the preparedness 
to face a menace is relaxed when the peak risk period has 
gone by and it appears that the malady might not strike in 
full fury. The DCC's drive against mosquitoes has not 
gained momentum and it seems they almost forgot that the 
threat of dengue was looming somewhere. 

 It is good news that the number of fatalities has gone 
down in the recent years, thanks to effective management. 
However, prevention is a much better alternative since the 
treatment of dengue is very costly and chances of the dis-
ease turning into a life-threatening one are always there.

 The general level of awareness regarding dengue has 
improved in the last few years. People are now familiar with 
the methods of preventing spread of the Aedes mosquito.  
It is neither costly nor very difficult to keep the homes clean 
and avoid the risk factors like allowing water to remain 
stagnant in any container or place for a long time. 

But the problem is the drive against dengue has never 
been conducted with due vigour and seriousness. Some-
times it is the allegation of substandard or ineffective 
larvicide being used by the DCC sprayers and at other 
times the rattle of fogging machine was not heard in many 
localities. So, the campaign against mosquitoes was never 
an all-out war that it should have been.  And this year also, 
despite the outbreak of the disease, the DCC mosquito 
demolition squads have yet to make their presence felt.

  It is a regrettable truth that a health hazard is allowed to 
become rather unmanageable before the agencies con-
cerned feel the need for doing something about it. The sting 
can be taken out of the dengue outbreak only if the anti-
mosquito drive is intensified without wasting any more 
time.
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It is as much a mistake to assume that the target was a particular party or the government as to 
think the bombing was designed to reap political benefits by the ruling alliance. The target was 
the state. The sooner the political parties reconcile to this truth, the more quickly would we move 
towards ensuring the security of the state. Please stop hurling accusations at each other and get 
down to brass tacks. That is what the nation expects of our political leadership.
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A
FTER Iraq and Afgha-
nistan whose turn is it, is 
a moot question being 

debated about not only in the 
power corridors of the Middle 
East but also at the kerb-side tea 
cafes. Can the United States be 
really serious when it lists Syria 
among the states sponsoring 
terrorism? Admittedly the Baath 
old guard of Syria is not happy at 
the prospect of sharing the fate of 
their peers in Iraq, and the 
present  Baghdad reg ime's  
allegations that most foreign 
terrorists are crossing over from 
S y r i a ,  i s  a n y t h i n g  b u t  
exaggeration. Yet it hardly is a 
sufficient instigation for the US 
forces to embroil in another 
country as the political, human, 
and financial costs of another 
p a r a l l e l  a d v e n t u r e  a r e  
domestically indefensible.

Like Saddam in his last days in 
power, Bashar al Assad is now 
literally dancing on US beckon-
ing -- withdrawing his country's 
29-year military presence in 
Lebanon on a single phone call -- 
but trans-border intrusions are 
totally beyond his control. His 
own lack of character and cow-
ardice being comparable only to 
those of Saddam, his border 
forces lack the will and the 
capacity to take the militants 
head on. The professionalism of 
his troops is restricted to tortur-
ing and interrogating intellectu-
als and human rights activists, 
that of his intelligence officers to 
murdering people in Lebanon, 
and that of his border security 
guards to gazing at the Israeli 

girls across the barbed wire. The 
days of Syria acting as a regional 
bully are history.

No country in the Middle East 
can remain immune from the 
winds of reform. Bashar, there-
fore, has joined the reform band-
wagon, ending up only in reform-
ing the methods of tyranny. Since 
2004, which is when the Arab 
League decided to embark on 
reforms, fourteen political parties 
have been banned in Syria, 

twenty students activists have 
gone missing from Damascus 
University (probably never to be 
seen again), six top leaders of 
the Kurd minority have been 
assassinated by state security 
agencies, the latest being top 
c l e r i c  S h e i k h  M a s h u q  a l  
Khaznawi, who reportedly died 
after extreme torture, not to 
speak of another six political 
murders in neighbouring Leba-
non in the same period, where 
among the victims was a person-
ality no less than that of Rafik 
Hariri. 

Like the scions of other des-
pots of the Middle East, Bashar 
started with a note of optimism 
and the people were willing to 
give him a chance. Like Ilham 
Aliyev did in Azerbaijan and King 
Mohammad V in Morocco, 

Bashar started his reign in 1999 
by freeing the political prisoners 
held by his father, and just like 
the former two, he took no time in 
adopting the practices of the 
father with greater ruthlessness. 
H e  a n n o u n c e d  a  g e n e r a l  
amnesty for exiled political dissi-
dents and when the people were 
duped into coming back, one 
after another all were arrested 
and are passing through "interro-
gations" Syria-style. The seem-

ingly lucky ones who did not 
return have to be always on their 
toes fearing for life.

In the beginning, the Bashar 
regime encouraged forums for 
debate on national issues and 
quite a few of them had actually 
sprouted under his blessing. 
Today, in less than half a decade, 
only one is left, namely, Jamal 
Atassi Forum for National Dia-
logue. Recently the pol ice 
arrested all the eight members of 
the board of the Forum, including 
two ladies, from their homes in 
midnight raids. And thus came 
the sad end of all the debates.

Last year, on the eve of 41st 
anniversary of the Baath Party's 
coming to power, a demonstra-
tion was held calling for an end of 
the draconian emergency that is 
in force since that fateful coup. 

The security agents at the dem-
onstration outnumbered the 
activists by three to one. The only 
banner calling for an end to four 
decades of emergency and 
asking for "freedom of con-
science" was snatched and torn 
by the police at the outset. The 
organizers who had been sum-
moned again and again to the 
police stations "for questioning," 
as if they were criminals, in the 
days leading to the demonstra-

tion, were mostly arrested on the 
day, in spite of the fact that the 
political event had after all been 
permitted by the government.  
Quite undeterred, now 1,000 
intellectuals have joined a peti-
tion calling for lifting emergency 
and they are in the process of 
collecting one million signatures 
to be submitted to the President. 

The President is already in a 
cul-de-sac; he has an economy 
in tatters, an army of tin soldiers, 
a rotten, corrupt, and notoriously 
inefficient civil service, and a 
coterie of greedy party old guard. 
Add to it the wish of the President 
never to ease the grip on power 
of his family. He convened a 
Congress of Baath Party a few 
weeks back, the first since the 
death of Assad Senior, only to 
manipulate a few decisions for 

his own ends. Black curtained 
limousines drove past to the 
conference venue, as the same 
old politicians, detached from the 
poor on the streets who were 
looking askance at the regalia, 
assembled in the venue to give 
the  ob l i ga to ry  tumu l tuous  
applause to Bashar and re-elect 
him for another five years as the 
party boss. Bashar addressed 
them to fulfill his megalomaniac 
exercise of self-praise and that 

was all that is mentionable about 
the Congress. And that is all 
about reform till the next few 
years, unless of course, the US 
invades.

The US decision-makers are 
not so naïve not to realize the fact 
that democracy in Iraq will 
remain an elusive unless it is 
firmly rooted in Saudi Arabia, 
Egypt, and Syria. The rest of the 
region will then follow in domino 
effect. And that it is only for Syria 
that use of force will be neces-
sary to that end. 

Attack or no attack, Syria is to 
explode any way; the society is 
bruised and brutalized, frag-
mented and divided. The ani-
mosity between the rich and the 
poor, haves and have-nots (read: 
Baath  members  and non-
members), Shiite Alawites and 

the majority Sunnis and Arabs 
and Kurds will be at each other's 
throats sooner than later. Only 
last year, thirty people were killed 
and 20 injured when the Kurd and 
Arab fans clashed in support of 
their teams in a soccer stadium. 
The neo-con argument goes like 
this -- better preempt a full-blown 
civil war through decisive action 
now, than let the time take its 
course with destabilizing effects 
for the whole region. 

The junta in Damascus, much 
to the satisfaction of the hawks in 
the Bush administration, has by 
refusing to mend the ways and 
fortifying the status quo, by fail-
ure to govern, by promoting 
terrorism elsewhere, and by 
providing haven to militants in 
Iraq killing thousands of innocent 
non-combatant civilians, pro-
vided the powers that be with 
more legal and moral arguments 
to effect a regime change, than 
there were, if at all, for removing 
Saddam Hussain.

If Bush and Blair are sincere in 
their  bel ief  that  Saddam's 
removal was morally justified, 
then one should rest assured that 
a Syria expedition is a question 
of "when" and not "if."

But if the case is otherwise, 
then the United States and United 
Kingdom would have to accept 
that the invasion of Iraq was 
wrong. And if they leave with the 
agenda of promoting democracy 
unfinished, the next half a century 
or so would be one of turmoil and 
bloodshed for the Middle East.

The writer is an Oxford-published author 
and a widely read analyst on politics, law 
and governance in the Muslim world.

Is Syria next target?

If Bush and Blair are sincere in their belief that Saddam's removal was morally justified, then one 
should rest assured that a Syria expedition is a question of "when" and not "if." But if the case is 
otherwise, then the United States and United Kingdom would have to accept that the invasion of 
Iraq was wrong. And if they leave with the agenda of promoting democracy unfinished, the next 
half a century or so would be one of turmoil and bloodshed for the Middle East.

Human rights 
violation! 

I read the news item by AFP (DS 
Aug.19,'05) that a Bangladeshi 
ex-army officer was forced to 
leave the US for his role in Ban-
gladesh. I got the shock of my life, 
for the gentleman Sajjad Ahmed 
Bipu had to leave his temporary 
abode after fighting a legal battle 
for long nine years!

I just cannot dictate another 
country as to whom it would grant 
asylum or stay-permit, but I can-
not digest the ruling of a judge 
there that the incumbent "had 
e n g a g e d  i n  h u ma n  r i g h t s  
abuse"(in another country i.e. his 
own). My legitimate question to 
those judges of the US is whether 
they will also consider expulsion 
of Mr. Bush and Rumsfeld --the so 
called vanguard of human rights, 
who have been engaged in 
human rights violation every day 
and everywhere in the world?

I also appeal to those sensible 
and conscious people of the US 

to consider my point: should they 
allow the US administration to 
make it a heaven for violators with 
inhuman demeanour of human 
rights like Bush and Rumsfeld? 
Please for heaven's sake don't 
preach something which you 
don't practise.  Do I have to pin-
point here the double standard 
that they practise to demonise or 
punish the Muslims of the world?
A F Rahman
On e-mail

At last comes the 
acceptance
At last our government has 
accepted that the bomb blasts 
taking place in our country are not 
estranged incidents. On the 
contrary, an well-organised group 
is behind these attacks. Can 
anyone remember after how 
many attacks and at the cost of 
how many lives the "wise" people 
in the government have reached 
this conclusion?  Will they inform 
us how many more attacks and 

how many more lost lives are 
needed to accept that a radical 
fundamentalist group is operating 
under their nose? What is going 
on in this country is the result of 
t h e  2 3 %  g r o w t h  i n  t h e  
"madrassahs" during the last five 
years. Just look at the people who 
are being arrested all over Ban-
gladesh by the law-enforcing 
agencies. Needless to say that a 
strict observation and if needed 
shutdown of madrassahs is the 
necessity of the day right now? 
But I'm not convinced that the 
government has the guts to do so. 
Partly because they depend 
heavily on these madrassahs and 
partly for the fact that our people, 
to me, have not yet recognised 
h o w  b i g  a  t h r e a t  t h e s e  
madrassahs pose to the country 
and to all our achievements.  
Tareq Ahmed
On e-mail

Nothing will happen! 
It is clear that Islamic parties (and 
the rajakars) in the ruling alliance 

were behind the recent country-
wide bombing. It was basically a 
demonstration of their power-- " 
We can blow your Sonar Bangla 
to Hell of a Bangla". Like previous 
terrorist attacks, committees will 
be set up to show that the govern-
ment is doing something, but as 
we all know nothing will actually 
happen, no one will get punished.  
What a joke!
Kamal Ahmad
On e-mail

Political consensus
It is clearly disappointing to see a 
huge gap  in political consensus 
among the political parties. We 
usually see the ruling party  
always trying to rule out any 
discussion with  other parties 
over national issues and  at the 
same time the opposition parties 
are also trying to keep  them-
selves away from any under-
standing with the government. 
That's why we, the ordinary peo-
ple, are victims of political con-
flict. 

 We want to see a favourable 
political atmosphere where we 
can fully establish our democ-
racy. We can  alleviate  poverty  if 
all political parties  work in tan-
dem. 
Fuad Hussain Fida
Dhaka

 Retiring from poli-
tics
When Sheikh Hasina was the 
prime minister, in a state of 
euphoria and complacence, she 
had declared that she would 
retire from politics at the age of 
57, the retiring age of government 
servants. A few months ago, she 

thcelebrated her 58  birthday but 
she has not yet retired from poli-
tics. There are no signs that she 
even thinks of doing so. As PM, 
she had also announced that 
even if her party would be in the 
opposition ever in future, she 
would not call hartal. When her 
prophecy came true and the AL 
became an opposition party, she 

forgot her pledge and started 
calling hartal. When reminded of 
her pledge, she said it was condi-
tional on the BNP also taking a 
no-hartal stance. As the BNP had 
not done so, she was not bound 
by the pledge. Okay, be it so. But 
with regard to retirement from 
politics, she had not made it a 
condition that Begum Khaleda 
Zia should also retire at the age of 
57.

So, as a woman of erudition, 
being holder of more than a 
dozen honorary doctorates, will 
Sheikh Hasina keep her integrity 
and retire from politics and make 
way for others to take up the party 
leadership?
Kamal Saif
Dhaka

Education in rural 
areas 
Bangladeshi students, who live in 
rural areas,  are not getting facili-
ties as students in urban areas, 
but they  have the right  to get 

these facilities.
Education is the best way to 

develop a career  in Bangladesh. 
I was also a village student in 
Pabna district  and I can realise 
the problems of village students 
in Bangladesh. Most of the 
schoolteachers are not qualified 
enough; so they cannot teach the 
students properly.  Village teach-
ers are not friendly with their 
students, most of the teachers in 
rural areas are doing  some other 
business besides teaching.  
Villagers do not  earn much, for 
this reason they are not  inter-
ested in sending their children to 
school. 
 I  believe the government should 
take some special measures for 
the benefit of students in rural 
areas.
Shamim
Kazirhat Bazar, Pabna

SSC results 
I would like to thank Mr. Golam 
Rosul Maruf for reading my letter 
'SSC results' (August 17) and 

giving his  feedback on August 
24. But unfortunately he was 
unable to grasp its gist.

First of all, I did not mention 
anything at all regarding highest 
GPA-5 scoring schools. My letter 
was fully dedicated to the facts 
regarding schools who secured 
"Hundred percent pass rate".

I expressed my  opinion  as to 
why should these schools (the list 
published by board) obtain news-
paper headlines for achieving  
hundred percent pass rate as 
they deal with so few students. In 
this case I drew example of the 
cadet colleges.

And I gave credit to institutions 
like Viqarunnesa  & Ideal, not for 
securing the highest number of 
GPA-5 but for maintaining a high 
standard, despite dealing with 
such a large  number of students. 
Another read of that letter may 
reveal it. I think I have been able 
to clarify my point.
Nusrat Rashida
On e-mail
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