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President can still stem 
the tide
The nation deserves nothing less

T
HE commonest of concerns that has the nation reeling 
in uncertainty is if any of the major political alliances 
finds it impossible to participate in the national election 

the electoral results to ensue would be a total anathema to 
democracy roundly unacceptable at home and abroad as a 
sham. For all the good this nation has accounted for in the face 
of daunting challenges and is capable of achieving notwith-
standing the wily self-seeking machinations of a time server or 
two, the overwhelming majority cannot think that the nation has 
worked for it, far less deserve it.

Nevertheless, the ground realities speak of a different stripe 
of negativity of partisan meanness that should have been out of 
season now. The relative difference between a good sounding 
news is lost in a high decibel mischievous act before even 
echoes of the former have had a chance to die down. So, terri-
bly mind boggling has been the decline and twist in traditional 
equations and respectability between persons in authority. The 
14-party alliance is pushed to the wall by the authoritarian flair 
of the President and the Chief Adviser. BNP is growing more 
and more insistent on a showdown line. In this perspective, the 
election that the nation is all for taking place on time appears to 
be more and more uncertain.

The opening that came with Justice Aziz going out of the 
scene on leave to catapult the 14-party alliance on an election 
orbit has been all but squandered by the President's uncon-
scionable and provocative actions. Yet, the common thread of 
feeling across the country is that the President can help the 
scenario immensely by taking three concrete steps: one, in his 
chief advisory role he should cease to play a presidential ste-
reo-type, and instead play team leader's role, consulting his 
advisers and drawing from their experience and reputation 
who are there on invitation rather than by self-choice. Two, he 
should convene a meeting with the major political parties to try 
and build a national consensus on revocation of the unilaterally 
declared poll schedule and arrive at an agreed one. There is 
scope for rescheduling the polls given the 42 to 45-day time 
range that applied during the two previous caretaker govern-
ments' time. Finally, address the issue of 1.3 crore unexplained 
voters in the list by proceeding to repair at least the major fault 
lines for which time is still available. 

If one were to go by the track record of the President and 
Chief of Caretaker Government, our suggestions are perhaps 
likely to be ignored but we have no hesitation in asserting that 
he could only do so to the peril of democracy and his place in 
our national history. There is something left in him, people 
would still like to believe, to enrich his course of action with 
some across-the-board consensus and robust sense of propri-
ety.

Uttara rendezvous probe
Smacks of cover up 

T
HE surprise circular from the establishment ministry 
with regard to launching a probe into involvement of all 
government officials in political meetings since 1996 

smacks of attempts to cover up the misdemeanor of the gov-
ernment officials who met in the house of a politician on Friday 
last. The circular from the establishment ministry, issued on 
Monday, mentioned that under presidential directives, a three-
member probe committee will not only investigate the Friday 
night's meeting, but also officials' involvement in the 1996 
"Janatar Mancha" and similar meetings held in 2001.

 But what appears confounding is the fact that the original 
order from the council of advisers of the caretaker government 
was to start the investigation only into the latest incident at 
Uttara. It only leaves one with the plausible answer that the 
overzealous establishment officials and cronies got hyperac-
tive to please some "bosses" behind the curtain. No doubt they 
have shown disregard to the decision of the advisers of the 
caretaker government, the constitutionally appointed decision 
making body in the country at the moment. 

In an expected reaction, one of the advisers told the media 
that the council would only take cognizance of the probe com-
mittee report  based on their original advice and directives. Any 
deviation from that would be cause for a thorough review of the 
report by the council of advisers. Do we foresee the probe 
going on in snail's pace and never reaching any conclusion?

This is yet another example of how sordid the entire adminis-
trative system has become under the not-so-sensitive leader-
ship of President Iajuddin Ahmed. There is total confusion as to 
who is instructing whom, and how much clout, if any, the advis-
ers enjoy in taking strong decisions. What has happened in the 
case of issuing the investigation circular is deplorable as far as 
accountability and transparency are concerned in the adminis-
tration. Overriding the directives of the caretaker government 
advisers is tantamount to violation of service rules. We 
strongly feel a separate investigation would be the most 
prudent step at this moment to bring some semblance of 
credibility to Iajuddin's caretaker government.

T
HE Daily Star's lead story of 

November 24 says that the 

irked advisers skipped 

office. In fact, the advisers of the 

caretaker government are, it would 

appear, not a fortunate lot. That is 

so because one of the principal 

tasks of the advisory council is to 

create a tolerable law and order 

situation so that the people are 

assured of a free, fair and impartial 

election, but there has been no 

coordinated and concentrated 

country-wide effort to recover 

unauthorized firearms and ammuni-

tions, along with apprehension of 

potential trouble-makers, as yet. 

This is not to blame anybody for lack 

of earnestness in that direction, but 

to bring into focus the peculiar 

politico-administrative scenario of 

late 2006.

The establishment, including 

the enforcement and regulatory 

apparatus, is still largely preoccu-

pied with maintaining order in the 

capital city in the wake of serious 

political protests and demonstra-

tions. Necessary administrative 

transfers and postings for holding 

a fair election have not been satis-

factorily carried out thus far.

One reason adduced for very 

little progress on the above two 

counts is the steering of the con-

cerned committees by the presi-

dent-cum-chief adviser, who is 

already overburdened. To con-

found matters further, the presi-

dent has not been in regular or 

frequent contact with his advisers 

as is required during the caretaker 

dispensation, particularly when it 

is presiding over an explosive and 

divisive polity.

The nation is aware of the pains-

taking efforts and admirable speed 

of the four-member advisory com-

mittee, led by Dr Akbar Ali Khan, 

with respect to finding an accept-

able solution to the Election 

Commission imbroglio. However, 

concerned citizens have watched 

with anguish and exasperation the 

casualness and passivity dis-

played by the president in 

responding to the seriousness of 

the situation. Subsequent actions, 

and the near free-for-all situation in 

the Election Commission, are 

raising doubts about the neutrality 

of  the president-cum-chief-

adviser. 

The worrying part of the lamen-

table situation is that, in utterances 

and transactions, the Election 

Commission appears to be in a 

combative adversarial mood. One 

wonders why a constitutional 

regulatory body is crossing swords 

in an unbecoming manner. Is it 

because we have less than appro-

priate human material at the top 

e c h e l o n  o f  t h e  E l e c t i o n  

Commission? One would not be 

wrong to suspect, under the cir-

cumstances, that the suggestions 

of the advisers regarding reconsti-

tution of the EC and appointment 

of election commissioners have 

purposely not been heeded.

The conscientious advisers may 

justifiably feel irked, because they 

are attracting more publicity for 

lack of results than for their 

actions. The real problem is basic, 

and a built-in one, wherein the 

ceremonial head of the state is 

also performing as executive head 

because of circumstances which 

have not been satisfactorily 

explained, and which have been 

challenged in court of law. The 

advisory council is not working like 

a cabinet in a parliamentary form 

of government, as is stipulated in 

our constitution.

That the council of advisers is 

not acting in unison, as desired, 

and that the president-cum-chief 

adviser is not on the same wave-

length as his advisers, is no longer 

a secret. Cynics are saying that the 

president is still beholden to his 

political benefactors, and that the 

latter are stopping him from taking 

appropriate action and clearing the 

political scene.

If the people's perception of the 

president-cum-chief-adviser's less 

than evenhanded action persists 

then the caretaker concept itself 

will lose credibility, and the resul-

tant constitutional crisis may 

become a very unfortunate experi-

ence. The question is, will the 

honourable advisers continue to 

function if it becomes manifest that 

the advisory council does not have 

the executive teeth to make its 

presence felt in the transaction of 

official business. Slowly, but dis-

concertingly steadily, the impres-

sion has gained ground that the 

chief adviser's decisions are influ-

enced by quarters beyond the 

advisory council.

Dr Akbar Ali Khan has already, 

very refreshingly, said in a TV 

interview that he does not take 

anything beyond the official trans-

port and security force in his cur-

rent assignment. The import of his 

statement is not lost on discerning 

observers who would like to 

believe that some other advisers, 

who have proven track records of 

social acceptability and profes-

sional honesty, may not like to 

continue in positions of ludicrous 

uselessness. Surely our president 

would not like to countenance such 

a scenario. Therefore, he needs to 

take demonstrably effect ive 

actions, like a real guardian. To 

begin with, the counsel of the 

advisers must take precedence.
One has to remember that 

conditions, as they are now in 
Bangladesh, are not like that of 
60s, when so-called strongmen 
bulldozed their way through for 
quite sometime before being 
ousted by mass upsurge. In a 
globalised world, the actions of our 
president-cum-chief adviser would 
invariably affect world opinion. The 
House of Lords on November 24 
commented in a statement that 

a c t i n g  C h i e f  E l e c t i o n  
Commissioner Justice Mahfuzur 
Rahman cannot deliver a fair 
election.

The acting CEC has already 

attracted controversy by his not-

so-hidden arrogance and intem-

perate remarks. Even in such a 

situation it is still possible to tide 

over the difficulties at the Election 

Commission by appointing a non-

controversial and respected jus-

tice of the Supreme Court, or a 

known honest public servant, as 

chief of the constitutional body. 

Along with this, the much talked-

about controversial election com-

missioner may also be sent on 

leave. The EC needs fresh air to 

move forward.

The right to vote is undoubtedly 

a very vital element of human 

rights. The deliberate trampling of 

such right will, no doubt, cause 

concern beyond our country. The 

absence of acceptable polls may 

seriously affect the internal secu-

rity situation, which our polity can 

ill afford. Somehow holding the 

election without ensuring a broad-

based participation of mainstream 

political parties would be an 

extremely myopic step, the devas-

tating consequences of which are 

still fresh in public memory. 

Concerned citizens hope and pray 

that the wise advisers will ulti-

mately be able to convince the 

chief adviser about the enormity of 

the issue. 

Muhammad Nurul Huda is a former Secretary and 
IGP.
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I
N animal nature, when two 

dogs fight over one bone it is 

usually the third that runs 

away with it. Similarly, if secular 

democracy cannot work due to 

unending confrontation between 

the two big parties, the new ones 

to run the show would be those 

believing in more violence and 

hostility to all democratic norms. 

Despite the claims, and cele-

bration of the 14-party combine, 

of people's triumph in removing 

the CEC, by sending him on 

leave, and before that in success-

fully opposing the appointment of 

Justice Hasan as the chief advi-

sor, many question and refute 

their assertion of a people's vic-

tory. 
The country paid a hefty price 

because of the 14-party resis-
tance programs, including the 
tragic deaths that these protest 
rallies usually bring. The general 
people are not an organised 
entity like active political support-
ers and are, therefore, least able 
to express, collectively, their 
dislike of such politics that go 
against their economic and social 
r igh ts .  Somet imes  though,  
through the media, but rarely, 
people have voiced their help-
lessness and their absolute dis-
gust at blockades and other forms 
of disruptions that block their civic 
liberties. 

The hawks in the 14-party 

alliance do not realise that there 

would be many thousands more 

street protestors in the city if they 

declared all programmes compul-

sorily peaceful with respect to 

people's civic right, condemned 

violence as a policy, and expelled 

those involved in it. Presently, 

their politics is foolish, their tech-

nique impractical and outdated, 

and their claims of a people's 

victory not well grounded. Their 

politics offers no hope to the 

general people for better things to 

come and are purely about flexing 

their combined muscle power, as 

gang leaders do, and using that 

power to achieve selfish political 

ends. 

The real victory of the people 

will be when the country is calm, 

and when the leaders resolve 

their differences and issues 

peacefully indoors, or in the par-

liament, without making the coun-

try bear the high cost. 

It is, however, most regrettable 

that the perception of the people 

that corruption had exceeded all 

bounds during the recent BNP 

rule was overshadowed by the 

street demonstrations, violence, 

and continuous blockades of the 

14-party, diverting the issue from 

the public mind and from the new 

government. The blockades 

have, instead, reunited and revi-

talized the BNP camp, and made 

the caretaker government inef-

fective in taking action, as it first 

did by arresting General Ershad 

for his 10-year misrule and cor-

ruption.

Bangladesh's intelligentsia, 

and the suddenly subdued civil 

society, should denounce political 

violence as they denounce black 

money and corruption, or else see 

the country sink further into law-

l e s s n e s s  a n d  m a y h e m .  

Furthermore, people should 

reject the inane divide in the 

s o c i e t y  b e t w e e n  t h e  p r o -

liberation and the anti-liberation 

groups, propagated by the Awami 

League and its supporting leftist 

block.

Apparently, they were without 

an agenda after the decline of 

socialism and the fall of the com-

munist empire, and the politics of 

"anti" and "pro" became their new 

mantra. Their politics has split a 

big segment of the people and 

professionals at all levels. The 

div is ion is fut i le and sel f -

d e f e a t i n g ,  p r e v e n t i n g  

Bangladesh from succeeding as a 

pluralist, secular, and liberal 

democratic nation. Historically, 

intolerances and violent divisions 

in a society, like the Hindu Muslim 

riots, the Shia Sunni massacres, 

or the growing Christian Muslim 

hatred are not home grown, but 

are prompted by outsiders who 

gain most by keeping the people 

weak, poor and in chaos. 

Election fraud like false voting, 

the dead voting, absentee ballots, 

or illegal immigrants voting have 

all occurred, and do occur, in the 

US, but their politicians do not 

block roads or burn down buses. 

USA's Wall Street Journal edito-

rial page writer, John Fund, the 

author of "Stealing Elections: 

How voter fraud threatens our 

democracy," mentions high-tech 

problems with electronic voting 

machines that allow ineligible 

voters and phoney ballots. 

Increas ing ly  s ince 2000,  

American elections have faced 

fraud allegations and indict-

ments. There are even accusa-

tions of involvement of foreign 

governments. The New York 

Times  on October 29, reported 

that: "US federal government is 

investigating the takeover of a 

leading US manufacturer of elec-

tronic voting systems by a soft-

ware company linked to the leftist 

Venezuelan government  o f  

President Hugo Chavez." 

US presidential elections since 

2000 had been very close and 

there were claims of fraud, and 

lengthy litigations thereafter. Like 

Britain or Canada, where vote 

rigging is little, the Americans are 

considering photo ID cards, and 

investing in better ballot machine 

boxes, like the high value street 

ATMs of commercial banks, that 

are difficult or impossible to rig. 

John Fund pleads for a condition 

where there is minimum litigation 

to decide a result, and a depend-

able system where the people 

can choose through clean ballot 

castings.

Prior to the recently [2006] held 

mid-term polls in the US, the US 

House Democratic leader, Nancy 

Pelosi, the next Speaker of the 

House, had loudly declared, that 

her: "Greatest concern is over the 

integrity of the count …from the 

reliability of electronic voting 

machines to the worries that 

Republicans will try to manipulate 

the outcome." Indeed, the Florida 

episode in the 2000 US presiden-

tial elections was a wake-up call 

for many who disbelieved in the 

electoral forgeries that have 

existed in the US election system 

since long.  

These are serious matters, but 

well-operated and independent 

investigating agencies exist in the 

USA to respond to allegations of 

corruption. US politicians do not 

put up blockades on the streets 

because of vote fraud, as their 

institutions work to improve the 

polling environment, and to retain 

people's confidence in the elec-

toral system. The 14-party com-

bine or the 4-party alliance do not 

bother to strengthen basic institu-

tions that will investigate frauds of 

any nature. Bangladesh's street 

displays of large numbers of 

political activists are a waste of 

time and a national loss because 

the rotten, inefficient and corrupt 

system, or lack of a proper sys-

tem, will remain rooted for the 

benefit of the elected rulers. 

S t a i n e d  w i t h  c o r r u p t i o n  

charges are both the major par-

ties, are but our investigating 

agencies are incompetent, cor-

rupt, lack resources, have lowly 

paid and unskilled employees. To 

demand investigations signifies 

nothing as the agencies also lack 

independence to function beyond 

political directives that are, how-

ever, less in degree under the 

caretaker government.

Required are many changes 

a n d  i m p r o v e m e n t s  i n  

Bangladesh's electoral system, 

but the vote watchers, the foreign 

onlookers, or the mainstream 

political organisations are not 

coming up with solutions that 

demand a professional look, an 

intensive examination, to identify 

the loopholes that enable vote 

fraud. The Awami League, as a 

large party, should have its own 

study to find the reasons for insti-

tutional incompetence and weak-

nesses in the electoral system, 

and if done properly the people 

will gain a competent and efficient 

CEC that, even today, the USA 

cannot boast of having. That 

would be a people's victory, 

though it is very unlikely that our 

politicians have the urge, or the 

zeal to do some fact finding, 

rather than just  scratching the 

surface.

If vote fraud remains unre-

solved, as it will, our politicians 

should strengthen the courts, so 

that the courts can quickly decide 

results where the voters could 

not. Do our courts have the 

capacity to pass quick judge-

ments on vote related lawsuits? 

America has strong judicial courts 

that address, not always satisfac-

torily, election related frauds, and 

i t  is  on ly  reasonable that  

Bangladesh should develop its 

judicial and investigative sys-

tems, along with the Election 

Commission, to deal with elec-

toral scandals. 

T h e  U S  A m b a s s a d o r  t o  

Bangladesh, Ms. Butenis, often 

asks for fair elections, but when the 

electoral system is under serious 

scrutiny in her own country, by 

which wisdom does she expect it 

from another? She should plead for 

a strong judiciary, a free media, and 

non-politicised law and order agen-

cies, not only to foil corrupt means 

on election day but also to punish 

those who engineer spurious vot-

ing. The people will then be winning, 

but not by show of strength on the 

streets as now; that transfer the 

high cost to others.

The BNP, in its public appear-

ance, is clearly shaky, and 

sounds almost silly. For example, 

their demand for an election 

schedule, by-passing the  plea for 

reform of the CEC, and Begum 

Zia's recent defence of the price 

hike is out of tune with the current 

sentiments of the country. If the 

14-party, with the new Liberal 

Democratic Party, acts now by 

agreeing to elections, however 

imperfect, it would be the best 

opportunity to wreck BNP at the 

polls, as they must pay the price 

for their misrule and shocking 

corruption. 

Nizam Ahmad is Director, Liberal Bangla, UK.
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P
OWER crisis is nothing 

new in this country. It has 

been estimated that the 

c h r o n i c  p o w e r  o u t a g e  i n  

Bangladesh generally results in a 

loss in annual industrial output of 

about $ 1 billion (about Tk. 7000 

crore). Recently, however, the 

country has witnessed its worst 

ever power crisis. In October, the 

power generation went down to 

about 3000 MW against a peak 

demand of about 5000 MW. 

The fact that new power plants 

could not be built during the past 

years is bad enough, but the 

unscheduled and frequent shut-

downs of the existing plants have 

made the situation utterly unbear-

able. At one time, about 20 power 

plants were shut down. The recent 

crisis in the power sector is the 

outcome of the accumulated 

effects of multidimensional factors 

whose origins include politics, 

corruption, poor management and 

inefficient technical practices. The 

present article deals with a few 

technical issues related to the 

power crisis of this country.

The total number of power plant 

units in Bangladesh is reported to 

be 64 at present. Out of them, 18 

units are more than 30 years old, 

25 units are between 15-30 years 

old, and the remaining 21 are less 

than 15 years old. Thus, a sub-

stantial number of power plant 

units in this country are old. As the 

age of a power plant increases, so 

does the risk of failure of its com-

ponents. Therefore, increased 

efforts are necessary to keep 

them running without unsched-

uled interruptions. The issue of 

aging power plants is, however, 

not unique to this country. It is a 

reality now, both in developed and 

developing countries. Worldwide, 

a substantial fraction of power 

plants are currently operating 

beyond their original design life.   

Since the replacement of an old 

power plant is becoming prohibi-

tively costly, it is often desirable to 

extend its life beyond the original 

design life. Efforts are, therefore, 

being made worldwide to extend 

the lives of aging power plants, 

and there has been marked prog-

ress in recent years in plant life 

extension technology.  For 

extending the life of an existing 

plant it is first necessary to predict 

its longevity, which involves the 

assessment of its remaining life. 

Life prediction allows the smooth 

operation of the plant by avoiding 

unscheduled shutdowns caused 

by the untimely failure of aging 

components.    

Power plants comprise of 

machines like boilers, turbines etc 

which operate under rather 

extreme conditions in terms of 

temperature, pressure, stress, 

chemical environment etc. In the 

ultimate analysis, the materials 

used for fabricating the compo-

nents of these machines have to 

survive such adverse conditions.  

Very often, the unscheduled 

shutdown of our power plants and 

the resulting outages are caused 

by the failure of materials of these 

components. The performance of 

materials largely depends upon, 

among others things,  the condi-

tions under which they are used. 

Therefore, monitoring and 

control of the operating parameters 

of power plant machinery, so as to 

comply with the specified limits. are 

so vitally important. The conditions 

of components can deteriorate 

drastically when the operating 

parameters exceed the specified 

values due to improper opera-

tion/monitoring. For instance, for a 

certain grade of steel that is used at 

high temperature, an operating 

temperature exceeding the speci-

fied limit by even a couple of tens of 

degrees (say 25oC) can cause a 

ninety percent reduction in compo-

nent life.  

In order to run the existing 

power plants smoothly, without 

unscheduled outage, it is time that 

we employed  life prediction and, 

eventually, life extension technol-

ogies. For life prediction, the 

materials of different components 

of the power plants have to be 

examined non-destructively as 

well as destructively in order to 

find out the extent of accumulated 

damage. Both, macroscopic and 

microscopic investigations are 

necessary for this purpose.  

The Department of Materials and 

Metallurgical Engineering (DMME) 

at BUET has the expertise and the 

basic facilities to conduct such 

investigations. So far, DMME-BUET 

has carried out analysis of the 

causes of failure of various compo-

nents of different power plants and 

fertilizer factories in the country. A 

comprehensive collaborative 

scheme between the power sector 

and research institutions like BUET 

can allow the life prediction of our 

power plants on a routine basis. 

As our economy expands, we 

will need more and more power. 

We should, therefore, develop our 

capability to smoothly operate and 

manage an increasing number of 

power plants in the future. This 

necessitates the building up of a 

strong technology and human 

resource base in our country to 

maintain and service these plants. 

In this country, we have been 

operating power plants for 

decades. But little technology 

transfer, if any, has taken place so 

far in this sector. This has been 

highlighted once again by the 

recent unscheduled shutdown of a 

large number of power plants, 

simultaneously. 

Transfer of technology is some-

thing that does not happen auto-

matically. This is particularly true 

for power plant technology. Power 

plants are complex engineering 

systems whose smooth operation 

a n d  m a i n t e n a n c e  r e q u i r e  

multidisciplinary knowledge includ-

ing electrical, mechanical, materi-

als and chemical engineering. For 

technology transfer to happen in 

the power sector, deliberate, dedi-

cated and multidisciplinary efforts 

have to be put in, in the long run. 

Long-term collaboration between 

the power industry and relevant 

research institutions is necessary 

to develop an indigenous technol-

ogy base in the power sector. We 

should also create an enabling 

atmosphere in the power sector 

where technical personnel can 

excel, and are free to apply their 

professional judgments without 

any pressure from any quarter.  
Whichever party/coalition wins 

the forthcoming general election will 
face a gigantic challenge in the 
power sector. The political parties 
should, therefore, take this matter 
seriously, and duly emphasize this in 
their election manifestoes. The need 
for the establishment of an indige-
nous technology base should be 
explicitly recognized in our power 
sector policy. And this should be 
followed by coordinated actions to 
create such a technology base 
within a reasonable time frame.

Dr ASMA Haseeb is Professor, Department of 
Materials and Metallurgical Engineering, BUET.
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