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Changes in police 
administration
Good step, but more needed

T
HE recent shake-up in the police administration should be 
leading to matters of a positive note. The controversy in 
which the police have found themselves in the past many 

years and especially in the five years gone by has been regrettable. 
The sense of regret has everything to do with the manner in which 
individuals were recruited into the police service and the inexcus-
able way in which they were put to partisan use. The kind of disre-
pute which an organ of the state suffers from once it becomes 
pliable to political maneouvering is precisely the ailment Bangla-
desh's police force has come down with. The expectation, now that 
the caretaker administration appears intent on reforming adminis-
tration almost across the spectrum, is that there will be a major, 
purposeful overhaul of the police in Bangladesh.

The transfers and relocations of senior police officers carried 
out on Tuesday are, we would like to believe, a sign that the old 
order may actually be giving way to the new. There are reasons 
to think that an attitudinal change may have come into the police 
administration mindset. Such an attitude, assuming there is no 
let-up in the present endeavour, cannot but contribute to a 
recasting of the police department. The new ambience arising 
out of the politically changed conditions in the country should act 
as a spur to the expected and planned changes. It will be fair 
enough to suppose that a mere juggling around of men will not be 
enough to solve the irritating puzzle the police force has become 
in recent times. We will point, though, to steps which do give the 
country the confidence that the changes we look for in the police 
might actually begin to occur. The cancellation the other day of 
the recruitment of more than seven hundred individuals taken 
into the force on a questionable basis is such a step. But that is 
only part of the wider cobweb that has settled on the police force, 
which means therefore that much more will have to be done to 
bring about a qualitative change in police administration. 

The issue of reforms of the police system inevitably comes up 
here. That is indeed a fundamental issue. As the new men in 
charge go about changing things in the police department, serious 
thought must also be given to the matter of sensitizing policemen to 
such basic issues as human rights. In these present times, the 
police are happily free of the straitjacket they are usually wont to be 
in during periods of political government. Such a situation ought to 
be put to good advantage where an overhauling of the service, 
through reforms, et al, is concerned. Overall, it is a restoration of 
professionalism and ability we expect to define the police adminis-
tration once again. 

Relief material scam
Delve deeper into it 

T
HE countrywide drive against corruption is bringing into light 
more and more cases of misuse and misappropriation of 
public goods. Only a few days after relief goods were found 

in a house owned by a former lawmaker, the joint forces are 
reported to have discovered similar goods allegedly at a Bogra 
residence of BNP leader Tarique Zia.

 Now, this is a startling revelation that the custodians of public 
property and assets appear to have themselves been involved in 
misappropriation or misuse of such things. How did the material 
found their way to their residences will be duly probed. But the 
discovery of relief materials in privately owned places point to gross 
anomalies in the distribution of such   materials, to say the least. 
There are a huge number of people who are in desperate need of 
help from the government or charitable organisations, but it is 
highly regrettable that the leaders of ruling party apparently  
grabbed the goods that were to be distributed among the poorest of 
the poor. 

It was no secret before the caretaker government launched the 
anti-corruption drive that corruption had its crippling effect in almost 
every sector. But the drive is actually leading to stunning discover-
ies which put a big question mark on the integrity of the majority of 
those who governed the country for  the last few years.  

The major political parties can hardly evade the responsibility of 
having done nothing to combat corruption. They never charge 
each other for financial impropriety or corruption or pursue corrup-
tion allegations against anybody when in power so that the corrupt 
are ultimately left off the hook.  

The cases of corruption that have been unearthed so far appear 
to be only the tip of the iceberg, as reports on such cases are regu-
larly coming from not only the city but all corners of the country.  The 
government, of course, has to carry on its campaign relentlessly to 
catch the corrupt elements who have thrived at the cost of the coun-
try and its people.

JALAL ALAMGIR

F
ROM lofty policy speeches 
all the way down to adda 
over tea among friends, 

the big question volleys back and 
forth nowadays is, how do we 
reform politics to serve the 
national interest?

In looking for answers, much of 
the current discourse has put 
emphasis on people, the players 
of the game, rather than on insti-
tutions, the rules of the game. 

That's understandable. Yes, 
the past five years have given us 
a painful circus of corrupt politi-
cians, including shameless BNP 
MPs who would stoop as low as 
stealing relief materials meant for 
victims of natural disasters. 

Accordingly, the law adviser is 
promising swift justice for the 
corrupt. The army chief is pro-
nouncing that politicians are the 
roots of the country's ills, as if the 
country had never experienced 
military rule.  Foreign diplomats 
have also joined the bandwagon, 
calling for a purge. 

Indeed, there seems to be an 

uncritical consensus about this: 
kick out the old guard, and bring 
in new faces-honest, apolitical 
do-ers who can put national 
interest ahead of everything else. 

The celebrated Dr. Yunus, 
riding the crest of this wisdom, 
has set aside his past disdain for 
politics and declared an ambition 
for national power. 

The problem is, a change of 
guard will only address the symp-
toms, not the disease. The route 
to our political salvation is not in 
another national celebrity. 

I f  a n y t h i n g ,  p o l i t i c s  i n  
Bangladesh has been choked dry 
for the last thirty-six years by 
larger-than-life cults of personal-
ity and their dynastic tentacles.  
Moreover, it's not even the 
national interest that we need 
served. What we need instead is 
to bring politics closer to serving 
local constituencies. 

In political science, which is 
the subject I teach, the idea is 
simple: the heart of a representa-
tive democracy (like Bangladesh) 
is not in governance, nor in lead-
ership, nor even in the holding of 

elections. 
Its heart is in the representa-

tion of constituencies. What is 
being represented can vary. 

The eighteenth-century philos-
opher  Edmund  Burke ,  f o r  
instance, believed that represen-
tatives should serve the interests, 
but not necessarily the will, of 
their constituencies. 

Regardless, what is important 
is that politicians are there to be 
driven first and foremost by their 
local constituencies.

To adapt Lincoln's remark, they 
should be of the locals, by the 
locals, for the locals.

But in Bangladesh, a vicious 
cycle of barriers keeps genuine 
local leaders out of any meaning-
ful political authority. 

Let's examine the steps in this 
cycle. We start with celebrities 
who gain national prominence by 
hook, crook, or family ties, 
become inducted into central 
leadership, and then, only for the 
purpose of getting elected, 
choose to "represent" a local 
constituency. 

Come election time, the top 

leaders run in multiple constitu-
encies. 

This not only stifles local voice 
but presupposes that local candi-
dates are not good enough, a 
condescending viewpoint given 
to us by Britain, where, not sur-
prisingly, most laws introduced by 
"commoners" need approval by 
Lords. Moreover, it is the central 
leadership, not local supporters, 
who nominates other MP candi-
dates from their party. 

This process serves to reward 
loyalty over merit. 

Once elected, MPs cannot vote 
against their party, which reduces 
the parliamentary process to that 
of a glorified debating club. 

This rule also favours loyalty 
over merit and the interests of 
central leadership over that of 
local constituencies. 

And finally, if the rank and file 
wants to change the leadership, it 
runs into a brick wall because no 
democracy exists within the 
major parties. 

Parties hold national conven-
tions, but they are irregular, and 
given the absence of any rotation 
requirement, used mostly to 
rubberstamp the same pre-
selected central leaders.

The upshot of all this is that 
regardless of a change of guard, 
the rules of the game will eventu-
ally result in the domination of 
politics by a few national-level 
celebrity figures. 

Cronyism, subservience, and 
hero worship, instead of account-
ability and transparency, will 

continue to be the likely by-
products.

These rules need to be 
reformed in order to strengthen 
true representation. The notion to 
register political parties is a good 
move, and this can be used as a 
vehicle to force reforms within 
parties. 

For example, if a party wants to 
participate in national democratic 
elections, the registration agree-
ment should require the estab-
lishment of democracy within the 
party first, including clear rules 
about intra-party election and, 
importantly, rotation in party 
leadership. 

In addition, parties should be 
required to let local constituen-
cies decide who their MP candi-
date would be. 

Whether it is formalized like 
American primaries or not can be 
up to each party, but for represen-
tative democracy to work, local 
leaders must be allowed to com-
pete fairly and rise up. 

Nomination is not a democratic 
institution.

Additionally, parliamentary 
rules need to be modified. There 
needs be a cap on leadership: 
two terms should be the maxi-
mum that a Prime Minister can 
serve. 

Most importantly, MPs must be 
allowed to vote "with their con-
science," that is, against their 
party if needed. Allowing vote 
across party lines would make 
central leadership more account-
able, and also more serious about 

resolving both intra-party and 

national issues, as they would 

always be in fear of defection by 

MPs who represent their local 

constituencies above the inter-

ests of central leadership. 

North Korea's "Great Leader" 

Kim Il-Sung, long dead, neverthe-

less continues to hold the post of 

president,  which has been 

bequeathed permanently to him.  

Our politics, similarly, has hov-

ered around great leaders, 

national personalities, and their 

legacies, but with dreadful conse-

quences. 

Putting faith in another round 

of newly inducted national lead-

ers, no matter how honest and 

capable they may seem now, will 

be a mistake, a disregard of 

lessons that our turbulent political 

history has taught us time and 

again. 

We should welcome new 

faces from the grassroots, but 

more importantly, we should 

think more seriously about insti-

tutional reforms to ensure that 

national politics becomes rooted 

firmly to the interests and needs 

of local constituencies, and 

represented through local lead-

ership, so that at the end of the 

day, power remains dispersed.  

Dr. Jalal Alamgir is Assistant Professor of 

Political Science, University of Massachusetts, 

Boston, USA. 

We need local leaders not national personalities

Putting faith in another round of newly inducted national leaders, no matter how 
honest and capable they may seem now, will be a mistake, a disregard of lessons that 
our turbulent political history has taught us time and again. We should welcome new 
faces from the grassroots, but more importantly, we should think more seriously about 
institutional reforms to ensure that national politics becomes rooted firmly to the 
interests and needs of local constituencies, and represented through local leadership, 
so that at the end of the day, power remains dispersed.  

MARGARET BECKETT  

A
LL too often the news is 
dominated by conflict and 
disagreement. Then a 

threat of such magnitude comes 
along that it forcefully reminds us 
of our common humanity -- in 
other words just how much all of 
us, whatever our background, 
creed or colour, hold in common. 

For our generation that threat 
is climate change. Wherever I go 
in the world, I am struck by the 
fact that the majority of ordinary 
people want the same things out 
of life: to be able to live in safety, 
to feel in control of their own 
lives, and to be able to build a 
better future for their families and 
children. Climate change endan-
gers every one of those aspira-
tions. 

At the end of last week, the 
Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change published the 
first installment of its fourth and 
latest report. 

It deals with the basic science 
of climate change. As many had 
feared, it confirms that the threat 
is even more serious, and even 
more urgent, than we had previ-
ously thought. 

Children being born today may 
see, if we don't take concerted 
and immediate action, global 

temperatures rise by 3-5 degrees 
in their lifetimes. That might not 
sound a lot, but when average 
tempera tures  were  jus t  5  
degrees less than they are now 
the world was in the grip of the 
last global ice age. 

So the effects of that sort of 
climate change to the world we 
live in would be catastrophic. So 
much of our daily lives is based 
upon the predictability and conti-
nuity of our climate. 

Take those two things away 
and you threaten every aspect of 
modern society. 

It will affect our ability to meet 
basic needs like food, water and 
health. Studies have suggested 
that temperature rises of just 2-3 
degrees will see crop yields in 
Africa, the Middle East and South 
Asia fall by as much as 30 to 40 
percent. 

As my special representative 
on climate change in Africa 
recently found out when he vis-
ited the region that is already 
happening, with some African 
countries facing increased risks 
of famine. 

Meanwhile, one billion people 
in South Asia are likely to strug-
gle to get water for themselves 
and for their crops as the 
Himalayan glaciers melt and 
monsoon patterns shift. And, in 

several parts of the world, we 
have started to see mosquitoes 
move into new areas -- including 
densely populated cities -- bring-
ing with them diseases like 
malaria. 

An unstable climate can also 
lead to a more unstable world, 
stoking tensions and feeding 
conflicts. 

The conflict in Darfur had 
many roots, but among them was 
a shift in rainfall pattern that 
exacerbated competition for 
resources between the region's 
nomadic herders and settled 
pastoralists. 

As deserts grow and fertile 
land shrinks, we can expect to 
see more disputes within and 
across borders. 

In the Middle East five percent 
of the world's population already 
has to share only one percent of 
the world's water. Cl imate 
change will mean that there will 
be even less water to go round. 

Current climate models sug-
gest that -- globally -- by the end 
of the century extreme drought 
could affect nearly one-third of 
the world's land mass, ten times 
more than today. 

Saudi Arabia, Iran and Iraq will 
see some of the biggest reduc-
tions in rainfall. Disagreements 
over water access issues along 

the Jordan basin have, on sev-
eral occasions, been a major 
cause of tension between Israel 
and its Arab neighbours, notably 
in the years leading up to the 
1967 war. 

The water in the Jordan basin 
has already been heavily over-
used, and climate change could 
worsen the situation. Meanwhile, 
Egypt could suffer a double blow. 
Drastic loss of Nile flow from the 
South and rising sea-levels in the 
North combining to destroy its 
agricultural heartland across the 
Nile delta. 

One study suggests that a 
sea-level rise of just 50 cms -- 
well within current estimates -- 
would displace two million peo-
ple from the delta. 

So no one should think about 
climate change as a purely "envi-
ronmental" issue -- it is as much 
about poverty, conflict, disease 
and migration as it is about the 
environment. But even if the 
scale of the problem is clear, is 
there anything we can actually 
do about it? 

The answer is yes if we act now, 
act decisively and -- perhaps most 
important of all -- act together, to 
cut carbon emissions. 

Everyone stands to lose out 
from global warming. This is not 
a problem any country can solve 
on its own. There is a global 
imperative for us to co-operate. 

Some of the countries that will 
be hit hardest will be the poorest 
in the world. But it is the devel-
oped economies which have 
been responsible for the majority 
of greenhouse gas emissions. 

So they -- we -- must take the 

lead. We in the UK are so con-
cerned by what climate change 
will mean for all of us that we 
have made achieving climate 
security one of our to strategic 
international priorities. 

Along with Africa it was one of 
the two key themes of our G8 
presidency. And we commis-
sioned a report -- by the former 
World Bank chief economist, 
Nick Stern -- which was the most 
detailed examination yet of the 
economics of climate change. 

It was published at the end of 
last year, and has helped to 
bolster the case for immediate 
action. It shows that the costs of 
tackling climate change are 
vastly outweighed by the costs 
we will face if we don't. 

Some oil-producing countries 
seem to be worried that the 
response to climate change 
could threaten their economies. 
They need not. 

For a start there is little sign 
that the global market for oil will 
contract in the foreseeable 
future. 

Alternative and renewable 
energy sources to service rapidly 
i n c r e a s i n g  g l o b a l  e n e r g y  
demands are certainly a big part 
of the picture, but so too are new 
technologies like clean burning 
power plants and carbon capture 
and storage. 

Indeed, as Nick Stern has 
shown, the far greater threat that 
all of our economies face is from 
global inaction -- he predicts a 
possible collapse in global GDP 
of around 20 percent. One of the 
world's most successful venture 
capitalists, John Doerr, has 

described the global response to 

climate change as "the largest 

economic opportunity this cen-

tury." 

And, paradoxically, the current 

high oil prices mean that coun-

tries in the Middle East may be in 

one of the best positions to take 

advantage of this opportunity. 

They have the capital avail-

able now to invest in the technol-

ogies of the future: and that 

offers the chance to diversify 

economies and to stimulate 

innovation and entrepreneurship 

across society. 

There are potential political 

benefits, too. If we get our 

response to climate change right 

we can turn the tension over 

diminishing resources into a spur 

for regional cross-border co-

operation. 

The truth is that climate change 

is real, and it is here. The good 

news is that we have the technol-

ogy, the capital and the knowl-

edge to meet this challenge. 

Governments need to set the 

political frameworks to encourage 

investment, businesses need to 

take new technologies to the mar-

ket, consumers and citizens have 

to make the choices that keep up 

the momentum for change. 

The choice facing the people of 

the world is whether we recognize 

our common humanity and join 

together to tackle this problem; or 

whether we walk, blindly and 

separately, into a bleak future. For 

me, that is no choice at all. 

Hon Margaret Beckett is the British Secretary 
of State for Foreign and Commonwealth 
Affairs.

Climate change: A threat that unites us all 

The truth is that climate change is real, and it is here. The good news is that we have the 
technology, the capital and the knowledge to meet this challenge.  The choice facing 
the people of the world is whether we recognize our common humanity and join 
together to tackle this problem; or whether we walk, blindly and separately, into a 
bleak future. For me, that is no choice at all. 

A.J.M. SHAFIUL ALAM 
BHUIYAN

L
OOK at what the caretaker 

government is doing! It 

has arrested some influ-

ential politicians from the two 

p r i n c i p a l  p o l i t i c a l  p a r t i e s  

because of their alleged involve-

ment in corruption, and is in the 

process of arresting more such 

people. The law enforcement 

agencies are enquiring into the 

sources of their money. People 

are simply in awe, seeing this 

happen. 

Those of us who are optimists 

always thought that something 

good would happen one day. 

Thugs and looters would not be 

able to dominate our politics for 

long. But, surely, none of us 

thought that the symptoms of 

their fading domination would 

appear so soon. Three cheers 

for the caretaker government. 

No doubt that corrupt politi-
cians and their goons command 
a lot of influence in the two major 
political parties, but other par-
ties, including the Jamaat and 
Jatiyo Party, are not free from 
such elements. It is expected 
that the corrupt elements of 
other parties will also receive the 
same treatment.

Two Gramscian concepts are 
useful in explaining the situation 
created by the caretaker govern-
ment. Antonio Gramsci was an 
Italian political thinker, and died 
in Musolini's prison protesting 
fascism in Italy. While in jail, he 
regularly wrote notes about 
Italian politics and society and 
social change. His notes had 
been published long ago as a 
compend ium ca l led  Pr ison 
Notebooks. Social theorists 
revere it as a masterpiece of 
social theory, and political strat-
egists read it as a guide to politi-

c a l  a c t i v i s m .  I n  P r i s o n  
Notebooks, Gramsci talks about 
two strategies for pol i t ical  
change -- war of movement and 
war of position. The war of move-
ment refers to a sudden forceful 
move by which a particular 
social group changes a social 
practice for common good. And 
the war of position refers to a 
long-term effort for social and 
pol i t ical  change, and such 
efforts are inculcated by per-
suading people. 

The caretaker government's 
move to make politics free from 
corrupt elements should be 
called a war of movement. But, 
to build on it, we need a war of 
position because corruption and 
lawlessness have made inroads 
into the every sector of the soci-
ety during the last few decades. 
Files in government offices 
rarely move without a bribe, the 
police harass innocent people 

but release criminals for money 
every now and then, the courts, 
particularly the lower courts, 
rarely miss any opportunity to rig 
judgments for kickbacks, and 
unscrupulous traders employ 
every dirty trick to make money. 
It is not easy to clean such a 
system where corruption has 
crept in over the years.

Our state system suffers from 
two fundamental flaws. First, the 
apparatuses of governance in 
our society are yet to stand on 
their feet. For a democracy to 
function smoothly some institu-
tions such as an independent 
j u d i c i a r y,  a n  i n d e p e n d e n t  
Election Commission, a free 
press, and mechanisms to check 
corruption and ensure equality 
for the people of all religions, 
races and ethnicities, need to be 
built and harnessed. Because of 
the hard work of thousands of 
media men and women we have 
a strong press, but we miserably 
failed to build the other institu-
tions. Our judiciary is not free 
from corruption, our Election 
Commission (EC) is always in 
controversy, and our infant Anti-
Corruption Commission (ACC) is 
crying for some room to breathe. 
The people of the subaltern 
classes are repressed, many 
Hindus are suppressed under 

the enemy property law, and the 
Paharis are still far from seeing 
their rights to live with dignity 
respected. Every political party 
which ruled the country since  
independence is more or less 
responsible for the fragility of 
our governance system. 

Second, quality people in our 
society are either neglected or 
suppressed,  but  ineff ic ient  
people are promoted. Inefficient 
superiors in different institutions 
look for submissive subordi-
nates. Our politicians do it more 
than anyone else, for their nar-
row personal and political inter-
ests. They can get away with it 
because our governance institu-
tions are yet to be developed as 
independent units. One relevant 
example here would be the 
official and unofficial clout of the 
executive, more specifically the 
Prime Minister's Office (PMO), 
over state machineries. It has 
dominance over the judiciary, 
the EC and ACC. The ruling 
party utilizes legal loopholes to 
use the governance institutions 
in their favour.

The caretaker government is 
in the process of restructuring 
them. It has initiated a move to 
make the judiciary independent. 
This is certainly progress, but it 
needs a rigorous mechanisms to 

deal with the existing corrupt 
e lements  in  the  jud ic ia ry.  
Otherwise, the corrupt elements 
will continue to corrupt the judi-
ciary. The government is also in 
the process of reconstituting the 
EC and ACC. All these are signs 
of creation of a good governance 
system. But the caretaker gov-
ernment alone will not be able to 
establ ish good governance 
because it will ultimately transfer 
power to an elected government. 
To cash in on the good work of 
the caretaker government, the 
role of the civil society is crucial. 
It is the civil society which can 
lead the war of position to estab-
lish good governance, keeping 
the future elected governments 
in check. 

People are ready to support, 
and allow, the caretaker govern-
ment to finish the good work it 
has begun. But the government 
needs to be aware of three 
sources of influence which can 
subdue any government, more 
specifically an unelected gov-
ernment, in a developing coun-
try. 

First, the army can unseat the 
government and take over. But 
the good thing for the present 
caretaker government is that the 
army chief has already publicly 
assured the army's support for 

its actions. 
Second, the international 

money-lenders like the IMF and 
World Bank can try to seduce or 
coerce the government to move 
ahead with rampant privatization 
of the economy, since their 
objective is always to create 
markets for multinational corpo-
rations.  Asian success stories 
like Singapore, Malaysia, and 
Taiwan suggest that strong and 
prudent government control of 
the market and the economy is a 
necessity for development. 

Finally, the members of the 
advisory council can get cor-
rupted, if they stay for a long 
time. The advisers are not 
accountable to any formal body 
and enjoy almost absolute 
power. The remembrance of an 
old adage -- power corrupts, 
absolute power corrupts abso-
lutely --may be useful. Moreover, 
the corrupt elements in the 
different strata of the society are 
also in search of mechanisms to 
cajole the government. The 
government needs to remain 
increasingly vigilant against the 
last two sources of danger.

The provision of a caretaker 
government is one of the best 
achievements of  our post-
independence political struggle. 
Some questions about the legiti-

macy of this provision could be 

raised since the caretaker gov-

ernment is not an elected one. 

Raising questions against any 

system is one's fundamental 

right. With due respect to that 

right, I would like to remind you 

that every caretaker govern-

ment, except the one headed by 

Professor  Ia judd in  Ahmed,  

demonstrated commendable 

performance. They contributed 

to the grounding of our democ-

racy, holding three credible 

elections. The special powers 

act, which had gagged the media 

for quite some time, was dis-

mantled by a caretaker govern-

ment. 

The present caretaker govern-

ment has also gained people's 

confidence, and raised aspira-

tions for good governance with 

its non-partisan actions. People 

will not let it fail. It can only fail if 

it is ignorant about the sources 

of danger. If that happens, the 

whole society will be in shock for 

losing a golden opportunity to 

establish good governance.

Let's be patient, and look 

forward to seeing good things 

happening.

A.J.M. Shafiul Alam Bhuiyan is a faculty in the 
Department of Mass Communication and 
Journalism, University of Dhaka.

Sensing the political situation

The provision of a caretaker government is one of the best achievements of our post-
independence political struggle. Some questions about the legitimacy of this provision 
could be raised since the caretaker government is not an elected one. Raising questions 
against any system is one's fundamental right. With due respect to that right, I would 
like to remind you that every caretaker government, except the one headed by 
Professor Iajuddin Ahmed, demonstrated commendable performance.
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