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Sonali Bank CBA

FROM PAGE 1
they tracked down Sonali Bank
trade union leader BM Bakir, one of
the 50 corruption suspects listed by
the ACC, from flat 19/B on the fourth
floor of Rajuk Staff Quarters at West
Malibagh by following a microbus
that took Bakir to Anti-corruption
Commission (ACC) on February 22.

Bakir, alleged for raking in crores
oftaka in the last few years using his
trade union influence and loyalty to
BNP, had slipped through Rab's
dragneton February 22.

Rab also arrested from the flat
Bakir's associates Ruhul Amin, a
senior officer of Tejgaon branch
Sonali Bank, and Mohammad
Monir, a clerk at Sonali Bank
Principal Office at Motijheel, said
the pressrelease.

Bakir joined Sonali Bank as a
clerk in 1977. He is now a deputy
accountant there with a salary of Tk
7,500 per month.

Mystery shrouded his slipping
through law enforcers' dragnet as
intelligence officials spying on
visitors at the ACC office initially
admitted to having arrested him at
the Matsya Bhaban intersection.
Later, they said that he had dodged
the security personnel.

While he was coming out of the
ACC and attempted to leave the
spot on a microbus, an intelligence
official stopped Bakir's vehicle.
Another intelligence official got into
the car and it drove away, said
sources.

Although intelligence officials at
the ACC confirmed Bakir's arrest,
they later said that they were not
definite about his arrest.

"Immediately after knowing that
Bakir went to ACC office to submit
his wealth statement, a team of Rab
3 headed out for the ACC to arrest
him. It took the team 20 to 25 min-
utes to reach ACC. Bakir managed
to flee the scene by that time after
submitting his statement,” the Rab
release said.

Meanwhile, the joint forces
rounded up Anis Ahmed, chairman
of MGH Group, from near his office
at Karwan Bazar on Sunday after-
noon. He is known to have close ties
with  BNP senior joint secretary
general Tarique Rahman.

Although the joint forces asked
him to come out of the office to have
a few words, they did not release
him till yesterday evening, said his
family members.

Sources said Anis was picked up
to be quizzed about the corruption of
several influential persons of the
immediate past alliance govern-
ment.

OTHER OPERATIONS

In Sylhet, Mashug Ahmed, CBA
president of Jalalabad Gas, surren-
dered to the joint forces yesterday.
He is also the labour affairs secre-
tary of Sylhet city BNP. He faces
allegations of tender manipulations,

Electric fault fire
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at BSEC building on order from
Chief Adviser Fakhruddin Ahmed.

The authorities could not identify
reasons until filing of the report at
9:00 pm while firefighters did not
want to make any comment until
theirinquiry ends.

According to witnesses and
employees, the fire might have been
originated from one of the two
offices-- Bengal Carpet or Jamuna
Oil Company Ltd-- located on the
first floor and later engulfed the
whole building.

"I first noticed smoke at Jamuna
Oil Company. We switched off the
main electricity line when it started
to engulf the area," Mohiuddin, a
peon of Nationwide Communication
Ltd, a private firm on the first floor,
said.

However, according to Sadhon,
an employee of the Bangla daily
Amar Desh, the fire originated from
Bengal Carpet office.

According to Major Siddique,
who visited the building after the fire
was extinguished, the fire engulfed
the floors due to a number of IPS
used by different offices.

Hafiz Ibrahim
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earlier statement, Ibrahim made a
startling claim that he and his wife
own 12 and 30 bhori of gold orna-
ments respectively, worth Tk 12,000
and Tk 20,000.

The former lawmaker showed
less amount of wealth in his second
statement than his previous one as
well. In the first wealth statement,
Ibrahim claimed that his wife owns
properties worth Tk 10.25 crore
whereas in the second statement
this amount is shown as Tk 9.50
crore. He showed Tk 6.80 crore as
his total properties worth in the
second statement while it was Tk
6.85 crore in the previous one.

In the second statement papers,
Ibrahim also left out the amount of
his wife's loans taken from different
banks, which was stated in the first
statement.

Meanwhile, Chairman of
Jamuna Group Nurul Islam Babul
seems to be the richest person
among the 34 people that submitted
their wealth statements to the ACC.

His declared amount of wealth is
worth about Tk 150 crore.
Possessing Tk 105 crore worth of
properties, Salman F Rahman
followed himin the second place.

corruption and abuse of power.

In Rajshahi, joint forces arrested
a close aide to former post and
telecommunications minister of the
immediate past alliance govern-
ment Mofiz Uddin. Mofiz is also vice
president of Tanore upazila BNP. He
is the prime accused in the gang
rape case of an 18-year-old girl in
Tanore in April 1988.

Mofiz and one Sheesh
Mohammad used to maintain con-
tact with militant leaders of
Jama'atul Mujahideen Bangladesh
including Bangla Bhai on behalf of
the minister, said sources.

Using the minister's influence,
Mofiz was engaged in extortion over
recruitment of government staff,
smuggling and selling fertiliser on
the black market. He had been
evading arrest since June 2005
after he was shown as prime
accused in the rape case.

In Puthia, police recovered 37 ClI
sheets from Zia Smriti Sangha at
Zamira village of Belpukuria union
and arrested president and general
secretary of Belghoria union BNP
Abdul Aziz and Selina Begum on
Sunday night.

In Lalmonirhat, the joint forces
seized 84 Cl sheets from the house
of Altaf Hossain, upazila BNP vice
president and also chairman of
Gokunda UP, reports our corre-
spondent.

Earlier on Sunday night, joint
forces seized 150 Cl sheets from
Kulaghat UP BNP office.

They seized another 200 sheets
from the house of district BNP
leader and Kulaghat UP chairman
Shahjahan Ali and over 200 CI
sheets from upazila BNP leader and
Kulaghat UP member Dulal
Hossain.

At Barobari, the forces seized
200 more Cl sheets from the house
of Nazrul Islam, cousin of former
state minister Asadul Habib Dulu.

In Khulna, joint forces recovered
70 Cl sheets from the house of local
Jatiyatabadi Sramik Dal leader
Belayet Hossain at
Maheshwarpasha in Daulatpur.

They also seized 11 Cl sheets
from the possession of Alamgir
Bepari, a ward unit general secre-
tary of Jubo Dal.

In Pabna, the forces seized 69 Cl
sheets from the house of Harunur
Rashid at Kachuri on Shujanagar.

In Bogra, Dupchanchia police
recovered 11 Cl sheets from local
Jatiyatabadi Chhatra Dal office
yesterday.

In Manikganj, joint forces
arrested chairman of Manikganj
municipality and Rupashi Bangla
Television Ramjan Ali on Sunday
night. He was sent to jail yesterday.
Ramjan faces 16 corruption cases.

Six tonnes
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Homes guilty of manufacturing and
selling two-pin-sockets by putting
stickers of different brands on those.
Its manager Mohammad Niaz was
arrested and fined Tk 20,000. The
court also issued warrant against
the owner Abul Kalam Azad.

Faisal Enterprise was found
manufacturing new electronic
metres from used ones for which
they do not have any legal papers.
The court issued a warrant against
the owner Abdus Sattar.

In the showroom of Elina Metal
Industries at Kaptan Bazar, the
mobile court found fans of two
brands Sharp and Pidy are being
sold without BSTI approval. The
employees admitted that these are
produced at a factory at Kachpur in
Sonargaon. The court issued war-
rant against owner Nurul Islam.

Falu's balil
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lawyers had filed a criminal appeal
with the Sessions Judge's Court
seeking bail against the rejection
order of the lower court on February
4.

The army-led joint forces seized
government relief materials from a
Falu-owned factory in Savar on
February 9.

Following the seizure, Ashulia
police filed the case against Falu
and several other unnamed officials
and employees of the factory.

On February 12, Falu was shown
arrestedin the case.

According to the prosecution, the
joint forces came to know that Falu,
owner and chairman of the Dhaka
Shanghai Ceramics Factory, built
40 feet wide and 50 feet long struc-
tures to accommodate his factory
workers with government relief
material.

The joint forces dismantled six
such structures constructed on the
factory premises that were built with
corrugated iron (Cl) sheets. Six
hundred and fifty pieces of Cl sheets
worth around Tk 4 lakh had the
inscription, "Relief materials of
Relief and Rehabilitation
Department: Not for sale" on them.

The BNP-Jamaat-led alliance
government bought the Cl sheets
manufactured by PHP Arabian
Horse Ltd to rehabilitate the poor
and distressed through government
assistance.

Falu, also owner of private
satellite television channels ntv and
Rtv and the daily Amar Desh, is now
in jail on a 30-day detention. He was
charged with anti-state activities,
obstructing public safety, and ille-
gally erecting hoardings.

The Bravehearts
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service arrived forty minutes after
the fire was detected.

They were seen carrying the
injured on their shoulders to a safe
place, they were seen helping them
down ladders when some were too
shocked to move, they were break-
ing windows and running in to grab
people, often seriously injuring
themselves in the process. Tainted
black with smoke, drenched in water
and smeared with blood, the civilian
rescuers were invaluable in their
efforts until the professionals took
over.

When the firemen arrived in
force, plumes of smoke were com-
ing out of the first, second and third
floor. Often criticised for their lack-
lustre track record, they stormed the
blazing floors and searched for
survivors.

While pandemonium was taking
place outside, the ten firemen who
entered the first, second and third
floor, quietly continued to evacuate
men and women to give hope in
what had become a despondent
situation. They kept on working
away floor after floor, even till most
of the blazes were put out, making
their final rescue of three people at
3:15pmon the 10th floor.

Meanwhile, when two men were
found stranded on the 9th floor
window ledge, firemen tried in vain
to use their cranes to reach them,
only tofind the cranes too short.

However, Major Imran, a com-
mando from the Bangladesh Army,
came forward and took the risk of
carrying abamboo ladder on the tiny
and precarious platform of the crane
so that the two men could be
broughtdown. His strong resolution
was only matched by his sturdy grip
to hold the ladder in place and get
the men down safely. Imran, along
with Major Siddique, also led the
search mission into the building at
2pm.

Atthe same time, the lower floors
of the building with 7,500 square-
foot floor space on each floor, turned
into aninfernal nightmare.

At around 11:30am Bangladesh
Air Force's (BAF) Warrant Officers
Aziz and Akbar were flown in on a
chopper to evacuate the trapped
people from the roof. The evacua-
tion operation became extremely
risky due to rooftop antennas and
aerials. Aziz was the first to descend
on the roof on a rope from the heli-
copter followed by his colleague
Akbar.

The two men then got to work.
The fire continued to spread over
the whole building It took more than
two hours to set up the fire service's
only Turntable Ladder (TTL) so it
could reach the roof. Aziz, Akbar, an
unidentified policeman and a mem-
ber of the fire brigade organised the
toughest evacuation operation of
their lives. As Aziz stood on top of
the ladder, the team of rescuers
instructed the men and women how
to use the ladder to getdown.

In the first batch Aziz and others
helped dozens of men and women
get down the tallest ladder in the
country that reached the height of
around 150 feet.

The toughest challenge for the
rescuers on the rooftop came with
four-year-old Mzanur Rahman, who
had accompanied his mother to the
building to meet his uncle. The team
tied the child to the back of a volun-
teer, who was seen descending the
ladder.

President
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They also directed the authorities
concerned to make arrangement for
quick and proper treatment of those
injured.

The president directed the
authorities concern to strengthen
the rescue operation for evacuating
the people trapped in the multi-
storied building.

He asked the officers and
employees of the fire service, civil
defence, army, air force and other
organisations to face the situation
with courage and patience.

The chief adviser directed the
home ministry to form a high-
powered committee to investigate
the cause of the fire at the BSEC
Bhaban and also to recommend
measures for preventing recurrence
of such mishap.

Chiefs of the BNP and Awami
League Khaleda Zia and Sheikh
Hasina also expressed shock at the
loss by inferno.

SC asks govt
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These mistakes contradict the 12-
point directives of the SC on judiciary
separation. To correct them, the court
gave afive-pointrecommendation.

Besides, the court asked the
government to inform the Appellate
Division within two weeks about the
status of lower court, judges, number
of cases and infrastructure of the lower
court in order to officially separate the
judiciary fromthe executive.

The court said it needed to know
how the judiciary was functioning now.

The full seven-member bench
headed by Chief Justice Syed JR
Mudassir Hossain was present during
the hearing of the case yesterday. The
bench fixed March 18 for the next
hearing of the case and sought the
presence of nine bureaucrats who are
facing contempt charges for distorting
the SC's 12-point directives.

Counsel for the judiciary separa-
tion case Barrister Amir-ul Islam and
counsel for the nine bureaucrats TH
Khan were present during the hearing.

The government last month pro-
mulgated four rules related to judicial
service and amended the CrPC earlier
this month to complete the legal
process of separating the judiciary
fromthe executive.

ACC accepts Igbal's
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The HC has asked the ACC to
receive the statement within 24
hours after receipt of its ruling that
came in response to a writ petition
filed by Dr Igbal.

The AL leader who is on the ACC
list of 50 corruption suspects has
sought the court's instructions so
that his delegate could turn in the
wealth accounts.

Three more ex-AL lawmakers--
Mostafa Rashidi Suja, Mirza Azam
and Jahangir Kabir Nanak--have
filed similar petitions.

They sent their delegates to
inform the anti-graft body of the
legal moves yesterday. They also
offered wealth statements but the
commission did not receive those.

The ACC on February 19 asked
those on the list to submit wealth
statements within 72 hours. For the
ones who are not detained, per-
sonal appearance was mandatory.

With Igbal's, the ACC has now
received wealth statements of 34
out of the 50.

Meanwhile, 20 fact-finding
teams have started scrutinising the
wealth statements. They have
already found some statements to
be at variance with the information
they have collected, said sources.

ACC Chairman Lt Gen (retired)
Hasan Mashhud Chowdhury said,
"We will match the statements
against the information we have
gathered through various agen-
cies."

Discrepancy between the state-

ments and the ACC's information
would mean they [the suspects]
have lied and cases would be filed
against them, said the newly
appointed ACC boss.

ACC Director Nasrin Ara Surat
Amin yesterday said, "The govern-
ment will now initiate the process to
seize the properties of those who
did not produce statements within
the time frame."

About receiving Igbal's state-
ment from his representative after
the deadline, she said, "We have
received his statement because of
the High Court order."

Asked why they have refused
statements from representatives of
the other three AL men, she said,
"As of yesterday, no court order was
issued. That's why we didn't receive
theirs."

Talking to the reporters, the ACC
director said, "Then again we won't
be able to seize their properties till
the petitions are resolved."

According to the statement, Igbal
owns immovable properties to the
value of Tk 17.30 crore and move-
able and other properties Tk 27
crore. His liabilities stand at Tk 28
crore.

His wife Dr Momtaz Begum's
immovable assets are worth Tk 3.4
crore and moveable Tk 4.58 crore.
Of his children, Moin Igbal's prop-
erty is valued at Tk 88 lakh, Imran
Igbal's Tk 57 lakh and daughter
Nawrin Igbal's Tk 4.89 crore.

Living horror
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But then the chopper vanished,
leaving the trapped in despair.

It was now becoming difficult to
breath. Oxygen was getting pre-
ciously scant. The burning smell
getting stronger by every passing
minutes. Ehsanul could hear people
clapping with every successful
rescue. And his heart sank in the
roar. "It was not me who was res-
cued," he though with every suc-
cessful rescue.

About half an hour later, the
firemen finally fixed a tall ladder to
the roof and people were scram-
bling to climb down. Paratroopers
who had landed on the roof before
made them stand in a line. As luck
would have it, Ehsanul was at the
end oftheline.

At 2.50pm, his turn came, finally.
Ehsanul clambered down, breath-
ing with difficulty straight to the
medical team who clamped an
oxygen mask on his face.

Abdul Momen (50), a security
man, was waiting outside the room
of the chairman of the BSEC. It was
around 10.30am and the 'sir' was
late today. He was getting bored and
unmindful of the screams down-
stairs. Suddenly, he found smoke
rolling inside the room.

Momen jumped up and sprinted
towards the stairs. Now he knew
why there were all these screams
downstairs! But more horror waited
for him at the stairs as flames were
dancing behind the roiling smoke.
He turned back and did what came
next to his mind -- he jumped out of
the open window of the second floor.
Momen is now lying at Dhaka
Medical College Hospital with
multiple fractures on his hands and

legs.

On the ninth floor, Monir
Hossain, Ashok Kumar Jha and
Mizan got trapped in one corner of
the balcony with the flames just
yards behind them. Their skin was
singeing and their hair searing in the
extreme heat. They could smell their
body burning even above the smell
of burning computer and paper files.

Their only hope was the ladder
being raised from below. But then
hope dimmed as the ladder could
reach only to the eighth floor. Now
there was a gaping 12 feet clear-
ance between life and death.

Monir mother, Salma Begum,
was watching in horror as the ladder
was slowly coming down now,
leaving the three trapped for certain
death. She screamed on the mobile
to Monir.

"Come down! Please come
down!" she sounded hysteric.
"Come down my son!"

But then the ladder started going
up again. This time the rescuer
standing on the rescue platform
holding a bamboo ladder. The
ladder stopped on the eighth floor
and the rescuer held out the rickety
bamboo structure.

There was no time to think. Monir
lowered himself onto the bamboo
and started crawling. It trembled
dangerously and he could see the
pinheads of the crowd watching him.
"l cannot slip. | cannot die now!" he
muttered and kept crawling. Monir
does not know how he reached the
steel platform of the ladder. But he
knew he had seen the face of certain
death.

New anti-terror law
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board to review appeals of persons
arrested under the ordinance.

Two sitting judges of the Supreme
Court and one joint secretary-level
government official will comprise the
advisory board, and the government
will appoint one of them as its chair-
man.

The draft says religious
communalism means activities of
those who indulge in terrorist acts in
the name of religion and present
themselves as heroes for such
activities as well as those who assist
in such activities. Spewing hatred
against believers of different faiths
will also be considered as terrorism.

According to the proposed law,
any act that poses a threat to the
sovereignty, unity, integrity or security
of Bangladesh is a terrorist act. Use
of bombs, dynamite, other explo-
sives, inflammable things, firearms,
poison, harmful gases or any other
chemicals in a way that may injure or
kill people to create public panic will
also be considered as terrorist acts.

Damaging public or private prop-
erty, hindering supply of materials
essential for people's life, Taking any
person as hostage, threatening one
with death, assaulting one physically
or creating public panic by such acts
have also been defined as terrorist
acts.

Besides, forcing the government
to do or abstain from any act is
included in the category of terrorist
acts.

Damage of equipment used for
the country's defence or any equip-
ment used by government organisa-
tions will also be treated as a terrorist
act.

Moreover, the caretaker govern-
ment has also initiated amending the
Anti-Money Laundering Act 2002.

The immediate past BNP-
Jamaat-led alliance government had
also taken initiatives to enact anti-
terrorism laws and amend the Anti-
Money Laundering Act 2002. But it
did not succeed due to pressures
from some influential quarters within
it, sources said.

The alliance government had
made the move at the suggestion of
the US in the wake of 9/11 and in the
context of the worldwide rise in
terrorist activities to prevent and
crush money laundering and funding
of terrorism and militancy.

In the latest development, two
officials of the US embassy in
Dhaka held separate meetings with
officials of the finance and home
ministries last week and suggested
synchronising the two laws under a
single title.

Kamal Majumder
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jurisdiction on habeas corpus during
the state of emergency.

The court also asked the govern-
ment to release them forthwith if they
are not wanted in any other criminal
cases.

Dismissing the attorney general's
arguments, the court observed that
the powers of the High Court Division
to issue certain orders and directions
can not be axed by the state of emer-
gencyrules.

According to the High Court
jurisdiction, the court can make an
order directing that a person in cus-
tody be brought before the court to
satisfy that he is not being held in
custody without lawful authority or in
an unlawful manner.

The army-led joint forces had
arrested Kamal Majumder, two
officials of Proshika--Palash and
Aminul--and ward commissioner of
Kafrul Quiyum Khan at their houses
in the capital hours after the emer-
gency was promulgated on January
11 and sent them to Dhaka Central
Jail with 30 days' detention.

Close relations of the detainees
filed habeas corpus petitions with the
High Court, challenging their deten-
tion.

Dr Kamal Hossain, Moudud
Ahmed and Advocate Abdul Baset
Majumdar appeared for the detain-
ees.

Allotment of
686 Rajuk
plots cancelled

UNB, Dhaka

Housing and public works ministry
has postponed the allocation of 686
plots by Rajdhani Unnayan
Kartripakkha (Rajuk) in the city's five
areas.

The ministry postponed the alloca-
tion of plots in a notification yesterday.

Of the plots, 48 are in Tongi
Industrial Area, 53 in Uttara
Residential Area, 534 in Badda
Rehabilitation Area, 50 in Banani
Residential Area and one is in Nikunja
area.

Voter list
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prepared in 2000 as the basis.

"We have discussed the prepa-
ration of the voter list and are trying
to find ways for preparing a credible
voter list. We may seek directives
from the Supreme Court if we face
difficulties in preparing the voter list
taking the voter list prepared in 2000
into consideration," Election
Commissioner Sohul Hossain told
The Daily Star yesterday.

The EC is yet to decide whether
the controversial updated list will be
declared void or it will be corrected
further.

"We will decide whether the
updated list will be declared void or
not," the election commissioner
said.

Asked whether the EC took any
decision regarding the voter list with
photographs, Sohul Hossain said
the EC has yet to take decision on
the matter although there is a gen-
eral agreement in the EC on prepar-
ing the voter list with photographs.

In the past, the EC had always
prepared fresh voter list before each
parliamentary election. But in pre-
paring the fresh voter list before the
ninth parliamentary election, the EC
was mired in controversy and its
decision to prepare a fresh voter list
was challenged. The High Court on
January 4 last year disposing two
writ petitions asked the EC to revise
the existing voter list that was pre-
pared in 2000.

The EC filed appeal against the
High Court's directives, but the
Appellate Division of the Supreme
Court upheld the High Court's
judgement.

Nurul Islam
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In June 2004, an anti-corruption
officer (Taskforce-1) filed the case
with Tejgaon Police Station
against Islam on charge of violat-
ing the Official Secrets Act.

According to first information
report (FIR), Islam, while in the
PMO, instructed his two staff to
prepare 12 CDs with secret state
information summaries signed by
then prime minister Khaleda Zia in
violation of the rules under the
Official Secrets Act.

Police have not yet submitted
any report to the court, sources
concerned said.

Advocate Anisul Huq appeared
for the petitioner Islam who is now
on bail.

Lack of right
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the government of Japan gave the
TTL, the only one they have now,
some 17-18 years ago. He claimed
the department's attempts to get
more TTLs were always ignored.

"We need more TTLs and snor-
kel fire engines with more capabil-
ity. Modern snorkel fire engines
could reach up to thirty floors," said
an inspector of fire service.

The fire department is failing to
provide the necessary service in
the city due to inadequate
firefighting equipment, prepara-
tions, manpower, and unplanned
and narrow city streets, and scar-
city of water sources, fire service
officials told The Daily Star a few
years ago.

They said due to industrial
growth, the likelihood of a chemical
fire has increased but the depart-
ment does not have the equipment
to fight chemical fires.

Only a couple of fire stations in
the capital have "chemical tender"
(a firefighting device loaded with dry
powder, carbon-dioxide gas, foam
etc to fight chemical fires).

There are only 14 fire stations in
the capital, which is inadequate to
provide service to the 1530 square
kilometre metropolitan city, the
officials said. There is only one
firefighter for every 30,000 people in
the city and the lack of water
sources in the city is another draw-
back, one official said.

He had warned that it would be a
mess if a high-rise building caught
fire as most buildings have little or
no firefighting equipmentinstalled in
them and the fire department has
very little equipment to deal with
fires on high-rise buildings.

Many high-rise buildings in the
capital have not installed firefighting
equipment, which is mandatory
according to the Fire Protection Act
2003.

Cheney asks Pakistan

to tackle al-

AFP, Islamabad

US Vice President Dick Cheney
yesterday paid a surprise visit to
Pakistan to urge President Pervez
Musharraf to step up the fight
against al-Qaeda and Taliban
militants along the Afghan border.
Cheney's visit, which coincided
with a trip to Pakistan by British
Foreign Secretary Margaret
Beckett, came amid reports that US
aid to Islamabad could be cut if
Islamic militants are not hunted
down.

Pakistan's military ruler has
been seen as a close US ally in the
"war on terror" since 2001, but has
recently come under mounting
pressure from the West amid fears
of a threatened spring offensive
from the Taliban.

"Cheney expressed US appre-
hensions of regrouping of al-Qaeda
in the tribal areas and called for
concerted efforts in countering the
threat," an official Pakistani state-
ment said after his two-hour meet-
ing with Musharraf.

The US vice president also
communicated "serious US con-
cerns on the intelligence being
picked up of an impending Taliban
'spring offensive’ against allied
forces in Afghanistan," the state-
ment said.

However he also "appreciated
Pakistan's pivotal role in the fight
against terrorism" and vowed that
ties between the two key allies
should be strengthened.

Cheney's trip came as the New
York Times quoted senior US
officials saying Musharraf would
get an "unusually tough message"
that US aid could be slashed unless
al-Qaeda is hunted down more
aggressively.

"He's made a number of assur-
ances over the past few months,"
one official told the paper. "The
message we're sending to him now
is that the only thing that matters is
results."

The Pakistan statement said
Musharraf had called on Pakistani,
Afghan, Nato and US forces to take
"joint responsibility" for stopping
illegal crossings along the 2,500-
kilometre (1,550 mile) border with
Afghanistan.

He also defended a controver-
sial peace deal with Taliban mili-
tants in the North Waziristan tribal
region that was signed in
September.

He said political and administra-

Qaeda

tive efforts in the tribal areas "would
help curb al-Qaeda and Taliban
activities and avert any
Talibanisationinthe area."

Cheney's trip was not
announced ahead of time for secu-
rity reasons.

The New York Times said the
new Democratic majority in the US
Congress was looking at cutting aid
and military assistance to Pakistan,
the fifth-largest recipient of US
foreign aid, unless it does more to
take on al-Qaeda.

Musharraf "expressed concern
on the proposed discriminatory
legislation" in Congress, the
Pakistani statement said.

Musharraf's nation was one of
only a handful to recognise the
Taliban, Islamic militants who took
power in Afghanistan in the civil
wars after Soviet occupation, as the
country's legitimate government
before the September 11, 2001
attacks in the United States.

But after those attacks,
Musharraf became a key ally of US
President George W Bush as the
United States invaded Afghanistan
and toppled the Taliban for refusing
to hand over Osama bin Laden.

The support for the United
States has come at a price, how-
ever, with Musharraf surviving three
assassination attempts in Pakistan,
where many people are sympa-
thetic to anti-US sentiment.

Pakistan dismissed US claims
earlier this month about new al-
Qaeda training camps on its terri-
tory as "absurd," and has repeat-
edly insisted that more than 700 of
its soldiers have been killed fighting
militants since 2001.

But Musharraf also recently
acknowledged that some of his
forces may have been turning a
"blind eye" to some militant activi-
ties.

Last year was the deadliest in
Afghanistan since the Taliban's
ouster, despite the presence of tens
of thousands of US-led and Nato
troops.

Beckett's visit came just days
after Britain said it would bolster its
5,600-strong force in Afghanistan
by sending extra troops to the
volatile south.

During talks with Beckett at the
presidential palace, Musharraf
"called for a comprehensive strat-
egy and economic reconstruction
for effectively dealing with the
militant activities in Afghanistan”, a
Pakistan statement said.

Roaring inferno
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the spectre of higher death toll.

Inhaling fumes from the fire, staff-
ers on the first and second floors
crowded the wide window ledges
seeking a safe descentto the ground.

Fire fighters then strung up ropes to
the first and second floor for the
trapped ones to get down. Several
people were injured in the process.

As black smoke invaded the area,
office workers on the third, fourth and
fith floors jammed the windows,
waving their shirts or whatever they
couldfindin adesperate pleafor help.

In desperation, a large number of
male workers slid down the power
cables hanging loosely by the building.
As the power was not yet cut off, some
of them sustained burns from electric
shock.

Hundreds of people who were
either working at the BSEC or who
happened to be there at that time,
helped the fire fighters rescue those
caughtin trap inside. They also rushed
theinjured to the hospitals and clinics.

They did great especially in rescu-
ing the bulk of the first, second and
third floor staffers when the fire brigade
men were toiling through the huge
traffics toreach the spot.

As the smoke billowed higher and
higher, the ones shut in on the third,
fourth, fifth, sixth, seventh, eighth,
ninth and tenth floors began to crowd
window ledges.

With four choppers, two cranes
and a turntable ladder (TTL), the
armed forces, firemen, the police and
a group of locals soon set about some
remarkable efforts that limited the
death counttothree.

The roof was soon crammed full of
people. An army helicopter arrived at
12:10pm but could rescue only a
handful as the people scrambled to get
onthe chopper.

Warrant Officers Aziz and Akbar of
the Bangladesh Air Force got down to
the rooftop to set up the fire brigade's
only turntable ladder.

They instructed some 200 women,
children and men stuck on the roof
how to safely climb down the narrow
ladder from the height of 150 feet.

They all safely reached the ground
by 2:50pm. Before that, a fire tunnel
burst through the ninth floor window
and came frightfully close to the evac-
uees swinging onto the ladder.

Meanwhile, a group of firemen
defied the blistering flames to rescue a
good number of office workers trapped
onthe second, third and fourth floors.

As the smoke thickened, atleast 30
people remained stuck precariously
on the windowsills that could not be
reached by the normal fire-brigade
ladders. So, the firemen used two
cranes to got them down--one or two
atatime overthree hours.

During one of those moments, fire
fighters struggled to rescue two ntv
staff stranded on the ninth floor even
withthe cranes.

As the onlookers feared for the
worst, Major Imran ran the risk of
taking a bamboo-ladder on the small

crane platform and had the two to
safety.

Three people were rescued by the
firemen from the 11th floor at 3:15pm,
five hours after the fire started.

The flames were brought under
control ataround 5:20pm, according to
the fire brigade.

70 acres
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locals having political influence
started to encroach on the govern-
ment land and built illegal struc-
tures including shops and picnic
spots that catered to the increasing
number of tourists at the country's
leading wildlife refuge.

Sources said tourists visiting
the park had been asking the
authorities for long to save the park
by removing illegal structures from
it.

"We are planning to build a
parking lot, public toilets, picnic
spots, souvenir shops, a hotel and
a children's park on the recovered
land soon for the convenience of
tourists and visitors," said Dr
Tapan.

Yunus

FROM PAGE 16
decision to join politics or not.

He was talking to the reporters at
the Zia International Airport on his
return from a trip to the UAE.

He would not have had any
opportunity to launch a political
party before the state of emergency,
the Nobel laureate noted.

Replying to another question,
Yunus said that he would submit the
statement of wealth if the Anti-
Corruption Commission (ACC) asks
forit.

Regarding doubts over the
legality of his call to potential work-
ers for his party, Yunus said, "If it is
illegal then the law would take care of
it."

The ideology and organisational
structure of the party would be decided
and announced after it is launched
formally, for which, he said, there is no
fixed date. The launching of the party
would also depend on the interest
expressed by his supporters, Yunus
added.

He also said that his party would be
democratic and he has only proposed
the name "Nagorik Shakti," which he
would have to discuss with his fellow
members.

Yunus said that his party would
follow a screening procedure to select
the 300 nominations for the parliamen-
tary polls, but he has not set his eyes
on some fixed criteria yet.

About the controversy over his
attending the Dhaka University
Convocation, to be held tomorrow, he
said that he would go there if his
invitation is still valid.
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