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Voting right for overseas 
Bangladeshis
A welcome decision

T
HAT the expatriate Bangladesh community of as 
many as 70 lakh remains out of the voter list, let alone 
participate in the national election, is indicative of an 

exclusionary nature of our elective democracy. In light of this, 
it's heartening to note that the Election Commission has 
decided to fill the void by including the overseas 
Bangladeshis in the national electoral roll thereby giving them 
their long-denied right to vote. We thank the CEC and the 
Commissioners for their initiative.

 With the decision for a database to be created for voters 
with their photographs, extending the facility to the overseas 
Bangladeshis cannot be a difficult exercise. All that the gov-
ernment needs ensuring is to have the expatriates registered 
with Bangladesh embassies or missions abroad. They can 
either vote through the missions, or preferably via the internet 
where the counting can be done instantaneously. 

It is worth recalling that the Bangladeshis living abroad had 
launched a movement demanding right to franchise in 2001 
election. Even though the then chief election commission M A 
Sayed took up the matter, he had to abandon the project 
citing complications. So how we get around the 'complica-
tions' and the pitfalls that occurred at that time are the jobs cut 
out for the interim government. 

The pressing nature of the issue can be appreciated from 
three angles; first and foremost, remittances from overseas 
Bangladeshis being the topmost foreign exchange earner, 
and their contribution to the economy a dire necessity, their 
inaccessibility to voting right is simply unfair and unjust. Let's 
not forget, we are vociferously keen on attracting investment 
from non-resident Bangladeshis (NRBs). 

Overarching imperative is that no citizen of Bangladesh, 
whether he or she is living at home or abroad, can be denied 
his or her constitutional right to vote; and it is as ludicrous as it 
is untenable that for some technical or administrative inade-
quacies he or she should be denied participation in the elec-
tion. Last but not least, could we not just follow the procedures 
of other countries in settling the matter?

Modernising brick kilns
DoE is on the right track 

T
HE brick kilns around the city, which have long been 
identified as a major source of air pollution, are still 
using outdated technology which causes pollution well 

beyond the permissible limits. Unfortunately, little was done in 
the past to eliminate or reduce the extent of pollution caused 
by brick kilns.

 It is good news that the Department of Environment (DoE) 
is planning to modernise the brick kilns through   making use 
of less environment-hostile technologies mandatory for the 
brick kiln owners by the year 2010.The department has 
decided not to renew the  environmental clearance certifi-
cates to the brick kilns using the old, conventional methods of 
production after 2010. 

 The presence of 4,500 brickfields around a densely popu-
lated city like Dhaka is certainly an environmental concern of 
great magnitude. It is also a health hazard as reports show 
that people living around the kilns suffer from certain  dis-
eases caused by the polluted air. Apart from polluting the air, 
brick kilns cause loss of soil fertility and damage to crops. 

 So, there can be no question about the need for introduc-
ing technologies and methods that will lessen the kilns' nega-
tive impact on the environment. The Environment 
Department's plan to introduce compressed bricks which 
need no burning deserves serious consideration as it will be 
environment friendly. 

 However,  there are certain things which the decision-
makers have to take into account. First,  the ground reality is 
that production of bricks has not been recognised as a fully-
fledged industry and  no attempt had been made in the past to  
modernise it  keeping in view  our environmental needs. So 
the decision-makers have to proceed carefully to ensure a 
smooth transition to modern technologies. Secondly,  the 
producers  need time and  financial support like bank loans to 
switch over to modern technology. Thirdly, the cost effective-
ness of changing the production methods should be high on 
the planners' agenda. The point will be made clear by the fact 
that the prices of building materials  have already  gone up 
sharply.  

So  need-based  planning  along with adoption of mea-
sures  aimed at  modernising  brick production is required 
to address the environmental problems arising out of the 
conventional methods of  production. 

IMRAN ASIF

M
ANY newspapers, both 

local and international, 

printed on March 13 a 

photo of an Airbus A310 belong-

ing to Biman Bangladesh Airlines. 

The plane was sitting on its nose 

at the end of the runway, having 

suffered from a nose-gear failure 

while attempting a takeoff. The 

photo, while substantiating the 

news of the accident, also sym-

bolized the very sad, but the very 

true state of the airline itself.

In my last article, I tried to 

indicate how continued corrup-

tion of over more than two 

decades had had a fatally cancer-

ous effect on Biman. With this 

piece, I will try to identify some of 

the other problems at Biman, and 

then try harder to figure out what 

can be done about them. I wish I 

had kept parrots to pick the cards 

for me!

In the past few weeks, I have 

read reports in newspapers 

regarding efforts and plans by the 

current government to restructure 

Biman. Reportedly, the options 

being evaluated were turning 

Biman into a public limited com-

pany, finding strategic partners, 

and turning over Biman com-

pletely to the private sector. The 

three areas I will hereby focus on, 

keeping the options being evalu-

ated in consideration, are: man-

agement, market positioning, 

manpower, and fleet.

Management
Biman has been run (literally 

speaking) into the gutters by its 

very flawed foundation -- the 

Ordinance No. XIX of 1977. Since 

its inception, this ordinance has 

paved the way for a completely 

incompetent, and often extremely 

harmful, board of directors to rule 

the airline. 

Many of the members of 

Biman's board actually took their 

first flights on an airplane when 

they were "gifted" with the job of 

running Biman. Many never went 

past high school but were mem-

bers of the parliament, and were 

relied upon to guide the airline. 

In its 30 years of operation, 

Biman has had 24 managing 

directors. Whatever way Biman is 

to be restructured, certain funda-

mentals should change. The 

board of directors should not 

have more than two representa-

tives (from 2 ministries -- finance, 

and civil aviation & tourism) from 

the government. 

All others on the board should 

be from different areas of com-

mercial aviation (airlines, finance 

organizations, travel agencies, 

etc.). This will ensure knowledge-

able guidance, with overseeing 

from different areas of commer-

cial aviation. 

Some reports mentioned hiring 

of expatriate CEO's to run the 

show, and be accountable to the 

board. I am not quite sure if we 

really do need expatriate CEO's 

for Biman at this point, if ever. 

Before looking at that option, I 

think the government should 

rather check out the choices of 

gentlemen available locally. 

Many Bangladeshis have suc-

cessfully served/are serving in 

different professional capacities 

in leading international airlines 

operating in Bangladesh. There 

have been a number of employ-

ees from Biman itself who retired 

with impeccable service records. 

If no such person can be found to 

help Biman, only then will it make 

sense to look out the window.

Market positioning
For many years, Biman has been 

operating on routes, which con-

sistently provided poor load 

factors. In some cases, the rea-

son has been fierce competition 

from other carriers. In some 

cases, it has been the structuring 

and scheduling of the routes by 

Biman. 

Flights to destinations such as 

Paris, Rome or Frankfurt never 

guaranteed sustainable load 

factors for Biman. The flight to 

New York was poorly marketed, 

and the flight to Hong Kong was 

horribly scheduled. 

There is a guaranteed market 

in Saudi Arabia and the rest of the 

Middle East, thanks to the large 

a n d  g r o w i n g  B a n g l a d e s h i  

workforce in the region, which 

Biman fails to exploit fully due to 

capacity shortage. 

A similar market is now being 

developed in Malaysia, but busy 

regional business and tourism 

destinations l ike Singapore, 

Bangkok, Mumbai, Delhi, are still 

under-served by Biman. It would 

be wise of Biman to concentrate 

only on such guaranteed routes, 

and suspend all European routes 

except London, until it has a fleet 

large enough to resume opera-

tions to those destinations. On a 

priority basis, Biman should now 

strive to serve our hard-working 

labour workforce across the 

world, and the tourists and busi-

ness travellers should come next.

Manpower
When I last checked Biman's 

official website, it showed that 

Biman had 13 aircraft in service 

(including the one that crashed at 

Dubai on March 12, and 5 more 

aircraft which have remained 

grounded over the past few 

months). And the airline still has 

5,000-strong manpower, which 

gives a manpower-to-aircraft 

ratio of about 380 employees per 

aircraft. 

It is theoretically and practi-

cally impossible for any airline to 

operate with such a high man-

power-to-aircraft ratio. Biman 

should immediately cut the man-

power number down to 2,000, 

while scaling up the fleet size to at 

least 20 aircraft, which would 

then give it a manpower-to-

aircraft ratio of 100 employees for 

each aircraft. 

Biman should also get rid of 

unnecessary subsidiaries (poul-

try farms, fisheries and press, for 

example) and outsource to com-

petitive suppliers. Perhaps only 

then can efficient and competent 

management of operations make 

the airline sustainable.

Fleet
Planning a fleet for Biman is a 

tricky task. It would essentially 

depend on how much money it 

can have (from its own revenues, 

the government, donors, etc), 

and over what timeframe, to go 

shopping for airplanes. 

Biman is already on the lookout 

for Airbus A300s and A310s 

(sharing the same type of rating 

for crews) to keep its mid-haul 

operations going, and for high-

density configured Boeing 747s 

to dedicatedly operate to the 

Middle East. I think this is a fairly 

good plan for operations for the 

next 4-5 years. 

Biman should also consider 

sel l ing off  two of i ts four 

McDonnell Douglas DC-10-30 

aircraft, and use the money to 

convert the other two into freight-

ers. The volume of cargo traffic 

into and out of Dhaka has more 

than doubled in the last 5 years, 

most of which is carried by inter-

national scheduled carriers and 

charters. Biman can deploy two 

DC-10-30s for the cargo market 

to and from the Middle East and 

Europe, and earn lucrative cargo 

revenues while having to spend 

less on maintenance for freighter 

operations.

In a maximum of 5 years from 

now, Biman should have 3rd 

generation aircraft for its passen-

ger fleet, for which the planning 

and ordering should be done now. 

Its long-haul aircraft choice 

should be between the Boeing 

777-200ER and the Airbus A330-

200; mid-haul aircraft between 

Boeing 737-800 and the Airbus 

A320; and for domestic opera-

tions the Bombardier Q400 and 

the ATR 72-500. In my opinion, a 

f leet composit ion of B777-

200ER, B737-800, and ATR 72-

500 would be most appropriate 

for Biman. 

The A330-200 is one of the 

best aircraft ever built by Airbus, 

but the extra range and capacity 

of the B777-200ER would allow 

Biman to operate long-haul 

flights, with headroom to increase 

capacity, while benefiting from 

lower cost-average per statute 

mile (CASM). For flights across 

the Atlantic to the US, if they are 

resumed, Biman would also 

benefit from the better Extended 

Twin-Engine Operations (ETOps) 

performance of the B777-200ER 

over the A330-200.

A choice between the B737-

800 and the A320 should actually 

be made depending on the choice 

made between the B777-200ER 

and the  A330-200,  s imply  

because an order for both 

requirements from the same 

manufacturer would yield a better 

price offering from the manufac-

turer. 

In terms of performance these 

two aircraft are nearly identical, 

and since both types are opera-

tional in large numbers in the 

Asia-Pacific region more mainte-

nance facilities are available for 

them.

Between the Bombardier Q400 

and the ATR 72-500, there is a 

clear difference in favour of the 

ATR 72-500 for Biman's needs. 

While both types seat approxi-

mately 70 passengers, the direct 

operating cost (DOC) of the ATR 

72-500 is significantly lower than 

that of the Bombardier Q400. 

While the Q400 is a better 

performer in tough weather con-

ditions and high-altitude airports, 

the ATR 72-500 performs per-

fectly up to the mark in the 

weather conditions of this region. 

The fact that hundreds of ATR 72-

500s are in operation with numer-

ous carriers in Southeast Asia 

alone is a testament of the superi-

ority of the aircraft itself.

By writing this piece I have 

tried to use my little knowledge to 

try and provide an unbiased, 

best-fit plan for Biman's survival 

today and into the future. I may 

not have been entirely correct, 

but I believe that I have not been 

entirely wrong either. 

I firmly believe that Biman can 

very well be an enviably success-

ful airline if it gets the support of 

the government, and more impor-

tantly the support of the people of 

the nation. There has never been 

a better time to take our pride 

back to the air.   

The author, currently an aviation industry 

consultant, has previously worked on projects with 

The Boeing Company, Honeywell Aerospace, and 

FAA's Operational Evolution Plan (OEP) in 2004-

2005.

Taking pride to air

HUSAIN HAQQANI

A
FTER a week of violent 

protests, marking the 

lowest point in his rela-

tions with the judiciary, the media 

and civil society, General Pervez 

Musharraf is currently in damage 

control mode. He may well suc-

ceed in riding out the current 

storm, with the resources of the 

state at his command, and the 

ability to coax, cajole, threaten 

and bribe widely. 

The disaster that began with 

Musharraf's decision to sack 

Supreme Court Chief Justice 

Iftikhar Muhammad Chaudhry 

has exposed the house of cards 

over which General Musharraf 

presides. If Musharraf and his 

fellow generals do not learn the 

real lessons of their current pre-

dicament, Pakistan will continue 

to hurtle forward from crisis to 

crisis.

After initially insisting that he 

h a d  d o n e  n o th i n g  w ro n g ,  

Musharraf claimed at the end of 

last week that the protests 

against his government were the 

r e s u l t  o f  a  " c o n s p i r a c y. "  

Musharraf was most likely mis-

guided in his decision to move 

against the Supreme Court chief 

justice by a scary report from an 

intelligence agency. If there was, 

indeed, a conspiracy against 

Musharraf, it came from quarters 

closest to him. 

Citibanker Shaukat Aziz, who 

serves as prime minister with little 

public support, drew attention to 

the Musharraf-Aziz regime's 

principal source of weakness 

when he said that his government 

would not allow anyone to "politi-

cize" the public's anger over 

judicial manipulation. 

Both, the decision to fire the 

chief justice and the reaction to it, 

are already political. By denying 

that they had overstepped their 

limits, and taken action that led to 

the expression of simmering 

discontent, Musharraf and Aziz 

betrayed their lack of understand-

ing of political processes.

The general and his techno-

crat deputy, both, look upon 

governance as a management 

function devoid of politics, hence 

their expression of surprise at the 

political reaction to their judicial 

coup. But the general and the 

technocrat fail to recognize that 

governance is a function of poli-

tics, and it is just their good for-

tune, and the result of the past 

mistakes of Pakistan's political 

class, that they have averted 

political calamity so far. 

Now politics is catching up 

with them and, unless they wake 

up to the value of politics, their 

little road show backed by billions 

of dollars in United States aid 

money is headed for a rough 

patch. 

The apocryphal story is told of 

how Pakistan's first military ruler, 

Field Marshal Ayub Khan, learnt 

that the nation had turned against 

him when one of his grandchil-

dren came home chanting "Ayub 

kutta hai hai" (Down with the dog 

Ayub). The child told the grandfa-

ther that this was the popular 

chant in his elementary school, 

though he was too young to know 

its meaning. 

Ayub Khan initiated talks with 

opposition politicians after five 

months of street protests and, in 

the end, handed power to another 

general. But he could never 

understand why the nation, for 

which he had done so much in 

terms of military build-up and 

development, turned against him.

Ayub Khan's attitude was not 

very different from that of the 

British vice-regal apparatus that 

complained against the ingrati-

tude of South Asians. The natives 

demanded independence under 

indigenous leaders who, in British 

eyes, did not compare favourably 

with the Raj's track record of 

laying down railway lines, build-

ing irrigation systems, institution-

alizing education and developing 

modern governance. 

Both Ayub Khan and the 

British missed out on the value of 

politics, which was defined by 

sociologist Max Weber as "striv-

ing to share power or striving to 

influence the distribution of 

power, either among states or 

among groups within a state." 

General Musharraf's mindset 

is, in many ways, not different 

from that of Ayub Khan's or the 

British officers preceding him. 

This mindset considers politics as 

a lowly occupation, and legiti-

macy a minor technicality. Its 

other beliefs include the view that 

a government must be judged by 

its "performance," not its consti-

tutionality. That is why it consid-

ers charges of receiving kick-

backs (i.e. financial corruption) 

as worse than violating, or even 

suspending, the constitution. 

Pakistan's generals, and their 

English-speaking drawing room 

dwelling supporters, have tried 

repeatedly to make the nation 

walk in a straight line, but their 

efforts have come to naught. 

Politics is simply not the 

army's job. It is not trained for it, 

and is as incongruent in the politi-

cal arena as an engineer in a 

hospital trying to fill the doctor's 

shoes on grounds of the doctor's 

incompetence. 

T h e  f i a s c o  f o l l o w i n g  

Musharraf's attempt to fire the 

chief justice, and to silence the 

media, should result in something 

more than short-term damage 

control. It should lead to a Grand 

National bargain that diminishes 

the role of the army and the intelli-

gence services in the nation's life. 

Politics -- the striving to share 

power or striving to influence the 

distribution of power among 

groups within the state -- must be 

allowed to run its course. 
 

Husain Haqqani is Director of Boston University's 
Center for International Relations, and Co-Chair of 
the Islam and Democracy Project at Hudson 
Institute, Washington D.C. He is author of the book 
Pakistan between Mosque and Military. 

By writing this piece I have tried to use my little knowledge to try and provide an 
unbiased, best-fit plan for Biman's survival today and into the future. I may not have 
been entirely correct, but I believe that I have not been entirely wrong either. I firmly 
believe that Biman can very well be an enviably successful airline if it gets the support 
of the government, and more importantly the support of the people of the nation. 
There has never been a better time to take our pride back to the air. 

ROD NORDLAND

N
O  n e i g h b o r h o o d  i n  

Baghdad has proven 

more  dangerous  to  

Amer ican  t roops  than  the  

sprawling, multi-million resident 

slum of Sadr City, stronghold of 

the radical Shia cleric Moqtada 

al Sadr. Since Sadr joined the 

I raqi  government  in  2005,  

though, there's been an unspo-

ken  modus  v ivend i  the re .  

American troops stay out of Sadr 

City, and Sadr's Mahdi Army 

stops targeting Americans. 

Both sides have violated this 

from time to time; Sadr's follow-

ers with particularly deadly 

bombs known as explosively 

formed projectiles, made with 

I r a n i a n  t e c h n o l o g y ,  a n d  

Americans with patrols in Mahdi 

areas and occasional raids of 

Sadr offices. Those have been 

blips in an otherwise fairly easy 

truce. 

So when the present Baghdad 

security plan was launched, the 

b ig  quest ion  was whether  

Americans would patrol Sadr 

City again, and if they did, 

whether the Mahdi Army would 

go back on the warpath. Well 

they did, and they didn't. Since 

Monday, troops from the 23rd 

Infantry's Stryker regiment have 

been conducting joint patrols 

and clearing operations in Sadr 

city in cooperation with the Iraqi 

army and police. 

"During operations today," 

said Lt. Col. Scott R. Bleichwehl, 

spokesman for US forces in 

Baghdad, "local residents were 

receptive and cooperative with 

coalition and Iraqi forces." US 

Ambassador Zalmay Khalilzad 

said the mayor of Sadr city even 

came out and greeted the 

American troops warmly. And 

there was no resistance what-

ever. 

A s  w e  r e p o r t e d  i n  

N E W S W E E K  t h i s  w e e k ,  

Moqtada al Sadr has been on his 

best behavior as a result of 

pressure on him from the Shia 

religious leadership, and his 

Iranian patrons. He's almost 

completely disappeared from 

public view, and is widely 

reported to be in Iran--according 

to both US military officials and 

Iraqi government officials. The 

reaction to the clearing opera-

tions is certainly dramatic proof 

of Moqtada's new, more cooper-

ative posture.

So what's going on, exactly? 

Moqtada al Sadr still talks about 

the Americans as "the enemy." 

His Sadr Trend movement still 

insists on a US withdrawal. The 

Americans still consider him a 

dangerous and unpredictable 

foe. 

But Sadr can't afford to see 

the Baghdad security plan fail. 

Why? Prime Minister Nouri al 

Maliki came to power with the 

swing votes Sadr controlled in 

the National Assembly. If Maliki 

is replaced, another Shia figure 

would not be nearly as beholden 

to Sadr. 

US officials say Maliki has 

moved past his dependence on 

Sadr, and really is determined to 

reign in control of the Shia mili-

tias. And Sadr himself may be 

concerned about  e lements  

within his Mahdi Army militia who 

haven't responded well to his 

own calls for moderating the 

sectarian violence unleashed by 

Shias against Sunni civilians, in 

response to terrorist bombings 

by Sunni extremists. 

Today was particularly bad, 

with suicide bombers once again 

striking at Shia civilians at their 

most vulnerable-pilgrims walk-

ing in large numbers across Iraq 

to Arbayin celebrations in the 

holy city of Karbala. At least 112 

died and more than 200 were 

injured.

Weeks before the Baghdad 

security plan got underway, and 

long before the "surge" of new 

US troops, American forces 

began rounding up mid-ranking 

and even some high-ranking 

Mahdi Army leaders. This was 

greeted by calls for patience 

from Sadr Trend officials. In one 

of Sadr's few comments in 

recent weeks, posted on a web 

site monitored by the SITE 

Institute, which tracks terrorists 

pronouncements, he talked 

about the US as part of the "evil 

trinity" of the "occupier, the 

swindler and the Ba'athists". 

He says the Iraqi security 

forces are the way forward, not 

the "security plan controlled by 

the enemy." This was widely 

r e p o r t e d  a s  S a d r ' s  

denunciamento of the plan, but it 

is nothing of the sort. His state-

ment is more significant for what 

it doesn't say, than what it does. 

He doesn't call for attacks on 

Americans, he doesn't condemn 

the government for cooperating 

wi th  them in  the secur i ty  

sweeps.

The Americans, for their part, 

are treading carefully in Sadr 

City, where they're employing a 

fairly novel tactic-"soft knock 

operations." In other words, 

instead of kicking down doors 

and searching house by house, 

they knock on each door and ask 

for permission to come in.

Sadr's top political represen-

tative in the National Assembly, 

Baha al Araji, was even more 

explicit about the organization's 

new attitude. "We support the 

plan, we are ready to support 

Iraqi forces even if they're sup-

ported by US forces, as long as 

the Americans are not entering 

homes," he said.Actually they 

are, but asking permission 

seems to be a face-saving for-

mula all around. 

Araji also pointedly passed 

over every quest ion about 

arrests of Mahdi Army officials, 

repeatedly changing the sub-

ject--it didn't seem to concern 

him in the slightest. He even 

made what seems to be an 

appeal for reconciliation. "The 

conflict between the Sadr Trend 

and the US can be easily 

stopped, despite the great 

enmity between both of them," 

he said. "First, Americans have 

realized their loss in Iraq, and 

the Americans are now seriously 

thinking of withdrawing during 

the coming year. The position of 

the Sadr Trend was always to 

have a timetable for American 

withdrawal, therefore if the 

Americans put this timetable 

forth over the coming two, three 

years, this enmity will stop."

It's an extraordinary turn of 

events. Is Sadr hoping the 

Americans and the Iraqi govern-

ment can clean up his own trou-

blemakers in the Mahdi Army for 

him? Or is he biding his time until 

they leave? Or has he, as some 

diplomats are hoping, concluded 

that he has more to gain by 

playing politics than shooting 

Americans? Time will tell. 

For the record, Araji says he 

saw Sadr yesterday, in Najaf, not 

Iran. And he added that he 

expects Sadr to lead Friday 

prayers at the mosque in Kufa 

this coming Friday, something 

the Shia leader has avoided 

doing for the past three weeks of 

the new security plan.

(c)Newsweek International. All rights reserved. 

Reprinted by arrangement.

Chaos in Pakistan
The fiasco following Musharraf's attempt to fire the chief justice, and to 
silence the media, should result in something more than short-term damage 
control. It should lead to a Grand National bargain that diminishes the role of 
the army and the intelligence services in the nation's life. Politics -- the striving 
to share power or striving to influence the distribution of power among groups 
within the state -- must be allowed to run its course. 

What's up with Moqtada al Sadr?

It's an extraordinary turn of events. Is Sadr hoping the Americans and the Iraqi 
government can clean up his own troublemakers in the Mahdi Army for him? Or is he 
biding his time until they leave? Or has he, as some diplomats are hoping, concluded 
that he has more to gain by playing politics than shooting Americans? Time will tell. 
For the record, Araji says he saw Sadr yesterday, in Najaf, not Iran.
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