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120 days of the Fakhruddin
government

Focusontheelection please

HE caretaker government (CG) led by Dr. Fakhruddin

Ahmed has passed four months in office and itis a good time

to take a stock of what has been its achievement so far. While
there are several excellent initiatives undertaken by the CG, which
have received the approbation of the people, there are several issues
thatitshould havefared betteron.

There has been wide-scale acclaim of the way it had initiated the
anti-corruption and anti-crime drive. What we are waiting for,
however, is the conduct of trial of the alleged offenders in a trans-
parent manner, and the conviction of the guilty through the due
process of law. In this regard we cannot say that we are not a little
disappointed at the delay in the framing of charges and the start of
trialinrespect of the high-profile alleged offenders nowin custody.

The recasting of the Election Commission (EC) has revived its
credibility that was at a low ebb not very long ago. And the Anti-
Corruption Commission that was kept toothless, perhaps deliber-
ately, has been invested with more clout to address the issue. In
similarvein, we hope, the Public Service Commission, underits new
Chairman, will strive to wipe the partisan stain that smeared the
statutory institution of the government. Some of the bottlenecks
that had plagued cargo handling at Chitttagong Port have been
removed and ithas certainlybecome more efficient.

On the other end of the scale, considering that the primary man-
date of the interim government is holding a free and fair election,
one feels that the EC could have moved faster in finding a solution to
the matter of the type of voter list we ought to have. Also, the govern-
mentshould have innovated away out of the present ban on politics
toinitiate a dialogue with the political parties, one of the main stake-
holders, and without whose participation no comprehensive politi-
cal reforms can be initiated. The galloping price hike has been a
negative factorin the rating of the government performance.

We feel that the main focus of the government should be the
election. But polls without reforms would not be acceptable to the
people. Thus towards that end it must remove the ban on indoor
politicsimmediately to allow the EC to start dialogue with the politi-
cal parties on political reforms. It will also be worth keeping in mind
that with limited time at its disposal the government it can hardly
afford getting mired in damage control and crisis management
exercises thatdoverylittle for its credibility

TonyBlair's departure

From symbolofchange toa
diminished leader

ONY Blair walks away from power convinced that he has

ensured Britain's place in the world. There could be some

truth in that conviction, in the sense that through undiluted
cooperation with the United States, firstunder Bill Clinton and then
George W. Bush, Blair inaugurated a new phase in what has always
been known as London's special relationship with Washington. At
another level, the Blair period has been one of forging greater links
with Europe and playing a major role in a redefinition of politics
through the European Union. Elsewhere, it is in Africa where the
departing British leader will be remembered for his efforts toward
reducing poverty and promoting good government in the conti-
nent. Importantly, Blair leaves office before the end of his term,
which ought to serve as a guideline for those who believe in democ-
racy.

Andyet, for all the enthusiasm with which he came to powerin 1997
and the intensitywith which he tried to projecthisleadership, itisIraq
that has clearly marred Tony Blair's claim on history. In the early days
in office, it was messianic zeal that convinced him he could be a figure
of Churchillian proportions. And what better way to reach such
heights than through projecting himself as an able war leader? Only,
in this case, the war was based not on amoral compulsion to make the
world a better place for everyone but on a falsehood related to non-
existent weapons of mass destruction in Iraq. The theory of pre-
emptive strike put into practice negated the principles of interna-
tional law and civility. The unequivocal support Blair gave President
Bush despite the unmasking of the lie perpetrated by the two men led
to a natural result --- a swift erosion of support for the British leader.
On his watch, British young men have died unnecessarily in a conflict
thatneed nothave been invented in early 2003. In the end, it was Iraq
which left Tony Blair a diminished leader. In 1994, when he took
charge of the Labour Party, he was ayoung symbol ofhope. In 1997, as
anew prime minister, he was emblematic of great expectations. Now
helooksset towalk away into the twilightlittle mourned.

The mantle of leadership will soon pass into the hands of the
hard-driving Chancellor of the Exchequer Gordon Brown. The new
man does not have Blair's charisma, but as czar of the British econ-
omy for a decade, he has demonstrated purposeful leadership. We
therefore welcome Brown, whom Blair has already endorsed as his
successor, as Britain's nextleader.

The Daily Star

Time to choose
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HE debate currently raging

in the political landscape

in our country is how soon
the postponed election to the
parliament should be held, as the
18 months time thought to be
necessary by the Election
Commission for holding a free and
fair election under congenial con-
ditions isnow being questioned.

A petition has also been made to
the judiciary on the constitutional
competence of the present interim
government to govern and the
Election Commission to function.
While any exploration into the
question of accountability of the
government in power is to be
encouraged, one must, at the same
time, be conscious of a citizen's
responsibility to the dynamic of the
prevailing situation before
attempts are made to change the
existing structure.

One may consider the task of the
present interim government to be a
"civilizing mission" to reform a
fallen and decrepit system in order
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In our case, the success in various sectors of the society achieved by the interim
government in its short period in power, and acknowledged by the great majority of the
people, devolves upon us the responsibility to be patient, to enable the interim
government, Election Commission, Anti-Corruption Commission, and the allied
agencies to complete their mission. A return to locust years of barren economic
development and corrupt administration must be avoided at all cost.

to form institutional structures
which would make elections mean-
ingful, in the place of electoral
democracy which more often than
not turned into majoritarian dicta-
torship for the country and for the
political party/parties which had
come out successful in the "first
past the post" system currently in
place.

Albeit the term "civilizing mis-
sion" smacks of colonialism, com-
parable to the early Europeans'
discovery of India as a decadent
civilization instead of a pristine
Aryan civilization, yet the need for
inscription of new code of conduct
for the politicians cannot be over-
emphasized.

One may very well question the
efficacy of a system whereby the
citizens are asked to vote once every
five years, when the same citizens
are sanguine that their lot is not
going to change. The frustration
accumulated over the years may
have been transformed into a kind

of fatalism.

But there is the distinct possibil-
ity that such frustration, the result of
deception by the elected leaders,
can turn into violent expression,
threatening the seeming societal
stability and effectively fracturing
the society into haves and have-nots
of different shades. In this milieu,
religious militants of al-Qaeda
variety, who have already made
their presence known in the coun-
try, can easily get recruits for their
jihadi campaign to establish Islamic
rule.

The recent arrest of Zadid al-
Qaeda followers, after the execution
of JMB leaders and bomb blasts in
three railway stations, gives rise to
fresh doubts about the extinction of
religious fanaticism in Bangladesh.
The question that may be asked is
whether the present interim govern-
ment, or the future elected govern-
ment, would be better equipped to
deliver the social goods sorely
needed by the people.

Unquestionably, the mess cre-
ated by the immediate past four-
party alliance government through
mal-administration and the govern-
ment formed after the emergency
rule proclaimed on January 11 has
halted unbridled corruption. If an
election is held soon it is doubtful
that the Augean stables can be
cleared, and it may not produce
much qualitative change in the
politics of the nation.

More likely than not the trial of
the corrupt will be put on hold, and
the fugitives from justice will reap-
pear taking advantage of old politi-
cal connections which, in the past,
had been bonded through money
and muscle during long association
with politicalleaders.

Fear, perhaps justifiably, has
been expressed by some that alter-
natives to elected governments in
the past did not produce good
results for the people, and democ-
racy was only traded for veiled
dictatorship which did not always

administer the country through
distilled judgment and sometimes
either encouraged, or got involved
directlyin, corruption.

But if "not-perfect-but-good-
enough-governance" is symptom-
atic of societies immersed in pre-
industrial primordial tribal values,
then it may not be logical to expect
the type of governance we seek to
emulate from the West.

In many Third World countries
we see only travesty of democracy
despite intervention by the
Colossus and/or encouragement
from it and its allies. If one were to
glance at the fifty odd members of
the OIC one can count only a hand-
ful of democratic countries.
Situation is no different in coun-
tries professing other faith than
Islam.

One cannot, therefore, establish
a causal relationship between lack
of democracy and any particular
faith. On the other hand, thelevel of
economic development and neigh-
bourhood effect, identified by
Francis Fukuyama as necessary
conditions for transformation into
a democratic system, could explain
the fourth wave of democracy in
former Eastern Europe, which had
a high level of economic develop-
ment, and direct encouragement in
the form of incorporation in Nato
and the European Union. This is
certainly lacking in the case of non-
Europeans, who formed a world
system peopled with a dominant

and wealthy core and an impover-
ished and subservient periphery.

In countries like Bangladesh one
has to determine the priority
regarding the political right to vote
over the economicright to live. One
may argue that political right, in
effect, improves the prospect of
furthering economic development.
This is because the top down eco-
nomic development model once
favoured by the developed coun-
tries and Western economists later
proved to be inadequate in
addressing the core issue of pov-
erty. It helped increase the income
disparity between the rich and the
poor, a situation that continues till
today despite efforts by Western
powers to help the developing
countries to get out of the trap of
underdevelopment.

In our case, the success in vari-
ous sectors of the society achieved
by the interim government in its
short period in power, and
acknowledged by the great major-
ity of the people, devolves upon us
the responsibility to be patient, to
enable the interim government,
Election Commission, Anti-
Corruption Commission, and the
allied agencies to complete their
mission. A return to locust years of
barren economic development and
corrupt administration must be
avoided at all cost.

Kazi Anwarul Masud is a former Secretary and
Ambassador.

Exit, polls
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OW much money can

you make by selling a

mirage? Quite a lot,
actually, if you dress it up in jargon
and put on a suitably pseudo-
serious face before a television
camera. When facts eventually
interfere, the smart thing to do is
disappear, your fat cheque safely
tucked away.

No reality check has ever per-
suaded a pollster to part with his
cheque.

One presumes that the reputa-
tions of all highly-paid, self-
professed opinion pollsters who
predicted a hung Assembly in Uttar
Pradesh are hanging from the
nearest lamp-post, but I doubt it.
This tribe's ability to rise from the
grave is near-miraculous. They are
helped by the fact that opinion
polls now fall into two categories.
Both make money. The first is
unscrupulous. The crooks, fortu-
nately, are few though not far
between. They come to secret
arrangements with politicians,
massage the "research" to suit
these funders and get the "results"
broadcast for a fat fee which is
distributed as necessary.
Politicians pay because they con-
tinue to delude themselves that lies
can create positive vibes in the
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The space for both Congress and BJP is shrinking, and they have only themselves to
blame. The former has become strangely trapped in an economic philosophy imposed
by a triumvirate that often seems more loyal to the World Bank than to the Indian voter.
The BJP remains mired in a partition mindset. The Indian voter has two demands:
economic justice and social cohesion. Both are essential if the Indian nation has to
reach its own high standards of expectation. Political parties are no longer leading the
voter forward; the voter is setting the standards for political success. The voter is more
mature than the party, and that is excellent news.

middle of elections.

The legitimate polls also make
money all around, since television
ratings rise when exit and opinion
polls are announced, which means
lucrative advertising. We in the
print media are the ultimate suck-
ers, because we print these poll-
results without even getting the
advertising.

The Election Commission is
now in control of every minute
detail of electioneering. The Uttar
Pradesh poll, stretched over a
month, was an exercise in patience
and tenacity, above all else. The
result of such thorough, and even
intrusive, management is transpar-
ency and honesty. No one can now
claim that the voting was rigged, or
that booths were captured by the
ruling party with the help of the
administration. Even as late as in
January, this was the charge behind
the attempt to dismiss the
Mulayam Singh government. But
the Election Commission seems
helpless over opinion polls. France
had a general election recently.
News of exit and opinion polls were
banned on the eve of elections and
during polling.

Exit polls are just that much
more dangerous, since they pur-
port to be more accurate. But
utterly erroneous information is
passed off repeatedly as credible.
One example, that of the market
leaderin polls, will serve.

NDTV gave the Bahujan Samaj
Party between 117 and 127 seats
after its last exit poll. A three per
cent margin of error either way is
acceptable in such predictions. But
to get the number wrong by 80 to 90
seats in an Assembly of 403 is
breathtaking. At the other end of
the electoral ladder, NDTV gave
Congress between 35 and 45 seats.
The Congress got half the higher
estimate. NDTV must have been
doing its research in some state
other than Uttar Pradesh, or per-
haps in some unwarranted state of
mind. They projected the BJP as
getting, with allies, between 108
and 118 seats. BJP president
Rajnath Singh might today be
strutting on all ten toes if his party
had delivered what NDTV prom-
ised. In fact, its seats were less than
half. Others were not much better:
Star TV gave BJP a very precise 108
seats.

It is a terrible drop from infla-
tion to deflation.

BJP and Congress claim to be
national parties and, fuelled by
dream merchants in Delhi, fanta-
sise about a two-party system in
which they are the only two parties.
Let us check their status now in
Uttar Pradesh. The BJP has only one
MLA per one and a half district. The
Congress has one MLA for every
three districts. If you take the Rae
Bareli and Amethi seats out, the
average might get worse.

Both national parties played
their aces. The BJP leadership
distributed hate-Muslim CDs. The
Congress put all its investment in
the Family Charisma Bank. It is
curious how elitist India accuses
leaders like Mayawati and
Mulayam of being "anti-modern"
"backward"
medieval politics is being done by
BJP and Congress. Voters, both
Hindu and Muslim, flocked
towards the inclusive electoral

and when the real

strategy of Mayawati. The BJP and
Congress did not even merit the
limited joy of being runners up.
"Maulana" Mulayam was an easy
Number 2.

Will UP help BJP grow up? The
drawing power of the Congress
Family drew three fewer seats after
five years in Opposition in
Lucknow and three years of power
in Delhi. Draw your own conclu-
sions.

Aninteresting pattern is emerg-
ing at the national electoral level,
and it will be bad news for the
"nationals" if it sustains till the
next general elections. The
Congress and the BJP are, for the
most part, only exchanging seats
between each other, in states
where third parties do not exist:
Madhya Pradesh, Rajasthan,
Gujarat, Chhattisgarh and, to a
lesser extent since it is a battle of
alliances there, in Maharashtra.
Wherever there are regional par-
ties, they either dominate (Uttar
Pradesh, Bihar, West Bengal,
Orissa, Tamil Nadu) or the "na-
tionals" are turning into the tail of
the train rather than the engine.
The BJP needs Nitish Kumar in
Bihar and the Congress will lose in
states like Jharkhand and Haryana
if it does not voluntarily give more
seats to regional parties. The
Congress could even become
vulnerable in Punjab in the next
polls if a non-Akali regional party
In Maharashtra the
Congress needs Sharad Pawar

emerges.

more than vice versa. Deve Gowda
holds the balance in Karnataka
and M. Karunanidhi may invite
Congress leaders to his celebra-
tions but will not let the party into
the ministry despite being
dependent on the Congress vote.
The BJP is dead in Orissa without
Navin Patnaik. If the Marxists, in
effect a regional party in Bengal,
are at all threatened, it is by

another regional party, Mamata
Banerjee's Trinamul.

The space for both Congress and
BJP is shrinking, and they have only
themselves to blame. The former
has become strangely trapped in an
economic philosophy imposed by a
triumvirate that often seems more
loyal to the World Bank than to the
Indian voter. The BJP remains
mired in a partition mindset.

The Indian voter has two
demands: economic justice and
social cohesion. Both are essential
if the Indian nation has to reach its
own high standards of expectation.
Political parties are no longer
leading the voter forward; the voter
is setting the standards for political
success. The voter is more mature
than the party, and that is excellent
news.

But perhaps nothing is more
enjoyable than the manner in
which the voter fools the opinion
pollsters. I presume the fieldwork is
done over many many thousands,
as repeatedly advertised in order to
bump up the credibility of the
projection. I assume that no one
fudges the answers in the legiti-
mate sector of opinion polling.
Then how does it all go so wildly,
comically wrong?

Quite simple actually. The voter
sees the young man turning up with
a detailed questionnaire, courte-
ously helps the young chap earn his
daily bread by filling all the blanks
as required. The relieved young
person goes away. And the voter
bursts out laughing. He has taken
hisrevenge upon television.

MIAKbarisChief EditoroftheAstanAge.

France elects Sarkozy: What lies ahead?

Nz

Sarkozy is definitely an outsider in French/“

olitics. He is the first son of an immigrant

who has risen to the highest post of Presidency in a country still finding it difficult to
integrate second generation immigrants. He is the grandson a Sephardic Jew who
converted to Roman Catholicism in a country still beset with anti-Semitic feelings. He is
a graduate from France's state university system in a country traditionally ruled by
technocrats trained in a handful small, elite prestigious school.

SYED MUAZZEM ALI based on restoration of national iden-

tity and rigor, pledging tough policing

ICOLAS Sarkozy, 52-year- S
and anti-immigration measures, lower

old right of the centre taxes and trimming of welfare benefits,

less bureaucracy and better work
ethics. Royal foughthard on the basis of
traditional socialist proposals but she
could hardly offer anything new to

Conservative, had a deci-
sive victory over his Socialist rival
Segolene Royal in the second round of
the French presidential elections last
Sunday. Hereceived 53 percentofthe  ¢i1voFrance's economicwoes.
votes, compared to Royal's 47 percent. Consequently, the voters of the

Thisresoundingvictoryattheelections  yjira-right parties, National Front and

with a turnout of about 85 %, has given
the new French president a huge
mandate and real authority. He takes
over from President Chiracon May 16.
This victory also means that France
has taken a definite step to the right, as
Sarkozyhad campaigned on a platform

Makeup-7

the strongly anti-Muslim MFP (Move-
ment for France) and nearly half the
voters of centrist candidate Bayrou's
UDF, voted for Sarkozy. Even last
week's television debate had little
impacton Sunday'svote.

It was the third consecutive defeat

for the Socialists in the French
Presidential elections and their main
challenge should be to avoid recrimi-
nations. Some leadership changes are
already in the offing. Former finance
minister Dominique Strauss Kahn
wants to take the party closer to the
centre and he has already challenged
party boss Holland and presidential
candidate Segolene Royal. Perhaps the
real leadership tussle would take place
after the next month's parliament
elections.

Centrist Bayrou's UDF would also
like to capitalize their unexpected
success at the first round of
Presidential elections, by distancing
themselves from the rightists to give a

newimage to their party.

Currently, Sarkozy's conservative
party UMP has an overwhelming
majority in the French Parliament and
nothing can deter him from pushing
through some of his sweeping eco-
nomic and political reform programs
through it. But experts believe that the
wiser course would be to wait for the
new Assembly as French voters tradi-
tionally give a strong parliamentary
majorityto newly-elect Presidents.

Sarkozy's first priority will be to
form a new cabinet. It is expected to
include not only his center right party
stalwarts, but also some of the centrist
and socialist bigwigs who had sided
with him at the hard fought presiden-
tial race. It seems he has already
selected his senior political adviser,
and a former labour minister, Francois
Fillion as the new French prime minis-
ter.

Sarkozy, the son of a Hungarian
immigrant, had presented himself as a
tough economic manager promising
sweeping economic reforms in his first
100 days, starting with loosening of the

35-hour week by offering tax breaks on
overtime, severely trimming fat from
public service, cutting down taxes and
bringing down currentunemployment
rate from 8.3% to about 5% by 2012. He
also aims at curbing union powers and
tightening the country's immigration
policies, favouring arrival of only
qualified workers.

Sarkozy has also declared that he
would be tough on crime and illegal
immigration and has proposed the
creation of a controversial new
Ministry for immigration and national
identity. He also stands for tougher
sentences forjuveniles.

Foreign policy issues were of sec-
ondary importance in the campaign,
but Sarkozy's has been quite unabash-
edly pro-American. He openly
expresses his admiration for the latter's
work ethics and its belief on upward
mobility. Naturally Washington was
mighty pleased at his elections and
President Bush was one of the first
foreign leaders to congratulate him.
Sarkozy is surely a welcome relief for
them after Chirac who had openly

opposed the US-ledIraqinvasion.

Sarkozy, however, has made it
abundantly clear that while America
can count on the French support in
hours of need, it must also acknowl-
edge the fact that friends "can think
differently." No major change in the
French Iraq policy is likely; nonethe-
less, both sides would make a deter-
mined effort to improve their
strained bilateral ties. Sarkozy,
however, is a strong supporter of the
Kyoto Protocol on Global warming
which Bush continues to oppose and
is firmly opposed to American ally
Turkey's admission to the European
Union.

Sarkozy is also a strong supporter
of Israel. He has already declared
that as president one of his foreign
policy priorities would be to forge
closer relationship with Tel Aviv, and
that he would be far tougher on
Hezbollah. France, due to historical
reasons, enjoys special ties with the
Muslim countries in the Middle East
and North Africa, and it seems their
existing policy would undergo signif-

icantadjustments.

France's most important
European Union partners have
warmly congratulated Sarkozy who
promised to put France back into the
driving seat of Europe after the
country voted down the EU constitu-
tioninareferendumin 2005.

Sarkozy has been one of the most
polarizing figures in the French
politics and has been called arrogant,
brutal and authoritarian by his
opponents. His tough talks and no-
nonsense approach inspire hope and
fear. Hope, as he is prepared to take
tough economic reforms which
others were afraid to touch; fear as he
might overstep his limits and thus
invite a virulent backlash of the
powerful workers' union and conse-
quent civil unrest.

Sarkozyis definitely an outsider in
French politics. He is the first son of
an immigrant who has risen to the
highest post of Presidency in a coun-
try still finding it difficult to integrate
second generation immigrants. He is
the grandson a Sephardic Jew who

converted to Roman Catholicismin a
country still beset with anti-Semitic
feelings. He is a graduate from
France's state university system in a
country traditionally ruled by tech-
nocrats trained in a handful small,
elite prestigious school.

The biggest challenge for himis to
unite the French people under his
banner as he embarks on his impor-
tant reform mission. He has a historic
mandate and sweeping powers.
Sarkozy's hitherto centrist opponent
Bayrou has cautioned him that
"absolute power can be a comfort ...
asno one is there to oppose you," but
"it also means no one is there to stop
you from making mistakes -- when
absolute power is mistaken, it is
absolutely mistaken." Will Sarkozy
heed to these words of caution and
proceed with care and circumspec-
tion? Well, only time will tell.

Syed Muazzem Ali, a former Foreign Secretary, served
as Bangladesh Ambassador to France from 1998-
2001.
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