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Tragedy of 21st August
Grossest example of criminal investigation
stifled by partisan politics

HAT happened on August 21, 2004 at the city's

Bangabandhu Avenue is a blot on the country's

political culture. The grenade attack took a toll of at
least 23 lives and overtly brought the element of terrorism into
politics in blatant violation of all norms of civility and humanity.

While the law must take its own course and everything has to
be judged strictly from the legal point of view, the question as to
how the then four-party alliance government handled the issue
can hardly be evaded. The attacks on the Awami League rally
which also injured the party's chief and the then leader of the
opposition were vicious and barbaric. Yet, the government of the
day could not do anything beyond setting up a one-member
judicial commission, the report of which was never made public.
It was anything but farcical and so was the ostentatious attempt
to bring in foreign agencies to probe the crime -- no cooperation
was reportedly extended to them.

People have every right to know why there was no progress
in the investigation and at what stage it is stuck now. The gen-
eral query is: how could a crime of such magnitude fail to spur
the then government into taking a just and non-partisan stand

AL leader SAMS Kibria's assassination in an equally brutal
manner on January 27, 2005 only confirmed the truth that the
failure to punish the August 21 killers gave all such criminals a
kind of impunity. Here, too, not much was heard after a ruling
party MP was charge-sheeted for his complicity in the grue-
some crime. The question arises, who were working from
behind the scenes to make sure that the killers would never be

One may also recall that the immediate past government
failed completely to contain religious extremism which resulted
in cultural activities coming under afierce assault by the obscu-
rantist forces. The bombing cases are yet to be solved.

Now, these are all examples of politics becoming devoid of
morality and humanity. But such politics cannot have a place in
a civilised society. As for now, the perpetrators of the ghastly
crimes and their patrons should be broughtto lightand made to
face the due legal processes -- something that they have been

Reckless abuse of power

and corruption
Find out similar instances and punish all

E are flabbergasted, outraged and hard done by at
the most blatant form of corruption committed
through contemptible abuse of power during the
erstwhile four-party alliance government as revealed yester-
day through our front-page investigative report titted Houses
up for grabs. We have earlier commented on how aghast we
were at the magnitude of expropriation of government khas
lands including lakes and river banks but now the public are
getting acquainted with an added dimension to plundering of

We now come to know that out of 18 government houses on
prime locations at Gulshan, Dhanmondi and Banani, atleast a
dozen were allegedly bought off at throwaway prices by high
profile people like the two sons and relatives of former prime
minister including a host of ministers and lawmakers of the
former government. Rajuk sold these costly real estate prop-
erty through auction. Itis a legitimate question to ask as to why
the auction was necessitated in the first place? The mystery is
yet to be revealed. But the collusion between Rajuk and the
purchasers can be gauged from the fact that the so-called
highest bidders acquired the houses and property at an overall
cost of Tk 65 crore while the market price was estimated at Tk
300 crore. Much of the property was bought by concealing the
names of the real beneficiaries using front men and there have
been also complaints lodged by dispossessed original owners
in some cases. The matter mustbe gone into in greater detail.

We regard all this as state-sponsored looting of public
wealth. There must be many more instances of such reckless
expropriation of national property just waiting to be unearthed.
We urge the caretaker government to roll its search engine on
to find out the fullest extent of the anti-people crime and ensure
that deterrent punishment is meted out to not only the persons
who committed it but also those who colluded with them. It is
not enough to redesignate 32 Rajuk officials, including former
chairman and the ex-chief engineer as officers on special duty.
The ACC should probe them thoroughly, let alone pursue the
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US focus on Bangladesh

Brig Gen
SHAHEDUL ANAM KHAN
ndc, psc (Retd)

E ought to feel happy that
Bangladesh has reached
such a point of "emi-

nence" that it has merited the only
superpower to demonstrate more
than a passing interest in our coun-
try, which had for most part of its
existence been relegated to insignif-
icance, being, to them, nothing
more than a dot in the backwaters of
the Indian Ocean. That was our
worth right through the end of the
Cold War and up to September 11,
2002.

Things have changed quite a bit
since then. We became a willing
supporter of the US war on terror in
as much as we welcomed the anti-
Taliban offensive in Afghanistan.
But, we went along unwittingly, and
unwillingly too, with the US occupa-
tion of Iraq, as did most countries of
the region and outside, fearing the
backlash of failing to be on the right
side of President Bush's "either you
are with us or against us" policy.

The government chose to be on
the right side of the US, a policy that
found little resonance in the popular
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STRATEGICALLY SPEAKING

There is, of course, a vast difference in what the political parties call "better
days" and the "better days" that the people are hoping for. And while the
political parties may be in hurry for their better days the people are willing to
wait a little while longer for it. That is what our friends and well-wishers must

understand.

mind, primarily because of the lies
and deceits that the US government
resorted to, to justify "Operation
Enduring Freedom."

Coming to the recent past, recall
the suggestion made to the US
government by a high-powered
security delegation consisting of,
among others, retired generals of
the US military, which visited
Bangladesh last month. It called on
the US government to accord high
priority to charting the future course
of US-Bangladesh relationship. In
fact, the delegation went so far as to
recommend that Bangladesh be
considered a strategic partner of the
us.

These are very significant devel-
opments in the relational matrix
between a superpower and a devel-
oping country. We would have felt
flattered had it not been for the fact
that it was not so much for
Bangladesh, per se, but rather for
realising its strategic objectives in
the region that the US planners are
contemplating such arrangements.

Apart from that, the political
developments in Bangladesh
occasioned comments from the
State Department's spokesperson,
ranging from the urgency and the

need to give a timeline for elections,
to reminding the caretaker govern-
ment not to forget the legal obliga-
tion of the state towards, and of the
need to follow the procedures in
dealing with, the gentlemen hauled
up in the government's anti-
corruption drive.

What has Bangladesh done to
elicit so much US interest, and the
status of a potential US strategic
partner? We will leave that question
for some other time. For now, we will
dwell on another US visitor to
Bangladesh.

Mr. Milam is an old acquaintance
of Bangladesh. But | believe renew-
ing old acquaintance was not the
primary motive of his end-of-May
visit, going by the comments he
made during the visit and also in his
bi-weekly column in the Daily Times
of Pakistan of May 30. We will
expand on some of his comments
since those have great bearing on
the bi-lateral relationship between
the two countries.

The purpose of his visit was to get
a first-hand account of what is
happening, and what is going to
happen in Bangladesh on the politi-
cal front, in the near future. And, of
course, his opinion, he being an

expert on the region, would be of
help to the US establishment in
getting a clearer picture of the likely
turn of events in Bangladesh.

And the fact that the Woodrow
Wilson Center, of which he is a
Senior Policy Scholar, is a bi-
partisan establishment having no
political agenda to serve, his sug-
gestions will be particularly accept-
able.

Apparently, the establishments
and think-tanks that help inform
decisions of the US policy planners
are not clear about the likely future
course of actions of the caretaker
government. They are very anxious
that the democratic arrangement
that is on hold now may be put
permanently on hold by a different
dispensation, as sequel to the
compulsions of circumstances
beyond the caretaker government's
control.

That is why his very first public
comments, on the conditions that
will determine the future US-
Bangladesh relationship, which he
considered to be at a critical point
now, must be taken seriously by our
authorities. The former US ambas-
sador at a seminar at the BEI said
that Bangladesh's future relations

with the United States hinge on
whether the caretaker government
is successful, or the military takes
overin future.

He cautioned that relations
between the two countries might
turn for the worse if Bangladesh fails
to "return to a revived democratic
system." We will be wrong in dis-
missing such cautionary notes
because they come from a person
not directly linked with the US gov-
ernment; that it echoes the attitude
of the US policy makers we can be
sure.

Perhaps Washington is still
unsure of the military's role in a
future political arrangement. Even
after our special envoy's trip to the
US to assuage any misgivings that
US authorities might have in this
regard, we are cautioned in a veiled
fashion about what might befall our
lot should we fail to return to the
democratic ways.

However, one is glad to note that
his apprehensions have been put
to rest after his interactions with
various personalities, including the
CAS. That is the impression one
gets from his column, entitled
"Dhaka's spring of eternal hope," in
the Daily Times of Pakistan of May
30, wherein he states very clearly
that the junior and mid-level offi-
cers of the army appear to have
very little interest in running the
country. | presume very few will
have any objection to theirs being
interested, nonetheless, in how the
country is being run.

One would like to hope that Mr.
Milam will be able to convey to the
US policy makers that the govern-
ment is trying its best to overcome

the current imbroglio. Has he not
seen how the nation was sub-
verted, and its ethos undermined,
by unscrupulous and immoral
persons holding the offices of
ministers?

The people will not accept the
likes of those who damaged our
legal process for a hefty sum, to
return to power. Mr. Milam has
acknowledged the challenges
being faced by the caretaker gov-
ernment, which, if left unattended,
has serious portends for the coun-
try in the form of a more robust
military involvement.

Not even the suffering multi-
tudes who have endured the "ben-
efits" of the democratic rule in the
last decade and a half would wish
for more vigorous military interven-
tion. But certainly the people's
hopes spring eternal in the "spring
of eternal hope" for better days
ahead.

Recently, the Awami League
chief called upon her party workers
to wait with patience for better days
to come. There is, of course, a vast
difference in what the political
parties call "better days" and the
"better days" that the people are
hoping for. And while the political
parties may be in hurry for their
better days the people are willing to
wait a little while longer for it. That
is what our friends and well-
wishers must understand.

The author is Editor, Defense &Strategic Affairs,
The Daily Star

Understanding the corruption escalator
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VEN the most naive have
E been baffled by the depth

and rapacity of the corrup-
tion of those that have been appre-
hended in the recent anti-corruption
drive. However, we seem to forget
that no stigma was attached to black
money in our society. Incentives had
been given to black-marketeers, tax
evaders, drug barons, gun-runners
and smugglers.

In Bangladesh, the really corrupt
elements are the ones who had
condemned corruption in the stron-
gest possible terms in public
speeches and after dinner talks.
Their constant hypocrisy and con-
tradictions have not surprised
anyone. The corrupt have been
tolerated in all social gatherings.
They never encountered ridicule
andinsult.

The corrupt in our midst found
time to relax, to enjoy family life; to
go on vacations and to take proper
care of their health; they had no
qualms about displaying their ill-
gotten worldly possessions.
Therefore, despite the hazards,
many had joined the ranks of the
corrupt, given the lack of account-
ability and general acceptance of
corruption as a way of life in the
country.

Whether one likes it or not, the
fact remains that negative politics
and shady politicians, for reasons
better left unsaid, occupy a dispro-
portionately large portion of our
media reports. The cynics, however,
say that, in varying degrees, the
politicians are the promoters-
distributors of favours, more so in
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It is now generally accepted that the election-oriented political culture
provides incentive to explicit illegal practices. During elections, a large
amount of unaccounted money comes into circulation, and it has not been
possible to effectively halt that.

A large chunk of such money is spent for the musclemen or thugs, for whom
election time is booming business at almost no investment.

our kind of society. No wonder,
therefore, that the favour-seeking
satellites continue to hover around
them. Under such circumstances,
the less-than-holy connection
between the favour-giver and the
receiver makes good news.

When men and women of doubt-
ful virtue succeed in getting unde-
served media attention, then that
becomes a damper to the conscien-
tious folks who are desirous of
entering public life. The political
stage needs the vibrancy and grit of
anew breed of politicians who will lift
the polity out of the frustratingly
lackadaisical situation.

The question that needs an
answer is whether prominence in
public life can be attained without
some positive record of public
service. Similarly, whether the
media should, willy-nilly, be a facili-
tator in furthering the careers of
questionable players. These are
important issues that demand
resolution.

The point to ascertain is whether
we have brought to center stage the
villains in our political history
because one fallen ex-president,
according to many observers of our
socio-political scene, stands
accused of toppling a lawfully
elected government through brute
power, and of corrupting almost all
the institutions of the state.

His name is synonymous with
autocracy and high handedness,
and all the evils that are associated
with those. He initiated the massive
tarnishing of the electoral process,
and the consequences are being felt
now. His was a time when even wife-

swappers tried to become guard-
ians of public morals.

It was also the time when the
sense of propriety disappeared from
public life and religion was put to
unprecedented misuse.
Accountability, both administrative
and financial, was at its lowest ebb,
and conspicuous consumption was
officially patronized. All in all, there
was a deliberate effort to convert our
society into a conglomerate of self-
serving lesserindividuals.

The time has come to cleanse our
political and public life. The so-
called over-bearing political heavy-
weights, whose real worth is doubt-
ful, need to be exposed so that
people can choose at the appropri-
atetime.

Let the media be unequivocal
and forthright in saying that the
single-minded pursuit of money
impoverishes the mind, shrivels the
imagination and desiccates the
heart. We should not take any more
wrong turns at the crossroads, or
misuse our time and take gold for
dross and dross for gold. We can
face any crisis if we have the facts.

Thinking men and women must
take the trouble of giving public
expression to their views, otherwise
the loud and vociferous voice of an
incompetent minority will pass as
the voice of the polity. They have to
overcome the inactivity resulting
from fatalism. The falsehood of the
political brats cannot be allowed to
have too long an innings. Identity of
views may not be possible, but
harmony of goals is. The profligate
must not be allowed to overtake the
pious in the political battle.

It is now generally accepted that
the election-oriented political cul-
ture provides incentive to explicit
illegal practices. During elections, a
large amount of unaccounted
money comes into circulation, and it
has not been possible to effectively
haltthat.

A large chunk of such money is
spent for the musclemen or thugs,
for whom election time is booming
business at almost no investment.
Such thugs are required for malevo-
lent activities like intimidating vot-
ers, particularly the vulnerable
ones, deactivating polling agents,
creating tension near election
centres to discourage voters from
turning out, and directly or indirectly
keeping the polling booths under
control, etc.

There is never a dearth of miscre-
ants for committing such mischief,
because requisition or demand is
there and, as such, supply remains
steady on account of availability of
ready cash and quick payment.

Observers of the political scene
are of the view that the personal and
professional credentials of the
politicians are central to the subject
under discussion. In this regard, the
layman, in view of his experience,
may wonder whether politics is a
profession or a vocation, or simply a
social service.

One considered view is that
although some political parties may
have a full-time cadre of workers
who are on the party's payroll,
politics cannot be a full-time occu-
pation in a democratic society.

According to the above view,
holders of public office shall be

adequately compensated by the
state, although the compensation
may not prove to be satisfying for a
capable professional. But then, that
is the price one has to pay for being
in public service.

The important issue here is that
after one ceases to hold power, one
goes back to one's previous profes-
sion or occupation. In other words, it
is expected that politicians will be in
definite professions or occupations,
and have the means to support
themselves.

How close our political scene is to
the proposition described above
may be the subject matter of serious
discussion. Do we have people in
the political scene whose actual
sources of income cannot be ascer-
tained?

One has to bear in mind that
parasitic leadership can neither
inspire nor help in the creation of a
healthy political culture. The political
parties themselves should discuss
these issues seriously because,
barring honourable exceptions,
politicians with income that can be
accounted for command respect.
One recommendation would be to
enlist people of different professions
or occupations in the parties, and to
attract educated and honest people
to the political mainstream.

When the initial shocks in the
seventies were being absorbed,
quite a number of sensational
criminal cases were withdrawn on
alleged political grounds. Many
deaths caused by the then special
forces were not even investigated,
and murderous actions by politically
blessed vigilante groups were not
taken note of.

The situation turned for the worse
with the tragic murder of the father of
the nation and the four national
leaders. For many years the estab-
lishment, neither legally nor appro-
priately, ignored these offences until
a favourable political scene
unfolded. Such realities do have
substantial impact on the enforce-
ment and adjudication tempera-
mentand culture.

Between 1976 and 1979 many
heinous criminal cases involving

murder, abduction, grievous hurt
amongst others were allegedly
withdrawn as part of a deal struck
with some political parties by the
then establishment. The so-called
cadres of these parties created
havoc in the south-western and
north-western parts of the coun-
try. Thus, quite a few desperate
criminals acquired respectability
as politicos.

Politically motivated with-
drawal of criminal cases from
1991 to the present, on not very
cogent grounds, had taken place
despite the democratic creden-
tials of the relevant political
regimes. The number of cases of
withdrawal of criminal prosecution
on political grounds got larger
with the passage of each political
regime.

Newspaper reports indicate
that the volume of such withdraw-
als had registered a sharp
increase in recent years. Those
interested in seeing a corruption-
free polity may examine whether
such increase is directly co-
related to the heightened
criminalization of our politics.

The crux of the subject is pri-
marily rooted in our political cul-
ture. The politicians have to
decide whether they need ill-
gotten money, and rogues and
criminal elements, for furthering
their so-called political objective,
even at the expense of their public
image and social acceptability.
And also whether political oppo-
nents should be harassed by
institution of palpably false cases,
and whether purely criminal ele-
ments should be allowed to mas-
querade as party operatives.

Again, it is the politicians them-
selves who should take the lead in
the gradual decriminalization and
sanitization of the political pro-
cess to spare the society of the ill
effects of resultant corruption.

Muhammad Nurul Hudaiis a columnist of The Daily
Star.

Two perspectives
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writes from Karachi

two major perspectives domi-

nate the political scene; they
contend with each other. On one
side, President General Pervez
Musharraf and his underlings have
underlined several main points.
Musharraf says it is the responsibil-
ity of every citizen to ensure the
sanctity of and reverence for ...
armed forces.

Explaining the context, he said
that what happened in the Supreme
Court auditorium was an "assault on
the superior court." The gravamen
of his charge was that the lawyers
had "humiliated" the armed forces.

From there his ministers took
over -- they went on to threaten the
press and the media: "the media
must abide by the code of conduct
approved by Pemra." Asserting that
the media had been "granted"
unprecedented freedom, they

I N the current political situation

Nz

PLAIN WORDS

As for the constitution, the poor darling has been mangled, and the present
regime came to power not through the constitutional or legal process but
through a coup d'etat. Whatever political gerrymandering may have been
done by effecting defections from other parties to create Q League in next to
no time, it cannot claim constitutional sanctity. The president himself implied
that the freedom of the press he has "granted" can be taken away as easily; the
hint is loud and clear. For the rest, May 12 explains the state of high political

affairs in the country.

implied that what had been gifted
could be taken away. This is the
logic of Musharraf's philosophy.

In any case, Mr. Muhammad Ali
Durrani and others have "underlined
the need for responsible journalism,
and avoiding exaggeration in report-
ing judicial crisis." Among the duties
of the media he emphasised were
"they must not demoralise the
nation by spreading despondency,
distortion and ambiguity, while
submerging the achievements of
the government in the propaganda
of vested interests."

In short, they should assist in
what the regime is trying to achieve.
Their definition of responsible
journalism would require the media
to be subservient propaganda arm
oftheregime.

However, panic in governing
circles is now apparent. The higher

echelons look like compounding
their earlier mistakes by committing
new ones. Sedition cases are being
registered against prominent law-
yers.

Courts are clearly under pressure
from the government, which is
hinting at various measures that will
ultimately resultin a purge of recalci-
trant judges; the legal wizards of the
regime can be trusted to think of
altering the topography of the judi-
cialfield.

The president himself has threat-
ened to take recourse to "extra-
constitutional" methods to ensure
continuity (of his regime). On the
other hand, the judicial crisis has, in
fact, put the Supreme Court judges
on trial; the full weight of an aroused
public opinion is weighing them
down.

The second perspective, in

second hand words (received
through internet), of what the emi-
nent lawyer Fakhruddin G. Ebrahim
has said is that "time has come to
say farewell to military domination or
to the constitution." This is a suc-
cinct "summing up of the present
situation's denouement.”

Itis certainly an apposite political
statement, as could be expected
from him. The needless emphasis
on the case being sub judice is
entirely off the mark here -- no one
has discussed, or is interested in
discussing, the actual veracity of the
charges levelled against the Chief
Justice of Pakistan Iftikhar
Muhammad Chaudhry.

What they all are citicising is the
political aims behind the way the
CJP was treated in the Army House,
and later his own residence, for
several days, including being man-

handled by the uniformed person-
nel.

Every act of the government is a
fit subject for political reaction. All
citizens are at liberty to criticize or
support the official action; that is
politics as it should be.

A third element that needs to be
discussed is (so far) the mini clamp-
down on the electronic media and
the general lecturing on the "free-
dom of the press having been given
(by this government),” which carries
a hint that the favour is going to be
withdrawn.

In the context of this mindset, it
canonly be taken as a threat that the
regime will control the press and
media the way previous dictators
did -- the way Ayub Khan regi-
mented the press; the way Yahya
Khan withdrew his relaxation, post
March 25, 1971; or the way ZA
Bhutto controlled the press; and
above all else how dictator Zia
reversed his press policy after his
second refusal to hold a free polls,
and the unique way he imposed pre-
censorship on all newspapers.
(There was no private radio or TV
then).

As for the accuracy or otherwise
of the two perspectives, an ordinary
citizen is the final judge. The govern-
ment claims to have achieved a
great deal in the political and eco-
nomicfields.

Many fault this assertion and say
"look at the growing lawlessness

virtually all over the country, with
frequent breakdown of law and
order climaxed by the May 12 car-
nage in Karachi, not to mention the
mayhem that Taliban-like groups
are creating in northwest Pakistan,
and Balochistan Liberation Army's
insurgency."

As for regime's economic
achievements, no matter how
substantial they may be for the
government and the top 15 percent
of the population, they affect the
population mostly adversely. The
gains, instead of trickling down, are
rendered nugatory by persistent
highinflation rates.

As for the constitution, the poor
darling has been mangled, and the
present regime came to power not
through the constitutional or legal
process but through a coup d'etat.
Whatever political gerrymandering
may have been done by effecting
defections from other parties to
create Q League in nextto notime, it
cannot claim constitutional sanctity.

The president himself implied
that the freedom of the press he has
"granted" can be taken away as
easily; the hint is loud and clear. For
the rest, May 12 explains the state of
high political affairs in the country.

There is no doubt that the law-
yers' agitation has introduced a new
factor in Pakistan politics. It can
morph into a popular revolution. But
many lawyers have said that their
agitation is purely legal, and is

intended merely to reinstate the CJP
after the constitution and the legal
processes have been applied.

This is a profoundly mistaken
idea. The objective character of the
agitation is entirely political, as it
should be: it requires stripping the
military of its control over the polity.
Nothing can be more political than
this.

The regime rests on the support
of mainly turncoats and defectors
who would OK any action by the
president. The strength of the
regimeis notin the hearts and minds
of the people but rests on a bipod:
the army and America.

Some people needlessly bring in
Allah, which probably is a hint at the
ineffable links between the Mullahs
and the military; perhaps also
because the way the regime is
blundering into facilitating the
Talibanisation process.

The lawyers will do well to look at
the strength of the opponent, i.e. the
regime. Needless to say that it is
supported by the army, which can, in
an extreme situation, impose
another Martial Law.

The army itself is fully supported
by Americans of most stripes. The
regime has achieved marvellous
success in assembling a coalition of
economic elite: the feudal, big
business, bankers, industrialists,
civil bureaucracy and rich profes-
sionals are all behind the Musharraf
regime.

As for the nominal opposition
parties -- PML (N), PPP and MMA
-- they entirely agree with the
major policies of the regime; if
they are ever associated with the
regime they would happily con-
tinue the policies hitherto fol-
lowed. There is no genuine oppo-
sition party of notable strength.

Thus, the regime can ignore
what the Supreme Court is seized
with, and decide to proceed with
electing the president in uniform
through the outgoing assemblies,
which would then organise a
2002-like election and rule hap-
pily thereafter.

Unless, of course, the popular
outrage becomes too loud and too
explicit; in which case the army,
with American concurrence, can
impose a Martial Law. Don't forget
that the president has himself said
in a TV interview recently that he
can resort to extra-constitutional
means to maintain continuity -- to
his own rule and policies.

Unless the lawyers' struggle
grows into a raging and tearing
movement for democracy, free
elections and representative rule,
the country may be in for baffling
times and the worst may happen.
The mind boggles at the conse-
quences of what may be afoot.
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