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Stopping 'nomination

BC's new proposal has meatin it

M OMING on top of earlier moves toward political
~ reforms, the new proémsal regardm‘g nomination of
ates advance

by the Election

‘Commission certainly calls for objective study. The EC has
the suggestion as a way of rolling back the
centralised nomination process that has been pursued so
long by the major political parties. Briefly, the tendency at
the last couple of general elections has been for both the
) the Bangladesh Nationalist Party to
: ations to individuals whose willingness to
‘inject money into the party
consideration behind the nomination-related decisions.
The result has not quite been helpful to the cause of
democracy, given that individuals
may not have been gained by transparent, incorruptible
means walked away with choice nominations. In turn, such
a demonstration of the power of money alicnated party
workers at the grassroots and in quite a few significant
casesignitedinternal party revolts.

Now that the EC has proposed that nominations be
centred on the constituencies rather than on decisions
made at the central party level, it is important that the
parties, all of them, will see the wisdom of the proposal. The
proposal envisages the selection of two or more tentative
candidates at the primary level through secret ballot for a

cular constituency; and of these candidates, one will
be chosen by the party parliamentary board as the party
nominee for the general election. The proposal ap}]]mars to
“be a reasonable one, especially in light of its emp
the téplnion_s of party workers inhabiting a constituency.
Besides, such a process of selection of candidates is in
vogue inother countries. The pri maﬁv
States has been a fact of political life
United Kingdom, the very su
has been a political reality for years on end. Given these
facts, and given too the reality of how corruption has
seeped into the nomination procedure of the major parties,
) osal from the Election Commission calls for
serious deliberation by the parties,

However, for the EC proposal to acquire more
‘that the organisation and role of
the local, grassroots units of the parties be emphasised.
Since at the primaries it will be the local members of the
ies who will be choosing their nominees, the
parties must first formalise the functions and leadership
structure of their local units. The EC plans to discuss its
proposal with the political parties once indoor politics
resumes. The results of such a dialogue ought to be fruitful.

Chittagong hillslide
Skeletonsin the cupboard revealing

HE Chiltaﬁnng mudslide, which claimed 123 lives,
to the fore a host of issues relating to
environmental degradation, especially razing of hills

in, the port city. The latest report shows that the highly
ilous. flattening of hilly terrain has not been the doing

of a few nondescript anti-socials having no respect for or
understanding of the law; rather, the crime has been
laced influential people ranFing
ere

coffers was a major

th money that again

asis on

tem in the United
or decades. In the
estion thatour EC has made

from ministers and politicians to top businessmen. T
was simply nobody to check the indiscriminate cutting of
hilllwh% actually exposed a huge number of people to

‘devastating landslides. The latest disaster has shown what
a price the ordinary people had to pay for an avoidable and
preventable encroachment upon the nature by predators
inthe guise of fellowhumans.
As it always happens in our context, it usually takes a
disaster to awaken us to the need for taking corrective steps
details kee;i: ouring in. The
at the mudsli
sin the past were not deemed to be
reason engmgh to stop tinkering with nature. Timely
intervention has never been anygovernment's forte,
“{'Thn lﬁf:rﬂ of the nlmner isfthaﬁ 2 oo o
_ law in place as far back as in espite the
eﬁﬁ%nmmpgﬁstf being quite vocal abouttheissue.
as to be shared equally by the
loeal administration including law enforcement agencies
along with CDA and forest and environmental authorities.

e is not the first

ere was no enforcement

The process of setting things right must begin with the law
' reers approaching the problem with a resolve not
to allow such predatory activities on the part of the

influential anls e. The mobile courts that have now come
into play should be a regular feature. Simultaneously, a
aodni‘ ial awareness campaign must also be organised to put
ainstencroachment ofall kinds.

iinally, the people responsible for causing so much
distress to others must be brought to justice, regardless of
who they are, after a thorou
immediate terms,
compensation ta the affected families while the surviving
andstill valnerable onesare suitably rehabilitated.

inquiry is made into the
e government has to pay due

Sorry tale of hill cutting and water logging

HE people who died in the

I mudslide at the foot af

some decapitated hills in
Chittagong were not close relations
or friends of any politician or
bureaucrat or CIP (Commercially
Important Person). They were just
"peoaple” destined to be in'poverty
and at the meroy of the vagaries of
ruthless men and nature.

They were, in fact, lucky to be
alive for so many years and, hence,
had to pay for this profligacy, And
that is exactly what they did. They
paid with their lives for having
been born in n country where
human life is cheap.

What happens when people die
by the dozen in unusual circum-
stances? They turn into statistical
figures and get buried in a mass
grave.

But what happens when a close
relation of a politician or & bureau-
crat or a businessman dies? He or
she gots a decent burial in a decent
place, with all the pomp and gran-
deur that money and influence can
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s great theft case, and mak

the past ministers, state ministers, engineers, mayors, bureaucrats and businessmen
pay back the money they have stolen from the various projects to make Dhaka a capital
worth the name. Even if they have to sell their numerous houses in the city they must

pay forthe crime.

get.

Therefore, what is the point in
shedding crocodile tears for those
people in Chittagang who were no
kithorkin of ours?

Compassion for fellow humans?
if compassion was really incircula-
tion then none of those hills would
have been cut in the first place,
Remember how many stories with
relevant photographs and expert
opinions about the possible
impact of hill cutting were printed
in national newspapers and week-
lies?

The media kept printing those
over and over again during the last
fifteen years. Environmentalists
kept shouting slogans during the
last fifteen years. Did anyone read
those stories? Did anyone hear
thoseslogans?

Let us ask the mighty mayor of
Chittagong, Mr. Mohiuddin
Chowdhury, who has been in
power for many, many years, and
during whose tenure most of the
hills have been leveled to the

ground.
Did you, Mr. Mayor, read those

stories and care to ponder & while
on what could result from such an
atrocity on nature? Did you exert
your influence to stop the hill
cutters and their political allies
(some belonging to your own
party), the way you always exerted
influence to keep control over the
Chittagong Port?

Today, even in a jail hospital, you
must be reading about the tragic
deaths of those hapless, landless
people who had taken shelter
under some of those hills. Do you
feel any compassion for them? You
should not, because you did noth-
ing when there was time to do
plenty.

You, as the mayor, perhaps gave
unwritten permission, gave the
nod of your head, when unscrupu-
lous contractors whispered in your
ears about the profit all of you
would make by cutting down those
hills.

Mr. Mayor, you are a man from
Chittagong, a true son of the soil,
and yet you are a party to the
destruction of the pristine beauty

ofyour own city. How strange!l How
shameful! You have deformed the
once majestic port city, where
people from all over the country
used to go to enjoy the scenic
beauty, especially the hills.

How much money, Mr. Mayor,
did you and your cronies make by
selling the sofl from those hills?
Have you become rich enough? Is
your greed satinted? Are yout sorry
that you did not get the opportu-
nity to finish off the rest of the hills?

But we feel sorry for you and
your political cousins belonging to
other parties. Sorry for the kind of
politicians that you all proved to
have been, The more that i
revealed about you people, the
more we feel our appetite going. We
had trusted you and you deceived
us, youdeceived the entire nation.
Water-logging in Dhaka
city
The chief engineer of a powerful
agency said that the entire storm
sewer system of Dhaka city has to
be redesigned if we want to get rid
ofthewater-logging problem,

Well, whether or not the new
design would solve the problem Is
another issue. What fs the most
interesting issue here is -- he is
talking about, let's tnke a hypothet-
ical figure, a four-thousand-crore-
Taka project. Whata lovely thought

The wise engineer has, perhaps,
already done the galeulation. Out
of the four thousand crore, three
thousand five hundred crore would
be distributed amongst the minis-
ter and state minister of the rele-
vant ministry, parliamentary com-
mittee members, ministry big
brasses, ministry small brasses,
DCC 1op cats, DCC small cats, and
the engineers involved in the pro-
ject.

The remaining five hundred
crore would be given to a reliable
contragtor who would make three
hundred crore for himsell from
there, and the small fries would get
the rest of the money. What abourt
the project?

Well, you would witness some
digging and cutting of the roads for
one year after a grand opening
ceremony, and then, one day, you
will forgetaboutit.

The contractor's men would
pack up and go home, and forget
about you as well. Dear readers,
thisis what has been happening for
decades in this country, in the
name ofdevelopment,

Now, as citizens of this country,
and after having paid our taxes

fromour genuine meager incomes, *

shall we ask all the past mighty
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mayors and the pi m?hly /
mayor, past chicf engine inrf!
present chief engineer, and all the.

past ministers -- why did you keep

pretending, and telling.us Lies !or

the last fifteen years aboutworking
on a modern storm Seiver syatem
that would take care of the water
loggingprobleminthecity? .
If you bad thought that the
present design was faulty, then why

did you spend thousands of crares:

of taka on it? If you think thata new
design is needed, then what guar-
antee is there that you will not take
us foraride again? (H )

The city-fathers hiad been tolling
us ane story after another when it
came to solving Some age-old
problems of the metropolis.
Though the problems never got
solved, yet, behind our backs they
have been giving away contracts to
their kin todo some superficial
repair works. And this is how they
have been eating up hundreds of
crores of taka from the yearly DCC
budget, ;s

We feel that the present govern-
ment must investigate this great
theft case, and make the past min-
isters, state ministers, engineers,
mayors, bureaucrats and business-
men pay hack the money they hav
stolen from the various projects to
make Dhaka a capital worth the
name. Even {f they have to sell their
numerous houses hj;ﬂﬂ!ﬂ!i."ihﬂ?
muslpwfmthecriq?. =h =
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Our politics without the top two

\l

Nobody can guarantee that the new force ﬂn do better than the two big parties did,
unless we establish a democratic system and institutions. As | have said many times,
it's easy for a person or a party to exert a lot of due and undue pressure on our society
because we have not developed democratic institutions as yet. |, along with many
others, was hopeful of seeing a new beginning when the present caretaker government
started initiatives to build the institutions -- an independent Anti-corruption
Commission, judiciary, and Election Commission. But these initiatives seem to have

slowed down.

AL)M. SHAPIUL ALAM BHUIYAN

ANYnewspapet reports

are suggesting that

there has beon a move
to free our politics from the two top
leaders -- Sheikh Hasina and
Khaleda Zia. Tt has been reasoned
that they are corrupt and are obsta-
cles to political reform in their
parties.

They harbour criminals and
sponsor cronyism. Their hatred for
each other has debilitated our
democracy. If the move is success-
ful; it will have a huge impact on
our politics. We need to understand
the consequences of eliminating
the two from politics.

Both Hasina and Khaleda were
prime ministers and contributed to
the progress of democracy in the
country, staging antl-autocracy
movement egainst General Ershad.
Hasina ruled the country for one
term, and Khaleda for two terms.

1 have always harboured a
notion that Hasina and Khaleda
were personally honest, but were
misguided and misled by corrupt
elements in their inner circles, 1
also have an impression that
Hasina's term was way better than
Khaleda's second term as prime
minister,

Hasina's government failed 1o
maintain law and order, and her
relatives who are invelved in

Awami League politics, and some
party leadirs, misused powér 'dhid
made fortunes, The telecom sector,
the share market, and law and
order were the zones of disaster.

Her government also failed to
take action against religious funda-
mentalists, But her government's
performance in maintaining sta-
bility in the prices of essentials,
managing a post-flood crisis, and
réducing ethnic conflict in the
Chittagong Hill Tracts, was out-
standing. Flasina was also success-
ful in keeping her immediate fam-
ily members from abusing state
powerand money.

The BNP began its second term
with a vow to take action against
the alleged corruption of Hasina's
government. But the second term
BNP was a total disaster.
Corruption, killing, misuse, of
power, and the rise of religlous
fanaticism, broke all previous
records.

The parallel government run by
Khaleda's son, Tarique, from the
notorious Hawa Bhobon added a
new dimension to our political
culture. Khaleda's government also
failed 10 probe the alleged corrup-
tion charges against Hasina. And
finally, Khaleda's desperate
attempt to regain power through a
caretaker government led by her
party's yes-men was about to

TEvatn, T

destroy the whole demoeratic

If the AL-led opposition had not
challenged the yes-men's govern-
ment, our democracy would cer-
lainly be in disarray. All these
strengthened miy conviction that
Hasina was not corrupt. Otherwise,
giventhe hatred our political parties
have for each other, the BNP would
havedoneeverything to jail Hasina,

Now the present caretaker gov-
ernment, which has identified
corruption as the number one
problem, has found allegations of
corruption against ‘many politi-
cians, including Hasina.

It has brought charges sgainst
many politicians and arrested
some of them. The law enforce-
ment agencies have remanded and
interrogated some of the arrestees
to learn about their associates and
thesources of their money.

During interrogation, AL leaders
Jalil, Selim and Quader, and BNP
leaders Babar and Falu, allegedly
told the investigators that their
supreme leaders entertained
vitrious corruption schemes,

Babar and Falu related how
Khaleda made fortunes for herself
and her family, and Jalil and
Quader revealed how Hasina
demanded money from some
businessmen, most of whom are
directly linked with her party, for

entiching the party coffer. A few
businessmen have come forward
and filed extortion charges against
Hasina,

The so-called confessions are

available on CDs and on the
Internet. After hearing the confes-
sions, you can't wait to ask some
questions. Do the investigators
have a magic wand which makes
the suspects 8o easily and meticu-
lously confess their involvement in
illegal moneymaking?
_ How_ did these confessions
belome available on CDS? How
true are they? We don't know the
answers to these questions, butwe
do know that during an interroga-
tion only tive parties are involved --
interrogatars and suspects.

No other people have acoess to
tirat. selting. The government
cannot and, 1 am sure, has not
officially released the confessions
because they are useless until the
court aceepts them as true.

Itis well known that people make
confessions under duress, and to
avoid harsh treatment during inter-
rogations. And they can rightfully
deny them befare the court, and can
even complain against the method
ofinterrogation.

Confessions are only useful for
collecting further evidence against
suspects. It Is dangerous to treat
people as corrupt just on the basis
of the confesslons which they gave
during interrogation. If we do so,
we tun the risk of influencing the
court towards making biased
judgments,

We Bangladeshis are, by nature,
suspicious about the honesty of the
people in power. We are rightly so,
because we have seen many people
becoming filthy rich by misusing
state power and money. But 1 think
weneed towaitandsee.

We need to leave it to the court,

not the interrogators, to decide
who is Cormupt and who is not. For
the sake of establishing the rule of
law, the court must decide the
corruption churges without any
externalinfluence.

If politicians like Hasina and
Khaleda are found guilty by the
court, they must pay the penalty,
and they must lose their rdght w0
remain in politics. But if they are
removed from politics by undemo-
cratic means, they will be able 10
generate public sympathy In'their

Unvtitir By showing thit their rights

of citizenshipwerebeing violated.

And the political histories of
many developing countries, such
a4 Iran and the Philippines, suggest
that when popular leaders are cut
off from their political bases
through undemocratic means they
make heroiccomebacks.

Many people in the AL and BNE
and dn the present government,
believe that the absence of Hasina
and Khaleda from politics will cure
our political system. But is it really
thatsimple?

Let's ponder for a moment,
There are people in the BNPand AL
whao are now talking loudly about
reform; T just wonder, where they
were before, They either benefited
from the leadership of the two
ladies, or did not have guts to chal-
lengethem.

We also have reason to believe.
that they are demanding reform to
save themselves from the govern-
ment's anti-corruption drive.
Whatever the reason for the
demand i, itis true that our politi-
cal parties need reform to establish
the mechanisms to ensure the
practice. of democracy in party
forums,

We can'tdenythat the two ladies
are enonmously popular among
their party warkers, and can swiy

workers' opinions the way they
want. They are also symbols of
unity In their parties, It would be
much easier if they lead the reform
oftheirparties, .

But their climination from
politics may break up their parties,
creating a chaotic golitical envi-
ronment where a third force miy
gain political power. However, it is
notyet clearwho will be that force.

It may be the religions funda-
mentalists, who have created many
social institutions across the coun-
{ry viir the last féW YeaFs01 a new
right wing party made up of splin-
ter groups from the two parties,

Nobody can guarantes that the
new force will do batter than the
two big parties did, unless we
establish a demogratic system and

have

institutions. As 1 have sald many

times, it's easy for a person or a

party to exert a lot of due snd

undue pressure on our society

hecause we have not developed

democraticinstititionsasyer.
1, along with many.

hopeful of seeing a new badnm A

when the present caretaker gov-
ermnment started inftiatives to bulld
the institutions -- an independent
Anti-corruption Commission,
judiciary, and Election

Commission. But these initlatives

seemto hmvaslawedd}mn.

B

An independent El'egtio’:’:

Commission can with the
reform of the political parties, and
an independent Anti-corruption
Commission along with an ingde-

-

pendent judiciary can take care of

corrupt elements. The government
should expedite the efforts for
building these fundamental insti-
tutions to keep our hope alive fora
truly democraticsociety. '

AJM. Shaf Alam Bhiyar teaches i the
Department of Commuhicalion - snd

The plight of rickshaw pullers
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Let us not give the feeling that we, as a natian, are dwarfed by low-tech transportation,
and that our fate allows us not to move beyond a rickshaw. Like Dr. Yunus, | would like to
keep the rickshaws in the museum, and build hyper-speed transportation gateways for
the future of Bangladesh. My views were echoed by the editor of New-Age -- a local

'l English daily. | would rather offer these unfortunate rickshaw peddlers a decent life,

| and not et them be used by the affluent people for their merry rides.

)

‘had been contemplating
writingaboutthe plightofthe
A rjokshaw pullers of
Ba esh, Two recent issugs
" have made me share my views in
this regard. Trecently read a piece
‘on rickshaw pulling and how we
‘should not blindly emulate the
| Westers model to stop rickshaws
from plying the cities of
. Bangladesh as they claim that it
 has accelerated global pallution
. and ecologicatimbalance and put
| severe stress on fossil fuel for a
' small country like Bangladesh.
The second catalyst was a
| recent exhihition at the Russian
_Cultural Center, organized by

L

Neeti Gobeshona Kendra,
Dhaka, featuring the life of a
rickshaw puller. It was a unique
experience for me and, perhaps,
for many others who attended, [
would like to offer a perspective
on rickshaw pulling, the entire
trade and the related stake-
holders' community.

The exhibition allowed me to
dwell on the issue of rickshaw
pulling, Some comments really
struck me hard, and the cases
along the exhibition hall depicted
redl stories, with bonafide rick-
shaw pullers relating the stories of
theirlives.

It was painful, neediess to say,
and many feared that their's and
their children's lives would be

|

wasted away in this profession.
One rickshaw puller commented
that the police tend to think of
them as traffic jam creators, and
also project the view that before a
person becomes a thief the last
straw of hope that he clings onto is
a rickshaw. This really demeans
the profession.

Another puller commented that
even their wives felt hesitant in
saying that their husbands were
rickshaw pullers, Imagine the
pangs of emotion that one may
feel, given how the society feels
abouta "rickshaw puller.”

I sense that the society needs to
change its mindset, because pull-
ing a rickshaw is a dignified pro-
fession, and is much better than

stealing, bribing, or conniving to
defraud the government and the
public. We need o pay respect to
someone who deserves it, and not
to the rapacious bureaucrats and
politicians in Bangladesh.

It was a pleasant surprise when
the ambassador of Nethesrlands
called the rickshaw pullers the
"real heroes" of Bangladesh,
because they (the rickshaw pull-
ers) worked hard to carry a signifi- y
cantnumber of people from point
to point,

The ambassador also said that
social justice demanded that we,
the informed citizens of
Bangladesh, should find ways to
raise their (the rickshaw pullers)
economic standing, and create
social safety nets for them and
their farnities so that they were not
left behind in strengthening the
fabricofthesociety,

A rickshaw puller commented
that the laws of the land, espe-
cially for the rickshaw pullers,
were framed with the mindset that
the rickshaw pullers were incon-
sequential human pawns in our

{

society who needed to obey the
rules of the city corporation.

The rickshaw puller cited the
example of the badge that the city
corporation had given him, where
if is mentioned that he (the rick-
shaw puller) needed to behave
propery with the passenger, but
there was no mention of how the
passenger should behave towards
the puller.

These may be insignificant
issues to the policy makers, but
they are real issues of importance
for the pride, welfare and
sustainability of the rickshaw
pullers' community, and their
subsequent social acceptance,

Added to these dimensions is
the issue of our politicians using
the rickshaw pullers as vote
banks during elections in the city,
and this system of misuse has
taken an ominous turn, hurting
the proper functioning of effec-
tive voting while contributing to
the increase of inhabitants in the
urbanslums.

The huge number of rickshaws
also te],F of the many backward

"4

and forward linkage enterprises
that are involved in this profes-
sion, perhaps adding low-value
service that could have been
utilized with proper migration
planning to higher vielding pro-
ductive endeavours.

With regards to rickshaws, 1
believe, in spite of some people
saying that rickshaws were envi-
ronmentally safe, that they slow
down the movement of traffic,
thereby causing huge traffic jams
and useless burning of fuel, and
depreciation of motorized vehi-
cles,

Needless to say, the time lost is
never regained, and the energy
dissipated while stuck on a road
has far reaching impact national
productivity, Additionally, 1
believe that Bangladesh has
become an idle nation, and its
citizens, especially the affluent
class, do not feel the urge to walk,
They take a rickshaw to travel 200
to 300 yards, but never realize that
wilking is a cardiovascular exer-
cise that the very presence of a
rickshaw is stopping them from

having.

1 believe that our national pres-
tige is being severely lowered by
having rickshaws. When the global
trend is taking us towards travel at
lightening speed, and people are
thinking of energizing humans to
travel at the speed of light, here we
are, trying to retard our progress
by thinking of traveling at the pace
ofaturtle.

Social justice and equity are
needed in our journey to make
Bangladesh technology enabled,
but it is ridiculous to believe that
rickshaws are a functional
medium of travel In this era of
warp-speed and extensive travel.

I feel serious that efforts need to
be made to help the rickshaw
pullers to move out of this profes-
sion and into more value added
professions, and allow
Bangladeshis to walk for cardio-
vascular exercise, become less
lnzy, and belleve and work to
invent the next hypersonic age
communication platform,
Anything less would be insanity
on the part of the smart, intelli-

hunﬁ&mﬂh'ﬂ&w:hdqm :

genthumans thatwe are. ,

Let us not give Lhal.fadlugahqt
we, as a nation, are dwarfed by
low-tech transportanon, and that
our fare allows us npt (o move
beyond arickshaw. | _

Like Dr. Yunus, [ would like to
keep the rickshaws in the
museum, and build hyper-speed
transportation’ ga  for the
future of Bangladeshl My views
were echoed by the editor of New-
Age -- alocal English dally: T would
rather offer these unfortunate
rickshaw peddlers a decent life,
and not let them be used by the
affluent people for their memy
rides. )

We, as a nation, continue to stay

unperturbed while man
loss in pur national productivity
goes un-challenged, and our
citizens tail fora pliving.

A re-evaluation strutegy muse
the rickshaw pullers’ skills need 1o
be putup in front of aur faces for
social and ¢conomicawakening of
our policy makers andcitizens.

Zinur Rahman e GEO of MM,



