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Exit strategies

Rehman Sobhan ponders some lessons from history for the caretaker government and its backers

HE exit strategy for the

caretaker government

(CTG) may turn out to be
its most challenging task because
the full agenda of the forces
behind such a government have
yet to be macdle explicit. In explor-
ing the options of the CTG and its
backers it may be well to take
some lessons from the entry and
exit of previous militarised
regimes in both Pakistan and
Bangladesh.

If we look back at the history of
military interventions in
Pakistan/Bangladesh, all of these
have followed acommon path and
all have ended badly. The special

feature of the latest such venture '

in Bangladesh is so far unique and
thus holds the promise that they
may end up standing by their
commitment to the people of
Bangladesh. The preceding mili-
tary regimes all came into public
life promising to clean up politics
and eradicate corruption but
ended up embracing the very
vices which they sought to elimi-
nate from public life. This reversal
of fortunes was inherent in their
act of self-betrayal and should be
heeded as a lesson for all the cur-
rent players in Bangladesh's
unfolding political drama.

The present intervention by the

armed forces retains several distn-
guishing features. It has so far not
come in behind a martial law decree
but within the framework of the
Constitution, though with the passage
of time this framework is being
severely streiched. Because this
intervention has remained within the
Constinution, the armed forces have
not had to present a visible face. Nor
has the institutional head of the
armed forces proclaimed a personal
mission to rule the country. So far the
armed force have remained commit-
ted to help the CTG to hold a free and
fair general election and to then with-
draw,

However, as the tenure of the
CTG lengthens and its reach
increasingly intrudes into the
political area due to the actions of
its backers, the exit strategy for the
armed forces is becoming increas-
ingly problematic. At the end of
2008 there is no reason why a free
and fair election cannot be held,
given the credibility of the CTG
and the Election Commission as
well as the time and resources
investedin the electoral process,

The goal of the CTG, which is
presumably underwritten by the
armed forces, is to eradicate cor-
ruption and to prevent such cor-
rupt elements from contesting the
elections. These goals are widely

shared but are not necessarily the
same. Ensuring that few corrupt
people contest elections in
December 2008 is entirely feasi-
ble, given the determination of the
BEC, the firm actions of the Anti-
Corruption Comimission, and the
full support of the CTG.
Eradicating corruption, is, how-
ever, a systemic issue which
demands that the regime elected
to power in December 2008 shares
this vision and remains commit-
ted to sustain the mission of the
CTG. Such a systemic commit-
ment will depend, in considerable
measure, on who is elected to
power in 2008 and the institu-
tonal safeguards put in place by
the CTG which can be built into
the system no matter who is
elected. Building such safeguards
is a challenge for the CTG and also
to the ingenuity of its advisors in
civil society. But however clearly
crafted be these interventions by
the CTG, it will require another
five years of political support by a
freely elected government to
consolidatesuchreforms.

[t is this problem of sustaining
the reform process which provides
the real challenge to the exit strat-
egy of the armed forces at the end
0f 2008. No doubt much hope had
been invested in a person such as

Muhammad Yunus, to build a new
political party wedded to ended
corruption and institutionalising
good governance. Now that Yunus
has withdrawn from the political
arena, some new palitical forma-
tionsare surfacing (though itis not
clear if they enjoy any extra-
political patronage). [t is here that
the armed forces will really have to
take account of the lessons from
the experience of their predeces-
sorsin Pakistan and Bangladesh.
The principal lesson for our
armed forces is to avoid, at all
costs, the task of fabricating or
even sponsoring a political party
or force made up of the same
unelectable political figures. This
involvement proved the undoing
of Ayub, Yahya, Zeaul Haq, Pervez
Musharraf, Ziaur Rahman, and
Ershad. To depend on elements
who cannot politically sustain
themselves and can only be
elected through patronage from
the cantonment will take
Bangladesh down the same road
of corruption and malgovernance
which proved the undoing of
previous military-backed regimes.
Such an involvement would not
only erode the institutional credi-
bility of the armed forces but
compromise their future partici-
pation in international peace-

keeping operations.

There is thus no alternative for
the CTG and their backers but to
let the political process in
Bangladesh take its own course.
This means that our major paliti-
cal parties must be given the free-
dom to reform themselves.
Whether this opportunity will be
frustrated by the ongoing pres-
ence of the two netris is not for me
to say. The parties themselves
have to work this out. Attempts by
the CTG to somehow eliminate
the netris by incarcerating them is
likely to become counter-
productive and could indeed
compromise the credibility of the
"reformers" within their respec-
tive parties.

In this context, the recent
arrest of Shiekh Hasina has
already put the "reformers" in
the Awami League on the defen-
sive. This is not to argue that the
netris should enjoy immunity for
any wrong-doing. If there are
genuine cases of corruption
which can be established against
the netris then let the evidence
be produced up front and vali-
dated in a court of law. It would
obviously not be to the advan-
tage of either party to be led by
leaders whose integrity is open
to public question. But if little

hard evidence can bhe generated
and cases have 1o be fabricated
apgainst the netris so that they have
to be ousted from their leadership
through some extra-legal mea-
sures, then the netris will continue
to retain their authority in the
party whatever may be their for-
mal status or geographical loca-
tion, whether in a sub-jail in
Dhaka or in exile in Miami, One
need only witness the political
resilience enjoyed by both Benazir
Bhutto and Nawaz Sharif in spite
of each having demonstrated their
corruption and malgovernance
over two successive regimcs.

Today, both leaders continue to

call the shots in their respective
parties from their exile abroad and
one day hope to once again lead
their country.

If the two netris can neither be
ousted from effective leadership
of their parties or are unwilling to
bring aboutmeaningful reformin
their parties, then the only credi-
ble option is o look to the emer-
gence of a third political force.
But as we have abserved, such a
force cannot be fabricated inside
or outside the cantonment
because this will condemn
Bangladesh to move back on the
same cyele of fraudulent democ-
racy and malgovernance which

originated under Ayub in
Pakistan and was continued by
Ziaur Rahman and Ershad in
Bangladesh. Tt is these synthetic
exercises in party formation
which have corrupted the polit-
cal culture of hoth Pakistan and
Bangladesh and made it all the
more difficult to build a sustain-
able democratic system.

If a third political force is to
emerge to challenge the hege-
mony of the two political parties,
with or without thelr newuis, it
must emerge fram the political
soil of Bangladesh and win a free
and fair election in December
2008. All that can be ensured by
the CTG and their backers is that
in the December 2008 election

both money and muscle power,
the staple of the old political order,
will be completely neutralised. lfa
third party cannot survive in such
a genuinely competitive political
market place then we will have to
take our chances with whatever
forces will be elected to power.
This may leave us with an uncer
tain and possibly dangerous
future but thatis the price we must
continue to pay, if we hope to
preserve a democratic system
This may hardly be warse than the
Pakistan model which led to the
disintegration of the country and
may fragmentiteven further.

Rehman Scthan is Chalrman, Editorial Baard,
Farum

What should have been in the budget

We need to focus on jobs and leave the rest in the hands of the people, argues K. Siddique-e-Rabbani

OVERTY alleviation needs
P enhancement of the pur-

chasing power of the
masses, and that needs mass-
employment generation. This
simply cannot happen through
direct government initiated pro-
grams like earth cutting for road
and food for work, or through
grants or through setting up of a
few large industries with foreign
investment, as suggested in our
national budget. i ogpead ot

Every vear, about 3 milllon new -

individuals join the work force in
Bangladesh. The sheer dimension
of the problem is beyond the realm
of any direct action or program of
the government, and those in
policy-making need to understand
and appreciate this factwell.

While making policies, we tend

to think of the masses only as pairs

of hands -- cheap labour to be

exploited -- but we fail to appreci-
ate the fact that each of them is an
individual human being, having an
innovative brain, who can find
his/her way out even from a deep
crisis, if we do not impose man-
made obstacles deliberately or
inadvertently.

The government machinery,
however brilliant it may be, can
never match the brilliance of the
millions of people. One should also

appreciate thatpeople areready to

face many challenges with their
ingenuity, they can surmount
many obsticles, but any obstacle
coming in the form of a govern-
ment policy, or obstacles created
by its corrupt administrators, are
simply insurmountable for them.
This is particularly so since we still
have not been able to come outofa

top-down system of government
administration,

Poverty alleviation and mass
employment can waork for the
millions of people only when the
brain and the hands of ach indi-
vidual are allowed to blossom in a
free and fair environment, and this
should have been the basis of the
policies in the budget which is
called pro-poor. Unfortunately, it
has not been that way, neither was
iteverin the pust. ek Sl

No cost

As mentioned above, poverty
alleviation can only come from
mass employment, and that can
come from two major sectors --
agriculture and small industry --
in both of which the people can
exercise their ingenuity and skills.

50 the policies to look for in the
budget are those that help cre-
ation of a suitable environment
for enhancing the spontaneous
activities of people in these two
sectors.

Such a policy demands very
litle, almost nothing, from the
government exchequer in the short
term. The long-term requirements
are education, research, and train-
ingofthe people, which are already

-« in place. Therefore, inthe immaodi-

ate time frame, such policies
demand only some inhibition-free
vision (free from vested interest
groups -- local and international),
and brainstorming on the part of
the policymakers, and a stroke of a
pen, nothing much.

Because of some favourable
policies in the field of agriculture,

and new technologies offered by
the local agriculture scientists,
ourintelligent farmers could feed
a population that has doubled in
the last 30 years. Moreover, they
achieved this success with age-
old tools, and even with inade-
quate and irregular supply of
necessary inputs like seed, ferti-
liser, electricity and/or diesel for
irrigation, etc. by the govern-
ment. Although much more
needs to be done in this sector,
the athirsector m&mfipncd abovy
is a complete tragedy, and 15 a
classic example not only of gov-
ernment failure bur also of the
government itself posing as the
greatestobstacle.

Or. K. Siddique-e-Rabbani is Professor of Physics,

Dhaka Univarsity, and Mambar, Mational SME
Tasldarea,

Where Deshantori ends, Phiriye Ano Bangladesh begins

Mridul Chowdhury reflects upon making the film

ME boat, 42 lives; 17 dead,

25 waiting to die -- they

have been floating on the
sea for about 10 days without food
or water. One looks at another as
potential "food" and wonders
which part of a dead-body may be
easier to swallow, while another
uses his last breath to look for
something sharp enough to cut up
adead-body.

This was the experience that a
group of young Bangladeshis had
to go through as they undertook an
illegal journey in early 2005 to
reach Spain. They trailed through
the Sahara Desert -- sometimes by
a jeep, sometimes on foot -- with
hardly enough to eat or drink, and
always afraid of being shot at by
barder patrols, After barely surviv-
ing the desert, and spending weeks
in fails in horrendous conditions,
the group had to take a small rub-
ber boat to cross the mighty

Mediterranean Sea. The boat's
engine stopped after a foew hours
and they were stranded on the boat
for about 10 days until the Algerian
authorities rescued them. Some
survived to tell the heart-
wrenching story of the entire jour-
ney -- the inhuman suffering in
having to drink one's own urine,
the pain of watching a brother or a
friend slowly starve to death, and
the horror of making the cruel
choice between death and eating
upbodyparts ofadead friend.
Themaking

[twas in March 2006 that we started
interviewing the survivors of that
harrowing journey. What unfolded
was a picture that we did not quite
expect -- almost none of the 26
people who went on that journey
came from families suffering abject
poverty. Mosthad TVin their houses
and many had other family mem-

bers sending money from abroad;
two even came from a middle class
family with own apartment in the
heart of Dhaka. Clearly poverty was
not a major factor behind these
people taking such life-and-death

risks in trying to emigrate to adevel-

aped country. Butthen, whatwas?
Our quest to find the answer to
this is what forms the underlying
basis of Deshantord. In the process of
making the film, we roamed across
the nation interviewing the youth
from various walks oflife asking their
views on Bangladesh's future, their
possible role in it, and their reasons
for wanting to migrate so desper-
ately. What we found was a deep-
rooted frustration caused by the
endemicinjustice thatin their minds
was almost a permanent phenome-
non. Widespread corruption, extor-
ton by politicians and their allies,
unpunished crimes, armed paolities
in university campuses -- these are

only parts of why they felt that they
do not see any future in Bangladesh,
One interviewee summarised the
widespread psyche of many young
people in Bangladesh: "With my
qualifications, T cannot do anything
worthwhile in Bangladesh; if [ can go
abroad, [know! can.”

Even those who came from
relatively well-off families and had
the ability to gather some decent
amount of money did not seem to
have the confidence o use it for
any investment in the country.
Rabiul, one of the survivors of the
journey, had borrowed a substan-
tial sum of money from his rela-
tives. He said during the interview:
"If I were to ask my relatives money
for starting a business in
Bangladesh, none of them would
give me money, not even my par-
ents. [f| tell them that [will use the
money to go abroad, only then will
they give me money." We found

that the thought that "Bangladesh
is not a country worth living in if
there is a way out” is quite deeply
embedded in the psyche of much
of the young generation.

However, that was not all that

SULIAN MAKMUD

we found,

Mridul Chawd hury (s cumrently a graduata student
al Harvard Univarsty. Updates on upcoming
Deshantor screanings can ba oblainad from:
wwvw.deshanlon, com.

A cloud of silence
in Bangla Town

Naeem Mohaiemen journeys to
the heart of the Bombay
Bangladeshi community

OMDAY.
Contested
flicted ethnography.

Mumbai.

nmame, con-

(Beme friends o indinm - dafrists)

still hold on to the old name, @
solitary act of defiance against
soft Hindutva.

Bombay. "Maximum city” that
leaves me craving, by compari-
son, the "cleaner” air of Dhaka. It
wias towards the end of the BJP's
horrific tenure {their shock
defeat still a pipe dream for
Indian progressives), and [ was
visiting a friend who was in
Bombay writing his novel. After
days of bemoaning the specter of
militant Shiv Sena workers, |
decided go exploring the town.

Bombay's Bangla Town was on
my radar. 1 had been hearing
about foating Bengali popula-
tions. Some called them Bangali,
some said Banpladeshi.
Invisible, unwanted, and yet
essential to the city's smooth
functioning. Same as migrants
anywhere.

At Raey railway station, [
started asking for Bangali-para.
A few shop inquiries, and [ was
sent down a road with hundreds
of shanty shacks. The men were
all away at work -- women and
the jobless sprawled on roadside
mats. Also visible were barber
shops, where work kept them
near home. Tomato, begun,
cauliflower, chilis and deformed
miniature potaloes in symimnetric
rows o a blue sheet. A stack of

fish fry on a plate: glistening with
It looked like 1t was being
prepared for a restaurant, but

uil

botbre lady Ferely! awedt stoonfy
i rmed me shetwhas couking i@

for mahalla peoaple, In one o
ner, i floppy vellow object was
being dipped repeatedly into
boiling water, it looked like fish
but it was chicken skin. On
another sheet, a stack of dried,
smelly, shutki fish.

Fish everywhere, the trail was
getting warmer.

in between cooking areas,
girls crouched on the ground,
washing themselves with mini-
mal soap and even more mini-
mal disrobing. On more blue
sheety, a man was rubbing his -
head affectionately on a baby's
stomach. A crazy jumble of
shacks. One-two-three-four, all
on top ofeach other.

When [ first approach peaple,
the conversation that breaks off
is in Bangla. Butwhen T ask ques-
tions, the replies are always in
Hindi. No one admits to being
Bangali. Dr Choudhary is a
Bangauli name, the only doctor in
the area. Dut his tiny shop is
closed, There are only a few
other shops where [ can try my
search. Trail growing cold again.
I step into the last barbershop on
the row.

The mansitting in the chair has a
thinly shaved pencil moustache
and black kahlaround his eyes,

MNagem Mohaiemen s a Forum contributor,

Let's get political

[t is time for the NRB communi

ITH the expatriates
getting direct voting
rights for the next

election, the time is ripe for them
to exert more direct influence in
policy making. Now that they can
have a say on who gets to run for
office in their own local constitu-
encies, itwill be a good chance for
people to get involved on more
hands on local issues. The key
impediment in this case has been
lack of information flow. While
we are now getting up to the news
onthe national scene via internet
and the electronic media, it is
more or less impossible to pet
news on the local level for people
who want to be more involved. A
more fundamental question to
ask is whether someone who has
decided to migrate from their
home constituency would have
had enough engagement with the
community to run for office to
represent them.

As evidenced from

Bangladeshis forming their
region-oriented Bangladesh

8

organisations in the foreign land,
their appetite for petting involved

with local issues is limitiess. They
have been working to help build
schools, mosques and hospitals
in their villages. However, to
change politics as we know it,
there is no better way than to get
directly involved. Expatriates
who have lived under matured
democracies and who have fol-
lowed the democratic practices in
the foreign land canlead by exam-
ple by planting new ideas in
Bangladeshi political scene by
getting involved in politics. For
that, however, a key logistical
impediment remains in place as
Bangladesh still bars dual pass-
port holders to run for office. In
this era of global migration, such
discriminatory rules are counter-
productive indeed.

For those are who are not ready
to get directly involved, the best
way still is to getinvelved with the
change makers in the local com-
munity and empowering them
and partnering with them via the

ty to flex its political muscle, suggests Asif Saleh

expatriate organisations. At the
end of the day, expatriates have
the geographical and financial
independence which gives them
a lot of leverage in pushing
through theirideas.

Hopefully, after years of aim-
less bickering, NRBs will be able
to follow the Mon-Resident
Indian (MRI) example of contrib-
uting in key issues by becoming
powerful and cohesive stake-
holders. Until that happens, the
global conversation that is now
taking place between
Bangladeshis worldwide on
national issues through media
outlets and internet is bound to
open up new doors of opportuni-
ties and help shed the negative
label that we have been associat-
ing with being political in
Bangladesh.

Asif Saleh is the founder af Dnshtipat and a
raceént raciplent of Bangladeshi-Amarican
Frundution's Our Pride award.
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