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Parliament's oversight role
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N a society riddled with
endemic and all-pervasive
corruption, as is the situation
obtaining in Bangladesh, it is a
very difficult task to eliminate or
at least to control this vice. Not
one institution or state function-
arycan fightcorruption. Itneeds a
combined effort on the part of a
number of agencies or institu-
tions of the state for launching a
successful initiative to achieve the
goal of elimination of corruption
from the country. The current
Caretaker Government has done
a laudable work by reconstituting
the Anti-Corruption
Commission and extending full
support to the Commission in its
attempt to carry out much
needed legal, regulatory and
structural reform so as to enable it
o effectively perform its assigned
duty. The reconstituted
Commission has been working
relentlessly to bring a large num-
ber of corrupt persons---political
high-ups and senior bureaucrats-
- 10 face charges of corruption
who were so powerful that they
were, hitherto, perceived to be
abovelawandtobe questioned.

As mentioned earlier, corrup-
tion can not be controlled by the

operation of a single department
or agency however powerful and
efficient it might be. In a demo-
cratic country the legislative
organ of the government, the
Parliament, is also very much
responsible for fighting corrup-
tion in its role as the mostimpor-
tant watchdog agency for estab-
lishing transparency and
accountability of the government
constituting one of the major
pillars of the national integrity
system. Itisthe Parliamentwhich
Is supposed to enact appropriate
legal framework for, and give
regulatory support, to the desig-
nated anti-corruption agencies. A
parliament committed to elimi-
nate corruption will do so ear-
nestly and persistently and enact
the right kind of laws and legal
Instruments/arrangements
which will form the foundation
upon which all other anti-
corruption agencies will be built
up. The power of a Parliament
over the finance of the state, its
control over the state purse is one
of the mostimportant factors or
yardsticks in measuring how far
and how much democratic a
country is. This implies that the
parliament is supposed to see
that the state resources are being
properly used and no misappro-

priation, pilferage and willful
wastage of state resources or
corruptioninany form take place.

Now let us examine how the
parliament exercises control over
corruption and corrupt practices
in the functioning of the govern-
ment in our country. A parlia-
ment's working procedure is
supposed to provide question-
answer sittings on every day of its
sessions. The members of the
parliament ask questions
addressed to the Ministers on the
floor of the house on, interalia,
allegations of corruption against
members of the bureaucracy, or
political office holders. In alldem-
ocratic countries the question-
answer sittings act as a very pow-
erful instrument in bringing into
surface allegations of corruption
as well as in promoting deter-
rence against corruption. In
Bangladesh, however, the ques-
tion-answer sittings have always
been very dull. Most of the ques-
tions were purposeless and of
very low quality. The questions
did not, generally, lead to any
discussion on the floor of the
house, the questioning members
aswell as the answering Ministers
take very little interest in the
whole process and there are alle-
gations that sometimes the

Ministers, while replying to ques-
tions, resorted to falsehoodan act
whichis sufficient to dislodge him
from his post. Rule 53 of the Rules
of Procedure of our Parliament
contains a long list of prohibi-
tions/restrictions on the ques-
tions to be asked limiting the
scope and range of questions and
making the question-answer
episode a boring and lifeless one.
The Rule 55 of the said Rules has
given wide discretion to the
Speaker to decide the admissibil-
ity ol a question or part thereof
and there is no provision for
review in case a negative decision
by the Speaker kills a question.
Discussion on a question is lim-
ited by Rule 60 of the Rules of
Procedure and instances of ques-
tions leading to discussion are
rarely found.

Secondly, in all democracies
the parliaments do hold full-
fledged discussions, initiated
through Adjournment motions,
on prima facie charges of corrup-
tion against public office bearers
including political ones. This
presupposes a functioning par-

Jiament where the, membegs are.

allowed to bring adjournment
motions and the Speaker does
not, as a routine, rule out the
adjournment motions. In
Bangladesh Parliament disallow-
ing adjournment motions is the
rulerather than anexception. So if
any member wants to introduce
an adjournment motion to dis-
cuss any allegation of corruption
as a matter of public importance
the same, in all likelihood, will be
disallowed by the Speaker.

T'he above two situations will
prevail as long as the successive
Speakers of Bangladesh
Parliament continue to remain
loyal and active members of the
party in power. In fact the succes-
sive Speakers' partisan role while
conducting sessions of the parlia-
ment created many of our politi-
cal problems, caused intense
bickering leading to confronta-
tional politics and provided
excuse to the party in opposition
to boycott parliamentsessions for
months after months, even go for
en bloc resignation from the
parliament. This has contributed
greatly in making our parliament
a dysfunctional one and such a
dysfunctional parliament cannot
perform any significant role in
combating corruption. This
problem can, perhaps, be solved
to a great extent if the Speaker is
neutralized by requiring that he
will have to resign from the politi-
cal party after being elected as
such.

As per Article 76 of the
Constitution of the Republic the
Parliament shall appoint from
among its members the following
standing committees'---

(@)  apublic accounts com-
mittee,

(b) committee of privi-
leges,

() such other standing
committees as the rules of proce-
dure of Parliament require'.

The Rules of Procedure of the
Parliament, vide rule 233, has
provided for the composition,
functions and procedures for the
Public Accounts Committee, In
short, this committee is charged
with the responsibility of examin-
Ing the audit reports, appropria-
tion and finance accounts of the
Republic as prepared and sub-
mitted by the Comptroller and
Auditor General. It is the institu-
tion of Auditor General which, in
course ofdischargingits constitu-
tional duty of conducting audit, is
directly responsible in unearth-
ing instances of corruption,
willful misuse and wastage of
public resources and the Public
Accounts Committee is charged
with the responsibility of exam-
ining these reports and recom-

mending necessary action to be
taken against individuals/ func-
tionaries held responsible. But
the scenario in regard to the Pubic
Accounts Committee's perfor-
mance in Bangladesh is anything
but satistactory. The Auditor
General has so far produced and
submitted to the Parliament
nearly 900 reports containing a
large number of cases of corrup-
tion, wastage, pilferage, misuse of
office for personal gains, irregular
expenditure, etc involving a stag-
gering amountof money running
into billions. But as of now only
266 of these reports have been
discussed and disposed of by the
Public Accounts Committee, This
staggering backlog has made the
Committee totally ineffective in
combating corruption. Many
factors are responsible for accu-
mulation of such huge arrear, for
example, non-existence of parlia-
ment during Martial Law or dur-
INg emergency as is the situation
now, inordinate delay in forming
the Committee after a new parlia-
ment is elected through general
election, general apathy among

themembersofthe committee to

attend the meetings of the com-
mittee, holding insufficient num-
ber of meetings and absence of
any urgency on the part of the
Parlament to initiate any crash
programmes to clear the backlog.

The Committee is also handi-
capped by the absence of a secre-
tariat of its own and adequate
logistic support. The long inter-
regnum between two parlia-
ments for holding general elec-
tions under the present system of
carertaker government has
added to the burden of the back-
log. The irony is that the
Constitution of the Republic has
rightly attached due importance
to the Public Accounts
Committee, as it deserves and
found in all democracies, by
specifically mentoning it in the
Constitution as the number one
committee, but in practice it has
been relegated to a much less
Importantposition.

When the writer of this article
was the Auditor General it so
happened that due to a reconsti-
tution of some standing commit-
tees a number of members of the
Public Accounts Committee
became ineligible to continue in
the said committee due of to one
reason or other (for example, a
minister cannot be a member the
Public Accounts Committee) but
the vacancies were not filled up
immediately. This resulted in
holding meetings with required
quorum impossible. This seri-
ously affected the functioning of
the committee in as much as the
Committee, along with the Public
Undertaking Committee (an-
other committee of the
Parliament for performing over-
sight function over a specified
number of public undertakings of
the government) wasinastate of
limbo for quite some time.
Experts on the functioning of
parliaments have persistently
recommended that the Public
Accounts Committee, being a
very vital one to ensure transpar-
ency and accountability of the
administration, should be
formed in the first session of a
new parliament. But it is under-
stood thatarecentamendment of
the Rules of Procedure has pro-
vided for forming the Committee
by the third session of the
Parliament. Since two months
gap is allowed between two ses-
sions the above mentioned
amendment may lead to six
months delay in forming the
Committee andloss of sixmonths
valuable time will further add to
theload ofbacklog.

There are standing commit-
tees in the parliament on all the
ministries/divisions. Taken

key to combating corruption

together all these committees,
including the Public Accounts
Committee and Public
Undertaking Committee, are to
perform the oversight function
ontheworkingofthe government
both in macro and micro issues.
But, unfortunately, the perfor-
mance of all these committees
has always been unsatisfactory.
During the 8th Parliament some
cases of corruption of Ministries
were taken up by the respective
standing committees. Despite
initial eagerness to delve into
these charges of corruption the
Committee, for mysterious rea-
sons, lost all interest and gradu-
ally became silent. Had these
standing committees been asser-
tive and committed intakingup
allegations of corruption in right
earnest the Parliament would
have played an effective role in
controlling corruption. It is nec-
essary to mention here that the
Bangladesh Parliament is bur-
dened with a large number of
committees, not found in other
similar legislatures and in fact
such large number of committees

Accounts Committee is also very
important for enabling the
Parliament to be an effective
watchdog against corruption.
Unless the committee is formed
with members having back-
ground In finance, accounts,
budget, public procurement
norms and ethics the committee
will not be able to perform its
function effectively. In particular,
the Chairman of the committee
should be conversant with gov-
ernment rules and procedure of
raising revenue and spending
from exchequer. So far the best
performance was shown by the
Public Accounts Committee of
the seventh parliament and
much credit goes to the
Chairman of the said Committee
who used to take deep interest
and was fully conversant with the
government rules and procedure
ofraising public fund and spend-
ing there from. It should be men-
tioned here that in many democ-
racies the public accounts com-
mittees are chaired by members
from Opposition. Introduction of
the same system in Bangladesh

isnotnecessary ITheexistepncg @fay yhas persistently been recom-

plethora of committees has
resulted in manifold difficulties in
the overall functioning of the
committee system. A parliament
member is a member of more
than one committee simulta-
neously and quite frequently it
happens that he is called upon to
attend more than one meeting at
the same time which is not possi-
ble. Such members find it difficult
to concentrate deeply ona partic-
ularaspectof governmentactivity
and to develop specialization
greatly hampering efficient func-
tioning of the committee system.
But a reduction in the number of
committees is unlikely to happen
because committees are also
treated as a means to distribute
political favour. It has also been
observed that on many occasions
meetings of the Public Accounts
Committee could not be con-
vened due to shortage of commit-
(ee rooms.

On the other hand there are
numerous instances of govern-
ment indifference to the recom-
mendations made by the Public
Accounts Committee as well as by
the standing committees on
ministries. Defiance of the com-
mittee directives/ recommenda-
tions and non-cooperation with
the committees by not supplying
necessary documents, etc are
quite common. There is percepti-
ble tendency among the minis-
tries to ignore the committees.
This, again, is due to non-serious
nature of committee meetings
and lack ofassertion on the part of
the committees.

Rule 233 of the Parliamentary
Rules of Procedure provides that
‘upon examination of irregulari-
ties and lapses of Institutions,
the Committee shall report to
Parliament with recommenda-
tions of remedial measures.' The
Public Accounts Committee of
the seventh parliament submit-
ted at least five such reports
containing serious cases of
financial impropriety, pilferage,
embezzlement, willful wastage
of public resources and various
other corruption/ corrupt prac-
tices. But the basic problem is
that the Rules of Procedure does
not contain any stipulation for
discussion of these reports in the
House. No discussion takes
place on these reports and never
these reports have been able to
attract the attention of the mem-
bers. Hence compilation of such
reports has all through been a
futile exercise. This, again, is

another example of the
Parliament's failure to exercise
any controloncorruption.

The composition of the Public

mended by civil society organiza-
tions, parliamentary experts and
donor community but no gov-
ernment has shown any inclina-
tion to do so. Moreover as a mea-
sure to make the Public Accounts
Committee more effective it has
been recommended that the
electronic and print media be
given access to the meetings to
cover its proceedings. But accep-
tance of this recommendation by
the Parliamentis highlyunlikely.

In the ultimate analysis it
appears that the present political
culture, behaviour of political
parties, the existence of an all-
powerful Prime Minister, absence
of any check and balance on the
power of the Prime Minister (it
will not be much exaggeration to
say that the Prime Minister in
Bangladesh is an elected dicta-
tor), flawed electoral system, non-
transparent and unaccountable
system of governance as a whole
are not conducive to creating a
parliament with honest and
dedicated members which will
be capable of discharging its due
role efficiently. Such being the
situation a large number of
reform measures are necessary to
make the Parliament effective.
Only an effective parliament can
effectively perform its oversight
function of eradicating corrup-
tion from the country.

M. Hafizuddin Khan, Retired
Comptroller and Auditor General
ofBangladesh.
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