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Bahrain's ban on

Bangladeshi workers
Dhaka should raise issue with Manama

HE manner in which the Bahrain authorities have

imposed a ban on any further recruitment of

manpower from Bangladesh is cause for extreme
concern. At the same time, it is for us a genuine reason to feel
outraged. Coming on the heels of the sulferings Bangladeshi |
workers have been going through in Malaysia and Saudi
Arabia, this new move can only add to our growing disquiet
about the future of our manpower export sector. What makes
the Bahrain move extremely shocking is that it was
recommended by a group of lawmakers in that country
following the alleged perpetration of a crime by a

Any crime committed by anyone in any country is
reprehensible, which is why we think thatifa Bangladeshihas |
violated the law in Bahrain he should be dealt with under the
law. But for the Bahraini authorities to suppose that one
man's crime can be a cause to punish an entire naton
through stopping its workers from coming to work in their
country is an act that lacks reason itself. Indeed, individuals
involved with human rights in Bahrain have protested the
move and have described it as an act akin to ‘racism'. On its
part, the Bangladesh embassy in Manama has made its strong
feelings of shock known, calling the Bahraini move
unacceptable. What the action now does to Bangladeshis is |
two-fold. In the first place, those who are already in Bahrain
will be treated with suspicion and will find it psychologically
difficult to work there. In the second, those who have
obtained jobs in Bahrain but are yet to go there will now find
their avenues of a happy future blocked. In other words, what
we have here is a precarious human rights situation.

In a recent editorial on the plight of our workers in Saudi
Arabia, we had recommended that the Bangladesh
government adopt a strong position by taking up the 1ssue
with the Riyadh authorities. What has happened in Bahrain
only reinforces our feeling that the Bangladesh authorities,
notably through the Foreign Office and the manpower
| ministry, must now work out a strategy to assistour workersin
all the countries where they happen to be in a state of distress.
Let special teams go out to Malaysia, Saudi Arabia and
Bahrain for some hard-nosed discussions with the
governments of those countries. The remittances of our
workers abroad are a huge prop for our economy. These
workers also bolster the economy of the host countries.

We urge the Bahrain government to rethink its entire move
in the interest of friendly relations and human rights.

Nepal becomes arepublic

Spirit of tolerance can underpin democracy

HE abolition of the monarchy in Nepal by an

overwhelming parliamentary vote on Wednesday |

heralds a new beginning for the country. With as many
as 560 lawmakers in the newly elected 601-member
constitutional assembly voting to declare the country a
republic, itis clear where the sentiments of the population lie.
While it can be argued that the struggle against the monarghy
was ' spearheaded by the Maoists; who now dominate
Nepalese politics, itis also true that Nepalese in general have
been yearning to see the back of the royal family for quite
sometime. Former king Gyanendra made matters worse not
only for himselfbut for his people as well when a few yearsago
he tried to impose his arbitrary authority by pushing
politicians aside. He has now paid the price for that

The task that Nepal's political classes now face is immense.
The sense of euphoria which has greeted the emergence of
the country as a republic must now be followed by all those
measures which strengthen democracy and underpin a
society in the long run. The Maoist rebellion, spanning a
decade before the 2006 peace deal brought itinto the political
mainstream, ended up leaving 13,000 people dead. Now that
the Maoists are the single largest bloc in the assembly and will
be the dominant force in governance, the onus will be on
them to ensure that pluralism takes roots in Nepal. They must
prove to Nepalese and people outside the country that
despite their militant background, they are intellectually
equipped to transform themselves into ademocratic force for
change. All the elements of behaviour necessary to keep a
democracy going must be demonstrated by the Maoists. It is
their example, and a good one at that, which can inspire other
political forces into building a relationship of trust with them.
Never has Nepal been in such need of political
accommodation between its political parties as now.

We wish the people of Nepal well in their journey to
democratic politics. There will be a few stumbles and some
| fumbling along the way, but it all promises to be a healthy
experiment. Meanwhile, let the new men in charge avoid the
| temptation of engaging in anything that even remotely
smacks of retribution against the lapsed monarch and his
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Cards on the table

ZAFA;I SOBHAN

AME on. Itis atestament
to the circular nature of
politics in Bangladesh

that I used the same heading and
same introduction to a column
almost three years ago. The more
things change, the more they stay
the same. The dynamics are
different now, with
both AL and BNP in the opposi-
tion, so to speak, but once again

of course,

the issueis elections and whether
or not to participate.

The official letters from the AL
and BNP to the caretaker govern-
ment, respectfully declining the
invitations to participate in the
ongoing dialogue about the
upcoming elections, have not yet
been mailed, but in all other
respects, it is official: AL and BNP
will not attend the dialogue, and
more crucially, will not partici-
pate in the December elections
unless their leaders are first freed.

In the wake of the strong state-
ment opposing participation
made by the grassroots and dis-
trict level workers of the AL when
they met earlier in the week, the
decision to endorse this policy by
the senior leadership of the cen-

tral working committee s no
surprise. Indeed, haven't we all
been bemoaning for years now
the lack of internal party democ-
racy within the AL? Well, this was
internal party democracy in
action.

The BNFP decision to also
boycott the talks and upcoming
elections strikes one as a trifle
opportunistic, in that until the AL
had made its decision, the leader
of the BNP had instructed her
factotum to attend the talks, It
was only after it became clear
that the AL would not take part
that the BNP followed suit.
Nevertheless, this makes perfect
sense: in the first place the party
cannot allow it to seem as if the
AL is amore staunch opponent of
the current dispensation, and in
the second, the party has learned
to its cost thatan election without
the AL has limited legitimacy and
utility.

However, whether the deci-
sion was a good one, is an entirely
different question. On this count,
there are misgivings, even among
the senior leaderships of the
political parties, especially the
AL. After all, it is by no means
clear what would be the outcome

vl

Taking a different tack, aimed at going to elections, ensuring that the elections are free and fair, and then using the

popular mandate as a springboard to free their leaders might have seemed a more sensible course of action.

Certainly, in th'e.case of the AL, who are seen as the party most likely to prevail in free and fair elections, it seems as
though the waiting game might have been a more prudent move.

of the street showdown that is
now looking increasingly likely.
There is every chance that the
political parties will be unable to
prevail or that if they look like
they are doing so that their
actions will trigger a tougher
crack-down.

Taking a different tack, aimed
at going to elections, ensuring
thatthe elections are free and fair,
and then using the popular man-
date as a springboard to free their
leaders might have seemed a
more sensible course of action.

Certainly, in the case of the AL,
who are seen as the party most
likely to prevail in free and fair
elections, it seems as though the
waiting game might have been a
more prudent move,

Thus, there are whispers that
while many of the party faithful
are perfectly genuine in their
belief that elections are not the
way to go, that the decision not to
participate was helped along by
those who either have something
to fear from elections or are in
cahoots with the hard-liners
looking for an excuse to crack
down.

Where do we go from here? It
is possible that there will still be a

turn-around, Sheikh Hasina's
point has been made loud and
clear. It remains beyond ques-
tion that she retains the full sup-
port and loyalty of her party. In
addition, she can now argue that
it is she who is the moderating
clement within the party: you
wantan AL without me, she might
nowsay, good luck controllingit.

Perhaps, having demonstrated
her strength, she will be willing to
accept some kind of a deal, The
fjfﬂcial AL line is that the cases
against her are fabricated and
must be withdrawn. But perhaps
a "compassionate” release on
medical grounds might be a
compromise thatis acceptable all
round.

As for the BNP, they have a
different outlook. It is true that
the party has less to gain from
free and fair elections; neverthe-
less, if it could use elections as a
springboard to free its incarcer-
ated leaders, that would be of
significant benefit to the party.
Indeed, a joint movement with
the AL to re-institute the status
quo ante, would help the party's
rehabilitation process consider-
ably, and would leave it in a
strong position to make a come-

back.

If the entire tenure of the
current caretaker government
including the anti-corruption
drive etc is discredited, the BNP
has much more to gain from such
arevisionthanthe AL.

For the powers that be, the
game is still very tense. There can
be little doubt that there are
many at the top who are looking
towards a compromise and are
willing to make concessions in
order to deliver credible elec-
tions. The problem is that there
are also elements who would
prefer a showdown to any kind of
compromise,

Who might these elements be?
Hard-liners who feel that there
can be no going back and no
compromise, certainly not with
the two ladies. They will be wait-
ing to see the outcome of the
showdown, in which they are
confident that they can prevail,
and counseling against any kind
of accommodation or settlement.

Then there are those who
might see their best bet as trying
to claim the mantle of political
restoration, perhaps reversing
everything that has been done in
the past year and a half. This

might not be possible for the
parties to do by themselves, bu
with tacit or even overt suppory,
their chances of success would be
far higher.

One imagines that this would
most likely be unacceptable tg
the army rank and file, but
possible scenario might be for
one faction to quietly take sides
to help smooth the transition
maintaining enough control over
the process such that the rank
and file are kept happy, but quj.
etly coming to an unders
with one or the other parties. The
identity of which party would
most likely to be chosen for such

a partnership should give the

other party pause for thought.

This would be the worst of all
worlds, and we trust that such 2
move would be unacceptable
both to the general public, who
surely have not sat patiently for
the past 16 months only to see us
return to precisely where we were
prior to 1/11, as well as to those
who have put their lives and
reputations on the line for the
past year and a half.

The biggest misapprehension
the public has going into the
coming showdown is that the
powers that be are a unifary
entity. They are not. As with any
other entity in Bangladesh, there
are currents and cross-currents
and factions and counter-
factions. Everything depends on
which element ultimately gets to
call the shots. '

It is cards on the table time.
Let's see what everyone has got.

Zatar Sobhan is Assistant Editor, The Dasly Star.

The New Conversation
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VERY time you talk about
corruption, others throw

|

back aphorisms like reve-
lations. They tell you that corrup-
tionis a fact of life. That everyone
has a price. That character is
nothing but lack of opportunity
to do mischief. That even the
holiest man will have the urge to
clean up an unprotected house.
That pure gold doesn't make
ornaments. So, if you give one
reason why we should fight cor-
ruption, others give more reasons
why we shouldn't. In our bid to
fight the virus, the virus has con-
taminated our souls.

[t's amazing that corruption
has become so pervasive, when
it's difficult to find someone who
hasn't been stained. Hence, we
hear the murmur of discontent
that the government has gone too
far to hunt down corrupt people.
We hear that these are the smart-
est people, the architects of our
prosperity, those who have multi-
plied national revenue and cre-

worrying whether corruption is growing back at a page faster than it has been set for eradication.
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The fear is whether the slain monster will regenerate and multiply from the drop of its own blood. It's like that Arnold
Schwarzenegger movie in which the enemy is dissolved into a puddle of molten metal, and then the liquid quickly
gathers to morph the enemy into his original form. Believe me, if you listen to the New Conversation you will start

ated employment. Only if those
people were out of jail, they could
take care of the marketand control
pricesin the blink ofan eye.

Somehow theripples ofa coun-
ter-culture are trying to become
waves. There is a silent campaign
to justify corruption, a kind of
internalisation that nothing 1s
wrong with taking bribes, dodg-
ing taxes, stealing public money,
practicing fraud and doing all
other grotty, naughty things to
stay well. There is a silent cam-
paign to remove the stigma of
corruption, so thatitdoesn'tlook
so bad.

The fear is whether the slain
monster will regenerate and
multiply from the drop of its own
blood. It's like that Arnold
Schwarzenegger movie in which
the enemy is dissolved into a
puddle of molten metal, and then
the liquid quickly gathers to
morph the enemy into his origi-
nal form. Believe me, ifyoulisten
to the New Conversation you will
start worrying whether corrup-
tion is growing back at a pace
faster than it has been set for

eradication.

One thing has happened
though, which is important. In so
much talk about corruption, we
have made it a household word. It
has been repeated so many times
that the word has lost its obnox-
ious meaning like a fabricis faded
after many a wash. As a matter of
fact, corruption is probably the
most-spoken word in this coun-
try after two other words: birth
and death.

How will future generations
react to this word? Will corrup-
tion be a big deal many years
from now? Will it shock our chil-
dren to know that their elders are
corrupt? What will it mean to
them? Will they feel ashamed?
Will they learn about it in the
classroom like today's children
learn about sex?

If we look at it, corruption is no
more appalling than biology,
when the lurid details of male and
female bodies are explained in a
scientific manner. Perhaps cor-
ruption unravels the darkest
secrets of human psyche. Perhaps
it's the natural reflex of human

mind under material pressure.

I am sure behavioural scien-
tists will agree that human condi-
tion and human disposition are
preconditions for each other.
What a man does to his environ-
ment is what his environment
does to him.

Carl Jung said it in different
words. "What you resist persists,”
he stated. Corruption is a vice
because it's a matter of resis-
tance. Our prevailing sense of
virtue refuses to accept it, which
is also the same reason why it
refuses to go away. To repeat Carl
Jung, corruption persists because
we resist. It exists because we
expound it.

The New Conversation, there-
fore, demands that it's futile to
resist corruption, which is as old
and inalienable as human
instincts. From the dawn of man-
kind until the last star falls from
the sky, human beings will
remain flawed in body and soul.
They will remain weak in fervour
for the same reason they are weak
in flesh.

Hence, we see the paradigm

shiftt We no longer mind a
speck of smut in a bowl of milk.
Hence, nothing is lost when
character is lost, something is
lost when health is lost, and
everything is lost when money
is lost. Hence, a company is
known by the man it keeps. In
all, there is a growing pressure
to accommodate corruption, to
lower the bar of our indigna-
tion for basic instincts.

These are the tell-tale signs of
reverse evolution, when civilisa-
tion has crossed its peak and man
is returning to monkey business.
Civilisationis allaboutrefinement
of the irrational, science and art
geared to make the cave-dwelling
bipedsinto sophisticated animals.
That sophistication is meant to be
both internal and external, both in
style and substance, thought and
action, character and composi-
tion.

In the New Conversation,
there is a growing leniency
towards corruption. One man,
who plundered a national corpo-
ration, is praised for his entre-
preneurship, that even though

he had earned the seed money by
unfair means, he had the talent
and foresight to invest and grow
that money into a fabulous for-
tune. In some cases, there are
kind words for the children of
corrupt families, that they aren't
to blame for the sins of their
corfuption is ineradicable. = ¥« =

The trend is, therefore, to dilute
the defamation, to corrupt cor-
ruption with undue admiration.
Some people even go as far as
giving scientific explanation
mixed with historical realism that
corruption is an inherent human
tendency and greed is the mother
of all material progress. It isn't
important how the money is
earned. What is important is how
the money s spent.

That, I must say, remains one
more battle of our Independence
War. The New Conversation is
growing from clamour to chorus,
trying to introduce a new wisdom
that sounds like an Orwellian
doublespeak: Corruption is
wrong, but honesty is worse. The
current campaign against corrup-
tion is but an undertow in a surg-
ing tide.

It isn't enough to throw people
in jail, if we fail to mobilise zero
tolerance against corruption, that
any amount of it is too much.
Why? If you give corruption an
inch, ittakes awhole yard.

Mohammad Badnd Ahsan is a columnist for The
Daily Star.
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Is referendum a first step to democracy in Myanmar#

HARUN UR RASHID

N May 10, the people of

Myanmar (in 1989 the

military leaders changed
the name of Burma to Myanmar)
voted on a referendum for a new
constitution that military leaders
claim is a "road map for democ-
racy.” The 75-year-old military
strongman, Than Shwe, heads the
regime.

The constitution, as the military
leaders assert, is the centerpiece of
the beginning of democracy in
Myanmar, but critics see little of
democracy in it. Critics say that a
constitution endorsed by a popular
vote will provide formal legitimacy to
their power, seized twenty years ago.

Some 27 million of the country’s
57 willion pecple were eligible to

vote, although balloting was
delayed for two weeks in the areas
hardest hit by the May 3 cyclone.
The constitution requires a simple
majority of total eligible voters.

State TV said on May 15 that the
constitution was approved by
92.4% in the referendum held on
May 10.

On the other hand, a spokesman
of Aung San Suu Kyi's party,
National Democratic League
(NLD), reportedly said that the
referendum "was full of cheating
and fraud across the country.” On
May 17, it was reported that NLD
had rejected the outcome of the
referendum.

David Mathieson, a spokesman
for Human Rights Watch in
Bangkok, reportedly said: "This is
really insulting to the people of
Burma. There is simply no way that
92% would have voted 'yes' on a
document that they knew very little
about, and mosthad neverread.”

Referendum under adverse

circumstances

The referendum came just one
week after Cyclone Nargis report-
edly left more than 100,000 people
dead or missing. The UN estimates
thatatleast 1.5 million people have
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The new constitution will be what the military leaders call a "developed, disciplined and flourishing democracy” in
which civilians together with the military will run the country for stability and peace. However, critics say that civil-
military cooperation is nothing but a disguise for the continuation of military rule. Unless the opposition leader Suu
Kyi is freed and can contest the election, the image of Myanmar will continue to be negative in international arena.

been severely affected.

There was a call for the referen-
dum to be postponed because of the
devastation caused by the cyclone
on May 3. However, the Myanmar
government thought that if the
referendum was postponed, it
would delay the roadmap of democ-
racy in Myanmar. Some critics say
that the Myanmar government
would see postponement as a vic-
tory for outside elements who were
trying to destablise the country.

Even as a million homeless
cyclone survivors fought for their
lives, the cheerful young crooners
on Myanmar's state television were
urging the country to forget the
catastrophe and march to the

polling stations.

State television repeatedly
showed a video of a group of smil-

ing and dancing young women,
singing a tune of praise to the mili-
tary regime. "Let's go to cast a vote
... with sincere thoughts for happy
days,” thewomensang.

Thousands of civil servants in
the new capital, Naypyidaw, voted
on the referendum -- and they were
required to identify themselves in
writing on their ballots to ensure
their compliance.

The regime announced on May
11 that the referendum was held
successfully with massive turnout
ofthe citizens.

Provisions of the

constitution

The referendum seeks public
approval of a new constitution,
which the generals say will be
followed in 2010 by a general elec-

tion. The referendum on the new
constitution is an essential ele-
ment of what the military leaders
believe is the process of democracy

‘in the country.

The proposed constitution,
according to media, guarantees
25% of parliamentary seats to the
military and allows the president to
hand over all power to the military
in a state of emergency, and no
president could be chosen without
consulting the military. These
provisions, critics say, defy the
professed commitment of military
leaders to democracy.

It also barred Nobel Peace Prize
laureate Aung San Suu Kyi, the
detained leader of the country’s
pro-democracy movement, from
public office under a provision
barring anyone with a foreign

spouse. (Her husband, now
deceased, was a British citizen.)

Myanmar's opposition says that
the referendum on a new constitu-
tion was marred by fraud and
intimidation. They allege voters
were threatened with imprison-
ment if they voted against the
constitutional changes the military
rulers wanted to introduce, Others
allege people had voted in their
name withouttheirconsent.

Militaryrule

Myanmar has been ruled by military
regimes since 1962. Eighteen years
ago, Burma was renamed Myanmar
by its military rulers, who seized
power in 1988 and threw out the
country's last constitution. The
military refused to honour the
results of the 1990 general election

won by the National League for
Democracy party.

Critics argue the military
regime's greatest weapon Is its
utter indifference to domestic or
foreign opinion. It cared little when
it was vilified around the world for
killing dozens of protesters in the
streets of Rangoon last fall. It
ignored international condemna-
tions of its military crackdown and
its arrest of hundreds of Buddhist
monks. It refused to allow a United
Nations human-rights expert to
enter the country. And it has
snubbed a UN envoy who tried to
mediate between the regime and
the weakened opposition.

Myanmar's geopolitical

strength

Myanmar is richly endowed with
natural resources. It is potentially a
rich country, and has timber, gem-
stones, and has large deposits of oil
and gas off-shore. It is self-
sufficient in rice. The country is
aboutfourand halftimes the size of
Bangladesh, with only 57 million
people.

The country is strategically
located facing the Indian Ocean. Its
geopolitical importance is not lost
to China, that feels encircled by the

US and its allies. China has lent
great support to the Myanmar
regime.

China reaches the Indian Ocean
through Myanmar's Coco islands,
and is building highways to
Myanmar. It is also gradually inte-
grating Myanmar's economy with
its own, developing mines and other
natural resources, and counts on
Myanmar's vast reserves of oil and
gas forits growing economy.

Itis reasonable to say that, given
the regional security environment,
China does not want Myanmar to
fall under the influence of Japan
and India.

The new constitution will be
what the military leaders call a
"developed, disciplined and flour-
ishing democracy” in which civil-
ians together with the military will
run the country for stability and
peace. However, critics say that
civil-military cooperation is noth-
ing but a disguise for the continua-
tion of military rule. Unless the
opposition leader Suu Kyi is freed

~ and can contest the election, the

image of Myanmar will continue to
be negative in international arena.

Barrister Harun ur Rashid is a former Bangladesh
Ambassador o the UN, Geneva. .
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