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Another acid victim

Unpardonable, ghastly crime

HE story of the 14-year old girl from Rupgan) is
appalling. The girlis struggling to recover from the
burn wounds inflicted on her by a neighbour, One
more budding life has been shattered by the acid throw-
ers, whose inability to place human life above satisfying
their beastly instincts has for a pretty long time been an

area of major concern.

What is particularly shocking is that despite the semi-
nars and meetings, which are held to highlight the plight
of women in society, and desperate appeals by women's
rights activists to put an end to this barbaric practice, acid
throwing is still a potent weapon often used to punish
girls when they turn down any amorous overture,

There is no social resistance against the elements
harassing and oppressing women. And there is no
response from the community leaders and law enforcers
to such ghoulish activities. The girl has complained that
she was being harassed for long two years, yet her help-
less parents could not do anything against the criminal
who finally threw acid on their daughter. Is this how inno-

to stop acid throwing.

EC's first test

I code are salutary.

Given that this is the EC's first election and that the
countryisin astate of some confusion due to the absence
of politics and the state of emergency, it is understand-
able if there are minor bumps in theroad. Butthe people
are expecting this EC to deliver free and fair polls and
elected representatives who have complied with all rele-

l vantelection laws.

Ultimately

ceptable.

cent girls are treated anywhere in the civilised world? Can
| the law enforcers evade the responsibility of having failed

to protect the girl? Obviously, the law enforcers are known
for such failures, but that puts society as awhole toshame

The women's rights activists are doing as much as they
can to let us know that women are far from safe in our
social context. Some of the acid victims have been reha-
| bilitated, but the highly disquieting question is, will our
sisters and daughters remain perpetually exposed to this
kind of barbarism? How long shall we have to remain
satisfied with what is being said to explain the failures of
| those that are supposed to protect? Or is it that most of
the victims belong to poor families and, as such, the need
forenforcing the law strictlyis not being felt?

The acid throwers deserve no mercy and no amount of
condemnation is enough to describe the enormity of the
| crime. The culprits must be given exemplary punishment
and the law enforcers and local community leaders
should be asked to explain why they couldn’t do anything

[LREADY we are hearing worrisome noises, some

even emanating from the Election Commission

itself, as to the resurfacing of criminal elements in
the run up to the August 4 polls, and how they might slip
through the net to become candidates. And we are also
hearing complaints that the ECislagging behind in provid-
ing information on the candidates as required by statute.
b s Theupeomingelections are the first since the reconsti-
tution of the EC under a new chief last vear, and as such,
are absolutely critical to the commission’s credibility. It
has been in office over a year, more than enough time to
| ensure that all that is needed for the upcoming elections
to be free and fair should be in place.

If the EC fails to give the people polls that they find
acceptable it will call into question its entire work of the
past year and possibly throw doubt on the national elec- l
tions to beheld atthe end of the year.

The EC has had over a year to fully reorganise itself and
to formulate the laws necessary for running clean elec-
tions. Now it needs to make sure, quite simply, that the |
laws are followed. This means following the commis-
sion's own directives on submission and publication of
candidate information and strictly ensuring that all the
other codes of conduct are adhered to. The strong mea-
sures that are being promised against violators of the i

| August 4 polls must have full
confidence of people

it will be the people who will decide I
whether the elections are above board or not. They will
not be fooled. The people of this country have waited
| patiently for over a year to exercise their righ

chise, and it is imperative that their patience be rewarded
| with good elections. Any failure on this count is unac-

t to fran-

RN

There is a time to keep silence, and a time to speak

Brig Gen

SHAHEDUL ANAM KHAN
ndc, psc (Retd)

"To everything there Is a season,
and a time to every purpose
under heaven: ... A time to rend,
anda time to sow; a time to keep
silence,and a time to speak.”

HAT draws me to the
scriptural advice is
about choosing

when to speak and when not,
And a very famous saying of
Hazrat Ali cautions us against
the dangers of speaking out of
turn. Words in your mouth till
not spoken, you have control
on; words once uttered con-
trol you -- meaning that one
has to resort to all sorts of
implausible explanations to
justify things that are uttered
without much deliberation.
Unfortunately, this important
dictum is not always kept in mind
by people holding positions of
responsibility in the government,
who often face the media to artic-
ulate government policy and
plans. Sample some of the recent
comments (paraphrased) -- the
government might set up a consti-
tutional committee to review
likely changes -- Art 70 of the

E\l-(,.,

STRATEGICALLY SPEAKING

What draws me to the scriptural advice is about choosing when to speak and when not.
And avery famous saying of Hazrat Ali cautions us against the dangers of speaking out
of turn. Words in your mouth till not spoken, you have control on, words once uttered

control you -- meaning that one has to resort to all sorts of implausible explanations to
justify things that are uttered without much deliberation.

Constitution needs change -- the
National Coordination
Committee has no locus standi --
price ofricein the Westis Tk.70 per
kg -~ the increase in fuel prices will
not affect substantially commod-
ity prices. And to top itall -- do not
compare the present prices with
the times of Shaista Khan.,

These comments have created
misgivings not only about mat
ters relating to politics and the
political roadmap, they have also
raised questions about the gov-
ernment's economic manage-
ment capability., The latest
remark of the finance advisor,
related to the price situation, has
been the unkindest cut of all.

Many eyebrows were raised at
the comments of one of the advi-
sors that a committee to review
the constitution might be formed
to look into the areas in the con-
stitution that might need
changes.

That, coming not very long
after one of election commis-
sioner's comments that Art 70
should be revised, was bound to
create apprehensions in people's
mind. That neither the election
commissioner nor the advisor

who told the media about setting
up a constitutional committee,
was talking for the government,
nor did their comments have its
blessings was amply demon-
strated by the recent tersely
worded comments of the CA
regarding the issue -- discounting
any plans of the current govern-
ment to tinker with the constitu-
tion.

One is entitled to one's opin-
ion, but articulating that view,
particularly while holding
responsible state posts, not only
compounds the situation, given
the political milieu of the time --
itis also bound to be appraised in
different manner by different
groups and political parties --
and all kinds of intentions are
likely to be ascribed to the care-
taker government as a "part of its
road map” where the object of the
CTG and the political parties are
not always seen to be cotermi-
nous.

As for the finance advisor's
comment, the country could
have been spared the reference,
in the manner it was made, to
Shaista Khan. In fact, this is not
the first harsh remark that he has

made.

Only recently did he want
mooncalves like us to believe that
the more than 30 percent fuel
hike would not make much differ-
ence to prices of dally necessities,
And, of course, he was wrong. Just
compare the prices of essentials
before and after the increase in
fuel prices.

To say the least, the latest
comment has been most inap-
propriate and untimely -- not
befitting an advisor whose words
can do and undo many things. It
has only rubbed salt into the
wounds of the vast majority of the
people who are barely managing
to keep the wolves from their
doors. Unsympathetic postures
and treating the issue of price
hike as a fait accompli, and the
suggestion that the government
can do very little about it is unac-
ceptable.

His attempt to explain off the
matter -- as being the result of the
media misreporting -- holds no
water either. Were it not for the
electronic media he might have
gotten away with a mere rejoin-
der. We heard what was said and
what was meant, He said he had

cracked a joke to explain the
economic realities.

But contrary to what someone

said about rich man's joke being
funny, it was anything but. Can a
person in his position really
“crack a joke" when it has to do
with the very survival and suste-
nance of the majority of the peo-
ple -- barring of course the lucky
few who still manage to maintain
their sartorial splendour when a
large segment of the people are

barely managing to survive?

What one expected was more
compassion in addressing the
plight of the poor. By displaying
none of it he has distanced him-
self from the woes of the common
man because, as one wise man
had remarked: "By compassion
we make others’ misery our own,
and so, by relieving them, we
relieve ourselves also.”

We acknowledge the fact that
the country is caught in the vor-
tex of international price spiral.
Butoneis notcertain whether the
monetary and fiscal measures
taken by the government have
helped, or will help, in ameliorat-
ing the condition of the people.
We also understand that price
rise in Bangladesh has a ratchet
effect, but the situation has been
aggravated by the advisor's com-
ment that there is very little
chance of prices of essentials
coming down.

And when another advisor
says that per kg price of rice is
equivalent to Tk.70 in the west-
ern countries he forgets that the
purchasing capacity of the two is
not comparable-And when one
justifies the recent quantum

jump in fuel prices -- it may noy
be known to many that we are
paying about Tk.10 more pey
litre of octane than an American
whose per capita income jg
around $38,000 compared tq
$500 in Bangladesgh
Comparisons are not only irrele.
vanttheyare sometimes odious.

But Shaista Khan is often
referred to for good reasons, and
not in the sense it was done by the
advisor. The famous Subedar of
Bengal was known not only for his
administrative reforms, but alsg
for dealing with corrupt govern-
ment officials with a heavy hand,
and providing relief to the people
by abolishingillegal taxes.

He recouped the administra-
tion that had fallen into chaos
during the interregnum before
he was appointed the Subedar by
his nephew, Emperor
Aurangzeb. He established disci-
pline in the administration, and
sorted out recalcitrant
zamindars. Alas! Such adminis-
trative efficiency and good gov-
ernance we always yearn for, but
will never again get.

If, as Schopenhauer had said,
“compassion is the basis of all
morality,” lack of it makes a tray-
esty of everything that the rulers
want to bestow on the ruled, if not
immoral. While the capacity to
ameliorate our sufferings may be
limited on the part of this govern-
ment, it is exacerbated by incon-
siderate comments of those
unable or unwilling to relate 10
people’'sdistress.

The author is Editor, Defence and Strategic Aflairs,
The Daily Star.

A carbon-constrained world
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huge difference -- and can go a long way towards helping the world put together an
overall framework to coordinate responses from around the world and allow us to stop
thinking in a piecemeal fashion. The threat of climate change can be justified in both a

ust and effective manner.

CHANDRAN NAIR
ITIGATING climate
change will be the

M most daunting chal-

lenge of this century. Fortunately,
years of effort and calls to action
by environmental experts and
other specialists are making an
impact on popular attitudes. Less
fortunately, most of us still grope
in the dark trying to find a credible
framework to structure an ade-
quate response.

Much faith has been placed in
market-based solutions such as
carbon-emissions trading. But
while such measures may lead to
curbing -- even reducing -- emis-
sions in developed countries, they
will almost certainly fall flat in
developing countries, especially
the fast-growing economies of
China and India, where 40% of the
global population lives.

The reality of such measures is
that the rich nations demand
sacrifices of people who are
scratching a miserable living.
Even in booming China, almost
half the population, more than the
entire US or European population,
still struggles to get by on USS2 or
less a day. No government, demo-
cratic or otherwise, will adopt
complex global trading schemes
run by foreign interests and risk
dashing their people’'s economic
aspirations.

But laying blame elsewhere or
invoking inequities to defend
inaction will not change the fact
that relentless consumption
the march in every corner of the
world -- can only increase the use
of fossil fuels. We must look for
other answers.

One such area which has
received almost no attention to
date is the behavior of the world's
principal fossil-fuel producers.
These can be divided in various
ways -- between principal crude-
oil producers and exporters includ-
ing Middle Eastern states such as
Saudi Arabia, Iran, Kuwait and the
United Arab Emirates, plus Russia,
Mexico, Canada and Venezuela,
and the principal coal producers
and exporters, including China, the
United States, India, Russia,
Australiaand Indonesia.

These can also be divided
another way -- between those with
high per-capita carbon-dioxide
emissions and those with low
emissions.

Unsurprisingly, those with high
emissions are also rich -- the US,
Australia’ and Canada plus the
wealthy states of the Gulf, Saudi
Arabia, the United Arab Emirates,
Qatar and Kuwait.

Put simply, among the wealthy
members of the world's core
group of fossil-fuel producers are
the world's worst carbon-dioxide
producers. Other countries may
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be rich, but tend to use far less
fossil fuels and energy per capita:
Japan, for example, the world's
 economy, ranks
32nd in terms of per-capita emis-
sions, far below the world's largest
economy, while the US, ranks
10th, with the top nine positions
dominated by small rich nations.

While the populations of these
countries combined amount to
less than 10% of the world popula-
tion, their per-capita carbon-
dioxide emissions range from five
to 20 times that of the world's
poorer countries, including China
and India.

These countries have a respon-
sibility -- moral and environmen-
tal -- to cutemissions. They should
commit to reducing per-capita
emissions by half as soon as possi-
ble and strive for the current
global average, given that some
leading scientists predict the
world already approaches the
safety threshold of CO2 concen-
trations in the atmosphere.

This is not a pipe dream.
Japan's per-capita emissions -- 9.8
tons -- are half those of the US and
Canada's total of 20 tons, and a
quarter of the UAE and Kuwait's
total of 38 tons.

Sadly, we see the opposite
behavior, with excesses unfolding
in places like the UAE, with
extreme urban development
embracing indoor ski slopes to

second large

underwater hotels.

And inhabitants of the western
Australian city of Perth, on the
back of a resources boom, now
have the largest "ecological foot-
print” per capita, 9 hectares per
person, of any city in the world.
The ecological footprint is defined
as the economic, social and envi-
ronmental costs associated with
resource consumption, land use

andimpactson the bio-sphere

Such extravagance is possible
only because of super-cheap
energy and unrestrained resource
exploitation. In Abu Dhabi, elec-
tricity costs 3 cents per kilowatt
hour -- compared to 40 cents in
Europe -- and petrol, at 30 cents a
liter, is cheaper than water.

So while it's often said that
environmental damage and poor
decisions on sustainability are due
to the lack of funding as govern-
ments make a trade-off with the
need for economic growth -- the
truth is the exact opposite.

It isn't China or India that
should be seen as the worst cul-
prits when it comes to climate
change, but some of the world's
richeststates -- which also happen
to be well-endowed with fossil-
fuel resources.

We need to remind these
energy-producing countries that
they have a responsibility to strike
a balance between their desire to
keep driving economic growth
and an awareness that decisions
taken today may well compromise
the ability of others and future
generations to share in the com-
mon good.

On a domestic level, these rich
energy producers must make
dramatic changes in the way they
view environmental protection

and sustainable-development
initiatives, This means pricing oil
and other energy sources properly
within their own borders and
curbing excessive use.

Limits can be achieved only by
tough and even draconian regula-
tory policies enforced by individ-
ual countries. Measures could
include the use of creative finan-
cial instruments implemented
locally to incentivize carbon
reduction and thereby also allow
for deployment of appropriate,
technology.

And on an international level,
these producers must assume
greater responsibility towards the
stewardship of their resources.
Yes, oil and other fossil fuels have
been key to the world's economic
growth over the last two centuries,
but simultaneously it has taken us
to the brink of climatic disaster.

Given that the main producer
nations do not need to generate
more wealth from energy exports
to sustain their populations, a
limit on exports would be a pru-
dent way to discourage rampant
consumption globally. It would
also encourage those that need
more energy for economic growth
to focus on greater efficiency and
developing alternative sources,
including nuclear energy.

Taking the "producer responsi-
bility" principle one step further --
especiallyatatime when oil prices
keep hitting new record highs --
we should also require energy
producers to put part of their
fossil-fuel revenues towards
aggressively developing and com-
mercialising technologies to
reduce emissions, capture carbon
dioxide and even make
renewables such as hydro, wind

and solar as well as nuclear energy
viable alternatives for global use.

Such initiatives must move
beyond embracing the gimmicks
around sustainability such as the
public-relations blitz surrounding
the pursuit of carbon-neutral
cities in the Gulf countries or
emissions-trading schemes of
Europe and the US.

Channeling funds to global-
sustainability initiatives could
occur by implementing a global
tax on key producers, for creating
a fund that would support devel-
opment of cost-effective, efficient,
clean forms of energy.

Other uses for the fund could
include implementing conserva-
tion measures in poor countries or
evenaddressing chronic problems
of underdevelopment -- a much
better use of excess wealth than
building futuristic cities or snow
resorts in the desert.

The Gulf nations, the US,

Canada and Australia should take *

the lead in supporting, creating
and managing this fund with the
help of wealthy nations such as
Japan and the EU.

Acting together, these energy-
producer nations have the finan-
cial muscle to make a huge differ-
ence -- and can go a long way
towards helping the world put
together an overall framework to
coordinate responses from
around the world and allow us to
stop thinking in a piecemeal fash-
ion. The threat of climate change
can be justified in both a just and
effective manner.
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Chandran Nair is founder and CEO of the Giobal
Institute for Tomormow
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Right to Information: A few relevant points
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The effectiveness of the RT| commission wil
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| depend much on the authority of the chief

information commissioner and commissioners, and on the way they are selected.
Moreover, they need to have the authority to independently place their budget directly
to the parliament, and get the approval from there. Moreover, the commission should
have the power to implement decisions by imposing punishment for non-compliance.
The proposed ordinance needs to look into these points and make suitable provisions

accordingly.

SANJIDA SOBHAN

IGHT to information (RTI)
is a widely discussed
subject these days. There
is a growing sense of awareness
about the necessity of RTI
throughout the world. RTI is
recognised as one of the basic
human rights. Many countries
today are showing more and more
interest for implementation of an
act to ensure RTIL This they are
doing in order to achieve transpar-
ency, accountability and overall
good governance for securing
human rights.
The same is also applicable to
Bangladesh. It is an accepted fact

today that in order to establish
good governance and ensure
human rights, flow of information
and its easy availability needs to
be guaranteed.

The council of advisors, in its
meeting on June 18, approved in
principle the Right to Information
Ordinance, 2008 (RTIO, 2008). The
same ordinance is now in the
Ministry of Law, Justice and
Parliamentary Affairs for scrutiny
and finalisation.

So far, there is no reason to
doubt the sincerity of the govern-
ment in enacting the RTI. This is
for the first time in the history of
this country that a draft ordinance
was prepared with the direct

participation of the people, by
disseminating it widely through a
website and arranging dialogues
with civil society. This reflects the
government's commendable
intention of making the RTI act
more people oriented.

There is a belief that the right of
the people to information cannot
be ensured by enacting a law only.
That law must not have any ambi-
guity or loophole. At the same
time, it must not be impractical in
the context of the country. All the
countries that have, or are formu-
lating, this law are giving due
consideration to their own situa-
tion to make the implementation
effective.

Two organisations,
Commonwealth Human Rights
Initiative (CHRI) and Article 19,
which have been successfully
working on RTI for quite some-
time now, have chalked out cer-
tain universal standards to be
followed while formulating any
law in this respect. Two broad
guide-linesto be adhered to are (a)
maximum disclosure of the infor-
mation which is allowed for dis-
closure, and (b) minimum restric-
tion of the information which is
notallowed for disclosure.

As per the international stan-
dard, only matters relating to
safeguarding security, sover-
eignty, integrity, internal law
order and personal privacy might
be kept in the list of restricted
topics.

Excluding those, all other
matters affecting the personal
safety, standard of living, day to
day life of the people etc., should
be allowed to be provided to
whoever wants it. So, in order to
avoid the scope of denial of infor-
mation, the law should very
specifically point out in clear

terms what information can be
provided and what cannot.

Itis also important to locate the
type of information that would
benefit the people the most. As an
example, if the people know how
much fund has been allocated for
what work, or what relief or social
security net program has been
taken for them in and around their
locality, an environment of
accountability will be established,
which will definitely add to the
improvement of their lives and
income. So a standard law should
have the provision of proactive
disclosure to address those areas
that are relevant to their liveli-
hood.

The union is the lowest tier of
our administrative unit. A consid-
erable portion of our national
development budget is spent at
this level. Execution or implemen-
tation is done by the central gov-
ernment. So use of fund is taken
up at thatlevel.

If the people of the union could
get the details about the allocation
of funds for development works in
their area, they could make the

implementing authority account-
able.

By ensuring proper utilisation
of the funds they can help reduce
corruption. At the same time, by
reducing waste in public expendi-
ture and ensuring quality and
quantity of work and services they
can have positive improvement in
their day to day life.

Food security has become one
of the top-most priorities and
challenge the nation is facing at
the moment. It is essential that
availability and proper distribu-
tion of agricultural inputs like
fertilsers, seeds, pesticides etc. are
ensured at the farmers' level even
in remote villages. Monitoring of
this could be effectively done from
the union level.

Accountability of this whole
process could be best ensured
with the active participation of the
stakeholders at the grass-roots
level. That would be possible only
if people could know the details of
government activities in this
respect through the use of RTI at
the union level.

This year's budget provides a

big amount for creating an exten-
sive social security network for the
poor, amajor portion of whom live
in villages. A unique program for
providing jobs for a minimum
period of 100 days in a year has
been made for 2 million people
belonging to the ultra-poor cate-
gory.

The success of the program
depends very much on the selec-
tion of the receivers and proper
distribution to them. Without
proper supervision corruption
may crop up, destroying the very
purpose of these programs.
Monitoring can ensure account-
ability, and participation of the
stakeholders, or others living in
those villages, in monitoring
could prove useful. This will be
possible only if they have easy
access to information about the
program through RTL

The proposed ordinance
should give particular attention
to this issue and make provisions
for maintaining of land records
and ensuring easy access to the
same.

At present, union level offices

are in a position to provide much
information to the public, which
they are reluctant to do in absence
of any law binding them to do so.
The RTI ordinance, 2008 cah
provide that legal basis if speci-
fied.

The effectiveness of the RTI
commission will depend much on
the authority of the chief informa-
tion commissioner and commis-
sioners, and on the way they are
selected. Moreover, they need to
have the authority to independ-
ently place their budget directly to
the parliament, and get the
approval from there.

Moreover, the commission
should have the power to imple-
ment decisions by imposing pun-
ishment for non-compliance. The

proposed ordinance needs to look

into these points and make suit-
able provisions accordingly.

It is the desire of all concerned
that the finalised form of the RTI
ordinance, 2008 would to cater the
above as much possible.

Sanjida Sobhan is Coordinator (Governance),
Manusher Jonno Foundation.
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