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Political reform: Myth and reality
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POINT

There is no denying the fact that political ;Drties need thorough reforms for practicing
sustainable and meaningful democracy that would continue to provide people-oriented
and accountable government. So far, no mentionable sign in that respect is visible.
Without reform of the political parties, other reforms carried out, or in the process, will
neither be useful nor permanent.

G. M. QUADER

OLITICAL reform means

reform of political parues

and all the political institu-
gons connected with polincal prac-
tce for functioning and advance-
mentofthe polincal process.

The Jauya Sangsad (JS), the
Election Commuission (EC), and the
executive branch (EB) may be con-
sidered as poliucal insututions. The
Anti-Corruption Commission
(ACC), Public Service Commission
(PSC), University Grants
Commission (UGC) etc., wath their
controlling and regulatng authonty
of different activities concerning
wvital public interest may be consid-
ered politcal insntutons.

In a democratic society the most
important political institution is the
political party, which is a group of
people who share a common ideol-
ogy and have similar views on
national and international issues.
This enables the people to select a
person on the basis of his/her per-
sonal qualities, along with the
appeal ofthe polincal party towhich

he/she belongs after evaluating 1its
programs and ideology.

[he party that gets the most
votes forms the government, which
has lots of responsibilities and has
to be bestowed with power and
authority to fulfill its obligations.

Itis said that power corrupts and
absolute power corrupts absolutely.
There has to be a system of checks
and balances in respect ol gover-
nance. The responsibility for creat-
ing this environment of account-
ability lies on the elected represen-
tatives who are not in government
(known as opposition). In doing so
they are also to ensure that the
government is representing the
people through its activities by
reflecting their hopes and aspira-
tons

Political parties form the govern-
ment and run it. They carry out the
responsibility of the opposition to
keep the government on track by
ensuring accountabihty.

So, it is, in fact, the responsibility
of the political parties to build and
strengthen all the other supporting
political institutions so that gover-

nance can function as smoothly and
effectively as possible. For strength
ening the political insntutions any
reform, if needed, falls within the
responsibility of political parties. At
the same time, sustainability of the
effectiveness of political instutution
dependsonthem.

On the other hand, if the political
parties do the opposite by serving
their personal and party interests,
the institutions could be used to
create havoc for the nation. A few
are given below.

During the last government it
was widely believed that the EC was
made partisan to the four-party
alliance to frustrate the right ot the
people to choose their representa-
tives as per their free will. The politi-
cal stalemate created as a result 1s
still hanging over our heads

Rampant misuse of authority by
the allegedly parusan PSC in
appointing substandard candidates
in different branches of administra-
tion, law enforcing agencies, judi-
clary etc., in line with partisan inter
est distorted the effectiveness of
administration and made good
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governance difficult, notonly for the
present but also for the next 20 1o 30
yearsat least

It is alleged that people with a
record of corruption and criminal
charges like hijacking, extortion,
vandalism etc., got appointment as
law enforcers during the last alli-
ance government

Persons responsible for this sort
of appointment would surely
receive dividends from the benefi
ciaries of irregularities in law
enforcing, judiciary etc, But the
people at large have to pass sleep-
less nights because of insecurity and
non-receipt of justice and good
governance.

How the ACC was made ineffec-
tive, allegedly in order to overlook
corruption by the last government,
is too well known to be mentioned
indetail

As a matter of fact, even if reform
measures are taken to enhance
effectiveness of all other politcal
institutions excepting political
parties, the same might be jeopar-
dised if the political parties who will
ran the show afterwards do not
continue with them.

So, reform should begin with the
reform of political partes. Without
that all other reforms could become
meaningless and ineffective.

Reform of poliucal parnes i1s the
most difficult task in the context of
our country. We are not comparable
to any other country of the world,

This country is unique because here
all the political parties and political
personalities themselves accepted
the allegation that they were not
capable of seeing national pride or
interest partisan interest.
Introduction ofthe caretaker govern-
ment (CTG) system is an example.
[he system of non-partisan
caretaker government was intro-

OvEl

duced for conducting free and fair
elections. Political
elected by the people hand over
power to a selected non-politcal
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caretaker government after com-
pletion of their tenure. It IS an
accepted fact that political partes
while in power do neither have the
capability nor desire to conduct a
free fair without
manipulation,

Of course, introduction of the

and election

caretaker system was a pragmanc
approach considenng the realities.
Political parties and the people by
and large extended support to that
concept considering the existing
situation. But does not that confirm
the negative character of our poli-
tics and political partes that they
are incapable of sustaining demo-
cratic culture and ethics due to lack
of sincerity and honesty?

'he fifth parliament, on the first
day ofits first session, re-introduced
parliamentary form of governance
in a decision of all
parties in the parliament.
Parlhlamentary system means that

unanimous

COUNTERPOIN |

DHAKA WEDNESDAY JuLy 23, 2008

National voter ID made, what next?

parliament would be the centre ol
all governmental activities. The
Member of Parliament’s (MP) role
would be supreme and vital. MPs
would form the government,
administer, give guidance and make
governmentaccountableto people
But, the system was introduced
by clipping the MP’s right to decide
independently, making the parha-
ment virtually a rubber-stamp par
liament. That has given rise to dicta
torial rule by the prime minister
(PM), without any accountability,
thus breeding pervasive corruption
The reason given for this was that

MPs were not reliable enough and
could be bought and sold, causing
vulnerability of the government.
I'he parliamentary system is based
on MPs, but it was made ineflective
by the assumption that MPs were
dishonest. At the same time, i1s not it
pointing fingers to the ability of our
voters ol electing suitable MPs,
thereby raising the suspicion that
people by and large are not It
enough to practice democracy?
Political parues, while in power,
used and misused facilities, and
opposed and boycotted parliament
while out of power. Never was any

initiative taken 1o address the said
contradictionof the system.

['here 1s no denying the fact that
political parties need thorough
reforms for practicing sustainable
that
would continue to provide people-

and meaningiul democracy
onented and accountable govern-
ment. So far, no mentionable sign in
that Without

reform of the political parues, other

respect is visible

reforms carmed out, or in the pro-

cess, will neither be useful nor
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Quota system for civil service
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The image of the PSC has tolbe restored, and it is hoped
that the present administration will do the needful so
that those seeking jobs in civil service can have total
confidence in the system and in the institution.

NURUL HUDA

HIS piece 15 intended
mainly to endorse the views
of Kamal Uddin Ahmed
expressed in his artcle under the

on July 18, and also to add some of
my ownviewson the subject.

It is ridiculous that merit gets a
share of only 45% of those recruited
for the civil service through compet-
itive examinations, conducted by
the Public Service Commission
(PSC). Itis notunderstandable how,
in today’'s society, 55% of jobs in civil
service are stull kept reserved for
candidates under different catego-
ries of quotas. There is a provision of
10% quota for women, who consti-
tute half of the country’s popula-
ton.

The working paper on quota
system for civil service recruitment,
prepared by the chairperson of the
Regulatory Reforms Commission
Dr. Akbar Ali Khan and former
secretary Kazi Raquibuddin Ahmed,
recommended raising women's
quota to 15%. 1 am opposed to this
idea as, with the passage of time,
females have been performing well
in different fields of education. I am
not quite sure whether women
themselves would fully support the
proposal as, in some cases, their
performance is even bertter than
theirmale counterparts

Professor Kamaluddin Ahmed,
however, wanted to justify his argu-
ments for retaining 10% quota for
women. He has, at the same time,
given some statistics of advance-
mient of female education in recent
years. The article said that nearly
half of the students of Dhaka
University were females, and in
2007 more than 26% of the teachers
were women. These statistics give us
the impression that even the aboli-
tionofwomen's quota will not stand
in way of their advancement in
different fields.

There have been movements by
students in favour of recruitment in
the civil service on the basis of merit.

uota svstem ,for civil et r .
Nth relevarit people thac there'ls a

Merit, as we understand, gets the
top priornty in recruitment in civil
service In most countries of the
world. I really do not find any logic
or reason behind 1gnoring merit in
recruitment.

We understand from discussions

dearth of qualilied people incivil
administration. The shortage of
qualihed people in the civil service
can be attmbuted to brain drain on
the one hand and lucratuve job
offers by some private companies
ontheother.

Some people, even after qualify-
ing for the administratnve cadre, opt
for jobs in banks, financial institu-
tions and private companies as they
areofferedlucrative pay packages.

The suggestion for reduction of
quota for freedom fighters' children
is, indeed, a good idea because the
writer has nghtly said that the free-
dom fighters did not fight to obtain
special privileges/rewards from the
state. The quota for freedom fighters
remained unfulfilled during the
pastdecades due to non-availability
of qualified candidates, it may be
pointed out.

Civil servants everywhere in the
world are recruited through public
examinatons, free from any sort of
political or external influences.
Meritgets the highest consideration
regarding recruitment and promo-
tion in civil service. | find no reason
why it should not be followed in our
country too.

The quota system was intro-
duced by an executive order prior to
the adoption of the constitution on
September 5, 1972, taking into
consideration different socio-
economic factors that no longer

exist.

The quota system needs to be
updated through necessary reforms
for improvement of the recruitment
process, so that quality people can
be attracted to civil service. If the
civil service is not properly
equipped with quality people, it
would be difficult for us to compete
with other countnies across the table
for negouation on issues of bilateral
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We can prove our merit but will we get the job?

ormululateral interests.

The Parliamentary Standing
Committee on the Establishment
Ministry discussed the issue on
April 5, 2005 and proposed reduc-
tion in the quota system.
Accordingly, the above mentioned
working paper on quota system was
prepared.

The working paper on the
quota system argued in favour of
revision and rauonalisation of the
system, suiting the changed situa-
tion. Itis known to us that the PSC
could hardly work independently
during the last couple of decades
due mainly to political interfer-
ence, Candidates seeking job
through PSC had to even grease
the palms of a section of top
bosses of PSC. Some former PSC
members are now on the run on
charges of corruption. Many
stories of irregularities and cor-
ruption of a section of PSC top
people came out in the press, to

the surprise of the saner section of
societry.

[tis ume to ponder over reform of
the quota system so that merit and
only merit gets top priority in
recruitment. In my opinion, merit
should get at least B0% share of all
recruitiments in civil service, and
people with integrity should get the
responsibility of conducting
recruitment, Stern punitive action
has to be taken against anyone in
the PSC if he/she is involved in any
sortofirregularity.

The image of the PSC has to be
restored, and it is hoped that the
present administration will do the
needful so that those seeking jobs in
civil service can have total confi-
dence in the systemm and in the
institution. There is also need for
proper pay packages in civil service
so that quality people increasingly
optforthe service.

Nurul Huda is a Special Correspondent of BSS
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Ordinary Iraqis are as unsuﬁ\as anyone what to make of
this existence -- a "peace" in which masked men still run
tense checkpoints, towering T-walls blot out
neighbourhoods from view and the lawnmower buzz of

drones fills the air.

NISID HAJARI

O see what peace looks like
iIn Baghdad, go to the
Karrada district. At dusk,

Jdraql families picnic.io..a thin

stretch of park recently built on the
banks of the Tigris River. A couple
of blocks away, along lively Sadoun
Street, sidewalk restaurants flame-
roast chickens on long spits and a
crowd of teenagers spills out of a
bright new juice shop.

The al-Shaman family returned
to Karrada from Damascus a year
ago, and they say there haven't
been any sectarian killings for a
couple of months. But they don't
want their real name used, for
safety's sake

Their street is cordoned off by
barbed wire and one of the low
concrete barriers, which are scat-
tered across Baghdad like a child's
spilled Lego blocks. In one corner of
their manicured backyard they've
dug a well to get water. They have a
computer and a TV, but only two
hours of city-provided electricity a
day. And Karrada is probably the
best-off neighbourhood in
Baghdad.

Ordinary Iraqis are as unsure as
anyone what to make of this exis-
tence -- a "peace” in which masked
men sull run tense checkpoints,
towering T-walls blot out neigh-
bourhoods from view and the
lawnmower buzz of drones fills the
air,

In Baghdad earlier thismonth, as
the last of the "surge” brigades
prepared to leave, the war | saw
seemed to be entering a confusing
interregnum period. Suicide bomb-
ers continue to wreak havoc, killing
at least 50 people last week. But the
conflict is now hazier, more unpre-
dictable, and more political

Ensconced in their willas and
offices inside the Green Zone, Iraqi
leaders exude optimism. Sunni,
Shute and Kurdish politicians all
made the same argument to me: the
country, in the words of Sunni Vice-
President Tariq Hashemi, had

reached "aturning point.”

[he key was Prime Minister Nuri
al-Maliki's decision in March to
launch an assault on Iranian-
backed Shiite militas in Basra. The
bloc of Sunni parties Hashemi leads

“has rejoined Maliki's coalition

Shiite leaders declared that Iran'had
been taught a lesson about the
limits of its influence in Iraq.
Kurdish Foreign Minister Hoshyar
Zebari said the government s soli-
darity had inspired new respect
amongIraqg sArabneighbours.

A senior Western official, who
asked for anonymity in order to
speak freely, was more cautious. But
he captured the prevailing thinking.
During the worst of the civil war in
2006 and 2007, he says, Iraq was
paralysed by fear: "Sunnis feared the
future, Shiites feared the past and
the Kurds feared both."” The hope 1s
that those anxieties are beginning to
dissipate.

This bonhomie, however, may
just as well be driven by a different
kind of fear --
status quo. One of the latest addi-
tions to the power map of Baghdad
is Sheik Ali Hatim's house.
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A Sunni tribal leader, whose men
have been kev to the rollback of al
Qaeda in Mesopotamia, he has
movie-star good looks and the clear
support ol
perhaps more

AMmericans And
he sports a dia-
mond-encrusted watch, while his

the

garage 1s nlled with shiny new SUVs
and, bizarrely for a desert prince, a
Sea-Doo.)

It's hard to tell whom the sheik
loathes more -- al Qaeda or sunni
politcians like Hashemi, who he
describes as venal E*".li"-ll['lj.'_\.

« Hashemi says his,parmy-welcomes,

the chance to test, its popularity
against the tribes in local elections
Shiite pols say the same about their
rivals in Moqtada al-Sadr’'s camp.
But none of them seem to be work-
ing terribly hard to schedule the
vote, which maywell slip to 2009
True, at least these established
parties trying to
politcal order rather than tear It

are preserve a
down. (They have, says the Western
official, realised "the benefits
incumbency.”) To Iraqis like the al-
Shamaris, though, the system is the
problem

Now that they no longer fear for
their lives, at least in places like
Karrada, they can afford to fume
about the dry faucets and constant
blackouts. Oil
swelled government coffers --
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Baghdad museum is still a mess,
without air conditioning or running
water

a US adwviser to a
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i1s how Maliki
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(ries are inetiecuve,
iIf not downright
little m
machines

They report directy to the pnme

minister rather than coordinatng
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)re than patronage

with each other. Large reconstruc-
woen’ projects  are declared, but
‘there s no lollow-through,” says-

Mahmoud Othman, an independ-
ent Kurdish legislator. Parliament is
still paralysed by
between politica

his 1S not

American soldiers

squabbles
| blocs

something that
hx. The

we ve

cdan
nto which
ind money --
- 1S the most effec-
tive one In the countny
that more than one Iraqi politician
» me about the
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But we're not likely to have a
similar impact on the ministries of
housing, or transport, or electricity
No one doubts that US troops have
been crucial to establishing what
calm does prevail in Irag. But we're

not the ones who can ensure that it

of challenges to the

projected $70 bilion this year. Yet,
even the most high-prohle projects
are stalled by inefficiency and graft.
Five years after its looting, the

lasts
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American soldiers in Iraq: Who is helping whom?

Notes from the land before email

friend of mine regularly

organises business deals

between small and medium-
sized companies in odd bits of dark-
est Asia. Complex jobs are tricky
enough in modern cities, where data
can be accurately transferred by the
Internet.

But trying to organise¢ anything
complicated (like a lunch), where
things are done using phone mes-
sages and bits of paper, is a hundred
times harder.

“It's only when people get out of
Hong Kong or Singapore that they
remember that more than 80 percent
ofAsia’s population have no Internet
connections,” the merger expert, a
Scot, moaned,

His worstexperience wastryingto

organise a formal meeting between
two antediluvian firms at which
information was traditionally passed
by shouted phone calls on long-
distance cracklyland lines.

“Instructions take days to get to
people and they get horribly dis-
torted as they're passed along," he
said.

Preparations for important meet-
ings would evolve something like
this:

MEMO

Monday

From:Head Office

To:Vice Presidents

At 10 a.m. on Friday, the new parent
company's president will be meeting

the group vice presidents and tour-
ing the establishment on its 80th
anniversary. Dress casual day is
suspended. Please ensure that desks
are tidy. Food should be taken in the
canteen, notatyour desk. This will be
followed by cross-party talks in the
boardroom. All employees are
expectedtoartend.

Eaw
MEMO
Tuesday
From:Vice Presidents
To:General Managers
At 10 a.m. on Friday, the parent of the
company president will be meeting
our group vice presidents and tour-
ing our establishment for his 80th
birthday. Casual dresses should be

worn with suspenders. Please ensure
that desks are taken to the canteen.
This will be followed by cross-party
dancing in the boardroom. All
employees are expected to attend.

MEMO

Wednesday
From:General Managers
To;UnitHeads

At 10 on Friday, the company presi-
dent's 80-year-old father will be
meeting our vice group and trying
out our establishment, To mark his
birthday, dresses should not be
worn. Please clear the main area by
removing all desks and storing them
in the canteen. This will be followed
by across-dressing dance partyin his

bedroom. All employees are
expected to attend.

.o
MEMO
Thursday
From:Unit Heads
To:Oftice Managers
At 10 1in the evening tomorrow, the
president’s father will turn 80 and
will be trying out several vice estab-
lishments and then wisiting our
offices. Dresses should be removed.
Please clear the main area for a cross-
dressing party. Any employees who
are expecting should attend.

sen
MEMO
Friday
From:Ofhice Managers

To:All Staft
Late tonight, the company presi-
dent's 80-year-old dad will be hav-
ing a wild birthday bash and staff are
expected to join in the spirit of the
evening. So clear all desks away and
get ready to get down and party. You
may have thought this was a dull
firm but we can assure you this
message comes to us directly from
our new head office. Party on! Yeah!
Woohoo!

‘ov
Come to think of it, there's a lot to be
said for the old way of working. It
makes life just that little bit more
unpredictable,

Much the same can be said for this writer's
websile al www witach com
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