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A growing propensity

toward violence
Student bodies must play a

positive new role

W E are concerned at the growing tendency on the part
of a section of students to resort to violence on any
pretext whatsoever. A few weeks ago, agitation by
students in the university area as well as Dhaka College led to
mindless violence which resulted in the death of an innocent
trader. And now come reports of the vandalism let loose by
students at Pangu Hospital because of what has been
described as a non-fulfilment of their demands. It may well be
that the students were provoked into violence. But the point is

that students being the enlightened people they are ought not
tosuccumb tosuch provocation.

Such behaviour is clearly unacceptable, especially when one
recalls the immense contributions made by the students’ com- |
munity in the 1950s, 1960s, 1970s and in the anti-Ershad move-
ment to the cause of freedom and democracy. It is a legacy we
have held on to with pride all these years. And precisely because |
of that pride, we are today appalled at the level of decline that has
creptinto our academic arena. The ready propensity on the part |
of some students to get violent casts a dark shadow on our hope
for the future. What has happened at Pangu Hospital and else-
where in the recent past is, therefore, behaviour we condemn in
the strongest terms. Such behaviour not only threatens to blight
our efforts towards the creation of an educated, egalitarian soci- |
ety but also sends out a very negative message to the outside
world about the state of education in Bangladesh. While it is

understandable that students will have grievances that need
addressing, what is not to be accepted is their directing their
anger toward a destruction of public and private property that
canonlyleave every citizen feeling embarrassed.

The time has come for the various student organisations, all
directly or indirectly linked to different political parties, to take
stock of the situation. All these years, we have observed these

student bodies unquestioningly following the course set by the
political parties. But so far we have not heard of any of them
coming forward with a positive message for their followers,
aimed at redirecting young energy toward the creation of a
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E have, over the last few
days, been inundated
with news about

destruction being wrought by the
Koshi River in Nepal and Bihar. The
international electronic media has
highlighted the plight of millions of
flood aftected people throughout
this sub-region. Our domestic
electronic media has also telecast
reports of Teesta, Brahmaputra and
the Dharla rivers crossing danger
marks and marooning more than a
quarter of a million people inside
Bangladesh. Our Water
Development Board has recently
indicated that there is a possibility
of 'moderate flooding' but most
analysts consider such a prognosis
as an under-estimation, There are
already suggestions that a major
flood may be underway by the end
of the first week of September. On
the other side there are more
reports of draught in Ethiopia and
Darfur.

Lack or excess of water, are both
problems, Scientists as well as
climatologists are now apprehen-
sive that climate variability and
change might further exacerbate
the existing situation. Implications
arising out of changes in the earth's
atmosphere and the repercussions
of global warming have recently

boundaries. It was also reiterated in
this meeting that the urgency of the
situation required a new type of
effective political cooperation that
should include politicians, scien-
tists, businessmen and civil society.

This last factor was also empha-
sized recently during the presti-
gious 2008 World Water Week in
Stockholm, Sweden (between 17th
and 22nd August). 1 had the privi-
lege of participating in some of the
significant activities of this Week
(in view of my being the Vice

Accessing to water in general and clean water in particula

differeht stakeholders in response
to emerging challenges.

These aspects provided new
perspectives and stimuli for action
related to water, environment and
development objectives. Different
activities within the Week also
discussed on how to promote
sustainable water practices and
adopt new and innovative systems
for solving water issues at a local,
regional and global level. It was
interesting in this context to listen

to representatives from Snml\l

/.Inud the ongoing process for entry
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votes from more than one hundred
nations. Since then, population
growth, Increases in water
demand, growing levels of pollu-
tion and climate change coupled
with inadequate or nonexistent
cooperation frameworks between
co-watercourse states have aggra-
vated the problems that motivated
the Convention's adoption. The
Convention has still not been able
to attract the required 35 parties to
become effective. The Week exam-
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the water footprint theories and its
application in policy and practice
in the field and also by business.
Fortunately, there were other water
experts from Bangladesh. Like
them, I had the pleasure of listen-
ing to academics {llustrating how
the concepts of virtual water and
the water footprint have helped to
improve understanding of the
relations between water manage-
ment, international trade and
politics as well as between water
resources use and human con-
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r along with sanitation facilities are paramount needs for

sustaiflable‘development. Itis a complex subject but one that needs to be monitored with great care in our country
and this region. Water, we must understand, is a major catalyst for achievement of the Millennium Development Goals

and social development.

President of the Bangladesh Water
Partnership) thanks to the Swedish
Embassy in Dhaka (an important
development partner in water
related areas), It was most interest-
ing to see how the scientific, busi-
ness, policy and civil society com-
munities are advancing the water,
environment, health and poverty
reduction agendas through
exchange of views and sharing of
experiences.

This Week focused on a world of
rising economic expectations with
accelerated urbanization. It also
laid emphasis on the fact that our
world will add another 2 billion
people over the next thirty years. In
this context, it reaffirmed the need
to build capacity for different
professions permitting them to act
positively and to facilitate increase
of knowledge and a deeper under-

Africa mention that the continuing
development and good manage-
ment of water resources in a water
scarce environment is critical for
successful wealth generation and
equitable economic development.
Their approach was significant
because it dealt with a problem
that is also present in our own
country -- in northwestern
Bangladesh (which particularly
suffers from acute poverty and
Monga infestation at certain times
of the year). It was fascinating to
hear how South Africa was creating
an environment where there could
be balance between social, eco-
nomic, development and environ-
mental imperatives in terms of
values. I believe that it will be most
useful if we could send some of our
hydrologists and planners to South
Africa to see how they are solving

into force of the Convention and
also looked at the Convention's
role in contributing to the achieve-
mentofinternational policy goals.
This Convention is of great
interest for Bangladesh because of
its potential role in preventing
interstate conflict in the context of
a changing climate, better enabling
the implementation of develop-
ment cooperation programmes,
contributing to biodiversity con-
servation, sustainable use in inter-
national watercourses and compli-
menting existing water governance
frameworks. It was most useful
listening to the moderated debate
and the views expressed on
ITransboundary Watersheds and
the protection, equitable and
sustainable use of transboundary
water resources. This also assumed
added significance when seen

sumption,

Another subject captured the
imagination of the participants. It
mirrored the great interest shown
by the President of Iceland in
Dhaka, when he suggested the
formation of a Himalayan Council
consisting of countries like Nepal,
India, Bangladesh and Bhutan to
monitor and manage the common
resources available in the
Himalayan glaciers and the moun-
tain range -- also dubbed as the
‘Himalayan Water Towers'. It may
be recalled here that climate
change poses a serious threat to
essential water resources in the
Himalayan region putting at risk
the livelihoods of 1.3 billion people.
Home to the world's largest gla-
ciers and permafrost (other than
the two Poles), the Himalayas has
seen rapid glacial melting and
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Water and sustainable development

There were many other focal
points which had intensive discus-
sion. It would be pertinent on my
part to mention in this context
about the dialogue that took place
on actions required for promoting
transparency, accountability and
the fighting of corruption in the
field of water delivery and gover-
nance. The Water Integrity Network
and other civil society practitioners
actively held panel sessions and
identified ways and means for
moving forward in this sector.
Participants from South Asia, in
particular, interfaced with other
experts from other regions to find
solutions on how to have an open
and inclusive global network that
promotes anti-corruption activi-
ties and coalition-building at the
local, regional and global levels,
and between actors from civil
society, private and public sectors,
media and governments.

Accessing to water in general
and clean water in particular along
with sanitation facilities are para-
mount needs for sustainable devel-
opment. It is a complex subject but
one that needs to be monitored
with great care in our country and
this region. Water, we must under-
stand, is a major catalyst for
achievement of the Millennium
Development Goals and social
development. Our planners not
only need to give it greater priority
but also make available more
resources for the implementation
ofits projects,

I would also like to take this
opportunity, before I conclude, to
express my deepest sorrow on the
untimely and sudden passing away
a few days ago of Engineer Qamurul
Islam Siddique, President of the
Bangladesh Water Partnership. A
former Secretary to the govern-
ment and an internationally
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abroad should force some introspection in us rather than
blaming it out squarely on others. While articulating our
rights, itis important that proper channels be used and we are
| respectful of the law of the land we are working in. As for Jor-
dan, workers do not have the right to strike. The first option
before our workers were to take up the issue with the company
management which we hope they had done. Failing this
option, they should have reported the matter to the Bangla-
desh embassyin Amman. Going by our ambassador's version,
they did not do so. Had they done so, the ambassador could
take up the matter with the apparel company first and then
depending on their lack of response could move with the
labour ministry in the Jordanian government for a redress.
According to reports, the ambassador is exactly pursuing this
course now, butitseems if he had moved earlier on, the predic-
ament could have been avoided.

Thelesson we need to draw from all these and imbibe is that
such adhocism is completely out of sync with the enormous
contributions our migrant workers make to keep the wheels of
the economy, of not only their mother country but also that of
the host country, moving. Our foreign ministry and the mis-
sions abroad ought to change their mindset in dealing with
the problems of the Bangladesh Diaspora from one of studied
indifference to dynamic engagement to enhance their welfare
through maintenance of rapport with the host countries.

Towards elections

Indian children, should have fallen
in the same week of August when
two Christian children and their
mother were burnt alive by the
Vishwa Hindu Parishad (VHP) at
Khandmal district in Orissa. True,
the naxalites have claimed that
they have killed the Hindu mahant
(priest), Swami Laxmananda
Saraswati, because he had
indulged in crimes against the
Christians. But the naxalites’
statement is taken with a pinch of
salt. The Hindu extremists are said
to be the real culprits.

Orissa is the same state where a
leading Christian missionary
Graham Staines and his two sons
were burnt alive a few years ago.
His brave wife is still working for
the amelioration of the poor. The
same state chief minister, Naveen
Patnaik, was in power and even
then he had failed to take appropri-
ate action against the Hindu
extremists. Christian missionaries
have been imparting free educa-
tion and treating patients in this
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If the nation is to preserve the fundamental values of a democratic society every person, whether a public functionary
or private citizen, must display a degree of vigilance and willingness to sacrifice. Without awareness of what is right
and a desire to act according to what is right, there may be no realisation of what is wrong. Over the years for many,
particularly the government servants, the dividing line between right and wrong, moral and immoral has ceased to

exist.

its constitutional obligation to
protect the minorities.

This time the state did not wake
up for five days. The VHP spread its
vandalism to Khorapur and some
other parts of Orissa. They
destroyed and burnt houses. The
Christian tribals sought refuge in
jungles. According to official fig-
ures, some 16 persons were killed
and 558 houses and 17 churches
burnt. The chief minister refused to
hold an inquiry by the Central
Bureau of Investigation because he
naturally found more at home with
his setup.

That the central government
failed to dismiss chief minister

supports the Biju Janata Dal gov-
ernment in the state. Probably, the
impending general election has
enfeebled the Congress, not know-
ing how to react against the VHP
and such other organisations lest
there was an adverse impact on the
Hindu mind.

Such fears are unfounded and
reflect cowardliness. Had the state
government been dismissed, the
impression would have gone
around that the Congress, heading
the affairs at New Delhi, was willing
to go to any length to uphold the
rule of law. This would have reha-
bilitated the party in the minds of
the people, particularly the minorni-

tion.

‘There are not many credible
persons leftin the country to enun-
ciate, much less retrieve, old val-
ues. The political parties do not
realise that there is no alternative
to pluralism in a country where the
dialect changes after 100 kilo-
metres and where the complexion
of the population is different from
the one left behind at a short dis-
tance. Parties have an obsession to
acquire power by hook or by crook.
The sanctity of methods had gone
and with it the pull of the Gandhian

philosophy. The government has |

been concentrating for the last two
years on the nuclear deal with the

vants, the dividing line between
right and wrong, moral and
immoral has ceased to exist. They
are busy amassing wealth and
there is not even a routine work
which goes through without greas-
ing the palm of an array of govern-
ment servants. Ministers are also
said to be involved in corrupt
practices and evasion oftax.

If one were to find out the water-
shed for the deterioration one
would woefully conclude it all
began with the economic reforms,
the craze for acquisition. The
mania of the government how to
maintain the growth rate of 3 to 9
per cent has led to the survival of

from 59.8 per cent to 51.3 per cent.
This means that nearly 50 crore
people still live on Rs 40 to Rs 50 a
day.

If India is to mean anything to
people within the country and in
the neighbourhood, it has to go
backtoits original ideal of a welfare
state. In his first letter to chief
ministers, Prime Minister
Jawaharlal Nehru said: “Govern-
ment policies in the immediate
future should be geared to meeting
requirements of the common
man.”

In the same way, the measures
for enforcing secularism should be
implemented. Secularism does not
mean that Hindus, Muslims, Sikhs
or Christians cease to pursue their
religion. It only means that religio:
will not be allowed to play a part it
civil affairs. We cannot afford to let
the traders of hatred to have their
way. The minorities are the nation's
trust, not for consignment to the
laboratoryof hate.

Kuidip Nayar is an eminent indian colummnist.
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fast developing political

situation around the elec-
tion process initiated by the care-
taker government. Contrary to
criticismin the media and in public
mind, the present caretaker gov-
ernment has progressed well
towards its main objective of hold-
ing a free, fair and credible election
before the year is out. The road-
blocks haven't been totally
removed, but certainly some of
them have skilfully been averted
and quite a few long overdue
administrative reforms accom-
plished.

Notable among them are the
separation of the Judiciary from the
Executive, establishment of the
Supreme Judicial Council and a
Judicial Service Commission to fill
up a large number of vacancies in
the courts, setting up of an inde-
pendent Anti-Corruption
Commission (ACC), re-shuffling of
the Public Service Commission

_(PSC) and the setting up of the

e

vigorously, and indicted a fairly
large number of allegedly corrupt
politicians and officials. Many of
them were tried and had been in
jail but are now bailed out by the
High Court for varied periods. The
ACC chief seems to be unhappy
aboutitand is taking all precaution
not to leave any loose end in fram-
ing charges and following the
correct legal procedures. The TAC
has been challenged in the court,
but it has, nevertheless been putin
place, and has started receiving
prayers from quite a few individu-
als for disclosing their hidden
wealth with relevant information.
The TAC is conducting their hear-
ing with gusto.

The reconstituted Election
Commission (EC) headed by senior
retired civil service officer got into
its job seriously from day one and
had worked out a time schedule for
the elections at all levels. This was
announced on July 15 last with a
now-famous road map for holding
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their favour. A trend grows among the followers too, to project a larger-than-life image of their leaders
reducing all others to nothing. This leads to concentration of power in the hands of a Prime Minister that cuts across

the spirit of democracy and leads to democratic dictatorship.
M

the elections. The road-map was
discussed with the political parties
but most of them opposed this
move. They perhaps feared that
with their top leaders in jail and
unable to mobilize people, they
would not get the votes.
Presumably, EC had also realized
this and decided to ignore the
opposition and go ahead with the
polling schedule. Accordingly,
elections in four city corporations
and nine municipalities had been
held on the due dates and were
widelyacclaimed.

For the first time in history, a
voters' list with pictures was pre-
pared in record time and was used
in these elections. Though the
major parties first refused to take
part in these elections, eventually,

they unofficially fielded candi-
dates, under pressures from their
grassroots workers. Some of them
contested while serving their
prison terms and won by a land-
slide margin, According to neutral
observers, these elections were
held in a very transparent way and
were free from rigging. Elections to
the 482 Upazilas (sub-districts) are
now due to take place in two phases
beginning from October 23. At this
stage also the parties have raised
the same points on the same
grounds. Perhaps this is more to
use this as a bargaining point to
secure their topmost leaders’
release from jail. But now, with one
of them released for medical treat-
ment abroad, and the other is likely
to be released soon, the ice may

start melting.

Now the only major snag that
has remained unsolved is the vital
amendments of the
Representation of the People Order
(RPO) 1972 enacted over three
decades ago. Many of the political
parties were aware of the deficien-
cies in electoral procedures as
contained in the old RPO and
indeed urged EC for reforms, par-
ticularly, of some unreasonable
provisions including the ban on
floor crossing. None in the pasthad
ever taken initiative in this regard,
including the three successive
parliamentary governments. The
caretaker government in order to
ensure a meaningful election and
to imbibe a democratic spirit
within the parties has now pro-

posed them. The main features of
the amendments are the registra-
tion of parties fulfilling certain
conditions and undertaking demo-
cratic changes in their respective
constitutions to practice democ-
racy within the parties as well as
doing away with front organiza-
tions and branches abroad. Alotof
research by the civil society had
also shown thatuntil long-overdue
political and electoral reforms were
effected, a mere repetition of the
election would not turn the corner.
One of the main reasons for
bringing about the amendments in
RPO is to prevent dynastic rule and
rule by one party with absolute
majority. It has been seen in the
past that politicians in power
always try to develop a sort of

project a larger-than-life image of
their leaders reducing all others to
nothing. This leads to concentra-
tion of power in the hands of a
Prime Minister that cuts across the
spirit of democracy and leads to
democratic dictatorship.
Eventually this leads to corruption
atall levels and in all spheres.
There is a general feeling
among the grassroots workers in
both the major parties that they
ought to take partin the local level
elections, as otherwise they would
lose ground to the rival party.
Their top hierarchy, though, tooka
rigid stand that first, the
Parliament's election should be
held, and the Parliament would
then decide how and when the
local level elections were to be
held. EC seems to have been aware
of this, which is why it had gone
ahead rightly with local level
elections. The amended RPO, 2008
is still being disputed, but hope-
fully, both sides are likely to take a

may be completed.

On the debit side, the perfor-
mance of the caretaker govern-
ment in routine functions had
been sloppy and slothful. Its
efforts to bring the chaotic law and
order back to normal was largely
due to the intervention and vigi-
lance of the Armed Forces and the
police though the allegations of
the human rights organisarions
regarding cross-fire deaths still
remain unanswered. Its perfor-
mance in the management of the
economy had been dismal.
Unabated price-hike of essentials
has caused great resentment
among the people. Judged against
their preoccupation with the
complex and difficult political
situation, these failures of the
caretaker ent may, how-
ever, be looked atleniently.

The writer is a former Director General of External
Publicity. ~
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