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Political reforms: Players and prospects

It will be a gross mistake if the parties think they can go back to their old-style
politics that led to the break down of the rule of law and made all publicinstitutions
non-functional. The parties need to commit themselves to reforms and draw
lessons from the mistakes of the post-1/11 government as to the "dos” and
"donts" of how to promote reforms.

ROUNAQ JAHAN

~ HE prospects of political
I reforms, which appeared
to be quite bright soon

after the change of government on
January 11, 2007, now appear to be
rather dim. Despite repeated calls
for a qualitative change in politics
by the military-backed govern-
ment of Dr. Fakhruddin Ahmed,

the results of the city corporation
elections held on August 4 this year
demonstrated that old-style poli-
tics and politicians are dlive and
well.

The highly visible campaign for
"honest and qualified” candi-
dates, launched and sustained by
civil society and the media over
the last several years, and the
frequent public statements sup-

porting the election of such candi-
dates by the chief adviser, mem-
bers of the Advisory Council and
the army chief of staff, General
Moeen U. Ahmed, have failed to
make any visible impact on the
electorate. Instead, voters have
decided to elect several candi-
dates who have been imprisoned
for their alleged corrupt activities.
The re-election of Badruddin

Ahmed Kamran from his prison
cell, as the mayor of Sylhet with a
greater majority of votes than the
previous election was a sober
reminder to the advocates of
"honest and qualified” candidates
that such candidates cannot win
an election exclusively on their
own merit, and would need to
draw on the support of the major
political parties,

Kamran had been imprisoned
since May 29, 2007 on several graft
cases, yet he was able to poll
115,446 votes against his nearest
rival A EM. Kamal's 32,097 votes.
Out of the 46 mayoral contestants
for the four city corporation elec-
tions, 36 lost their deposits. Only
those candidates who were sup-
ported by political parties, particu-
larly the two major parties, the

Awami League (AL) and the
Bangladesh Nationalist Party
(BNP), did not forfeit their depos-
its. The results of the August 4
elections thus underscored once

again, the importance and the
strength of the AL and the BNP as
the two main players in our elec-
toral politics.

However, political parties

SHAFIQ ISLAM/ DRIKNEWS

should not misread the election
results as a popular verdict against
clean politics and an endorsement
of going back to politics as usual,
marked by mastaans, money,
corruption, and confrontation.
They need to recognise that the
idea of reforms, particularly the
anti-corruption drive of the
Fakhruddin government, initially
had a lot of popular support, but
the government made a number of
strategic mistakes in pushing the
reforms agenda.

The political parties, who now
aspire to be at the helm of govern-
ment after January 2009, need to be
responsive to the demand for
political reforms. The parties need
to design, of their own volition, a
comprehensive agenda of reforms
which still retain a lot of popular

support, particularly of civil society
and the media, notwithstanding
the election results,

It will be a gross mistake if the
parties think they can go back to
their old-style politics that led to
the break down of the rule of law
and made all public institutions
non-functional. The parties need
to commit themselves to reforms
and draw lessons from the mis-
takes of the post-1/11 government
as to the "dos" and "donts” of how
to promote reforms.

For the full version of the excerpted article, and
more, please read Forum, available with The Dally
Star on Monday, September 8.

Dr. Rounaq Jahan is a Senior Research Scholar
and Adjunct Professor of Inlemational Affairs in the
School of International and Public Affairs of
Columbia University, New York, USA

Golden opportunity

It is well known that corruption is endemic in BJMC mills, particularly in jute
purchasing. Many BJMC mill managers receive kickbacks from jute suppliers in
exchange foraccepting low-grade jute ata high price.

ZAHIN HASAN

HE long decline of the jute
industry is a chapter of our
history which we are
already forgetting. It has become
popular to blame the World Bank
and IMF for forcing the govern-
ment to close BJMC jute mills. But
the fact is that competition from
cheaper synthetic substitutes
(such as woven polypropylene
sacks, which have replaced jute
sacks for most applications) is what
killed the jute industry.

If the jute mills had not been
nationalised in the 1970s, competi-
tion from synthetics would have
forced the jute industry to become
more competitive by increasing
both productivity per worker and
productivity per machine. This is

not rocket science. It requires
investing money in machine main-
tenance and improvement, and in
giving workers incentives to be

R

more productive.

After the jute mills were nation-
alised, BIMC never took any steps
to become competitive. We never
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had a government which viewed
BJMC jute mills as businesses
which must be run profitably and
expanded. Governments were
solely interested in rewarding their
supporters with jute mill jobs;
BJMC mills were packed with high
numbers of unnecessary workers.

Businessmen view excess work-
ers as an excess cost. Politicians
view excess workers as happy
voters. Productivity of BJMC jute
mills declined continuously for
years and years because money
which should have been spent on
machine maintenance (to say
nothing of machine improvement)
was paid out as wages to excess
workers. As the loss-making mills
could not afford to buy spare parts,
they cannibalised parts from some
machines to keep others running.
Gradually more and more canni-
balised machines were reduced to
useless piles of scrap metal; pro-
ductivity plummeted.

Low productivity is not the only
reason why BJMC jute mills runata

Joss, It is well knawn. that coprup-

tion is endemic in BJMC mills,
particularly in jute purchasing.
Many BJMC mill managers receive
kickbacks from jute suppliers in
exchange for accepting low-grade
jute at a high price. However, low
productivity probably costs BIMC
more money than corruption.
Peoples Jute Mill is a case in
point. With the equipment it had,
Peoples Jute Mill should have been
able to produce over 70 tons of jute
goods per day. To do so it should
have required no more than 3,500
workers (50 workers per ton of
output per day). Under BJMC
management, output fell every
year until it reached the abysmal
level of only 13 tons per day (just
before it was finally closed). During
its long period of declining produc-
tion, excess workers werenotshed,
[f Peoples Jute Mill had been run
by an entrepreneur, machine
maintenance would have been
prioritised; output per machine
would not have been allowed to
fall. Excess workers would have
begn,shed ro make, gash auailable

for machine maintenance (and
improvement). State owned com-
panies like BJMC will probably
never become profitable, because
politicians will not allow them to
shed excess workers.

With the rising price of petro-
leum, the government's budget is
under increasing strain. Diesel is
widely used to fuel irrigation
pumps; the government continues
to sell diesel at a heavily subsidised
price rather than incur the wrath of
millions of farmers. Governments
of rich countries can afford to buy
popularity by paying subsidies.
Bangladesh and other poor coun-
tries face tough choices.
Continuing fuel subsidies means
that other subsidies -- like subsi-
dies to loss-making BJMC jute mills
-- must stop.

For the full version of the excerpted article, and
more, please read Forum, available with The Daily
Star on Monday, September 8

Zahin Hasan is a director of Kazi Farms Limited
His views do nol necessanly refiect those of his
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The shame of August 15, 1975: A pers

My moral stand is clear: if killing a human being is unacceptable, then killing
someone who sacrificed so much for his people is an abominable crime. What
ethical position can condone, let alone justify, such heinous acts of killing a
nationalist father figure, innocent women and children, and close relatives and

associates?

HABIBUL HAQUE KHONDKER

ECENTLY, I was showing a

Tk 500 bill to my daughter,

telling her I found it quite
odd that I met -- in fact, knew -- the
person whose picture was on this
bill. "It would be like knowing
George Washington,"” quipped my
daughter. She was born 13 years
after the gruesome murder of
Bangabandhu Sheikh Mujibur
Rahman and most of his family on
August 15, 1975.

I told her that I had the rare
privilege of shaking his hand, and
had aninformal conversation at his
residence. This is definitely not a
big deal because there are many

around us who had much closer
ties with this man, worked with
him closely, and could write vol-
umes about him. I am only think-
ing of a future generation -- say, the
one of my children who would
grow up to tell stories to their chil-
dren about my own generation's
tryst with history.

[ have a simple gauge for some-
one's moral, and not just political,
position. It is revealed in his or her
evaluation of the murder of
Bangabandhu Sheikh Mujibur
Rahman, the founding leader of
Bangladesh. Those who fail to
condemn this murder are people to
whom I give awide berth.

Political figures, however great,

are not immune to criticism. In
Kolkata, the statue of Mahatma
Gandhi was defaced once. Of
course, there are people who can be
very critical of Gandhi's politics.
Bangabandhu was by no means
above criticism; he made his share
of mistakes, errors in judgments
and what political pundits call these
days, "misspoken” statements.

But my moral stand is clear: if
killing a human being is unaccept-
able, then killing someone who
sacrificed so much for his people is
an abominable crime. What ethical
position can condone, let alone
Justify, such heinousacts ofkillinga
nationalist father figure, innocent
women and children, and close

relatives and associates? The crime,

in its lowness, is comparable to the

morally reprehensible crime of
killing four other founding leaders
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of Bangladesh inside the Dhaka
central jail in early November 1975.

During an afternoon in
December 1975, I was taking a
rickshaw back to Tajmahal Road
where we lived from Dhaka
University after I went to see the
results of our MA final examina-
tion, I looked at the Bangabandhu
residence on Road 32, and memo-
ries flashed back.

Not too long ago, it was in that
house that Sheikh Kamal, whom I
used to coach once in a while on
sociological theories and issues,
had introduced me to
Bangabandhu. I was having lunch
with the Bangabandhu family in
their first floor dining room. Kamal
took certain pride in introducing
me to Bangabandhu, saying: "Abba
this is Habib, he is the first boy in
our class. He will also secure first
positionin the MA final exam.”

For the full version of the excerpled article, and
more, please read Forum, available with The Daily
Staron Monday, September 8

Hablbul Haque Khondker s a professor of
sociology al Zayed University, Abu Dhabi,

The Zionist stratagem

The Zionists proposed to liberate Jews from European persecution by arranging
for their exodus from Europe. This had always been the dream of European anti-
9 Semites: to cleanse their landscape of Jewish presence.

M. SHAHID ALAM

" Q NTI-Semitism has grown
and continues to grow,
andsodol.”

--Theodore Herzl

As a self-defined movement for the
national “liberation” of European
Jews, Zionism had an anomalous
relationship with its perennial
Other, the Gentile nations, from
whom it wanted the Jews to secede
and become a distinct nation under
aJewish state,

The Zionists did not define
Europe's Gentile nations as the
adversary they would have to
oppose, and against whom they
would struggle, to secure the rights
of Jews to emerge as a distinct
nation.

On the contrary, the Zionists

would hamess the strength of their
perennial Other -- their adversary --
to gain their nationalist objective,
Unlike nationalists, who secede
from a state or empire by drawing
new borders, the Zionists did not
demand any European territory;
they planned to establish their
Jewish state outside the borders of
Europe.

In other words, the Zionists were
offering to execute what any state
facing secessionist demands would
have embraced quite avidly: the
Jewish "secessionists™ would sail
away from Europe and establish their
state in the Middle East, well-removed
from Europe. This was a novel
approach tonationallliberation.

As a first step, the Zionists pro-
posed to liberate Jews from
European persecution by arranging

for their exodus from Europe. This
had always been the dream of
European anti-Semites: to cleanse
their landscape of Jewish presence.
Over the past thousand years, differ-
ent states in Europe had periodi-
cally attempted this voiding of Jews
through forced conversions,
pogroms, expulsions, and segrega-
tion of Jews from Gentiles,

The Zionists were now proposing
to purge Europe of its Jews on a scale
never attempted before, and without
the inconvenience of disturbing the
peace. Itwas a contract that Europe's
anti-Semites would have difficulty
turning down. Indeed, the Zionists
fully expected the anti-Semites to
give them whatever help they
neededto effect the Jewish exodus.

The Zionists were counting on this
help; it was indispensable for the

completion of their project. The
second step in the Zionist plan was to
seize control of Palestine, openitup to
Jewish colonisation, and, when the
Jewish colons had gained sufficient
demographic mass in Palestine, they
would convert it into a Jewish state,
preferably without the natives. The
Zionists could notundertake this step
without the help of European powers.
This was a clever stratagem: quite
original to Zionism.

The Zionists sought to convert an
impossible nationalism -- with little
prospect of ever achieving its goal
inside Europe -- into a settler-
colonial project. In addition, they
would convert the Jews' erstwhile
adversaries into strategic partners.
The Zionists expected to persuade
atleast one European power to play
the part of "mother country” to the
Jewish colons in Palestine.

Itappeared that the Zionists were
going to outperform Moses of
Jewish tradition. Moses too had
chosen to liberate the Hebrews of
ancient Egypt by marching them
out of Egypt into Canaan, where
they would establish their own state.

There were important differences,
however, between thetwo plans.
The Zionists did not seek divine
help, but they would receive help
from the anti-Semites. Moses had
divine help but his plan was
opposed by the Egyptians. The
Egyptians could not have agreed to
Moses’ long march because he was
running away with their property --
their Hebrew slaves. In Europe, on
the other hand, the Jews owned
considerable property -- banks,

bank accounts, factories, houses,
lands -- that they would leave
behind.

Clearly, the Zionists were offering
the Europeans an attractive deal.
Help us create a Jewish settler-state
in Palestine: and we will solve your
Jewish problem, free you from
Jewish competition, free you of the
Jewish presence, and you can have
all the property we leave behind.
This Jewish property was another
gift the Zionists offered to Europe's
anti-Semites.

To Europe's anti-Semites, the
deal was irresistible. In fact, some of
them would think they could kill
two birds with the Zionist stone.
They would get rid of the Jews, and
renew the Crusades against the
Muslims.

For the full version of the excerpled article, and
more, please read Forum, avallable with The Dally
Star on Monday, September 8.

M. Shahid Alam is Professor of economicsat
Northeastern University. He is author of
Challenging the New Orentallsm (2007). Send
commaents toalqalam0276@ahoo. com.Visil his
website al: hitp: // aslama.org.
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Leaders of the future

Community service is the practical aspect of BYLC's
third and final goal, through which they hope to
encourage BYLC students to utilise all they have
learnt, bringing it forth within themselves into a real
life situations, aimed atimproving social conditions in

Bangladesh.

NABILAH KHAN
I T would seem that our cry for
informed and powerful
future leaders of Bangladesh
might finally have been
answered. In fact, Ejaj Ahmad,
the founder of the Bangladesh
Youth Leadership Center (BYLC)
would like to reassure you that
thisisindeed the case.

Ejaj, a recent recipient of an
MPP from Harvard University's
Kennedy School of
Government, and second-year
MIT student Shammi Shawkat
Quddus both 'won" the Davis
Peace Prize fromMIT in January
2008. With this initial fund from
their prize money of $10,000,
Ejaj was able to realise a past
dream and start his quest by
encouraging promising young
men and women from the youn-
ger generations to receive train-
ing in leadership and decision
making for the future develop-
ment of our country.

BYLC conducted its inaugural
program in Chittagong, selecting
qualified students from English
and Bengali medium schools as
well as madrassas. Along with the
cooperation of YPSA, a local non-
profit in Chittagong, this first
batch of BYLC students took part
in the very first leadership train-
ing for high school students
under the direct guidance of both
Ejajand Shammi.

BYLC has three main goals,
according to its founders. Both
Ejaj and Shammi spoke of the
huge gap in comradeship
between English medium,
Bengali medium, and madrassa
students that they themselves
felt during their own school
years in Bangladesh. Thus, not
surprisingly, one of the first
goals of BYLC is to build bridges

between "the three distinct
schooling systems in Bangladesh
and provide a common ground
for students of different back-
grounds.

Ejaj himself strongly believes
thatsuch a division in our society,
cultivated from a young age in
our lives, is a very definite threat
to the economic, social and polit-
ical progress of Bangladesh. "If
future leaders, in whatever field,
cannot understand where the
other half of the population is
coming from, then how will they
exercise correct judgment and
teadership?™ asks the founder of
BYLC.

The organisation’s second goal
1s "leadership training®, as the
name itself indicates. BYLC aims
to encourage youngsters to real-
ise and focus on their own goals,
whether large or small. Goals that
they themselves have set, and
through leadership training, is
able to build the courage required
to accomplish such aspirations in
life.

Community service is the
practical aspect of BYLC's third
and final goal, through which
they hope to encourage BYLC
students to utilise all they have
learnt, bringing it forth within
themselves into a real life situa-
tions, aimed at improving social
conditions in Bangladesh.

Eja) explains their third goal
by saying: "We believe that
leadership as a position of
authority alone is of no use
unless it delivers positive
results for others.”

For the full version of the excerpted article, and
more, please read Forum, available with The Daily
Star on Monday, September 8

Nabilah S. Khan works at the James P. Grant
School of Public Health at Brac University.
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