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Helping rivers help us

The rivers and their tributaries serve as the most important
transport arteries and play a vital role in national life. The
ivers and other wetlands are important habitats for a large
variety of flora and fauna of local, national and regional

significance.

——

M. ABDUL LATIF MONDAL

HE Daily Star and Channel i

organised a campaign titled "For

the attention of the Prime
Minister: Save rivers, save Dhaka” on
Junel at the South Plaza of the parlia-
ment, which was followed by a photo-
graphic exhibition that showed
encroachment upon the rivers in and
around Dhaka city and the resultant
pollution of rivers.

The Speaker of the parliament Abdul
Hamid inaugurated the campaign. While
addressing the inaugural function, the
speakers, including ministers, lawmak-
ers, distinguished professionals, acade-
micians, top business leaders and others,
stressed, inter alia, the need for enactinga
tough and comprehensive law on the
protection of rivers.

Rivers are one of the many different
types of inland water bodies, also known
as wetlands, in the country. While the
total area of inland water bodies comes to
72,899 sq km, the rivers constitute 7,497
sq km, that is, 10.28% of the total area of
the inland water bodies. Various studies
suggest that reckless human interven-

tions, both internal and external, have
already led to the death of 13 rivers, and 7
more are on the verge of dying.

The rivers Buriganga, Sitalakha, Turag
and Balu, which serve as the lifeline of the
capital city Dhaka, have become victims
of powerful and ruthless river-gobblers
and polluters. There are media reports
about the construction of offices, etc on
the riverbeds around the capital even by
governmentagencies.

The question may arise as to why it is
important to enact a tough and compre-
hensive law on the protection of rivers.
The need for enacting such a law arises
from a number of considerations, which
are briefly presented below.

First, the laws on water bodies -- The
Bengal Canal Act 1864, The Bengal
Irrigation Act 1876, East Bengal
Embankment and Drainage Act 1952,
Inland Water Transport Ordinance 1958,
East Pakistan Irrigation (Imposition of
Water Rate) Ordinance 1963, Ground
Water Management Ordinance 1985,
Water Supply and Sewerage Authority Act
1996, etc -- are, as their titles indicate,
sectoral in nature.

Even the Bangladesh Environment

We have ignored our rivers for too long.

Protection Act 1995 and the rules made
under it focus attention mainly on pollu-
tion by industries and transports, and the
grabbing of rivers or any other water body
does not come within the jurisdiction of
the Actandits rules.

Second, the latest Act -- "The
Playground, Open Spaces, Gardens, and
Water Bodies Conservation Act 2000" --
suffers from loopholes and inadequacies
regarding protection of rivers and other
water bodies. Section 1 of this Act sug-
gests that it has application on the water
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bodies, including rivers of the cities,
divisional and district towns and munici-
palities. Rivers and other water bodies in
the rural areas are outside the jurisdiction
of this Act.

The Act thus fails to ensure protection
to the vast tracts of water bodies, includ-
ing rivers beyond the city areas and the
municipalities. The Act does not have any
provision that prohibits construction of
any kind of permanent or temporary
structure within a determined distance of
the rivers or other water bodies.
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The Act also does not have any provi-
sion which provides that the rivers or
other water bodies that have been
marked in survey records and exist in
other government approved documents
will be recovered if they have been
encroached.

Moreover, although the Act specifies the
fine and imprisonment term for violation
of any of its provisions, it does not direct
the government to recover the original
characteristics of the rivers and other
water bodiesif someone fills them up.

Third, there are separate authorities (o
administer the above-mentioned laws. 5o,
there is an inherent problem of coordina-
tion. The lack of coordination frustrates
the drives against the encroachers of
rivers. In his speech at the inauguration of
the campaign, Mahfuz Anam, Editor of
The Daily Star, rightly pointed out that the
people did not know which single author-
itywasresponsible for protection of rivers.

This justifies the enactment of a new
and comprehensive law providing for,
among others, asingle body in the form of
"a river commission or authority fully
responsible forlooking after rivers.”

Last but not the least, rivers play an
important role in shaping the economic,
commercial, socio-cultural and ecologi-
cal aspects of the life of the people of
Bangladesh. In Bangladesh, almost all the
major cities, towns and commercial
centres are located on the banks of rivers.

The rivers and their tributaries serve as
the most important transport arteries
and play a vital role in national life. The
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rivers and other wetlands are important
habitats for a large variety of flora and
fauna of local, national and regional
significance.

The enormous volume of sediments
that the rivers carry to the Bay of Bengal
each year builds new land along the sea
front, keeping hope alive for future
extension of settlement. But rivers are
dying due to man-made activities. So, a
tough and comprehensive law is
needed to protect our life saving rivers
from the greed of land grabbers and
other vested interest groups, including
polluters.

In view of what has been stated above,
the need for enactment of a tough and
comprehensive law for the protection and
conservation of rivers across the country
can hardly be overemphasised. Itis good to
see that the chief executive of the republic
made a strong pledge on the World
Environment Day (June 5) to protect rivers
from the river- grabbers and polluters.

The speaker and members of parlia-
ment had made strong commitments
earlier (June 1) to take every measure
necessary to stop illegal grabbing and
pollution of the rivers flowing throughout
the country. In his inaugural address at
the aforesaid campaign, the speaker said
that if the government brought such a bill,
he would do his best for its passage at the
earliest. The sooner it materialises, the
betteritwill be for the nation.

M. Abdul Latif Mondal Is a former Secretary. E-mail:
latifm43@yahoo.com

Where are women and

Atno point does he raise the issue of who defines culture, who
defines religion, who speaks for "the Muslims - and why could
not it be defined by individual women themselves - without

clerics, with morality police,

without self-appointed, old,

conservative, male, religious leaders.
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secularists

Palestinians to violence on the side of
Israeli colonisers, or that he has not aban-
doned the idea that the US should tell the
world how to behave, or that the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict is reduced to a reli-
gious conflict, or that he still justifies the
warinAfghanistan, etc.

All those are important issues that need
tobe challenged. However, whataffects me
most, as an Algerian secularist, is that
Obamahasnot doneaway with the idea of

Obama is essentialising Islam, ignoring
the large differences that exist among
Muslim believers themselves, in terms of
religious schools of thought and interpre-
tations, cultural differences and political
opinions.

These differences indeed make it totally
irrelevant to speak about "Islam" in such a
totalising way. Obama would not dare
essentialise, for instance, Christianity in

such a way, ignoring the huge gap between. -

many instances, people are forced into
religious identities. In more and more
"Muslim" countries, citizens are forced
into religious practice, and pay dissent
with their freedom and sometimes with
their lives.

Itis a big blow to them, to their human
rights, to freedom of thought and freedom
of expression, that the president of the US
publicly comforts the views that citizens of

‘countries where Islanvis theimain religion’ & 1<

in Obama's speech in Cairo?

arrogantWesterners by making it clear that
women's covering is not seen by him as an
obstacle to their emancipation. Especially,
ifitis "theirchoice.”

Meanwhile, Iran is next door, with its
morality police that jails women whose
hair slips out of the said covering, in the
name of religious laws. And what about
Afghanistan or Algeria where women have
been abducted, tortured, raped, muti-
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MARIEME HELIE LUCAS

T is beyond doubt that many people
around the world, of various political
opinions and creeds, will feel relieved
after the discourse the US president deliv-

Obama ignores the differences that exists within Muslims themselves.

ered in Cairo. It is apparently anew voice, a
voice of peace, quite far from Bush's clash
of civilisations. Butisitso?

[ presume that political commentators
will point at the fact that Obama equates
violence on the side of occupied

NICK DOLDING

homogeneous civihsations that was at the
heart of the theory of the "clash of civilisa-
tions."

Moreover, his very American idea of
civilisation is that it can be equated to
religion. He persistently opposes "Islam
and theWest" (as two civilisations), "Amer-
icaand Islam” (a countryversus areligion);
he claims that "America is not at war with
Islam."

In short “the West" is composed of
countries, while "Islam” is not. Religion is
still good enough for us to be defined by.
His concluding compilation of monotheist
religious wisdom sounds as if it were the

Islam is the predominant and often the
statereligion.

First of all, Obama’'s discourse is
addressed to "Islam,"” as if an idea, a con-
cept, a belief, could hear him. As if those
were not necessarily mediated by the
people who hold these views, ideas, con-
cepts, or beliefs.

Can we imagine for one minute that
Obama would address himself to "Chris-
tianity" or to "Buddhism"? No, he would
talk to Christians or Buddhists -- to real
people, keeping in mind all their differ-
ences.

Opus Deiand liberation theologists.

Unfortunately, this essentialising of
[slam feeds into the plans of Muslim fun-
damentalists whose permanent claim is
that there is one single Islam -- their ver-
sion of it, one homogeneous Muslim
world, and subsequently one single
Islamic law that needs to be respected by
allinthe name ofreligious rights.

Any study of the laws in "Muslim" coun-
tries show that these laws are pretty differ-
ent from one country to the other, deriving
not just from different interpretations of
religion, but also from the various cultures
in which Islam has been spreading on all

--obviouslynotdivine.

This is the first adverse consequence of
Obama's essentialising Islam and
homogenising Muslims: as much as he
may criticise fundamentalists, whom he
calls "a minority of extremists," he is using
their language and their concepts. This is
unlikely to help the cause of anti-
fundamentalist forces in Muslim coun-
tries.

It follows suit that Obama talks to reli-
gions, not to citizens, not to nations or
countries. He assumes that anyone has to
have a religion, overlooking the fact that in

are automatically Muslims (unless they
belongtoareligious minority).

Regardless of the fact that one is a
believer or not, citizens may choose not to
have religion as the main marker of their
identity. For instance, to give prionty or
prominence to theiridentity as citizens.

Many citizens of "Muslim® countries
want to leave religion in its place and de-
link it from politics. They support secular-
ism and secular laws, i.e. laws democrati-
cally voted by the people, changeable by
the will and vote of the people; theyoppose
unchangeable, a-historical, supposedly
divine laws, as a process that is alien to

racy, democratic processes, and human
rights? How can this fit with addressing
whole nations through their supposed,
henceimposed, religious identities?
Where is the place for secularists in
Obama's discourse? For their democratic
right to vote laws rather than be imposed
laws in the name of God? For their human
right to believe ornotto believe, to practice
ornotto practice? They simply do notexist.
Theyareignored. Theyare made invisible.
In this religious strait-jacket, women's
rights are limited to theirright to education
- and Obama distances himself from

At no point does he raise the issue of
who defines culture, who defines religion,
who speaks for "the Muslims" -- and why
could not it be defined by individual
women themselves -- without clerics,
without morality police, without self-
appointed, old, conservative, male, reli-
gious leaders.

No, this discourse is not such a change
for an American president: Obama
remains within the boundaries of clashing
civilisations/religions. How can this save
us from the global rise of religious funda-
mentalism, which this discourse was

., 4 onlylanguage thatwe can understand. continents, and that these supposedly democracy. They oppose the political supposedtocounter?
These shortcomings have adverse Muslim laws reflect as well historical and  power ofclerics.
effects on us, citizens of countries where political factors including colonial sources Obama is claiming to defend democ- ¢ i oies

1. For instance, from 1962 to 1976, the source for Algerian
laws on reproductive rights was the 1920 French law; or, in
1947, the source for Pakistani law on inheritance was the
Victorian law that the UK itself had already done way with.

2. One Malaysian stale made daily prayers compuisory;
Algerian courts condemned to prison non-fasting citizens in
2008: Iranian courts sfll jal women for “un-isiamic
behaviour.”

Marieme Helie Lucas is an Algerian sociologist, founder and
former Intemational Coordinator of the Women Living
Under Muslim Laws intemational solidanty network. She is
also the founder of Secularism Is A Women's Issue
(siawi.org). This piece is licensed under a Creafive
Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-No Derivative Works
3.0 United States License.

Fumbling on cabinet formation

Given its impressive victory, the United Progressive Alliance
should have formed the new government smoothly and
quickly. But even three weeks after the election results, its

positions, followed by Maharashtra (nine),
West Bengal (eight, its highest ever) and
Kerala (six).

By contrast, Uttar Pradesh, four times
bigger than Kerala, has just five ministers,

tion as speaker, reflects the Congress's
anxiety to counter Ms. Mayawati.

But Adivasis have only one cabinet post.
Similarly, Chhattisgarh, and most north-
eastern states, all with strong tribal popu-

The number of Muslim MPs has fallen
from 34 in 2004 to 30. Of these 30, 11 belong
to the Congress, four to the BSP, four to
regional Muslim parties, and three each to
the Trinamool Congress and National

national, not Indian, diplomacy. He is pro-
Western and strongly pro-US, and uncriti-
cally pro-Israel. This doesn't augur well for
India's foreign policy.

Similarly, Human Resources

] : b 4 all of them MoSs. Bihar, Orissa and Assam  lations, have been left out of the council Conference Development Minister Kapil Sibal favours
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More generally, 50 of the 81 MPs who are

skewed, with Tamil Nadu claiming 10

ent charge. This, like Ms, Kumar's nomina-

Muslims.

voter), Mr. Tharoor is experienced in inter-

Praful Bidwai is an eminent Indian columnist.
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