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Unsung heroes of our independence: Gazaria freedom fighters

—

The ranks of these unknown and forgotten fighters for the

liberation of our country were filled by students, farmers, shop
keepers, and housewives. The following is a hardly known
story of a band of young people who probably were among the
first to take up arms to frustrate the Pakistan army in its
murderous thrust toward the countryside.

ZIAUDDIN CHOUDHURY
S we celebrate the 38th
anniversary of our victory over

A the repressive powers of Pakistan

we need to pay homage to those countless
souls who laid down their lives in giving
us this day. The 1971 War of Liberation
was fought on several fronts by people
from all walks of life. While the main war is

neighbouring areas, we in Munshigan)
expected the Pakistan Aamy to descend
on the river shores any day. Rumours
were rife that the murderous platoons
were seen boarding speed boats and
motor launches, and were headed toward
Munshiganj. People started leaving their
homes and headed towards interior
villages.

bombs were lobbed into the house. All
our belongings were seton fire.

With the army concentrating on its
advance toward the hinterland,
Munshiganj was spared its wrath for
much of April. That is until the blowing
up of Gazaria Bridge by a hastily formed
guerilla force comprising a group of
students and some ex-military Bengalis
of the locality. This was the first major act
of insurgency in Munshiganj and thrilled
all of us, but also accelerated the Pakistan
army action in the subdivision.

Gazaria was then the only thana in
Munshiganj sub-division, which was
connected by land with Dhaka. The
Dhaka-Comiila-Chittagong highway ran
through the thana over a bridge (about
400 feet in length) that spanned the river
Meghna, which skirted the thana. This
was recognised as a vital bridge, a key
installation that served as a transporta-

sabotage, however, removed our hesita-
tion, and we proceeded immediately
toward Gazaria in my motor launch.

As we approached Gazaria through
river Meghna we saw ahead of us the great
bridge cut in half, with the middle section
missing. It was an incredible sight. The
middle span had fallen rightinto the river,
leaving a wide gap in the bridge. It was a
clean operation, appearing as though a
giant electric saw had run through the
bridge and cut it in parts. A small crowd
had gathered near the fallen bridge. It
melted away as our motor launch o,
approached. The people took us for the t '
military as we had a few policemen on L
board. However, seeing us from adistance SIS SN
a few returned. | asked the crowd if they TR
knew how this had happened. No one &
would admit any knowledge, but one b ¥
young man said this was a way to stop the ¢ ‘.:,
army from going further into the interior. GG
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largely known by the battles fought by our
brave freedom fighters both inside and
outside our borders, much of our success
came from the resistance and random
acts of bravery by people in all nooks and
corners of our country.

The ranks of these unknown and for-
gotten fighters for the liberation of our
country were filled by students, farmers,
shop keepers, and housewives, The fol-
lowing is a hardly known story of a band of
young people who probably were among
the first to take up arms to frustrate the
Pakistan army in its murderous thrust
toward the countryside.

For several days after the mayhem let
loose by the Pakistan army in Dhaka and

wait, when the feared invasion did not
happen, people started to relax and
started coming back to their homes.
Meanwhile, the exodus of people from
Dhaka and Narayanganj to Munshiganj
continued unabated, with shocking
narratives from the new shelter seekers.
There were harrowing stories of wanton
killing, burning of houses, and mass
arrests of young people.

My parents escaped from Narayanganj
with my young siblings when the army
goons descended on our neighbourhood
and started indiscriminate firing and
looting. They were lucky to escape in
time, as hours after theyleft our home was
attacked by the army, and incendiary

tion link for all of the south-eastern part
of the then East Pakistan.

On a very early morning in early April I
(1971) I was roused from bed by a tele-
phone call from the sub-divisional police
officer. He told me in a panic stricken
voice that the Gazaria Bridge had been
blown up by some people, and that we
needed to go and visit the area before the
authorities from Dhaka called us. Under
normal circumstances, an SDO and
SDPO to go and visit the place of such
accidents, but this was no normal time.
We were not sure if the army had already
gone to the place and if we would be
welcome to them. A greatsense of curios-
ity to see this daring act of suspected

He was wrong, but that was the belief at
that time.

We could not say if we were thrilled or
excited in awe, but both of us knew that
this was the first brazen act of armed
resistance in our area. It was obviously the
work of some people trained in explo-
sives, We also realised that whether we
reported this to our civilian high up in
Dhaka or not, an army retribution would
be only days away, if not hours. We
reported the incident to our authorities in
Dhaka, and fearfully waited to see the
machine gun wielding soldiers on our
shores.

The army did not come immediately to
Munshiganj, as the incident did not take

Brave sons of the soil.

place there. However, they did arrive in
Gazaria in speed boats and motor
launches the next day, targeting several
villages along the river, especially those
near the bridge. It was havoc, with the
troops spraying machine guns all around
and lobbing incendiary bombs to burn
houses. Many lives were lost, leaving only
those who were fortunate to leave their
homes earlier for other villages. The army
also rounded up a number of young
people for no reason from the adjoining
villages, and hauled them up in trucks to
take them to make-shift detention cen-

tres in local schools. Some lucky ones
would be released, but those not so lucky
would be found later floating in the rivers

with their bodies riddled by machinegun

bullets.

It did not take long, however, for the |

army to reach the shores of Munshiganj to
begin their cleansing operation. We would
have to suffer the agonies of army presence
for seven more months, along with the rest
ofthe population of our country.

Ziauddin Choudhury works for the World Bank, Washington
D.C. He was Sub-Divisional Officer of Munshiganj in 1971.

* Sri Lankan presidential election: A complicated race

The lead-up to the polls could be violent for a variety of
reasons. Both the candidates are strong and have their
support base within the existing power structure, even though
one is no more with the government. Consequently, the

acrimony and bitterness may increase as the election gets
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: standable and, given the tough back- was captured and then shot -- a crime as it
ground of the rebels like the suicide violates the war conventions. However, the
ZAGLUL AHMED CHOWDHURY armed forces that are given more kudos attacks, the Lankan presidential elec- government has denied the allegations,

HE presidential election in the

South Asian island state of Sri

Lanka, scheduled for January 26,
iIs expected to witness tough contest
between the two top candidates. Both
can legitimately claim credit for the
government victory over the Tamil mili-
tants, thus bringing an end to the long
running civil war.

Incumbent President Mahinda
Rajapakse, who is seeking another term,
basking in the glory of crushing the
three-decade-old insurgency demand-
Ing a separate independent Tamil state,
is pitted against the former army chief
who led the war to a successful finale in
the battle field.

Certainly, President Rajapakse over-
saw the war, and his adroit handling in
the political, diplomatic and military
areas relating to the civil war has been
commended, which has put him at a
place of honour in the country. But his
challenger is the person who led the
military side as the only four-star general
in the army, and his credit is seen by
many as far larger than the president's
since the victory came in the battlefields,
where the army chief played the key role
in military strategy.

Besides, the war cost the lives of many
officers and men in the army, and it is the

for the hard earned victory than the politi-
cal or diplomatic strategies of the govern-
ment. Anyway, both are "heroes” of the
splendid victory over the determined
Tamil rebels. But the million dollar ques-
tion is, who will the people pick as presi-
dent when they go to the ballots on
January 26 ? The choice seems tough and
hence acloseraceison the cards.

However, the lead-up to the polls could
be violent for a variety of reasons. Both
the candidates are strong and have their
support base within the existing power
structure, even though one is no more
with the government. Consequently, the
acrimony and bitterness may increase as
the election gets nearer. As such, clashes
among their supporters are not unlikely
and some indications in that direction are
alreadydiscernible.

More importantly, the Tamil rebels
have been defeated in the war, along
with the killing of their top leader
Velupillai Prabakharan and his key asso-
ciates. But it will be height of folly to
assume that all the rebels, known for
their commitment and ruthlessness,
have either been killed or caught. If not
many, at least a good number of them
may have mingled among the general
masses or managed to escape the coun-
try. Some may have succeeded in still
living in the country in various guises

despite the government's claim that all
avenues for regrouping or any activity by
the remnants of the rebels have been
sealed off.

This claim notwithstanding, former
militants may act in utter desperation to
avenge their defeat by resorting to stray
incidents, including attempts to assassi-
nate the two top candidates. The wrath

tions will remain a high security affair till
the end of the event -- and probably even
beyond.

Gen. Sarath Fonseka expressed his
fear when he said that attempts would
certainly be made on his life by the Tamil
rebels, who are now believed to be only a
few in number, during the polls. He said
that 1,000 Tamil tigers might have sur-
vived the onslaught of the war and could
be active whenever they found mini-
mum opportunity. He is no longer in the
government and is now at loggerheads
with President Rajapakse, who had
shifted him to a less important post of
defence chief of staff.

Gen. Fonseka was angered when he
lost the command position and charged
the president with deliberately trying to
give an impression that he (the army
chief) was planning a military coup after
the war was over. When differences
between the two important persons
bubbled to the surface, most opposition
parties seized the opportunity by court-
ing the former army chief to contest the
presidential elections as theirnominee.

Election for the presidency -- as far as
its schedule is concerned -- remained
shrouded in uncertainty for sometime
when the president gave hints that he
could continue at least for a year accord-
ing to the provisions of the constitution.

S

But this position drew sharp reactions
from the political parties and, eventu-
ally, the government announced the
election schedule.

Sarath Fonseka agreed to the opposi-
tion parties’ request to challenge
Mahina Rajapakse, and battles lines are
being drawn. The total picture about the
rivalry is likely to be clear by the end of
the December, when filing of nomina-
tions and withdrawals will be com-
pleted. However, a contest between
Rajapakse and Fonseka appears certain,
barring any unexpected change in the
scenario.

Most opposition parties picked the
ex-army chief as they are convinced that
the country's overwhelmingly Sinhalese
population are happy with the victory

Rajapakse and Fosenka: Heading for a fierce fight?

over the Tamils, and will support the
candidate who accomplished it.
Obviously, the president can claim the
success and is expected to romp home
easily in the polls. In a clever move, the
opposition parties are fielding someone
who can equally, or even in a greater
degree, stake his claim to this success.
There is no other person than the former
army chief to challenge the president in
this regard.

Gen, Fonseka has already swung into
electioneering, and is aiming his guns at
President Rajapakse. He charged that the
government had reduced his security
drastically even though he was a target of
the Tamil rebel, and also accused the
president of not honouring his role as
the army chief in the war. His supporters

insist that the victory came militarily
and not because of political leadership
and that Gen. Fonseka should be elected
as president. However, in the interna-

tional eye, both Rajapakse and Fonseka |

are guilty of excesses committed against
the Tamils, particularly the Tamil civil-
ians, during the last phase of the war.

It is also said in some quarters that .

saying that the Tamil rebel supremo was
killed as he was trying to flee. How the
country's around 18 percent Hindu Tamil

people, mostly living in the north-east, see |

the presidential polls and whether they will

be able to cast their votes, or at all exercise
right of franchise, is also something to for

watch with interest.

Sri Lankan presidential elections have a ,
notorious record of assassination or '
attempts on the candidates. In 1994, Tamil *

Tigers were accused of killing a top con-
tender while in 1999 incumbent president
Chandrika Kumaratunga narrowly
escaped an attempt, but not without inju-
ries.

In Sri Lanka, the president is very pow-
erful and political parties, regardless of
their differences, have in the past called for
curbing of such enormous powers for the
country's chief executives. But when in the
seat, the sitting presidents turned a blind
eye to this demand. Sarath Fonseka has
said that he would do it if elected. Only

time will say whether he too will fail in this
count if elected. In any case, the Lankan -

election is generating heat, and this heat
covers on one hand the contest between
two "heroes” of the civil war and, on the
other, lingering fears about impending
violence in many forms.

Zaglul Ahmed Chowdhury is a senior Journalist and Analyst

of Intemational Affairs.

Manpower export: Impact of globalisation

As the process of globalisation has increased the connectivity
and interdependence of the world's markets and businesses,
it has similarly increased migration of workers from one
country to another. This is indeed an opportunity for
Bangladesh to systematically promote migration of its surplus

facilities. As a result, those countries
require additional manpower for the
production of new goods for the over-
seas multinational companie and when
they face shortage of manpower to meet
the new demands for manpower they
welcome foreign workers.

Bangladesh has alabour force of 70.86
million, and the supply of labour is more

increased the connectivity and interde-
pendence of the world's markets and
businesses, it has similarly increased
migration of workers from one country
to another. This is indeed an opportunity
for Bangladesh to systematically pro-
mote migration of its surplus workforce.

As Bangladesh has only limited
exportable items (garments, jute and

formal remittance, another 4050% of
total remittances are channeled infor-
mally through various means, including
hundi (direct and informal exchange of
different currencies between two par-
ties). A recent study shows that almost
54% of the total remittance inflows are
transacted through informal channels
and are, therefore, unrecorded (World

ers. It opened opportunities for
Bangladesh to export more workers to
those countries. Globalisation played a
key role here because it influenced the
investors to invest in growing nations like
Singapore, Malaysia, china, Taiwan, etc.
Investors poured in billions of dollars into
these countries, creating many new jobs,

, ; , But many countries did not have enough '
Workf()fce. than the number of jobs available in the jute goods, leather, frozen fish and sea- Bank Global Economic Prospects, 2006). workers to fill in those new jobs and '.
e ; country. Elven where jobs are available, food, tea), the export of unskilled, semi- This migration of Bangladeshi skilled consequently, the countries that hadl :
NADIM RAHMAN remittances. the salaryis verylow and not attractiveto  skilled and skilled manpower from the and unskilled workers for overseas 5urpluslabn{1r such as Bangladesh took ¢

E all know that in recent years
hundreds and thousand of
unskilled, semi-skilled and

skilled Bangladeshi workers have been
working outside the country, and this
number is growing each year. But what
are the dynamics that have facilitated
such a large outflow of migrant workers
tl"-"mBal'lglzu:If:.«al‘a to all over the world? In
fact, such outward migration is signifi-
cantly facilitated by the dynamics of
globalisation, and has turned into an
“invisible export” from Bangladesh that
brings billions of dollars to the

' economy in the form of

"Globalisation” commonly refers to
economic globalisation where individ-
ual states remain politically sovereign
but the borders become less rigid in
terms of capital flow, spread of technol-
ogy, production and supply of goods and
services according to each country's
comparative advantages. As a result,
under globalisation the developed coun-
tries and multinational companies have
been investing in the developing coun-
tries, merging with similar local compa-
nies or even buying the local companies,
especially where there is cheap labour,
political stability, or where the countries
offer tax holidays and other business

the job seekers. Besides, about 45% of
the population lives below the poverty
line and the country must find a better
way to utilise its labour force. _

Against this backdrop, during the last
10-15 years millions of skilled and
unskilled workers from Bangladesh have
migrated to a wide range of countries all
over the world. In other words, economic
globalisation has opened the door for
millions of Bangladeshi workers to
migrate outside the country in search of
work.

In the context of globalisation, the
biggest comparative advantage of
Bangladesh is its huge and cheap labour
force. Asthe process of globalisation has

country, which has been earning a
remarkable of amount of foreign cur-
rency, should be further encouraged by
providing skills training to its labour
force, procedural simplification of such
outward migration, and mobilisation of
the Bangladeshi missions abroad.

It is a well known fact that the exis-
tence of cheap labour has helped
Bangladesh develop a large garments
sector that exported goods worth $9.3
billion in 2007 (UNDP). As compared to
this visible export, Bangladesh earned
about $9.02 billion as remittances in
2008, which is indeed from an "invisible
export,"

There is evidence that besides this

employment has been significantly
influenced by globalisation. Statistical
data from the Bangladesh Bureau of
Manpower and Training (BMET, 2008)
shows that since 1976 until 1990
Bangladesh used to export skilled and
unskilled workers only to a limited num-
ber of Muslim counties (except
Singapore), especially with whom it had
good relations, such as Saudi Arabia,
UAE, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Bahrain,
Libya, Malaysia and Singapore. At that
time the number of people working
outside the country was about 103,000.
But since 1990, when the effect of
globalisation started to spread, more and
more countries needed additional work-

the opportunity to export their man-
power to those countries.
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Currently, Bangladesh has about 6

million of its work force working abroad
and sending remittances. In 2007,
Bangladesh exported a high percentage

of unskilled workers, 57.99%. It has also ,
exported skilled and semi-skilled labour,

which accounts for about 19.86% and'

22.07%, respectively, of the total labour
force outside Bangladesh. Remittances

"
now amount to nearly three-fourths of

netexportearnings.

Nadim Rahman is a Candidate for IB (Interational
Baccalaureate) Diploma, Intemnational School of Geneva.
E mail: mr nadi2009@yahoo.com '




