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The whole nation in a labyrinth

Trapped in the labyrinth of Bangladesh politics.

| am not in a labyrinth. Let the countrymen judge whether the
whole country is in a labyrinth now, or for eternity! May Allah
save us and the future generation so that they can have a

better world to live in.

HussAIN MUHAMMAD ERSHAD

FTER completing my usual

daily morning chores on May

21, while glancing through the
heap of newspapers, a sub-editorial in
The Daily Star, "A general in his laby-
rinth," written by a well-known col-
umnist whose writings I always read,
caught my attention.

Nowhere was my name mentioned,
but it was obvious that the writer
pointed his finger at me. I had to leave
for Singapore the next morning for
treatment of my son and, as such, I
couldn't give a reply to the issues
raised. Surely [ am old, but not too old
nor unfit. No question has been raised
in my party as such.

Death is inevitable anytime, any-
where for anybody, old or young. That
I am still alive after so much of mental
torture in the jail for six years is in
itself a miracle. I was denied my basic
rights of a first class prisoner in all
possible manners. I had a severe jaun-
dice with unusually high bilirubin
count, so much so that some doctors

later told me that a man of my age
could survive is simply a miracle. Even
then, I was not taken to the hospital
for treatment.

This is just one example of what
inhuman torture I had gone through.
But Allah kept me alive and I am carry-
ing on with my political activities,
which many people cannot even imag-
ine, moving around in the country
from one end to the other by road day-
in and day-out -- many a time with no
sleep. I can bet that a person 20 years
younger to me would find it unbear-
able,.

The writer has alleged that due to
my old age [ am looking for a successor
now. He should have checked up the
circumstances under which I made
some remarks. On my way to Rangpur
I stopped for a while in Bogra, where
the journalists asked me the question
about my successor. My reply was that
it was a matter to be decided by the
Party Council, as has been laid down
in the Party constitution.

I have given the responsibility of
recasting the district committee of

Rangpur within four months to G. M.
Quader. It was not the forum where
the decision of my successor could
come up. I said that if anybody did not
want G. M. Quader to organise the
party at Rangpur he could leave the
party.

Quader has been in politics for 20
years, was elected 3 times to the
Parliament and is now a cabinet min-
ister with a good reputation. From
that point of view he is now a seasoned
politician who can take the reins of
Jatiyo Party if the council so desires.
My wife, brother, brother-in-law and
sister have been elected to the
Parliament, but G. M. Quader has so
far proved himself to be the most
efficient.

Therefore, what is wrong if the
council decides to make him my suc-
cessor? If so, it will be by dint of his
merit. How would this be considered
as hereditary succession? He has
proved himself a very successful par-
liamentarian with a brilliant academic
background.

In my political life I proved that I
have both mission and vision. Twenty
years ago I introduced the upazila
system, and this is still considered a
revolutionary step. Now [ am talking of
a provincial system to decentralise the
country, with a vision of 50 years
ahead. The country will not survive if
this is not done. We must have to go for
the federal system.
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Many of our neighbours have done
so. Why can't we? Dhaka cannot be
Bangladesh and all powers cannot be
centralised in one hand. During my
rule I shifted 6 High Court Divisions to
the doors of the people, and the most
meritorious local lawyers could prac-
tice there, reducing the suffering of
the people who come to Dhaka and
spend money and time for seeking
justice.

In communication, the construc-
tion of Jamuna Bridge remained a
dream for over a decade. World Bank
and Japan backed out for its huge cost.
I brought them back to work by prom-
ising half the expenditure by collect-
ing levy from our own resources.

The foundation stone was laid by
me on February 1, 1988. The northern
parts of the country were connected
with the rest of the country -- a dream
came true. Subsequently, after I
handed over power, the two consecu-
tive governments laid new foundation
stones -- a mean culture that prevails
nowhere in the world.

From Dhaka, it used to take 8-10
hours to reach Rangpur or Dinajpur.
Crossing the bridge now takes exactly
3 minutes, and starting early in the
morning we can now have lunch at
Rangpur, Dinajpur, Pabna, Rajshahi
etc. The Bangladesh-China
Friendship Bridge over the river
Buriganga was built to connect the
southern districts, reducing the dis-
tance by about 100 miles.

During my time the country saw the
widest road connection. Rail commu-
nication was modernised and 46 fast
inter-city trains were introduced. For
Dhaka city dwellers, 7 flyovers were
planned. The government is waking
up now. If the bypasses had not been
built, what the traffic congestion
would be like today is anybody's
guess.

I brought down the number of min-
istries to 26 from 42, and the autono-
mous bodies from 155 to 109 to avoid
duplication of functional responsibil-
ities. A 5-tier administration was
reduced to 3-tiers by converting the
sub-divisions into districts for admin-
istrative expediency. In 1971, food
production was 10 million tonnes,
which rose to about 20 million tonnes.

Formulation of a drug policy
reduced the number of medicines,
many of which were banned in devel-
oped countries long before. It was
hailed by WHO, and many countries in
Asia, Africa and Latin America took it
as a model.

460 health complexes were set up in
the upazilas. Population growth at
that time was 3.8, which I brought
down to 2.3 -- in recognition of which I
received the UN Population Award in

1987.

A land reform policy was imple-
mented in 1982, by which 800,000
acres of fallow land were brought
under government ownership and
distributed among the landless poor
around the country.

To check artificial price-hike of rice
and wheat by dishonest traders rural
rationing was introduced in 4,447
unions and 14,810 families reaped the
benefit. To rehabilitee the landless
floating population under a program
"Operation Address," 12,000 families
were given land and homes in 460
upazilas. A historic measure was taken
in 1986, waiving up to Tk.10,000 agri-
cultural credit interest, by which mil-
lions of rural farmers were benefited.

Women in Bangladesh are the worst
oppressed. Family courts were set up
in each upazila. Strict law was enacted
to stop dowry. Death sentence was
made the punishment for acid throw-
ing on women.

Export of garment saw the golden
era. Bangladesh achieved the 5th
place in the world. Thousands of gar-
ment industries were set up, providing
employment to half a million women
and men (ratio 80%-20%), and export
of garment increased from year to
year.

The Board of Investment (BOI) was
set up. During 1982-1986, permission
was given to 9,000 new industrial
units. An NGO Affairs Bureau was
created to strictly control and monitor
the NGOs.

The unprecedented flood of the
century in 1988 was handled in a man-
ner which created a history. Relief
operations saw a new dimension and
attracted world conscience.

An embankment on the western
side of Dhaka city was built in record
time to save the city from flooding.
This embankment is new being used
as a circular road, which undoubtedly
reduced the traffic jam. An eastern
embankment was planned to protect
Baridhara, Gulshan, Banani etc., but
till now it has not seen the light of day.

Nationwide direct dialing system
was introduced and ISD telephone
facility extended to 120 foreign coun-
tries. Savar National Memorial was
named in 1972 but not completed in
the next one decade. To honour the
millions of freedom fighters who
sacrificed their lives for liberation of
the country, the memorial was com-
pleted.

The half-done Bengali Language
Martyrs' Monument in memory of
those who laid down their lives for
their mother tongue was completed
during my time. The Martyrs'’
Memorial for the intellectuals of the
country at Mirpur was completed. I

first planned the Independence
Memorial at Mujibnagar, where the
first government was declared.

I took the first initiative for sending
armed forces and police personnel to
UN peacekeeping missions. So far
112,070 people have been sent to 45
missions in 30 countries. Their perfor-
mance has brought laurels to the
country and they have earned
immense economic benefit for them-
selves and for the country.

The learned writer will do justice if
he puts all my works on one side and
the rest on another and see which side
the scale tilts. He will get the answer.
Well, if he has the pleasure to call me a
dictator -- have not our countrymen
seen more than one autocrat in the
last sixteen and half years.

He is well aware of the term "Benev-
olent Dictator." I leave it to him to
judge who is better, an autocrat in the
garb of democracy or a benevolent
dictator who does hundreds of good
work for the country.

As a politician I have surely proved
that I had both my mission and vision.
Unless I had that far-sightedness I
would not have done so many good
things the country is enjoying now
after about two decades. What is
better, crying hoarse for democracy or
doing good work for the welfare of the
country?

This country was a much better
place to live in during my time.
Everybody was happy -- a business-
man, an industrialist, a labourer, a
farmer, a service-holder and so on so
forth. Open the newspapers in the
morning everyday and see what hell
we are living in -- murder, mugging,
rape, tendering by party people and
what not.

Name one country in the globe that
has earned the title of "most corrupt
country in the world" consecutively
for 5 years. What a shame!

For all my pragmatic actions and
hard work, I claim that I worked for the
development of the country in all
possible ways. I am 80 years old but
not unfit physically or otherwise. But
still I feel that the time has come for an
able and efficient successor is to be
found, whom the council can elect to
take hold of the reins of Jatiyo Party as
its chairman. So long I am alive I can
contribute with my experience and
guidelines for the benefit of the party.

Hence, I am not in a labyrinth. Let
the countrymen judge whether the
whole country is in a labyrinth now, or
for eternity! May Allah save us and the
future generation so that they can
have a better world to live in.

H.M. Ershad is a Member of Pariament and a former
President of Bangladesh.

Life must go on

Whether it is the builder, the architect or the person who had
stored dangerous flammable chemicals on the ground floor of
the building -- they should be accountable for such a tragedy.
We are talking about real lives here. Some families were
totally wiped out and some were left to mourn the loss of a

father, amother orasibling.

ZEENAT KHAN

O elaborate Bengali wedding

rituals took place for three
days, no shehnai played raga
dhun by Ustad Bismillah Khan, nor
were there live musicians who sang
wedding songs. Their houses were not
filled with the usual ruckus associated
with a house where a wedding is about
to take place, nor were there multi-
tudes of sweetmeats arranged for the
guests. They had no house.

This particular wedding was a sol-
emn occasion. It was a triple wedding
ceremony for Ratna, Runa and Asma
that took place at the prime minister's
house in Gano Bhaban last week.
Sheikh Hasina acted as the guardian
for these three young brides, for two of
them were sisters who became
orphans and one lost her mother and
her father. They are the victims of the
June 3 Nimtoli fire.

The prime minister, clad in an aqua
and off-white sari, never looked more
maternal and graceful. The three
brides wore traditional red Benarasi
saris with elaborate gold sequins and
were adorned with garlands and jew-
els. The prime minister blessed their
marriages and gave them the wedding
ceremony on behalf of their parents. It
is not everyday that a prime minister
of a country attends a wedding of a
private citizen, let alone hosts the

wedding. Circumstances were such
that she felt compelled to do so.

The Nimtoli tragedy is heartbreak-
ing on many levels. Many are still
fighting for their lives as I write this
article. There has been some criticism
because the mandatory forty-day
mourning period has not been
observed. Some thought it would have
been prudent to wait. At a time like
this, instead of being critical in our
views, we can think of the higher sig-
nificance of such an intervention by
the prime minister.

The weddings took place in the
absence of their parents and loved
ones because even in the midst of a
grave tragedy life goes on. These
young girls now have husbands and
they can share their pain, and the
healing process can begin. One of the
grooms has also lost his mother and
other family members. We, as a nation,
wish the young couples a very blessed
life together.

Alot has been written about the fire,
which is one of the most unfortunate
accidents in recent history. Unable to
leave the five-storey building because
of the blazing inferno, people were
trapped inside and burnt alive. By the
time help arrived, a lot of them were
already dead. One hundred and nine-
teen people died in that fire.

From the reports, it is clear that
there was no emergency exit in that

building. People were just trapped.
Because of the location of the build-
ing, the firefighters were not able to
get there fast enough. When they
finally arrived, the building had
already been engulfed by flames so
intense that they were ordered to stay
back. It was deemed too dangerous for
the rescue operation to take place by
simply entering the building.

Now, should we not be looking into
who the builder of this building is? At
the time when the building was being
constructed, did the builders violate
the law that calls for installation of
mandatory emergency exits? Why was
the construction of the five-storey
building so poor, knowing very well
that it may be exposed to various
hazards?

A builder just doesn't build a five-
storey building in one day. However, it
is nothing new in Dhaka, where many
of the buildings are constructed with-
out the permission of the government.
These greedy builders bypass all regu-
lations by bribing corrupt officials and
erect those buildings without the
government's authorised permit.
They also don't feel the need to think
about emergency exits in their plans.

Common sense tells me that if there
was a fire exit or some other way of
getting out of the building instead of
the front stairway many lives could
have been saved. There was no fire
alarm in that building. It is not a legal
requirement for the builders to install
one in Bangladesh. The responsibility
falls on the tenants/house owners.

A lot of the survivors suffered third-
degree burns, which is one of the most
horrendous traumas that a body can
suffer. It is a full thickness burn injury
where the outer and the inner layers of
the epidermis get damaged. If these
patients manage to live the first few
weeks without developing any serious
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Entering into a new life after the tragedy.

infections, which may lead to death,
they will need surgery and skin graft-
ing. This is a dire situation. These burn
victims need a lot of special care.

We need to find out the architect
who was hired by this particular
builder. The person who made the
original blueprint had no foresight,
and because of that person's bad
planning many lives have been lost. In
that case, is it not pure negligence?
Whether it is the builder, the architect
or the person who had stored danger-
ous flammable chemicals on the

ground floor of the building -- they
should be accountable for such a
tragedy.

We are talking about real lives here.
Some families were totally wiped out
and some were left to mourn the loss
ofa father, amother or a sibling.

Since the Nimtoli fire happened in
the old part of Dhaka, I think a lot of us
are not asking the right questions. Had
it been in Gulshan or Baridhara
wouldn't there have been more noise

about the emergency fire exit plan?
God forbid, but if this had taken place

in an affluent area we would have
gotten real answers by now.

A person in Nimtoli is no less
important than a person who lives in
Gulshan. Grief strikes everyone in the
same way. Because of this incident,
three girls have been left behind with
no parents on their wedding days --
which was supposed to have been the
happiest day of their lives.

Zeenat Khan is a freelance writer based in the United
States.



