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Tilted buildings may be a
tip of the iceberg

Take action on dangerous construction
practices

HE front page story in this paper yesterday said it

all -- a seven-storey building awaiting finishing

touches at Kanthalbagan tilting, its domino effect
has ensnared a 17-storey and another 10-storey building
impelling massive evacuation of inhabitants to safety in
the small hours of night. The reason why it tilted is put
down to a basement pillar of the unfinished building hav-
ing collapsed. The developer of the apartment building
in question claimed that it was constructed in compli-
ance with the building code. "I followed the rules includ-
ing soil testing,” he would have us believe. But because
the construction was raised after filling a big pond, an
official supervision from Rajuk at least through the initial
stages of construction was an imperative necessity. Was it
done? If not, why not? If so, was it compromised? These
are natural questions to ask.

The sense of danger intensifies when one takes into
account the fact that low lands are being used for the real-
estate business involving filling operations, structuring a
plinth based on soil type and erecting the high-rises on
rather narrow parcels of land. Then the stipulation about
sparing a space between buildings is hardly conformed
to.

Tilting of buildings has been hogging news lines quite
frequently these days. It sends butterflies through our
stomach when the frequency of earthquakes and tsu-
nami is terribly on the ascent in the neighbourhood. We
should consider all untoward incidents in relation to
building construction as yet one more wake-up call to
attend to the phenomenon beforeitis too late.

Whereas calculations are making rounds about 70-80
percent city buildings being vulnerable to crumbling in
the face of an earthquake of 7 on the Richter scale and we
are thinking of retrofitting earthquake-unsafe buildings
to stand tremors of certain magnitude, the state of our
buildings should be a major national concern. It must
occupy the minds of all concerned with the pressing
agenda of stock-taking, identifying all vulnerable build-
ings and those that could do with retrofitting. On the
basis of findings, then let a strategy be adopted and a
nodal agency created to raise the safetylevels of buildings
up to international standards.

Myanmar election

Win for the Junta, loss for democracy
and people

OR the first time in twenty years the hint of

democratisation in Myanmar was lost in the

stage-managed election scripted by the military
junta. Given the very monolithic structure of the govern-
ment the fact that no fewer than 37 parties had contested
the polls with about 3,000 candidates is impressive, but
two-thirds of them were running for junta-linked parties.

Reportedly, 1.5 million ethnic voters were disenfran-
chised because those ethnic areas were deemed too dan-
gerous for voting to be conducted. And the turnout was
low, and many of those suspected to be anti-junta were
either kept away from casting their votes or forced to vote
for the USDP one of the two pro-military parties.

The full results are not yet out but, given the manner
the election was conducted and with the help of the pro-
military parties whose participation was orchestrated in
supportofthe junta, the result is a foregone conclusion.

The general consensus among foreign analysts is that
the election was a sham at best, it being neither fair nor
free. No foreign media or observers were allowed to
cover the election. And in the absence of oversight mech-
anism it is difficult to gauge the depth of the irregulari-
ties in the election. It is a pity that the rulers in Yangon
failed to seize the opportunity to remove the divide
between it and the people.

[t seems that the formal institutionalization of military
rule in Myanmar has been all but completed through this
election. Itis very evident that the activities of the govern-
ment in Yangon leading up to the election, from as far
back as 2008 when a new constitution was enacted with
suitable provisos to fulfill the military's long term objec-
tives, were geared to meet that particular aim. And any
prospect of the people of Myanmar enjoying the benefits
of democracy through a free and fair election held openly
and transparently in the near future has all but vanished.
What the country will very likely end up with is a com-
mand democracy

What has gone on in Myanmar over the last 20 years,
the rejection of the people's choice in 1990, and the
attempt to perpetuate military dictatorship through this
election, augurs badly for the democracy loving people of
Myanmar. It is a travesty that in today's world we have an
entire nation disenfranchised, divested of their right to
chose their representatives and to be governed by parties
of their choice. Regrettably, neither Myanmar's immedi-
ate neighbours nor the ASEAN countries have been able
to do much to convince the military rulers in Yangon to
return power to where it belongs the people. However,
notwithstanding the negativities we would like to share
the optimists' view that in the dark cloud there is yet a
silver lining and that this will be the start of the process of
democratisation in Myanmar, albeit slowly.
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Citizen-centric e-government

The government's new regulatory and institutional initiatives are
positive. However, much depends on whether new legislation is
effectively implemented and whether the committees are suc-
cessful in mainstreaming ICT at both governmental and citizen

access levels.

FARHANA AHMAD and MOHAMMAD
JAHIRUL QUAYUM

HE State of Governance in

Bangladesh Report is an annual

report of the Institute of Governance
Studies (IGS) of Brac University. This report
analyses governance in the country in sec-
tors of topical interest. In this year's report
energy, food security, labour migration, and
e-government have been covered. The
chapter on e-government looks at initiatives
by the government to leverage ICT under the
banner of Digital Bangladesh.

In its election manifesto, the incumbent
Awami League government declared a
desire to make Bangladesh digital by 2021.
The Digital Bangladesh (DB) vision is being
developed by the UNDP funded Access to
Information (A2I) Programme and is based
in the Prime Minister's Office. The two key
pillars of the DB vision -- connecting citizens
and reaching pro-poor services to the citi-
zens' doorstep -- if successfully imple-
mented will exemplify innovative and plu-
ralist service delivery models that cater to
the poor.

The context of ICT in Bangladesh
Bangladesh has not kept up with ICT devel-
opments worldwide, and the overall ICT
infrastructure is woefully inadequate to
support DB goals.

The World Economic Forum-INSEAD
prepared "Global Information Technology
Report (GITR) 2009-2010" reviewed
Bangladesh's placement on three key ICT
indicators: (a) environment (infrastructure,
market and political), (b) readiness and (c)
usage. Bangladesh ranks 118 out of 133
countries. The country’s overall low ranking
highlights the urgent need for improve-
ments in areas such as (i) the regulatory
framework, (ii) developing human resource
capacity, (iii) providing greater access and
increasing usage of ICT by citizens and (iv)
investing in ICT infrastructure.

What is Digital Bangladesh (DB)?
During the 2008 elections, the Awami
League's election manifesto "Vision 2021
Bangladesh: ANew Horizon" introduced the
concept of "Digital Bangladesh." The con-
cept was also reiterated in the government's
updated manifesto (July 2009). The DB
agenda is composed of four pillars that
outline key areas in which ICT can be uti-
lised immediately:

+ Human resource development

« Connectingcitizens

« Digital government

e Privatesector (ICT in business)

The DB agenda is a long term-vision, which
views ICT as an enabler for socio-economic

and human development by 2021.

Digital Bangladesh and

"e-government"

Over the years, a number of definitions have
conceptualised e-government. However,
this chapter bases its analyses on the one
below from the World Bank's E-government
Handbook (2002, p.1) as it emphasises the
core principles of good governance: "The
use of information and communications
technologies (ICT) to transform govern-
ment by making it more accessible, effective
and accountable. E-government includes:
providing greater access to government
information; promoting civic engagement
by enabling the public to interact with gov-
ernment officials; making government more
accountable by making its operations more
transparent and thus reducing the opportu-
nities for corruption; and providing devel-
opment opportunities, especially benefiting
rural and traditionally underserved com-

munities."
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Overviewof ICT laws

« National ICT Policy: Bangladesh intro-
duced its first ICT Policy in 2002. Due to
weak implementation capacity, this
policy was never fully realised. Post-
election, the government revived the ICT
policy and legal framework to enable
their DB vision, and approved the new
ICT Policy in 2009.

e ICT Act 2009: In addition to the ICT Policy
2009, the ICT Act 2009 was also promul-
gated. This was almost exactly the same
as the ICT Act 2006, which was never
adopted. The only change was an

amendment to Clause 18, which had
stipulated that the Controller of
Certifying Authority (CCA) should be
appointed within 90 days of the promul-
gation ofthe (2006) Act.

Overview of institutions
There are multiple institutions implement-
ing ICT-related policies and legislations in
Bangladesh. The findings reveal that the
institutions responsible for the oversight
and nurturing of the ICT sector have limited
implementation capacity and unclear,
sometimes overlapping, mandates that
severely weaken sectoral policy execution
and programme implementation.

Improving thelegaland

institutional framework

» Ensure business process-engineering
and adequate ICT infrastructure allow-
ing automation to make processes
faster and more efficient for citizens.

« Establish adequate data privacy and
security provisions that ensure the
confidentiality of sensitive personal
information and prevent unauthorised
accesstoit.

e Provide a roadmap for ICT Policy imple-
mentation. The ICT Policy 2009 has 306
action points, which seem disjointed
and are bound to experience challenges
initsimplementation.

» Implement the Right to Information Act
2009 to make the government more
transparent and accountable to citizens.

« Institutional restructuring, reforms and
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capacity building required to main-
stream ICT in the provision of govern-
ment services to citizens.

The main initiative under the Access to

Information Programme, the Union
Information and Service Centre (UISC),
aims to achieve the two citizen-centric
pillars of the DB agenda -- (i) connecting
citizens and (ii) delivering services to the
citizens' doorsteps. The centres are housed
at a publicly accessible location, e.g. a union
parishad office, and are run by a villager or

local entrepreneur.
As a means of start up funding, the A2I

Programme provides additional hardware

and digital content. The UISC model is,

however, not new in Bangladesh. D.Net's

Pallitathya Kendra (PK), i.e. village informa-

tion centre, has a similar model that has

beenimplemented in selected rural areas.

Visits to two UISCs in Sirajganj and
Tangail districts and conversations with
local entrepreneurs, service users, the union
parishad chairman and staff were used to
study the UISC model and explore whether
they were successful in using ICT tools to
improve rural citizens' lives with access to
information. While UISCs are a useful
approach to sensitise rural people on what
ICT can do for them, the current model does
not meet the primary objectives of facilitat-
ing access to information and delivering
Pro-poor services.

The government's new regulatory and
institutional initiatives -- in particular pass-
ing the ICT Act 2009 and establishing high
level committees devoted to the prolifera-
tion of ICT for development -- are positive.
However, much depends on whether new
legislation is effectively implemented and
whether these committees are successful in
mainstreaming ICT at both governmental
and citizen access levels.

The following are some recommenda-
tions:
¢« Implement institutional restructuring

and process refoms: A centralised body
must be institutionalised that can
coordinate with ministries and execute
the necessary reforms to make achieve-
ment of the citizen-centric pillars of the
DB vision a possibility.

o Strengthen the regulatory framework:
The ICT Act 2009 must be amended to
provide adequate data privacy and
security provisions and the Right to
Information Act 2009 must be put into
action using enabling ICT tools, so that
citizens can access information quickly
and effectively.

¢ Build ownership within the bureaucracy
and depoliticise the agenda: The DB
agenda is being planned and imple-
mented by the UNDP funded Access to
Information (A2I) Programme without
building adequate ownership within
the bureaucracy. True political will from
all political parties that is sustained over
many electoral cycles is required for ICT
toolsto facilitate true empowerment.

« Bridge the digital divide through greater
community awareness and pro-poor
service provision: UISCs as they are
currently designed and implemented
have not been able to meet the needs of
the poor. Awareness raising and com-
petitive pricing are essential as people
need to see a value to these centres in
order to use them. The A2l Project
should offer flexible, responsive, and
innovative investment mechanisms. If
not, "Digital Bangladesh" will continue
to be seen as just another clichéd politi-
cal slogan that in reality does not create
positive development outcomes for
citizens, particularly those who are
poverty stricken and marginalised.

Farhana Ahmad is former Senior Project Manager, IGS, Brac
University.

Mohammad Jahirul Quayum is Senior Programme Manager,
IGS, Brac University.

Growing fascist intolerance

We become numb towards the value of freedom for a healthy
social life and the public sphere. A society which cannot counte-
nance multiple ways of looking at reality, or diversity of cultures
and beliefs, and which cannot peacefully debate differences,

isn't healthy.

PrAFUL BIDWAI

HARATIYA Janata Party Mahila

Morcha activists attacked writer

Arundhati Roy's residence in Delhi
on Sunday for her remarks on azaadi in
Kashmir.

This marks a new low for the forces of
bigotry and intolerance in India. The
attack, the Morcha said, was timed to coin-
cide with the birth anniversary of former
home minister Vallabhbhai Patel, whom
Hindutva groups are trying to appropriate.

But it's Patel who banned the Rashtriya
Swayamsevak Sangh, the BJP's parent, after
Gandhi's assassination, and warned
Hindutva supporters against trying to
suborn the Indian state.

The events leading to the attack follow a
definite pattern. First, Roy's remarks on
Kashmir are distorted to mean that she
favours India's break-up. What she said --
like many Kashmiris, including Chief
Minister Omar Abdullah recently -- was
that the status of Jammu and Kashmir is not
settled despite its Maharaja's accession to
India in October 1947.

Indeed, the Shimla agreement of 1972,
and efforts by various Indian governments,
including Mr. Atal Behari Vajpayee's, to
reach a settlement on Kashmir with
Pakistan, testify to the existence of an issue
or dispute.

Roy also spoke of Kashmir's brutal mili-
tary occupation. But it's undeniable that
over 400,000 security forces are present in
the Valley, and some 20,000 deaths have
occurred there over two decades.

Second, the BJP demands that the gov-
ernment sue Roy for sedition. By sayingit is
examining the issue, the government partly
legitimises the repugnant idea that Roy's
sober reflection on Kashmir was meant to
create "disaffection” and "hatred" against
the state.

This erases the vital distinction between
remarks which are controversial, even
disagreeable, but acceptable in a democ-
racy, and those which explicitly incite
violence.

Three, mercifully, the centre drops the
idea of prosecuting Roy, but sections of the
media call Roy an "impostor” and a "trai-
tor." TV channels send outdoor broadcast-
ing vans to Roy's residence ahead of the BJP
mob.

They become an accessory to a criminal
attack and violate the fundamental right to
free expression -- to earn higher Television
Rating Points!

The hysteria against Roy goes back to the
November 2008 Mumbai attacks, when a
Right-wing TV anchor screamed:
"Arundhati Roy, where are you? We want to
tell you we hate you ...." This is akin to the
fascist targeting of dissidents and critics.

The Supreme Court too had punished
Roy for contempt of court for saying, in the
context of the Narmada dam, that the
judiciary complacently believes that those
who build large dams respect the
Constitution and the human rights of
displaced people.

This interpretation of contempt of court,
against which truth is no defence, elevates
the higher judiciary to divinity, and victim-

ises a writer with the courage to speak the
truth about the state's excesses and
destructive projects.

One needn't agree with Roy 100% to say
this. I disagree, for instance, with her analy-
sis of the Naxal movement in Chhattisgarh.
But I unconditionally defend her right to
express herself.

The anti-Roy attack has a context. The
Hindu Right has launched a two-pronged
offensive on freedom and democracy. Its
first campaign is against books, plays and
films, which it dislikes for arbitrary, irratio-
nal reasons. It wants them banned for
offending the sentiments of "the majority
community” (which it doesn't represent).

This has culminated in the Shiv Sena's
successful attempt to get Rohinton Mistry's
fine novel removed from the reading list of
Bombay University's English literature
course.

The parivar has attacked exhibitions and
academic institutions in different cities,
and driven MF Hussain, India's best-
known modern painter, into exile. Over the
years, India has accepted such offences
against freedom and tolerance, which

degrade its democracy.

If we tolerate the intolerance of those
who claim to speak for "the majority." for
"the real India" (as if there's only one!), for
"Indian culture.” for "Bharatiya Nari," we
destroy the soul of tolerance and punish
those we might disagree with, but who
cause no harm to others.

We become numb towards the value of
freedom for a healthy social life and the
public sphere. A society which cannot
countenance multiple ways of looking at
reality, or diversity of cultures and beliefs,
and which cannot peacefully debate differ-

ences, isn't healthy.

Tolerance is an essential atiribute of
democracy. The Right is driving India
towards a devalued and majoritarian half-
democracy.

The Hindu Right's second campaign
aims to shield some of its most violent
elements, implicated in numerous recent

bombings of Muslim dargahs and
mosques. The Rajasthan Anti-Terrorism
Squad's charge-sheet in the October 2007
Ajmer dargah blasts, which killed three
persons, names five accused, of whom four
are associated with the RSS.

Suspicion centres particularly on RSS
national executive council member
Indresh Kumar. He organised a secret
meeting in October 2005, which discussed
the strategy for conducting the blast. He
was in regular contact with Sunil Joshi, who
is believed to have made and triggered the
Ajmer bomb with Harshad Solanki.

Solanki has just been arrested by the
Rajasthan police. He's a prime accused in
Gujarat's Best Bakery case -- an ominous
connection.

Indresh Kumar and other RSS members
are connected with the shadowy Jai Vande
Mataram -- itself linked to Abhinav Bharat,
which was behind the September 2006
Malegaon blasts and Hyderabad's May
2007 Mecca Masjid bombings.

The RSS has responded to these disclo-
sures by deciding to launch nationwide
protests (read, political bullying) against "a
political conspiracy” to link it to terrorist
activities.

If the link is established, the RSS's "na-
tionalist” and "patriotic” credentials would
collapse, with consequences similar to
those in 1948-49, when it was accused of
involvementin Gandhi's assassination.

The RSS believes it's legitimate to kill the
religious minorities to fulfil its narrow
political goals. But it hides behind labels
like "cultural nationalism" to deny it has a
political agenda.

The Hindu Right's terrorism is no less
pernicious than Islamic-jehadi extremism.
It's often more insidious -- when it's treated
with kid-gloves by the state and success-
fully infiltrates the police.

Punishing Hindutva terrorism is a litmus
test for India's democracy. [t must not fail it.

Praful Bidwai is an eminent Indian journalist. E-mail:
bidwai@bol.net.in



