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Impact of
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three illegal floors to the
eight-story structure. The
building owner was arrested
earlier.

The government appears
to be attempting to fend off
accusations that it is in part
to blame for the tragedy
because of weak oversight of
the building's construction.

During a visit to the
Indian capital New Delhi,
Muhith said the disaster
would not harm
Bangladesh's garment
industry, which is by far the
country's biggest source of
exportincome.,

"The present difficulties ...
well, I don't think it is really
serious — it's an accident,"
he said. "And the steps that
we have taken in order to
make sure that it doesn't
happen, they are quite elabo-
rate and I believe that it will
be appreciated by all."

When asked if he was
worried that foreign retailers
might pull orders from his
country, Muhith said he
wasn't: "These are individ-
ual cases of ... accidents. It

happens everywhere."

The April 24 collapse is
likely the deadliest garment-
factory accident in world
history. It surpassed both
long-ago disasters such as
New York's Triangle
Shirtwaist factory fire, which
killed 146 workers in 1911,
and more recent tragedies
such as a 2012 fire that killed
about 260 people in Pakistan
and one in Bangladesh that
same year thatkilled 112.

Mubhith calls
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His suggestion came after
former CII president
Shekhar Datta said at least
Bangladesh and India
should think of introducing
a common currency for
boosting trade and invest-
ment between the two

countries.
Muhith also stressed the

need for greater integration
among sub-regional econo-
mies for further expansion
in trade, as the current
intra-regional trade
accounts for less than five
percent.

"Particularly, if we had
an intra-regional market
during the last financial
crisis, perhaps we would
have been protected in a
better way, the way the
ASEAN and Latin America
have been protected,” he
mentioned.

"This is a lesson we
must learn from the last
financial crisis and we must
move towards much better
integration of regional
economy.”

On providing transit
facility to India, Muhith
identified Bangladesh's
insufficient infrastructure
as a key bottleneck. "It
[transit] is an accepted issue
in Bangladesh, but the
infrastructure deficit is now
a major problem,” he
added.

Bangladesh Bank
Governor Atiur Rahman
urged the Indian entrepre-
neurs to avail the lucrative
investment opportunities
in Bangladesh.

“Bangladesh's FDI
[foreign direct investment]
policy regime is among the
most liberal ones in South
Asia; both the Bangladesh
Bank and the government
remain positive in promptly
addressing new issues as
they arise,” he told the
seminar.

Given that the East
Asian investors are flocking
to Bangladesh to relocate
their manufacturing facili-
ties from costlier locations,
Indian investors might be
missing out on significant
opportunities to invest in
Bangladesh's infrastruc-
ture, toll bridges, hotels and
tourism facilities, tertiary
health care hospitals, devel-
oping land port, seaport
and airport facilities.

Mahbub Hassan Saleh,
acting high commissioner
of Bangladesh to India,
called for a healthy growth
momentum in the South
Asian countries.

Abdul Matlub Ahmed,
president of the India-
Bangladesh Chamber of
Commerce and Industry,
suggested that the Indian
authorities should look into
the issue relating to its tran-
sit facility for Bangladesh's
trade with Nepal and
Bhutan.

Canadian buyer
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buildings that house these
garment factories.

He also said Loblaw,
which owns discount cloth-
ing chain, was trying to
figure out what more it could
do to improve workplace
conditions, according to the
CBC News website.

Weston made the com-
ments while addressing the
press along with Joe Mimran,
the fashion retailer who
founded Loblaw's Joe Fresh
line, on Thursday to discuss
the Rana Plaza tragedy.

"I'm very troubled. I'm
troubled by the deafening
silence from other apparel
retailers on this. Thirty com-
panies were having goods
manufactured, but only two
have come forward to speak
publicly,”" Weston said.

He said Loblaw has
always ensured all facilities
in its supply chain adhere to
rigorous standards in areas
including local labour laws
and work conditions.

"Nothing in those reports
suggested a problem, but
the scope of the audits does
not cover structural integ-
rity," he added.

Mimran said Joe Fresh
has no plans to leave the
country, arguing more can
be done to make the apparel
industry "a force for good" in
the world by working with
local authorities to improve
conditions.

"Properly inspected,
well-built factories play an
important role in countries
like Bangladesh," Mimran
said, adding, "Recent events
have shown we should be
auditing for building stan-
dards, something that has
never been done before."

"The apparel industry
can be a force for good,"
Weston said, adding, "They
can help lift people out of
poverty in countries like
Bangladesh."

Their comments came
when international firms

such as Disney, the world's
largest entertainment
company, had already
announced its intentions
to withdraw from
Bangladesh.

Disney, based in
California, USA, removed
Bangladesh in March from a
list of countries where it
authorises partners to pro-
duce clothing and merchan-
dise, according to
Bloomberg.

It has asked licensees to
end production in those
places by March 2014.
Belarus, Ecuador, Pakistan
and Venezuela were also
taken off the list, Disney
said.

Disney's contractors had
less than one percent of the
company's production in
Bangladesh.

Safety standards in
Bangladesh have been in
the spotlight over acci-
dents including the Rana
Plaza collapse in Savar on
April 24 that killed more
than 500 people and a
November factory fire last
year that claimed at least
112 lives.

Earlier, British retailer
Primark vowed to improve

working conditions in
Bangladesh.

Ten dead in
Mauritius
bus crash

AFP, Port Louis

Ten people were killed and
40 injured when a bus over-
turned on the Indian Ocean
island of Mauritius yester-

day, police said.
Nine of the victims were

Mauritian, while one was
Chinese, police said.

The bus was travelling
from Vacoas in the centre of

the island to the capital Port
Louis.

Merkel urges

FROM PAGE 20
say we also want a statement
of origin on how this cloth-
ingwas made,” Merkel said.

The April 24 collapse ofan
eight-storey building in
Bangladesh was the latest in
a series of disasters to befall
the country's $20 billion (15
billion euros) textile indus-
try, which accounts for 80
percent of Bangladeshi
exports.

Merkel acknowledged that
developing countries often
feared losing their competi-
tive edge if they commit to
environmental and labour
protection standards.

"Developing countries
are often not very ready, at
least the state institutions
with whom we speak, to
consent to too many such
conditions because they are
afraid that their competitive
advantage in having jobs will
of course be lost,” she said.

She also stressed the need

to find the "right path" in
preventing "scandalous”
conditions, such as over-
crowded factories, in talks
with the countries, while
avoiding preaching to them.

In discussions about
working conditions, she
warned that appearing "so
dominant and know-it-all"
could be counterproductive,
and "then we won't be suc-
cessful.”

Around 3,000 garment
workers were on shift at the
time of the disaster in the
Rana Plaza compound, in
Savar, around 30 kilometres
(20 miles) northwest of
Dhaka.

Spain's Mango, Britain's
low-cost Primark chain and
the Italian label Benetton
were among the retailers
who have confirmed having
products made at Rana
Plaza where the typical
worker took home less than
$40 a month.

[.abour courts
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circuit labour courts in
Sylhet, Bogra and Rangpur
where the judge from a
neighbouring division's
labour court sits occasion-
ally to dispose of cases filed
by workers.

But there is no such tem-
porary arrangement for
workers living in Barisal
division.

A worker in Barisal must
go to the labour court in
Khulna while a worker in
Sylhet needs to go to the
labour court in Chittagong
for seeking justice.

Each labour court is run
by only one judge -- district
and sessions judge -- who is
also head of the court that is
tasked with adjudicating
and determining industrial
disputes.

Besides, there is a labour
appellate tribunal which is
located in Dhaka with a
retired judge of the Supreme
Court at its helm. A senior
district judge is a member of
the appellate tribunal.

In all, nine judges are
there to provide justice to
workers countrywide.

Talking to The Daily Star
recently, Mikail Shipar,
secretary to the labour and
employment ministry, said
the ministry was trying to
increase the number of
labour courts. "We have sent
a proposal to the law minis-
try for setting up labour

courts at least in divisions
like Sylhet, Barisal and
Rangpur.”

The parliamentary stand-
ing committee on the labour
and employment ministry
had earlier reviewed the
poor state of labour courts
and recommended that the
government set up labour
courtsatdistrictlevel.

"Workers will get justice if
labour courts are set up at
district level,” Israfil Alam,
chief of the parliamentary
body, said when contacted.

He noted that it is not
possible for a worker in
Thakurgaon district to go to
Rajshahi labour court for
seeking justice. So, many
workers accept injustice
instead of going to the
courts, he added.

Officials in the labour
ministry and labour courts
said the district and sessions
judges, who are posted in
labour courts, feel frustrated
and do not want to stay there
as these courts are
neglected.

"The labour courts are
treated as dumping
grounds. So, judges try to
leave those courts as soon as
possible," said a senior
official, seeking anonymity.

Officials said more than
13,000 cases are pending
with the seven labour courts.
Of those, around 9,000 are
pending with the three
labour courts in Dhaka.

(Generators
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committee probing the

Savar tragedy.

Main Uddin Khandaker,
additional secretary to
the Ministry of Home
Affairs, heading the inves-
tigation team, said a
vicious circle of culprits
had formed surrounding
the construction of Rana
Plaza, according to a
Channelireport.

“The cement supplier
provided second-hand
cement. The masons who
built it also resorted to
similar unfair means
because they knew they
would not be paid. He
[Rana] acquired his wealth
cheating others,” he added.

He also said the work-
ers had been forced into
the building ignoring the
warning signs of the day
before. “Half an hour or
two hours later, when four
to five generators started
simultaneously following a
power cut, the vibration
caused the whole structure
to crash,” he said.

The five-member
investigation team had
talked to injured workers,
doctors, rescuers, army
officials, fire service offi-
cials and environmental
activists. They will also talk
to the owner of the building,
Sohel Rana, factory owners,
mayor of the municipality
and engineers concerned.

Even though the com-
mittee was supposed to
submit its report within
seven days, it sought more
time after collecting
information and evidence
for five days.

18-party rally
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Star that it was obvious

many people would not be
able to leave the capital after
the rally. These people
would join the Hefajat
programine.

The party has directed all
its units to bring a large
number of people for the
rally.

BNP had already held
meetings of district and
divisional leaders at the
party office and made the
grassroots-level leaders
aware of their duties to make
the rally successful.

"The government may
create obstacles once it
comes to know about our
plan for holding a huge rally.
That is why, we are calling
the gathering just a rally,”
said a BNP standing com-
mittee member, adding that
the government had pro-
posed dialogue with the
opposition in the wake of
series of anti-government
programmes, such as har-
tals.

"We want to ensure a
huge gathering to put fur-
ther pressure on the govern-
ment,"” said Abdul Latif
Nijami, chief of Islami Oikya
Jote (I0]) and Nejame Islami
Party, two components of
the opposition alliance.

The BNP high command
has also instructed leaders
of its associate bodies, espe-
cially Jatiyatabadi Chhatra
Dal, Jubo Dal and
Swechchhasebak Dal, to
make sure that all their lead-
ers and activists are present
in the rally.

Wishing anonymity, a top
leader of the BNP Dhaka
district unit told The Daily
Star that they had been
asked to gather at least one
lakh people for the rally.

Rajib Ahsan, organising
secretary of Chhatra Dal,
said they were working to
ensure presence of at least
one lakh activists of the pro-
BNP student body.

Disappointed by Hefajat's
April 6 decision of not to
linger its rally for one or two
more days at Motijheel
Shapla Chattar, BNP was now
trying to rebuild its relation
with Hefajat so that it comes
up with tougher anti-
government programmes Lo
realise its demands, said
sources.

A BNP standing commit-
tee member said 10] chief
Abdul Latif and Khelafate
Islami chief Abul Hasnet,
son of former 10] chief
Fazlul Hagq Amini, were
coordinating between the
opposition and Hefajat
leaders.

A key component of the
alliance, Jamaat-e-Islami,
which is going through a
tough time with most of its
top leaders facing crimes
against humanity charges,
would also join today's rally,
said party sources.

LLABOUR STANDARDS

ILO to roll out roadmap

STAFF CORRESPONDENT

The International Labour
Organisation (ILO) will
today come up with a
roadmap to help improve
Bangladesh's labour stan-
dards and make its factories
safer forworkers.

Gilbert Houngbo, the UN
agency's deputy director-
general for field operations,
who is leading a high-level
mission to Bangladesh, said
this while speaking at a
meeting with members of
Bangladesh Employers'
Federation (BEF) at its office
in Dhaka yesterday.

The mission will hold a
joint press conference in
Dhaka today where the
roadmap will be unveiled.

Since May 1, Houngbo
has been leading the ILO
mission here, offering its
support and expediting
action by all parties in the
aftermath of the Rana Plaza
disaster, which left more
than 500 people dead and
scores injured.

He said, "It is very clear to
us that the situation has
become a cause of great
concern. It is clear for the
ILO and all over the world
that we have to consider this
tragedy as a new beginning
and have to use it as a posi-
tive catalyst to say "never
again”.

Houngbo, the former
prime minister of Togo,
underscored the need for
ensuring workers' rights in
order to fight inequalities
and improve working condi-
tionsin allindustries.

The ILO deputy chief said
Bangladesh should take into
account the workers' rights
sincerely when the country
passes anew labour law.

He also called for cooper-
ation all stakeholders to

salvage the country's image
following the Rana Plaza
tragedy.

"We need to work
together to minimise the
impact on the overall image.
We can minimise the idea
about boycotting the prod-
ucts that are being made in
Bangladesh. If we have those
sorts of problems, it will be a
disaster..."

"Let's not kill the whole
economy. We need to adopt
a balanced approach,” he
noted.

Fazlul Hoque, president
of BEF, said employers must
chalk out an action plan to
start addressing the labour
rights' violations and own-
ers' irresponsibility, and find
out a way to make people
accountable.

He requested the ILO
mission to start a specialised
programme in Bangladesh,
targeting the rehabilitation
of the workers seriously
injured in the Savar building
collapse,

Hoque also urged the
government to strengthen
the capacity of the
Department of Inspection
for Factories.

He also said there is also a
need to hold buyers
accountable as they want
five-star services cheaply.

Atiqul Islam, president of
Bangladesh Garment
Manufacturers and
Exporters Association, said
the country's image as a
garment exporter has been
damaged after the Savar
tragedy.

"We need to have an
action plan to overcome the
current crisis so that this
kind of incident does not
occur in future," he said,
calling on the ILO to help the
plan become effective and
credible.

Anis Ud Dowla, a former
president of Metropolitan
Chamber of Commerce and
Industry, said: "This is not a
time to blame each other.
The country's image has
been tarnished and we all
have to play roles to restore
the previous image."

Myanmar
leader plans
landmark
Washington
Visit: source

AFP, Washington

Myanmar's leader plans a
landmark visit to
Washington this month, a
source said Thursday, as the
United States eased visa
restrictions in a sign of support
despite a surge in anti-Muslim
violence.

President Thein Sein,
who would be the first leader
of the country to visitin halfa
century, is planning tobe in the
American capital around May
20 or May 21, astaff member at
the US Congress told AFP on
condition of anonymity.

The trip would include a
summit with President
Barack Obama at the
White House.
Administration officials said
they had no announcement
to make but have previously
said that they were studying
avisitby Thein Sein.

In another step towards
thawing relations, Secretary
of State John Kerry on
Thursday ended a 1996 ban
on US visas to Myanmar
nationals accused of hinder-
ing democracy during the
country's decades of harsh
military rule.

Rana's pistol, ammo found
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Detectives
police.

Shahin is also the
investigation officer of the
cases filed in connection
with the collapse of the
building at Savar on April
24 that killed more than
522 people.

Rana said he had
obtained the arms licence
from Manikganj district
authority. Police were
verifying whether his
claim was authentic.

"Rana fell sick as he was
diabetic and also due to

Branch of

withdrawal of drugs like
phensidyl and alcohol.
Saliva was coming out of his
mouth,” said an interroga-
tor preferring not to be
named.

He, however, said they
had started verifying the
information related to the
building collapse and
Rana's wealth, his friends
and patrons.
RAZZAKREMANDED
Engineer Abdur Razzak,
who was detained earlier,
was shown arrested yester-
day in the killing case filed

in connection with

the

building collapse.

Police produced Razzak
hefore a Dhaka court, seek-
ing a seven-day remand.
The court granted him a
four-day remand.

Earlier, owners of the
building and the garment
factories it housed said
Razzak had assured them of
the building being safe for
business as usual after
inspecting the complex.

After getting the assur-
ance, they asked the work-
ers to continue their work,
the owners claimed.

PM responds to Hetajat
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The PM also mentioned that
[slamis now the state religion.

The Hefajat-e Islam, a
Chittagong-based Islamist
organisation, at a rally in the
capital on April 6, gave the
government three weeks to
meet its demands.
Otherwise, the group threat-
ened, it would lay siege to
the capital tomorrow.

The demands include a
law providing for capital
punishment for maligning
Allah, Islam and Prophet
Muhammad (pbuh) and
engaging in smear cam-
paigns against Muslims.

Speaking on the subject,
the prime minister said the
Information and
Communication Technology
Act, 2009 and Code of
Criminal Procedure (CrPC)
contained the provision of
punishment for the offence.

The PM then tuned to the
Hefajat's third demand --
stop all propaganda and
“derogatory comments”
about Prophet Muhammad
(pbuh) by the “atheist lead-
ers” of Shahbagh move-
ment, bloggers and other
anti-Islamists; arrest them
and ensure stern punish-
ment to them.

She said the government
had already arrested four
bloggers for making “derog-
atory comments” against
Prophet Muhammad and
they would be prosecuted if
found guilty.

On the fourth demand,
“Stop attacking, shooting,
killing and persecuting the
Prophet-loving Islamic
scholars, madrasa students
and people united by belief
in Allah,” the PM firmly said
no such oppressive action
has been taken.

Discussing the Hefajat's
fifth demand for the release
of “all the arrested Islamic
scholars and madrasa stu-

dents”, Hasina said individu-
als, including Jamaat-Shibir
elements, engaged in anti-
state activities, had been
arrested.

“If you have any knowl-
edge of the arrest of any
innocent person, give us the
list. The government will
release them with the high-
est priority.”

On the Hefajat's sixth
demand, "Lift restrictions on
mosques and remove obsta-
cles to holding religious
programmes,” the PM said
everyone had the right to
practise religion and the
government never
obstructed anyone from
offering prayers.

The Islamist organisation
also demands that the gov-
ernment stop foreign cul-
tural intrusions, including
free-mixing of men and
women and candlelit vigils,
and put an end to adultery,
injustice, shamelessness, etc,
in the name of freedom of
expression ofthe individual.

Hasina said measures
would be taken in this regard
as per law.

The Hefajat also
demands that turning
Dhaka, the city of mosques,
into a city of idols, and set-
ting up sculptures at inter-
sections, colleges and uni-
versities has to be stopped.

Mentioning that there are
sculptures in many Muslim
countries, the prime minis-
ter said the sculptures were
created in accordance with
the country's heritage and
culture. She asked the
Hefajat not to confuse sculp-
ture with idolatry.

On another demand,
Hasina said the government
had made Islamic education
mandatory from the pri-
mary to the higher second-
ary levels and it would not
implement any part of
women policy that conflicts

with Islam.

Talking about the
Hefajat's demand, “Stop
threatening and intimidat-
ing teachers and students of
Qawmi madrasas, Islamic
scholars, imams and
khatibs,” the prime minister
said the government would
take steps if there was any
specific allegation.

On another demand,
“Stop creating hatred among
young generations against
the Muslims by misrepre-
sentation of Islamic culture
in the media,” she said a
monitoring committee
would be formed under the
information ministry to look
into the matter.

If necessary, she added,
[slamic scholars would be
included in the committee.

The Hefajat also wants
action against the activities
of “Qadianis” and NGOs
working against Islam, and
religious conversion by
Christian missionaries.

Sheikh Hasina said forced
conversion of religion was a
crime and the law enforcers
were keeping watch on
NGOs.

The Hefajat-e Islam has
taken centre stage in recent
days as a force opposed to the
Shahbagh Gonojagoron
Mancha from where youths
have been demanding the
death penaltyforwarcriminals.

It, however, was not on
the scene when the
Shahbagh movement
started on February 5. Its
presence was felt with the
killing of a blogger, who was
branded as an atheist.

The April 6 rally was the
culmination of a propa-
ganda campaign, orches-
trated by the Jamaat-e-
I[slami, that the organisers of
the Shahbagh movement
were atheists. The alleged
defamation of Islam was at
the heart of the campaign.

Withdraw
blockade

FBCCI asks Hefajat

STAFF CORRESPONDENT

The FBCCI yesterday urged
Hefajat-e Islam to withdraw its
Dhaka blockade programme
slated for tomorrow taking into
consideration the sufferings of
the Savar victims and the coun-
try's political and financial
stability.

The apex trade body made
the call at a press conference at
itsofficein the capital.

Kazi Akramuddin Ahmed,
president of the Federation of
Bangladesh Chambers of
Commerce and Industry, read
out a statement at the press
conference.

He said the ongoing rescue
operations at the site of the
collapsed Rana Plaza as well as
treatment and rehabilitation of
the victims would be hampered
if Hefajat enforced its Dhaka
blockade programme.

The FBCCI chief said the
economy had already suffereda
serious setback due to political
crisis, hartals and blockades
over thelastseveralmonths.

Besides, he continued, the
image of the readymade
garment sector had been
dealt a huge blow due to the
Savar tragedy.

Kazi Akramuddin observed
that a new dimension had been
added to the country’s politics
after the opposition called offits
May 2 hartal in response to the
prime minister's request.

Now, when there were
attempts at national unity,
Hefajat's Dhakablockade could
hurt the existing political envi-
ronment.

The Islamist group declared
the blockade programme on
April 6 to press home its 13-
point demand, including pun-
ishment to bloggers for “de-
meaning Islam and Prophet
Muhammad (pbuh)”,

Make joint
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Houngbo, who is leading a
high-level ILO team, adding
that the positive thing was
that after the Savar tragedy
everyone concerned wanted
to fix the issue.

If the right to trade union
was given to workers, it would
make amajordifference in the
sector, hesaid.

"The difference would not
only be in improving the work
environment but also in
avoiding such incidents," he
continued, "And if you don't
do it, you would have frustra-
tion and inequality growing
up, and then one day there
will be a huge blow. And
when it blows, there is less
control.”

[LO officials would work
with the government in the
coming weeks and propose it
to revise the existing labour
law, if necessary, said
Houngbo.

Asked about the responsi-
bility of Western consumers
for this kind of accidents, he
said they were very sensitive
aboutworkers'safety.

"If those consumers stop
buying products made in
Bangladesh that would cause
serious problem to
Bangladesh's economy. It
would not be wise to invite
another problem to solve one
problem," Houngbo said.

The Bangladesh Garments
Manufactures and Exporters
Association and Bangladesh
Knitwear Manufactures and
Exporters Association are
seriously thinking about
fixing the issue and working
with the government to
detect faulty factories.

On the owners who do not
comply with the law, he said,
“If only 10 percent apples of a
basket are rotten, people
might think that the whole
basketofapplesisrotten.”

He also reminded that the
western buyers were doing
their business. But they have
to respect local laws and
international conventions
and ensure workers safety and
security. "For me, the safety
and security issue is not
negotiable.”

But obeying the law and
ensuring workers safety does
notmean that the buyers were
ready to pay higher price, he
said, adding that the buyers
were here for business.

Regarding Walt Disney
Company's decision not to
source merchandise from
Bangladesh, Houngbo said he
would not judge whether the
decision was fair, rather
would look into the problem
and try to solveit.

Asked about the meeting
with Sheikh Hasina, he said the
prime minister has taken the
issue very seriously, felt it by
heartand wanted tosolveit.



