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2013 IN RETROSPECT
Political unrest played havoc with children

JAMIL MAHMUD

HE whole nation was shocked

to see how a minor boy could

be burned alive in front of his
father in broad daylight. Fourteen-
year-old Monir was burnt on
November 4 last year when pro-hartal
rowdies torched his father's parked
covered van in Gazipur,

After three days of battle for life, he
went beyond all pains and suffering in
the lap of his father at the burn unit of
Dhaka Medical College Hospital. For
most of his stay in hospital, the fifth
grader was consclous and groaning with
pain.

The skin all over his body erupted in
blisters, and every breath he took was
with racking pain as his respiratory tract
was burned. He suffered 95 percent
burmns.

“He slept only for a few hours and
woke up around 3:50am. As | was
making some juice for him, he sud-
denly started twitching and jerking,
his face contorted in pain. He tried to
pull his tubes out, wanted to jump
out of the bed and kept crying, 1
calmed him down, and he laid his
head against my chest.

“Moments later, his body went
limp. | knew he was gone,” Ramjan
Ali, the ill-fated father, described the
last few minutes with his beloved son.

Almost similar fate as of Monir was
sealed for Hasan, a 17-year-old bus
helper, who was burned by the oppo-
sition men inside a parked bus in
Jatrabari area on December 5.

It was not until firemen had doused
the fire that they realised he was inside
the bus. He was merely a boy, still

alive but blackened and hardly recog-
nisable, lying on the black burnt mess
of the backseat.

Hasan died that evening at DMCH
after going through hours of excruciat-
ing pain.

Amid such political violence last
year, especially in later part, children
of Bangladesh were brought up in a
very hazardous environment.

According to different hospital
sources, as many as 30 children were
either injured or succumbed to their
injuries that they sustained during
political agitations like hartals and
blockades.

Several children lost their body
parts when they mistakenly grabbed
abandoned crude bombs from the
street or dustbins. Children also fell
victim to political clashes and chasing
counter-chasing between miscreants
and law enforcers.

Following the execution of war
criminal Abdul Quader Mollah, a
chasing between Shibir activists and
policemen left minor Shanto Islam
severely bullet-hit.

'The 11-year-old boy was in the city
to visit his father, who runs a tea-stall
at Fakirerpool. Shanto was running
back to his aunt's house in Fakirerpool
to fetch lunch for his father.

A photo that shows Shanto lying
unconscious on the street was pub-
lished in the front pages of almost
all the national dailies on the fol-
lowing day.

“My son lay in a pool of blood for
around twenty minutes before he was
rescued ... that too by another child.
No one else dared to save my boy,"” his
mother told The Daily Star.

Besides falling victim to political
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A Children's Opinion Poll survey released by
UNICEFnicef last year shows that children expect
political leaders and aspirants to work on to ensure

child rights.

violence, children were also used on

political purposes in various occasions
throughout last yvear. Alongside adults,

children were seen picketing on the

streets in hartals and blockades, hurl-

ing crude bombs and vandalising
vehicles.

They had been forced to participate

or paid in cash or kind by political
activists to take part in party
programmes that often turn violent.

Despite constant campaign of rights

activists, rampant use of children in
violent political activities had been

going on unabated across the country.
At least seven children were killed

and several hundred injured in clashes

between Jamaat-Shibir activists and
law enforcers across the country in
October and November last year,
according to news reports and statis-
tics of Ain O Salish Kendra.

Jamaat-5Shibir engaged children and

women at the forefront of its proces-

sion, rallies, road blockade and attacks

on cops and minority communities,
hartal picketing and other offences as
human shield across the country.
Many children were seen joining
the grand rallies of Islami Andolon

Bangladesh on March 29 and Hafajat-

e Islam on May 6 at the capital's

L

Motijheel.

“I have come here with all the
students of our madrasa. Our teachers
have instructed us to come here,” said
a class-seven madrasa student from
the capital's Rampura, seeking ano-
nymity,

Dozens of children were seen
engaged in clashes between pro-
blockade and anti-blockade demon-
strators at the capital's Gabtoli on
December 9, the day opposition BNI?
enforced road blockade.

Immediately after violence between
Jamaat-5hibir and police on February
22, leaders and activists of Awami
League and its front organisations
brought out processions at Shahabagh
and Kataban area. Many children were
seen taking parts here with sticks in
hand.

National Human Rights
Commission Chairman Dr Mizanur
Rahman at a function on March 13
said protection of child rights is facing
new challenges in Bangladesh as chil-
dren are largely used in violent politi-
cal movements now-a-days.

LUINICEFnicef Bangladesh has
expressed concern over the trend of
using children in violent political
activities.

Mot only on the street but country's
children throughout the year were not
safe inside the four walls as well. The
shocking incident of Aduri was one of

such mcidents that aroused conscience

of the countrymen.
The 11-year-old domestic help
survived brutal torture by her

employer in Dhaka. On September 23,

two women rescued her from a dust-
bin at DOHS Baridhara in a serious
condition as Aduri's employer Nowrtin
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Jahan left the girl there, after brutally
torturing her.

Later police brought her to DMCH
and after treatment for one and a half
months there, she was handed over to
her family on November 3.

Despite enactment of the Child
Act 2013 in line with the UN decla-
ration of children's rights and
having strong policy to eliminate
child labour from risky jobs, the
country's children throughout last
year were seen working in such haz-
ardous occupations in different sec-
tors.

In the later part of the year, the
upheaval of political turmoil
put the future of children across
the country into a big question
as continuous blockades and
hartals forced educational institu-
tions to reschedule exams on sev-
eral occasions.

A Children's Opinion Poll survey
released by UNICEFnicef last year
shows that children expect politi-
cal leaders and aspirants to work
on to ensure child rights. 1t was
seen that children consider govern-
ment, people of the community,
and political as well as religious
leaders as key personalities for
ensuring their rights.

Children's expectation from politi-
cal aspirants included a separate
ministry for children, a separate
management committee for children
at national level, protection of child
rights being supervised and enhanced
by the government and banning of
children's participation in political
activities.

Oppression of children: Society Use of children in political
violence remains rampant

yet to shed oft the stigma

STAFF CORRESPONDENT

IOLENCE against children in

Bangladesh remains invisible

to a large extent. Be it at
home, educational institutes, work
place or on the streets, children fre-
quently face violence in the form of
physical, sexual and mental abuse.
Often the abusers are family mem-
bers, relatives or someone close to the
children. Disadvantaged and disabled
children and girls are more vulnera-
ble to violence.

For girls growing up in slums
violence is an unavoidable element of
their daily life. According to a base-
line survey conducted by iccdr,b and
Population Council in the slums of
Mohakhali, Mohammadpur and
Jatrabari, 76% of the women and
girls surveyed had endured physical
or sexual abuse , with 43% having
suffered both physical and sexual
abuse. An overwhelming number of
cases of violence take place against
adolescent girls, states the study.

Teenage girls and their parents in
different slums in the capital argued
that gangsters and unruly boys in the
slums pose constant threat to young

Often the violence is perpetrated on disabled children by

girls, especially unmarried ones.
Oftentimes, they are harassed on
their way to and from work and
school both physically and mentally.

Many girls bear the harassments
without voicing any resistance
because if they complain, the com-
Munity inevitahi},r ends up blaming
the girl for * 1n|:mng such behav-
iours. There is also an acute shﬂrtage
of support institutions that can give
them social, psychological and legal
help in dire situations.

Families constantly worry about
their young unmarried daughters'
safety, and end up marrying them off
at a very early age.

As many as one-third of all girls in
urban slums get married before the
age of 15 years, about 31 percent
involve dowry and 61 percent are
arranged marriages, states another
research by icddr,b and Population
Council.

Acute poverty, insecure living
arrangements, frequent forced evic-
tions, weak social network, absence
of civil society institutions and poor
public services contribute to the
vulnerable status of girls in urban
slums, states the research.

Disabled children especially those
living in the streets are regular recipi-

ents of verbal, physical or sexual
abuse because it is easier to hurt them
and they in most cases cannot fight
back, said experts.

Often the violence is perpetrated
on disabled children by their peer
groups thus making it difficult for
them to blend in social settings even
attend educational institutions.

Since disabled children are consid-
ered as a financial liability they are at
times subjected to discrimination and
neglect at home. Besides, our society's
overall negative attitude towards
children with disabilities makes them
vulnerable to violence.

Another sort of violence against
children is corporal punishment
which almost has a social acceptance
in our country. In fact sayings like
"There is no better medicine than a
good beating” are quite popular
among Bangladeshi parents and
teachers.

Despite a ban on corporal punish-
ment at educational institutions
imposed two years back, students still
are subjected to beating and other
forms of physical and mental torture
as punishment. Even reports of com-
mitting suicide by student due to
these have often been seen in the

newspapers.
Soon after the High Court's order
to stop corporal punishment in

their peer groups thus making it difficult for them to blend schools, the government on August

in social settings even attend educational institutions.

2010 slapped an outright ban on
punishing students.

Sadly, the incidents are still occur-
ring occasionally in different parts of
the country as the teachers only
receive verbal instructions about
corporal punishment without any
formal training on imparting lessons
and classroom management till now.

Recently, the political turmoil of
the country has added vet another
risk factor to Bangladeshi children's
lives. More than a dozen children
have fallen victim to the violence
that resulted from the political
stalemate since October last year.
Despite repeated requests and warn-
ing from different human rights
and civil society bodies, no action
was taken by the political parties to
protect the children from becoming
victims of political violence.

TAMANNA KHAN

! I VHE year 2013 has seen
unprecedented violence against
children caused by political

unrest. Children became victims of

picketing during opposition enforced
shut downs and blockades. Many were
burned to death, while others lost
limbs and eye-sights while
unknowingly playing with abandoned
crude bombs left on the streets by
picketers. Political stalemate took away
the rights to education from almost all
children of the country.

Despite decade-long campaign of
rights activists, rampant use of children
in violent political activities is still going
on unabated across the country, in gross
violation of child rights. With growing
political unrest throughout last yvear,
children were often seen chanting
slogans in processions of different
parties, carrying sticks, often even
engaging in clashes with cops in and
outside Dhaka.

Jamaat-Shibir engaged children and
women at the forefront of its procession,
rallies, road blockade, attacks on cops and
minorty communities, hartal picketing
and other offences as human shield in
different districts of the country.

On February 22, Jamaat-e-Islami and
likeminded Islamist organisations
unleashed violence in major cities of the
country including capital Dhaka. Several
hundred madrasa students were seen
taking part in the violence in different
districts.

Immediately after violence between
Jamaat-Shibir and police on February 22,
leaders and activists of Awami League and
its front organisations brought out pro-
cessions at Shahbagh and Kataban area.
Many children were seen taking part
there with sticks in hand.

Gonojagaran Mancha held rallies at
Rayerbazar Martyred Intellectuals
Memorial on February 23 and at the
capital's outskirts Ashulia on March 15.
Many children were seen joining the
rallies with different groups and pro-
cessions under the banners of different
thana and ward units of Awami League,
Juba League and Chhatra League.

In the grand rally of Hefajat-e Islam
on April 6, many children were seen
engaged in distributing food, carrying

Children living in slums and street children are basi-
cally used by local political leaders during political
gatherings, and general strikes.
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sticks in their hands and chanting slo-
gans at the top of their voice.

Apart from Islamic organisations'
gatherings, children are used in other
programmes of different other political
parties and organisations as well,

Rights activists have been raising
concern over the rampant use of chil-
dren in violent political activities, term-
ing these 'evil-practice’. Unicef
Bangladesh has repeatedly expressed
concern over the trend of using chil-
dren in violent political activities.

Meanwhile the Child Act-2013 is
quite mum on prohibiting use of chil-
dren in politics. The section 79 of the act
prohibits use of children in carrying
firearms or illegal materials or using
them in violence or criminal activities
and also talks about a maximum of
three years of imprisonment or maxi-
mum Tk 1 lakh fine or both as punish-
ment against violation of this provi-
sion.

But no provision can be found
regarding prohibition of children in
political activities like using them in
processions, rallies or any other activity
that may put children in hazardous
situations.

Leaders of three of the main political
parties -- Awami League, Bangladesh
MNationalist Party and Jatiyo Party --
however maintained that using children

In partnership with

as political shield is a crime. However,
none of the leaders elaborated on what
measures should be taken to protect
children from political violence.
Neither did they made any promise of
refraining from using children in politi-
cal programmes.

The “Children’s Opinion Poll on
their expectations from the Political
Aspirants and Leaders on Socio-
Economic Rights of Children” by Unicef
Bangladesh revealed that children get
involved in political activities through
older people and in most cases in
return of money. In many instances,
parents send their children to take part
in political activities such as hartals to
earn mMoney.

Children living in slums and street
children are basically used by local
political leaders during political gather-
ings, and general strikes. The research
findings show that getting involved in
these programmes these children often
do get the chance to continue studies
and get stuck into political violence

However, those who patronise chil-
dren to engage in political activities do
not back them up when children face
legal or health problems. Children who
become physically disabled after getting
hurt in political programmes do not
receive any financial help from their
political patronisers, the study found.
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Child Act-2013: A milestone
not without shortcomings

Zyma ISLAM

MIDST the gloom of the

deplorable condition of child's

rights in this country, the year
gone by brought one milestone, with
the Child Act-2013 being passed.

The act outlawed the arrest of kids
below the age of nine, sex work below
the age of eighteen and keeping chil-
dren in adult jails, among others.

However, more importantly, it set a
crucial definition of the word "child" -
according to the act, anyone below the
age of 18 is a child, and is to be treated
with special rights.

In a landscape where children are
subjected to the same challenges as
adults, starting from their pre-teens or
even younger, this benchmark silenced
all arguments about when a child is to
be considered legally mature.

In August when teenager (Oishi came
in contact with law after murdering her
parents, a call was made for an age
determination test based on the Child
Act to verify how old she really is.

Had the Child Act not been passed
yet, Oishi could have been subjected to
legal treatment reserved for adults, with-
out being given the benefit of an age test.

It was concluded, however, that she
is of eighteen years of age.

Nevertheless, while her case showed
a precedence of the use of the Child
Act in one instance, it violated the law
in other instances.

'The law has a strict prohibition on
broadcasting the name and face of
children who come in contact with law.

Even before the age determination
results were out, Oishi’'s name was the
talk of the town overnight, while her
face was plastered all over most news-
papers and television channels.

Had the age determination test
declared her a minor, and thereby
subjected to a lenient sentence, she
would have lost out a chance of ever

In a scenario where children are regularly put in the
line of fire by placing them in the front row of political
rallies as cannon-fodder, the law was surprisingly quiet.

-Can the Act be able |88
to keep them happy? . £

having a normal life after having been
popularized as a person who killed her
Own parents.

However, the act failed to outlaw the
use -or abuse - of children in politics.

In a scenario where children are
regularly put in the line of fire by plac-
ing them in the front row of political
rallies as cannon-fodder, the law was
surprisingly quiet.

On December 3, fourteen year old
Siam was kalled by rubber bullets during
a clash between an opposition led proces-
sion and the police, where the boy was
marching along with the opposition.

Earlier in the year Asgar Ali Limon
aged around 14 was killed in
Chapainawabganj on Apnl 24, Sazzad
Hossain aged around 17 killed in Cox's
Bazar and Rubel aged around 13 in

Thakurgoan on February 28, Shahidul

Islam aged around 15 at Satkania on
March 2, Akmal Hossain aged around
14 in Rangpur also on March 2, Rafiqul
Islam aged around 12 in Rajshahi on
March 3 and Mahfuz Hossain aged
around 15 in Sirajganj on March 4,
according to newspaper reports.

It was also proved that madrasah chil-
dren were used to swell the ranks, during the
violent march by Hefazat-e-Islam in May.

The Act is also silent on the corporal
punishment of children in schools
despite the widespread prevalence of
this phenomenon in the country .

Earlier this year, 60 children injured
by caning at a primary school in
Sirajgan] on June 10, while a child was
tortured by teachers at a madrasa at
Jamalpur on June 16, and hand of
child was broken by teacher at
Joypurhat on May 2.

Government pledge-bound to
further reduce child mortality

AKRAM HOSEN

Y A 7 HILE under-5 child mortal-
ity has reduced by about 60
percent in Bangladesh over

the last couple of decades, a lot of child
deaths can still be averted by taking
preventive measures.

In order to stop the untimely deaths,
Bangladesh pledged last year to stop
“preventable” child deaths by 2035.

The aim is to reduce under-5 mor-
tality to 20 per thousand births by
2035 from the current 53.

Declaring the commitment on July
21, last year, the then health minister
AFM Ruhal Haque observed that infec-
tions, difficulty in breathing and pre-
mature births account for 60 percent of
the total under-5 deaths that occur
within the first month after birth.

Ensuring proper newborn care
including resuscitation to save babies
who do not breathe at birth, applica-
tion of Chlorhexidine in the umbilical

cord to prevent infections would signif-
icantly reduce child deaths, said the
minister in his commitment.

He also added that the primary
healthcare facilities of the country
would be equipped with antibiotics to
treat infections in the newborns.

He also spoke of management inter-
ventions during child births like ensur-
ing skilled attendants, promotion of
breastfeeding, disseminating the
importance of vaccines and preventing
drowning deaths.

Having emergency services for deliv-
ery and newborn care in the district,
upazila and tertiary level hospitals were
also prioritized.

While reaching the goal may seem a
little too ambitious for the health
ministry alone, UNICEE LISAID, Save
the Children, and different organisa-
tions will assist the ministry in realiz-
ing the pledges.

However, there are a number of
challenges to cutting preventable child

deaths. For example, every day, as
many as 50 children die from drown-
ing, according to the Bangladesh
Health and Injury Survey (BHIS), a
comprehensive survey conducted by
LINICEE Around four times this num-
ber nearly drown — owver 68,000 near-
drowning a year.

According to experts, the actual
number of fatalities is several times
greater than actually reported.

Notwithstanding this, there is a lack
of preventive measures on the part of
the government to stop it.

Besides, a staggering 71 percent of
the child births take place at homes in
the country while only 32 percent of
the mothers get the assistance of skilled
birth attendants, found the Bangladesh
Demographic and Health Survey
(BDHS) 2011.

In order to provide skilled birth
service to mothers, the government
aims to increase the number of skilled
birth attendants in the country to 25,
000 from the present 16,000 by 2016.

Ensuring proper newborn care to prevent infections would significantly reduce

child deaths.

r™
r-'ﬁ"

Unhygienic child care
 leads to mortality.

DHAKA SUNDAY JANUARY 12, 2014

@The Baily Star

Shortage of teachers hinders
children's education

STAFF CORRESPONDENT

HE vear began on a merry note
for children with every school-

going child being delivered
their new textbooks - marking a laud-
able achievement for the government.

However the smiles soon vanished
for many of them, as over the course
of the next several days, their new
textbooks were burnt to ashes as
opposition activists set fire to hun-
dreds of schools across the country.

Along with their books and
schools, their dreams were burnt to
ashes as well. With no school to go
to, their school year and in many
cases the prospects of their educa-
tion, were blown away like ashes in
the wind.

The official figure of the number
of schools burnt given by Education
Minister Nurul Islam Nahid is 531 as
of January 8.

This level of mayhem was perpe-
trated in less than a week.

Among the 531 schools, 419 were
primary schools. Many of the chil-
dren have now been exposed to the
risk of having to drop out of school
even before they have completed
their fifth grade.

The scenario of children's educa-
tion over the past year also presents
some gloomy pictures.

To begin with, the unavailability of
teachers was still present as a major
concern,

Last year more than 1.92 crore
primary education students were
being taught by approximately 3.95
lakh teachers, according to
Directorate of Primary Education
sources. This puts the teacher to
student ratio at one teacher per 46
students - well below international
standards.

For each primary school, an average of only three to
four teachers are available. In case a teacher takes

leave, a third or a fourth of the students in the
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In addition, the teacher to student
contact hours - one of the markers of
the amount of learning a student is
actually being able to achieve - is well
below the international standard of a
thousand hours in a year.

For each primary school, an aver-
age of only three to four teachers are
available, said ministry sources. In
case a teacher takes leave to attend
training of some form, or takes a
medical or maternity leave, a third or
a fourth of the students in the school
may be left without guidance.

Over 5,500 female teachers take
maternity leave each year and around
5,500 teachers take leave for medical
reasons, ministry sources had
revealed.

Miserly remuneration of teachers
is one of the plagues crippling the
education scenario of primary school
students.

An assistant teacher of a govern-

school may be Ieﬁ without guidance.
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ment primary school who had not
yet had any training, earns around Tk
8,000 only in total - a meager
amount in the context of today's
price index. The basic salary of a
trained primary school teacher is
only Tk 4,900, acting as a discourage-
ment for those with a passion for the
profession.

Nor has the mainstream education
system yet been made open to stu-
dents with physical handicaps, mak-
ing it difficult for these children to
get an education.

A negligible amount withstanding,
none of the mainstream public and
primary schools are willing to accom-
modate learning techniques and
technologies geared toward children
with special physical needs.

This is especially serious in the
case of public and semi-public
schools, since these are the most
widely spread and available recourse

Some steps taken to improve
child nutrition

STAFF CORRESPONDENT

ANGLADESH took a number

of important steps to improve

child nutrition in the country
in 2013. One of the steps is passing a
law that bans production and adver-
tisement of any baby food that claims
to be an alternative to breast milk.

It also regards marketing of any
commercially produced "baby food”
as a punishable crime,

When implemented, the law is
expected to directly impact the rate of
breast feeding in the country, hoped
Dr S K Roy, chairperson of
Bangladesh Breastfeeding Foundation
who played an integral part in formu-
lating the law and lobbying for it.

Stopping all advertisements of
“baby food” and simultaneously
promoting the nutrition value of
breastfeeding will eventually cut
down child mortality, he said.

One of the major causes of stunt-
ing and underweight children is lack
of exclusive breastfeeding during the
first six months after birth and con-
tinued breastfeeding for two years
along with appropriate homemade
complementary foods.

Bangladesh Demographic and
Health Survey (BDHS) 2011 found
that only 21 percent families strictly
follow the feeding practices that
include start of breastfeeding within
first hour of birth and exclusive con-
tinuation until six months of age.

LInethical marketing campaigns by
“baby food” companies often become
an impediment to promote breast-
feeding habits, said S K Roy.

While the law has many progres-
sive provisions, some stakeholders
said they cannot sue any food compa-
nies yet because the by-laws are still
not prepared.

Prior to this act, the previous
“Breast-Milk Substitute (regulation of
marketing) Ordinance 1984" didn't
impose any tough regulation on
commercially produced “"baby food".

But the new law states that manu-

Popularising breastfeeding would reduce under-5
stunting to a great extent, hope nutrition experts.
Besides gaining appropriate growth children who
are breastfed are likely to have better lung func-

tion, lower risks of asthma, better aptitude skills.

Malnutrition causes
stunting.

facturers of “baby food” can be fined
up to TK 50 lakhs if a child falls sick
or dies after eating their products.

The law also prohibits pictorial or
illustrated depiction of children or
mothers on the packages or cans of
food products—a move that will
significantly reduce the demand of
commercially produced “baby food”
in the market, hoped 5 K Roy.

“Most importantly, the food com-
panies will not be allowed to orga-
nize seminars, conferences, work-
shops and pay health officials to
attend it,” he said.

BDHS also found that 41 percent
of all under-five children were

In partnership with

stunted as a result of malnutrition
while 36 percent of them remain
underweight.

Popularising breastfeeding would
reduce under-5 stunting to a great
extent, hope nutrition experts.

Besides gaining appropriate
growth children who are breastfed
are likely to have better lung func-
tion, lower risks of asthma, better
aptitude skills and even are better in
relieving pain.

On the other hand, babies who
aren't breastfed have a higher risk of
infection, and are more likely to
spend time in hospital during their
first year, found researches.
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