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Bangladesh is in 'Great Game'

An interview with Bertil Lintner, author of Great Game East, taken by Muhammad Ali Bukhari

The largest arms smuggling attempt in the
history of Bangladesh took place in
Chittagong on the night of April 1, 2004, This
massive arms haul's anecdotal feature was
unveiled in a book by Swedish born veteran
journalist and strategic consultant for four
decades, Bertil Lintner, in India in 2012,
(published by Harper Collins Publisher of
New Delhi) from his own visit to ULFA's safe-
haven in Dhaka in 1996. The book is titled
Great Game East: India, China and the strug-
gle for Asia's most volatile frontier.

In the Great Game East, Bertil Lintner --
acknowledged as one of the foremost experts
on insurgencies in the region -- unveils the
layers and layers of complex political
intrigues and spy networks that define the
Great Game East.

Bertil Lintner mainly writes about organ-
ised crime, ethnic and political insurgencies,
and regional security. Currently he is living in
Chiang Mai, Thailand and was contacted last
week to answer some questions relevant to
the aforementioned book, with explicit
emphasis on Bangladesh and that 10-truck
arms and ammunition haul.

Q: The nineteenth century's 'great game'
of Britain and Russia built up the rivalry
between India and China in a newer form
towards resistance in Tibet and the unrest
in India's northeast, which drew
Bangladesh and Myanmar (Burma) into
militancy and arms race in the region. Is
this what has been focused in your book:
Great Game East?

A: Yes, there was a Great Game in the 19
century. Now, there is a similar 'great game'
being played out in Northeastern
India/Tibet/Bangladesh/northern Myanmatr,
which also involves rivalry between India and
China. The 'old' Great Game was a competi-
tion for hegemony between colonial powers,
mainly Britain (in India) and Russia. Now, it's
between Asia's two Asian powers.

QQ: What present and future trend do you
envision about intelligence agencies of
various countries, including the United
States, at this strategically located cross-
roads of China and Southeast Asia, particu-
larly the northeastern states of India, and
the continuing armed strife for the com-
plexity of the hostilities and political ambi-
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tions that Asia's two giants harbour, espe-
cially when China is involved in upgrading
ports in Pakistan, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka
and Burma?

A: 1 have always maintained that America's
main interests in the region are not democ-
racy and human rights but governed by
geopolitical and strategic concerns; that is
Obama's 'Asian pivot' which is aimed at
containing the spread of Chinese influence in
Asia and the Pacific.

Q: As one of the foremost experts on
insurgencies in the region you unveil the
layers of complex political intrigues and spy
networks that have been defined in your
book. Do you think the top administration
of government is involved, such as prime
minister along with DGFI, in the matter of
ULFA's refuge and arms smuggling in
Bangladesh?

A: Is or was? It seems to vary according to
which government is in power in Bangladesh.
When the BNP is in power, ULFA and other
groups seem to be able to stay in Bangladesh
and work relatively freely in the country. But
when the Awami League controls the govern-
ment, ULFA and other groups from India's
Northeast have a much tougher time. Just
look at the arrest and expulsion of ULFA
leaders from Bangladesh in late 2009, and
what's happening now in Bangladesh, with
Paresh Barua being sentenced to death in
absentia. And, needless to say, contacts
between ULFA and the DGFI are always close
when the BNP has been in power.

Q: As supplemented from the Sunday
Times of London of December 12, 1971,
why did you opine that "RAW's first great
success was the creation of Bangladesh?” In
contrast you said: “When Bangladesh
turned from friend to foe, RAW found a
willing partner in tribal guerrillas fighting
for autonomy for the Chittagong Hill
Tracts,” which in your words, by referring to
the Peace Accord of December 2, 1997, may
break up again in hostilities?

A: India's giving sanctuary to the Shanti
Bahini should be seen as a 'tit-for-tat’ for
Dhaka's allowing ULFA and other groups
from India's Northeast to stay in Bangladesh.
But I think it's highly unlikely that hostilities
would break out again. The 1997 peace
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accord in the Chittagong Hill Tracts seems to
be holding.

Q: In your observation, what has encour-
aged the top leaders of ULFA to take refuge
in Bangladesh rather than Bhutan,
Myanmar or China?

A: When the Indian army pushed ULFA
out of Assam, they sought sanctuary in Bhutan
and Bangladesh. That's 'normal’ guerrilla prac-
tice. ULFA has had a presence in Myanmar
since 1985, first with the undivided NSCN led
by Isak Chishi Swu, Thuingaleng Muivah and
S.S. Khaplang and later, after the NSCN split in
1988, with 5.5. Khaplang. That's still the case.
ULFA feels safe there, beyond the reach of the
Indian army, and the Myanmarese army does-
n't really bother them on the Myanmarese side
of the border. The Myanmarese army has other
priorities, such as fighting the Kachin
Independence Army and other ethnic resis-
tance armies in Myanmar.

Q: According to your book, Paresh

Time for broader connectivity?

corridor” among Bangladesh-China-India-
Myanmar (BCIM) found a firm footing

T is reported

that Indian

High
Commissioner
Pankaj Saran, after a
meeting with
Commerce Minister
Tofael Ahmed on
January 30, report-
edly said: “The
concept of connec-
tivity is now becom-
ing broader. It is
growing beyond the
old fashioned con-
cept of transit,
which used to be
discussed between India and Bangladesh.
Connectivity can be in the form of power,
telecom, water and many other areas, and it
has direct benefits for Bangladesh and
India.”

The high commissioner has hit the nail
on the head because, in these days of eco-
nomic globalisation and interdependence of
states, both nations need broader connectiv-
ity. Last year, the Bangladesh finance minis-
ter floated the idea of a common currency
for South Asia similar to that of the
eurozone.

These are bold and constructive ideas, but
to make them happen India has a lot of
work to do to convince Bangladesh that it
means business.

Since the landmark visit of the
Bangladesh prime minister to New Delhi in
January 2010, which opened a new horizon
of comprehensive partnership, the Hasina
government moved quickly to address
Delhi's concerns on cross-border terrorism
(including expelling top ULFA insurgents to
India) and connectivity to the North-East.

Bangladesh agreed to provide temporary
transit facility through Ashuganj port for
transportation of heavy duty equipment for
ONGC Tripura Power Company's 727 MW
gas-based project located at Palatana in
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Tripura

In May last year, the Bangladesh govern-
ment agreed to transport 10,000 tonnes of
food grains for Tripura through its territory.
It is reported that Bangladesh has agreed to
allow 100026 MW electricity generated from
429 dams in north eastern states though
Bangladesh to West Bengal and other places
in India.

Overall, Bangladesh-India relations have
resulted in positive outcomes in many sec-
tors, such as education, culture, energy, infra-
structure, border-haats, river dredging, trans-
portation to each other's countries, 24-hr
access of Bangladeshis to Angorpota and
Dahagram enclave, and duty free access of
Bangladesh goods to Indian market.

However, the non-signing of Teesta water
sharing agreement, non-ratification of the
Land Boundary Agreement and continuing
border abduction or killing of Bangladeshis
have raised serious questions about India's
ability to uphold the pledges made to
Bangladesh.

Furthermore, there are some other issues,
such as while Bangladesh people are able to
watch many Indian cable TV stations,
Bangladeshi cable TV stations cannot be
watched in India for some unknown rea-
sons, and it seems that mutual trust deficit
still remains. There is more to be done by
both governments in facilitating electronic
communication from Bangladesh to India.
The issue was reportedly raised recently by
the Bangladesh cable TV owners to the com-
merce minister, who assured them that he
would take up the matter with India.

With regard to broader connectivity, 1
would suggest it can be better established if
a sub-regional institution comprising
Bangladesh, Nepal, Bhutan and north east-
ern states of India could be set up to explore
and exploit natural and human resources of
the region to mutual benefit. Later, the sub-
region may extend its links with Asean and
China.

The idea of establishing an “"economic

Barua's involvement in supervising the 10
truckload of arms in Chittagong Karnaphuli
Port on early hours of April 2, 2004 was not
for the first time; in December 2011, he also
supervised the delivery of a large consign-
ment of Thailand-made automatic weapons
that had been smuggled through China to
north-western Myanmar. Do you know what
could be the possible destination of those
arms?

A: Tt is my understanding that the guns in
2004 were destined for ULFA, naturally, but
also for some other ethnic rebel armies in
India's Northeast such as the NSCN (IM) and
some Bodo and Manipuri factions. The
December 2011 shipment was for ULFA and
its Manipuri allies PLA.

(Q: What stance should Bangladesh take
in relation to India when India's north-
eastern territories are in deep trouble on
issues of insurgencies and two major politi-
cal parties of Bangladesh apparently differ-
ing over the country's creation in 19717

A: It's not for me to say what Bangladesh
should and should not do. That's entirely up
to the Bangladeshi authorities. But if
Bangladesh wants to maintain good relations
with India, which I think it does, then, natu-
rally, the two countries would have to cooper-
ate in security matters,

QQ: Do you think China's stand to defend
its maritime in South China Sea will
encourage other states in the region to align
their policies with Beijing rather than
remaining allies of the United States?

A: There is definitely a rivalry here. China,
quite naturally, would want other, smaller
countries in the region to be more closely
allied with Beijing than with Washington.
And vice versa, Washington would like the
very same countries to be its allies against
China.

Q: You said: "Obama's 'Asian pivot' is aimed
at containing the spread of Chinese influence in
Asia and the Pacific.” Then you said: "Washing-
ton would like the very same countries to be its
allies against China.” How is that possible?

A: Well, it makes sense, doesn't it? The
Asian pivot is aimed at containing China so
obviously the US wants the countries in the
region to be on its side rather than on
China's.

QQ: ULFA leader Paresh Barua spent most
of his times in the past in Yunnan province
in China, where all the 'black market' arms
come from; do you think he currently lives
there?

A: It is my understanding that Paresh Barua
spends most of his time in China. In fact, |
have been told by his associates that China is
the only country where he feels really safe.
And I think he'll remain there. I don't think
he would dare to return to Bangladesh, even
if a new government came to power there.

Q: In February, 2014 issue of the presti-
gious Irrawaddy magazine of Myanmar,
you wrote an outstanding tribute feature
on one of the heroes of Myanmar's democ-
racy movement, Maung Thaw Ka (Nur
Marmed), a well-known Muslim writer,
who inspired Daw Aung San Suu Ki on her
first public speech at Yangon General
Hospital on August 24, 1988. Why don't
you put forward the plight of the
oppressed Myanmarese Muslim Rohingya
to her?

A: Last time, I met Aung San Suu Kyi was
in Myanmar's new capital Naypyitaw in
October 2012. One of the main topics I dis-
cussed with her was the ethnic issue. But |
regret to say that she didn't seem to be eager
to discuss Myanmar's ethnic problems, and
that also includes the ongoing war in Kachin
State.

Q: How do you perceive the freedom
aspirations of the struggling masses from
Manipur, Assam, Meghalaya, Tripura,
Nagaland and Northern Myanmar?

A: All Indian states enjoy a fairly large
degree of autonomy, which is not the case in
Myanmar. And it will be impossible to find
a solution to Myanmar's ethnic problems
without substantial amendments to the
country's present constitution, But the prob-
lem is that the government, through its so-
called 'Myanmar Peace Centre,' only wants
to discuss a 'nationwide ceasefire agree-
ment,' which is not going to solve anything.
The problem is a political one and needs a
political solution, not just some signatures
on a largely meaningless piece of paper.

The interviewer is a Bangladeshi-Canadian journalist
based in Toronto, Canada.

E-mail: bukhari.toronto@gmail.com

The art of stealing elections

QuAaMRUL HAIDER

efficacy rivaled only by the nomadic
Romany pickpockets of Europe. In some
cases, the modus operandi of the theft is

when the first official-level joint working
group meeting in Kunming (Yunnan prov-
ince), on December 19, 2013, agreed on
cooperation in transportation infrastructure,
investment, commerce and trade, cultural
and people-to-people exchanges and other
areas,. The next meeting of officials will be
held in Chittagong in June this year.

It seems that the range of choices avail-
able will depend on Bangladesh's ability to
widen the base of its economy as well as on
the policy makers' capacity to take advantage
of its geographic location rather than be
constrained by it.

Through the synthesis of challenges and
opportunities Bangladesh has been a
dynamic nation against all odds. The people
are hard-working, resilient, imaginative,
innovative and adaptable to new challenges.

My Indian interlocutors brought this
home to me by asking whether India really
needed Bangladesh as much as Bangladesh
needed India. I don't have an easy answer to
that question, but finding ways to address it
should be a major preoccupation of the
political leaders on both sides.

Finally, there is a saying that one can
choose friends but not neighbours.
Bangladesh and India are destined to live
next to each other. Therefore, I firmly believe
that there is no reason why Bangladesh-India
relations should not be mutually supportive
and friendly as both together should fight
the common enemy -- humiliating poverty --
of the people of both countries.

Living with a bigger India, [ am tempted
to quote what former Canadian Prime
Minister Pierre Trudeau once said, that living
with the US “is like sleeping with an ele-
phant. No matter how friendly and even-
tempered the beast is, one is affected by its
every twitch and grunt.”

The writer is former Bangladesh ambassador to the UN,
Geneva.

HE art of stealing elections is as

old as democracy itself. In ancient

Rome for example, the high priests
in charge of the chaotic Roman calendar
would sometimes add days and even
months to keep certain officials in office
longer than their tenure or take days off
to shorten an enemy's tenure. But this is
ABC compared to what goes on in today's
elections.

Stealing elections is now a norm rather
than an exception all over the world. A
fraudulent election is a pathological form
of democracy, a buffoonery staged by
politicians who tremble at the thought of
a free and fair election. It has become a
disease infecting not only the third-world
countries, but also Western democracies.

Stealing elections is not for the faint of
heart. The ballot bandits are insanely
shameless and unscrupulously corrupt.
They are ruthless, cunning and
Machiavellian. They have the audacity of
a desperado, brutality of a gangster and
viciousness of a back-alley thug. They use
brute force, illegal confinement, forced
disappearance and other innovative but
fearful techniques as weapons to steal
elections. Usage of indecent, street lingo
to dis the opponents is one of their fortes.

Like Richard Daly, Mayor of Chicago
from 1955 to 1976, the bandits are adept
at making the dead vote for themselves.
They emulate “Boss” Tweed -- a nine-
teenth century New York City based
Democratic Party ruffian -- by manufac-
turing votes, handing out pre-marked
ballots and employing “floaters” who cast
multiple ballots. Following in the foot-
steps of US president George Bush, they
disenfranchise supporters of the opposi-
tion by declaring them as convicted fel-
ons or prevent them from voting by
delisting them from the voter rolls.

A smart bandit steals elections with an

so flagrant that Mugabe of Zimbabwe can
no longer claim copyright to the title
“masterclass in electoral fraud.” The
stolen elections are used as examples to
train the neophytes on how to get elected
without a single vote cast and how to
ensure victory despite public polls show-
ing overwhelming defeat.

The bandits do not feel ashamed in
declaring themselves the victor in broad
daylight, before even the first vote is
counted. And like professional criminals,
they always lie and deny that they have
done anything wrong.

Inflated by their own hubris and arro-
gance, the bandits don't care what others
think about their hollow victory. They
care more about stoking their insatiable
lust for wealth, power and recognition,

The art of electoral fraud reached a
new height after electronic voting
machines were introduced, ironically to
put an end to election-night chicanery. In
her book Black Box Voting, author Bev
Harris recounts that the machines “run by
private for-profit corporations, rely on a
few cronies for oversight, using a certifica-
tion system so fundamentally flawed that
it allows machines to miscount and lose
votes.” An ex-governor of Louisiana,
where election fraud is rampant, is on
record for proudly boasting that he could
make the machines sing any tune he
wants to.

So, the question to ask now is: does
your vote decide an election? According
to Stalin: "The people who cast the votes
decide nothing. The people who count
the votes decide everything."

Stolen elections clearly show crime
does pay.

The writer is a Professor of Physics at Fordham
University in New York.
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Hushands are awkward things to deal with; even keeping
themin hot water will not make them tender.
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