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Dissecting Khaleda's Tol interview

ASHFAQUR RAHMAN

ESTERDAY, The Daily Star

printed an interview of

Khaleda Zia taken by Jaideep
Mazumdar of the Times of India on
October 23 in her office in Dhaka. It
was a short exchange but it did high-
light how the Bangladesh Nationalist
Party (BNP) looked at Indo-
Bangladesh relations after the change-
over of the government in New Delhi
with Prime Minister Narendra Modi in
the driving seat. The interviewer
probed deeply to find out whether she
felt that the Modi government was
shifting parameters that determined
the matrix of bilateral relations tradi-
tionally.

The Times of India is one of the
largest circulated English language
newspapers in the world. Its present
readership is estimated at 7.6 million.
It was, therefore, evident that Khaleda
Zia was careful in conveying the right
tone while expressing her views. Her
answers to the questions were diplo-
matic so as to avoid any controversy.
She did not in any way want to embar-
rass the new government.

Two things came out clear from the
interview. First she intended to give
Modi time to change India's policies
towards its neighbours, especially

Bangladesh. In a way she indicated that
Modi was yet to formulate these poli-
cies and therefore she was willing to
wait a little longer. But she expects that
the new policies would differ in some
ways from the policies pursued by the
previous Congress government and
would help in bringing the two coun-
tries closer. The second aspect that was
clear was that the BNP is willing to keep
in touch with BJP top leadership in
order to enable both sides to address all
issues that will impact on bilateral
relations.

On specifics such as sharing the
waters of the Teesta River and the
conclusion of the Land Boundary
Agreement she blamed the AL govern-
ment of having failed to “pursue this
vital national interest of Bangladesh.”
She took this opportunity to point out
that the AL was not a legitimate govern-
ment (as most of the AL members in
the Jatiya Sangshad were not elected)
and hence the Modi government does
not take it seriously. That is why it is
not able to engage in serious negotia-
tions on these issues. Khaleda Zia
knows that this is not correct. The shar-
ing of the Teesta waters is stuck in the
quagmire of the politics of
Paschimbanga. The central government
in New Delhi cannot do much until the
state government agrees to the pro-

posal, and this is not expected in the
near future as the Chief Minister of
Paschimbanga Mamata Banerjee is
jockeying for her party, Trinamool
Congress, so that it does not lose the
vote bank she has created by denying
water to Bangladesh.

The Land Boundary Agreement is
also delayed because it awaits clear-
ance by the Indian parliament since
this will call for amendment to the
Indian constitution. It would have been
prudent if Khaleda Zia had pointed out
India's failure on both the counts and
the need for PM Modi to take steps to
expedite the resolution of the two issues
with his political acumen and support of
his party in the parliament. She could
have reminded the government of India
that their resolution would have made
qualitative improvement in bilateral
relations.

Khaleda Zia, however, mentioned the
sharing of the waters of all the common
rivers between Bangladesh and India
and the killing of innocent Bangladeshis
in border areas, which are two other
urgent matters that need to be addressed
in order to improve bilateral relations.
The issue of security and threats of terror-
ism from each country was also men-
tioned. She felt that close cooperation
between the two countries was the key to
improved bilateral relations.

On the matter of the Indian percep-
tion that AL was friendlier to India
while BNP was not, Khaleda Zia reiter-
ated that BNP viewed relations with
India as based on principles of mutual
benefit and respect. But how much of
this is true in crafting bilateral relations
with India is debatable. There is no
doubt that leaders of Awami League were
personally known to the Congress lead-
ers and it was natural that these two
parties understood each other better,
How this impacted on bilateral relations
remains to be seen.

The interview avoided discussing
other special issues such as removing
non-tariff barriers to promote trade
with India. Also, the matter of
Bangladesh investment in India was not
mentioned. Bangladesh's relations with
China and India's adversarial relations
with the giant neighbour were not
touched upon. The strategic changes
taking place in the Indian Ocean with
the US fraternising with India were not
touched upon.

The interview, however, gave no
picture to Indian readers about
Bangladesh's emerging role in South
Asia and in the region.

The writer is a former Ambassador and a commen-
tator on current issues,
E-mail: ashfaque303@gmail.com

REMEMBERING
Sher-e-Bangla

SYED BADRUL HAQUE

CTOBER 26 was the

141st birth anniversary

of Sher-e-Bangla A K.
Fazlul Huq, a red letter day in
the chronicle of our nation's
calendar. He was born in 1873
at his grandparents' village
home at Saturia in Jhalakathi
district. A unique figure in the political firmament,
Sher-e-Bangla realised early in public life the urgency
of ridding the rural people of the age-old debt-trap of
the money lenders, and the all-pervasive curse of
illiteracy -- pre-requisites for an inclusive society
which he envisioned. The enactment of the debt set-
tlement bill in 1938 and measures that he initiated to
promote education in the country were the high-water
marks of his eventful public life.

What was most outstanding about him was his
all-encompassing popularity among the people --
from the tillers of the land to the urban gentry -- a
rare quality for any politician anywhere. Despite his
comment “in my stormy and chequered life, chance
has played more than her fair part,” he always
remained unwaveringly focused on his commitment
to public welfare. His profound compassion for the
hapless humanity is legendary. He would never deny
charity to anyone who sought it, even if it entailed a
grave personal risk. What defined him most was that
he belonged to his people, he was their sovereign.

The distinguished bearing of Sher-e-Bangla was
rooted in the pedigree of his illustrious family. The

ROHINGYA

People who belong nowhere

M. MiIZANUR RAHMAN and TASEI SAL-SABIL

EFERRING to statements by some residents

and an expert, Aljazeera reported on October

25 that a growing sense of despair had
caused a mass migration of at least 8,000 Rohingya
Muslims from western Myanmar in the last two
weeks. The number of people who have fled since
communal violence broke out two years ago is more
than 1,00,000. Usually, the popular destinations of
these Rohingya people are Bangladesh, Nepal,
Thailand, Pakistan and India. In the last few decades,
thousands of Rohingyas migrated to Bangladesh from
Myanmar.

The Rohingya are one of the most down-trodden
ethnic minorities in modern history, having been
denied citizenship and basic human rights by the
Myanmar government. For the Rohingyas, security of
life, food, accommodation, arbitrary arrest, deten-
tion, sexual harassment and means of earning have
been major problems even after their migration.

Many of the displaced and helpless Rohingyas
have been living in overcrowded camps that lack
adequate food, shelter, water and sanitation, and
medical care. Currently, there are two refugee
camps in Bangladesh sheltering a total population
of 2,900, and a further 2,00,000 are living in unof-
ficial camps and Bangladeshi villages located in the
southeastern part of Bangladesh along the
Myanmarese border.

Almost all the international legal instruments
provide protection to the ethnic minorities in
their home country and the refugees in the coun-
tries they migrated to. The United Nation Charter,
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 1948,
the convention relating to the status of refugees
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1951 and its protocol 1967, the Geneva conven-
tions, etc. ensure the rights of the ethnic minori-
ties and refugees. Though Myanmar has not ratified
73 important conventions, it has ratified a number of
treaties and conventions which define almost all the
human rights issues. The most important treaty that
Burma is a party to is the UN Charter, which is con-
sidered a 'super-treaty’ because Article 103 of the
Charter mandates that "any conflict between Charter
obligations and those under any other international
agreement be resolved in favour of the Charter”
(Global Justice Centre, 2012). Other treaties that the
country endorsed include the Genocide Convention,
the four Geneva Conventions, the Convention on the
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against
Women (CEDAW), the Convention on the Rights of
the Child (CRC), and the Treaty on the Non-
Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons (NPT).

But no international legal instrument could pro-
tect these people who are actually not recognised as
citizens by any state in the world. The Myanmar
government does not want to recognise them as
citizens and terms them as 'unwanted Bengalis,' and
forces them to flee from the country. These people
move to the neighbouring countries, especially to
Bangladesh which is not in a position to accommo-
date them for various reasons.

They are also considered a 'burden’ for
Bangladesh. Support from Bangladesh government
to the refugees is inadequate due to limited capacity
and resources. Change in the demographic composi-
tion in the south-eastern zone, a very strategic one
for the country, is always very crucial for
Bangladesh. Being downtrodden from their very
birth, the Rohingyas are usually unskilled, which is
why there is hardly any scope for them to become
an asset for any society. They cannot contribute to the
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human resource pool of Bangladesh, rather they are
kept aside from the mainstream socio-economic activi-
ties basically for two reasons: Bangladesh has surplus
human resources even in the rural labour markets and
the Rohingyas do not have minimum skill and educa-
tion for work. Their inability to achieve economic and
social development and failure to have legitimacy often
make them feel inferior and dejected. The situation in
the other countries they migrate to is almost the same.
So their struggle never ends.

In Bangladesh, the Rohingyas are not legally enti-
tled to work and that is why those who are not sup-
ported by UNHCR become desperate for work even
with low pay and poor work environment and con-
dition, while some take to criminal activities.
According to Rahman (2010), the Rohingya labour-
ers are willing to work for far less than the
Bangladeshi people, as a result of which a clash of
interests causes conflicts. This situation between the
native Bengalis and the Rohingyas creates the scope for
social exclusion of the latter group, which breeds more
severe social problems for both parties.

Rohingyas are kept out of all the community affairs
and in almost every aspect of life, they are facing
challenges and living in an inferior condition. Lack of
proper health service due to unavailability of medical
staff, lack of proper sanitation and scarcity of pure
drinking water make their life more miserable.
According to the Human Rights Watch (2007),
authorities do not allow building of permanent struc-
tures in the camps as a way of encouraging refugees to
return home. Children are denied access to education.
The provision of health services and access to medicines
are also limited by the authorities, as are work and liveli-
hood opportunities inside the camp. Moreover, support
and assistance from UNHCR are insufficient to meet the
demands of the large number of Rohingyas.

In this situation, the Rakhine State Action Plan
has added a new dimension to worsen the situation.
Human rights groups claim that this plan will force
thousands of minority Rohingya Muslims into
detention camps indefinitely if they do not qualify
for citizenship. Some people see this plan as a new
trap of the Myanmar government as it contains a
section on a process to determine whether the
Rohingya are citizens. They will be required to regis-
ter their identities as Bengali, but it will imply that they
are illegal immigrants from Bangladesh despite having
lived in the area for generations.

But when this agenda was announced by the
foreign minister of Myanmar in the United Nation,
the global community remained silent; there was no
individual or collective protest though this initiative
violates many of the international treaties and con-
ventions which the country has ratified. Not even a
Muslim country stood up to protest this heinous act.
With this background, who will take the responsibil-
ity of these 1.5 to 2 million people?

The writers are, respectively, Development Researcher and post
graduate student of NOHA Humanitarian Action at Uppsala University
Sweden, and a Researcher on social issues.

BEETLE BAILEY

polished manners which are so difficult to attain and
so strictly personal do not come by so easily, and when
attained are acclaimed in the society. When the carriage,
gait, voice, talent of not offending, the candor and expres-
sion are bound up in one individual character we are in
the company of a true gentleman. Sher-e-Bangla, by all
counts, fitted the bill eminently as his life spanning more
than 8 decades would convince us of that beyond any
doubt. Many unknown small facts as they unfold, unveil
his image in a new and vivid way. The following anecdotal
nuggets of his life filled the social fabric so touchingly.

[n 1935, when Sher-e-Bangla was elected Mayor
of Calcutta -- incidentally the first Muslim mayor --
he was virtually deluged with congratulatory let-
ters. Normally, replies to such letters are couched in
usual clichés. One such letter written by Sher-e-Bangla
to his friend, my father, however, was different from
that style. An image of the letter is given below.
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Sher-e-Bangla's addition to the original typed letter
in his own handwriting to extend courtesies -- which
was well beyond formality -- lent a human face to the
dreary typed letter, a superb assertion in the realm of inter-
personal relationship. It was not an impulsive or chance
happening, rather a positive statement of our traditional
elite culture. Today, such niceties, more often than not, are
seen as 'old world' courtesies under the shadowy impact of
the e-mail culture. One may even perceive a 'fashionable’
tendency to ignore the virtues of yesteryears. Our fascina-
tion with the so-called 'old world' culture intertwined with
ardent family values are still alive and rooted deep in our
social psyche. Sher-e-Bangla's letter to his friend is a fine

example of our cultural heritage.

[n 1954, Sher-e-Bangla along with two other political
stalwarts, Hussein Shaheed Suhrawardy and Moulana
Abdul Hamid Khan Bhashani, led the United Front to
victory in the electoral battle against the powerful Muslim
League. In his pre-election campaign to mobilise public
opinion in favour of the United Front, he embarked on a
tour outside Dhaka. At Bhairab, Sher-e-Bangla along with
four student leaders who accompanied him from Dhaka,
stayed overnight at the local dak bunglow. After dinner,
Sher-e-Bangla wanted to know from the caretaker if each of
the student leaders was provided with mosquito-net.
Apologetically, the caretaker replied he had only one mos-
quito net which was meant for him (Sher-e-Bangla). Sher-e-
Bangla was shocked, and opted to spend the night without
mosquito-net and endure night-long mosquito bites along
with his student comrades. He was obviously moved by his

sense of fairness and equity.

Sher-e-Bangla was wedded to the soil, certain of
his belief, antithesis to anything anti-Bengali. He
was as much a part of our history as we are of the

land of our mother tongue.

The writer iIs a former Press Officer to the President, People's Republic

of Bangladesh. Email: badrul.hug@live.com
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LONGFELLOW
One letter stands for another,

In this sample, A is used for
the three L's, X forthe two Q's,
etc. Single letters,




