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RESERVED SEATS
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An impediment to empowerment?

NAZNEEN AHMED

ITH an aim to increase political

participation of women, the system

of reserved seats for women was first
laid down in the 1972 Constitution. It pro-
vided for 15 indirectly reserved seats for
women in the national parliament for ten
years. In the local government, reserved seats for
women was first introduced in 1997 thereby
encouraging a large number of women to con-
test for these seats at all tiers of local govern-
ment including the Union Parishad (UP).

The system of reservation has, to some
extent, addressed the issue of women's under-
representation in the political field and since the
inception of this system, a large number of women
have joined local government institutions too.
However, the question still remains as to whether
the system is leading women to a greater participa-
tion in politics and decision-making or limiting
their participation to the reserved seats only.

Indeed, today the outcome of “reserved seats,”
is comparable to the public buses on the roads of
Dhaka which have nine reserved seats for female
passengers. This leads to the belief of both male
and female passengers that women must sit only
on those seats and they cannot occupy other seats
because they already have nine “reserved” seats.
Most of the time women passengers feel uncom-
fortable to sit elsewhere thinking that they are
trespassing in male territory, something which
they should not be doing. Likewise, reserved seats
in the local government have created the impres-
sion among both women and men that other
general seats cannot be contested by women.
Therefore, arguably, although this system did
increase women's presence in local politics, their
presence does not translate into effective partici-
pation as women UP Members are not always
aware of their functions. The system itself may be
considered to be discriminatory because although
the women UP Members from reserved seats
represent larger constituencies, they do not have
the same authority as Members belonging to
general seats.

According to different studies, though initially
reserved seats did prove to be successful in gener-
ating women's candidacy in local government
elections, the number of women contestants has
declined over time. For example, a study con-
ducted by Democracy Watch, Steps Toward
Development, Khan Foundation and PRIP Trust
found that in the 2009 Upazila Elections, out of a
total 2,900 female contestants, 481 women were
elected to the reserved post of Upazila Vice
Chairpersons in 480 Upazilas. By contrast, in the
2014 election, the number of female contestants
dropped to 1507 in 458 Upazilas, thereby dem-
onstrating a 48 percent decrease over five years.

So, why is it that women are not able to
move out of the reserved seats? Why don't the
political parties seem to want them to contest
the general seats? This might come as a sur-
prise given the scenario that our major politi-
cal parties as well as the National Parliament
are headed by women leaders and also given
the fact that Bangladesh is a signatory to most
of the international conventions, for instance,
the Convention for the Elimination of all
Forms of Discrimination Against Women
(CEDAW) and the Beijing Platform for Action

that seek to promote political empowerment of
women. Women's active political participation
and the incorporation of women's perspectives
at all levels of decision making have been man-
dated in national law and policies such as the
Representation of the People Order 1971
(amended in 2009), National Women's Policy
2011, the Sixth Five Year Plan to name but a few.
Looking at the declining figure of women's
political candidacy, we might feel tempted to
believe that the lack of family support, political
grooming and patriarchal context could be dis-
couraging factors inhibiting women's involve-
ment in politics. However, in a 2013 study carried
out by Dr. Pranab Kumar Panday of Rajshani
University, 126 respondents (both male and
female) from 21 Union Parishads were surveyed
to identify the factors which they thought were
constraints for women's political participation.
While 62.5 percent and 50 percent of the UP
Chairmen felt that physical mobility and family
were barriers respectively, interestingly only 31.25
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percent and 18.75 percent of the elected
women members identified these as barriers.
According to them, inconsistent legislation
hindered their rights and responsibilities in
public offices even more than the cultural or
religious barriers.

Indeed there are interesting examples of local
women who have been able to overcome cultural
barriers and have evolved from being a home-
maker to public representative. Development
initiatives have been instrumental in mobilising
and training local women in this regard. For
example, Sharique, a local governance
programme of the Swiss Agency for Development
and Cooperation (SDC), reaches and identifies
potential local women through voluntary citizen
groups called “Ward Platforms” organised at the
ward level. Such platforms serve as a bridge
between UP representatives and the community
and create a public space for local women to
participate in decision-making in all areas of
work, including planning and resource alloca-
tions. Sharique has helped around 10, 000
women of these platforms in its intervention

areas develop skills in areas such as public speak-
ing, networking, conflict management, to name a
few. Equipped with these skill sets, a significant
number of these female volunteers of Sharique
became confident enough to proceed further and
to try and enter local government. Subsequently,
in the 2011 UP elections, close to 200 female
volunteers from 130 UPs across
Chapainawabganj, Rajshahi and Sunamganj
districts contested for reserved seats and 34 were
elected as UP Members. Others are also seen to be
playing active roles in project implementation as
co-opted members of UP Standing Committees.
The stories of how some of these women
reached leadership roles in the public arena give
us insights into the processes involved. The story
of Mahfuza Akhter Rina, a housewife from
Sunamganj district who had studied up to Class
Eight, is that she became involved with Sharique
as a community volunteer in 2010, a responsibility
that brought her close to the people, making her
resolve their various problems. Eventually, this
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experience earned her public trust to contest for
one of the reserved seats of the UIP. Today, as an
elected Member, she represents Salukabad Union
Parishad of Bishwamvarpur Upazila in Sunamganj
district and says, “Strong willingness to engage in
social services can lead toward women empower-
ment and the brightest example is our UP
Chairman who is also a woman.”

While these testimonies of women's emer-
gence in local government are ones that
Bangladesh will be proud to cite, if one is to
look at the big picture beyond project inter-
ventions, then the entire system of reservation
needs to be reassessed to determine how
much voice it has lent to women in both
national and local politics. Unless women on
reserved seats feel motivated to contest for
elections to general seats, the system of reser-
vation will remain a limited measure that
makes women's inclusion in the political
system supplementary rather than
mainstreamed.

The author is Programme Officer, Local Governance
Programme- Sharique, BIGD, BRAC University.
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Who are our

DR. BADIUL ALAM MAJUMDAR

HE elections of Dhaka-North,
Dhaka-South and Chittagong City

Corporations are only a few days
away. Whether the quality of life of resi-
dents in these cities will improve will
greatly depend on the quality of candi-
dates contesting these elections. So who
are our candidates?

By law, candidates of the City
Corporation elections are required to file
affidavits with their nomination, disclos-
ing information about their education,
profession, criminal records (if any),
sources of income, assets and liabilities of
themselves and their dependents - a
requirement SHUJAN: Citizens for Good
Governance was instrumental in making
obligatory. Candidates are also required to
file their tax returns.

On the March 25 deadline of filing
nomination papers, Dhaka-North had a total
of 650 candidates; however, after the with-
drawal deadline, only 382 contestants
remained - 16 for mayors, 277 from general
seats and 89 from reserve seats.

Similarly, on March 25, Dhaka-South
had a total of 811 candidates, however,
after the withdrawal deadline, 502 contes-
tants remained - 20 for mayors, 387 from
general seats and 95 from reserve seats.

For Chittagong, on March 25, a total of
372 candidates filed nominations, however,
after the withdrawal deadline, 288 candi-
dates remained - 12 for mayors, 214 from
general seats and 62 from reserve seats.

According to the Election Commission
website on April 13, the number of final can-
didates in these elections was 1,172, although
the number subsequently increased to 1,190.
We have analysed the affidavits and tax returns
of these 1,172 candidates and present below
our findings.

candidates?

South are contractors. Of these, at least 13 are
contractors of the two city corporations
(Samakal, April 3, 2015). By law, contrac-
tors of city corporations are ineligible to
contest in elections of those corporations.
These contractor-candidates transferred
their contactors' license in the name of
other persons and took a certificate from
the respective corporation to contest the
election. Getting these contractors elected
would amount to making jackals guard
the hen-house.

It may be noted that out of 860 contestants
from general seats of two city corporations of
Dhaka, 155 or 18 percent currently have cases
against them. By contrast, 54 of the 93 or 58
percent of the BNP-supported candidates cur-
rently have cases against them. Out of these, 17
have murder and 22 have attempted murder
cases against them. Candidates claim that such
cases have been filed by the Awami League
government and are intended to harass them
(Prothom Alo, April 13, 2015). Incidentally,
according to the information received from the
affidavits, the BNP-supported mayoral candidate
Mirza Abbas from Dhaka-South had/have the
highest number of cases against him - previ-
ously he had 23 cases and currently he has 37

The wealth statements of many of the
candidates show that the candidates are not
overly affluent. Of the 48 mayoral candi-
dates, only six, and only eight contestants
from general seats have annual incomes of
over Tk 1 crore, which is quite hard to
believe. None of the candidates from reserved
seats have an annual income of Tk 1 crore,
The mayoral candidates with yeatly income
of Tk 1 crore or more are: Anisul Haque and
Tabith Awal of Dhaka-North, Mirza Abbas
and Mohammed Saifuddin of Dhaka-South,
and AJM Nasiruddin and Monjur Alam of
Chittagong,

The concealment of information about
income and wealth is widespread. By law,
candidates concealing information or giv-
ing wrong information in their affidavits
are ineligible to contest and even hold

office, if elected.

One of the most attractive aspects of these
elections is that most of the mayoral candi-
dates are young. Unfortunately out of the 48
mayoral candidates, none are women.
Moreover, only 17 women are contesting
from general seats (for councillors).

In terms of educational background, 88
percent of Dhaka-North mayoral candidates
have a Bachelor's or higher degrees. In Dhaka-
North, 45 percent of mayoral candidates possess
similar educational qualifications. By contrast,
only 25 percent of Chittagong mayoral candi-
dates have such degrees. With regard to council-
lor candidates, 48 percent have education levels
less than SSC. Although low academic qualifica-
tion does not constitute disqualification, aca-
demic qualifications definitely offer some
advantages to elected officials.

Regarding their profession, 69 percent of
mayoral candidates of three cities are business-
men. Similarly, 79 percent of contestants from
general seats are businessmen. On the other
hand, 32 percent of contestants from reserved
seats are engaged in business while 38 percent
are housewives. It is certain that businessmen
will be elected mayors from all three cities and
80-90 percent of elected councillors from
general seats will be from the same profession.

Thus, it appears that the city corporations will

be dominated by businessmen just like our
parliament.

A significant number of candidates are
building contractors. According to Prothom

Alo (April 18, 2015), 90 candidates contesting

for general seats of Dhaka-North and Dhaka-

Thirteen of the mayoral candidates
and their dependents have assets of over
Tk 1 crore. Only 51 contestants from
regular seats have assets of Tk 1 crore
or more. Nine of the mayoral candi-
dates have liabilities of Tk 1 crore or
more, and two of them have substan-
tially more liabilities than assets. It
should be noted that assets are
reported in acquired values, not market
values.

Five of the mayoral candidates do not
pay income taxes. Of the rest, 14 pay
taxes of more than Tk 1 lakh and two pay
taxes of more than Tk 1 crore. Many
wealthy candidates do not pay significant
amount of taxes.

All of the above information came
from the candidates' affidavits and tax
returns, although their veracity is highly
questionable. We suspect that the con-
cealment of information about income
and wealth 1s widespread. By law, candi-
dates concealing information or giving
wrong information in their affidavits are
ineligible to contest and even hold office,
if elected. In addition, swearing wrong
affidavits is a criminal offense. Thus, if
the Election Commission would closely
scrutinise the affidavits, many undesir-
able persons could be kept out of our
electoral arena. The provision of 'counter-
atfidavits' could also play a significant
role in this regard.

The writer is Secretary of SHUJAN.

&5

P

3@ 7zg Prafa/RFg a7 ©iei/od/203¢/553

HFH N ©IeT RS waoie fqeefe

o, RanaTanzf $9% o e qififers =S, oIFl-So00 @ FATES e SatTa 8¢
@ B TET TYTGHIT &, 598 IEH 8 b,598 ITFL 7T (MG SX,98 IF6 Fa P Wit R
A2 3T @EETS b (WH)F AfE A crpr TeTw wed afse aie/aml/afds ¢
FreeTifEe efewitaa Tt ¢ (515) T4 (IH 5f& THWiea =10 el (AeTa & Wa7i@ SE
1 AR | waATEE e 8¢ ¢ 5F T LR oS TR T AUFeE e e fefe/cr-
WEE O T 3,¢0,000/- (9F TF A% TGH) 5 (FFTeE@) @ W HfeEa s e
“SreErem B ¢ Iy g SR 97 SaaE ol face 20 | eiiEeed e e nikEge
WP AR e e o6 Z0T | wAEE W o *ereer wwfeae efs @i Fifele 3,000/-
(9 2IeA) O (SERerl) e [ o e, bfaftm e (b wor), o e
AMETE G=TF0, TIF-So00 TS T 33/0¢/205¢3e SIFY *1f8 S @A T &9 41
9 | vadE EErsasEe SHem T (bfRg v w wan) afFs Geg g S
dofoe/305¢ER T oA d3:00 WHF M@ 4T T 9w & T8 gUF d3:00 WhEE
naArelE SHfEfers (IM (37 TAge A1) (AR A | FOAF (&I FET WA FhecaE @
(I Ao &Ze 7 e FA17 NPT T I |

OHOF-3b-8

fEfe-sevo

JeEor ol 8 Wy fig SaeAiee=w

o g =99, ©, WeErg=il gififens wets, BiF-S000
Bangladesh Sugar & Food Industries Corporation
Chinishilpa Bhaban, 3, Dilkusha Commercial Area, Dhaka-1000
Fax: 88-2-9555780, 9550481, Phone: 9565890, E-mail: chinikal@yahoo.com

Sifeds 39/08/305¢M2

i
Yot

""‘Wﬂ‘.ﬂﬂ?‘q‘ﬁ qq A e

T 8 JAENAN 7 NYFF NS SFE e feym
FAPE G WAHe @WE iz e wEems T
101115 b B C R B |11 B[ T R 5
SIFY /TS Fa s o3 & |

T@ eferitTem T4 goife ¢ FEime Aikmge FamT (e
g SR 7 T farrEeTe F9s 6T 39 &a |
R se9 fdifbe o4, ffel ¢ woi T ST
& WG 15 7%, o 7% ¢ 42 % Oi9] 295 ane 341
(9 | &, faey ¢ el g WS 2els wiFe q (3e) &
fFiifbe TT T eTRE e TG O AFHEA AW
AT

o W afgarEr geAfe/F@ AaaE TEeEE A e
bE WAEAl AF9el IRGW 4T FET | 9@ OFF T
faiTe wypmfe et Tw 9FE B (NEFTSEM)
2 T fearsasae sfe @ Ffiae eifed ¢ 7
@ AT T AT | SFY IS 7 T4 € Trwe Sl
q G 03¢ T7F 3BT (2 [T Wbl 7R Fiorey wiimeEd

A5 R ST FOF G| T A |
&g TEe vy Teaz: oL, ST T
8, ¢ 8 Y (T 05 TA-aqi BT, ATFA->
(FFI So:00 O (AF 8:0001)  F7e] Sfwed
q OF g W ETT o7y E Yl gui: FIre] B i
e b GT 03¢ R ¢:00051 eI, BIT £
CEIT-HCLE bbb (Z1°1e] SfMATEaT T FF) (I § HEeobrd) EE

Master’sin
Development
Studies (MDS)

Special Features:

Duration : 16 months

Evening and Weekend Classes, Small Size
of Class and Individual Attention, Teaching
by Seminars, Thesis Writing , Field Trips,
Availability of Scholarships/Assistantships

Specialized Courses:

*NGOs & Development Institutions

« Executive Skills in Development Management

*Development Research

»Policy and Advocacy

*Indigenous Knowledge and Natural Resource
Management

«State, Market, Civil Society/NGO, Human Rights,
Education, Environment, Population, Communi-
cation, Micro-Finance and Poverty

» Gender Issues and Development

S,

@.-%

.{"JE'..-

Estd;1993

Admission Summer 20 5

INDEPENDENT UNIVERSITY, BANGLADESH

Department of Social Sciences and Humanities{éth floor),

Plot 16, Block B, Aftabuddin Ahmed Road, Bashundhara R/A, Dhaka-1229,
e-mail: devstudy@iub.edu.bd. web: hitp://slass.iub.edu.bd

Phone: 880-2-840 1645-52 Ext: 2417, 2460, Mobile: 01798 613554

www.iub.edu.bd

Eligibility:

» A four-year Bachelor's degree from a reputed
university with a CGPA of at least 2.5 or
equivalent, or

= A three-year Bachelor's degree from a
reputed university with 1 year relevant work
experience;

» Experience in development management will
be considered as an added qualification

Last Date of Application: 4 May 2015
Interview: 5 May 2015

Registration: 6-7 May 2015

Classes Start: 10 May 2015




