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Threats to a plastic society

INCE the early
S 1990s, when

Bangladesh
entered a new era of
market economy,
growing business
activities and con-
sumer shopping
behaviour stirred up
a revolution of plas-
tic goods and syn-
thetic bags in partic-
ular. Millions of plastic bags were used every
day in the name of convenience, which con-
sequently damaged the environment indis-
criminately. We embraced a new momentum
of growth paying almost no attention to the
killer of actual growth. We often fail to realise
that plastic bags are simply the tip of the ice-
berg and thus succumb to their mega penetra-
tion in all spheres of activities, in a way cele-
brating the rise of a plastic society. But the goal
of sustainable growth will soon evaporate if
the plastic revolution goes unchecked.

When non-resident Bangladeshis visit the
country, they can easily notice the changes
Bangladesh has embraced since liberalisation
over the years. Being a migrant who lived
overseas for years, I cannot believe my eyes
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when I see how plastic bags have spread all
over the country, even in a small village of
Nalitabari. When I dig the garden bed, I see
the immortal devils peeping through the soil
- as if I was engaged in an archaeological
excavation. Do we actually understand how
these plastic bags damage the quality of the
soil and the prospects of agriculture? We are
a food hungry nation that turned into a food
exporter country just a few years back. Can
we sustain that trend when plastic products
are ruining cultivation fields and posing

While any garbage is
usually dissolved in

the soil, nature fails to do
so for plastic products,
which remain indestruc-
tible for decades or even
centuries. Burning plastic
products is not a good
solution either.

threats to crop productivity?

If we look at our city life, the situation is
even worse. Dhaka has already been marked
as one of the worst liveable cities in the
world. Its garbage seems to be swelling, harm-
ing our health and sending a message of filth
to local inhabitants and foreign investors.
The prime job of the mayors is to keep the
city clean and moving, not only for aesthetic
reasons but also for economic reasons such
as community health, labour productivity,
and a rapid expansion of businesses. Plastic
bags make this task more difficult than usual
by clogging drains and the sewer system. Just
after a heavy rain, Dhaka streets get flooded
with dirt and mud. The city then resembles
the Venice of the East, raising the demand for
boats and swimsuits.

While any garbage is usually dissolved in
the soil, nature fails to do so for plastic prod-
ucts, which remain indestructible for decades
or even centuries. Burning plastic products is
not a good solution either, as these synthetic
products emit harmful gases which can cause
cancer while being burnt. So the only way to
handle these enemies of the environment is
to follow a three-pronged approach: 1) grad-
ually reduce the use of plastic bags to eventu-

ally ban them for good; 2) encourage the
production of alternatives to plastic bags;
and finally 3) develop an efficient waste
management system that carefully recycles all
plastic products.

A strong public policy with fiscal incen-
tives and punishments where necessary is
needed in this regard. The Ministry of
Environment and Forests should take the
lead to convene a state level summit on
plastic management. Finance, local gover-
nance, education, home, and health ministry
must be brought together to combat the
stubborn march of a plastic society. The
central bank has already initiated a number
of measures to promote a green economy. A
national level coordination to confront the
plague of plastic is much warranted for aug-
menting our growth potential and for the
sake of doing justice to the future genera-
tions. Viewing development from a long
term perspective is imperative. And that is
why we cannot pay heed to short term profit-
ability and shopping convenience.

If plastic bags create floods on the
streets by permanently clogging the drains,
they are indirectly responsible for the
erosion and fracture of the roads. The

Social media, freedom of expression
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government thus faces a higher cost of
maintenance that takes a toll on its devel-
opment budget which again comes from
the taxpayers' money. This vicious cycle of
plastic bags unveils the tragedy of short
term convenience and profitability. The
way the bags are spreading all over cannot
be managed by typical waste management
procedures. We are rapidly approaching a
time when our beaches will be cluttered
with plastic products, ruining the pros-
pects of tourism. Waterbodies such as
rivers, ponds, and marshlands are already
contaminated, affecting the quality of fish
available. The unplanned expansion of
waste fields is engulfing bigger and bigger
areas of the cities and towns. Construction
of buildings on those waste fields will cre-
ate future disasters, resulting in loss of lives.

Threats to a plastic society like ours are
numerous. A failure to address these threats
will not only corrupt our daily breathing and
viewing, but will also dampen future poten-
tial for sustainable growth. Moreover, gradu-
ating to a middle income country will be
delayed if not obstructed.

The writer is chief economist of Bangladesh Bank.

Now the
question is, can
we say whatever
we wanit on
Facebook,
Twitter or blogs?
Some argue that
comments made
on social media
should be
ignored as they
are people’'s very
personal
expressions.
However, social
media embody
two spheres—

a private sphere
and a public
sphere—
simultaneously.
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HE apparent misuse of section 57 of the
ICT Act 2006 (amended as of 2013) to
arrest people for their Facebook comments
has created a public outcry in the country. The
burning question is whether this section curtails
freedom of expression or not. For a healthy
debate, we need to have a clear idea about what
freedom of expression means and how it should
be exercised in the context of new media or social
media such as Facebook, Twitter, and blogs.
What is freedom of expression? Does it mean
that one can say whatever s/he wants? Nobody
can say whatever they want on a public platform.
The freedom of expression is neither unlimited
nor unconditional. It is defined on two levels of
authority: international level and national level.
At the international level, two covenants talk
about freedom of expression while at the national
level the constitution and other laws define it.
Article 19 of the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights (UDHR) 1948 and the
International Covenant on Civil and Political
Rights (ICCPR) 1966 enshrine freedom of expres-
sion or speech. Article 19 of the UDHR says: “Ev-
eryone has the right to freedom of opinion and
expression; this right includes freedom to hold
opinions without interference and to seek, receive
and impart information and ideas through any
media and regardless of frontiers.” In the same
vein, article 19 of the ICCPR says: “Everyone shall
have the right to hold opinions without interfer-
ence. Everyone shall have the right to freedom of
expression; this right shall include freedom to
seek, receive and impart information and ideas of
all kinds, regardless of frontiers, either orally, in
writing or in print, in the form of art, or through
any other media of his choice.” And, this right
may “be subject to certain restrictions, but these
shall only be such as are provided by law and are
necessary.” At the national level, in the case of
Bangladesh the constitution in its article 39 guar-
antees freedom of expression with some reason-
able restrictions “imposed by law in the interests
of the security of the State, friendly relations with
foreign states, public order, decency or morality,
or in relation to contempt of court, defamation or
incitement to an offence.”
The international covenants and the

Bangladeshi constitution guarantee freedom of
expression with reasonable restrictions.
UNESCO's freedom of expression tool kits envi-
sion freedom of expression as a complex right
because it is not absolute and it carries special
duties and responsibilities with it. The freedom of
expression right protects both the right of the
speaker and the right of the listener. It also
respects people’s right to dignity, safety, and pri-
VACY.

Now the question is, can we say whatever we
want on Facebook, Twitter or blogs? Some argue
that comments made on social media should be
ignored as they are people's very personal expres-
sions. However, social media embody two
spheres—a private sphere and a public
sphere—simultaneously. When someone posts a
comment or anything on a Facebook page, he/she
can make it private or public. When a post is
made publicly accessible, it becomes an act of
mass communication.

The social media are effective in mass commu-
nication because of their two quali-
ties—anonymity and speed in distribution of
messages. In social media platforms like
Facebook, people can act anonymously which
encourages people to express raw emotions.
Messages get distributed at a tremendous speed
from one to another.

Social media with these qualities have become a
cause of concern for the state and law enforcement
agencies. Many states have responded to this with
cybersecurity laws. In Bangladesh, the ICT Act of
2006 (amended as of 2013) deals with crimes com-
mitted using the Internet and social media. Section
57 of the Act can be used to arrest people for their
offensive Facebook comments. One of the widely
discussed cases in this regard is the arrest of journal-
ist Probir Shikder. The police arrested Mr. Shikder
on the charge of defamation following a case filed
by a person accusing Mr. Shikder for defaming a
sitting minister of the government in a Facebook
comment. Few days before his arrest, in a Facebook
status, Mr. Shikder expressed concerns about his
safety as he felt that a powerful quarter including
the minister was conspiring to hurt or kill him. He
went to file a general diary with the local police
station for his protection but the police declined to
record his complaint.

A third person whose name was not mentioned
in the Facebook status filed the defamation case.

The police arrested Mr. Shikder under the section
57 of the ICT Act and the court put him on three-
day remand for questioning. It created a public
uproar, given the contribution of Mr, Shikder in
exposing the people who committed crimes
against humanity during our Liberation War in
1971. A son of a freedom fighter, who sacrificed
his life during the liberation war, Mr. Shikder was
attacked and maimed by unknown assailants
several years ago for his newspaper reports expos-
ing war crimes and criminals. When he was
arrested this time, allegedly under the influence of
the minister, public support through social media
poured in for him. He was immediately released
from police custﬂd}r with the timely intervention
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of the prime minister.

A translation of section 57 says that a person
commits a crime when he or she intentionally pub-
lishes or broadcasts something which is false and
obscene by reading, watching or listening to the
material in a particular condition such that a person
may be inspired to do something which causes defa-
mation, undermines law and order or creates a possi-
bility of doing so, distorts the image of a person or
the state, hurts people's religious sentiment or creates
the possibility of doing so, or instigates people
against a particular person or a group.

For committing such a crime, a person can be
imprisoned for up to 10 years along with a fine up
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to Tk 1 crore (Tk 10 million). The amendment
made to this section in 2013 made this offence
cognizable and non-bailable which means a
police officer or investigation officer could arrest
someone for this kind of offence without any
warrant and the person has to stay in custody
until the disbursement of the case.

Vagueness of the text and the sweeping nature
of the section allow its misuse by law enforcement
agencies. Mr, Shikder's case is a glaring example of
that. He was subjected to foul play by the police
under the influence of powerful quarters. Online
activists and bloggers have alleged that the police
have been biased in applying this law against
them. They claim that the police have been keen
on hunting them down following complaints
about religious defamation but are lacklustre in
tracking down religious fanatics who made death
threats to bloggers through Facebook.

The offences bundled together in the section
are not of the same magnitude but have been
assigned the same punishment. Since the offences
mentioned in the section are not delineated any-
where in the law, this section could be misused to
suppress freedom of expression. However, it is not
to deny that legal tools are required to deal with
crimes committed by using social media, to tackle
incidents like those created at Ramu in 2012, A
distorted Facebook image was distributed to insti-
gate the Muslims in the area to attack Buddhist
houses and temples.

Two approaches could be taken to stop the
abuse of this section. First, this section could be
deleted altogether. In this case, the criminal code
of procedure needs to be updated to deal with
crimes committed by using social media. Second,
it can be amended with the inclusion of clear
definitions of the offences mentioned and by
assigning punishments according to the magni-
tude of the crimes. Third, the relevant court
should be authorised to decide whether an
accused will get bail or not.

At the same time, social media users also need
to learn the limits of their freedom of expression.
Spreading false or distorted information or image,
defamation, hate speech, issuing threats through
Facebook posts and messages instigating violence
must not be protected in the name of free speech.

The writer Is a Professor of media studies at the University of
Dhaka.

CROSSWORD BY THOMAS JOSEPH

ACROSS 42 Uncool group

1- good example 43 Baseball's Musial
5 pointy

10 put on a pedestal DOWN

12 Caruso, for one 1 Big trucks

13 Earn lots of dough
15 Rink surface

16 Sweetie 4 Pub offering

17 Lab animal 5 Leave speechless

18 Artist's place 6 Farm female

20 Penny 7 Mitchell of NBC News

21 Wasn't thrifty 8 Hero of medieval romances

22 Lord's wife

23 Ship's lower area
25 Price

28 Saudi natives

31 High cards

32 Stephen King book

34 Numbered rd. 24 Pop’s pop

35 Skirt edge 25 Bizet opera Specialized Areas:

36 So far 26 Musical range - Journalism

37 Attract attention 27 Harry potter's position in - Film & Television
40 Happening quidditch

41 Christmas Eve traveler 29 TV's Gumbel

Master’s in Media

2 Forces, as payment
3 Begin, as a hobby

9 Comely

11 Sesame paste
14 Footwear tieups
19 Owed amounts
20 Plain to see
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Special Features

« Duration: 16 months/
24 months
* Classes: Evening, small

size and individual attention at least 2.5

» Teaching by Seminars or

* Thesis writing / creative
media project

» Scholarships/Assistantships
available

(with Hons.)

Application deadline: Sunday, 30 August
Interview: Monday, 31 August

Registration: 1-3 September
Class commence: Sunday, 6 September

Independent University, Bangladesh

Department of Media & Communication, Room no-7001 [Lift button # 6] 7 & 8th floor

&ﬁ, ~ Plot 16,Block B, Aftabuddin Ahmed Road, Bashundhara R/A, Dhaka- 1229, Bangladesh
{rxﬁ u@éﬂﬁ“) Cell No: 01782 673230, Phone:+88-02-8401645-52, 8402065-76, |IP Ext: 2413
2 URL: www.iub.edu.bd, e-mail:

Eligibility

e A four-year Bachelor’s
degree from a reputed
University with a CGPA of

e A Bachelor's

reputed University

mediacomm®@iub.edu.bd
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ADMISSION REQUIREMENTS

Independent University,

First private university in Bangladesh, providing quality environmental education and research

Deparimeni of Environmental Science

MSc in Environment Management

ADMISSION AUTUMN 2015

“Pollution nnn‘ climate change are the major challenges of the 21st century. A substan hn.‘ number
of qualified environmental professionals are needed at home and abroad to address those
challenges of the planet Earth”. The Masters Programme at the Department of Environmental
Science, IUB, is meant for producing competent environmental professionals.

Bangladesh

For further information:

degree

from a environmental graduates

SPECIAL FEATURES

b A four-year Bachelor degree in any discipline with a
minimum CGPA of 2.5 in a scale of 4 or equivalent.

¥ Exemption from the admission test/viva for the
candidates having environmenial job or research
experiences/IUB environmental graduates/ overseas

www.sasm.ivb.edu.bd/des

Apply Online at:

www.sesm.ivb.edu.bd/applyonline

Application Deadline :
Sunday, 30 August 2015

siblings/spouse

pm- 9.30 pm
DURATION

p 20-100% tuition fee waiver for the deserving candidates
depending on their performance in the test/viva,
» 50% waiver on tuition fees for concumrently admitted

¥ Payment of tuition fees on installment basis
¥ Evening class time (Sunday to Wednesday) from 6.30

Admission Test/Viva:

Monday, 31 August 2015 at 5.30 pm, Room- 9006
Registration/Admission:

02-03 September 2015 (3:00-5:00pm)
Classes Start:

Sunday, 6 September 2015 at 6:30pm
Orientation:

» Fulltime students; 12 months
» Part time students : 24 months

Wednesday, 23 September 2015 at 5:15pm

For further Information, contact :
Department of Environmental Science, IUB, Dhaka.

Room No - 9006 (9th floor), Plot 16, Block B, Bashundhara R/A, Dhaka-1229
Phone: 02-8401645-52, 02-8402065-76, Extn: 2311, Cell: 01727 325552




