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Dhaka street,
300 Feet!
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300 Feet even a few years ago was,
for me, the 'edge’ of Dhaka. Back
then it was more popularly
known as Baluchor. It was deso-
late, and empty - except for a few
fuchka-chotpoti and tea stalls
here and there. And I never dared
to cross that edge, even though 1
often wondered what lay beyond.
But today, 300 Feet is possibly
one of the favourite hangout
places in Dhaka.

The road itself has undergone
improvement. If you fancy a
relaxing drive, 300 Feet is your
answer. Bikers and cyclists, too,
flock there for stunts or a recre-
ational ride.

Meanwhile, the bazaar at
Purbachal is a prime attraction.
The groceries arrive fresh from the
villages nearby, and many of the
grocers are actually themselves the
producers of these fruits and
vegetables. The bazaar has earned
a reputation of being a farmers'
market.

The market also boasts several
sweetmeat shops. They have a
wide array of sweets on display,
but if size matters to you - and if
your appetite is as big as your
pillow - try their poisonously
sweet 'Balish Mishti!' Moreover,
there are Bengali snacks of all
sorts. But again, if convention is
not your cup of tea, opt for 'Kaat
Biscuit', which is bigger than your
face!

You can embark on a boat ride
a little further away from the
bazaar. At Baalu Nodi, amidst the

serenity, one will be able let go oft
the sprains Dhaka's chaos brings.

Owing to the eateries, 300 Feet
has become a favourite hangout
place. Yes, there are a number of
universities nearby, but people
from all corners of Dhaka come
here for its ambience, food, and
live music. As the sun goes down,
300 Feet lights up, with its glitz,
glitters, and songs creating an air
of festivity.

From Italian to Mexican, the
choices seem endless. Prices are
reasonable, not putting a stress on
the wallets of the youth, which
comprises of a big chunk of 300
Feet's demographic.

300 Feet as we know it today is
quite a recent development. And
it just might change again!

Md Fuadh Saki, the owner of the
eatery L'Asparagus, wonders what
the future has in store,

"The government is planning to
build a lake here," he
informed."And we wholeheart-
edly appreciate this initiative, but
we request at least a year's time so
that we can properly wrap up our
businesses. A sudden move may
not be the best for us."

When [ walk on 300 Feet
today, I find it hard to believe that
it is the same isolated Baluchor
where I used to hang out as a
university student. But when 1
walk a little further - away from
bustling food scene - the rustic
vibe and the seclusion still is
much prevalent. 300 Feet has
remained a little slice of heaven!

SCAN THIS TO WATCH THE COMPANION

QR CODE VIDEO, VISIT STAR LIVE, THE

TO WATCH OFFICIAL YOUTUBE CHANNEL
VIDEO OF THE DAILY STAR.

FROM PAGE 1

Bangladesh, which has been drawn
into legal battles at domestic and inter-
national courts, submitted the evi-
dence only last year to the World Bank's
International Centre for Settlement of
Investment Dispute (ICSID), where
Niko filed two cases against the
Bangladeshi energy custodian
Petrobangla and Bapex in efforts to
shrug off its responsibility.

Niko's corruption evidence seen by
this newspaper include the firm's own
admission to bribe the then state minis-
ter for energy AKM Mosharraf Hossain
to further its business activities in
Bangladesh; a cheque showing payment
to Giasuddin Al Mamoon, a close friend
and business partner of Tarique
Rahman; payments to businessman
Selim Bhuiyan who had close links with
state minister Mosharraf; confessional
statements of Selim Bhuiyan; and con-
sultancy and management deals signed
between Niko Resources (Bangladesh)
Ltd and Stratum.

Lawyers also submitted to the ICSID
interviews of Qasim Sharif, managing
director of Stratum; Mamoon and
some Niko officials, a source with
knowledge of the submission said.

Documents also suggest some other
BNP government high-ups may have
been involved in the scam, but The
Daily Star is withholding their names
as it has not seen any evidence that
proves their involvement.

After the political changeover in
2007, Mamoon and Tarique were
arrested and are now facing several
criminal cases. Last year, they were
convicted in a money-laundering case.
Mamoon is in jail while Tarique, senior
vice-chairman of the BNP and Khaleda
Zia's elder son, now lives in London in
some sort of self-exile.

The Niko case issue has come to the
fore as the ICSID of the WB is set to
hold the final hearing on April 24-29 of
the two cases Niko filed against Bapex
and Petrobangla. The proceedings will
take place in Paris.

Niko Resources (Bangladesh) filed
the lawsuits in 2010 -- one seeking an
order clearing it from the liability for
the two blowouts in Tengratila in 2005
and the other demanding outstanding
payments for the gas it supplied from
the Feni gas field to Petrobangla.
THE LONG SAGA
During the tenure of the Awami League
government in 1996-2001, Niko tried
but failed to get an unsolicited deal.
After the BNP-led alliance government
took office in 2001, Niko signed the
controversial joint venture agreement
(JVA) with Bapex to develop two "mar-
ginal” gas fields in Chhatak and Feni in
2003.

Marginal gas fields are those that

have already been explored, used and
then abandoned.

However, Niko later developed a
small used gas field in Feni and started
selling gas to Petrobangla.

But Niko's first venture to explore a
virgin (new or unexplored) gas field in
Tengratila of Chhatak led to two blow-

The photos taken in 2005 show gas bubbles at a waterbody near Tengratila gas field in Sunamganj

and leaking gas catches fire inside the gas field.

outs in January and May 2005, causing
damage to properties and the environ-
ment. The blowouts and the subse-
quent payments in bribe to settle the
issue drew the Canadian company into
CONtroversy.
THE CORRUPTION TRAIL
It all goes back to 1997, when Niko
entered Bangladesh during the second
round Production Sharing Contract
bidding for oil and gas exploration. But
with just 10 years' experience in the field,
the firm failed to qualify in the bid both
on technical and financial grounds.

But it continued lobbying to work
around the obstacle. In 1998, it sub-
mitted an unsolicited proposal for

developing the Chhatak and Feni gas
fields.

In May next year, the energy ministry
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decided only used fields may be con-
sidered for development. It also
decided that instead of an open, com-
petitive bidding, the government will
go for a "Swiss Challenge,” where other
companies would be asked to submit
proposals matching Niko's proposal.

Subsequently in August the same
year, Bapex and Niko signed a
Framework of Understanding (Fol) to
undertake a joint study for identifying
used gas fields.

As negotiations over the terms of the
Joint Venture Agreement (JVA) were
underway during 2000-2001, a top
government official allegedly pushed for
the deal. But Bapex refused to sign the
deal as it found Chhatak field was a
virgin (unexplored) field, and nota used
one as Niko falsely claimed.

But Stratum was already on the scene
to make it all happen. Niko signed a
“consultancy agreement” with the firm
in July 1999, and renewed itin 2003.

Under the agreement, the
Switzerland-based consultancy firm
with office in Dhaka would "act on
behalf of Niko, to facilitate the
approval process in relation to the JVA”,

"The consultant shall be paid a
minimum initial consulting fee of $4
million for the company's net share of
initial proven reserves within 15 calen-
dar days of execution of the JVA
between the Company and Bapex,"
reads the agreement.

Other fees, which were settled
between the parties, were also men-
tioned in the agreement.

Stratum was headed by Qasim Sharif,
who was well known to an influential
secretary of the then AL government,
worked as an agent for Niko's
Bangladesh subsidiary. After the signing
of the JVA in October 2003, he became
president of Niko's Bangladesh chapter.
He now lives in the US.

Niko and Stratum also signed a
“management services contract” in
October 1999, which was renewed in
October 2003, just 15 days before Niko
and Bapex singed the JVA.

According to the 2003 contact,
"Stratum shall invoice Niko
Bangladesh for a retainer fee in the Sum
of $20,000 per month effective
October 1, 2003. This fee shall cover
Stratum's fee in addition to all costs
and expenses made or incurred by
Stratum such as payments made to
expedite or secure the performance by a
foreign [Bangladesh]| public official of
any act of a routine nature that is part of
the foreign public official's duties or
functions, such as the issuance of per-
mits or licenses required for the
[Niko's| Project, the processing of
official documents, visas or work per-
mits and the like."
PARTNERS IN CRIME
Government documents show that the
JVA deal, signed on October 16, 2003,
was vetted by the law ministry and
approved by the then prime minister
Khaleda Zia.

However, although Niko agreed to a

"Swiss Challenge” bidding in 1999, the
BNP government did not arrange for
such a bidding in 2003. Instead, it went
for signing the deal without floating
any tender.

Giving the legal opinion in favour of
the unsolicited deal, the law ministry
said, "The Swiss Challenge method is
not applicable for the proposed mar-
ginalised gas fields".

Such a bidding method is in conflict
with the Fol signed in 1999, argued
the then Law Minister Moudud Ahmed
in the legal opinion signed on August
25, 2003.

Interestingly, Moudud's law firm
"Moudud Ahmed and Associates,”
which was acting as a legal counsel for
Niko, gave similar legal opinions on
the issue twice -- on February 27 and
August 10, 2003.

According to Niko's documents, the
firm made a payment of $6,065 to
Moudud on October 12, 2000, and
another of $8,315 on January 15, 2002,
when he was law minister.

In an interview with Royal Canadian
Mounted Police (RCMP), Qasim on
December 16, 2010, admitted that Niko
did pay Moudud the sum, but it was for
the job he did before becoming minister.

The Daily Star tried to reach
Moudud by phone yesterday, but he
did not pick up the call.

Five days after the JVA was signed,
Niko wire-transferred $2.93 million
from Niko Canada's First Caribbean
International Bank (Barbados) account
to a Union Bancaire Privee (Zurich)
Swiss bank account of Stratum.

From the sum, Qasim paid
$500,000 (around Tk 3 crore) to
another company called Nationwide,
owned by Selim Bhuiyan, former presi-
dent of Dhaka Club, who also worked
as a Niko agent.

Niko documents show that it paid
Selim for his personal influence in
arranging meetings with government
officials at Bapex, Petrobangla and the
energy ministry.

On January 8, 2004, barely three
months after the agreement, Selim paid
Giasuddin Al Mamoon Tk 1.08 crore
through a Standard Chartered Bank pay
order (Ref No-CO-60-20040107-0201).

Four years later, Selim admitted
before a Dhaka court that he took the
money and paid Mamoon.

Mohammad Waliul Islam, a
Metropolitan Magistrate of Dhaka,
recorded his confessional statement on

January 15, 2008.

According to the statement, AKM
Mosharraf, who was Selim's family
friend for a long time, introduced him
to Mamoon sometime in 2001. Then
one day in 2002, Mamoon introduced
Selim to Qasim.

As the relationship grew, Qasim
requested Selim to help them win the
Niko deal. Selim agreed, at the same
time requesting Qasim to give his
organisation a sub-contract once Niko
gets the deal.

Qasim also told Selim that he and
Mamoon reached an agreement that
Mamoon would help Niko get the JVA
and GPSA (gas purchase and supply
agreement). In return, Niko would give
Mamoon Tk 6 crore and an additional
$240,000 in three phases, according to
Selim's statement.

A week later, Mamoon and Selim
went to Mosharraf's house to request
him to make the deal happen. After the
signing of the JVA, Qasim, as he had
promised, deposited $500,000 (Tk 3
crore) into Selim's Standard Chartered
Bank account in Gulshan branch in
phases.

Of the money, Selim gave Tk 1.8
crore to Mamoon (Tk 1.08 crore
through SCB cheque and Tk 72 lakh in
cash in phases), Tk 60 lakh to
Mosharraf and kept the remaining Tk
60 lakh for himself in lobbying fee.

"Mr Mamoon told me that he was
taking the lion's share of the money as
Tarique Rahman was with him," Selim,
who now lives in Dhaka, said in the
confessional statement.

Later in 2012, however, he told The
Daily Star that he gave the confessional
statement “under duress." He also
denied taking money from Niko, but
admitted to have travelled to Canada
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October 10, 2001: BNP-led four-
party alliance government assumes
office

February 27 and August 10, 2003:
The then Law Minister Moudud
Ahmed's law firm “Moudud Ahmed
and Associates” gives legal opinions in
favour of Niko to sign the agreement
August 25, 2003: Moudud gives
similar opinion as law minister
October 16, 2003: Niko and Bapex
sign the Joint Venture Agreement to
develop two gas fields

January 8, 2005: A blowout takes
place at Niko's Chhatak field in
Tengratila of Sunamganj

May 23, 2005: Niko presents the
then State Minister for Energy AKM
Mosharraf Hossain with a luxurious
Lexus SUV

June 2005: Mosharraf Hossain
travels to Canada and US at Niko's cost
June 18, 2005: Mosharraf Hossain
steps down amid controversy

June 23, 2005: Another blowout
occurs at the same field in Tengratila
December 27, 2006: Niko signs
GPSA with Petrobangla to sell the gas
extracted from Feni gas field
December 2007: ACC files two cases
against Khaleda Zia and Sheikh
Hasina in this connection

May 6, 2008: ACC presses charges
against Khaleda and 10 others includ-
ing Moudud, Mosharraf and Mamoon
November 17, 2009: HC prevents
government from making payments
to Niko until Niko pays the compensa-
tion for the blowouts

March 2010: Hasina's case is
quashed

April 1 & June 16, 2010: Niko
Resources Bangladesh Ltd files two
cases with ICSID

June 2011: Niko Canada pleads
guilty before a Canadian court to

with Mosharraf.

As part of its own investigation, the
RCMP questioned Mamoon in jail on
November 7-8, 2008, when he admit-
ted to have received the money in
return for ensuring the deal.

When the RCMP officials --
Corporal Kevin Duggan and Corporal
Lloyd Schoepp -- asked Mamoon about
the source of his influence, he said: "My
power is fifty percent, I'm the friend of
Tarique Rahman.”

MORE BRIBE FOR DAMAGE
CONTROL

The first blowout at the Chhatak
field in Sunamganj took place on
January 8, 2005, just a few days after
Niko started drilling.

Under pressure, the government
formed a probe committee, which
blamed "faulty and negligent opera-
tion of Niko for the disaster”.

But Niko was quick to act. On May
23, 2005, it presented Mosharraf with a
Lexus SUV. Reports of this bribery
scheme led to his resignation on June
18.

Meantime, as Niko was drilling a
relief well to contain the fire from the
first blowout, another blowout

occurred at the same field on June 24,

The gas field burned for years, caus-
ing a loss of $1.05 billion to
Bangladesh.

Alerted by the Canadian Department
of Foreign Affairs and International
Trade, the RCMP launched an investiga-
tion in June 2005.

In June 2011, Niko Canada pleaded
guilty before a Canadian court to brib-
ing Mosharraf with the luxury SUV and
a trip to New York and Calgary. The
company also agreed to pay $9.5 mil-
lion in fine, which went to the
Canadian government fund.

The Alberta Court of Queen's bench
in its verdict said, "The fine reflects that
Niko Canada made these payments in
order to persuade the Bangladeshi
energy minister to exercise his influence
to ensure that Niko was able to secure a
gas purchase and sales agreement
acceptable to Niko, as well as to ensure
the company was dealt with fairly in
relation to claims for compensation for
the blowouts, which represented poten-
tially very large amounts of money.”

Although the gas purchase and
supply agreement (GPSA) was signed
in December 2006, Mosharraf alleg-
edly forced Petrobangla to start buying
gas from the Feni field from November
2004 when the gas price was yet to be
fixed. Petrobangla was also forced to
deposit $4 million to Niko's account.
Under the agreement, all payments
should have been made to a joint
account held by Niko and Bapex.
SERIES OF CASES
Over the years, nearly a dozen cases have
been filed against high-profile people in
local and international courts over the
graft scandal, making it a much-talked
aboutissue in Bangladesh.

Niko faced the first legal challenges
after the blowouts in 2005, when 10
organisations, including Bangladesh
Environmental Lawyers Association,
filed a writ petition challenging the
validity of the JVA.

The verdict on the petition came
after the Awami League took office in
2009. In its order, the High Court asked
the government not to pay Niko any
money until it pays compensation for
the blowouts. Following the order,
Petrobangla stopped paying Niko for
the gas it purchased.

Earlier in 2008, the caretaker gov-
ernment filed a damage suit with a
Dhaka court against Niko, claiming Tk
746.5 crore in compensation for the
destruction of properties and gas
reserves in and around the Chhatak gas
field. The case is now pending.

Also during the caretaker govern-
ment tenure, the Anti-Corruption
Commission filed two cases against
Sheikh Hasina and Khaleda Zia over the
bribery scam. The case against Hasina
was quashed in 2010, a year after she
took office. The case against Khaleda,
Moudud, Mosharraf, Mamoon, Qasim
and Selim as well as five officials of the
BNP government is under trial.

For its part, Niko filed two cases with
the ICSID.

In September 2014, the tribunal
gave its first decision in favour of Niko
in the case over the outstanding pay-
ments, with insiders alleging
Bangladesh's legal battle was timid.

The tribunal said, "Petrobangla
owes Niko $2,53,12,747 plus BDT
13,99,88,337 as per Niko's invoices for
gas delivered from November 2004 to
April 2010.”

In its order in October the same year
over the arbitration involving the blow-
outs, the ICSID noted the issue was
technical and complex. And so it “"does
not wish to proceed in the absence
of a critical review of the technical
issues,” and appointed its own experts
to proceed with a review of the relevant
technical issues.

After that procedural order, Bapex
and Petrobangla changed their counsel
and appointed a law firm, Foley Hoag
of Washington DC, in July 2015.

Meantime in March and November
last year and February this year, Bapex
and Petrobangla produced evidence of
Niko's alleged corruption. The tribunal
then stayed both the cases Niko had
filed and agreed to proceed with a
hearing on just the corruption issue.

The evidence was collected by the
Anti-Corruption Commission, the
RCMP and the Federal Bureau of
Investigation.

Talking to these correspondents,
Bapex and Petrobangla lawyers said
they would argue before the ICSID that
Niko resorted to corruption to win the
deals in the first place and so its claims
for payments must not be entertained.

A Bapex official said Niko stopped
operation in Chhatak and Feni gas
fields following the blowouts and the
subsequent lawsuits. It, however, is
working in partnership with a gas com-
pany in agas field in Comilla.

The Daily Star could not contact any
ofits officials.

Asked by phone, its local counsel
Barrister Rokanuddin Mahmud said,
“They are my clients. I can't talk to you
about any of their businesses or agree-
ment. | have legal professional rela-
tionship and I am not required to speak
about my client. I can't answer any of
your questions.”

Asked about the evidence against
him, AKM Mosharraf yesterday flatly
denied it all: He did not take any car
from Niko nor did he travel to the US
and Canada with Niko's money.

He also denied receiving any money
from Selim, terming the latter's confes-
sion “false”.



