A IR

June 29, 2018

DARK
WATERS

MD SHAHNAWAZ KHAN CHANDAN

THE SILENT EPIDEMIC
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hat was supposed to be a festive
Whﬂ]iday, turned into a nightmare for

Jamalur Hasan. He had arrived home
from Dhaka in Kawkhali upazila of Pirojpur
district on a seven-day leave to celebrate Eid
with his wife, only son and parents. “I went out
to the bazaar to buy beef and rice for the Eid
feast at around 12 pm. My wife was busy in the
kitchen. My son Rakib went out to play with his
friends—and that's when it happened,” he
recalls.

To escape the heat, Rakib and his friends
decided to take a bath in the nearby pond. As
the monsoon had arrived early this year, the
pond was full to the brim. The steps of the ghat
were covered with algae, which made them
extremely slippery. Rakib and another friend of
his slipped and fell into the pond.

According to
Bangladesh Health and

Injury Survey (BHIS)
2016, more children
died from drowning
than of diseases like
pneumonia, measles or
allments caused by
malnutrition.

Unfortunately, Rakib's other friends, standing
on the ghat in waist-deep water, failed to realise
the gravity of the situation—they thought Rakib
was pranking them by imitating a fall. Although
Rakib's friend managed to lift his head out of
the water, Rakib could not.

“When I resurfaced, I thought Rakib was
already up. The water was murky so I could not
see anything. But when I could not see Rakib on
the ghat I dived again,” says Arefin Alam,
Rakib's friend. However, rescuing Rakib was too
difficult for nine-year-old Arefin. He cried for
help but by the time his friends came to rescue
him, it was too late.

Rakib, who didn’t know how to swim, was
rescued unconscious and he was terribly short of
breath. “His body was very cold. His body was
shivering. He must have struggled a lot to lift his
head. He passed away on the way to the
hospital,” says a weeping Jamalur.

Rakib's death is not an isolated case of
accidental drowning. Every day, 40 children die
from drowning in Bangladesh. And, every year,
14,438 children in Bangladesh lose their lives in
this way. In fact, drowning is the leading cause
of child mortality in Bangladesh. According to
Bangladesh Health and Injury Survey (BHIS)
2016, more children died from drowning than of
diseases like pneumonia, measles or ailments
caused by malnutrition. The survey revealed
that most drownings occur between nine am
and two pm in ponds or ditches located within
20 metres of the residence when children are left
unsupervised by their caregivers engaged in
household chores. As many as 80 percent of
these drownings occur in rural areas where
children are more exposed to water bodies like
ponds, ditches and rivers.

“We don't have piped water sources in the
rural areas. Ponds, ditches and rivers are the
sources of water and sanitation in these areas.
On the other hand, the concept of day-care
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centre is also an unfamiliar one in the rural
areas. When parents are busy with their daily
work, their children, left unsupervised, become
extremely vulnerable to drowning,” comments
Dr Aminur Rahman, director, International
Drowning Research Centre, Centre for Injury
Prevention and Research, Bangladesh (CIPRB).

Dr Rahman has been researching on
drowning prevention for more than two decades.
He says, “Drowning can be prevented if children
of age group 1-4 year can be kept under
supervision from 9 am to 2 pm and children of
5+ years can be taught swimming. Learning to
swim works as a vaccine against drowning.”

As a part of Dr Amin's research projects,
CIPRB has set up 3000 day-care centres where
around 65,000 children, one to four years old,
remain engaged in different kinds of learning
and playful activities from nine am to two pm.
On the other hand, Dr Rahman has also devised
low-cost community swimming centres. “These
swimming centres are made of a submerged
bamboo platform supported by several bamboo
posts. A barrier made of bamboo posts keep the
children safe inside the platform. In this centre,
children can learn swimming and primary
rescue techniques safely in an extremely cost-
effective way,” says Dr Amin.

Due to lack of interest from the government,
initiatives like setting up day-care centres in the
rural areas, installing low-cost community
swimming centres or introducing swimming
lessons in the formal primary and secondary
level education were never considered seriously.
The government's initiative to address this silent
epidemic, unfortunately, is still in its primary
stage. Professor Dr AHM Enayet Hossain,
additional director general (planning and
development), Directorate General of Health
Services, says, “Drowning prevention
programme requires a lot of initiatives from
different departments. For instance, to establish
day-care centres, Ministry of Women and
Children Affairs and Local Government
Engineering Division need to be engaged.
Ministry of Youth and Sports can impart
training sessions on survival swimming. Again,
to introduce swimming in the formal curriculum
involves Ministry of Education.”

According to Protessor Dr Enayet, DGHS has
collected data related to drowning through BHIS
2016 and is currently preparing the National
Drowning Prevention Strategy and Action Plan.
“We are trying to develop a framework of our
future initiatives and the coordination
mechanism of different government and non-
government offices,” he comments.

Nevertheless, experts like Dr Rahman thinks
that this policy paper is still a considerable
improvement. “In 2006, government officials
didn't even know about drowning as a major
cause of child mortality. As a result, it took a
long time to convince them that it was
important to address this issue. However, once
the strategy paper is completed, we shall get a
guideline to implement a countrywide
drowning prevention programme,” states Dr
Rahman.

Bangladesh is considered a top achiever of
Millennium Development Goals and now it
wants to be another top achiever of the
Sustainable Development Goals. In both of
these, reduction of child mortality was highly
prioritised. And yet, every monsoon and in fact
throughout the year, thousands of children like
Rakib will die, whose lives could be saved if we
could implement some simple, low-cost but
effective awareness raising and educational
programmes throughout the country.

The writer can be contacted at
shahnawaz. khan@thedailystar.net
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ow much does a life
cost? For 55-year-old
Selim Bepari, who used

to work as a driver at a private
firm till the evening of June 19,
it was equal to the amount he

earned in a month—Tk 22,000.

Selim Bepari was killed on
June 19 at Mohakhali flyover,
when an Audi SUV registered
under the name of Awami
League MP Muhammed
Ekramul Karim Chowdhury's
wife Kamrun Nahar Shiule, ran
over him. According to
witnesses, Ekramul's son,
Shabab Chowdhury, was behind
the wheel during the hit-and-
rium.

Some witnesses also
chased Shabab, who fled
from the spot right after the
hit-and-run, and stopped at
the NAM Bhaban where
flats for MPs are allocated.
According to the witnesses,
Shabab argued with them
when they demanded his
apology and compensation
for the victim's family.

Shabab allegedly even snatched the mobile phone of one
of the witnesses, who had filmed a video on it. He also
threatened them, saying that they ought to be aware of
his social and political status. He allegedly demanded to
know “how many millions [they] would need to forget
the incident.”

One of the witnesses went to the Kafrul police station
to inform the police about the incident, after which the
police went to the spot and retrieved the dead body. The
deceased's daughter-in-law subsequently filed a case.
Police have also identified the car and its owner. But
curiously, they couldn't arrest anyone or even seize the
car till now even though photos of the vehicle have
spread through social media like wildfire.

But, when contacted, Mohammad Alim, a relative of
Selim Bepari, claims that the family has already “settled
the matter” after talking to the MP over phone. “The
MP was very attentive towards us, and agreed to take
the responsibility of the family. Selim's monthly income
was about Tk 20,000-22,000 per month, and the MP has
assured us he would send the family the same amount
to their bank account every month,” says Alim.
According to the affidavit submitted by the MP during
the 2013 elections, his net worth that year stood at Tk
18.6 crores—this monthly transaction will only be a
drop of water in his ocean of wealth.

When asked why they chose to accept the money,
Alim explains that they don't have anyone in the family
who can pursue a case against the MP. “Do you really
think we will win if we go up against them?” asks Alim.
In the absence of Selim, the lone breadwinner of the
family, withdrawing the case is the best course of action,
adds Alim.

However, when contacted, Kamrun Nahar Shiule, the
owner of the car, informs Star Weekend that the police is
investigating the matter. When asked if they contacted
the victim's family to offer them money, she says, “I
don't know anything about it. My husband may know
that.”

But, is it legal to quieten victims with money or
withdraw such a case? According to Barrister Jyotirmoy
Barua, a Supreme Court lawyer, it isn't. “When an
accused settles such a crime, it only means that s/he is
openly agreeing to the fact in front of everyone that
s/he has committed the crime. But the law cannot agree
to it, since there is a clear provision that a case filed
under Section 302 of the Penal Code 1860 is not in any
way compoundable.”

“Withdrawing a case and settling are two different
words, but the effect is more or less the same. It is the
responsibility of the state to provide justice. Justice's
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An Audi SUV registered under the name of
Awami League MP Muhammed Ekramul Karim

Chowdhury’s wife Kamrun Nahar Shiule,
ran over 55-year-old Selim Bepari.

main duty is to maintain equilibrium in society. The
wrongdoer should be punished to maintain equilibrium
in society,” he says.

“In a murder case, for instance, even though the
family members can and do file cases, it is the state
which represents the victim. Public prosecutors are
recruited to fight on behalf of the state or victim. So,
there is no way to settle a murder case,” he adds.
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The next steps will require
the police to investigate the
matter and provide their
findings to the court. What
happens after that will depend
upon the court.

According to former IGP of
Police Mohammad Nurul Huda
when a family decides against
pursuing the legal route, the
police can proceed with the
case. But, in most cases, it
doesn't bring anything fruitful
in the end. “In such cases, the
investigation officer reports to
the court that the complainant
doesn't want to proceed with
the case, and the court
ultimately discharges it,” he

says.

Since there is
discrimination and people
from impoverished
backgrounds have little
understanding on what to
do to get proper access to
justice, most of the time
they take the easy way out.
Besides, in many cases, the
victims receive threats from

their powerful opponents. “Sometimes, the victim's
families think that the legal battle is something
prolonged and uncertain. Rather, taking financial help
from the opponent is the best way to save the family,”
explains Huda.

With the legal system biased towards the affluent,
there are many instances where non-compoundable
offences in the past were seemingly taken care of
outside court by the more powerful party. As such, the
case of Selim Bepari is not an isolated one.

For example, last year, a government official's Pajero
car ran over a five-year-old child Sujana in Mohakhali,
who lived in the slums with his parents. According to
media reports, the identity of the government official
was not disclosed by the Banani police. Also, the
parents took the dead body of their daughter from the
hospital, without performing an autopsy. They didn't
even file a case, as the official assured them that he
would provide a good amount of compensation and
give a job to the child's mother.

There was a similar outcome in the much-discussed
murder case of 12-year-old domestic help Jania Begum,
who was reportedly raped, killed and thrown off the
rooftop of the NAM garden of Mirpur. The agitated
locals and the relatives of Jania even staged a
demonstration with her body in front of the Kafrul
police station, demanding the arrest of her murderers
immediately.

Osman Gani, the father of Jania, who had filed a case,
later sent a written application to the High Court
showing his interest to dismiss it. In his application, he
mentioned that his daughter passed away after falling
off the building, and the accused government official
Ahasan Habib, his wite Naznin Akhter and son
Rummon Bin Ahsan, were not involved. However, right
after Jania's death, a number of media reports showed
that her corpse was found on the ground floor of the
building with a piece of cloth tied around her mouth,
and there were numerous scratches and bruises on
private parts of her body.

It is important to make distinguish between paying
money to silence victims, and money paid as settlement
for damages endured. The latter is a legal procedure
which cannot be used in homicide and manslaughter
cases according to the law of Bangladesh. The former is a
bribe—given by the powerful to silence the weak—and
our justice system is letting it happen unchecked.

It is time to focus on the proper implementation of
our laws and create a legal system that works in favour
of the victims. Until then, one can kill a person and get
away with paying Tk. 22,000 per month or giving a job. !



