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Must we pander
to every whim of
transport owners?

Waiver of late fines for vehicles
shows the extent of power held by
transport lobbyists

E are disappointed to learn of yet another
W concession made by the authorities to transport

associations in the form of late fine waiver
for vehicles and drivers without updated documents.
According to a report by this daily, the government,
apparently under pressure from transport owners’
associations, has waived the fines for failing to update
necessary documents in time. This is the fourth time
that it has announced such waivers since January 2020.
Although the benefit would extend to all motor vehicles,
private or commercial, it is the latter—buses, trucks and
lorries—that have the most to gain from this as, according
to insiders, a good number of the 450,000 commercial
vehicles (and their drivers) don't have proper documents.
The documents include a vehicle’s fitness certificate, tax
token, route permit, driver’s licence, etc.

The threat that unfit vehicles and unlicensed drivers
pose to road safety is not lost on us. The question is:
Why would the government agree to such waivers?

The chairman of Bangladesh Road Transport Authority
(BRTA) has brushed aside the allegation of concessions
and defended the decision, saying it would give vehicle
owners who could not update their papers because of
the Covid-19 lockdown a chance to do so now. But what
makes it highly suspect is its timing, coming as it does
mere weeks after a two-day transport strike organised to
press home a 15-point demand, including the waiver of
late fines. The repeated nature of waiver decisions—such
periods of remission were also announced several times
between 2015 and 2020—also shows that there is more to
it than meets the eye.

Experts say the latest waiver decision cannot be seen
in isolation from past concessions made to transport
owners and workers, notably the inordinate delay in
the implementation of the Road Transport Act, 2018,
which remains ineffective even after three years. The law
stipulated hefty fines on vehicles with outdated papers,
among other punitive measures meant to bring discipline
in the transport sector and curb road accidents. Its non-
execution and the continued attempts to amend its more
stringent provisions are proof of the enormous power
exercised by transport owners and lobbyists, many of
whom are directly linked to the ruling party. In essence,
what we are witnessing is a helpless surrender to the
transport associations at the expense of public interests.

It's worth recalling that it is largely because of
noncompliant owners and drivers that the country
witnessed a 40 percent rise in road accidents and deaths
till July this year, compared to the same period last year,
according to police data. As many as 3,095 people were
killed in 3,259 road accidents in the first six months
of this year alone. The numbers of accidents and
deaths were 2,609 and 2,635, respectively, in 2018. The
numbers rose to 4,198 and 3,918, respectively, last year.
If the government continues to pander to the transport
owners, allowing unfit vehicles to ply the roads and
their drivers to get off scot-free, the number of casualties
will only increase. We must not allow this to happen.
The government must protect public interests, stop
giving concessions to transport businessmen, and bring
discipline in the sector.

[llegal arms trade in
the southwest must
stop

Authorities must hold politically
connected criminals to account

Bangladesh Chhatra League leader Akul Hossain

on September 2, and the subsequent interrogation
by the Detective Branch of Dhaka Metropolitan
Police, disturbing revelations have come to light about
the prevalence of illegal arms trade in the country’s
southwestern region. According to a report published
by this daily on Thursday, Akul, until his arrest, had
been smuggling firearms from India and selling them to
political leaders of different districts (including Jashore
and Khulna) in the last few years.

However, this arrest could have come about two years
earlier, in June 2019, when two cases were filed against
Akul under the arms and explosives laws after police
recovered 12 magazines, three rounds of bullets, one
bomb, six locally made weapons, and phensedyl bottles
from his Benapole home. It was allegedly due to Akul’s
connections with influential politicians, such as the
Benapole municipality mayor, that he was able to evade
arrest for so long. Given the culture of impunity enjoyed
by politically connected criminals in Bangladesh, such
arrests seldom happen, but what is even rarer is their
conviction. So, while those said to be connected with
Akul have been quick to distance themselves and deny
their involvement in his crimes, there can be no denying
that such an illegal trade could not have gone undetected
for so long without a little inside help.

In such cases of politically motivated crimes, it is the
protection that criminals receive from their political
masters that allows them to operate with impunity and
carry on with their nefarious businesses. If, as police and
local politicians have said, influential Awami League
leaders did help Akul conduct his illegal arms trade, then
they too need to be dealt with—not just by their party,
but also by the law enforcement. Of course, it is first and
foremost the responsibility of the law enforcement bodies
to deal with such criminal activities impartially and
continuously. However, the party itself—the ruling party,
in this case—must also keep its own members in check
and hold them to account, so that others like them are
also discouraged from conducting such illegal activities,
which may have a huge destabilising effect on local law
and order situation, especially ahead of elections.

I N the aftermath of the arrest of Jashore-based
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A momentary lapse of reason

Some enjoy more ‘equal rights’ than the others on our city roads

ECENTLY,
BLOWIN' IN Rwhile I was
THE WIND driving to
my office, an SUV
full of security men
whooshed past me
on the wrong side.
I slowed down and
let the car come
to my lane near
Ganabhaban. It
took me a while to
realise that there
was a small motorcade behind. There
was no flag stand or any other insignia to
indicate the protocol or the commercial
barometer of the “private” caravan.

When I got on to Mirpur Road, I
indicated to move to the right lane as I
needed to turn near the Residential Model
College. The pilot SUV, flashing emergency
lights, suddenly veered right and came
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Those who drive in Dhaka would find
my logic banal and my retorts insane.
It's not only a private security team, but
also a CNG-run autorickshaw or a city
bus that could have “sided” me without
any warning. Then why am I expressing
my frustration over such a trivial issue?
Having studied psychoanalysis for my
academic training, I can locate my
repressed frustrations in the unconscious
from where they were trying to make a
return. My attempt to talk back to security
men was foolish, and can perhaps be
explained in Freudian terms. The father of
psychoanalysis, Sigmund Freud, has told
us how the feelings and emotions that we
cannot process or negotiate get transferred
to the unknown territory of our mind.
They remain deposited there, but can
make a return in displaced or transformed
form—Ilike in an outburst or in a dream or
a creative outpouring.

Will we ever get over our unruliness on the streets of Dhaka?

in front of me. The other two of the fleet
wanted to overtake from behind. I was in
no mood to give them room for a second
time. They would go straight, yet they
came to the first lane to block me. The cars
behind started honking, and one of the
drivers started yelling. I guess my formal
attire and shades did not allow their words
to turn into invectives. But judging from
their testosterone levels, I guess they were
short by a minor notch. I had to tell the
guy, “If you are going straight, why do you
have to block the right lane?”

For a split second, I had the fallacy of
having equal rights to the road. I am a tax-
paying, law-abiding member of society. I
have every right to be on the road without
the infringement of any other force, as long
as [ am not violating the traffic rules. The
reality is something else, however, and not
acknowledging that reality could be lethal.
Then why, on a sane mind, did I react? Did
I really have control over that momentary
lapse of reason? This is where Freud’s
psychoanalysis comes in.

My conscious act to defy the

“unknown” authority was conditioned
by a series of interactions that took place
during my short drive from Banani to
Mohammadpur. I was stuck near the
newly designed U-loop at Mohakhali,
as the extended funnel narrowed the
thoroughfare. Any chance to widen the
road and to have all four lanes for the
incoming traffic from Uttara has been
snapped by the construction of some
government offices, including that of
the roads and bridges authority. On the
other side of the road, there is a market
dangerously close to the rail track, which
has created a similar effect of a bottleneck.
Then you come to the flyover only to
find that some flag-bearing or insignia-
ridden vehicles are blocking the approach
road under the watchful eyes of traffic
sergeants. Anyone without a badge is,
however, punished. You get down from the
flyover and hit the congestion near the Old
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Airport as some provosts are making sure
that their bosses get priority treatment.
Once you enter the link road, you have
to negotiate motorbikes coming from the
wrong sides, buses stopping mindlessly to
pick and drop passengers, potholes and
puddles, clueless pedestrians, ambulances,
speeding over-takers, and angry flashes of
lights from the vehicles of uniformed men
to finally reach the BNCC crossing.

And then you encounter two extra lanes
of incoming vehicles from the wrong side,
most featuring some signs of authority.

Even common men who have the platform
to unite and create nuisances, such as

the ride-sharing service motorcycles or

the CNG autorickshaws, are there—all
nonchalantly waiting for the signal to be
cleared. Their body language is simple: if I
can't travel from this side of the road, how
dare you move freely on the other side?

A game of patience is initiated. We wait
because they wait. We will pass, only when
they can pass. What does it tell us about a
nation? Is there any sociological study of
Dhakaites who own the city without any
ownership?

By the time I reached the side alley
of the Ganabhaban complex, there was
a wave of pent-up anger in me. [ was
frustrated by the irresponsibility of my
fellow citizens. The power nudge of the
motorcade, thus, made me react without
thinking of any consequence. And I was
lucky to have none.

Wasn't there an incident where a
lawmaker’s son got into trouble for getting
into street rancour? The battle of the four
wheels and two wheels ran a full course.
Epic! When I was a student at a public
university, our bus driver used to drive like
a Formula 1 driver in Dhaka. We used to
feel like the kings of the streets. I heard one
day that one of my university’s bus drivers
got into an altercation with a microbus
belonging to the Prime Minister’s Office
(PMO). This was in the 90s. The microbus
driver bragged, “Can’t you see the sign of
my office?” The other one quipped, “You
work for one prime minister. In my bus,
everyone is a potential prime minister.”
Ah, democracy. It is nice to know about
such an egalitarian theory.

It is nice to hum Tagore, for instance,
“We all rule as kings in the kingdom of our
King. Why else would we join hands with
him?” But how many of us can internalise
such principles, let alone practise them?

I will end with an incident that took
place about two weeks ago. A driver of a
ride-sharing motorbike set fire to his own
vehicle when a traffic sergeant was about
to fine him for wrong parking. The man
could not take it anymore. He had had
enough of the daily routine of systemic
abuses. The smothered fire in him came
out as a return of the repressed, and in that
momentary lapse of reason, he destroyed
the very vehicle that he depended on for
his livelihood. The police later quizzed
him to learn that the man was already at a
tipping point as he was under huge debt.

Speaking of which, [ must return to
my viewing of Squid Game on Netflix, the
Korean survival drama on class disparity.
Sometimes, illusions are the only way to
handle reality. They are the therapeutic
antidotes to momentary lapses of reason.
Happy weekend!

Shamsad Mortuza is acting vice-chancellor of the
University of Liberal Arts Bangladesh (ULAB), and a
professor of English at Dhaka University (on leave).

In the guise of rules, let’s not kill
the golden goose

The e-commerce sector needs to be regulated in a way that does not hamper growth

%AYED ARAFAT ZUBAYER and MD Gias UDDIN
HAN

OCAL e-commerce platforms have
L experienced exponential growth

in recent years due to improved
living standards and changing shopping
behaviour. The fast rate of internet
adoption, improvement in logistics and
communications, and the rise of online
banking and mobile financial services
have played crucial roles in this trend. The
tech-adaptable younger generation (over
50 percent of the population are under
35 years) and the growth of the middle
and affluent classes are also contributing
factors. While the Covid-19 pandemic has
had massive repercussions on most other
businesses, it has helped the e-commerce
sector expand dramatically. According to
the e-Commerce Association of Bangladesh
(eCAB) and industry insiders, sales on
e-commerce platforms rose by about
70 percent in 2020, and the industry’s
market size stood at nearly USD 2 billion
in August 2020, as opposed to USD 654
million in 2016.

However, the steady growth of
e-commerce platforms has also brought
with it numerous complaints and
accusations of irregularities. According to
several law enforcement agencies, between
January 2016 and August 2021, about
20,000 e-commerce-related complaints
had been lodged with the Directorate of
National Consumer Rights Protection.
The most common complaint is of the
products not delivered on time, even
after the payments have been cleared.
While these complaints have tarnished
the e-commerce sector’s progress, it has
also led to questions on the role and
effectiveness of the relevant regulatory
bodies. There have been concerns over
the business model, transparency,
and operational conduct of various
e-commerce companies for quite some
time, but there has also been a total
absence of a proactive role among the
regulators of this industry.

The usual charade of attempting
to conceal the mistakes made by the
authorities concerned, which is commonly
observed in most such cases, is now being
witnessed again after various controversies
related to the e-commerce sector came

to the surface. Instead of acknowledging
their faults, the regulators are busy
pointing out the flaws in the existing
laws and system, and even shifting the
blame onto the victimised customers
and the media houses that previously
promoted these platforms. Undoubtedly,
gullible consumers and media houses

do bear a certain responsibility for
falling for the recent scams. However, the
authorities cannot deny liability for their
mismanagement, as well as the complete
lack of collaboration among regulatory
agencies, which heavily contributed to this
state of affairs.
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the sector. The guidelines provide proper
instructions for the delivery, pricing, and
showcasing of products. Following these
new directives, the Bangladesh Bank has
already started applying the escrow service,
where it acts as a third party by receiving
the payment against the transaction and
transferring it to the selling party after

the delivery of the product. However, this
service has also been blamed for delays in
clearing the payments due to the manual
method of verifying receipts. Nevertheless,
the introduction of these operating
guidelines has, to a certain extent, brought
the mismanaged e-commerce sector under
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The e-commerce industry, despite all its problems, has a huge potential to contribute

to the growing economy of Bangladesh.

It is incomprehensible that a sector,
which is predicted to achieve a market size
of a whopping USD 3 billion by 2023,
has been operating without any specific
operating guidelines for such a long time.
Although a digital trade policy was enacted
in 2018, it did not have clear guidelines
for e-commerce sites. Last year, when
complaints of misconduct and consumer
rights violations started to emerge against
numerous companies, this absence of
proper e-commerce guidelines sparked
much debate. In July 2021, the authorities
finally issued the Digital Commerce
Operation Guidelines, as well as numerous
additional rules, in an attempt to stabilise
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some control. But the damage has already
been done.

After the embezzlement and
irregularities of various e-commerce
sites came to light, numerous cases were
filed by aggrieved customers demanding
reimbursement. The authorities are
now carrying out investigations related
to suspicious transactions, and have
formed a 16-member panel to make
recommendations that will help to
establish a properly regulated e-commerce
sector.

While a well-regulated e-commerce
sector is definitely the need of the hour, we
must also be careful so that the regulations

do not have the unintended effect of
hampering growth. Standing on the brink
of LDC graduation with the possibility

of reaping demographic dividends, there
are still a number of issues plaguing the
country, of which unemployment is a core
concern. The e-commerce sector has the
potential to create a significant number of
jobs to overcome this challenge. According
to eCAB, 100,000 new jobs were created
in the e-commerce sector during the
pandemic, and within the next three to
four years, there will be 500,000 jobs in
this sector. Many young entrepreneurs are
also becoming self-reliant through trading
their products on social media platforms
like Facebook (there are around 100,000
Facebook-based digital shops). These
numbers are likely to continue to increase.

The recent turmoil in the e-commerce
sector was a long time coming. Many
experts had been making predictions
about such consequences and had issued
warnings, most of which were ignored. As
a result, the accused companies continued
to exploit loopholes in the system, while
the regulatory authorities failed to take
timely actions. Now, the confidence of
consumers in e-commerce companies
is shaken. Regaining this confidence
should be the topmost priority, since
the sector cannot function without it.
There is no point in passing new rules or
issuing guidelines if they are not going
to be implemented. For this, cooperation
among the relevant bodies, such as the
Ministry of Commerce, Bangladesh Bank,
eCAB and the law enforcement agencies,
is mandatory. In addition, the authorities
need to focus on faster clearance of
payments made through escrow services
by incorporating advanced tools to check
invoices.

Finally, consumers also need to be
more cautious when offered unrealistic
lucrative deals by dodgy e-commerce
companies. With collective efforts from
all stakeholders, we can ensure that the
prospects of this burgeoning sector, and
the gains that it has made so far, do not
simply vanish.

Sayed Arafat Zubayer and Md Gias Uddin Khan are
student and assistant professor, respectively, at the
Department of Economics in Shahjalal University of
Science and Technology (SUST), Sylhet.



