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Bangladesh 
makes strides 
to reach 
upper-middle-
income status, 
now is the 
opportune 
time to 
focus on 

achieving the status of a developed 
democracy—the cornerstone of 
the Bengalis’ and Bangabandhu’s 
dream of Sonar Bangla. Enviably, the 
country is now endowed with ample 
resources to pursue this dream with 
utmost vigour and urgency. The 
primary task here is revitalising the 
institutions of democracy—notably 
the Election Commission.

The last two general elections 
were arguably a far cry from the 
global norm of successful elections, 
considering shallow participation 
of voters, absence of effective 
opposition, numerous uncontested 
wins, evidence of unlawful voting, 
suppression of voters, contestants 
and polling agents, violations of 
campaign rules, inappropriate 
actions and inactions of the relevant 
officials, and the innateness of the 
Election Commission to redress 
these matters.

While a caretaker government 
is being demanded by the main 
opposition party, the ground reality 
demands reconstitution of the 
Election Commission to deliver an 
acceptable general election next 
term, under the constitutional rule 
of the current regime, which will 
remain during the election.

This can be done with a multi-
prong approach. 

First, the president should 
constitute a new Election 
Commission Selection Advisory 
Committee comprised entirely of 
non-resident Bangladeshi (NRB) 
professionals of pro-liberation 
beliefs, but without any association 
with any political entity in 
Bangladesh in the last 10 years. 
(Here, pro-liberation belief means 
believing in muktijuddher chetona—
democracy, freedom of expression, 
economic equity, secularism, and 
Bengali nationalism—and not 
allegiance to any political party.) 
Doing so would retain the necessity 
and pride of non-involvement of 
foreign nationals in the electoral 
process of Bangladesh. 

The NRB university teachers, who 
are currently working in developed 
democracies such as the European 
Union, the UK, the US, Canada, and 
Australia, with at least a bachelor’s 
degree from Bangladesh and aged 
above 60 years, may be preferred 
for this process. Regardless of their 
political persuasion, this is arguably 
the largest pool to draw from, who 
are highly qualified intellectually, 
and employment-wise have the most 
freedom to express their professional 
opinion and serve the larger 
community. Given their exposure to 
the 1971 Liberation War, university 
education experience in Bangladesh, 
and valuable experience and insights 
into the electoral process of the 
developed democracies, these NRBs 
are uniquely tooled to grasp the 
gravity of their roles, with the spirit 
of the Liberation War at stake. Most 
importantly, this pool would be 
least fearful of political threats and 
punitive career and legal measures 
from political influentials in 
Bangladesh.

Second, the Advisory Committee 
members should be allowed to 
conduct their work remotely. 
No requirement to relocate to 
Bangladesh would ensure their 
extended availability, operational 
flexibility, and uninhibited 
performance. All aspects of the 
committee’s responsibilities can 
be undertaken virtually—and, in 
fact, more efficiently—including 
interviews of potential candidates 
for the Election Commission. 

Third, the eligibility criteria for 
the Election Commission members 
should be changed to exclude all 
current and former government 
officials, defence officials, legislators 
and ministers, and anyone who has 
ever served in any political capacity. 
This is to minimise the chances 
of any known and/or perceived 
governance or political bias. 

Inclusion criteria should be 
similar in spirit to that for the 
Selection Advisory Committee, 
but broadened to all resident 
Bangladeshi and NRB professionals 
with about 50-50 mix for a balanced 
domestic and foreign electoral 
knowledge. Additionally, the 
mix should be diversified across 
career fields, such as education, 
business, medicine, engineering and 
science, arts, literature and culture, 
journalism and media, and NGO 
and human rights, etc. If needed, 
the number of commission 
members should be increased to 
achieve this wider representation 
of expertise and perspective.

Fourth, the chief election 
commissioner (CEC) and the 
deputy CEC should be selected 
by the Election Commission 
members, and not by the 
president. This is to preserve 

How to reconstitute the Election Commission

the integrity of leadership in the 
commission, free from any political 
influence. To protect against 
extended dominance and potential 
underperformance, the leadership 
should rotate every two years. 
Furthermore, at any time, upon 
non-confidence of the majority 
of commission members, new 
leadership should be elected. This 
historic parliamentary practice will 
foster the Election Commission as a 
guardian of democracy by example.

Fifth, during their tenure, the 
Election Commission members, 
including the CEC, should be barred 
from being in direct or indirect 
communication with the members 
of parliament and the government 
executives (prime minister, cabinet 
members, and advisors), as well 
as any diplomat. The commission 

can only be in communication 
with the president, government 
officials, police, the Border Guard of 
Bangladesh (BGB), and the armed 
forces. Even in these instances, all 
communications—electronic, voice 
or otherwise—must be recorded, 
and be immediately available to 
the office of the chief justice of the 
Supreme Court. The Supreme Court 
should accordingly be awarded 
the power to fire and sentence 
any member of the Election 
Commission who is found to 
have violated the communication 
embargo.

By the same token, the people 
covered by the communication 
embargo must also be held 
accountable by empowering the 
Supreme Court to fire and/or 
sentence any such person attempting 

to communicate with the Election 
Communication. In particular, 
any such person in violation of 
the two-way embargo, should be 
automatically and immediately 
rendered ineligible to serve the 
government or the parliament for a 
minimum of 10 years. 

Lastly, special security should 
be provided to each Election 
Commission member and their 
immediate family members for the 
duration of their tenure, plus three 
more years following the end of 
their tenure. Furthermore, no civil 
or criminal litigation or government 
injunction against the commission 
members should be permitted 
during their tenure plus five years, 
except that possibly initiated by the 
Supreme Court. 

To conclude, after five decades 
of turbulence in Bangladesh’s 
electoral journey, it is time to fix 
the country’s democratic deficit 
and further illuminate the globally 
acclaimed economic and social 
brilliance. Instrumental to this 
venture is a robust and transparent 
process of selection and operation 
of the Election Commission. It is 
hoped that the steps suggested in 
this commentary would be useful in 
this critical regard.

Dr Mo Chaudhury is an associate professor of 
finance at McGill University in Canada.
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A different approach for the selection process may be beneficial

The chief election commissioner (CEC) 
and the deputy CEC should be selected 
by the Election Commission members, 
and not by the president. This is to 
preserve the integrity of leadership in 
the commission, free from any political 
influence.
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I
N recent times, particularly 
during the pandemic, Bangladesh 
has seen an exponential rise in 

the number of child marriages across 
the country. The efforts of both the 
government and non-government 
organisations (NGOs) have done 
little to change this reality. 

The pandemic gave rise to 
numerous challenges in Bangladesh 
such as high rates of unemployment, 
poverty, shortage of basic necessities 
like food and shelter, mass panic 
due to the virus and lack of medical 
attention. The situation was worse 
in rural areas, since most of the 
schools and colleges were closed 
for a prolonged period of time and 
because of huge job losses. As a 

result, poverty drove many families 
to reduce the number of mouths 
they had to feed by getting their girls 
married off at an early age. 

Covid-19 cases have declined 
drastically in the last few months 
and some measure of normalcy has 
returned after the re-opening of 
schools and colleges. However, the 
increase in the dropout rate among 
female students at schools across the 
country is alarming. It shows how 
the pandemic has changed the lives 
of girls for the worse. 

According to a study 
conducted by BRAC’s Community 
Empowerment Program (CEP), the 
pandemic has caused the number 
of child marriages to climb sharply 
due to various socioeconomic 
factors such as extreme poverty, 
unemployment, financial losses, 
uncertainty about the future, etc. 

Only 20 percent of cases have been 
reported to the authorities, while the 
majority of the marriages took place 
under the radar and often remained 
undocumented. 

In Rajshahi district alone, 
6,500 female students became 
victims of early marriage during 
the countrywide shutdown of all 
educational institutions. In Khulna, 
around 3,000 underaged girls were 
married off during the lockdowns. 
The number of child marriage is 
equally high in the other districts of 
the country. And the official number 
could be significantly higher if a 
comprehensive survey is conducted. 
Sadly, the majority of these girls will 
not be returning to schools. As the 
movement of people is restricted 

and child marriage is spiralling out 
of control, can technology protect 
our girls and tackle this unseen 
epidemic? 

Every educational institution 
in the country should have a 
confidential database where the 
information of all their students 
is collected for official records. 
School officials can play a crucial 
role by reporting incidents of 
early marriages to the relevant 
authorities, while proactively 
updating the details of their 
students’ profiles on a regular basis. 
Law enforcement agencies along 
with educational institutions can 
work hand-in-hand to monitor the 
students within a specific area and 
take legal action against authorised 
marriage registry officials if they 
are found to be negligent in 
their duties. Moreover, financial 

incentives can be provided to poor 
families to discourage them from 
marrying off their daughters at an 
early age. 

Educating the citizens on the 
negative impacts of child marriage 
is also an effective solution, which 
is why awareness campaigns should 
be conducted by state and private 
organisations across popular 
social media platforms to raise 
consciousness among the masses. 
According to the Child Marriage 
Restraint Act 2017, girls must be at 
least 18 years of age before they can 
be considered suitable for marriage. 
This law must be strictly enforced 
if Bangladesh wants to curtail 
the high rate of child marriage. 
The government must formulate 
a strategy in which a monitoring 
procedure will be implemented 
to check early marriages at the 
grassroots level. Digitising the 
marriage registration process can 
play a crucial role in bringing down 
the rate of underaged marriage. 

The government has been 
working relentlessly towards 
a sustainable solution. It is 
planning to launch an online 
registration system (Bondhon.
gov.bd) for marriage and divorce, 
which could help prevent child 
marriage by verifying the age of 
the couple involved. Once the 
whole system becomes digital, 
there will be less chances of 
unethical marriage practices and 
all concerned institutions could 
be held accountable for violating 
any of the laws. The number of 
marriages can also be monitored 
in real-time across the country and 
any marriage taking place outside 
of this national system will neither 
be registered nor recognised. At the 
end of the day, policymakers, law 
enforcement agencies and NGOs—
both domestic and international—
must work together on the best 
implementation of information 
technology and come up with a 
comprehensive strategy to find ways 
to eradicate child marriage in a 
sustainable way.

Farajj Rahman Khan is a mechanical engineer 
who currently works at Morris Garages (MG).

Technology can help eradicate 
child marriage
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Every educational 
institution in 
the country 
should have 
a confidential 
database where 
the information of 
all their students 
is collected for 
official records.


