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Save consumers
from scams and
losses

Govt should strengthen relevant
bodies, uphold consumer rights

S consumer behaviour changes with a growing
A shift from traditional commerce to e-commerce

amid inadequate regulatory response, people are
increasingly getting the short end of the stick. Almost
every day, reports of scams, manipulations and sufferings
are hitting the newsstands, as the competent authorities
struggle to keep up. This was again reflected in the
theme of this year’s World Consumer Rights Day—*“Fair
Digital Finance”—which calls for fair transactions
and alterations in government policies in favour of
consumers, as well as corporate behaviour towards the
latter. As a report published in this daily shows, never
before have these reforms been more urgent, given how
widespread these illicit practices are.

The report paints a gloomy picture of the fate of the
victims of e-commerce scams, saying that many may
never get their money back. It shows how e-commerce
platforms like Forange, Evaly, Sirajganjshop, Dhamaka
Shopping, 24 Tkt, Alesha Mart, Priyoshop.com, and
Qcoom—which built their business models around Ponzi
schemes—swindled their customers, and now they have
liabilities running into thousands of crores of taka. Fach
of these companies have many complaints against them,
which remain undisposed to a large extent. Some of the
outstanding money is said to be stuck in payment gateways.
But it’s nowhere near enough, and since these firms
basically ran on empty pockets, the Directorate of National
Consumer Rights Protection (DNCRP) faces an impossible
task of realising money that simply does not exist.

With the authorities unable or unwilling to offer a
way out for the defrauded customers, their suffering may
drag on for many days to come. This is the opposite of
the vision for fair digital finance. True, customers, too,
need to take responsibility for being defrauded in ways
that, frankly, shouldn’t be too unfamiliar by now. But
the authorities, and indeed traders both traditional and
digital, have a bigger role o play in establishing fairness
and accountability.

The commerce ministry needs to take control of
this situation. Just as e-commerce scams, market
manipulations in traditional commerce leading to
unusual price hikes are also on the rise. This shows
a pathetic lack of preparation and oversight on the
relevant authorities’ part. The priority is to overhaul the
financial intelligence unit and especially the DNCRP,
which received a staggering 26,538 complaints related
to online shopping from 2018 till last February, but
failed to respond adequately because of a manpower
crisis. These bodies should be able to properly handle
market oversight needs, consumer complaints, and other
product and service related concerns across the country.
We need sustainable, future-proof reforms that can
prevent scams and manipulations.

We are entirely
under electricity

coverage!

Now make power affordable for
every citizen

HAT the government has brought 100 percent
I of the country’s population under electricity
coverage is truly an amazing achievement. Data
from the Power Division shows that our installed
power generation capacity rocketed to 25,514MW
from 4,942MW in 2009, while the maximum power
production rose to 13,792MW, from 3,268MW 13 years
ago. According to the World Bank, in South Asia,
Bangladesh is now ahead of India and Pakistan, who have
brought 98 percent and 74 percent of their population
under electricity coverage, respectively.

Back in 2009, reportedly only 47 percent of
Bangladesh’s population had access to power. The
government deserves praise for bringing the rest of
the population—more than half—under the electricity
network in just 13 years. According to the state
minister for power, energy and mineral resources, the
government has taken electricity transmission lines
to even the remotest areas of the country. This means
that all the relevant agencies have worked efliciently to
achieve this feat.

While we commend the government for achieving
this milestone, we would also like to remind them of the
challenges that lie ahead—that it must make electricity
affordable to all citizens of the country, and the supply
should also be uninterrupted. It is true that electricity
has been taken to the people in the remotest of areas, but
can the people living in those areas afford it? According
to a BIDS study, 10-15 percent of the population could
not access electricity in many areas despite having
electricity coverage, due to the rising costs. Transmission
and distribution systems across the country must also
be upgraded to minimise system loss and ensure smooth
supply.

Bangladesh currently has an overproduction of
electricity, with more than 40 percent excess power
generation capacity. In fact, the government is paying Tk
5,000 crore every year to private rental and quick rental
power plants as capacity charges for the surplus electricity,
according to the Bangladesh Power Development Board,
which means that over the last 10 years, Tk 50,000 crore
of taxpayers’ money has been wasted. Moreover, we
still rely on expensive fuels for power generation, which
increases the production cost. This eventually burdens the
consumers with increased prices.

Most importantly, the government must consider
moving to renewable energy o cut reliance on fossil
fuel-based power generation in the coming days, which
is unsustainable from both environmental and economic
perspectives. While the world is moving away from coal
fired power plants, Bangladesh ranked sixth globally for
the amount of coal usage in 2019, according to Global
Energy Monitor. So, achieving 100 percent electricity
coverage will only be meaningful if the issues mentioned
above are properly addressed.
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Delegates react as results
of the voting are displayed
during the 11th emergency
special session of the

UN General Assembly on
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine.

PHOTO: REUTERS
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Dhaka’s abstention in
Ukraine vote is an anomaly

BLACK, WHITE
AND GREY
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vote on the Ukraine crisis at the

United Nations’ emergency special
session on March 3, 2022 deserves much
more scrutiny than it has received thus
far. The resolution condemned Russia’s
“military operation,” describing it as
an act of “aggression,” criticised the
recognition of an independent state of
Donetsk and Luhansk in eastern Ukraine,
and called for immediate withdrawal of
the Russian troops from Ukraine. Of the
191 countries, 141 voted in favour of the
resolution. Thirty-five countries abstained
from voting, and four countries, including
Russia, voted against the resolution.
Bangladesh was one of the four South
Asian countries that abstained—others
were India, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka. Four
other South Asian countries, however,
voted in favour of the resolution: Nepal,
Bhutan, the Maldives, and Afghanistan.

Many in Bangladesh say it’s consistent

with the country’s foreign policy, and that
the vote was a continuation of its earlier
positions in the UN. Such an assertion
echoes the government’s claim, but
one should ask: is it consistent? What
do Bangladesh’s past votes in the UN
indicate? The premise of the adopted
resolution is the question of a country’s
sovereignty and territorial integrity. What
stance Bangladesh has taken on these
issues should be examined and analysed
to understand whether this vote is a
departure from the precedents.

What did Bangladesh say?

On February 26, 2022, two days after the
Russian aggression began, the Bangladesh
foreign ministry issued a statement
expressing “grave concern” at the situation
in Ukraine, calling for immediate cessation
of the ongoing hostilities and military
operations in the Ukrainian territory.

The statement further said, “Bangladesh
believes the obligations stipulated in the
Charter of the United Nations regarding
prohibition of use of force, respect for
sovereignty and territorial integrity, and
peaceful settlement of international
disputes must be complied with in all
circumstances, without exception.”
Another version of the statement was
presented at the UNGA emergency special
session by Monwar Hossain, deputy chief
of mission of Bangladesh to the UN.
Although Foreign Minister AK Abdul
Momen was in New York, he didn’t attend
the session.

Since then, the government has
provided several explanations of
Bangladesh’s decision to abstain. The first
explanation was provided by the foreign
minister in an interview to a Bangla TV
channel in New York. “We are against
all wars. We want a peaceful solution to
this problem at the initiative of the UN
secretary-general,” he said. He further
added that, as a small country, all wars
and international crises are against the
national interests of Bangladesh (Deutsche
Welle, March 3, 2022). Later, he also said
that Bangladesh had abstained from voting
because it wanted peace.

The second explanation came from
Planning Minister MA Mannan. He said,
“We did not vote on the Russia-Ukraine

B ANGLADESH’S abstention in the

An analysis of
Bangladesh’s
vote in the
Security
Council
demonstrates
that
Bangladesh
was not
swayed by the
list of who
was volting in
favour, or how
the global
powers were
casting their
votes; instead,
Bangladesh
had taken a
principled
stance.

issue keeping in mind the interests of the
country.” The planning minister said
Bangladesh was a member of the UN, not
an employee. “We will decide whether

or not to vote... We did not vote on the
Russia-Ukraine issue, mainly considering
the interests of the country. We were

not alone; many other states have taken

a similar position and refrained from
voting” (Jugantor, March 5, 2022). On
March 6, the foreign minister said, “If you
read the draft resolution, you will see that
it is not to stop the war. It’s for someone
to blame. We want peace. We don’t want a
war to be fought anywhere” (Prothom Alo,
March 6, 2022).

What these ministers did not mention
was that Bangladesh’s position on this
resolution was not consistent with the
position the country adopted in the past
at the UN on the question of territorial
integrity and sovereignty of small
countries. Bangladesh’s votes at the
Security Council and the General Assembly
are quite contrary to their claims.

Bangladesh on sovereignty at UNSC

Bangladesh was a member of the UN
Security Council (UNSC) in 1979, 1980,
2000 and 2001. One can look at the votes
on the question of territorial integrity and
sovereignty during these periods. In 1979,
in the wake of the border dispute between
China and Vietnam, resolution was moved
on the situation in Southeast Asia and
its implications for international peace
and security. The Sino-Vietnam conflict
ensued after Vietham began a military
invasion in Cambodia. On January 15, 1979,
Bangladesh, along with six other countries,
moved a resolution condemning Vietham’s
military operation in Cambodia. The
resolution was not adopted due to a veto
by the Soviet Union. On March 13 the same
year, Indonesia and four countries moved
aresolution for an end to the war and for
the territorial integrity of Cambodia and
Vietnam. Bangladesh voted in favour of
this resolution, which was also not adopted
because of the Soviet Union’s veto. It
should be recalled that at that time, the
Vietnamese government was backed by
the Soviet Union, while China backed the
Cambodian government.

In 1980, the UNSC voted twice on
issues like these. One was on the issue of
Afghanistan; the other was on the question
of Palestinian independence. On January
6, 1980, Bangladesh joined hands with four
other countries to introduce a resolution
condemning the Soviet Union’s invasion
in Afghanistan. The resolution said that
Afghanistan’s sovereignty, territorial
integrity, and political independence
had been violated. This resolution failed
to pass, thanks to the Soviet veto. The
Palestinian people’s right to freedom was
put up for vote on April 26, 1980, with
a Tunisian proposed resolution. Despite
Bangladesh’s positive vote, it was not
adopted due to the US veto. The vote
on Afghanistan passed on December
20, 2001, which Bangladesh supported,
favouring the integrity and sovereignty of
Afghanistan. An analysis of Bangladesh’s
vote in the Security Council demonstrates
that Bangladesh was not swayed by the
list of who was voting in favour, or how
the global powers were casting their
votes; instead, Bangladesh had taken a
principled stance.
Bangladesh at UNGA emergency special
sessions

Bangladesh became a member of the UN
on September 17, 1974. The first emergency
special session of the General Assembly
that the country attended was the sixth in
1980. Since then, Bangladesh has joined

six special emergency sessions of the
General Assembly—the sixth session (1980)
through the 11th session (2022).

The issue of sovereignty appeared in
the sixth session on January 14, 1980 on
the Afghanistan question. Bangladesh
voted in favour of the resolution, against
the Soviet Union; India abstained. The
seventh session was about Palestine: from
July 1980 to September 1982, there were
several meetings where Bangladesh voted
in favour of all the resolutions adopted
on the issue of Palestinian independence,
Israeli aggression, settlement, etc. The US
has always vetoed these resolutions.

The eighth session (1981) dealt with
the issue of Namibia’s independence.

The Security Council could not pass a
resolution of condemnation and sanctions
against South Africa because of the
veto from three countries, including

the US. The resolution against the
occupation of South Africa in Namibia
not only called for sanctions, but also
expressed support for the South West
Africa People’s Organization (SWAPO), a
pro-independence party. The resolution
called on countries and international
organisations around the world to help
SWAPOQ, and even to provide military
assistance. This is worth highlighting
because the reason for Bangladesh’s
objection to the Ukraine resolution was
that it was not only a censure motion,
but it was also to “blame.” The Namibia
resolution blamed the perpetrator, South
Africa, in an unequivocal manner. No
country voted against the resolution; 25
countries, including the US, abstained.

In 1982, the ninth special emergency
session was against Israel’s annexation
of the Syrian Golan Heights. While 21
countries voted against the resolution,
Bangladesh remained in favour of the
resolution that was adopted by the
UNGA. The 10th special emergency
session was held in a staggered manner
from 1997 to 2018. Bangladesh stood
firmly on condemning Israel’s attacks
and settlements in east Jerusalem, Gaza
and the occupied Palestinian territories;
Bangladesh’s support for the sovereignty
of the Palestinians has never wavered.

The votes cast by Bangladesh in the
sixth to tenth emergency special sessions
of the UNGA had three features: first, they
favoured the sovereignty and territorial
integrity of any country; second,
Bangladesh voted with the majority of
countries; third, Bangladesh was not
influenced by the votes of the global
or regional powers. The first and third
characteristics of Bangladesh’s vote were
similar when it was a member of the
Security Council. The fact that resolutions
co-sponsored by Bangladesh were vetoed
is a testimony (o the independent and
principled stance of the country. In the
11th session, Bangladesh'’s vote on the
Ukraine question is neither with the
majority, nor the principled stance it has
espoused for decades.

What will happen in the future?

The conflict in Ukraine will not end soon.
[t is not clear what Vladimir Putin’s long-
term goal is, but it’s easily understandable
that Russia is determined to control
Ukraine for years to come. On the other
hand, the US, Europe, and other countries
will continue to press for an end to the
ongoing war and the Russian presence.
Therefore, the Ukraine issue will reappear
on the UN agenda in the future in various
ways; more resolutions will be voted on.
Bangladesh will have to decide whether
to cast a principled vote as it used to in
the past, or base its decision on other
considerations.



