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‘Aggression from
gov(, private bodies a
huge challenge for us’

In an exclusive interview with The Daily Star, Dhaka South City
Corporation (DSCC) Mayor Sheikh Fazle Noor Taposh talks about the
current state of playground and parks, tree felling for development
purposes, and the importance of public opinion in designing projects.

Beautiful Dhaka — with playgrounds, greenery
and parks — was one of your five electoral pledges.
However, we have been observing a distressing
trend of key public parks, such as Osmani Udyan
and Panthakunja Park, remaining off limits to
the public due to never-ending construction work.
Why this long delay in ensuring people’s access to
parks?

In my election manifesto, I categorically mentioned
that we want to bring back ward-based playgrounds.
Even if we can find just a small piece of land, we'll
turn it into a playground for children. For instance, in
Sutrapur, under Ward 42, which is a densely populated
area in Old Dhaka, a small piece of land of the DSCC
was leased in the name of establishing a car park and
market. But they were essentially occupying the land
for years, even after a case had been filed with the
High Court. I recovered the land from encroachers,
disposed of the case, and made the land accessible for
children. In Alamganj, under Ward 46, we recovered a
piece of PWD land - which had been encroached upon
from every side and turned into a warehouse of sorts -
from the encroachers and erected a fence around the
playground.

As for the parks you mentioned, they are being
constructed under megaprojects, but it is sad that for
various reasons, the work has been delayed. Just after I
took over as mayor, I visited Osmani Udyan thrice and
tried to fast-track its completion. But unfortunately,
the contractor violated the terms and conditions of our
contract, and we had to cancel it. Now, we are going for
implementation based on the original design. But three
years of my tenure have already passed. Appointing
new contractors after doing due diligence is a lengthy
process.

Our project at Panthakunja had to be
suspended due to the construction plan
of the elevated expressway. Many
unnecessary infrastructures had
been planned in the earlier
designs of the expressway, so
we had to ask them to revise
the designs to showcase the
natural beauty instead. But,
again, we had to cancel the
contract and we will have
to invite a fresh tender for
it. We are hoping to resume
the work of both parks this
year and complete them
within a short time.

You are saying that
you have taken many
initiatives to ensure

parks and playgrounds in
every ward, but we have
seen some government
organisations occupying
and constructing housing
projects on some of these
playgrounds. In Azimpur,
Jor instance, three playgrounds were gobbled up
to construct high-rise buildings. According to the
Detailed Area Plan, 25 wards of DSCC are still
without any playgrounds.

Aggression is a huge challenge for us - aggression from
land-grabbers, private organisations, and government
bodies too. You will be surprised to hear that in Ward
11, Rab was going to build an office occupying a DSCC
playground. The agreement had been signed just before
[ took over office. I told them that they cannot take over
a playground.

But we are also taking proactive steps. We have
spoken to the deputy commissioner and asked him to
identify government land, particularly in 18 new DSCC
wards, so that we can build suflicient playgrounds in a
planned manner. We are constructing the Dhupkhola
playground. We have opened Golapbag playground
and Sadeque Hossain Khoka playground for the public.
So, we are doing our work at a time of tremendous
aggression.

In Dhanmondi, why have most of the public
playgrounds been leased out to private clubs,
barring access to the public? Dhanmondi Lake
has been leased out to various businesses, most
of whom are violating their lease by not doing
due maintenance of the parks. Are you concerned
about it?

The playgrounds we are constructing or renovating
will remain open for all round the clock. But we are
also seeing that some of the playgrounds, particularly
in posh areas, are being run by different academies.
The Dhanmondi Sheikh Jamal playground is operated
by Sheikh Jamal Club, and it was leased out to them
before my time. The Abahani field, too, has been under
the Abahani Club for a long time - since the 70s, in
fact. But the Abahani field is still open to the people,
as far as I know. The construction work that is going on
now is on the land that belongs to Abahani to expand
their facilities.

In many cases, parks and playgrounds were reduced
in size when renovated under megaprojects as part of
their design - it was done by urban planners themselves.
Under these projects, new structures were introduced
to be run commercially to ensure the maintenance of
the parks. The design of Dhanmondi Lake was prepared
in 1996, after the Awami League government came
to power. And we still have the same infrastructures
that were initially in the master plan - nothing new
has been added. Those who took the lease before ran
those establishments but did not pay the DSCC for 14
years. I cancelled those leases and gave out new ones,
maintaining the same conditions.

People in Dhaka have limited places to visit, and
everyone wants to visit Dhanmondi Lake. So even
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though people complain to me all the time that there
are too many people there, we can’t really help it.
However, we want to keep all the parks, udyan and
public places under the DSCC closed for one day of the
week for due maintenance and cleaning.

We have formed a committee to maintain these

parks, playgroundsand public places. Earlier, everything
would be done based on a given project, which meant
that as soon as the project ended, there was no one (o
ensure its maintenance. City corporations also did not
focus on maintenance work. As we have the financial
capacity now, we are prioritising this issue. We have
appointed an arboriculturalist, caretakers and new
gardeners to maintain the greenery and aesthetics of
the spaces. We are building our capacity.
There have been widespread protests and
criticisms about the tree felling on Satmasjid Road.
Although urban planners and environmentalists
have said the development work could have been
done without harming the trees, you have insisted
that the action was inevitable.

People can make a lot of generalised comments.
We also have our own experts and urban planners,
and we have designed the projects based on their
recommendations. We do not want to fell trees unless it
is absolutely necessary. Even then, if some trees have to
be cut for development purposes, we make sure to plant
three times as many trees. You have seen how many
plants we have already planted on Road 27. Basically,
we want to replace big trees with smaller flower plants
in the medians, which increase the aesthetics and are
also easier to maintain.

Shundor Dhaka is one of our electoral pledges. We
have planted over 300,000 plants, but unfortunately,

no one listens when you beat your own drum.

As a city mayor, how important is
public opinion to you? Is there any
mechanism in place to inform
the public and engage them in
consultations before major
decisions are made about
development work?

We give utmost importance
to public opinion. Every
time we undertake a
project, our consultants
and directors are
4 supposed to visit the
locality and engage with
community members,
and design the projects
based on their concerns and
recommendations. It’'s not
as if a project is designed
from a mayor’s office!
Unfortunately, I have found
that a lot of our external
consultants didn’t actually
make the field visits before
designing the projects -
they did so from the comforts of their offices, on
their laptops. As a result, many of those designs were
flawed and completely devoid of the grassroots reality.
However, we have begun the process of consulting the
public.

There are many projects where we have taken

the perspective of the local communities into
consideration before finalising the details. Sometimes,
when we tell the experts that we want an aesthetic and
beautiful space, they come back to us with elaborate
designs where there are costly structures with only a
few trees here and there. But then we hear from the
communities that they do not want such obstructions
— they want open, unrestricted green space. And we
definitely prioritise people’s concerns.
So, you are saying that when there is a protest
Jrom a given community about one of DSCC’s
projects, you revert your decision based on
people’s demands?

Yes, there are many such examples. But you also have to
see where the resistance is coming from. When I went
to excavate the Buriganga, land-grabbers naturally
resisted. You can’t pay heed to their resistance. We
went to the field, we inspected CS, RS, SA blueprints,
RA blueprints, field survey blueprints, GIS maps, etc
before we went for implementation. If someone comes
and says their grandfather left them land in the middle
of the river, I can’t accept that. Of course, I have to take
a stern stance then.

In the last one-and-a-half decades, Tk 115 crore was
spent on setting up modern traffic signal lights,
but people did not get any benefit from it. Now, the
DSCC is going to set up Al technology at 54 spots
to modernise traffic signals. Experts think this kind
of technology is not viable for Dhaka city where the
volume of traffic is huge. What do you think?

I am also concerned about the project’s success. We are
going to implement this work in two phases. In the first
phase, we need some infrastructural development, such
as expanding roads, balancing the lanes and ensuring
pedestrian-friendly footpaths. There are some other
roads which are not of the same width throughout,
meaning some parts are narrower than others,
which create traffic congestion. In the second phase,
synchronised traffic signals will be introduced, which
was not done earlier.

We will definitely do a pilot project before going for
synchronisation. Besides, the remote control that was
given to the police previously was not synchronised,
and they could control the signals manually through
the remote. After a while, they just returned to their old
system of using sticks. We will set up a central control
room through which to control the entire signalling
system. If we become successful, then Dhaka will get a
modern traflic movement system after a long time.

PHOTO: STAR

VISUAL: REHNUMA PROSHOON

Erosion of values in

our universities

Dr Pranab Kumar Panday

is a professor of public
administration at the University of
Rajshahi.

PRANAB KUMAR PANDAY

University teachers used to be held
in high regard by everyone in our
society even just a few decades
ago. Bangabandhu Sheikh Mujibur
Rahman  considered  university
teachers to be the conscience of
the nation. However, university
teaching as a profession has been
losing its glory by the day. One could,
of course, dispute my assertion.
Having stayed in the profession for
25 years, I can say that the public
no longer treats university teachers
with the same level of respect that
they did 20 years ago. The problem
now is understanding why teachers
at universities are becoming less
respected. Do any of them display
signs of moral decline? If yes, why
did it occur?

Many faculty members at higher
educational institutions around
Bangladesh have lost their moral
compass. Regarding the decline of
moral standards in the academic
world, academic dishonesty ranks
high among the most pressing
problems. Numerous teachers at
different universities have persisted
in engaging in unethical practices
like plagiarism, fabrication of
research findings,anddiscrimination
based on favouritism. Through the
media, we become aware of such
developments every now and then.
These actions undermine academic
honesty and lower standards in
the classroom. It's promising that
universities nationwide have begun

acting against these dishonest
educators.

Another issue is the exploitation
of power dynamics. Some of
Bangladesh’s  faculty = members

use their positions of power to
discriminate against students or
fellow faculty members based on
gender, ethnicity, religion or political
ideology. This kind of conduct is
counterproductive to establishing
a safe and welcoming learning
environment for all students. Some
faculty members’ desire to wield
power and maintain ties with the
establishment make them ignore
their primary role as teachers; they
are on the lookout for opportunities
to use their official status for their
benefit. There are, of course, always

exceptions.

Concerns have also been raised
about some faculty members’
perceived lack of professionalism
in Bangladesh. Some educators
are lackadaisical about their jobs,
either because they don’t show up
to class, or because they don’t spend
enough time with their students,
or because they don’t interact with
them positively and encouragingly.
The trust that students and the
general public place in the education
system is impacted by this lack of
professionalism.

There are additional contributors
to the decline of moral values among
Bangladeshi faculty members. These
include a lack of accountability, a
culture of impunity, and inadequate
training and support. It has been
argued that a decline in ethical
values is also caused by broader
social and economic factors, such
as poverty, inequality, and political

instability, which impact some
university faculty members.
Reforms at the institutional

level are necessary to address the
deterioration of ethical standards
among faculty members. This
includes Dbolstering accountability
and transparency systems
and encouraging a culture of
professionalism and integrity
among faculty and students at
all levels of education. Broader
social and economic reforms that
prioritise social justice, equality, and
good governance can also increase
teachers’ and the general public’s
confidence in universities.
University  faculty members’
declining moral standards threaten

the credibility and quality of
higher education. University
administration, policymakers,

civil society organisations, and the
general public must all work together
to solve this problem. The academic
system in Bangladesh can contribute
to the country’s social and economic
development and uphold the highest
ethical standards if a culture of
professionalism, accountability, and
integrity is fostered within it.

The Bangladesh government
has taken several steps to improve
the standard of higher education
in the country. For instance,

the government has focused on
revamping the University Grants
Commission (UGC) so that it can
better steer wuniversities towards
the goal of improving their quality.
With support from the World
Bank, the government launched
the Higher Education Quality
Enhancement Project in 2009,
intending to enhance the quality
of higher education in the country
by investing in new facilities, better
support for teachers, more research,
and more effective pedagogy.

The Accreditation Council,
now that it has been established,
will evaluate universities’ quality
according to a set of criteria, such
as academic standards, research
capacity, faculty qualifications,
and infrastructure. Recently, the
government has increased funding
for scientific and technological
research. To foster innovation and
research across disciplines, the
Ministry of Science and Technology

has established several research
centres and institutes.
The government has actively

sought opportunities for academic
institutions to work with their
counterparts in other countries.
Universities worldwide have formed
alliances with one another to share
resources and facilitate academic
and scientific collaboration.
Bangladesh’s higher education
system will significantly benefit
from the government’s efforts
to improve university standards.
These actions will lead to enhanced
facilities, expanded research,
better preparation of teachers, and
revised curricula. However, there
is a need to alter the way educators
think. If this doesn’t happen, these
efforts won’t improve universities.
The government should focus on
recruiting prominent scholars and
educators in the highest positions
who can promote openness and
accountability on campus. No
education reform will succeed in
the long run unless we also work to
increase teachers’ professionalism.

Therefore, there is still much
to do to guarantee that all
universities in Bangladesh are

apace with academic standards on
a global scale. The nation’s higher
education system faces challenges
that can only be overcome with
continued collaboration between
the government and universities.
Furthermore, the government
should think about lessening the
impact of politics on academic
institutions. University professors
who dabble in politics not only lower
their professional standing, but also
impede progress towards better
education for all citizens.

CROSSWORD BY THOMAS JOSEPH T
ACROSS 34 Game caller 8 Whoopi TS
1 Simple fellow 36 Pitcher’sstat  Goldberg/Ted "
6 Circus worker 37 Daily grind Danson movie B
11 Silly 39 Nonsense 9 Puts up .
12 In the know 40 Blockhead 10 Takes a |
13 Shrinks back 41 Portland breather ::
14 Hands over setting 17 Outhit =
15 Wee bit 43 Tightly packed 5y Cowboy = =
16 Cut in three 44 Stomach woe nickname - -
18 Peyton’s 45 Borders 24 Shoebox 728
brother 46 Goes through lett ,
19 Use pews etiers YESTERDAY’S ANSWERS
20 agirl” DOWN 26 Chides sTFTES STFTATCTE
21Monthlybill  1Lisa, to Bart 280utol thesun L= m o= S———
23 Secluded spots 2 Get some air 29 Brief time AlsT 11 A LIOIAITEIEIR
25 Fly catcher 3Attendant toa Sl Pressed BIlEILILITHIOIPIS
27 Supporter’s queen 32 que runs, _ TiulelElTlOIPlS
vote 4 Binary digit slang,lly s|PIR[I][TI]E G|E|O
28 Jazz blowers 5 High homes 33 Lion group LIEIAINS RIU[LIE|D
30 Give off 6 Without being 35 Leg bone EIR|G T|A|P|E|R]|S
33 Letter after said 38 Token of love pluls|TmlolPs N
upsilon 7 Really impresses 42 Saloon supply BIE|IA|T|C|O|P|S
AIRIN|ICO|IL D AlIR|IE|A
WRITE FOR US. SEND US YOUR OPINION PIECES TO clHIAINITIS LiAaDWIN
dsopinion@gmail.com. TIolIPIEIS EILISIE




