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Climate debt is an 
unfair burden for us
COP29 must secure fair climate 
finance for vulnerable nations
The fact that a climate debt has been accumulating in 
Bangladesh’s name is both alarming and unjust, especially 
considering the country’s minimal contributions to global 
climate crisis. According to a report citing data from the 
Dhaka-based research organisation Change Initiative, the 
country’s per capita climate debt climbed to nearly $80 (about 
Tk 9,500) in 2022 from just over $2 in 2009. This places an 
unfair burden on our citizens that they should not have to 
bear.

This debt has reportedly accumulated because Bangladesh 
has funded projects to address the impacts of climate change. 
In 2009, the Bangladesh Climate Change Trust Fund (BCCTF) 
was created to support adaptation and mitigation initiatives. 
Currently, around six to seven percent of the national budget is 
allocated for climate adaptation each year, with 75 percent of 
this funding coming from domestic sources. Still, Bangladesh 
had to take $12.78 billion in climate debt to finance multiple 
projects between 2009 and 2022.

This might not have been an issue if Bangladesh had received 
the international financial support pledged for climate-
vulnerable nations. At COP15 in 2009, developed countries 
committed to providing $100 billion annually by 2020 to 
help vulnerable nations adopt adaptation and mitigation 
measures. But the developed countries—primary contributors 
to greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions—have failed to fulfil this 
commitment. In fact, in many cases, the pledges have turned 
into loans when they should have been grants (finance without 
any conditions).

Bangladesh, contributing just 0.56 percent of global GHG 
emissions, is currently ranked seventh in the long-term 
climate crisis index. Yet, between 2009 and 2022, the country 
received only $268 million in grants from the Green Climate 
Fund, Adaptation Fund, and LDC Fund. Meanwhile, as climate 
change worsens, the situation grows more severe: in coastal 
regions, around 3.6 crore people are now at heightened risk 
due to rising sea levels, river erosion, severe cyclones, and 
saltwater intrusion. Annual losses due to climate-related 
disasters are estimated at $3 billion, and climate-induced 
displacement is on the rise. Reversing these impacts in the 
country would require $230 billion, according to the National 
Action Plan (2023-2050). Why should we bear this cost when 
we have done so little to cause the crisis?

The refusal of developed countries to take full responsibility, 
leaving vulnerable nations saddled with debt, is unacceptable. 
Bangladesh must use COP29, which is being touted as the 
“Finance COP,” to emphasise the need for substantial increases 
in climate finance as grants, not loans. This is non-negotiable, 
and Bangladesh and other climate-vulnerable nations must 
stand firm. We hope the chief adviser attending COP29 will 
succeed in conveying the urgency of this situation and pressing 
for genuine climate justice.

No let-up in road 
crash fatalities
Overhaul transport sector, form a 
commission to drive reforms
Although road crashes have long been the leading cause of 
death in Bangladesh, successive governments have never 
seemed to give the issue the attention or seriousness it 
demands. During the 15 years under the authoritarian rule 
of Awami League, we saw how corruption, irregularities, and 
politicisation became entrenched in the transport sector. 
We witnessed influential leaders of transport associations, in 
collusion with police and political leaders, create a corrupt 
cycle serving only their interests. Consequently, despite 
massive government investments, our roads remain perilously 
unsafe.

This is despite the 2018 road safety movement by students 
calling for critical reforms to address the root causes of 
frequent road crashes, leading to the enactment of the Road 
Safety Act, 2018. In reality, however, the law has largely 
remained unimplemented to this day. Consequently, far from 
bringing about necessary improvements, it led to a further 
entrenchment of the interests of the corrupt nexus that 
controlled the sector.

According to the Bangladesh Road Transport Authority 
(BRTA), between January and September this year, there were 
at least 4,153 fatalities from 4,494 road crashes nationwide—a 
10.64 percent increase in crashes and a 10.26 percent increase 
in fatalities compared to the same period last year. In October, 
469 more people were killed, according to the Road Safety 
Foundation, with 41.79 percent of the fatalities involving 
motorcycle accidents. Experts attribute this tragic sequence of 
events to the persistent anarchy and powerplay in the transport 
sector after the fall of the AL regime, with BNP leaders now 
largely controlling the sector. 

While we have to acknowledge that the effects of 15 years 
of unchecked misrule cannot be undone easily, the escalating 
road crashes and fatalities are totally unacceptable. The 
question is, what can be done to make our roads safe? The fall 
of the AL government on August 5 has created an opportunity 
for us to address this issue comprehensively. We urge the 
interim government to take decisive action to overhaul this 
sector. Just as it has formed several commissions for reforms in 
other sectors, it should consider establishing a high-powered 
road safety commission tasked with driving essential changes 
in this sector. 

Without a complete overhaul and depoliticisation of the 
transport sector, we cannot hope to reduce road crashes 
significantly. The time to act is now.

Bhola cyclone strikes
On this day in 1970, a terrible tropical cyclone 
hit the coastal districts of the then East Pakistan 
(now Bangladesh), including Bhola, as well as 
India’s West Bengal, killing nearly 500,000 
people and causing extensive damage. Also 
known as The Great Cyclone of 1970, it remains 
the deadliest tropical cyclone on record.

THIS DAY IN HISTORY

Why is the media still unable 
to operate freely following the 
political change in the country, 
despite repeated commitments 
from the interim government to 
ensure press freedom?
Let’s remember the background of 
the anti-discrimination movement, 
which initially began as a quota reform 
movement seeking justice in public 
sector recruitment. The underlying 
factors behind this movement, 
however, were multi-dimensional and 
deeply rooted in institutionalised 
discrimination across all aspects 
of life and society, shaped by years 
of authoritarian rule. The student-
led movement was soon joined by 
the broader public, rallying under 
the main slogan against all forms 
of discrimination. On August 5, the 
authoritarian regime fell. But this 
does not necessarily mean that we 
have achieved a discrimination-free 
Bangladesh, nor can we expect the 
deep-rooted discriminatory structures 
and practices to be transformed in the 
short term.

The people’s dream for a “new 
Bangladesh” includes restructuring 
the state and establishing a new social 
and political order, with a clear stance 
against all forms of discrimination. 
While the government, the movement 
itself, and other stakeholders are 
clearly committed to realising this 
vision, what we are observing post-
August 5 is that various groups, 
considering themselves victors—
whether as direct participants, 
supporters, or opportunists—do not 
all share the same understanding or 
vision of a discrimination-free society. 
This divergence is now manifesting in 
different ways.

The diversity of our society—in 
terms of gender, religion, culture, 
ethnicity, etc—is under severe stress 
as some groups feel newly entitled 
to impose parochial agendas. Using 
labels like “collaborators” or “co-
opted beneficiaries” of the previous 
authoritarian regime, these forces now 
consider themselves empowered—
sometimes excessively so—to impose 
their own agendas, which are not 
necessarily aligned with the anti-
discrimination movement’s spirit.

The media has become one of 
the targets of these groups, which 
are now trying to impose their own 

interpretations of media freedom onto 
others. Certain sections of the media 
that have played a very supportive role 
in the whole movement, advocated for 
a diverse and inclusive society, and 
have been consistent with the anti-
discriminatory spirit are now being 
selectively targeted. Media freedom 
is being subjected to campaigns by 
forces whose basic conceptualisation, 
indoctrination, and ways of imposing 
agendas are discriminatory at their 
core, which is deeply troubling.

Nevertheless, we cannot ignore 
the factors that contributed to the 
transformation of an originally 
democratically elected regime in 2008 
into a draconian authoritarian one. It 
was designed to monopolise political 
and governance space and to capture 
state and non-state institutions to 
create a superstructure perceived to 
maintain power indefinitely, without 
accountability. This setup enabled 
abuse of power, corruption, and 
the criminalisation of politics with 
impunity. It is also a fact that the 
media was among the institutions 
targeted for capture and control. 
As a result, some segments of the 
media struggled to navigate state-
sponsored controls and conspiracies 
while striving for independence and 
professionalism, though often at the 

cost of reluctant self-censorship. On 
the other hand, many media outlets 
allowed themselves to be co-opted, 
benefiting from and even becoming 
components of the authoritarian 
superstructure. While no one should 
condone such collaborators or 
facilitators of the previous regime, 
indiscriminately victimising the entire 
media or launching targeted attacks on 
select outlets for what occurred under 
authoritarian rule is unacceptable.

How would you explain the recent 
attempts by certain groups to silence 
the media or the mob mentality 
directed against journalists and 
specific media outlets? What role 
has the government played in 
stopping this?
The interim government has 
repeatedly stated its commitment to a 
free press. When the chief adviser met 
with newspaper editors, he encouraged 
them to be critical and objective in 
identifying the government’s failures. 
From the government’s side, we 
have not seen anything detrimental 
to media freedom, except for the 
recent indiscriminate cancellation 
of accreditation of a large number of 
journalists.

When agitations took place against 

some of the leading media houses, the 
government provided them support 
and resisted such moves. However, 
certain groups who find themselves 
to be over-empowered—who may 
or may not have participated in the 
movement—continue to act as if it 
is their time to impose their own 
agenda to target media that is not 
in their liking for their own reason. 
While the government has successfully 
prevented worse outcomes, there is no 
guarantee that these forces have been 
fully controlled or managed to the 
extent that such indoctrinated groups 
won’t strike back.  So, the government 
must be vigilant to safeguard media 
freedom. History is replete with 
examples that failure to ensure free 
media can only be self-defeating.

Mob justice is the manifestation or 
a weapon these forces are using. And 
the media has obviously become one 
of the targets. However, this is not 
the first time that it has been used. 
Mob justice has taken place in other 
contexts as well since August 5. This 
is also not unusual in the context 
of such a huge popular uprising 
against a deep-rooted authoritarian 
regime. Many people would consider 
it normal because people have deep-
rooted sentiments against the former 
regime. People have strong emotions 
against those who are in any manner 

considered to be associated with or part 
of the authoritarian regime and those 
who facilitated the ruthless killings, 
tortures, all kinds of discrimination 
and violation of fundamental rights. 
Mob justice is the outburst of that 
emotion of people against such 
grievances. But there is a limit to it 
and the government must strategically 
address and manage it in due process 
through effective communication.

Incidentally, the two most prominent 
media houses in the country, which 
are under attack now, were directly 
victimised in the worst possible way 
by the authoritarian regime. They 
were blacklisted from any government 
programmes or press conferences and 
deprived of government advertisements. 
It is no secret that they were consistent 
targets of manipulation, harassment, 
and intimidation by the intelligence 
agencies, the main powerbase of 
the previous regime. Both houses 
had to endure a series of politically 
motivated cases due to their role as 
free media. Their fate symbolised 
the criminalisation of free media 
driven by a hunger for power. Despite 
this, they survived the challenging 
situation without compromising their 
commitment to upholding the spirit of 
a free press. Whether they are targeted 
in the “new Bangladesh” because of 
their alleged “linkage” with India or the 
previous regime, or for upholding the 
spirit of a free press, is anyone’s guess.

The interim government has 
announced plans to repeal the 
Cyber Security Act (CSA). How do 
you view this development?
It was the right decision and an expected 
one. There was widespread demand 
for this from the public, and the civil 
society and the media played a role in 
advocating for its repeal. Here, I would 
like to mention a number of things 
that should be done. The government 
should immediately undertake a 
comprehensive programme of duly 
compensating the victims of this 
draconian law and their families and 
rehabilitate them professionally, 
psychologically, and socially. Secondly, 
they should withdraw all the ongoing 
cases, although there is a legal issue in 
that. But if the government is willing, 
there can be ways of addressing the 
issue. Thirdly, in the present global 
context, there is no other option but 
to have a Cyber Security Act. But while 
drafting the new cyber security law, 
they should be able to take the right 
lessons from the DSA and the CSA. 
It has to be drafted through a fully 
participatory process, involving all 
stakeholders, including experts and 
professionals on cyber security. Plus, 
whoever is drafting this law must 
remember that it is not meant to 
control or dictate terms of freedom of 
expression or media freedom on cyber 
platforms—the Internet system, social 
media, and other digital platforms. The 
purpose of this law should be restricted 
to ensuring the safety and security of 
users on the Internet and the digital 
sphere. But any form of control of free 
expression, dissent, free speech, or free 
media should be outside the new law’s 
scope.

Also, the names such as the Cyber 
Security Act or the Digital Security Act 
should not be used anymore. These 
names have created an atmosphere 
of intimidation, a sense of insecurity 
in society. The new law can be called 
something like the Internet Safety Act. 
Finally, since the government is the 
largest user and worst possible abuser 

of the Internet and digital system as 
per track record, to avoid conflict of 
interest, the authority to be created 
to oversee the implementation of this 
new law must be an independent body 
outside the control of the government.

The government has established 
a media reform commission. 
What types of media reforms are 
needed in this changed political 
climate and how can the media in 
Bangladesh regain public trust?
First of all, media as a fourth estate 
must be committed to upholding 
the fundamental principles of media 
ethics and integrity. The media as an 
institution cannot and does not need 
to be controlled by external forces. 
But in Bangladesh, we have seen 
that the media has been subjected 
to government control motivated by 
partisan political bias or influence 
for which draconian laws and state 
institutions including intelligence 
agencies were used. One of the tools 
used against media was divide and 
rule and cooption. As a result, while 
a few media houses may have their 
own integrity and ethical standards 
and practices, there has always been 
a lack of efforts on part of the media 
as a sector to develop and uphold the 
basic principles of independent and 
ethical journalism, or professional 
integrity among media personnel. I 
think now the media houses should 
try to sit together in the spirit of a new 
Bangladesh. They should themselves 
create a media code of ethics, ethics 
structures and implementation 
roadmaps. There must be mechanisms 
for the media to self-regulate and 
work transparently and accountably, 
maintaining professional integrity 
without external influence, political 
or otherwise. There has to be some 
serious system of sectoral oversight 
rather than anything coming from 
outside.

Secondly, like anywhere else in the 
world, media houses here are also 
essentially business entities. That’s 
part of the reality. Nevertheless, there 
are good global practices. The capacity 
of the investors to differentiate 
between business interests and media 
freedom is very important. To instil 
this ideal into the media houses, their 
investors and media leaders, relevant 
professionals and experts should come 
together to make their own policies. 
However, no matter how much we talk 
about media reforms, unless and until 
there is a paradigm shift in the culture 
and practices of our politics and 
bureaucracy, which remain hostage to 
a media control mindset, changes will 
not happen.

Thirdly, media organisations must 
ensure that journalists and reporters 
are properly compensated and 
protected, with adequate job security 
and safety from all risks associated 
with the discharge of their professional 
duties. Many journalists are underpaid 
or irregularly paid, which must change 
for the media to maintain integrity.

Media, unlike most other 
institutions, have to be accountable 
to its constituency—the readers and 
viewers—every day, and in fact, every 
moment. Therefore, to survive credibly 
it must develop its own inbuilt system 
of ethics and integrity. No freedom is 
unlimited or unaccountable, but in the 
case of media, the limit to freedom and 
the process of accountability must be 
defined and ensured by the media itself 
within its constitutional mandate. 

External forces must not 
interfere with the media
Dr Iftekharuzzaman, executive director of Transparency International Bangladesh (TIB), talks about 
the current state of press freedom in the country, recent attempts by certain groups to suppress 
some media outlets, and the potential way out of the situation with Naznin Tithi of The Daily Star.
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