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‘There is no reason not to accept
OHCHR assistance’

Barrister Sara Hossain, a Supreme Court lawyer and the honorary executive director of Bangladesh Legal Aid
and Services Trust (BLAST), talks to Monorom Polok of The Daily Star about the role of the UN rights mission in
Bangladesh and the current human rights situation.

What do you see as the main role of

the Office of the United Nations High
Commissioner for Human Rights
(OHCHR) in Bangladesh right now?

It is widely acknowledged that most
Bangladeshi institutions, particularly those
of accountability, have become deeply
dysfunctional, and their independence
severely compromised. This process has
accelerated over the last few years. Therefore,
it is very important to start the process of
rebuilding, particularly so for the institutions
of accountability and those responsible for
protecting human rights.

The UN Human Rights Office can play
an important role in working with public
authorities and civil society to build a
clearer and common understanding about
the universality of human rights and their
integration in our own national laws and
policies. Most importantly, the UN mission
can help us identify and carry out the
measures needed to ensure that these rights
are enforced in practice, and also begin the
process of change.

Will the OHCHR be working alongside
existing institutions?

Yes. According to my understanding, the
OHCHR office in Bangladesh will supplement,
complement, and assist in strengthening
the capacity of local institutions to
function eflectively in protecting human
rights. It is not supposed to replace those
institutions. We still need independent and
accountable courts, an independent and
effective human rights commission, and law
enforcement agencies that operate without
discrimination and apply the law equally to
all. And we need laws that are fair, just, and
non-discriminatory. We are a long way from
having all these in place.

Bangladesh operates with a legacy of
oppressive and arbitrary laws—many colonial,
butmany,ironically, made post-independence
under different political governments. We
have an even more oppressive and arbitrary
legacy of practice, significantly exacerbated
in recent years. It is a major task to begin
the process of correction, and having the
OHCHR’s office assist us in that process is a
logical course of action. There is no reason
not to accept this assistance, particularly at a
moment when we are going through a critical
transitional period.

The office will help access the experiences
of other countries that have undergone
transitions and put in place transitional
justice systems. I hope it can help us move
beyond the zero-sum situation of reprisal and
revenge, which we are witnessing frequently.

How can the OHCHR help make the
National Human Rights Commission
more effective?

The publicinformation available regarding the
MOU signed by the interim government states
that the OHCHR mission will be involved in
providing “technical assistance and capacity-
building” in relation to the promotion and
protection of human rights. Given that one of
the core bodies responsible for these tasks in
Bangladesh is NHRC, the OHCHR office could
play arole in advising on needed reforms for it
to operate independently and effectively, and
on how it can be reconstituted and resources
needed for it to function properly.

Some say the OHCHR hasn’t been able

to prevent atrocities elsewhere, like in
Palestine. How relevant is that concern

in our context, especially if we face
repression again?

OHCHR alone cannot prevent atrocities
anywhere when there is systematic denial
by the concerned state or any authority of
its duties, and a failure of the international
community to act. But we saw that OHCHR’s
fact-finding mission has been crucial in
gathering evidence systematically on the
atrocities that occurred in July-August last
year, the mass killings and injuries, and mass
arrests. We have not as yet seen any similar
effort from any national body, including
those that have been so vocal in denouncing
OHCHR. OHCHR’s mandate is focused
on addressing recent serious violations,
including those wunder the previous
government. So I presume that will be their
main focus, and hope that they will also be
able to assist with putting in place measures
to ensure that our laws, procedures, and
institutions can protect against repression
and repressive practices.

Can the OHCHR help push reforms in
policing or the legal system?

Yes,Ihopeso. Among the reform commissions,
the recommendations by several, including
the Police Reform Commission and Judicial
Reform Commission, have not been included
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How do we harness our demographic
dividend, accelerate inclusive growth, and
build future-ready systems in a rapidly
changing world? This is a question we must
ask as Bangladesh enters a new phase of its
development journey. A compelling answer,
I believe, lies in the story of China, which
has transformed itself in just a few decades
through strategic investments in education,
technology, and infrastructure. My recent
visit to the country has left me convinced
that Bangladesh has much to learn from this
transformation.

China’s progress is deeply rooted in its
careful investment in education, especially
in science, technology, engineering, and
mathematics (STEM). From primary schools
to postgraduate research institutes, it has
embedded innovation, experimentation, and
industry relevance into its academic culture.

At a university in Guangzhou, I saw
students not just attending lectures but also
actively working in state-of-the-art labs,
partnering with companies on research,
and even launching start-ups right from the
campus. I's a model that blends theory with
practice—one that Bangladesh must work
towards.

Unfortunately, most of our universities still
operate in silos. Curricula are outdated, many
faculty members lack exposure to global
developments, and there’s little interaction
between academia and industry. Unless
we align education with market demands
and technological shifts, we risk producing
graduates unprepared for the demands of the
Fourth Industrial Revolution.

One way forward is to forge stronger ties
between Bangladeshi and Chinese institutions.
Joint  degree  programmes,  research
collaborations, technology transfer, and
faculty exchanges should be key to our higher
education strategy. Such collaborations can
also extend to our skills development centres,
especially outside Dhaka, to ensure broader
access to quality learning.

Technology and artificial intelligence (Al)
havebeen centralto China’stransformation.In
cities like Guangzhou, Shanghai and Beijing, I
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in the National Consensus Commission
discussions. There are also important
recommendations regarding justice in the
reports of the labour, media, and women’s
commissions.

As the country is engaged in remembering
the atrocities of July-August in 2024, we need
to commit not only to remembering those
killed and injured, tortured, and detained,
but also to changing the conditions that
led to the occurrence of such gross human
rights violations. There were egregious
abuses of existing laws. We lived in a state of
virtual lawlessness, where we witnessed law
enforcement agencies and security forces,
or others, killing people with state officials
sanctioning and directing such actions.
While accountability efforts have started,
they must be fair, just, and transparent. We
need to ensure that these are accompanied
by real reparations, including measures to
prevent such atrocities from occurring again.
The OHCHR office can play an important
role in advancing the Police Commission’s
recommendations, and also several others,
including judicial reform.

Has the legal system, which was heavily
influenced by Awami League, improved
since the party’s ouster?

esh learn

infrastructure gaps persist. If we want to
truly leap ahead, we need to develop our own
tech and Al ecosystems. For instance, the ICT
Division, in partnership with local universities
and Chinese tech firms, among others, could
initiate joint ventures to build Al-based traffic
control systems, smart city platforms, and
customised e-governance solutions. By co-
developing technology rather than merely
importing it, we not only retain value but also

The interim government has taken
the initiative to set up a justice reform
commission. Some reforms have already
started, such as online filings or hearings
in some courts. But it is a different scenario
when we consider the proposals for reforms
to the criminal justice system, particularly on
practices of arrest, detention, treatment in
custody, and the making of bail orders.

The Commission of Inquiry on Enforced
Disappearances is a very important
initiative to investigate the allegations of
disappearances reported in the past 15 years.
We have ratified the related UN treaty (oo,
which, by the way, did not receive the same
kind of objection as the planned OHCHR
mission did. However, we are still seeing
widespread arrests and detentions, and the
methods used in that are questionable.

One particular area of concern, prior to
last July-August, and still today, has been
about the right to personal liberty and the
processes for granting and denying bail.
There have been improvements, but in many
cases, particularly those still seen as linked to
the events of July-August, we are witnessing
concerning practices, especially in the refusal
of bail, even in so-called “wholesale” murder
cases.

At the same time, some legal reforms
have taken place. For example, repeal of the
draconian Digital Security Act; adoption of
the cyber protection ordinance; changes to
both the civil and criminal procedures to
reduce backlogs in the courts; a draft law on
remedies for enforced disappearances; and
action to strengthen the legal aid act. Most
recently, the Advisory Council approved
changes to the Code of Criminal Procedure,
which would bring into legislation essential
safeguards in cases of arrest and detention.
So things are happening with regard to
changing laws.

But the paradox is that these are happening
alongside concerning practices from the past,
especially in “politically sensitive” cases.
Change won’t come overnight, but we can do
much more to make the justice system fairer
and non-discriminatory.

Although Awami League is no longer in
control of the justice system, the real question
is whether the justice system can function
independently. Independence means
freedom from any kind of pressure, not just

from political parties like Awami League, but
also from other political forces, from public
pressure, or from fear.

Many people have spoken of the fear
factor operating to inhibit judges from acting
independently. It’s vital that judges are able
to make decisions without fear or favour.
Not influenced by anyone, and not afraid of
consequences. IU's difficult to say we are there
yet.

Are there other key areas where the
interim government should have

done more?

Yes, several. Police reform should have been a
top priority. Judicial reform, particularly the
criminal justice system, is also a critical area.

We've seen the criminal justice system
being used as a tool of retaliation and
weaponised by various political groups over
many years, not just in Bangladesh, but in
much of South Asia.

This won’t change overnight, but we
should have seen more urgent efforts in this
area, and some changes by now. People must
be more alert to call out the repetition of
bad practices from the previous regime and
carlier. Arbitrary arrest and detention, in
particular, need to stop. Firm action should
be taken to prevent and to hold accountable
those who seek to determine outcomes
through threat and intimidation and “mob
violence,” whatever their political affiliations.

Would you like to add anything about
the OHCHR’s role in Bangladesh?

In many countries where UN missions
operate, they are in post-war or post-conflict
contexts. Bangladesh is not emerging from
a war, but we are emerging from a period
of severe and systematic repression. We still
lack fully functioning, independent, and
accountable institutions. Transitional justice
approaches are important for us, alongside
efforts to ensure justice and accountability.
There is also the need for victim-centred
approaches, by ensuring reparations, and
truth-telling about the kinds of atrocities
that have occurred, the impact those left on
victims, and the roles and responsibilities of
different actors to break the selective silences
that have engulfed our country at different
times. In this situation, the UN mission could
help build the process of respect for universal
human rights for society and the state.

rom China’s rise?

While many Chinese cities use Al-powered
systems (o regulate traffic, manage public
transport, and ensure commuter safety,
Dhaka suffers from chaos, broken signals,
and inadequate services, causing severe
social and economic losses. To address this,
we can adopt smart traffic solutions through
partnerships with Chinese planners and tech
firms. Al-driven traffic systems, digital public
transport networks, and low-cost smart cards

China’s progress is deeply rooted in its careful investment in education, especially in science, technology, engineering, and

mathematics (STEM).

saw Al-powered traffic lights adjusting in real
time to ease congestion, facial recognition
systems streamlining access to metro stations
and hotels, and drones delivering goods to
people’s doorsteps. These were not futuristic
concepts; they were everyday tools accessible
to ordinary citizens.

True, Bangladesh has made some progress
in digitalisation, but much of it remains
uneven. Services are often bureaucratic,
digital tools remain underutilised, and

grow local talent and generate employment.

We also need to empower our youth
to become innovators, not just users of
technology. Through mentorship, innovation
hubs, and a Bangladesh-China start-up
bridge, our young entrepreneurs could access
the capital, guidance, and networks they need
(o scale their ideas.

As things stand, few aspects of daily
life expose the gap between China and
Bangladesh as starkly as traffic management.
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could transform urban mobility if designed
with accessibility in mind. This would benefit
everyone, ranging from rickshaw-pullers to
students and working-class commuters.

One of the most eye-opening experiences
during my visit was observing China’s health-
tech revolution. Even in relatively remote
areas, people accessed healthcare through
digital appointment systems, mobile diagnosis
apps, and Al-assisted doctors. Rural clinics
were equipped with low-cost devices that

could detect early signs of disease, connect
patients to specialists in urban centres, and
maintain digital health records with seamless
efficiency. For Bangladesh, where rural health
infrastructure is often poor and specialist
care is concentrated in a few urban centres,
this kind of model could be revolutionary. We
don’t necessarily need to build mega-hospitals
in every upazila. Instead, what we need is a
decentralised, tech-enabled healthcare model.

With support from Chinese firms and
institutions, we could roll out Al-based
diagnostic tools at community clinics, train
health workers to use them, and connect
clinics to tertiary care centres through
telemedicine. Simple devices like portable
ECG machines, digital thermometers, and
automated prescription systems could make
a real difference to people’s lives.

China’s cities also offer a lesson in urban
planning. This is a country where cities are
planned around people, sustainability, and
efliciency. Parks, public spaces, walkways,
and waste management systems are designed
to serve communities, not just elites. In the
cities, I saw how mixed-use urban zones
combined housing, shopping, recreation, and
public transport in a compact, eco-friendly
design. Smart lighting, waste segregation,
green buildings, and efficient energy use are
built into the urban fabric.

In contrast, our cities suffer from
unplanned growth, unsafe construction, and
environmental degradation. To reverse this,
we must go beyond short-term real estate
incentives and develop a long-term vision for
sustainable, inclusive urban spaces.

Through collaboration with Chinese
urban development institutes and investment
in training our city planners, Bangladesh can
adopt and adapt models of green city design.
Pilot projects in secondary cities like Khulna,
Barishal, or Sylhet, focusing on walkability,
water management, and smart utilities,
can further emphasise that sustainable
urbanisation is possible beyond Dhaka.

Ultimately, what impressed me most in
China was not the technology itself, but how
it was deployed with a deep understanding of
people’s needs. Development, after all, is not
just about GDP or tall buildings; it’s about the
quality of everyday life.

For Bangladesh, the takeaway is simple but
powerful. We don’t need to become another
China. We need to become the best version
of ourselves—smart, inclusive, green, and
future-ready. That transformation cannot
come from the government alone. It requires
the collective vision and effort of educators,
researchers, health workers, technologists,
urban planners, and citizens.



