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A test Bangladesh 
cannot afford to fail
Election schedule marks a defining 
moment for our democratic future
After the historic mass uprising of 2024, Bangladesh has now 
arrived at a crucial stage in its democratic transition. The 
announcement of the election schedule by Chief Election 
Commissioner AMM Nasir Uddin on Thursday marks a 
significant turning point, finally dispelling the uncertainties 
that had long clouded the electoral process. February 12, the 
scheduled date, will oversee a twin vote: one to elect public 
representatives to the next parliament and another to decide, 
through a referendum, on constitutional amendments that will 
have far-reaching implications for the country’s governance and 
the future of our democracy.

It is reassuring that the interim government has pledged full 
support to ensure that both the election and the referendum 
are conducted in a festive, participatory, and fair manner. 
Political parties seeking the people’s mandate have also 
welcomed the announcement. As campaigning gathers 
momentum, we hope all parties and candidates will adhere to 
the electoral code of conduct with utmost sincerity to maintain 
a congenial atmosphere. Respect for differing opinions, 
peaceful engagement, and democratic behaviour are essential 
for stabilising the country. Any language or behaviour that fuels 
tension or division must be avoided and discouraged.  

Businesses and development partners, many of whom held 
back investment decisions while awaiting signs of stability, may 
now feel some relief. However, sustaining business confidence 
will require preserving peace and maintaining law and order 
during the campaign, on voting day, and in the aftermath.

With the poll schedule announced, the country now enters 
an exciting yet delicate phase. Ensuring peaceful campaigning, 
providing equal opportunities to all contesting parties and 
candidates, and guaranteeing that citizens can exercise their 
rights freely and without fear are imperative for credible 
elections. As the primary responsibility for this rests with 
the Election Commission, we must remind it that the nation 
cannot afford a repeat of the last three elections—held in 2014, 
2018, and 2024—or of the chaotic and violent events that had 
preceded them.

It is worth recalling that this opportunity for a democratic 
transition has come at the cost of enormous sacrifices made by 
the youth. Expectations therefore rest heavily on the credibility 
of the process. The commission must take firm and decisive 
action against any irregularities, violations of election rules, or 
weaknesses in the organisation of the election. It must fulfil 
its constitutional responsibilities independently, impartially, 
and with full professionalism. Its actions, as well as that of the 
interim government and the political parties, will be crucial in 
restoring public confidence in elections. We need this process 
to succeed so that the nation can finally embark on a new 
trajectory towards effective democracy, good governance, and 
sustainable economic progress. 

Reopen closed train 
stations in the west
Resolve persistent manpower 
crisis and other barriers
We are concerned about the widespread disruption of railway 
services in the West Zone, causing immense hardship for 
residents and travellers across Jashore, Jhenidah, Kushtia, 
Meherpur, and Chuadanga. According to a report by this 
daily, 58 out of the 162 railway stations in this zone remain 
closed, leaving only 104 operational. The closures, stemming 
from severe manpower shortages, have affected stations from 
Yeasinpur in Ishwardi (closed since March 25, 1993) to Mirpur in 
Khulna (closed on March 11, 2025). For the travellers, especially 
those from remote areas, the suspension of train stops has 
cut off a reliable, relatively cheap mode of transport for long-
distance journeys.

Due to poor road connectivity in many places under the 
zone, trains have long served as a lifeline for local communities, 
facilitating both travel and transport of agricultural produce. 
The closure of train stations means farmer are being forced to 
sell crops at lower prices in nearby markets due to their inability 
to transport goods to distant markets, resulting in financial 
losses. Students and professionals are also struggling with daily 
commutes. Local residents have talked about the mounting 
difficulties caused by station closures, saying that reopening 
those would significantly ease travel for both students and 
the general public. For those travelling from Dhaka to remote 
areas, their journeys have become considerably complicated and 
costly. Until these stations are reopened, rural communities will 
continue to face hardship and remain largely isolated.

Unfortunately, the railway’s Eastern Zone has also been 
suffering from a similar deficit. An earlier report in this daily 
revealed that at least 54 out of 243 stations in that zone were 
closed over the past two decades due to staff shortages, mainly 
of station masters and pointsmen. Against a sanctioned 
workforce of 22,358, only 11,522 staff members were employed. 
Manpower shortages forced the authorities to operate many 
stations with retired station masters on a contractual basis, 
while most operational stations were running with only half the 
required workforce.

We urge the government to address this crisis with priority. 
Opening and properly operationalising now-closed stations is 
essential for economic activity, education, and social mobility 
in these regions. To that end, the authorities must take effective 
measures to resolve the railway’s persistent manpower crisis. 
Enhancing staff efficiency is also crucial. Moreover, Bangladesh 
Railway has long been struggling with dirty trains and stations, 
irregular schedules, ticket black-marketeering, and recurring 
technical failures, all of which require a comprehensive 
intervention. With the right policy initiatives, proper 
implementation, and functioning accountability mechanisms, 
the railway can be transformed into a reliable, efficient, and 
passenger-friendly service.

Saddam Hussein captured
On this day in 2003, Iraqi President Saddam Hussein was 
captured by US forces during the Iraq War; three years later he 
was found guilty of crimes against humanity and was executed.

THIS DAY IN HISTORY

To misquote Shakespeare,

“The fault, dear Yunus, lies not in our 
laws but in their implementation.”

The cart before the horse
Every day our newspapers carry 
some story or op-ed article about 
why laws or regulations are not 
being implemented, projects are 
facing cost and time overruns, and 
completed projects are not delivering 
the outputs of products and services 
that they were expected to deliver. For 
instance, The Daily Star, on the front 
page of its November 25 issue, carried 
a story about how earthquake shocks 
may lead to building collapses across 
Dhaka due to the failure to observe 
and enforce building regulations. It 
also ran a report showing how women 
continue to be exposed to violence, 
both physical and digital, in spite of 
the numerous agencies and initiatives 
that have been put in place to provide 
them with protection. 

Hardly a day goes by without 
some report of illicit land grabbing 
or encroachment on water bodies 
and other natural resources, in 
clear violation of the laws and 

regulations already in place. Failures 
in administrative compliance are 
compounded by reports of violence 
against vulnerable groups while 
law enforcement agencies remain 
ineffective. Governance inertia 
extends to judicial inaction or to the 
practice of one-eyed justice, where 
people continue to be incarcerated 
and denied bail for political or even 
personal reasons, and languish in jail 
without exposure to due process.

In all of those cases cited above, 
laws, policies, and regulations already 
on the statute books—generated by 
various reform initiatives undertaken 
by successive governments—are being 
ignored or abused. Implementation 
agencies, regulatory bodies, judicial 
institutions, and law enforcement 
agencies tend to demonstrate little 
capacity to discharge their designated 
responsibilities.

While such forms of governance 
failure were rife across the ousted 
Hasina government, and also 
those of its predecessors, we have 
sadly observed little noticeable 
improvement in addressing 
such governance malfunctions 
under the incumbent interim 
government of Prof Muhammad 
Yunus. The government has instead 
demonstrated, perhaps inspired by 
the expectations of the student-
led mass uprising, a preoccupation 
with commissioning a plethora of 
reform initiatives related to the 
constitution, public administration, 
the judiciary, electoral system, 
police, Anti-Corruption Commission 
(ACC), healthcare, local government, 
women’s concerns, the economy, and 
so on. 

While much time was devoted 
to preparing and then building a 
consensus around the reforms (the 

latter covering the first six of the 
reform areas cited above), less time 
appears to have been invested by 
the National Consensus Commission 
(NCC) and the interim government 
in substantively diagnosing and 
addressing the myriad governance 
failures that had provided the basis 
for some of those reforms. Closer 
attention to why laws and regulations 
relating to women’s rights, the 
environment, or the banking sector—
in place for many years—have not 
been properly implemented would 
have given us a better insight into our 
priorities and likely better guided the 
actions of the interim government. 
Such an understanding would have 
provided a clearer idea of how, and by 
whom, the reforms would eventually 
have to be implemented.

A quest for legitimacy
What little political capital was 
available to the interim government 
appears to have been misspent in 
securing commitments from the 
political parties to enact particular 
reforms. Measures to commit or 
bind a prospective elected regime 
to implement the reforms proposed 
by a medley of commissions, and 

prioritised by the NCC, appear to 
be based on hope triumphing over 
experience. In its anxiety to invest the 
reform agenda with some legitimacy, 
the government has annexed a proposal 
for a referendum held along with the 
forthcoming national elections, now 
scheduled to take place on February 12. 
Through the referendum, voters will 
be expected to express their opinion 
by voting “yes” or “no” to a set of four 
blanket propositions that obscure a 
more complex sub-text of 48 proposals 
containing the meat of the reform 
agenda.

 How far the nearly 12.8 crore 
voters can reasonably be expected 
to apply their minds to such an 
opaquely designed referendum—and 
the legitimacy derived from such 
a process—remains questionable. 
Whatever the outcome of the 
referendum, it is far from clear 
whether an elected government 
will feel committed to enact the full 
package of 48 reforms. An incoming 
government, hopefully elected 
through a free and fair election, may 
feel inclined to enact reforms that 
are politically convenient for them. 
Regardless of what the parties say 

now, the priorities set for them by 
their voters, expressed through an 
election manifesto and articulated 
in parliament by their elected 
representatives, will be expected 
to receive precedence over any 
referendum imposed on them by an 
unelected interim government. In any 
elected Jatiya Sangsad, prospective 

reform priorities are more likely to 
emerge out of the dialectic between 
the ruling party and the opposition, 
based on their respective elective 
strength in the House.

Once the elected government 
decides to adopt a particular reform 
or set of reforms, they will need 
to operationalise this through 
legislation. This will apply to such 
constitutional issues as an Upper 
House, which can only be set up 
through a constitutional amendment 
drafted by the elected government in 
parliament. Preparing such a bill will 
require detailing the small print of the 
amendment for incorporation into 
legislation, which will also involve 
consultations with bureaucrats and 
concerned stakeholders who will be 
involved in the actual logistics and 
administration of a prospective Upper 
House. This will further involve such 
issues as the modalities of identifying 
who will be put up by their respective 
parties, the possible composition in 
terms of gender and other identity 
issues, the specific powers located 
within the House, its budget, and 
administrative arrangements. 

The tabled legislation will then be 

exposed to parliamentary debate on 
particular clauses of the bill. This 
will need to include the opposition, 
whether on the floor of the Parliament 
or within a parliamentary committee, 
prior to a final vote to enact it into law. 
The post-election reform enactment 
process may thus be both labour- and 
time-intensive, with wide variations 
in the time required for the legislative 
process involving particular bills, 
whose introduction on the floor of 
the House will need to be prioritised 
and sequenced by the government.

The chimera of implementation
Legislating and enacting a reform 
proposal into law may turn out to be 
the least of the problems, however. 
The principal challenge for any 
government will be to implement 
the reforms over time and deliver 
the promised outcomes. It is in this 
area that successive governments 
have failed to deliver over the years, 
whether because of administrative 
incompetence or malfeasance or due 
to political resistance by particular 
groups who may be impacted by a 
reform. It should be kept in mind here 
that those who oppose a particular 
reform do not always do so during 

the legislative process—which is more 
open to public scrutiny—but during 
the implementation stage, where the 
public is largely kept in the dark about 
what goes on behind the scenes.

Many examples can be cited 
where popular legislation or policies 
negotiated with international 
development partners have been 

sabotaged during the implementation 
process. For instance, financial 
sector reforms negotiated with the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF) 
over the years, going back to the 
1990s, remain a case in point. The 
current Bangladesh Bank governor is 
largely having to draw upon financial 
sector reforms that have been taken 
up by previous governments but have 
only been superficially implemented.

In such circumstances, the 
outcomes from a particular reform 
can only emerge over a protracted 
period of trial and error. Any 
realistic assessment of the reformist 
commitment of any regime will 
thus hardly be possible in 120 or 
even 180 days but will need to be 
evaluated three or four years down 
the line. By that time, we may get 
some idea of how effectively an Upper 
House elected through proportional 
representation (PR) has met the 
expectations of its proponents, or 
whether an “empowered” president 
is able to exercise some restraint over 
an elected prime minister.

Muhammad Yunus and his interim 
government are to be commended 
for their good intentions in seeking 
to carry out reforms that would 
forestall a return to the bad old days 
of “fascism.” Given the track record 
of past governments—including 
those who have held and expect to 
hold office—in implementing their 
own laws, policies, and regulations of 
the time, it remains to be seen what 
the current reform package tabled 
through a referendum will eventually 
manage to deliver.

If any part of the interim 
government’s reform agenda is to 
be implemented at all, much will 
depend on: the credibility, inclusivity, 
and eventual legitimacy of the 
scheduled February 2026 elections; 
the political compulsions of the 
elected ruling party to carry out 
particular reforms; the presence of 
a strong, proactive, and committed 
opposition willing to intelligently 
use the parliamentary system to 
oversee the implementation process; 
the effectiveness of parliament as an 
institution in exercising oversight and 
accountability over the machinery 
of government; the sincerity and 
capacity of the bureaucracy to 
implement rather than frustrate 
reforms; and the oversight and 
activism exercised by civil society 
and the media in tracking the 
reform process from enactment to 
implementation. 

If hope is indeed to triumph over 
experience, we will need to look 
forward not just to a new government 
but to a new political, bureaucratic, 
and civic culture to bring about the 
social transformation we all want, 
and for which so many young people 
shed their blood during the 2024 July 
Uprising.

PRIORITISING REFORMS OVER GOVERNANCE

REHMAN SOBHAN

Prof Rehman Sobhan,
 one of Bangladesh’s most distinguished 

economists and a celebrated public 
intellectual, is founder and chairman of the 

Centre for Policy Dialogue (CPD).
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In all of those cases cited 
above, laws, policies, 

and regulations already 
on the statute books 
are being ignored or 

abused. Implementation 
agencies, regulatory 

bodies, judicial 
institutions, and 
law enforcement 
agencies tend to 

demonstrate little 
capacity to discharge 

their designated 
responsibilities. 

While such forms of 
governance failure were 

rife across the ousted 
Hasina government, 
and also those of its 

predecessors, we have 
sadly observed little 

noticeable improvement 
in addressing such 

governance malfunctions 
under the incumbent 
interim government. 

Whatever may be the outcome of the referendum, 
it is far from clear whether an elected government 
will feel committed to enact the full package of 48 

reforms. An incoming government, hopefully elected 
through a free and fair election, may feel inclined to 

enact reforms that are politically convenient for them. 
Regardless of what the parties say now, the priorities 

set for them by their voters, expressed through an 
election manifesto and articulated in parliament 

by their elected representatives, will be expected to 
receive precedence over any referendum imposed on 

them by an unelected interim government.

Putting the cart before the horse


