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After a prolonged pause, Bangladesh
has finally succeeded in establishing a
democratically elected government through
the 13th national election in February. It is
encouraging that the government expressed
its intention to hold local government
elections within a year, as stated by the
local government, rural development, and
cooperatives (LGRD) minister Mirza Fakhrul
Islam Alamgir last week. The nation is
now looking forward to the restoration of
democratic governance at the local level
through free and fair elections, something
that has been greatly missed for a long time.

In fact, over the past couple years of
authoritarian rule, local government has
been among the most severely weakened
institutions. Recognising this, the Local
Government Reform Commission,
established by the interim government
in 2024, conducted a comprehensive
review of the sector and proposed a set of
recommendations to address its structural
and functional weaknesses. As the country
embarks on a journey toward forming
new local government bodies, the ruling
party may consider implementing the
commission’s recommendations  while
conducting elections. It is worth noting
here that one of the key recommendations
of the reform commission was Lo restore
non-partisan local government elections,
as had been a practice prior to 2015. The
Awami League government introduced
party-based local elections in 2015 through
amending the relevant local government
laws, allowing candidates to contest under
party symbols. This shift contributed
to making the local elections extremely
violent, weakened representation of
local communities, destroyed the social
fabrics, and a corresponding decline in
the effectiveness of local governance.
In a welcome development, on April 9,
2026, the current parliament removed the
provision for holding local government
elections under party symbols. This
decision is expected to usher in a positive
and conducive environment for local level
elections.

In addition to the suggestion for making
local government election nonpartisan,

members, yet they do not possess a
direct representative mandate over the
zila parishad. This arrangement creates
structural and accountability gaps, which
hinders the effective functioning of the zila
parishad.

To address the

the existing gaps,

government may prioritise establishinga more
consistent and uniform electoral framework
across all tiers of local government. In order to

government institutions (union parishad,
upazila parishad, zilla parishad, pourashava,
and city corporation) should be brought
under a uniform legal framework. In this
regard, the local government reform
commission has drafted a unified law
consolidating the existing five local
government (LG) laws governing these
institutions, along with relevant subordinate
legislations, rules, and circulars. This draft

the commission put forward a few more
suggestions regarding local elections, which
the new government may consider in order
to make the local bodies truly representative
and efTective.

First, the local government election
system currently lacks uniformity. Union
parishads (UP), pourashavas, and city
corporations are elected through direct
voting, whereas the uparzila parishad follows
a partially direct system—only the chairman
and vice chairman are directly elected by the
local people while the elected UP chairmen
within the upazila serve as the members of
the parishad without having direct mandate
over its governance.

Similarly, the zila parishad is f[ormed
through an indirect electoral process.
The elected upazila parishad chairmen
within the district act as its constituent

ensure fair and effective representation, like
UP, both the upazila and zila parishads could
be reorganised into clearly defined electoral
wards. For example, each union parishad
could be treated as comprising three wards
within an upazila parishad; thus, an upazila
with five unions would have a total of 15
electoral wards. Similarly, each upazila could
be considered as forming three constituent
wards within a zila parishad. These wards
would be created solely for electoral purposes,
aimed at strengthening representation and
improving institutional accountability.
Second, currently, local government
elections to different tiers are held at
different times under different schedules.
The government may consider holding
elections for different local government
institutions (LGIs) on the same day under
a single schedule. To do this, all five local
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law now needs to be reviewed and finalised
for holding the elections to all five LG
institutions simultaneously within a unified
timeframe.

Holding elections under a single schedule
is expected to significantly reduce electoral
expenditure, potentially to one-fourth of
the current cost. It would also mean that
elections are held once every five years,
rather than being conducted at different
times throughout the year. Beyond cost
and time savings, such an arrangement
would enable all 1.GIs to commence their
terms concurrently, which would improve
coordination and facilitate more effective
planning and budgeting at the local level.

Third, union parishads in Bangladesh vary
significantly in both area and population.
Some unions are large, while others are
relatively small, with areas ranging from

government reform demands

around 12 sq km to asmuch as 1,500 sq km, and
populations vary from approximately 4,000 to
400,000. Despite these wide disparities, all
union parishads are uniformly divided into
nine wards, resulting in an uneven and often
ineflicient distribution of resources. This
arrangement also poses serious challenges
to effective community representation. In
some larger, particularly hilly or coastal
unions, members face considerable difficulties
in maintaining meaningful contact with
their constituents. The hilly Sajek Union of
Baghaichhari upazila in Rangamati district
may be cited as an example. With an area
of some 607 sq km and inhabited by some
45,000 people, it has only nine male and three
female members, which is widely regarded as
insufficient for effective representation. During
the commission’s visit to the area, some ward
members themselves acknowledged that they
were unable to physically cover all the wards
they are responsible for.

Against this backdrop, it has become
essential to reconsider the number of
wards based on both area and population.
Union parishads could be structured
with nine to 39 wards, each comprising
approximately 1,200 to 1,500 residents.
Such a reconfiguration would help ensure
more meaningful representation at UP and
improve the efficiency of local governance
and service delivery.

Fourth, the current system of women’s
participation in local government needs
to be revisited, as it has proven to be
inefficient in practice. The Union Parishad
Act of 1997 introduced direct elections for
three reserved seats for women. Under this
arrangement, each elected woman member
is responsible for three wards, a structure
that often overlaps and conflicts with the
jurisdiction of male ward members. Various
studies have shown that this system has
not vyielded the intended effectiveness
in ensuring meaningful participation of
women. Studies have revealed that female
members are often unable to perform their
duties and responsibilities with maximum
efficiency as three male ward members
also operate within the same constituency
and frequently play a decisive role in
local decision-making process. To make
women participation more effective, it may
be considered that 30 percent of wards
across all local government institutions be
reserved for women, to be filled through a
rotational system over consecutive election
cycle.

Putting these recommendations into
practice may demand extra effort, but if
strengthening local government is the goal,
electoral reform is the essential starting point.
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In a recent press conference that
has since gone viral for all the
wrong reasons, Abdullah Al Jaber,
the member secretary of Ingilab
Moncho, made a statement so
scientifically hollow and socially
reckless that, even after his
subsequent lukewarm apology,
the issue demands an immediate
reckoning. He said that many of the
infant measles deathsin the country
are due to a lack of breastfeeding-
supported immunity. While this
part of his statement aligns with
expert opinion, problems arose
when he alleged that 55 percent
of mothers are “intentionally
withholding breast milk from their
children out of a desire to maintain
their physical fitness.”

It is a familiar, weary script in
Bangladesh. Whenever a systemic
crisis arises, whether it is a rise in
crime, a breakdown of social values,
or a public health emergency like
the ongoing measles outbreak,
the collective gaze immediately
pivots to the female body. It is the
most convenient scapegoat in our
national discourse. When a woman
is raped, we interrogate her choice
of clothing and lifestyle. When
a child is on their deathbed, we
interrogate the mother. By framing
a medical tragedy as a result of
women’s supposed selfishness,
Jaber has not only insulted every
mother in this country but has
also eflectively shielded the state
and the healthcare system from
the accountability they owe to the
451 children who have reportedly
died of measles and measles-like
symptoms.

Why is it so easy to talk about
a woman’s body as if it were
public property? Why is it that a
man with no apparent medical
education or nutritional expertise
can stand before a microphone and
diagnose superficiality in millions
of women as the root cause of a
national crisis? In an age where
digital engagement is a currency,
attacking women often seems the

By turning a public
health crisis into a
moral crusade against
women, the actual
causes of measles
deaths—such as gaps
in the immunisation
chain, lack of proper
vaccination campaigns,
and widespread
malnutrition—are
pushed out of the
spotlight.

fastest way (o capture attention. It
is cheap, easy, and instantly taps
into our deep-seated prejudice that
prefers to blame individuals rather
than address the structural failures
of the state.

To understand why breastfeeding
rates might fluctuate, one must
look at the conditions of women’s
lives. A recent report in The Daily
Star highlighted a harrowing
statistic: approximately 1.6 crore
people in Bangladesh faced acute
food insecurity last year. We are a
nation struggling with nutrition

and food stability. When a mother
is malnourished, when she herself
does not have access to a balanced
diet, her ability to lactate isnaturally
compromised. It is not a choice
but a biological consequence of
poverty. According to Bangladesh
Demographic and Health Survey
(BDHS) data, the rate of exclusive
breastfeeding fell from 65 percent
in 2017-18 to 55 percent in 2022. But
experts have blamed not mothers,
but issues such as superstition,
lack of awareness, and inadequate
publicity as major obstacles to
exclusive breastfeeding. They also
point out frequent disregard for the
Breast-Milk Substitutes (BMS) Rules
2017, as many organisations fail to
provide six months’ maternity leave
or breastfeeding facilities, thereby

further  discouraging  working
mothers from breastfeeding
exclusively.

There is indeed a blatant lack
of structural support for working
mothers. Bangladesh’s economy
relies heavily on the labour of
women, particularly in the garment
sector and the informal economy.
How many of these women are
granted adequate postpartum
leave? How many workplaces
provide the private facilities and
time required for breastfeeding?
When a mother is forced back into
the factory or the office just weeks
after childbirth because she cannot
afford to lose her income, she is not
choosing to prioritise her physique.
She is choosing survival.

Also, the narrative that berates
women for not breastieeding
their children because of “fitness
concerns” ignores the reality of
postpartum depression, lack of
community healthcare support,
and the sheer exhaustion of women
navigating a patriarchal society
with few safety systems to cushion
them.

By turning a public health
crisis into a moral crusade against
women, the actual causes of
measles deaths—such as gaps in
the immunisation chain, lack

of proper vaccination campaigns,
and widespread malnutrition—are
pushed out of the spotlight. It is a
classic bait and switch. The public
becomes busy debating the morality
of mothers while the institutions
responsible for child health escape
scrutiny. A half-hearted apology does
not crase the damage such rhetoric
creates. A mother who has lost her
child to a preventable disease like
measles carries an unimaginable

grief. To have that grief met with
the accusation that her child died
because she was worried about her
“fitness” is an act of cruelty that no
apology can fix.

We need to demand discourse
that is grounded in data, sociology,
and medical science, not in the
prejudiced whims of those holding
press conferences. The children of
this country deserve a healthcare
system that works and a society that

supports their mothers. They do not
deserve to have their deaths used
as fodder to spread misogynistic
narratives. If we want to talk about
competence, let us talk about the
moral proficiency of our leaders to
speak on public platforms and the
institutional capacity of our state
to provide for its most vulnerable
citizens. Anything else is a dangerous
distraction.
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