% ERSHAD IN JAIL

%" Setback for Bangladesh Oppositio A

THE complexion of Bangladesh politics is undergoing 3 sea
change with the Bangladesh High Court having sent H M
Frshad, chairman of the Jatiya Party and the former
President of the country, back to prison for corruption. Most
significant is his debarment from contesting elections for five
vears. It is a quirk of history that such a fate awaited the
country’s Jongest serving ruler; the founder of the Jatiya
Party is not only its guiding spirit but also one of the main
piliars of the BNP-led Begum Zia's four-party opposition
combine which has vowed to oust Sheikh Hasina’s Awami
League. His party’s secretary general too has been barred
from contesting election on grounds of moral turpitude. The
alection bar will no doubt dishearten Ershad’s followers. They
had returned him to Parliament twice — in 1991 and 1996 —
{rom five Rangpur seats with massive margins despite his
being in jail on both occasions. For Rangpur voters he has
been a symbol of protest against Dhaka’s policy of neglect.
But all this may change with Ershad no longer being in the
poll fray. The greatest worry to Begum Zia and the leaders of
two Muslim fundamentalist parties including the Jamat-e-
Islam is whether an already truncated Jatiya Party will be
able to stay together. Already it has suffered two splits which
has sapped its morale and strength. With his blessing leaders
o one of his party’s factions had broken away to align itself
with Sheikh Hasina’s Awami League. In fact his once right
hand man is now a key minister in Hasina’s Government.

What is worrying Begum Zia and others of the four party
combine is that Ershad is becoming a big liability. The mass
image that he has does not help the combine. It was precisely
because of this that the combine’s liaison committee did not
issue any statement sympathising with Ershad’s plight for
which his followers expressed considerable dismay. The
electoral arithmetic had compelled Begum Zia to have Ershad
as an ally since his party won 33 seats in the last
parliamentary poll. But in the changed scenario any linkage
wich Ershad may do more harm than any good to the
corabine. For the combined opposition, which has not been
ab.e to get anywhere with its oust Hasina movement, this is
a big setback. /-



Acquittals tngger pro¥éﬂs

By Haroon Habib k\v /

DHAKA, DEC. 14. The verdict in the Bangabandhu
Sheikh Mujibur Rahman murder case, in which one
of the two judges acquitted five of the 15 accused
persons, triggered instant protests all over Bangla-
desh, with scores of people, mostly belonging to the
ruling Awami Leagues and socio-cultural organisa-
tions taking to the streets.

The Prime Minister, Sheikh Hasina Wajed, who de-
clined to comment on the judgment, appealed tothe
people to have “patience and not to r W
lence”. 5}

The Home Minister, Mr. Mohamnfad Nasim,
rushed to the Dhaka University campus to defuse
mounting tension after the judgment was pro-
nounced. Students staged protests demanding exe-
cution of the all the 15 accused — all former army

- officials — and sentenced to death by a lower court.

The senior judge of the High Court Division Bench
of the Supreme Court, Mr, Justice Mohammad Ruhul
Amin, upheld the 1998 trial court verdict of death
penalty on 10 of the accused but acquitted five.
“These five condemned convicts are acquitted of the
charges levelled against them,” Justice Ruhul Amin
ruled. .

The other judge (n the bench, Mr. Justice A.B.M.
Khairul Haq, upheld the entire trial court verdict
handing down death sentences to all the 15 accused,
saying, “The death reference No 30 (Bangabandhu
murder case) of the 1998 is accepted in respect of all
(the 15) accused”.

Another bench will now hear the case because of
the split verdict in line with the provisions of the
Code of Criminal Procedure, court sources said, add-
ing that the case had been sent to the Chief Justice for
action along that line,

Tight security was enforced in and around the
crowded Supreme Court complex on Thursday. Jus-
tice Ruhul Amin pronounced his verdict first while
Justice Khairul Haq followed his colleague with his
verdict.

Both the judges took 20 minutes to read oyt the
operative part of the judgment after they arrivied at
the courtroom around 10.45 a.m. A large numbgr of
lawyers, including the Attorney General, journalists,
officials and relatives of the convicts were present.

The 10 who received the death sentence are: the
former Lieutenant Colonels Syed Farook Rahman,
Sultan Shahriar Rashid Khan, Khondoker Abdur
Rashid, Shariful Haque Dalim, AM Rashed Chowd-
hury, AKM Mohiuddin (lancer), SHBM Nur Chowd-
hury, Mohammad Abdul Aziz Pasha, former Major
Baziul Huda and Captain Abdul Mazed.

Only three of the 10, Farook, Shahriar and Huda,
are now in Dhaka Central Jail. The rest have been
absconding since the June 1996 general elections
which brought back the Awami League back to pow-

er 21 years after the assassination of Sheikh Mujibur !

Rahman. Legal experts, including the chief prose-
cution lawyer, Mr. Serajul Haq, and Defence Counsel
said despite the unanimity on the punishment for
the 10, the execution of the verdict would have to
wait until the disposal the split part of the judgment
by a third judge.

The five acquitted persons are: Former Lieutenant
Colonel Mohiuddin Ahmed, Major Ahmed Sharful
Hossain, Captains Mohammad Kismat Hashem and
Nazmul Hossain Ansar and Risaldar Muslemuddin
alias Moslehuddin. Except Lt. Col. Mohiuddin, all are
fugitives.

The experts said a third judge, to whom the case
would have to be referred, would decide the fate of
the convicts. ““The verdict is a verdict, we have noth-
ing to comment, but this trial proved that the ruie of
law is there in the country,” Mr. Serajul Haq said
after the verdict. He, however, added that the prose-
cution struggle to prove the case would take some
more days to yield result due to the split judgment
“as the High Court part of the trial is yet to be end-
ed”. The defence lawyers, including Mr. Mahbubur
Rahman, said they would file an appeal against the
verdict after the disposal of the case by the third
judge.
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But Hasina has other challenges to meet

THE disposal of three contempt cases against Bangladesh
Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina by Dhaka High Court with
a caution to be “more careful and respectful in making com-
ment on judiciary” in future has set at rest the political con-
troversy whipped up by the Bangladesh Opposition for polit-
ical advantage. According to her the trial of killers obstruct-
ed and bail procured for them. Except for those blinded by
hatred for Sheikh Hasina, there will be widespread support
for her position. She is not wrong in seeking an explanation
for the manner in which bail was granted for the asking for
many of the murderers. According to official sources, 10 peo-
ple on an average are murdered and 12 are raped daily. The
figures project a frightful picture although the scene is much
worse than officially admitted. There are numerous instances
where criminals have committed worse crimes and gone into
hiding after jumping bail. Sheikh Hasina articulates popular
sentiment. After all it is her Government, which is blameg for
the rising crime graph. L?Q/

The deplorable aspect of the three conte }a\ cases 'was that
they were filed to settle political scores wkh Sheikh Hasina
rather than concern for the dignity of the judiciary. Most of
the 449 petitioners, besides 110 Opposition\MPs, have pro-
nounced Opposition connexions. This is why 568 lawyers,
mostly Awami League sympathisers, filed a separate petition
seeking dismissal of all the cases. The issue was so highly
politicised that at the meeting of the Supreme Court Bar
Association lawyers of rival camps almost came to blows. As
a result the focus of the issue, worsening crime scene and
inadequate judicial response, was lost. The judiciary is suf-
fering from a crisis of confidence since many judges are
appointees of previous Governments and their actions, in
popular perception, have seemed unfair. Unfortunately
Sheikh Hagina has done little to reverse the trend. She has
yet to honour her poll pledge to separate the judiciary from
the executive. Recently her supporters sought to intimidate
judges some of whom felt embarrassed to hear Sheikh Mujib’s
death reference case. She also needs to deal with her party
leaders who are using criminals for personal gains. Law and
order may be a deciding factor in next year’s election//
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Court asks Ershad

cfa to surixegder

DHAKA, Nov. 7. — The Supreme Court of
|| Bangladesh today directed former military
ruler, H M Ershad to surrender within two
weeks in connection with a High Court verdict
handing him five-year jail term on a graft
charge.

Earlier, the court rejected his plea allowing
him not to surrender pending disposal of his
appeal against the court’s judgement. The

Mr HM Ershad  judgement was given by Appellate Division of

the Supreme Court, headed by chief justice, Mr
Latifur Rahman.

The Supreme Court will hear the petitions filed by Ershad and
the government on the High Court judgement, on 21 November.

Today’s ruling comes after the Supreme Court had granted
three extensions earlier for his surrender.

Ershad was found guilty of “criminal misconduct” by the High
Court and handed a five year jail term and a fine of taka 5.5 crore
in August last year. He was charged with purchasing a high rise
building on government land, while in power thus accumulating
wealth disproportionate to his known sources of income.

Reacting to the order, Ershad has said that he will abide by the
verdict and surrender before the due date.
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DHAKA, Nov. 16. The situafion in the Chmagong
Hill Tracts (CHT), wracked by tribal insurgen-
cy and counter- insurgency for nearly two dec-
ades, has become tense once again as the
controversy over the implementation of the
peace accord, signed two years ago, has taken
a new turn.

The Chairman of the CHT Regional Council
(CHTRC), Mr. J. B. Larma alias Shanto Larma,
who is aiso the chief of the Chittagong Hill
‘Tracts Jana Sanghati Samity (PCJSS), recently
threatened to go back to bush war owing to
what he termed as the "failure of the Govern-
ment” to implement the peace accord.

Mr. Larma, who enjoys the status of a State
Minister, said that ‘‘despite our utmost sincer-
ity” some sections of the Government did not
want that the accord, which had ended the
bush war, be implemented.

But the statement by Mr. Larma invited
quick protest not only from the Minister for
Chittagong Hill Tracts Affairs, Mr. Kalparanjan
Chakma, but also other top tribal leaders, in-
cluding Mr. Bir Bahadur, MP. They described
Mr. Larma’s comments as “‘irresponsible’” and
said the Government was sincere in imple-
menting the remaining clauses of the accord
which remained unimplemented.

Meanwhile, a report compiled by the Minis-
try of CHT Affairs said that ““98 per cent" of the
accord had heen implemented.

The comments of Mr. Larma made even the
Prime Minister, Sheikh Hasina, to sav that de-
spite some constraints, the pace of implemen-
tation of the treaty was encouraging.

By HarZ? I‘Zﬁﬁ

Independent observers admit that there
were some clauses that were not implement-
ed. But they did not question the sincerity of
the Government in this regard since many vi-
tal clauses were already implemented and the
tribal-dominated Regional Council headed by
Mr. Larma was functioning smoothly. This
section is, however, anxious to know why Mr.
Larma who knows the complexities and the
mind of the Government, has become so vocal
and even threatened to go back to insurgency.

It seems that the crux of the CHT problem,
even after the signing of the landmark agree-
ment, was not fully removed. Mr. Charu Bi-
kash Chakma, a close friend of late M. N.
Larma, the founding leader of the tribal in-
surgency, explained that the tribals are still
worried about their cultural identity and ex-
clusive right in the hills while Bengali settlers,
majority of whom were brought to the region
by military rulers, worried about their right to
reside and earn their livelihood in the region.

Tribals, who now constitute slightly more
than half of the 1 million CHT population, feel
they are the original inhabitants of the hills
and Bengalis had always ruled the CHT region
only under special arrangements, by granting
autonomy and exclusive rights to the 13 tribes
in the area.

Incidentally, the opponents of the accord
are the political opposition of the Sheikh Hasi-
na Government. The anti-accord protagonists
see things differently. They ask why tribals

should enjoy exclusive rights or why citizens

from other parts of the country should not
enjoy rights in the CHT, which they enjoy else-
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unrest brewing in CHT

where, i.e. right to own property and te-stand
for election in local government.

For Bengali settlers, the issue is more of a
bread and butter one as they were landless
poor when they were brought to the CHT un-
der a blueprint of the then military regimes to
outnumber the tribals. For the tribals, howev-
er, the issue goes far more deeper. They fear
their very identity is under threat.

As the anti-accord campaigners say, the
special status for the CHT would mean the
Bengalis would become disadvantaged and
may even lose the right to buy and own land.

The hill people and the secular forces say
that imposition of the will of the majority on a
small but culturally distinct minority would in
no way constitute a democratic way of doing
things. They praise the Government for the
bold measures in securing the rights of the
tribals through signing the peace accord.

There is another striking factor that was ap-
parently overlooked. Following the peace ac-
cord, the military administration has now
almost wound up its network under the coun-
ter-insurgency wing. In the absence of effec-
tive functioning of that network, it is alleged
that one “foreign intelligence” has found it
convenient to rule the roost there.

There is also a new aspect that Awami
League, the ruling party, is not in favour of the
emergence of a separate identity for the PCJSS
which is trying to become a regional party.
Awami League and PCJSS had an understand-
ing to work together but its possibility is re-
portedly fading since the hardliners in the
PCJSS are now thinking in a different line,



“Hasina Govt., HC

- \q/ By Haroon Habib

DHAKA, NOV. 17. Periodical rows between the executive
and the judiciary are not new tq Bangladesh, but the
latest controversy is snowballing into a major con-
frontation between the two wings of Government.
The issue arose after a bench of the High Court
granted anticipatory bail at midnight to a person who
faces sedition charges brought by the State. Taking
note of this unprzcedented action, Parliament decid-
ed to hdld a discussion on the issue, triggering a row

with the High Court.

The bench, holding court at midnigk\(, T n\éd Mr.
A.M.M. Bahauddin, editor of the Daily Ingi
sidered as the mouthpiece of the country’s {eligious

and the writer of an article for publishing a parody
ridiculing the country’s national anthem.

Warrants have been issued against them by other
district courts too after many persons moved the
courts.

Thej controversial order came from the bench re-
constituted by the Chief Justice after another bench
decliped to hear the petition and sent the matter to
him An the evening. To avert arrest, Mr. Bahauddin,
backed by prominent lawyers supporting the Begum
leda Zia-led Opposition alliance, surrendered be-
fofe the High Court and prayed for anticipatory bail

which was granted.
The Prime Minister, Sheikh Hasina Wajed, address-
ing Parliament on Thursday on her return from
abroad, questioned the “reason and urgency” that
prompted the bench to sit at midnight.

“None can accept such a disgrace brought upon
the national anthem, national independence and sov-
ereignty... We can’t and we’ll not accept it”, she said.
Sheikh Hasina, who was twice warned by the High
Court in the past against making comments against
the court and judges, wondered how the court grant-
ed"bail so hastily even without giving notice to the
State or without the Attorney General’s presence.
Though the Government is a party to the case, the
Attorney General was not informed when the night
sitting of the court was held on Nov. 15.

The Home Affairs Minister, Mr. Mohammad Nasim,
wondered about the “hasty midnight sitting” of the
court. “‘Was it so urgent to sit at midnight to grant this
bail while the nation had to wait for years to see the

" trial of the Bangabandhu (Sheikh Mujibur Rahman)

n collision course

murder case?”’ Making a statement on the floor of the
House, the Law Minister, Mr. Abdul Matin Khasru,
supported Mr. Nasim saying, the High Court had set
an “unprecedented instance'’ and urged the court to
show similar urgency in pressing matters.

Parliament is yet to fix a date for the discussion on
the issue but sources said it may be held any time next
week. The House will be holding the debate in the
absence of the Opposition which has been boycotting
the session for more than a year and a half. The Oppo-
sition leader, Begum Khaleda Zia, has sided with the
editor, accusing the Government of harassing the
“popular and patriotic newspaper’’,

Interestingly, most other popular dailies of the
country have demanded punishment for the editor,
publisher and the writer of the parody. There was also
a host of statements in the newspapers which wanted
stern action against the daily, which is known for its
stand in favour of politics which upheld anti- inde-
pendence spirit.

The remarks of Government leaders, including
some prominent legal experts who have questioned
the “unprecedented nature” of the court sitting at
midnight, have revived the old controversy over the
“‘abnormal delay” in completing the hearing on the
death reference in the murder case of Sheikh Mujibur
Rahman. After a lower court passed the verdict sen-
tencing 15 former army officers to death two years
ago for assassinating the father of the nation, the High
Court is yet to complete the process of hearing the
reference. This has caused a commotion in the “pro-
liberation lobby” in Bangladesh politics which ques-
tions the reason for such delay.

As the fresh controversy began, the death reference
bench of the High Court took cognizance of the Home
Minister’'s comments in Parliament and asked the At-
torney General to ascertain whether the Minister’s
observations as carried in the newspapers were cor-
rect and report to the bench on Sunday.

Meanwhile, in another development, editors and
publishers of 16 national dailies in a joint statement
expressed concern over the issuance of show cause
notices by the High Court suo motu and on the basis
of complaints by the Attorney General against five
leading dailies on charges of contempt of court. “We
believe that the judiciary should not avoid o let go

the matter uninvestigated over which the complgxity .

has arisen, but the newspapers concerned reported it

to draw the attention of the higher authorities.of,the |

State and the judiciary”, the statement said.-
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aleda vows to form

] u (‘7(
-~“*nationalist govt.»)}

By Haroon Habib

DHAKA, OCT. 2. The leader of the
Bangladesh National Party, Be-
gum Khaleda Zia, has virtually
started her campaign for the next
general elections with a call to the
people to support the candidates
of the four- party Opposition alli-
ance. She said the alliance, if vot-
ed to power, would form a
“nationalist government’’.

Begum Zia’s call came at a pub-
lic rally organised by the alliance’s
at Mymensingh one month after
the Opposition leaders, in a rather
hasty move, signed an accord on
electoral alliance. On August 24,
Begum Zia, the Jamaat-e-Islami
chief, Prof. Golam Azam, and the
10§ leader, Maulana Azizul Hug,
rushed to the residence of Gen, H.
M. Ershad, the former dictator
and now Jatiya Party chairperson,
a few hours after he was sen-
teniced to five years in jail by a
High Court bench in a corruption
case, and signed the deal.

Incidentally, the corruption
case against Gen. Ershad was filed
during Begum Zia's regime.

The Mymensingh rally which
was fairly big, has raised the mo-
rale of the alliance, particularly of
Gern. Ershad and the religious
fundamentalists, because Begum
Zia, for the first time, disclosed
her plan to include even those
politicians who still toe “one-Pa-
kistan"’ concept, in her cabinet in
the rame of forming a ‘‘national-
ist government .

The Opposition, now seemingly
united, has made many charges
against the Hasina Government,
the most serious of them being
deterioration in the law and order
situation. Flinging charges of
“corruption” against the ruling
party, Khaleda Zia alleged that the
Awarni .eague was trying to hang
on tc power through rigging and
use f money power. The ruling
party responded by charging that
the Opposition combine had pre-
pared a blueprint to grab power
throush conspiracy and make

"

Bangladesh a “‘neo-Pakist
with the help of “a foreign secfet
agency'.

In her latest attempt to kick off
the anti-Government agitation,
Begum Zia called for a country-
wide hartal on Monday to protest.
against “terrorism”. The Opposi-
tion alliance had called a similar
hartal on August 30 to protest en-
hanced fuel prices. However, they
failed to draw public response.

The BNP chief, who returned
home on September 23 from Sau-
di Arabia, announced several
demonstrations, including a joint
rally in northern Dinajpur on Oc-Y
tober 10. The Home Minister, Mr.
Mohamad Nasim, alleged that Be-
gum Zia had established contacts
with a “foreign intelligence agen-
¢y’ during her trip to Saudi Ara-
bia. In fact, the issue of the
involvement of Pakistan’s ISI in
the internal affairs of Bangladesh
is becoming more talked about
than at any time before with the
pro-libgration  politicians and
other leading personalities de-
manding shutting down of the Pa-
kistan embassy in Dhaka. They
allege that the embassy has be-
come the centre “from where all
activities of ISI are planned and
executed.”

Begum Zia asked for votes a few
days after the Prime Minister in-
structed her party to get ready for
the election that may be called at
any time. Despite the strong Op-
position alliance, Sheikh Hasina
believes that her party will do well
in the poll. But many sympathis-
ers of the party believe that the
party may be underestimating the
alliance.

It is difficult to say when the
election is going to be held. The
Awami League must be waiting
for an opportune time to call elec-
tion, to catch the opponents un-
prepared. Sheikh Hasina’s
five-year term ends on July 12,
2001. Elections must
within three mont
under a non-par
ernment.
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'/ Ziaur killing: panel fof

revocation

‘\‘
By Haroon Habib K

DHAKA, OCT. 3. In a landmark deci-
sion, the Standing Committee of
the Bangladesh Jatiya Sangsad
(Parliament) on the Ministry of
Defence has unanimously recom-
mended revocation of the court
martial judgment on 37 army offi-
cers for their alleged role in the
assassination of the late President
Gen. Ziaur Rahman. Thirteen of
the officers have been hanged.

The members of the Committee
belonging to both the treasury
and Opposition benches felt that
the trial by the court martial was
“illegal and unjust”, aimed at
eliminating freedom fighter offi-
cers from the army. They opined
that the verdict should be nulii-
fied under Section 132 of the Ar-
my Act. Incidentally, all the
parliamentary Committees have
been working with the full partici-
pation of Opposition parties
though they have been abstaining
from Parliament for a long time.
The legislators attending the
meeting asked the Ministry of De-
fence to take necessary measures
to implement the decision. The
lawmakers observed that 13 army
cofficers, all of them were liber-
ation war heroes of the country,
were hanged for their alleged in-
volvement in the killing of Ziaur
Rahman on May 30, 1981. They
were not even allowed to defend
themselves during the trial.

The legislators also decided to
summon the former President,
Gen. H.M. Ershad, to testify be-
fore the committee since he was
the Chief of Army Staff when the
trial was held. Ever since the exe-
cutions, the pro-liberation lobby
in Bangladesh has been demand-
ing reopening of the case, stating
that the hanging of the officers
was a “conspiracy”’ to eliminate
freedom fighters from the army.

There has been a civil case in a
Chittagong court concerning
Ziaur Rahman’s assassination but
the then Government led by Be-
gum Khaleda Zia stopped ail po-

sentences

W

tons into the case.
asina Government
reopened the Yial but said it was
being delayed due to “non-coop-
eration” from the main Opposi-
tion party.

The parliamentary committee
was probing the allegations of the
widows of those hanged that the
action against their husbands was
mala fide and illegal. Earlier, a
sub-committee of the legislators
assigned to look into the court-
martial submitted its report to the
Standing Committee. The sub-
committee expressed its dissatis-
faction over the Army Headquar-
ters’ refusal to provide it with
necessary documents regarding
the trial. In its report, it asked the
Standing Committee to take ac-
tion against the Ministry of De-
fence for non-cooperation.

The Committee meeting was
chaired by Maj. Gen. M. Shafiul-
lah (Retd). The Defence Secretary,
Mr. Idris Ali, and the Army Chief
Lt. Gen. Mustafizur Rahman, also
attended. The Defence Secretary
said the army would provide the
Committee with all the papers re-
garding the court martial.

The decision by the Committee
came after the sub- committee
headed by Col. Showkat Ali
(Retd), submitted its report main-
taining that the punishment given
under the Martial Law was “pre-
planned and the judgment was
delivered without adequate wit-
ness and proof.”

The sub-committee also said
the accused were not allowed to
defend themselves and there was
only three defending officers for
the 37 accused officers.

lice invesy
The Shei

Maj. Gen. Shafiullah, a freedomiﬂ\

fighter and the first Chief of the
Bangladesh Army, said injustice
was meted out to most of the offi-
cers. He said some of the convict-
ed officers were not even at the

A

place of the crime and one who
was hanged was with Ziaur Rght”
man during the revolt. /

A
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HE Bangladesh Prime

Minister, Sheikh Hasina,

has of late adopted a
strategy that appears to be
paying dividends both external-
ly and internally. It also shows
that, at least for the present,
the dividing line between the
country’s domestic and foreign
politics has got blurred. A
school of thought in interna-
tional politics comprising
Senator Fulbright, Hans J
Morgenthau and Steve Smith
says that “if ever the line

HASINA'S STRATEGY

Rich Dividends For Bangladesh g

By PARMANAND

raf made an appeal to forget
the past.

What prompted Hasina to
adopt a new line vis-a-vis
Pakistan? Relations between
the two South Asian states had
been, by and large, friendly
after the formation of Bangla-
desh, despite the happenings of

1971 and Islamabad’s failure to -

settle the question of around
250,000 Urdu-speaking Biharis
stranded in Bangladesh who
tad antad for Pakistan after

through a mass movement The
ruling Awami League believes
that if the plan masterminded
by Khaleda Zia, HM Ershad
and Gholam Azam works,
Bangladesh will become neo-
Pakistan and that will be the
beginning of a process of “Pak-
istanisation” which freedom-
loving Bengalis would not
allow. Surprisingly, Khaleda
Zia is now leading even those
who had opposed and still op-
pose Bangladesh’s indepen-
dence from Pakisten. The fail-
ure of the four —==position
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Clinton-Hasina talks to focus on energy sector

-\
\ ) By Haroon Habib | \C

DHAKA, OCT. 14. The Prime Minister of Bingla-
desh, Sheikh Hasina Wajed, will visit th
from October 16 to 18 at the invitation
U.S. President, Mr. Bill Clinton. She is the first
Bangladesh Head of Government 7o visit that
country. Dhaka sees the visit, following Mr.
Clinton's trip to Bangladesh in March, as a his-
toric one and also an opportunity to broaden
relations. Bilateral, regional and g.obal issues
would figure in the talks. Agreements bolster-
ing economic and bilateral ties are expected to
be signed.

An official in the U.S. Department of Energy,
Mr. Calvin Humphrey, has told mediamen
here that “This (the invitation) rcflects the lev-
el and depth of friendship between U.S. and
Bangladesh.” The official "settled ap some re-
maining snags’ for unhindered 'J.S. invest-
ments in the energy sector.

Diplomatic sources here said that the Clin-
ton-Hasina meeting would give the final shape

to their dls(usﬁ?{fm gh aka in \Llrch 20 fo-

cussing on several issues, more precisely, Ban-
gladesh's  energy  assets, which are  of
considerable interest to the U.S. and Western
oil companies. Sheikh Hasina expects that the
U.S. would accelerate the opening of its market
to Bangladesh readymade garments, the main
export earning sector.

Sheikh Hasina and Mr. Clinton will hold a
summit meeting at the White House. She will
also meet the U.S. Secretary of State, Ms. Ma-
deleine Albright, visit Pentagon and also meet
the members of the Press Club.

Dhaka also hopes to make some progress in
the extradition of the convicted killers of
Sheikh Mujibur Rahman from the U.S. She is
also scheduled to meet the U.S. Attorney Gen-
eral, Ms. Janet Reno. A luncheon will also be
given in Sheikh Hasina's honour.

According to local newspaper reports, the
U.S. is “pressing”’ Bangladesh to take decisions
on a number of issues including that relating to

THE HINDU
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~ gladesh ©

the export of gas to India, before the visit to
Washington. However, the stand on gas export
would be ¢ ommunicated to the U.S. during the
summit meeting, sources said. Mr. Humphrey,
however, denied putting “'pressure’ on Ban-
gladesh saying they were in fact assisting Ban-
to take the right decision”.

It appears that quota and GSP facilities o
Bangladesh woulc largely depend on the Dha-
ka's decision on allowing trade union rights in
the export processing zones. The U.S. is insist-
ing on the right of workers to organise unions
in the EPZs.

The debt relief ty be sought would be around
$700 millions extended under PL-480. The U.S.
is interested in increasing its investment in oil
and gas sector of Bangladesh. But much would
depend on Bangladesh’s decision on gas ex-
port. Sheikh Hasina government is unlikely to
agree to any proposal involving India before

the next general election lest it should become
a handle for the Opposition to beat IW



Missourt governor
killed in plane crash

GOLDMAN (Missouri):
Missouri governor Mel Carnahan
was killed in a plane crash along
with one of his sons, who was fly-
ing the plane, and a campaign
adviser, a relative of the adviser

said on Tuesday.
The Jefferson County Sheriff’s
department said the plane

crashed on Monday night in a
hilly wooded area about 40 km
south of St Louisn in the U.S.
Missouri highway patrol sgt Tim
McDonald said debris from the
crash was scattered, making it dif-
ficult to identify the plane.
The govemor, son Roger, and
-campaign adviser Chris Sifford, all
died in the crash, said Frank
Sifford, a stoddard county commis-
sioner. He was adviser Sifford’s
cousin. “We don’t have any infor-
mation, just that (Chris) was on the
" plane with governor Carnahan and
it crashed near Pevely and there
are no survivors,” said Frank
Sifford. The governor had been
expected at a campaigu rally at 8
pm. (local time) in New Madrid,
1 about 240 km south of St Louis. (47

India calls for reforms
in developing nations

By Dharam Shourie

UNITED NATIONS: Criticising the
rich nations for their failure to help
developing states lift themselves out
of the quagmire of poverty and debt
during the last decade, India has
called for “dramatic improvement”
in development efforts to ensure
future generations are freed from
hunger, disease and illiteracy.

Addressing a UN committee meet-
ing here, India’s representative M.M.
Sankhdher urged the industrialised
states to fulfil their commitments-
undertaken at various UN fora in
1990s in the fields of trade, financial
assistance, transfer of technology and
know-how, debt-relief and environ-
ment. Agreeing that sustained eco-
nomic growth presupposes vigorous
national effort, Mr Sankhdher pointed
out that it also needed a favourable
international environment.

He regretted that none of the goals
set in declaration on international
economic cooperation and the inter-

national development strategy, both

adoptecf in 1990, have been met.

No developing country has
achieved the goal of seven per cent
rate of growth, number of people liv-
ing under poverty line has not
decreased, international trading envi-
ronment conducive to developing
countries has not been created and
the debt burden, instead of reducing,
has gone. up to $2.5 trillion in 1999
from $1.4 trillion in 1990, he told the
delegates. Pointing to the specific
goals set by last month’s millennium
summit of the UN general assembly
for reducing poverty, and inthe fields
of literacy and health, among other
areas, Mr Sankhdher said mobilisa-
tion of financial resources, besides
the political will, would be necessary
to achieve the targets.

So far only limited progress has
been achieved in meeting the goals
set by several international confer-
ences on environment, population
and development, social develop-
ment and women’s empowerment,

he added. ey

eikh Hasina’s
historic U.-S.q;r""
visit extended \4

WASHINGTON: rime
Minister Sheikh Hasina
Wajed flew into Washington
on Monday, making history
as the first-ever Bangladeshi
leader to undertake T‘-)

at

cial visit to the U.S.

Sheikh Hasina arrive
Andrews Air Force base after
a stopover in London, and
was taken by motorcade to
Blair House, a residence
opposite the White House
often used by foreign leaders
when visiting Washington.

She smiled at reporters but
dedined to answer questions
as she walked from her lim-
ousine holding the hand of
her three-year-old grand-
daughter Amreen Hossain.

The itinerary for the visit
was hastily reshuffled after
President Bill Clinton and
other top officials rushed off
to attend a West Asia summit
in Egypt. .

The President is now
expected to see the PM on
Thursday. A luncheon due to
take place on Tuesday with
secretary of state Madeleine
Albright will now be hosted
by her deputy Strobe Talbott,
officials said.

Sheikh Hasina’s visit is at
the invitation of Mr Clinton,
who visited Bangladesh
briefly during his South
Asian tour earlier this year.

Officials in Dhaka said the
visit, which has been expand-
ed to four days owing to Mr

. Clinton’s West Asia trip,

would transform relations
with Washinglon.

“The historic visit to
Washington by our Prime
Minister will bring about a
revolutionary change in bilat-
eral ties, which will be further
expanded,” Bangladeshi for-
eign secretary Shafi Sami

said.
Hours after arriving,
Sheikh Hasina held talks with

U.S. energy secretary Bill
Richardson. No details were
released of the meeting.

During the visit, agree-
ments are. expected to be
signed on information tech-
nology, nuclear emergy and
the environment.

Sheikh Hasina will also
meet US. attorney general
Janet Reno, oil company
executives and U.S. labour

secretary Alexis Herman. (/17
Governor who 4/
accused Estrad
bribery is grilled
MANILA: A provincial gov-
ernor, who accused President
Joseph Estrada of taking
bribes from illegal gambling
bosses was grilled in the
Senate on Tuesday, ahead of a
bid to impeach the Philippine
leader.

Governor Luis Singson, a’
‘ormer close friend of the
President, stood firm on his
allegations even as Senators
alleged Singson misused gov-
:rnment funds and was possi-
1y linked to smuggling activ-
ities. Singson had claimed
that he personally handed
over to the President $8.2
million collected from opera-
tors of “jueteng,” an illegal
gambling racket.

The opposition is using
Singson’s allegations as the
basis for impeachment
charges against Mr Estrada,
which they plan to file in the
House of Representatives on
Wednesday. Singson said Mr
Estrada and his allies tried to
talk him out of making the
charges, but he stood his
ground.

Asked by Senator Rodolfo
Biazon if he was aware he
was committing an illegal act
by acting as a bagman for Mr
Estrada, Singson said: “Yes, 1
was. It was the order of the
President. What could I
do?”.iaFp)

of

~Indonesia fighting

claims four rebels

JAKARTA: Security forces
in Indonesia’s war-torn Aceh
province shot four rebels to
death while fighting between
military  personnel  and
policemen in the Maluku
islands left one dead, security
officials said on Tuesday.
Lt-Col Irawan, a local
armed forces commander in
Aceh, said the insurgents
were killed in a battle in the
east of the territory on
Sunday after guerrilla fight-
ers ambushed a security
patrol. .
In a second fire-fight on
Monday, two soldiers were
shot and wounded. However,
rebel  spokesman Abu
Khalifah said eight soldiers
had been killed in Monday’s
fighting. The latest deaths
bring to 156 the number of
people killed in the province
since a truce between the
government and the rebels
came into effect on June 2.
The Free Aceh Movement
has been fighting for independ-
ence for its oil-rich homeland
on the northern tip of Sumatra
island since the mid-1970s At
least 5,500 people have been
killed in the past decade. (47



/Hasina to méet Clinfon, today

By Haroon Habib ‘Q\ (O

-4
. WASHINGTON, OCT. 18. The U.S. President, MriBill Clin-
ton, and the Bangladesh Prime Minister, Sheikh Ha-
sina will hold talks tomorrow to follow up the
discussions they held in Dhaka seven months ago to
strengthen the bilateral relations.

The formal talks, scheduled for an hour from 12:25
local time, will cover important issues including U.S.
investment in Bangladesh, particularly oil, gas and
energy sectors, officials here said. Mr. Clinton visited
Bangladesh on March 20 last beginning his South
Asian tour from Dhaka. The two leaders will discuss

| regional and global issues.

After reaching here on October 16, following an
invitation from Mr. Clinton, the Bangladesh Prime
Minister met U.S. politicians, officials and dignitar-
ies including the former U.S. Ambassadors in Dhaka
and diplomats dealing with South Asia.

Sheikh Hasina also visited the U.S. State Depart-
ment and the Pentagon, as the top U.S. functionaries
appreciated her government’s regional and global
agenda.

During the maiden official U.S. trip, first by any
head of state and government in the country’s 30
years of political existence, Sheikh Hasina has been
able to make the U.S. leadership understand the ide-
ological and moral compulsions of her secular dem-
ocratic party, that had led the nation to freedom
from Pakistan in 1971 and returned to power after 21
long years following the assassination of Sheikh Mu-
jibur Rahman along with his family members in

1975. the then U'S. administration of President Ri-
chard Nixon had opposed independence for Bangla-

desh from Pakistan, but accorded recognition within !

four months of its soverign existence.

Many Bangladesh and U.S. diplomats feel that

Sheikh Hasina could make the U.S. policymakers re-
alise the difference between a political party born
out of historical needs and tradition and those others
which were born out of the pockets of the military
rulers. Sheikh Hasina, addressed the U.S. Council of
Foreign relations at a breakfast meeting where she
spoke about the state of democracy in her country
expressing the strong hope that democratic institu-

tions of Bangladesh will be strengthened despite

what she termed the “intolerant attitude” of the Op-
position leadership. If the Opposition waited for the
verdict of the people through polls instead of adopt-

ing destabilising tactics, they could have served the |

cause of democracy better, she opined.

Reiterating her point, she also expressed the hope
that a free and fair election under neutral caretaker .

government would be held in due time.
She also made a strong plea that the U.S. must

extradite the convicted killers of Sheikh Mujibur |
Rahman, some of whom, are staying in the U.S. 1o

avoid trial. Such extradition is expected frora a coun-
try like the U.S. where the rule of law and democratic
values get priorities, she remarked. But it was stated
by several officials that without an extradition treaty
between the two countries, the U.S. government
may not take an immediate step in this regard.

19 00720



VB/an la PM urges

Clmton
over ‘Mu)
(

REUTERS

WASHINGTON, Oct. 20.
The Bangladesh Prim
Minister, Mrs Hasina Wajed,
urged the US President, Mr Bill
Clinton, to extra-
dite three Bangla-
deshis implicated
in her father’s |
death in a 1975 §
army coup.

“They are the
killers,” Mrs
Wajed told repor-
ters after meet-
. ing Mr Clinton in
the White House
yesterday, a ses-
sion delayed by a
day because Mr
Clinton attended a memorial
service for victims of last
week’s suspected suicide bomb-
ing of the USS Cole.

In a joint statement issued
after their meeting, the two
countries said Mr Clinton and
Mrs Wajed noted that progress
has been made toward negoti-
ating an extradition treaty
between USA and Bangladesh

“and agreed to facilitate an
early conclusion of work on it”.

Mrs Wajed played host to Mr
Clinton last spring when he
made a one-day visit to
Bangladesh. Their meeting
also touched on trade and
)nve%ment relations. >

-

Mrs Hasina Wajed

to hand
ib killers’

Mrs Wajed took office
June 1996 after her Awami
League won its first election in
21 years. The League lost power
in August 1975 after its founder,
1ndependence leader Sheikh
Mujibur
i Rahman, Mrs
1 Wajed's father,
was killed in an
8 army coup. The
{ Clinton admin-
istration has
expressed will-
ingness to have
the three men
sought by Mrs
Wajed deport-
ed. “We are
aware of the
importance of
this issue to Bangladesh,” a
state department official said.
Delhi stopover: Mrs Wajed
today made a brief one hour
stop in Delhi on her way home
from Washington, adds SNS
New Delhi,

Mr Ajit Panja met Mrs Wajed
at the airport. She has wished
Mr AB Vajpayee a speedy rec-
overy after his knee surgery.
Sources said Mrs Khaleda Zia
too has written to Mr Vajpayee
wishing him a quick recovery.

A media team from Bangla-
desh, here on a government
invitation, today ended its visit
after meeting Miss Mamata

Banerjee and Mr Ajit Panja, _,

THE STATESMAN
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_showing displeasure with the

o~

ZUNHCR'
riticism

BANGKOK, Oct. 20. —~ Harsh
criticism by the United
Nations High Commissioner
for Refugees, Ms Sagato |
Ogata, on the condition of the
Tham Hin refugee camp in
Ratchaburi is “unfair” and
could adversely affect the
“good cooperation” between
Thailand and the agency, a foz;i
eign ministry sta mg'ﬂ} sai
yesterday. Etﬁﬂ V
The strongly ‘worded statet

ment of clarification said that
“the Tham Hin Temporary
Shelter area is, as it’s name
suggests, a temporary shelter
area. The Thai government
has given these people
(Burmese) refuge on a. humani-
tarian basig”, “Should the situ-
ation on the other side of the
border be considered safe, they
will have to be repatriated,”
the statement said.

“The interview by Ms Ogata

way the Thai government is
taking care of displaced per-
song is unfair to Thailand,
which has consistently upheld
humanitarian principles,”.

“Such criticism could affect
the good cooperation between
the two sides in solving the
problem of displaced Burmese
persons in the future.” “If the
agency really wants to help
improve conditions, it should
give the Thai authorities more
inancial assistance,” said the
statement.
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~ o'\ Hasina

By Haroon Habib

DHAKA, OCT. 22. The Bangladess?

Prime Minister, Sheikh Hasina,
who returned home on Saturday
after the completion o7 her four-
day visit to the United States, said
the wide-ranging talks she had
‘with the U.S. President, Mr. Bill
Clinton, would help strengthen bi-
lateral relations.

“My visit to the United States
has not only become fruitful in en-
hancing American investment but
also earned the country a digni-
fied position in the community of
the democratic world”, she said in
her first press interview at the end
of the visit.

A joint statement released after
the October 19 talks at the White
House said Mr. Clinton appreciat-
ed Sheikh Hasina's reiteration of
her commitment to strengthening
democracy and democratic insti-
tutions and the determination to
make efforts for independent elec-
tion monitoring and conduct of
national elections under a care-
taker government.

Mr. Clinton also appreciated
Bangladesh’s role in fostering in-
ternational peace and coopera-
tion, as well as Sheikh Hasina’s
efforts to reduce tensions in South

i Asia. The two leaders agreed to

The Bangladesh Prime Minister,
Sheikh Hasina, at a news
conference in Dhaka on
Sunday. — Reuters
take coordinated stands on major
issues that come before the U.N.
Security Council and other inter-
national fora. Mr. Clinton also
praised Bangladesh’s ‘‘significant
commitment” to international

peace-keeping.

Outlining the outcome of her
visit, the Prime Minister said the
U.S. would be a close friend of
Bangladesh because of the strong

S a new er
W@gesa ew era

g

relations established with ker visit
that came 26 years after \Sheikh

Mujibur Rahman visited thd White
House in 1974.

She said her talks with Mr. Clin-
ton had helped strengthen bilater-
al relations. The two discussed
their common interest in promot-
ing greater cooperation in regicn-
al fora such as the South Asian
Association for Regional Cooper-
ation. Mr. Clinton also referred to
the settlement of the Chittagong

Hill Tracts conflict and the Ganga :
water sharing treaty with India as

“excellent examples of peace- |

making and dispute resolution in

the region”.

In reply to a question on the ex- 1
tradition of the convicted killers of

Sheikh Mujibur Rahman, some of '

whom have taken shelter in the
U.S., she said Mr. Clinton had said
that his country could not be a
heaven for such criminals. She
was happy with the outcome of
her efforts to get the convicted

killers extradited. On this issue, :
the joint statement said the two
leaders “noted with satisfaction '

that progress has been made to-
ward the negotiation of an extra-
dition

treaty and agreed to

facilitate an early conclusion of |

work on it”’
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Lessons that General Mushalraf niust Tearn

T is an irony of history that the country that despatched its

seventh fleet up the Bay of Bengal in\December 1971 to
attempt to scuttle Bangladesh’s liberation war and whose then
secretary of state variously described the new country as a
“bottomless pit” and an “international basket case”, today
views it as a “partner in progress”. Within a gap of seven
months President, Clinton not only met Sheikh Hasina twice,
once by visiting Dhaka in March last and then by inviting her
to Washington, but talked of evolving a new relationship
intedded to be different from the donor-recipient ties in the
past. Clinton accorded this honour recognising the American
investment in Bangladesh’s gas sector. No wonder he
promised Hasina to hike the American investment to $8000
million soon. In 1996 it was only $80 million. An impertant

. cooperation agreement in the energy sector was also signed to
- help further exploitation of Bangladesh’s rich hydrocarbon
reserves. For Bangladesh the economic and political spin-off |

from such a huge dose of investment will be considerable.
Already UNOCOL has prepared a plan to export for two
decades 7.2 trillion cft of gas to India from one of its richest
gas fields in Sylhet. President Clinton and his State
Department have been vigorously pursuing the export of gas
to India even though both are fully aware of the hostility of
Bangladesh’s Opposition to such a move.

By stating that “America was not a safe haven for killers” .

President Clinton has shown understanding for Sheikh
Hasina’s demand that the killers of Sheikh Mujib hiding in
the US be extradited. Knowing Hasina’s sensitivity over the
issue which figured prominently during her discussion,
President Clinton ordered his attorney general Janet Reno to
expedite matters. Rolling out & red carpet welcome to Hasina
soon after Atal Behari Vajpayee’s successful state visit to
Washington was meant to convey the importance that
Washington attaches not only to South Asia but the region’s
two functioning democracies vis a vis the military dictatorship
in Pakistan while General Pervez Musharraf during the UN
millennium summit could manage to talk to President Clinton
only on the sidelines. In March last too the American
President showed his open disapproval of the military regime
by only making a flying visit to Islamabad whereas he spent
almost a week in India and Bangladesh. Will this force a
introspection among the generals in Pakistan? Doubtful.

CHECKING CHECK®

Airport security needs an overhaul

IRPORT security in India has never been up to scratch but
ince the hijacking of the Indian Airlines’ flight from
Kathmandu to Delhi in December last year government have
attempted to strengthen security. A ban on entry of visitors
inside airport premises was imposed for a few months after
the hijacking — but it lost precious revenue. A hike in the visi-
tor's admission fee was expected to deter the large number of
friends and relatives who make a habit of gathering to see off
loved ones; all that happened was that the crowd gathered
outside the entrance instead of in the lounge. These measures
did nothing to improve security, a potential hijacker or terror-
ist is hardly likely to skimp on the visitor's admission fee. The
problem is not the volume of people going through airports —
airports elsewhere attract many more people — but with the
calibre of those entrusted with security.

The CISF deployed post-hijack at a cost of Rs 400 crores a
year has proved to be completely inept. They failed to detect
live cartridges and toy pistols carried by passengers in cabin
baggage but were picked up by the airline’s own security staff
during ladderpoint checks. The airline’s security who are not
meant to be as highly trained as the para-military force have
proved to be more efficient. Official personnel whether from a
central police force or the state police lack the intellectual
equipment or motivation to deal with terrorists. Then there is
the hvpe of VIP passengers who are regarded as above the
law, and whom no job-fearing securityman will dare search.
They nave separate checking facilities, at once setting them
from the rest with corresponding laxity and undue deference.
A small well-trained and efficient force concerned with noth-
ing but security needs to be developed if our airports are to
come vp to standards elsewhere. And-it will cost much less.

THE STATESHAR
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/ LANDMARK DECISION / 10 LAKH FAMILIES MAY BENEFIT

« " Minorities in Bangladesh to
A\ get back seized property

By Haroon Habib

DHAKA, SEPT. 3. The Sheikh Hasina
Government today took a landmark
decision on the return of the vested
property confiscated by the erstwhile
Pakistan Government from the absentee
Hindu owners during the Indo-Pakistan
war in 1965, to legitimate owners and
formed a cabinet committee to draft a
law in that line.

“The Cabinet has decided in-principle
on the return of vested property and
formed a committee to formulfate an
effective draft law in this regard,” a press
release, issued after the Cabinet meeting,
chaired by the Prime Minister, said. The
meeting was held prior to Ms. Hasina’s
departure for the United States to attend
the millennium session of the United
Nations. :

The handout did not elaborate on the
decision, which came amid a growing
public opinion, particularly from the
secular section of the society, for
returning the property to the legitimate
owners belonging to minority
communities, essentially the Hindus. The
erstwhile Pakistan government had
confiscated the properties under a law
called Enemy Property Act.

The properties were never returned but
after liberation of Bangladesh in 1971, the

law was renamed Vested Property Act
with certain amendments.

Political leaders, intellectuals and
representatives of the Hindu community
welcomed the decision saying laws like
Vested or Enemy Property Acts were
“gross violation of human rights”.

A recent study showed as high as 10
lakh Bangladeshi Hindu families or 50
lakh members of the community were
affected by the law.

The chief of the study team and general
secretary of Bangladesh Economic
Association, Dr. Abul Barakat, said 95 per
cent of the Hindus, whose properties
were confiscated, were staying home.
Only five per cent of them left for India.

The main opposition Bangladesh
Nationalist Party (BNP) is yet to react but
several opposition lawmakers personally
said the “bad law” should be scrapped.

The main mouthpiece of the
Bangladesh’s religious fundamentalism ,
The Ingilab, in a banner headline accused
the Sheikh Hasina Government of
planning to handover properties left out
much earlier to six lakh Hindus and
warned the Government of “bloody
clashes” if such a decision was
implemented.

Leading constitutional expert and
former Foreign Minister, Dr. Kamal
Hossain, welcomed the decision saying “it
was overdue for long time”.

The Jatiya Sanajtantrik Dal (JSD)
leader, Mr. Hasanul Haque Inu, called the
decision “courageous” for equal rights
and rule of law and said “the issue
should not be linked with politics of
election”.

The former Speaker and key opposition
BNP lawmaker, Mr. Shaikh Razzak Ali,
praised the government in forming a
Cabinet committee but warned any
decision in haste might spark disputes
and complications.

Key minority leader and the Awami
League working committee member,
Mr.Shudhanshu Shekhor Haldar, hailed
the government initiatives saying it
responded to a long-cherished demand of
the minority Hindus.

The Communist Party (CPB) leader, Mr.
Mujahidul Isiam Salim, said the
progressive parties including the CPB and
Awami League had decided their stand
“in-principle” on the issue even before
the emergence of Bangladesh.

The Hindu-Bouddha-Christian Oikky
Parishad leader, Prof. Nim Chand
Bhoumik, said though late, the initiative
of the Cabinet was a positive indication.
“The demand for repealing Vested
Property Act has turned into a national
demand,” he said urging the Government
to take necessary steps to repeal the Act
in the coming parliament session.
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DHAKA, Sept. 7. — Bangla-
desh’s former Prime Minister
and main opposition party
leader Begum Khaleda Zia,
who has been chargesheeted in
a corruption case, was today
granted bail by a Dhaka court
after she surrendered before it.

Metropolitan session judge,
Mr Ahmed Jamil Mustafa,
granted bail to Mrs Zia under a
surety bond of 100,000 taka.

The government’s anti-cor-
ruption department submitted
the charge-sheet against her to
the court on Tuesday alleging
she misappropriated 1,750 mil-
lion taka in the purchase of
two French Airbuses for the
national airline in 1995.

The bail plea for Mrs Zia was
moved by party leader and
lawyer, Mr Moudud Ahmed. He
said the case was politically
motivated, and there had been
no irregularities in the purchase.

The public prosecutor opposed
the bail, saying Mrs Zia had
misappropriated the money “by
abusing power when she was
the Prime Minister”.

Mrs Zia, head of the main
Opposition Bangladesh Nation-
alist Party, was Prime Minister
between 1991 and 1996.

Besides Mrs Zia, nine others,
including two of her former cab-
inet colleagues, a former cabi-
net secretary ®nd six former
officials of Bangladesh Biman,

Begum Khaleda Zia

were also indicted by the anti-
corruption bureau in the case.

Of the nine co-accused, seven,
including the two former m&
isters, were also granted b
under a surety bond of 100,000
taka each after they surren-
dered to the court. Two former
Biman officials accused in the
case, however, did not appear.

This was the third graft case
filed against Mrs Zia by the
present Awami League regime.
The Prime Minister, Mrs Hasi-
na Wajed, had earlier said
those found guilty in corruption
cases would be brought to trial.

The opposition alliance,
which groups Mrs Zia’s BNP,
Mr Ershad’s Jatiya Party and
two Islamic groups, has
accused Mrs Wajed of misrule
and is spearheading a cam-
paign to force her to step down
and hold early elections.
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DHAKA, Sept. 10. — Relations
between Bangladesh and
Pakistan seem to have sudden-
ly come under strain following
cancellation of the meeting
between Prime Minister
Sheikh Hasina and Pakistan’s

military ruler General Pervez -

Musharraf in New York yester-
day, according to analysts and
the media.

Gen Musharraf did not turn
up for the scheduled meeting
with Hasina at the UN head-
quarters, after a hard-hitting
speech by Sheikh Hasina at the
UN Millennium Summit. |

Addressing the summit on
Friday, Sheikh Hasina had

called for action against

overthrowing elected govern-
ments. The Bangladesh foreign
secretary, Mr Shafi Sami clari-
fied that Sheikh Hasina's
speech “was not directed
against any particular coun-
try”. .

However, the United News of
Bangladesh, quoting diplomat-
ic sources, said sheikh Hasina’s

acidic remarks against military.

takeover might have prompted
Gen Musharraf to abstain.

The meeting, on the sidelines
of the summit, was set up at

.the request of the Pakistani

military ruler who seized

power last October ovérthrow-

ing the government of Mr
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Bangla-Pak ties
cler a cloud

(a( fO\

‘regimes that grabbed power by

Nawaz Sharif, ,
Bangladesh’s UN representa-
tive, Mr Anwarul 'Karim
Chowdhury said: “we are not
sure what the reasons are, but

. it came as a surprise”,

Speaking to AFP, Mr |
Humayun Kabir of the
Bangladesh Institute of
International and Strategic
Studies said, “If it is linked to
the Prime Minister’s speech at
the UN Security Council, then
Bangladesh’s efforts to work as
a regional mediator to ease ten-
sion was likely to be hurt. I
think he (Musharraf) did not
like the speech, although I
believe the Prime Minister did
not have anybody specific in
her mind”.
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DHAKA Sept. 12. — Bangla-
desh Prime Minister Mrs Hasi-
na Wajed today asked Pakistan
to apologise for the atrocities
committed by its army during
the 1971 Liberation War, and
asserted that she would contin-
ue to oppose military coups

irrespective of the reported dis--

pleasure of Pakistan’s General
Pervez Musharraf.

Rebuffing Gen. Musharraf's
suggestion of “forgrt*ing the
past”, Mrs Wajed sa1.. Bangla-
desh would rather learn from
history. “I feel Pakistan should
apologise for the crimes com-
mitted in 1971, she said and
demanded a copy of the report
of the Hamood-ur Rahman
commission which probed
Pakistani army’s debacle in the
1971 war.

Accusing Pakistan of dilly-
dallying in handing over the
full text of the report to
Bangladesh,” the Prime Min-
ister said: “it (Paxistan) fears
exposure of the heinous crimes
committed by its armed forces.”

She refuted Islamabad’s stand

{5(%“)"

ogy

that Dhaka had not formally
requested for the report, saying
“we’ve already asked for it”.
Mrs Wajed demanded that
commission report, which
accused senior Pakistani army
generals of mass killings and

Mrs Hasina Wajed

rapes in pre-liberation period,
be made public.

Demands have also been
raised by political leaders and
army officers in Pakistan for
action against officers indicted
for the 1971 genocide.

Mrs Wajed strongly defended
her speech at the recent UN
Millennium Summit and dis-

wants Pak
y for '71

mlssed the reported allegation
by Pakistani foreign minister
Mrs Abdul Sattar that it was
made at India’s behest.

“Why should we do s0? Bang-
ladesh is an independent and
sovereign country,” she said.

The speech urged action
against regimes that grabbed
power by overthrowing elected
governments. This reportedly
led to a sudden cancellation of
the scheduled meeting between
Mrs Wajed and Gen. Mushar-
raf in New York.

Asked about Gen Musharraf’s
reported dissatisfaction over
her speech, Mrs Wajed said:
“This is nothing new. I have
consistently opposed military
generals capturing power in
Pakistan as well as Bangla-
desh in the past.”

Describing Gen Musharraf as
a “self-proclaimed chief execu-
tive”, Mrs Wajed wondered
why he “took it persorally
when she called for action

against regimes that grabbed-

power by overthrowing elacted
governments.” Using a Bengali
proverb, she added “a guilty
mind is always suspicious”.
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//\\f'\Q Hasina’s Nightmare ﬁ(}gna

It might seem inappropriate that Prime Minister Sheik
should wait so long to seek an apology from Pakistan for the genocide
and war crimes the Pakistani army committed during the 1971 libera-
tion war. She has also asked for a copy of the Hamoodur Rahman re-
port on the war. However, her demand is in tune with the spirit of the
times. The UN is negotiating to bring members of the Pol Pot clique in
Cambodia to an international trial for atrocities committed in the *70s
— just a few years after the Bangladesh war. The war crimes in Bosnia,
Burundi and Sierra Leone are being brought to trial before UN tri-
bunals. The international aspect apart, the immediate impetus for
Sheikh Hasina’s demand would seem to be the recent leak of
Hamoodur Rahman’s supplementary report which has justifiably fo-
cused attention on the genocide of 1971. Justice Hamoodur Rahman
was a Bengali who continued to live in Pakistan. In other words, there
is every reason to expect that his report would be a balanced account
of the war. It is also relevant because in Bangladesh, pro-Pakistani
jehadi elements are still active and they continue to oppose the libera-
tionists who are represented by the Awami party. The official history
of the liberation war is being compiled by Dacca and the Hamoodur
Rahman Commission report would be a valuable input into it.
General Musharraf has, with typical arrogance, told Bangladesh to
forget the past. Evidently, the irony of this position escapes the Pak-
istani ruling elite which is obséssed with Kashmir’s accession — an
event that took place 53 years ago and was complete in all respects.

India has its share of responsibility for allowing Pakistan literally to
get away with murder. The Pakistani army officers charged with war
crimes — some 180 of them — by Bangladesh authorities were re-
leased and repatriated unconditionally by Mrs Gandhi’s government
as a follow-up to the Simla agreement. Sheikh Mujibur Rahman had
to be persuaded by India to agree to it. In retrospect, it is quite obvious
that the Simla pact and India’s generosity at that time, including the
unconditional release of Pakistani war criminals, were gestures that
Pakistan took full advantage of. Indeed, Mrs Gandhi was taken for a
ride by Z A Bhutto just as Prime Minister Vajpayee was by Nawaz
Sharif after the Lahore summit. It is a case of those who forget the
lessons of history having to go through the experience again.
Unfortunately, our political and bureaucratic classes have no use for
history. Otherwise, Indian historians should have been given all help
to write the history of the 1971 war, complete with all details — the
mass killing of Bangladesh Muslims, the planned slaughter of
Bangladeshi intellectuals the day before the surrender, the largest
ethnic cleansing in history, the displacement of ten million refugees
and the wilful tolerance of all these crimes. Instead, the account of
1971 war compiled by official historians has been kept under lock and
key by mindless politicians and bureaucrats.

THE TIMES OF INDIA
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DHAKA, SEPT. 27. Seemihgly strong in pursuing the Government’s de-
mand for Pakistan’s afology, the Foreign Minister Mr. Abdus Samad
Azad, has said Dhaka is §oing to formally ask Islamabad to apologise for
the genocide committed\by Pakistani forces on its soil during the coun-
try’s war of liberation in 1971.

Pakistan will also be asked to supply Bangladesh the “full text”” of the
statement made by its Foreign Minister, Mr. Abdul Sattar, recently in
which he passed some comments on Bangladesh'’s liberation war and
alsc: on the Prime Minister, Sheikh Hasina .

“‘Bangladesh will not compromise on the question of principle,” said
Mr. Azad at a press briefing here yesterday. He faced a volley of ques-
tions on the recent developments in Dhaka- Islamabad relations fol-
lowing the cancellation of a meeting between Sheikh Hasina and Gen.
Pervez Musharraf in New York.

Newspersons sought Mr. Azad’s comment on the Pakistani Foreign
Minister’s statement at a press briefing in Islamabad on Monday where
he advised the Bangladesh leadership to forget the “‘traumatic” events
of 1971 and build friendly ties between the two countries, forgetting the
past. Mr. Sattar also claimed that the slain independence hero, Sheikh
Mujibur Rahman, had called upon his people in 1974 to ““forget the past
and make a fresh start.”” He also expressed surprise that Mujib’s daugh-
ter {(Hasina) “appears to be ignoring her father’s advice.”

Asked whether the Bangladesh Government considered such remark
an “aspersion’’ on Sheikh Hasina, the Foreign Minister said: “We have
decided to ask for a full text of the statement made by the Pakistani
Foreign Minister.” Dhaka’s comments will follow.

Ignoring the Pakistani Foreign Minister’s advice, Mr. Azad categor-
ically said: Bangladesh cannot forget the past, in 1971, when our three
million people were butchered and thousands of women raped and
killed.
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KHALEDA BLUNDER

XNeeds to play responsible politics

HE r3purn to Parliament after a year’s boycott by Begum
Zia’s Bangladesh Nationalist Party and two of héer
allies has bXught immense relief. While this signals the end
to a prolonged\stand-off between the Opposition and the ruling
Awami League, harmony between the two is not round the cor-
ner. With its movement against the government getting
nowhere and all attempts to pull it down having failed miser-
ably, the Opposition had no option but to return to Parliament
with considerable loss of face. Even its hartal calls were
ignored, being viewed as disruptive tactics undermining
national interests. Not only Bangladesh’s foreign donors but
Bangladeshis in general and the business community in par-
ticular were in no mood to support the Opposition whose
movement had little mass appeal. The Opposition forgot that
the Awami League’s Parliament boycott followed by resigna-
tion of its MPs in 1995 in support of free and fair parliamen-
tary poll under a neutral caretaker government had mass sup-
port. In fact that was the reason why the BNP government
was forced to give constitutional sanction to the Awami
League demand.

The BNP and its allies are now suffering from a serious
credibility problem. It has been made acute by mischievous
utterances and periodic recourse to falsehood. Recently the
BNP called a hartal claiming that the newly appointed chief
election commissioner was an Awami League functionary. It
did not apologise publicly when its claim turned out to be
false. While everyone knew that the reason for Opposition’s
return to Parliament was to save its seats in House as the boy-
cott was about to cross the 90-day deadline, which would pre-
cipitate by-elections, Begum Zia said that the return was
forced by Hasina’s conspiracy to “banish Bismillah” by amend-
ing the Constitution. The ludicrous thing about the boycott
was that Opposition MPs were drawing their pay and perks
and even going abroad as part of official delegations. The cred-
ibility problem has been made more acute by the feud between
rival BNP factions. The nationalist pro-democracy faction
opposed to the boycott had been under constant attack from
the fundamentalist pro-Pakistani section whose sole objective
is to capture power. For this the section does not mind repeat-
ing the “bloody August of 1975”. Sheikh Hasina should do
everything within her power to bring a disspirited and direc-
tionless BNP back to the parliamentary track. She should try
to engage the opposition on the floor of the House rather than
in the streets. She now has the upper hand.




_Hasina declareq

By Haroon Habib

DHAKA, JULY 24. The Awami League
of Bangladesh, in its fifth and final
year of rule, has declared war
against the militant cadres of the
country’s main fundamentalist or-
ganisation, Jamaat-e-lslami. The
law-enforcing agencies have be-
gun a countrywide swoop against
the students wing of the organisa-
tion, Islami Chhatra Shibir, espe-
cially after the murder of nine
people, including seven leaders of
the pro-Awami League students
outfit in Chittagong recently.

The Chittagong carnage has re-
vived the demand by the country’s
pro-liberation forces to ban fun-
damentalist parties, particularly
the Jamaat-e-Islami, which had
opposed Bangladesh’s independ-
ence and collaborated with the
Pakistani army during the War of
Liberation in 1971. The Jamaat
leader, Prof. Golam Azam, an ar-
dent supporter of pro-Pakistan
elements in Bangladesh, is a one
of the main leaders of the Begum
Khaleda Zia-led opposition alli-
ance.

The Chittagong killings were a
major incident in the port city
which is a den of Chhatra Shibir.
The cadres of the Shibir reportedly
possess scores of automatic guns
supplied to them by unknown
sources. The carnage has not only
shocked the ruling party but also

alarmed proMiberation camp
which c0n31dered the incident a
planned assault on it. The killings
cause concern particularly be-
cause religious fanatics have
formed a strong political alliance
under the leadership of Begum
Khaleda Zia.

An alarmed Prime Minister,
Sheikh Hasina, visited Chittagong
and issued a stern warning against
the “Razakars” who took up arms
to defend Pakistan during the Lib-
eration War. She declared that
atrocities by ‘“Razakars”’ would no
longer be tolerated. Her Cabinet
decided to flush out armed activ-
ists of the Shibir from all parts of
the country. By

The word ‘“Razakar” (n)'coined
in Hyderabad, Andhrj Pradesh,
when pro-Pakistani | elements
formed a paramilitary force
against the integration
bad into India in the
1947 Partition of Britisl India. The
Pakistan army also formed a “Ra-
zakar” force by inducting local
collaborators against Bangla-
desh’s independence in 1971. In
both the cases, however, the “Ra-
zakars” were defeated.

The Government’s decision to
flush out Shibir activists has led to
a massive police drive in all parts
of the country. The fundamental-
ist cadres are facing a tough time
ever since Jamaat-e-Islami got its

war on jalilaat

political rights back in the late sev-
enties after it was banned soon af-
ter Bangladesh’s independence.
The husband of Begum Khaleda
Zia, Gen. Ziaur Rahman, who was
the then President, allowed Ja-
maat-e-Islami and other funda-
mentalist parties to enter politics
after their political rights were
scrapped by the first Bangladesh
government charging it with fa-
naticism, anti-liberation activities
and genocide.

But the drive against the “Raza-
kars” is now facing difficulties
mainly due to lack of support f-om
the Opposition parties like the
BNP and Jatiya Party. The leaders
of the two major parties, Begum
Khaleda Zia and Gen. H. M. Er-
shad, while condemning the Chit-
tagong murders, have accusedl the
Government of carrying out ‘re-
pression’’ against the Shibir.

Jamaat-e-Islami is a strong
cadre-based party but lacks mass
support and has only two seats in
the present Parliament while its
main source of power is the armed
activists. The war against the “Ra-
zakars” by the Awami League is
crucial because its failure may
make the base of the fundamen-
talists stronger. It is also crucial for
Awami League because unless Ja-
maat-e-Islami is contained, the
secular fabric of the society may
be affected.




THREAT TO HASINA

X Need to counter fundamentalists 5\'\)0

lanting of a 76kg time bomb near the rostrum from
where Sheikh Hasina was to address a public rally in her
native Kotalipara leaves no doubt that anti-liberation forces,
who have publicly vowed to “finish” the Awami League rule
through violent means, are pursuing their goal doggedly. Had
it not been for the chance discovery of fuse wires, another
tragedy of the 1975 proportions would have been enacted. This
was not the first time that an attempt on Hasina’s life was
aborted in time. But surprisingly the attempts have never
been condemned by any of the Opposition leaders including
Begum Khaleda Zia although her husband too fell to assas-
sins’ bullets. Having gunned down in broad daylight eight
young supporters of Awami League in Chittagong on 12 July
followed by the murder of a leading journalist in Jessore,
anti-liberation forces led by the Jamat-e-Islam and other fun-
damentalist and terrorist outfits are manifestly on the
warpath. Their present objective is to create lawlessness just
when Mahmud Ali, General Pervez Musharraf’s minister
without portfolio, is trying to mobilise support for one nation
two states theory to justify a loose Pakistan-Bangladesh con-
federation. Octogenarian Ali, a member of the East Pakistan
provincial assembly who bitterly opposed the liberation war,
has been visiting north America and Britain to enlist support
obviously with General Musharraf’s approval. With exquisite
timing Musharraf urged Bangladesh to forget Pakistan’s “mis-
takes” as “raking up the past is not helpful since both
Pakistan and Bangladesh are brothers.”

The danger to Bangladesh’s political stability lies in the fact
that while the Islamic fundamentalists with foreign help are
clear in their objective of establishing Islamic rule, the pro-lib-
eration forces, comprising democratic, secular parties and
organisations, are divided which makes the Hasina
Government vulnerable to conspiracies. The fundamentalists
have been encouraged to unleash attacks on the democratic
forces which seem to be on the defensive. Tuesday’s decision
by 11 Left parties to cooperate with the Awami League in
forming a secular democratic front in next year’s parliamen-
tary elections is welcome. To take on the formidable funda-
mentalists both Awami League and the Left parties will have
t> be magnanimous and readjust their priorities. Any selfish
shortsighted move will spell disaster for them.
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\ By Haroon Habib

DHAKA\ MAY 31. The Chief Election
Commijssioner (CEC) of Bangla-
desh, My. M. A. Syed, took office a
week ago, but the Opposition alli-
ance led by Begum Khaleda Zia,
has continued its criticism of his
appointment, branding the for-
mer civil servant, who served as
Home Secretary even during Be-
gum Zia’s tenure, as a ruling party
activist.

The four-party alliance, com-
prising rightists and religious fun-
damentalists, has announced its
plan to gherao the CEC on June 4,
as part of its agitation programme
against his appointment. The Op-
position parties allege that the
Prime Minister, Sheikh Hasina
Wajed, had nominated Mr. Syed
unilaterally, “to rig the next gen-
eral election”. The alliance op-
poses the CEC on the ground that
he was not chosen by consensus.

The leaders of the alliance, with
support from several smaller par-
ties, had demanded that the post
be filled by consensus after dis-
cussions with the President. Be-
gum Zia, Gen. Ershad of Jatiya
Party and Prof.

must be convened by the Presi-
dent and not by the Prime Minis-
ter.

The Government too had want-
ed to hold discussions on the ap-
pointment of the CEC with the
Opposition. The Prime Minister
formally invited Begum Zia, Lead-
er of the Opposition, for talks on
the issue, but the offer was reject-
ed.

The Constitution clearly states
that the name of the CEC be sent
to the President by the Prime

continue stir agamst CEC

Minister, and the latter would on-
ly act under the advice of the head
of the Government. The ruling
party argues that the Prime Min-
ister had acted in accordance
with the Constitution only after
her offers to hold talks with the

Opposition were rejected.

Though the Prime Minister has
put Begum Zia on the defensive,
the issue is likely to remain unre-
solved and may come up more
vigorously after the next general
elections.

By all indications, the Election
Commission will go for holding
the upazila (sub-district) election
before the end of the year. But the
Opposition parties are likely to
boycott it, though they may find it
difficult to restrain local leaders
from participating in the poll.
Bangladesh has 464 upazilas and
their elections are almost like the
general election, though constitu-
tionally they are local bodies.

Political observers believe that
if the Government is able to com-
plete the upazila elections suc-
cessfully, defying the “resistance”
being planned by Opposition, it
would score yet another point
over the alliance.
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” Bangla Opp \
boycotts budget
éf.?fsessionﬁ (

PRESS TRUST OF INDIA

DHAKA, June 5 -
Opposition  parties| in
Bangladesh today boycotted
the opening day of the
Parliament’s budget session,
as part of their campaign to
oust Prime Minister Mrs
Sheikh Hasina’s government.

“There is no environment (to
join back)”, said Mr Abdul
Mannan Bhuiyan, secretary-
general of the main Opposition
Bangladesh Nationalist Party.

Speaker Mr Humayun
Rashid Chowdhury, on the
other hand, brushed aside alle-
gations of the Opposition of not
having given them the oppor-
tunity to speak.

Regretting continued absence
of the Opposition from the
House, the Speaker said their
allegations pertaining to
denial of opportunity to speak
were aimed at confusing peo-
ple.

He said participation of the
Opposition in the proceedings
of the House was vital to give
the “hard-earned democracy”
an institutional shape.

Refuting the Opposition
charges, he read out the record
of a detailed account and said
the main Opposition BNP has
been given more time than the
Treasury Bench to speak on
various issues.
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any Bangladesh MPs

(a By Haroon Habib

stream Oppbsition parties abstaining from its
proceedings despite repeated efforts by the
Government to bring them back.

The prolonged abstention has created a big
worry for a large number of MPs belonging to
these parties as they are in darnger of losing
their membership of the House.

Article 67 (b) of the Bangladesh Constitution
says that an MP will lose his/her seat for ab-
staining from Parliament without leave of the
House for 90 consecutive days of sitting. Parlia-
ment records show that a large number of MPs,
including the Leader of the Opposition, Begum

Khaleda Zia, and the Jatiya Party chairman, .

Gen. H. M. Ershad, have been abstaining for
long periods.

The Awami League Government led by the
Prime Minister, Sheikh Hasina Wajed, present-
ed its fifth budget in Parliament on Thursday
amidst the boycott by the Opposition which
had not attended the House even during last
yeat’s budget presentation.

Observers say that the ruling party may be
trying new tactics, after repeated failures, to
bring the Opposition back to the floor. Western
representatives of donor countries have also
been trying to persuade the alliance to return to
Parliament.

It is expected that the Speaker, Mr. Humayun
Rasheed Chowdhury, will act according to the
Constitution. As soon as the members cross the
90-day mark, Article 67(b) will automatically
apply. The seat of an Opposition lawmaker, Mr.
Shamsuddin Ahmed, was recently declared va-
cant by applying the provision.

Even as Opposition leaders criticised what
they termed as the “Government’s blueprint”
to strip them of membership, the threat of Arti-
cle 67(b) has caused panic in their camp. Press
reports say that the back-benchers of the BNP

may lose membership

The Bangladesh Finance Minister, Mr.
S.A.M.S. Kibria, listens to questions
from reporters at a post-Budget news
conference in Dhaka
on Friday. — Reuters

and JP do not want to lose their membership,
but their top leaders are sticking to their stance.

The Speaker, who has been the prime target
of the Opposition ever since he assumed office,
said the MPs had walked out of Parliament 89
times during the last three and a half years.

The Jatiya Party, at a meeting on June 4, de-
cided to take up the matter with its alliance
partners — the BNP and Jamaat-e-Islami, after
the overwhelming majority of MPs supported
attending the budget session. But there was no
breakthrough. The BNP leadership, although |
facing pressure from its back-benchers to end

the boycott, is yet @ call its parliamentary party
meeting. /

¥ -

b e

o JuN 2



~ Bangla strike. -
against budget
s v \\\ L

DHAKA, June 10. — Bangladesh Oppositior} parties have ealled
for a nationwide strike on Monday to protest} against the govern-
ment’s 2000-01 budget, saying it would hurt ordinary citizens and
the economy.

“The Opposition has been forced to go for the shutdown on
Monday because the budget does not reflect the interests of the
people, especially the farmers, workers, teachers and government
employees,” Abdul Mannan Bhuyan, secretary general of the
main Opposition Bangladesh Nationalist Party said yesterday.

Finance minister SAMS Kibria has proposed a 45.65 billion taka
($890 million) surplus in the budget, envisaging expenditure of
196.33 billion ($3.84 billion) and revenue of 241.98 billion taka
($4.74 billion) for fiscal 2000/01 beginning on July 1.

But the opposition is protesting against 35.14 billion taka ($680
million) in planned government borrowing from commercial
banks.

“This new provision for government borrowing is unprecedented
and it will go against the interest of the people and the economy,”
Mr Bhuyan said.

Bangladeshi industry leaders today praised the new budget, say-
ing it would help boost the country’s industrial growth and the
economy.

“We appreciate the proposed incentives for industrial growth, capi-
tal market development, relief for small taxpayers and widening of
the tax net,” said Latifur Rahman, president of the Metropolitan
Chamber of Commerce and Industry.

But he expressed his concern over government borrowing from
banks, saying: “Borrowing from both local and foreign sources to
meet a bigger share of total development expenditure is a matter of
concern.”

Monday’s countrywide strike is the latest of a series of opposi-

tion shutdowr® aimed at forcing the government of Prime
Minister Steikh Hasina to resign and call early elect/kn./ '
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Bangla Opposition
parties to put an end

arliament boycott
h , :Asmtésl; OF INDIA \Q}/O\J o\\ () ‘

~

BANGLADESH’S main opposition partxes,\‘ ding Bangaldesh
Nationalist Party (BNP), who have been boycotting Parliamerit for nearly
ayear, have decided to join the session at least for a brief period to evade
losing thefr membership for uninterrupted absence in the house.

Top opposition leaders, after an emergency meeting last night, have
decided that their lawmakers would join‘Sangsad’ (Partiament)in order to
save their membership which the ruling party is“planning to snatch away
in collusion with the Speaker”, citing continuous absence from the house
for 90 days, opposition sources said today.

The members of the four-party alliance, which command 130 plus
seats in the 330-member house have been boycotting its proceedings to
protest “government’s inept handling of the administration” and calling for

| fresh polls, may enter the house any'day, they said.

Bangladesh Constitution stipulates that membership will be stnpped

off if anyone remams absent for 90 days in a row without furnishing valid
grounds.

According to data furnished by Speaker of the Sangsad’ Humayun

'Rasheed Chowdhury on the opening day of 18th session of the house on
1 JuneS5,severalMPsincluding BNP chairperson Begum Khaleda Zia, for-

mer presxdent HM Ershad were nearing towards thc “danger mark” of 90
days.
Itis apprehended that they might be stripped of the mcmbershxp ifthe

| currentbudget session was prolonged and carried out till end of July.

-~ Besites losing membership, the opposition partiesare alsoapprehen-
sive of the ryling party that they might go for amending the Constitution to
suit their desire by ralsmg itsstrength through holding bye-electioninthe

" seatsvacated by opposition due to their continuous absence.

BNP secretary general Abdul Mannan Bhuyian told reporters after
the last night’s meeting of top opposition leaders that “alliance lawmakers
would notallow anybody” to declare their seatsvacantand insisted that at-
mosphere has not been created for their feturn to the parliament.

Sensing opposition move Prime Minister Sheikh has in a renewed the
appeal to her political rival to join Parliament and “say what ever they
want to.say”, BSS news agency quoted her as telling a public meeting in
North Bengal yesterday.

Emerging from the talks, Ershad, leader of one of the factions of the
Jatiya Party, told reporters, “we will not allow them (govemment) to
amend the Constitution and implement their plan.”

The opposition begah their boycott claiming they were not allowed to
speak in Parliament, a charge which the Speaker has denied.

The oppasition alliance is compaigning to force Hasina to step down
and hold fresh elections. She was elected for a five-year term in 1996 and
general elections are likely sometime in the first half of nextyear. -
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_Women’s quota in Bangladesh

House may lapse -/

By Haroon Habib

DHAKA, JUNE 18. Tt e Constitutional
provision of 30 reserved seats for
women in the Bangladesh Jatiya
Sangsad (Parliament) has come
under uncertainty though the
Government has introduced a
Bill, seeking extension of the pro-
vision for 10 years.

The Bill was introduced in Par-
liament on Saturday by the Law
Minister, Mr. Abdul Matin Khas-
ru, seeking an amendment to the
Constitution. But developments
are not going in favour of the Bill.
The major obstacle to its passage
is the absence of the Opposition
from Parliament for nearly one
and a half years. Ur:less the Oppo-
sition supports the Bill, it will not
see the light of the day because
any such Constiturional amend-
ment requires two-thirds majority
which the ruling Awami League
lacks.

/ Women’s organisations and the
n

intelligentsia are not, however,

satisfied with the 30 reserved
seats, arguing that the system of
nominated women members in
Parliament will not help ensure
empowerment of women. They
suggest that the seats must be
made elected, and their number
increased to 64 so that all regions
of the country could be covered.

The Constitution framed in
1972 made a provision of 10 seats
for women and later increased
them to 15. In 1978, the number
was raised to 30 and the provision
was made valid for 15 years.

The system was introduced to
remedy poor representation of
women in politics and elected
bodies.

The reserved seats, in reality,
have not proved very useful, par-
ticularly in terms of empower-
ment of women. But it has
definitely encouraged women’s
participation in politics, in what-
ever limited form it may be.

Surprisingly, Bangladesh has

F,ﬁ

b

achieved remarkable sufcess in
the empowerment of rurpl wom-
en, especially at the grissroots
level. More than 45,000 women
took part in the last elections fo
the Union Parishads (local bod-
ies), and more than 13,000 of
them defeated their male rivals in
the poll. This has clearly proved
the beginning of a significant
change in Bangladesh's social
pattern where women are sub-
jected to social and religious sub-
jugation.

The Jatiya Sangsad has 300 gen-
eral seats and 30 seats reserved
for women. The provision of re-
served seats expired in 1937 and
there was no reserved seat in the
fourth Parliament of 1987. How-
ever, in 1990, with the 10th
amendment to the Constitution,
the provision was restored for a
period of 10 years. If there is no
Constitutional amendment now,
the present provision will lapse in
April 2001.
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_Discourage illegal change of

govts.,

By Haroon Habib H‘) A\

DHAKA, MARCH 20. The Bangladesh
Prime Minister, Sheikh Hasina,
today urged the visiting United
States President, Mr. Bill Clinton,
to continue to lend support to
democratic governments and dis-
courage unconstitutional and ille-
gal change of governments acgoss
the globe. |M\ ) é ‘7&»

“The U.S., as the champion of
democracy and human rights,
should continue to send strong
messages to the world in support
of democratic governments and
strongly discourage unconstitu-
tional and illegal changes of gov-
ernment,” Ms. Hasina said during
official talks held between the two
leaders at the Prime Minister’s Of-
fice here this morning.

Ms. Hasina has emphasised
that democracies, particularly in
developing countries, mus! feel
reassured by such messages.

2
Earlier, Mr. Clinton arrived on a
day’s visit — the first by a U.S.
President in the tountry’s 29 year-
old history.

Ms. Hasina told Mr. Clinton
about her firm commitment to
democracy and said ‘“‘ballot, rath-
er than bullets, should be the
means of electing a government’'.
She, however, regretted that de-
mocracy in Bangladesh had been
the story of military interventions,
phoney elections and fake votes.

Gas export

Making a statement before the
400 or so members of the local
and international press, in the
presence of the American Presi-
dent, Sheikh Hasina reiterated
Dhaka’s position on the question
of export of gas. Her country
would think of exporting natural
gas only after meeting the local
needs for half a century. “After
fully meeting our domestic re-

quirements and ensuring reserves
for 50 years” the remaining sur-
plus will be available for export,

she said. The airport ceremony
over, a motorcade carrying the
U.S. President left for the Prime
Minister's Office. Mr. Clinton
boarded a jeep instead of the lim-
ousine which was to carry the
honoured guest.

New deals
Reuters reports:

The U.S. Commerce Secretary,
Mr. William Daley, said American
investment might sharply in-
crease in Bangladesh’s energy
sector, provided the country in-
troduced the right policies. ‘'Let
me say, that with the right policies
in place, we could see a sharp in-
crease in American investments
in your rich energy resources,”
Mr. Daley told a conference of
U.S.-Bangladesh Chamber offi-
cials in Dhaka.
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asina tells Clinton

Mr. Daley, who was accompa-
nying Mr. Clinton, said U.S. oil
companies, Unocal Corp. and
Pangea Energy, signed new deals
on gas exploration. Unocal is al-
ready producing around 100 mil-
lion cubic feet of gas in its
northeastern blocks.

He said Worldtel would agree to
build and operate a new phone
system in Dhaka and another deal
would be for an undersea fibre
optic system between Bangladesh
and Singapore to be built by Tyco
Submarine Systems.

Clinton lauds Bangladeshi
culture; Page 13

Everything
in a name

NEW DELHt, MARCH 20. The U.S.
President, Mr. Bill Clinton’s deci-
sion not to visit Joypura village in
Bangladesh today created a mis-
understanding that he was drop-
ping Jaipur from his itinerary
because of security reasons.

Following concerns raised by
members of the U.S. Secret Ser-
vice accompanying him, Mr.
Clinton was advised to cancel the
trip to Joypura village during his
visit to Bangladesh today.

A section of the media here re-
ported that it was Jaipur that Mr.
Clinton was giving the skip,
sending off panic signals among
the authorities in Rajasthan who
had made elaborate arrange-
ments for the VIP guest. The
media, which too had made all
plans covering the visit, made
frantic calls only to find that
there was no cha in his
schedule. “There4sno change in
his official pfogramme,” a U.S
Embassy-6fficial said. — UNI




‘Bangla president
avows inability
to stave off bill

DHAKA: Bangladesh president
Shahabuddin Ahmed has said that
constitutional limitations do not al-
low him to prevent a controversial

anti-crime bill from cpming ipt0 ef-
fect. C\/\,

“After ’15 days of ptedentation of
the bill, it becomes gutomatically
an Act if the presid¢nt does not
assent to it,” Mr Ahmed told
former premier Begum Khaleda
Zia, who led her Bangladesh Na-
tionalist Party (BNP) delegation
Monday evening to request him
not to assent to the public safety
bill, already passed by the parlia-
ment.

A release from the president’s
house said Mr Ahmed gave a pa-
tient hearing to the delegation and
reminded them of his constitution-
al limitations.

The Independent daily quoted
Begum Zia as telling the president
that the bill was passed “defying
protests by all political parties in-
cluding a partner in the ‘govern-
ment of consensus’.

“It’s primarily intended to sup-
press the democratic rights of the
opposition,” she said, adding hu-
man rights organisations, lawyers,
professional groups and a section
of the press had also opposed the
bill.

Meanwhile, BNP-led four-party
alliance today braced for “torch-
light” processions to be held Tues-
day evening and a 36-hour nation-
wide shutdown from Wednesday to
protest the bill and to press for res-
ignation of Sheikh Hasina govern-
ment.

The government says the new
legislation is intended to curb
growing crimes and terrorist activi-
ties. )

The public safety (special provi-
sions) bill, 2000, passed in parlia-
ment in the last day of the “millen-
nium session”” on Monday, was re-
ferred to the president for his as-
sent, parliament secretariat sources
said.

The women and children repres-
sion prevention bill, passed on
Monday, was also sent to the presi-
dential house, they said.

The constitutional provisions did
not leave room for the president to
return the public safety bill to par-
liament for reconsideration as it
had been introduced as “money
bill”, sources said, adding money
bill or that involves expenditure
from public money is introduced in
parliament after obtaining prior
recommendation from the presi-
dent.

According to the country’s con-
stitution, the president is either to
assent a bill other than a money bill
within 15 days after it is presented
to him or return the bill to parlia-
ment with, requesting its reconsid-
eration or of any particular provi-
sion. But if he fails to do so, he shall
geldeemed to have assented to the

ill.

Opposition said the public safety
law, which envisages a jail term
upto 14 years for crimes like halt-
ing traffic and damaging vehicles,
was aimed at dealing with political
opponents.

Besides the BNP and its allies,
small Left-wing alliance of {1
parties has also been opposing the
bill. o1y
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“Ban

chiefs sh ;n/,

rally platform

PRESS TRUST OF INDIA g \ o\

DHAKA, Feb. 13. — Thé c

of four Bangladesh opposition
parties today held their first
joint rally and a combined
street. march in Dhaka, with
the aim of launching a new
drive to force the Sheikh
Hasina government to step
down.

The four top leaders who
shared a platform for the first
time, since launching their
anti-government campaign
three years ago, were
Bangladesh Nationalist party
chief, Mrs Khaleda Zia, former
military ruler, Mr Hussain
Muhammad Ershad, Jammat-
e-Islami party chief, Ghulam
Azam and Maulana Azizul
Huq of the Islami Aikkya Jote.

Mrs Khaleda announced a 36-
hour general strike and road
and railway blockade from 16
February, to press for the
Prime Minister's resignation
and to protest against the new
anti-crime biil.

She warned that the
Opposition would bring the
country to a halt by enforcing
strikes and blockades, also
enforcing work to stop in ports
during the strike. The new
programmes for strikes and
transport shutdowns came as

part of their campaign to top-
ple the Priy&gister.

Ca
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- Bangladesh
President’s .
nod to

disputed Bill

o)
.L) v o \/
PRESS TRUST OF INDIA 37\

DHAKA, Feb. 14. — Thke
Bangladesh President, Mr
Shahabuddin Aahmed, today
gave assent to the controver-
sial Public Safety (special pro-
vision) Bill 2000, even as one
person was killed and scores
seriously injured in violence
ahead of an Opposition-called
three-day nation-wide shut-
down from tomorrow. protest-
ing it.

The official news agency, BSS,
quoting police and eve-witness-
es, sald, Pulak Biswas, a local
leader of the Bangladesh
Chhatra League, Awami
League’s student wing, was
shot dead at his home in
Chittagong port city by armed
miscreants.

Bangladesh Chhatra League
activists protesting against
the killing went on a ram-
page.

At least 50 people were °
injured and dozens of vehicles
damaged during clashes
between police and Opposition
supporters in Dhaka vester-
day.

A press statement issued
from the presidential palace
said, Prime Minister Mrs
Sheikh Hasina Wazed called
on President Mr Ahmed,

equesting him to give assent

o the Bill.

* The President pointed out
certain objectionahle provi-
sions of the Bill, particularly
one which prohibits bail during
pendency of appeal against
conviction. .
Mrs Wazed assured him that
the said provision will be delet-
ed by an Ordinance soon after
the Act comes into force, it
added.

The President’s move ended a
fortnight-long suspense over
the enactment of the contro-
versial Bill, passed by
Parliament in a session boyv-
cotted by the Opposition last
month.

The President also signed the
Women and Child Repression
Prevention Bill, 2000.

The Bill on public security
had triggered violent street

" protests by the Opposition, led
by the Bangladesh Nationalist
Party of former Premier
Begum Khaleda Zia.

It provides for setting up a
special tribunal for swift trial
of people suspected of crimes
including extortion,
kidnapping, hijacking, damag-
ing vehicles and public
and private property.

The suspects could also be
denied bail, an option the
Opposition fears the govern-

Z?i?ré;;;}'%e against politi-
" THE STATESMAN
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Opposition striké”

hits Ban

Dhaka, February 157 > n-
T
THOUSANDS OF extra police
and paramilitary soldiers today
patrolled Dhaka as the opposition
launched another strike to try to
bring down the government.

The national strike, the latest bid
to topple Bangladesh Prime
Minister Sheikh Hasina, is sched-
uled to last for three days and
transport officials said it is expect-
ed to block highways, although
trains and flights look set to oper-
ate normally.

In the violent run-up to the strike
on Sunday and yesterday angry
activists flipped cars and trucks
over, smashed the windscreens of
at least 50 vehicles and set two on
fire, police and witnesses said.

The police said a 25-year-old
pro-government student was shot
dead at his home in Chittagong
yesterday by suspected activists
from the student wing of the
Jamaat-e-Islami Party.

The latest strike was called by
opposition leader Begum Khaleda
Zia, head of the Bangladesh
Nationalist Party (BNP), and her
allies in a four-party Opposition
Alliance.

ydesh
Begum Khaleda has led

toppling the government
Hasina's Awami League wop
election in June 1996 again
BNP. Analysts say the strikesthave
seriously damaged the impbver-
ished nation's fragile economy and
driven away investors.

The last opposition-led strike on
February 2-3 also paralysed much
of Bangladesh.

Many senior officials stayed in
their offices overnight or moved in
before today's strike began at 6
a.m. (0000GMT).

Begum Khaleda turned down
Sheikh Hasina's recent offer to try
to resolve their differences, saying
she wants Hasina's resignation
first. She routinely accuses
Hasina's government of arresting
opposition leaders and activists "on
political grounds" and subjecting
them to "punishment and harass-
ment meted out to criminals.”

Opposition leaders were further
angered by a public safety law,
which was passed by Parliament
without the participation of oppc-
sition lawmakers, who have boy-
cotted proceedings since mid-1999.

(Reuters)
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/Bangla dpp calls
Tanother strike

REUTERS gp\’ U q‘ A \r)//

DHAKA, Feb. 18.\ —
Bangladesh’s Opposition \par-
ties are calling for yet another
strike, in their efforts to force
the government out of power.

“The strike on 28 February
will be preceded by demonstra-
tions and protests by the four-
party Opposition alliance,” Mr
Abdul Mannan Bhuiyan, secre-
tary-genecral, Bangladesh
Nationalist Party, told
reporters yesterday.

Meanwhile, a three-day coun-
trywide strike against a new
security law ended yesterday
evening.

The Opposition has led more
than 55 strikes since 1996, try-
ing to oust Sheikh Hasina’s
government. Police say strike-
related violence has killed
more than 30 people, and
injured thousands, since then.

They accuse Sheikh Hasina of
bad government and demand
that she resign and allow par-
liamentary elections soon.
Polls are due next year.

However, Sheikh Hasina yes-
terday said the Opposition was
making an uproar against the
new law “because they them-
selves harbour criminals and
want them protected from the
law.”

The law provides for jail
terms of up to 14 vears, for
crimes ranging from obstruct-
ing traffic to damaging proper-
ty. The government says the
law aims to crack down on law-
lessness. Critics s
designed to
Opposition.
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/FIGHTING ANARCHY’
lg\%wasina must tread cautiously, O/

aq——

{OR the first time in three and a half years, Shkikh
Hasina’s Government will put itself to test by enacting\the
Public Safety (Special provisions) Act 2000, which has gendy-
ated considerable heat and given a boost to oppositio
attempts to oust her. The Act was in response to the business
community’s demand for exemplary action against those who
create anarchy during hartals. But to many Hasina well-wish-
ers the new law has other serious implications. After similar
legislation in 1974 to deal with lawlessness, Sheikh Mujib, fell
victim to a conspiracy which cost him his life. Ironically, Ziaur
Rahman used this law to decimate the Awami League-led
Opposition, thousands of leaders and workers were jailed and
killed even after he vowed to rid the country of such “ black
laws”. Ershad, used it to silence dissent. Khaleda Zia instead
of rescinding it, as promised, enacted a more draconian mea-
sure — the anti-terrorist law — to neutralise opposition.
Between 1975 and 1996 when Ziaur, Ershad and Begum Zia
ruled, the Bangladesh High Court declared nearly 14,000 of
20,000 detentions under these special powers, illegal. Seldom
was the law used for its professed objective — maintaining
peace. The ruling parties’ armed gangs were not touched

while those of rivals were bludgeoned into submission.

Hasina is aware of the pitfalls. The question is, will she
enforce it by rising above party interests? In a country where
patronising armed gangs is a part of political culture and sur-
vival, she will have to set an example by ridding her party of
such elements or putting them behind bars. But this 1s diffi-
cult as the Opposition, especially Begum Zia’s BNP and the
Jamat, which maintain heavily armed cadres — will not recip-
rocate and will continue to pressurise the Awami League with
violent hartals. They used terror tactics to make the unprece-
dented 120 hour kartal in Sylhet followed by a nation-wide 72
hour hartal “successful”. It is imprudent on Hasina’s part to
arm herself with laws which were used by the Muslim funda-
mentalist-led Opposition to fan anti-Awami sentiments.
Hasina has not ruled out the possibility of its misuse by those |
in the administration hostile to her. Then why did she do this?
Couldn’t she have dealt with the situation by “strengthening”
the existing penal code? Why did she walk into the Muslim
fundamentalist trap? Having taken the plunge she has to be
cautious. Or else, it will be a disaster for her and Bangladesh. A
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‘Bangla may buy Chinese

fighters on easy terms’

‘\((.v\‘/r
\,X/' PIAY
Dhaka, December 31

5 ANGLADESH IS considering buyinJcight
%‘ophlstlcated Chinese fighter aircraft on "easy

‘financial terms", despite the controversy trig-
gered by its purchase of MIG-29 combat planes from
Russia.

Sources said China has offered to supply supersonic
F-7 MB "all purpose" fighters, suitable for both attack
and defence. The Bangladesh Air Force (BAF)
already has some F-7 MBs that are specially designed
for the country, B standing for

p o

\\ \ ((? vernment may even otfer to supply eight F-7 MBs

on deferred payment, considering the "friendly ties”
between the two countries.

The BAF currently has fully trained pilots and a set-
up to fly five squadrons, each with 16 fighters.
However, its depleted fleet now has only three opera-
tional fighter squadrons. The fleet comprises Chinese
A-III ground attack aircraft, F-7 MB attack and
defence fighters and Czech manufactured L-39 jets. It
has some obsolete MIG-21s procured long ago and
some US-made Bell and Russian MI-17 helicopters.
Bangladesh will boost its fleet by

Bangladesh.

In October 1997, the Awami
League Government approved the
purchase of multi-role fighters. Top
officials at the time gave a go-ahead
to the plan to buy eight Russian
MIGs and eight Chinese F-7 MBs to
add a squadron to the air force's
existing five squadrons.

But when the director general of
defence purchase (DGDP) was con-
sidering various options, a proposal
came from Russia for supply of
MIG-29s at "a cheaper price and on
convenient financial terms". The
authorities decided to buy the MIGs and deferred the
purchase of the Chinese F-7 MBs for two years.

Sources said the Ministers of Finance and Defence
are ncw considering approving purchase of the
Chines: fighters. Although the Ministers are tight-
lipped, it was learnt they would insist on fresh offers
and on a government-to-government deal.

Defence sources hinted that the Chinese
Goverrment was interested in making a revised offer
and could reduce prices "considerably” and agree on
"easy and convenient terms". They said the Chinese

The Chinese
Government is interest-
ed in making a revised 2>
offer and could reduce

prices “considerably”
and agree on “easy and

convenient terms,”
Defence sources hlnted

adding half a squadron of fighters by
March with the arrival of all eight
MIG-29s, the first two of which
reached the country on December

Dhaka signed a deal worth 124
million dollars with Russia in June
for the eight aircraft. The purchase
sparked a political controversy with
the Opposition questioning the need
for such expensive defence purchas-
es. There was criticism from abroad
as well, including from the US which
said it failed to see why a poor
nation like Bangladesh needed to
buy costly fighter jets.

Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP) chief Khaleda
Zia said beggars should not purchase expensive fight-
er planes. Other Opposition leaders said the country
faced no military threat from its neighbours India and
Myanmar.

But Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina Wajed had earli-
er said in Parliament that the need for an upgrade of
Bangladesh's armed forces could n;)ftl/b%vcr-empha-
sised. Her government therefore w ad with the
MIG purchases. (LANS)
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HE POLITICAL scene in Bangladesh

has not changed significantly though

Sheikh Hasina Wajed's Awami Leagu

is going to complete four years in of-
fice in next few months. The scenario is almost
the same as when the Awamij League began its
second term after long 21 years out of govern-
ment following 1975's bloody political change-
over.

But certain developments have given rise to
a new polarisation in politics. Rightists and re-
ligious fundamentalists have united and
pledged to “overthrow” the Government be-
fore its stipulated five-year tenure. They re-
cently formed a four-party alliance under the
stewardship of the former Premier and now
main Oppesition leader, Begum Khaleda Zia,
chairperson of the BNP. Begum Khaleda's
long-time arch enemy, Gen. H. N. Ershad, is
now also with her on the same mission — re-
move Sheikh Hasina come what may. Their
argument is that the Hasina Government is not
only repressive but is also sacrificing national
interests to India.

The coming together of Begum Zia, Gen. Er-
shad, a former President who heads the Jatiya
Party, Prof. Golam Azam, Ameer of the Jamaat-
e-Islami leader, and Maulana Azizul Huq and
Mufti Fazlul Haq Aminee of the Islami Oikya
Jote (I0]) is seen as the ultimate and natural
culmination of their political positions since
they all believe in Islamisation of the state and
share a strong anti-India view. In fact, their
main charge against Sheikh Hasina is that she
is appeasing Indid. Other charges are that the
ruling party has resorted to terrorism, rigged
byelections and not allowed the Opposition to
speak in parliament. But the fact is that the
Opposition parties started Joycotting the ses-
sions from the day the seventh Jatiya Shangsad
— parliament -— began.

But the polarisation has also possibly started
sharpening the feelings on the other side
which believes in the secular arq pro-liber-

ation spirit, the spirit behind Banglades’s cop-

Riot police block anti-Govemp

s
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I Bangladesh, rightists
and religious
fundamentalists have
united and pledged to
overthrow the Sheikh
Hasina Government.
HAROON HABIB takes a
look at the scene.

aration from Pakistan.Besides the Awami
League, smaller left-leaning parties and groups
too have become alarmed following the recent
unity of fundamentalists and anti-liberation
forces.

For the last one year, the BNP and its part-
ners have conducted what they termed the
“One Point Movement” — to oust Sheikh Ha-
sina from power through a mass movement. At
the end of November, they formalised their al-
liance and issued a joint declaration asking the
Government to quit and declare general elec-
tions under a neutral caretaker dispensation.

The politics of agitation the Opposition alli-
ance has so far pursued to force the Govern-
ment to step down was mainly concentrated
on hartals (general strikes) — they were orga-
nised for days on end. But the hartals, which
cripple the economy, increase social unrest
and worsen law and order, are earning wide-
spread condemnation from the public. As a
political weapon, the hartal is gradually losing
its edge due to overuse. Therefore, it is almost
certain that mere hartals cannot possibly bring
the Government down, particularly when it
has been mandated by the people to run the
country for five years. The Sheikh Hasina
Government has earned both bouquets and
brickbats during its four years in office. Many
of its landmark achievements, acclaimed

ent demnstors in Dhaka...

~ Dark clouds over Dhaka_|

squaring off.
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e
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worlgvide, have been condemned by the Op-
ftion, mainly because the policies are total-
different from those of the past. There is aiso
a fundamental shift in Dhaka’s policy towards
its neighbours, particularly India. And, the
Government, despite shortcomings, is trying to
boldly re-establish the secular, pro-liberation
spirit whichk the country lost after the 1975
coup.

The Begum Khaleda-led front is most likely
to emerge as an electoral alliance. But many
political commentators do not agree‘wnh the
calculation that the BNP-led alliance is certain
to sweep the polls given the electoral a.rlthme-
tic so far. They point out that the alliance is
now almost entirely guided by political and
religious exrremists, many of whom are brand-
ed as “pro-Pakistan”. These elements will not
find it easy to get popular mandate. The main
Opposition BNP has also a substantial number
of leaders and workers who will never vote for
the Jamaat-e-Islami or the Jatiya Party.

The Ameer of the Jamaat-e-Islami recently
led an Iftar Munazat (prayer) at a city commu-
nity centre which Begum Khaleda, Gen. Ershad
and other fundamentalist leaders attended.
Here, Prof. Golam Azam expressed his desire to
lead the four-party alliance to re-establish tHe
spirit of 1947's partition of India — that is the
Two Nations Theory — which was, howeveér,
discarded through the emergence of Bangla-
desh in the 1971 war of liberation. In fact, the
formal launching of the alliance in late Novem-
ber, 1999, has given rise to new hope amorig
the divided religious extremists, who have fi-
nally found a platform under Begum Khaleda’s
leadership.

On December 29, Sheikh Hasina expanded
her Council of Ministers raising the strength to
45, inducting a number of senior party leaders.
It was a major shakeup and also an indication
that the ruling party is getting ready for elec-
tions. By all available indications, the general

elections in Bangladesh are likgly to be held
ahead of schedule. / :
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/CRISIS IN DHAKA

¢ % Begum Zia does not help )

Tis tfragic that Bangladesh is awash in confrontatiop, chaos
and uncertainty as an integral part of its political gulture.

| The hopes and promises that this nascent nation aroused at

the time of its birth are fading. There seems no way this\rend
can be reversed. Already BNP’s Begum Zia has made it known
that she is not going to rest until her one point agend
ousting her sworn enemy Sheikh Hasina from power — is ful-
filled. And she does not care less if in the process the country
faces political and social anarchy and economic ruin. Her
refusal to come on the line despite Hasina ringing her up
thrice this week shows that she is in no mood to compromise.
Hasina wants a one to one dialogue on ending the stand-off
between Government and Opposition. But Begum Zia and
leaders of three other extreme right Islamic parties — in the
oust Hasina movement — have not responded. Unending
series of hartals during the holy Ramzan month have caused
widespread suffering. Using hartal as an instrument of coer- -
cion has already provoked a public outery. The British High
Commission has warned that if the political situation deterio-
rates, foreign investment will stop. Unfortunately this has
triggered no introspection, no mending of ways. Letting the
slide go on means Bangladesh’s existence will be on the line.
There is little doubt that Begum Zia wages a no holds
barred movement in frustration at having lost power in a fair
election. Her current movement is mainly aimed at saving the
lives of self-confessed killers of Mujib and other senior Awami
League leaders. The High Court is yet to confirm the death
sentences. General Zia’s complicity in these killings is well
known as also the importance of these killers to the funda-
mentalist parties which have vowed to snuff out the spirit of
the liberation war. The Jamat-I-Islami has sent death threats
to leading Bangladeshi intellectuals and shut down the coun-
try’s leading technical university as one of its students’ halls
was named after a liberation war hero. The Jamat glorifies
General Niazi for “fighting to keep Pakistan together”. But the
worry is the Awami League’s failure to provide strong gover-
nance which sustains opposition. Hasina must draw lessons
from the past, else she and her party will fade into oblivion.
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/DANGEROUS TURN,”
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\c} \Hasina must take up the chiftén
A\

‘ ladesh falling prey to Islamic fundamentalism? Last

week three events which jolted Bangladesh suggest this.
The countxy’s secular and democratic parties and intellectuals
are apprehgnsive about the latest turn of events which if
unchecked may change the character of the state, life and poli-
ty. The violent attack on freedom fighters by the Jamat-I-
Islami in Sylhet and public announcement by Jamat’s Amir
Gholam Azam that the two-nation theory would not be sup-
planted by democracy, secularism and Bengali nationalism —
the ideals of the liberation war — have caused widespread
concern. The arrest of 17 heavily armed Harkatul Mujahi-

|
|
;
|

deens with Pakistan and Taliban connections has added

another dimension. Gholam Azam, who collaborated with the
Pakistanis in the 1971 genocide, has branded the three ideals
of the ‘71 war as “Gaur, Gobinda” or Hindu ideas unaccept-
able to Muslims. Begum Zia too has taken an identical line.
The Jamat has been emboldened by its alliance with Begum
Zia’s BNP and two other Islamic parties to oust Sheikh Hasi-
na’s Awami League. The Islamic parties have not forgiven it
for spearheading the liberation war and splitting Pakistan.
The turmoil in Bangladesh is not because of a clash between
the two begums but of two opposite identities. While the pro-
liberation forces are for establishing a secular Bengali nation-
alist identity, Begum Zia, the Jamat, Ershad and the Islami
Oikya Jote are for declaring Bangladesh a Muslim Bengal, an
Islamic state which would revalidate the two-nation theory.
This is why democratic processes and institutions are unable
to make headway and strengthen. themselves. Islamic parties
which ruled Bangladesh for 21 years after Mujib’s killing find
it hard to tolerate a government which is anathema to their
creed. General Zia, Ershad and Begum Zia dealt with the free-
dom fighters ruthlessly and sought to destroy their ideology.
Their endeavour continues even in opposition by pursuing a
confrontationist line. It is to restrict free thinking and the
| spread of modern education that fundamentalists have ter-
rorised Sylhet University and its faculty members and closed
it down. It is unfortunate that the Awami League, although
the ruling party, is unable to pick up the gauntlets Its dither-
ing has encouraged the fundamentalists. Hasing/must realise
that any compromise will not only prove to b¢Aer own undo-
ing but strike at the roots of the nation state.
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/B:gngla Op\ﬁ
fears govt
crackdown

Dhaka, Jan. 30 (AP): The main
Opposition today boycotted Par-
liament, which adopted a tough
law to punish those disrupting
businesses and attacking motor |
vehicles and government and pri-
vate buildings. q( an X
The Opposition called for & 36-
hour general strike next week\ex-
pressing the fear that the new law
will be used against the Opposi-
tion protesters who have been or-
ganising general strikes to press
for Prime Minister Sheikh Hasi-
na’s resignation and fresh elec-
tions. The new law stipulates |
speedy trial by special courts '
within four months and those
found guilty could be jailed for
e. The minimum punishment
would be five years in jail.

b “This is clearly designed to
stop the democratic movement
against the government,” Abdul
Mannan Bhuiyan, an Opposition
gpokesman, said in Dhaka.

* The four-party Opposition al-
ljance, led by former Prime Minis-
ter Khaleda Zia, organised 30 days
df crippling strikes last year.

" Convictions by the trial court .
gan be challenged in the high
gourt. The alliance accuses the
government of corruption, incom-
Qetence and harassment of politi-
cal opponents. Hasina denies the
charge and has offered to meet the
Opposition leaders to end the con-
frontation.
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