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By Haroon Habib

DHAKA, JULY 26, Even before completing two
weeks in the office, the non-party carctaker
government headed by Mr. Justice Latifur
Rahman is facing criticism for some signifi-
cant steps it took. While it justifies the actions
proper for holding a free, fair and credible
election keeping in view its constitutional
mandate, the Awami League led by the former
Prime Minister, Sheikh Hasina, objected to
some terming them “hasty decisions'.

The 4-party Opposition alliance led by Be-
gum Khaleda Zia. which initially hailed the
decisions, too has changed its stand and start-
ed questioning the "neutrality” of the caretak-
er government,

Besides making drastic changes in the civil
administration for which the interim adminis-
tration was criticised by many commentators
also, the Government on Wednesday effected
major changes in the police administration. [t
also changed the Secreiary of the Election

from the Awami League,

The Chief Adviser of the caretaker govern-
ment teday hinted at a fjrther reshutfle in the
administration. In a mewspaper interview
published today, Justice Latifur Rahinan urged
political leaders and parties to exercise re-
straint and help him conduct the elections.
“In a democracy, tolerance is the key word
which the political leaders of Bangladesh
should integrate into their political culture,”
Justice Rahman told The Daily Siar .

Addressing the Secretaries of different Min-
istries today, Justice Rahman said the people
expected the caretaker administration to func-
tion neutrally. He said he had made some
changes in the administration “from (the) log-
ical outlook of ensuring its full neutrality in
every task’’. ‘

The interim government has also decided in
principle to bring some major changes to elec-
toral laws, and an Ordinance by the President,

neutrhl,/say parties

Mr, Justice Shahabuddin Ahmed. s likely 1o be
promulgated soon. Amid the controversy, Tus-
tice Latifur Rabhman told the media that he
would not be influenced by any parte o opin-
ion but would do what he el mgnt in the in-
terest of condacting a credible election.

Mr. Rahman is now triing to organise a
meeting between the two ap leaders - im-
mediate past Prime Minister and  Awamti
League chief, Sheikh Hasing, and the BNP
chairperson, Begum Khaleada Zia. ) feel seri-
ously that political leaders must talk to cach
other and try to bring about a congenial atmo-
sphere for free clections. It the leaders of the
major political parties taik 1o cach other, the
nation would feef assured and miy task as head
ol the caretaker government would become
much easice.” The Khaleda Zia-led alliance in
which the fundamentalist famaat-E-Islami is
plaving a key role initially praised the interim
government. But it too changed its stand alley-
ing that the administration was “"not neutrat”,
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Dhaka, Nov, 14 (Reuters): At
least 15 students were woutded
in gunbattles and clashes be-
tween rival groups trying to eject
each other from dormitories in
Dhaka University, Bangladeshi
police and officials said today.

“The situation here is still
volatile,” said a police officer
guarding the campus,

Officials said the violence
erupted yesterday after Profes-
sor Anwarullah Chowdhury was
named vice-<chancellor of the
university, which has a student
body of 30,000 and a history of
politically-fueiled violence.

Police said at least 70 stu-
dents had been killed and more
than 500 hurt in clashes at the
university in the past 30 years.

Chowdhury said he would
take steps to free the campus
from any kind of terrorism and
restore peace.

University officials said vio-
lence broke out after memnbers of
the Jatiyatabadi Chhatra Dal
(JCD), the student wing of the
ruling Bangladesh Nationalist
Party (BNP), sought to remove
members of the rival Bangladesh
Chhatra League (BCL) from four
dormitories.

The BCL, the student front of
the opposition Bangladesh
Awami League led by former
prime minister Sheikh Hasina,
said JCD activists attacked them
with guns, home-made bombs
and sticks a day after the new
vice chancellor took office.

On Monday authorities re-
moved former vice chancelior
A.K Azad Chowdhury, who was
known as a strong supporter of
the Awami League. His succes-
sor is said to have the blessing of
the BNP, headed by Prime Minis-
ter Begiun Khaleda Zia.

Khaleda’s government,
which took charge on October
10. has removed the vice-chan- |
cellors of several universities ac-
ross the country on Monhday wi-
thout assigning any reason. Ed-
ucation ministry officials caﬂy

the changes long overdue. Pglice
said they feared more clashés.
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Dhaka, Nov. 11 (AFP): Two
candidates, including foreign
minister Badruddoza Chowd-
hury, are to contest Bangladesh’s
presidential election, officials
said today.

Members of the 300-seat parlia-
ment will vote on Wednesday fora
successor to President Shahabud-
din Ahmed, who has completed
his five-year term. Chowdhury
and another candidate, lawyer
Mohammad Rowshan Ali, sub-
mitted their nomination papers
vesterday.

Ali said he had been backed
by two lawmakers of the opposi-
tion Jatiya party faction, led by fo-
rmer military dictater Hussain
Muhammad Ershad, but the party
said it. had not officially no-
minated anyone to contest the el-
ection.

Chowdhury, the founding sec-
retary general of the ruling
Bangiadesh Nationalist Party,
looks certain to win the election
because the government has a
huge majority in the 300-seat par-
liament.

Also, the main opposition
Awami Leagne party is bhoy-
cotting parliament because it al-
leges last month's parliamentary
elections were rigged.

Chowdhury has reportedly
said he wants to hold the presiden-
¢y as his last political position.

The President in Bangladesh

{

i

has a largely titular role. /
s
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DHAKA, Nov. 12. The Bangladesh
Foreign Minister, Mr, Badruddoza
Chowdhury, was today declared
Bangladesh's 13th President after
his lone rival withdrew from the
running for the largely titular po-
sition, officials said. pep . lf

The Election Commission said
the lawyer, Mr. Mohammad Row-
shan Ali, took back his nomina-
tion papers today, the last date for
withdrawing from the contest. No
reason was given.

Mr. Chowdhury is due to b
sworn in on Wednesday. The 300-
seat Parfiament will not hold a
previously scheduled vote for the
President as there is only one can-
didate to succeed the President,
Mr Justice Shahabuddin Ahmed,
who has completed his-five-vear
term. — AFP
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Hasina must engage\'\n introspection

N appointing new faces to important party posts like the

deputy leader of Opposition in parliament and her political
secretary, Sheikh Hasina is giving enough indication that
she will not hesitate to dump the old guard to rejuvenate the
party. While there is no doubt that the highly partisan
actions of Bangladesh President, the chief adviser of the
neutral caretaker government and the chief election
commissioner enabled Begum Khaleda Zia’s BNP-led four
party alliance te secure the two-thirds majority in the 1
October Bangladesh parliamentary poll, many in the Awami
League's old guard contributed no less to the party’s debacle.
Not that the new generation of leaders are more competent
but some of the old guard were fossils and corrupt, not to
speak of factional politics. Twelve sure seats were lost be-
cause of factional feuds, In fact some of the old guard have
come to prove that the Awami League itself is its worst ene-
my. Because of their nuisance value Hasina could not get rid
of them. Some of her ministers made money from deals which
are public knowledge. It is tragic that Awami League leaders
refused to draw lessons from thieMlunders of their earlier
three and a half year rule of egjie seventies. Now that her
party is in the Opposition she ftake a hard second look.
Five years moved the Avwd M.eague away from its
traditional source of strength — 3& people.
.That the party had lost touch with the masses and had
become organisationally defunct is not unknown to Hasina.
The bulk of the 64 district committees had no organisational
set #ip. Ministers usurped ‘Prganisational powers which they
used indiscriminately to neutralise their rivals. Even the
party’s ceniral headquarters in Dhaka was non-functional as
none of the leaders cared to visit it. Sheikh Hasina has done
the right thing by undertaking an intensive tour of the
districts. The more she comes to know the harahjlities the

/#’ENEMY WITHIN,cs

easier it will be to take the corrective action.

*HE STATESHAR



~Bangla panel to probe
attacks on mmorltles

UNITED NEWS OF INDIA WN

DHAKA, Nov. 9. — The Ban-
gladesh  government has
formed a committee to enguire
inte the recent attacks on mi-
norities in the country.

At a Cabinet committee meet-
ing on law and order yesterday,
Prime Minister Begum Khale-
da Zia decided to form the in-
quiry committee which would
report within a week on the
condition of minorities follow-
ing the recent attacks en them.
Headed by Prime Minister’s p-
rincipal secretary Mr Kamal-
uddin Siddiqui, the committee
is mandated to report on inci-
dents of vivlence against mi-
norities and their exodus, if
any. -

Members of the council of min-
isters and ruling party MPs
will also visit different areas
and gather reporis on vialence.

They would also Vilfy thL alje-
gations of exodus of Hindys
from here.

Bangladesh’s mission in Kol-
kata would also be asked to re-
port on any case of migration to
India.

The committee was formed as
a result of media reports on
widespread atrocities by the
ruling Bangladeshi Nationalist
Party and Jamaat terrorists on
the minorities, mainly Hindus,
for voting for former Prime
Minister Sheikh Hasina's Awa-
mi League.

Sheikh Hasina, who is now on
a post-election organisational
tour of southern districts, al-
leged that at least 500 Hindu
women were raped and their
houses and property were ei-
ther looted or burnt down by
the activists of Begum Zia’s co-
alition with Islamic fundamen-
talist organisation, Jamaat-e-

Islami,

A leading English daily, the
Star, today published a report
on thousands of Hindu women
and children being tortured at
Ananda Prashad village in
southern Bhola district before
and after the election.

The daily said at least 200
women were raped in this vil-
lage by local terrorists of the
BNP.

Police admitted the fact but
could not take any action since
the vietims did not file any ca-
ses out of fear.

Two members of the Hindu
community were killed follow-
ing attacks by the ruling party
goons at another village in Mir-
ersaral in southern Chittagong
where an organisation, by the
name of Hindu-Bouddah-Chris-
tian Oikay Parishad, has called
for a hartal on November 15 to
protest against the atrocitie,s:\/
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“Hasina asks minorities to

resist

Dhaka, November 7

FORMER BANGLADESH Prime
Minister Sheikh Hasina has
asked the country’s Hindu
minarity to retaliate against any
further attacks by the supporters
of the ruling party BNP and its
allies.

Hasina's Awami League, said
to enjoy the support of the 30-
million minority population,
including nearly 20 million Hin-
dus, lost last month’s parliamen-
tary elections to Prime Minister
Khaleda Zia’s BNP-led four-party
coalition. The alliance includes
the rightwing Jamaat-e-Islami,

Since then, there have been
reports that Hindus in
Bangladesh have been targeted
by the ruling coalition. Ata rally
attended mostly by Hindus in
Faridpur district, Hasina said,
“No more wailing and woes,
build up resistance and retaliate
if any further attack comes from
terrorists of BNP-Jamaat.”

Hasina urged Hindus to be
united and said her party would
stand by them. “This is your
country, your motherland. Irre-
spective of our religious beliefs
we liberated this country, shed-
ding much blood.

“You should live here with your
full rights,” she said. “If the
alliance leader (Zia) thinks she
can eliminate Awami League by
holding the hands of Jamaat, she

B-J t

Bangladesh Prime Minister Khaleda
Cabinet pray at the grave of slain ex-

on Wednesday.

is making a mistake.”

The latest incident of attacks
on Hindus oceurred at Mirersari
in Chittagong district in which
one person was allegedly
chopped to death, and 16 others
seriously injured.

Reports said a gang attacked
Hindus at village Daspara on
Monday night and looted 20 hous-
es. Twelve people were arrested,

Bengali language daily
Janakantha quoted a Hindu
woman as saying: “The attackers
asked us to leave Bangladesh.”
The attacks on the minorities

attacks

REUTERS PHOTO
Zia and other mambers of her
Prasident Ziaur Rahman in Dhaka

had started before the October 1
elections but intensified after the
debacle of the Awami League.

Reports say thousands of Hin-
dus have fled their homes and
taken refuge elsewhere in the
country. Some have reportedly
crossed over to India.

The Bangladesh Mahila
Parishad, a woman's group, last
week said repression of minority
communities was taking a seri-
ons turn as the authorities had
not taken any action against the

attackers.
Indo-Asian News Ser}’/
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HE 1 October general
election in Bangladesh
seems to have changed its
polity and politics not only
substantially but also disturb.
‘ingly. Elements of consensus
and cooperation have not been
very enduring in this South
Asian state that came into exis.
tence on 16 December 1971 af.
ter breaking away from Pakis-
tan. But the polities of conflict
and confrontation that became
visible after the election is a
matter of serious concern.
It is altogether a different

CHANGE IN DHA
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- Bangladesh Must Learn F

By PARMANAND

ministerial colleagues lost the
election — and many of them
were defeated by big margins,
Law and order was alsg
deteriorating fast during the
tast days of Hasina’s govern-
ment making many Hasina
supporters feel alienated.

The situation, if anything,
was quite favourable to Begum
Khaleda Zia, the country's
Prime Minister during 1991-
96, and the widow of General
Zigur Rahman, the country’s

chief Martial Law Administra-

matter that the Bangladesh
Nationalist Party- s
led four-party alli- [+
ance not only suc- |-
ceeded in obtaining |
a two-thirds majo- ‘
rity in the Jatiya
Sangssad but alsa in
marginalising the
Awami League, the
party which was
very largely res-
ponsible for the
ereation of the new
state, and which
alone could com-
plete a full five-
year term between
1996 and 2001.
Not even many
activists or suppor-
ters of the BNP,
the Jamaat-e-lsla-
mi, the Jativa Par-
ty (Naziur) and the
Islami Oikya Jote — the four
parties that constitute the gov-
erning alliance — had antii-
pated such a massive mandate
that the coalition procured.

CORRUPTION
The boat — the elections
symbol of the Awami League —
was visualised by many as
sinking fast. Of course, the Aw-
ami League leader and former
Prime Minister, Sheikh Hasina
Wajed, seemed complacent and
over-confideni. By the time she
saw the reality, it was tno late.
The Sheikh Hasina govern-
ment had, indeed, many ach-
levements to its credit. Despite
prolonged political unvest, peri-
odic social upheavals and rising
lawlessness, the country had
achieved an average GDP
growth rate of about five per
cent. Unveiling the party’
manifesto on 19 Scptembe;
Hasina had said that her gov
ernment would ensgre ar
annual growth of seven to eigh
per cent and try to make th
entire population literate b
2003. On the other hand, agyi
cultural production was boam
ing and the country had over
night transformed into 2 food
surplus state.

The country had, indeed, don.
exceedingly well in terms o
infrastructure. The bridge ac
ross the Jamuna river was
commissioned and six maone
bridges were nearing compe-
tion. Several hundred kio-
metres of expressways were
built, At the same time, there
were reports of corruption
against severa! of Hasina's
ministers,

Nepotism was being practised

tor and President 1976-81, and
founder of the BNP (1978;,
Despite her long boycott of the
seventh Jatiyva Sangsad (1996-

2001) and all-out efforts to.

mobilise”  the Bangladeshi
public to force Hasina to resign
earlier, she couid not achieve
mauch. But her alliance with the
fundamentalist Jamaat-e-
Istami, Tslami Oikya Jote, and
the Jatiya Party {Naziur)
achieved for her what nothing
else had done.

The existence of such an allia-
nce succeeded in consolidating
the votes of the fundamentsa.
lists in favour of the BNP-led
alliance. In a way, the alliance
presented a serious challenge
to the country’s secular forces
on the one hand, and to the

country'’s freedom fighters, on
the atl ...

I

(g

rom Pakistan

had opposed the formation of
Bangladesh in 1971 and colla-
borated with the Pakistani
army — left nothing to chance
by scaring minority voters,
particularly Hindus, who have
traditionally been voters and
supporters  of the Awami
Leagne. They were taunted as
“Indians” and asked not to
participate in the polls. The
coercion did work well and the
Jamaat has continued its
coercive activities even affer
the election results.

Another factor that apparently
contributed to the miserable
performance of the
Awami Leagie wag
the attitude and
modus operandi of
the neutral care-
taker government
under Justice Lati-
fur Rahman. Ever
since  he took
charge — under
the constitutional
provision effected
in 1996 because of
the agitation led by
Sheikh Hasina —
in July, he indul-
ged in a large-scale
reshuffle of offi-
ctals and did his
4 best to ensure the
f| appointment of the
BNP-supporting
¢ivil servants in in-
fluential positions.
Rumours on an understanding
between Rahman and Khaleda
Zia about making the former
the country’s next President
kept doing the ronnds. Justice
Shahabuddin Ahmad is to
retire soon.

STATE RELIGION
Notwithstanding  Hasina’s
charge that the poll was “crude-
ly manipulated” and her threat
of launching a nationwide
agitation, Begum Khaleda Zia
was sworn in on 10 QOctober.,
The 60-member Khaleda min.
istry comprises 28 cabinet min-
isters, 28 state ministers and 4
deputy ministers though it was
clear at the outset that the
BNP had a clear majority on its
OWIL.
On 2 October — much before
P I P R
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HE NEW Khaleda Zia

Government in

Bangladesh has set itself

25 targets to achieve in
the first 100 days in office. It
began with a call to the people
to “wage war” on terrorism and
achieve economic emancipation.
But the {irst challenge for the
Government has been tackling
the terror unleashed, allegedly
by the ruling coalition’s
hoodlums, aguinst oppaosition
Awami League activists and the
minority Hindu communiry.
There have been widespread
reports, especially from the rural
areas, of murder, rape and
loeting.

Bangladesh, for the first time
after 1971, witnessed an orgy of
communal violence, forcing
hundreds from the minority
community to flee their homes.
The atrocities, many believe,
may be the result of the pre-
election campaign which had
serious communal overtones.
Some even allege it was a
political decision.

The new Home Minister, Air
Vice-Marshal (retd.} Allaf
Hossain Chowdhury, accused
the media of “exaggeration”.
Top BNF and Jamaat-e-Istami
leaders saw it as the Awami
League's “'post-election
strategy”. But the fact remains
that the Hindus had to celebrate
Durga Puja without festivity this
year,

The new Parliament began its
maiden session on October 28.
The Awami League with its 58
MPs (after vacating four
additional seats and deciding

v Fraught times,

The new Khaleda Zia regime has assumed |
power in a charged atmosphere in Bangladesh.
Haroon Habib reports.

not to contest the byelections)
refrained from joining the
session. Instead, it held a
massive rally in Dhaka
announcing a nation-wide
programme to protest the
“killing, repressions, loot and
rape”’ of its leaders, workers and
also the minority community for
being its voters.

The Awami League, which got
nearly 41 per cent of the votes
polled, claimed the results were
“manipulated under a well-
orchestrated blueprint”. A
section of the major newspapers
have alse publicised instances of
rigging and the “highly partisan
role’” of the caretaker
Government, the Election
Commission and the law-
enforcers. The charge is that
they were out to defeat the
Awami League in at least 120 to
125 of 300 targeted
constituencies.

“Unfortunately, we had o
fight a six-party alliance that
included the caretaker
Government and the Election
Commission as well,” alleged
the Awami League leader and
outgoing Prime Minister, Sheik
Hasina Wajed. But her rivals
poriray the League's debacle as
the genuine ourcome of a fair
election where-the four-party
BNP-led alliance fought unitedly
against a single opponent.

Though the credibility of the
Cctober | polls, in which the
BNP headed by Begum Khaleda
Zia and fundamentalist outfits
such as the Jamaat together got
da rare two-thirds majority, is still
under question, the new
Government is visibly sertling in.
Mr. Atal Behari Vajpayee was
the first Head of Govermment to
congralulate Begum Zia.

The Khaleda Government has
decided to publish within the
next 0 days a White Paper on
the Hasina Government's
corruption. It alse quickly
cancelled the last Government's
allocation of “Gano Bhaban’' as
residence for Sheikh Hasina
considering her security threat
as the surviving daughter of the
nation’s slain founding hero and
re-named it "'Prime Minister’s
residence”. The Government
also ordered adjournment for
two months the hearings ot ail
“political cases” filed against
the BNP and Jamaat leaders and
workers during the Awanti
League rule.

The impounding of passports
of several former Ministers,
restrictions on foreign tours of
several Awami League leaders
and forcible occupation of
student dormitories and
business establishments, and
the driving out of pro-Awami
League teachers and students

Rl
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from various educational
institutions, allegedly by the
ruling coalition’s activists, are
ather contentious issues.

Export of the country’s natural
gas to India has also became a
major issue, A “secret gas deal”
with American companies has
been widely alleged. The Awami
League and the Left parties
aliege that the ruling combine
struck u secret deat’” before the
clection tu export gas through
pipelines up to Delhi. UNOCOL,
meanwhile, submitted a pipeline
development plan to
Petrobangla, state-owned body,
to export gas to India. The
Minister for Energy and Mineral
Resources, Mr. Mosharraf
Hosasain, says the Government
will take a quick decision,
probably by November 15.

The issue of gas cxport was
virtually the creation of the
traditional anti-Indian parties
during the Awami Leaguoe
tenure. But now that has
changed. Sheikh Hasina has
described her party's debacle as
the “forced defeat under a
hiueprint’ since her
Government had refused to
expori gas before ensuring 50
vears of domestic reserve. "Gas
is the anly resource we have,
However, it is tough and
dangerous {or the poor to keep
a wealth in their possession,”
she said at her first massive
post-election rally in Dhaka. She
pledged "'alt out resistance” to
any move to sell gas
undermining national interest.

Never before has India figured
so prominently in a post-
election scene, particularly as
the target of secular forces,
always dubbed “pro-Indian” by
the now ruling coalition.

[n response to the
Government's moves, the
Awami League has also decided
to publish a White Paper on the
previous BNP Government’s
carruption and the details of the
October 1 election held “under
a blueprint”.

Given its parliamentary
strength, the ruling coalition is
not unlikely to make moves to
amend the Constitution to suit
i1s political needs, including a
provisian for a “separaie
electorate’” for the minorities.
But these moves are still
premarture.

The Afghan war is also
influencing the post-election
scenario in Bangladesh., With
the traditional U.S. critics
remaining silent because they
are now in power, the secular
pro-tiberation forces are
gradually turning anti-American

for the killing of innocgn
civilians. /
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UNITED NEWS OF INDIA

DHAKA, Nov. 2. — In her bid to rejuvenate
her party, Awami League chief Sheikh
Hasina today appointed new faces to the
important posts dropping the old guard.

The appointment of former Speaker Mr
Abdul Hamid as deputy leader of the
Opposition in Parliament came as a sur-
prise since earlier, party's general secre-
tary Mr Zillur Rahman and Mr Abdus
Samed Azad had held this vital post in
1896 and 1991 Parliaments.

Sheikh Hasina alse appointed Mr Abdus
Shahid as chief whip of the Opposition. Mr
Shahid was also the whip in last Parliament,

On 24 October, AL, parliamentary party
had entrusted Sheikh Hasina with the
authority to appoeint the deputy leader and
the chief whip of the Opposition.

When contacted, AL presidium member
Mr Abdul Jalil said former Speaker Mr

Sheikh Hasina: Naw faces to holster party

Ahdul Hamid would be quite competent as
deputy leader of the Opposition because of
his long parliamentary career.

The AL chief also appointed ex-state min-
ister Mr Saber Hossain Chowdhury as her

old guard

political secretary.
Mr Saber told UNI that he would try to

\ build up the office of political secretary as

an institution with modern thoughts and
technologies apart from his job of keeping
Sheikh Hasina posted on developments in
domestic and international politics.

Dr Hassanr Mahmud, a former bureau-
crat, has been appointed perscnal aide to
Sheikh Hasina.

The changes and fresh appointments came
against the backdrop of AL’s dismal results
in the 1 October Parliament elections.

Party’s mid-ranking and grassroots lead-
ership in different forums pleaded to
Sheikh Hasina for inducting fresh faces in
vital portfolios of the organisation to bring
dynamism in the party leadership.

Insiders hinted thai Hasina might go for
more changes in the party top-order
through next council session likely to con-
vene sometime next year. P
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BANGLA MINORITIE

4440 Begum Zia must fotect them

EGUM Khaleda Zia’s assurarnge to Brajesh Mishra, Atal |
. Behari Vajpayee’'s special envpy, that her BNP-Jamat ¢ -
Islami-led coalition government wo\ild protect minorities may
- provide some solace to New Delhi since several thousand
" persecuted Bangladeshi Hindus, Santhal adivasis, Buddhists
and Christians have sought refuge in West Bengal and
Tripura in recent weeks, New Delhi’s concern is greater since .
" minerities in at least 21 districts have become targets of
unceasing violence and terror on the part of Ielamic zealots .
for having voted for a “secular” Awami League perceived by .
them to be stooges of India. New Delhi’s concern is not
misplaced since for over a decade Tripura was home to about -
60,000 Bangladeshi Chakma refugees because of their
_ persecution in the neighbouring Chittagong Hill Tracts. .
The extent of persecution, which includes loot, arson and .
even rape, has rendered lakhs homeless. Some leading Dhaka .
dailies have taken home minister Altaf Hussain Chowdhury -
to task for dismissing persecution reports as “partly exag- -
gerated, partly conspiracy, partly rumour and partly troe”.
Unfortunately, Chowdhury's statement is identical to that of
Justice Latifur Rahman who as chief adviser of the caretaker
government had labelled reports of persecution of minorities .
as “highly exaggerated”. In fact it was Justice Rahman who
by administrative inaction aided and abetted persecution |
during his three-month caretaker rule. Chowdhury calls
these incidents a “conspiracy” of the Awami League and -
minerity bodies. There is no doubt that such utterances will
only encourage those engaged in minority bashing. He should -
also take note of the ohservation gf the Bangladesh Human
Rights Coramission that polies~inaction was to blame for

minority persecution.
—mﬁ‘%\;’_’,
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_BANGLA MINORITIES
o~ Time for action 16 Protect hem;4

T is disappointing to hear the samge cliches being repeated

by ministers of the BNP-led goveknment that they would
not tolerate persecution of minoritied in Bangladesh, Heart
rending reports of their continuing persecution and the
killing of a principal of a Chittagong college in broad daylight
by supporters of Jamat e Islam, are still being published by
Bangladesh’s press. How can Reaz Rahman, minister of state
of foreign affairs, dismiss reports of communal atrocities as
“politically motivated” when Prime Minister Begum Khaleda
Zia herself has asked her principal secretary and other senior
secretaries to prepare a report on the nature and extent of
such incidents? It is incredible that a former foreign secretary
is apparently ignorant of the reason for about 20,000
Bangladeshis streaming into West Bengal and Tripura in the
lasgt six weeks. Hasn't he read countless letters written by
victims and published by Dhaka dailies urging Begum Zia to
“save the minorities by taking away our voting rights since
we are not suppesed to have a political choice of our own™ It
is a travesty of fact to say that “only criminals” have gone to
India. The hapless victims are still streaming inte India
either by bribing the pelice or dodging Bangladeshi border
guards. The effort to deny the problem fails.

Thankfully there are senior ministers like Saifur Rahman
who don’t share this perception and want to see the Govern-
ment’s intent to deal with communal elements with an iron
hand translated into action. He deserves kudes for speaking
up from public platforms and calling Durga Puja Bangla-
desh’s own festival. His seemingly “friendly advice” to the
home minister, a former chief of air staff, at a recent
meeting — “Do you know what’s happening on the ground?
Don't float in the air, have your feet firmly on the ground”—
wag actually a sharp reprimand of the minister’s inability to
deal with the communal carnage. Already some key officers of
the worst affected districts have been transferred for
dereliction of duty. hope Saifur Rahman’s courageous lead
will succeed.

-
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Dhaka, Nov. 28 (Reuters): The
Bangladesh government has de-
cided to scrap a law providing life-
long security by special forces to
former Prime Minister Sheikh
Hasina and her only sister, offi-
cials said today

They said the decision was
taken yesterday at a Cabinet meet-
ing headed by Prime Minister
Begum Khaleda Zia, Hasina's
arch rival, who was swept back to
power in October’s general electi-
on.

Bangladesh's main Opposition
Awami League has called for haif
a day’s strike next Sunday in
Dhaka ta protest against the gov-
ernment move to scrap the securi-
ty law.

“We are calling for the strike
nder a very stressful situation
nd over concern for the safety of
ur party leader,” Awami League
neral Secretary Zilhir Rahman
id a rally in the city today.

“This is a conspiracy to put
heikh Hasina’s life at risk delib-
ately,” he said. Sunday is a work-
ifg day in Bangladesh.

Witnesses said hundreds of
riot police with rifles, tear gas and
ter cannons guarded the rally,
aftended by 3.000 people.

Hasina, the country’s first
Prime Minister to serve a full five-
vear ferm, handed power con July
15 to a caretaker authority headed
by former chief justice Latifur

Sheikh Hasina, Khaleda Zia. (AFP AP/PTDH

Rahman which supervised the
election as reguired by the coun-
try’s constitution.

Hasina rejected the election
outcome, saying the vote was
rigeed, and has refused to join par-
liament which is now holding its
first session.

The officials said the proposal
to scrap the law protecting Hasina
and her sister Sheikh Rehana,
adopted only weeks hefore Hasi-
na's term ended , was expected to
be approved by parliament in a
few days.

The law, strongly opposed by
Khaleda's Bangladesh Nationalist

Party, envisaged “security would
be provided to Sheikh Hasina and
her sister — daughters of inde-
pendence leader Sheikh Mujibur
Rahman — for rest of their life by
the Special Security Force,”

Mujib, who led Bangladesh to
independence from Pakistan in
1971, was Kkilled along with his
wife, three sons and many rela-
tives in an August 1975 coup.

His daughters survived the
coup as they were outside the
country at the time.

Bangladesh’s High Court sen-
tenced to death 15 former army of-
ficers convicted of killing Mujib

B special security law took into ac-

or life

and his family three Years after
Hasina came to power in 1996. S$ix
are in prison and the rest are at
large.

The Awami League said the

count threats from extremists, in-
cluding Islamic fundamentalists
and sympathisers of Mujib’s
killers,

But law minister barrister
Moudud Ahmed told reporters
late yesterday the law was “incon-
sistent with the provisions of the
constitution.”

He sai@ Hasina and
her sister were eligible for full pro-
tection under the country’s exist-
ing laws. Hasina's Awami League
has protested the move as “vindic-
tive and vengeful” and threatened
to launch a movement against
it.

League leaders said they
wouwld hold a protest rally
in Dhaka later today “to highlight
the risks to Hasina's life” once
the special protection is with-
drawn.

Hasina lives at the Dhaka
home of her husband Wajed
Ali Miah, guarded by SSF troops,
who also escort her while travel-
ling.

If the law is scrapped, Hasina
wotld be entitled to protection by
police only as leader of the opposi-
tion and member of parliapnent, i
League leaders said.
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?6hange of guard in Bangladesh — 1II
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NOTHER MAJOR concern in
dia is that the BNP’s accession {o
power would adversely affect 1n
do-Bangladesh relations. The
general impression prevailing in India is
that the Awami League is pro-India
whereas the BNP is not particularly
friendly. This tmpression is erroneous.
For neither the Awarmni League nor the
BNP is pro or anti-India. Both of them are
fiercely pro-Bangladesh for which they
musi be respected, even though it may
not always be in India’s interest. Besides,
it is significant that no party made India
an eiection issue. India did not figure at
all in their manifestos and was rarely
menticned in the election campaign.
Moreaver, on several issues affecting In-
dia, the two parties reflected similar views
in their manifestos. These were basically
nationalist and not anti-India views.

If one goes by the experience of dealing
with BNP Governments, it is true that In-
do-Bangladesh relations had come to a
standstill during the last year or so of Be-
gum Zia's Government. But the then Gov-
ermment of India is as much, if nol more,
to blame. Begum Zia came on an official
visit 1o India within a year of coming to
power in 14991. This was hailed as the
harbinger of more active and dynamic bi-
lateral relations. But the Government of
india did not take any initiative 10 deal
effectively with any of the issues raised
during the trip. The then Prime Minister
did not pay the much expected return vis-
it to Bangladesh. Thus by sheer inaction,
both sides worked inexorably towards a
stagnation of the relations. In this the
larger share of the blame must be attri-
buted 0 the bigger neighbour which is
endowed with greater capacity to act.

The image of the Awami ieague as a
pro-India party puts the party at a disad-
vantage in securing public approval for
agreements and measures designed to re-
solve bilateral issues. The BNP suffers
from ne such constraint, Rather, every
demonstration of its success in striking
deals with the big neighbour goes to its
credit. India had very meaningful refa-
tions with the BNP regime under Presi-

By Muchkund Dubey ~

dent Ziaur Rahman and during the first
few years of Begum Zia's Government.
Under the former, an agreement had
been reached on most of the parameters,
except price, for selling gas to India.
There was an agreement in principle on
allowing the transit of Indian goods
through Bangladesh territory to other
parts of India and operational details to
give effect to it were being worked out.
Again, the quantum jump in India’s ex-
perts to Bangladesh taok place during Be-
gum Zia's Government after Bangladesh
embraced liberalisation in a full-fledged
manner. There is going to be no roliback
of liberalisation under the BNP Govern-
ment, If at all, it is going to be further
accelerated which would open further

However, it is very doubtful that Dhaka
would take the risk of re-opening such a
complex agreement which represents a
very delicate balancing of the interests of
the two countries. The Bangladesh Gov-
ernment would, of course, insist on a
faithful implementation of the agree-
ment, which is quite understandable.
The promise in the BNP manifesto to
bring about appropriate changes in the
Chittagong Hill Tract Agreement would
appear to be more plausible, as the BNP
has successfully sought the votes of the
Muslim settlers in the CHT, whose repre-
sentative has won one parliamentary seat
from that area. The Government, there-
fore, wiil be under pressure on this issue.
It might create problems for India and for

India must make the first move in getting closer

to the new Government in Bangladesh.

opportunities for Indian exports. Besides,
the business community which has de-
veloped vested interests in dealing with
India is generally better represented in
Parliament and the Government during
the BNP’s rule than under the Awami
League.

The BNP’s position on gas export to In-
dia appears to be more constructive than
that of the Awami League. Whereas the
BNP manifesto states that the sale of gas
will be made “‘on the basis of transpar-
ency and in the wider interest of the
country’’, the Awami League manifesto
talks about such sale only after ensuring
that at least 50 years' requirement of the
country are met. The BNP manifesto
keeps open the possibility of providing
transit facilities to India when it says: "No
country will be allowed to use Bangladesh
landmass, waterways, sea coast and air-
space for military purpose.” This is of
course unexceptionable.

The stipulation in the BNP manifesto
that the party on coming to power, would
seek appropriate changes in the 30-year
agreement on water- sharing with India,
is certainly a cause of concern for India.
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Indo-Bangladesh relations by causing
further exodus of Chakma refugees to In-
dia. But it will pose greater problems in-
temally for Bangladesh. Hence the new
Government should be expected to tread
warily on this delicate path.

it will be tragic if, in the context of its
present 1.8, and Pakistan-centric foreign
policy, India ignores the change that has
taken place in our-eastern neighbour-
hood and follows a laissez faire policy in
conducting relations with the new Gov-
ernment in Bangladesh. India must make
the first move in getting closer to the new
Government. The Prime Minister should
send a special envoy to convey his greet-
ings to Begum Zia and his invitation for
the earliest possible visit by her to I[ndia.
India should go on taking all possible and
politically prudent initiatives 1o maintain
an active relationship with Bangladesh
through frequent high-level visits, activa-
tion of all existing institutions for con-
ducting bilateral relations and creation of
new institutions. We should not also be in
an indecent hurry to pressure Begum Zia
to take decisions on issues of our interest
like gas sale, transit, rail links etc. which

over the years have got unnecessarily pol-
iticised. Let her take her own time in de-
ciding on these issues. Let these decisions
be taken under her own internal pressure
of economic logic, objective reality and
national interest.

It will be so much better if the special
envoy is also authorised to convey to her
Governmeny, India’s positive response to
Bangladesh’s long-pending request to
grant duty-free entry into the Indian mar-
ket for 25 groups of products. Economics
is by far the most important dimension of
India’s relations with Bangladesh. In this,
trade is the crucial component, which is
bound to acquire greater buoyancy with
the acceleration of liberalisation in Ban-
gladesh. Bangladesh’s heavy dependence
for export earnings on readyv-made gar-
ments ensures during the years to come a
large market in Bangladesh for India tex-
riles.

The present Government, as the previ-
ous anes, will definitely raise the issue of
huge deficit in the trade balance in favour
of India. This can be explained away on
solid economic grounds such as: a trade
deficit is not necessarily disadvantageous
to a trading partner; trade deficit with In-
dia is merely an assertion of India's com-
parative advantage vis-a-vis  third
countries, etc. But that will not do. This is
more of a political issue and that of the
very character of the long-term bilateral
econamic relations than a matter of mere
trade imbalance, in a static sense of the
term. For serving better its political and
long-term economic interests, it is in-
cumbent on India to help Bangladesh
bring about structural changes in its
economy, particularly in the external sec-
tor. This should be daone by helping en-
large the production base and export
capacity of Bangladesh and by moving
quickly towards unilateral free trade with
it. This is what the developed countries
are most probably going to do in the next
round of WTQ wade negotiations. Why
should India, which has such a vital stake
in its economic relations with Bangla-
desh, not show the way?

{Coneluded)
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“Opp boycotts

Bangla House

maiden session
S

PRESS TRUST OF INDIA Al
o)ty

DHAKA, Oct. 28. - Bangldde-
sh’s new Parliament under the
leadership of Prime Minister
Khaleda Zia began its maiden
session today with the main op-
position Awami League boycot-
ting it. —

e BNF Wt
deputy  and #
former minis- 4
“ter, Mr Ja-
miruddin Sir-
car, was elec-
ted the new
speaker while
Mohammad .
Akhtar Ha- L
mid Siddique  Khaleda Zia
became the - -
deputy speaker, officials said.
 Begum Khaleda Zia's main al-
"Iy, Jamaat-e-Islami, sat on the
treasury bench for the first
time in Bangladesh's 30-year
history, The 56 MPs of Awami
League were not present at the
300-member Jatiya Sangsad
which met nearly a month after
the 1 October election. Sheikh
Hasina and her party deputies
were sworn in as Members of

Parliament on ‘W
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Zealots force Bangla

minorities on the run

\ U
Al
Arindam Sarkar Y
Kolkata, October 28 o /\,f’\
FOR MANY Hindus in Bangladesh this
Puja brought no pratimea or pandal, no
beais of the dhak, no joy

Fear of fundamentalist attacks
forced many people to flee their homes
and cross borders to Malda, North and
South Dinajpur. Organisers toned
down the festivities with maost of the
1,400 Pujas in Bangladesh being a
lowkey affair this year.

Sources say attacks on minorities
have spiralled since Khaleda Zia came
back to power this month. In the third
week of October, about 50 families
sought refuge in Malda and other West
Bengal districts. All of them reported
atrocities committed by fundamental-
ists owing allegiance to the BNF

The refugees are from Pabna, Jes-
sore, Nachon, Shibgani, Rajshahi and
Dinajpur districts, said one of the
refugees. “Many are still coming in
from Noakhali, Maguda and even Chit-
tagong. Some have entered Tripura as
well.”

Deben Mahanta of Kashidanga vil-
lage in Shibganj district, who has taken
refuge at Hahibpur in Malda, said: “We

were not even allowed to organise the

Puja. Dhals were banned. They said we
are pro-India and anti-Islam.”

One of his countrymen, Hementa
Barman of Dikul village in Dinajpur, is
now in Bengal’s South Dinajpur dis-
trict. He said the “atrocities” increased
after the strike against Afghanistan.

The spectre of attacks has been so
large that some of the Puja committees
did not put up pandals or install idols. In
place of the pratima the mandap had a
mangal ghat instead. Even the famous
Dhakeswari Mandir at Dhaka Iacked the
usutal colour and gaietw

The only bright spot has been the
Durga Puja at the Ramakrishna Mis-
sion ashram in Dhaka, which was cele-
brated in a modest but its usual way.

The Zia Government had assured
India of a peaceful Pujas after the VHP
staged demonstrations in New Delhi,
But a senior Bangladeshi official says
there has been little difference in the
situation.

“There is a Hindu minister in the BNP
Cabinet. But despite assurance from
Deputy Minister for Water Resources
Gautam Chakrabarty that the Govern-
ment would ensure peace during Pujas,
the reality is different.”

Khaleda sets tough terms on Page 7 /
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Change of guard in Bangladesh

ITE WAY the recent parliamentary

elections were conducted in Ban-

gladesh once again confitmed its

position as one of the largest lunc-
tioning democracies of the worid. On the
basis of my observance of the 1996 elee-
tions, [ can vouchsafe that clections in that
country are a massive scale cefebration of
democracy, The mood is festive. People
turn out in large numbers in their resplen-
dent best using all available modes of
transport. The voter turnout in the fast
clections was 74,87 per cent, only fraction-
ally below the turnout of 74.96 per cent it
19596, Women are generally seen outhum-
bering men in the queues at the polling
haaths.

The Bangladesh Nationalist Purty (BNP)
of Begum Khaleda Zia scored a landslide
victory in the elections, capturing an abso-
lute majority of 182 seats by itsell, and 201
seats alongwith its allies. Once nomina-
tions are made for the 30 reserved women
seats, which is the prerogative of the win-
ning party. the alliance will comnmand two-
thirds majority in Parliament, enough to
pass constitutional amendments,

The Awami League of Sheikh Hasina, re-
duced 1 only 62 seats, was shaken by the
election resuits. It cried faud and threat-
ened not ta accept the results, Fortunately,
now it seems to be coming to terms with
the reality. One hopes that this will mark
an end to the now-too-familiar pattern of
behaviour of the major opposition party of
Bangladesh not accepting etection results,
refraining from participating in the parlia-
mentary process and frequently resorting
to strikes to topple the Governiment in
power. This had made a mockery of de-
mocracy in spite ot the resounding confi-
dence in it pronounced by the people from
time W time.

Henceforward, the Opposition's ¢laim
to wrest powet should be based on the way
it plays issue-based politics, the soundness
of the alternative policy options offered by
it and the personal exainples of probity
and integrity of jts leaders and rank and
tile. 1t is also hoped that Begum Zia will
show magnanimity in victory and conduct
governance and parliamentary process in
a non-partisan manner. In this yegard, the
wise advice given by her 1o her party work-

e
ers lu respect pictdrel and shrines and not
w try to grab other’s fgoperty and general-
ly 1ot to take the law into their own hands,
is a very good augury.

Bangladeshi abservers and experts have
attributed the Awami League's stunning
defeat to electoral arithmetic. The party
fared miscrably in terms of winning seats
in spite of its largest share of the popular
vote. [n Tact, its share of votes have been
steadily rising from 33.67 per cent in 1991
to 37.44 per cent in 19496 and 40.02 per cent
in 2001. The party losl the 2001 elections
because it decided o virtually go alone. It
was too sure of itself, even presumptuous.

1 By Muchkund Dubey

— it

gone down in public estecimn due ) its oth-
er grave flaws, it could have overcome the
combined strength of the BNP alliance as
it indeed set about doing, But, alas, its gwn
disadvantages and deficicncies were ton
numerous and glaring to have enabled it to
swamp the strength of the alliance. The
first disadvantage was the incumbency
factor which not only generates in voters a
desire to change. but alse puts greater
onus on the ruling party 1o behave. [he
mistakes of the incumbent are viewed by
the voters in a magnified light. When it
comes o the breakdown of faw and vrder
or instances of public misdemeanour, it is

The advice given by Begumn Khaleda Zia to her party
workers not to take the law into their own hands is a

very good augury.

it disgraced and severed links with some of
its allies such as Kader Siddigui. It made
no attempt to bring the leftist parties on its
platform. [t did try to and partly succeeded
in breaking away Gen. Lrshad's [atiya Par-
ty from the BNP alliance. But thar did not
prove cffective in arresting the alliance
bandwagon so skiltully put together by Be-
gum Zia. A faction of the party, II* (Naziur
Rahman) stayed with the altiance. Besides,
Gen. Ershad had been sufficiently discred-
ited by the time of the 2001 clections to be
able to win euly 14 seats as against 32 in
1996. [he party share of the popular vore
came down from 16.40 per cent and 6.52
per cent,

On the other hand, the BNP alene got 37
per cent of the popular vote; with its alli-
ance partners, it claimed 46.52 per cent of
the vote. The value of clectoral alliances
lies not only in the number of seats that
small partners bring to the alliance pool
but also in their augmenting the votes
polled by the principal partner, which
makes a real difference in clinching vicia-
ries in marginal constituencies.

lhough the electoral arithmetic has
been che most important factor for the
Awami League’s debacle, it is not the only
canse, For, if the Awami League bad not

the ruling party which first beconies the
target of public ire, There js also a weak-
ness on the part of the incwmbent to io-
dulge in ostentatiousness and act in an
overbearing manper, This generally cre-
ates a negative impression amony the peo-
ple. Therefore in order to continue 10
command the support of (he people, the
ruling party has to act with greater respon-
sibility and circumspection.

The Awami League miserably failed this
test. There were allegations of unbindied
corruption indulged in by its fcaders and
their relatives. There were numeraus ex-
amples of its using mestans (loughs) W ter-
rorise people. The party's insistence on
protecting some of the known criminals
among its lecaders became the talk of the
town. 1ts leader’s propensity to project et
image externally with regular foreign visits
did not Jeave a good impression. 'The hur-
ried enactment of a law authorising her to
continue to stay in the Banga Bhavan, the
official residence of the Prime Minister,
and her lingering on there even after relin-
quishing charge, was widely disapproved.
The damage had been done by the time
she moved out. Finally, extraordinary in-
eptness and Irregularity was shown in al-
lotting the party ticket for contesting the

clections, This resulted in a loss of guite a
few svats Lo rebel candidates,

Many in India are concerned that with
the BNEP's actession to power, the lslamic
component of Bangladesh  nationalism
would  acyuire higher salience, which
would not only adversely affect bilateral
1elations but may also puse problems for
[ndia's own pluralistic society. The BNP
liats its owis known predilecticos in this di-
reclion. But mote importantly, it is feared
that the Jamaat which shares power in the
Govermmnent would work assiduously for
imparting a more pronounced 1slamic ori-
entation to the Bangladesh society and
pality. This apprehension, though not to-
tally unfounded, is highly exaggerated.

The Jamaat’s own strength in Bangla-
desh politics is exaggerated. it successive
clections, its seats In Parliament has never
eaceeded 20 and its share of the popular
vote 15 per cenl. In the last elections, it
number of seats came down to 17 from 18
in the 1991 elections. 1ts share of the pop-
ular vore has declined contnuously from
12,13 por cent in 1991 to 8.61 per cent in
1996, and 1o just 4.31 per cent in 2001,
Besides, the Jamaat in Bangladesh, in spite
of being a part of the Jamaat-c-Islamic
mainstream of the Indian sub-continent,
hias hecn temipered by the liberal Bengali
salicnce of Bangladeshi nationalism.

As for the BNP, the dominant section of
the pasty cansists of freedom fighters. 1 am
personally acguainted with most of the top
BNP Yeaders and technocrats included in
the Cabinet and 1 know that they are liber-
al. Besides, with the vast majority of the
Bangladeshi population being Muslims, it
is inevitable that all the political parties
would in seme measure or the other pan-
der 1o islamic sentiments, Thus, both the
Awami Leaguc and the BNP included in
their manifesto identical words to the ef-
fect that no law will be passed which goes
against the tenets of Islam. With the BNP
Government in power and given the pres-
sure of the Jamaat, there may be a more
pronounced swerve towards placating ls-
tamic sentiments. But there will be no
swing of the pendulum. For, there is a self-
correcting mechanisim built into Bangla-

desh soeciety against such aiiy



Police raid houses of Awami Lea

G

By Our Special Correspondent
DHAKA, OCT. 27. The new Government headed
by Begum Khaleda Zia has taken a tough line
against its political opponents, ordering police
to raid the houses of the senior Ministers and

key figures of the previous government led by
Sheikh Hasina.

The Anti-corruption Bureau has started pre-
paring a series of corruption cases against sev-

. eral former Ministers, Awami League MPs,

including the former Prime Minister, Sheikh
Hasina, and her sister, Sheikh Rahena, accord-
ing to several Bangladesh newspapers. The
corruptian cases against Sheikh Hasina in-
clude the purchase of Mi(;-29 and a Frigate for
the Bangladesh Air Force and Navy. As many
as 39 politicians are likely to be chargesheeted
in corruption cases, the newspapers said.

In a dramatic move, police seized the pass-
ports of five Awami League leaders after order-
ing a ban on their overseas travel. The Special
Branch of Police raided the houses of the for-
mer Ministers, Mr. Abdur Razzak, M.. Tofael

Ahmed, Mr. Mohammad Nasim, Dr. Mohiud-
din Khan Alamgir and Mr. Suranjit Sen Gupta,
parliamentary Affairs Adviser to the former
Prime Minister.

Mr. Tofael Ahmed and Mohammad Nasim
handed over their passports to the police while
Mr, Abdur Razzak and Mr. Sen Gupta depos-
ited their passports with the Parliament Secre-
tariat the next day. The former Planning
Minister, Dr. Mohiuddin Khan Alamgir, is now
out of the country.

The Home Affairs Minister, Air Vice-Marshat
(Retd) Altaf Hossain Chowdhury, told journal-
ists that he had no knowledge about the sei-
zure of passports which was done by the
Bureau of Anti-corruption that remained un-
der the Prime Minister’s Office. But the former
Chief of Air Force has admitted that the bu-
reau has collected documents that prove "' pri-
ma facie involvement of these former
ministers in corruption’.

‘The former Home Affairs Minister. Mr. Mo-
hammad Nasim, the organising secretary of
the party, said, “this proves that the ruling

ue leaders

Lo ;
coalition is meptally weak and doubtful about |
its victory in the last election”, adding. “‘we are |
not terrified by their repressive measures, We |
have survived this kind of acts in the past™.

In an official statement, the Awami League
condemned the Government's action. saying
it was part of the plan the new ruling coalition
is implementing all over the country.

Meanwhile, the High Court has quashed a
corruption case against the Prime Minister,
Begum Khaleda Zia, and her former personal
secretary for their alleged overspending of
funds in refurbishing ber Dhaka Cantonment
residence.

In another development, the Chief Metro-
politan Magistrate’'s court of Chittagong dis-
missed the murder case of Begum Khaleda
Zia's husband, Gen. Zjaur Rahman, after re-
viewing the case diary filed by the CI1). The
murder case was filed 20 vears ago following
the assassination of Gen. Ziaur Rahman, the
then President, in an army coup in the port
city.
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Dhaka, Oct. 27 (PTI). Bangladesh
Prime Minister Khaleda Zia
tonight assured Prime Minister
Atal Bihari Vajpayee's special
envoy that her government would
protect the minority Hindus who
recently came under attacks in
that country and increase bilater-
al cooperation.

Zia assured the envoy, Brajesh
Mishra, during a 45-minute meet-
ing at her residence in the first
high-level contact between the
two countries since the change of
guard in Bangladesh after the Oc-
tober 1 general elections.

After the meeting, Mishra said
he handed over to Zia aletter from
Vajpayee but did not divulge its
contents.

During the meeting, the spe-
cial envoy articulated Deihi’s con-
cerns over the spate of attacks on
minorities in Bangladesh soon
after the elections.

/"/ia calms min

Orl

}y-attack

Responding to the concerns,
Zia said her government wouwld sa-
feguard the minorities and pre-
vent the recurrence of such at-
tacks.

Mishra said the possibility of

export of natural gas from.

Bangladesh to India came up dui-
ing wide-ranging discussions
with Zia but did not give out de-
tails on an issue politically sensi-
tive in Bangladesh. Zia said she
would move Bangladesh’s rela-
tionship and collaboration with
India to a higher level.

Emphasis was put on econom-
ic cooperation during Mishra's
talks with Zia.

The meeting rounded off the
day-long visit of the Prime
Minister’s emissary to
Bangladesh during which he
also held tajks with foreign
minister A.QM. Baddrudoza
Choudhury and leader of the op-
position and Awami League chief
Sheikh Hasina.

The Bangladesh Frime Minis-
ter is learnt to have hinted at the

National security adviser Brajesh Mishra with Bangladesh Prime MiInister Khaleda Zia in Dhaka. (AFP)

possibility of exporting gas to
India but said the government
was mulling over the quantum.

Mishra is understood to have
conveyed to Zia that India was
keen to know the Bangladesh gov-
ernment’s decision as early as
possible.

The issue of attacks on Hindus
is understood to have come up for
discussion between Mishra and
Baddrudoza Choudhury as well as
with Hasina.

The Bangladesh foreign minis-
ter condemned the attacks onh mi-
norities and assured that the gov-
ernment would do everything to
prevent their recurrence.

However, Bangladesh foreign
secretary  Shamsher Mobin
Choudhury teld reporters that the
issue of attacks on minorities did
not figure in the talks,

Mishra and Baddrudoza
Choudhury also discussed the de-
velopments in Afghanistan. The
national security adviser is un-
derstood to have told the foreign
minister that “we should look at

jitte

the nature of a post-Taliban dis-
pensation in that country”.

The two sides also agreed on
their approach to the situation in
Afghanistan.

Bilateral issues and economic
cooperation came up for discus-
sion between Mishra and Baddru-
doza Choudhury. “We talked in
general terms on these matters,”
Mishra told newsmen after an
hour-long meeting.

Anti-government rally

Bangladesh’s newly elected par-
Hament will meet for its inaugural
session tomorrow even as the
main opposition Awami League
called for an anti-government
rally to “huild up strong resis-
tance against the repressive acts
of the government”.

Awami League leaders at a
meeting vesterday called upon the
people to join its October 28 rally
at Paltan Maidan {the capital’s
main  meeting ground) to
build up resistance agains
government,
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ANGLADESH'S eighth parliamen-

\ tary election of 1 October was a clear

verdict against the five-year rule of

the Awami League government as
also a total rejec-tion of the country’s 1971
war of liberation and the ideals which
inspired the struggle.

All those pro-Pakistani fundamentalist
forces who were defeated in the liberation
war have not only been resurrected but res-
tored to power as equal and honourable
partners in Begum Khaleda Zia’s BNP-led
four-party alliance government with the
Jamat-e-Islam and [slami Oikya Jote as
constituents. This combination is going to
change the character and course of Ban-
gladesh politics.

There can be no doubt, however, that the
landslide victory which gave Begum 2ia’s
alliance more than a two-thirds majority in a
300-seat parliament is not an honest re-
flection of the popular will as various forms of
electoral and administrative ma-nipulations
and fraud were resorted to in at least 50
seats, forcing the Awami League to bite the
dust. The neutral caretaker government
failed miserably to create a level playing field.
The “historic” victory shocked even Begum
Zia’'s BNP cadres; there were no spohtaneous
outpourings of joy as their sole concern was
whether the Awami League would accept the
verdict lying down.

Saifur Rahman, the BNP's conscience-
keeper and Begum Zia’s No 2 in the alliance
government and presently minister of finance
and planning, called the victory “dangerous
for democracy as absolute power corrupts
absolutely”. Known for his plain speaking, he
thought “this brute majority may make us
recklegs and tempt us to do things which will
lead us to dig our own graves. This does not
make me happy”.

The election campaign and voting pattern
reflected the massive communalisation of
Bangladesh politics. Islam and protecting
Osama bin Laden had greater appeal than
upholding the “lofty” ideals of muktijuddho
which are now considered expendable bag-
gage. To BNP and Jamat leaders, Islam and
the Islamic way of life should be the state’s
guiding principle since 88 per cent of 13
million Bangladeshis are Muslims. An
Islamie identity would bring economic spin-
offs.

More Muslims voted for the Islamist alliance
even though they knew that none of Begum
Zis’s warnings, like Hasina ceding eastern
Bangladesh to India and converting mosques
into temples; were true. “The result shows
that no secular party with Bengali
nationalism as its creed can ever come to
power,” Sheikh Hasina told me, adding, “I
might have to forge ties with moderate
Muslim outfits like the Khilafat Andolan to
take on the Islamists. Politics here has
undergone a big change.” Indeed it has, as
even pro-Beijing Left radicals find nothing
wrong in the Jamat’s agenda of further
Islamising Bangladesh “because this is a
Muslim majority country”.

The campaign by muktijoddhas and the
relatives of 1971 martyrs “to treat the
electoral battle as another liberation war for
trouncing the pro-Pakistani Rajakars, Al
Badr and Al Shams trying to grab state
power, “fell on deaf ears. In fact 40 such
candidates (32 of the four-party alliance
mostly belonging to the Jamat and I0J) were
identified whose victory, they said, would
mean “committing treachery with the lives of
30 lakh martyrs and the hon-our of 200,000

women who had been violated in the
liberation war”, Both the Awami League and
the muktijoddhas sought to defeat prominent
Jamat candidates like Matiur Rahman
Nizami, who was the chief of the Pakistan
Army-sponsored killer squad Al Badr, or
“Killer Rajakar” Dilwar Hossain Saidi. But
not only did this not have any impact, it
proved counter productive in that it
unleashed a Muslim backlash against the
Awami League and the muktijoddhas. Both
Nizami and Saidi won by 78,000 and 31,000
votes respec-tively. Maulana Fazlul Haq
Amini, a found-er Rajakar, defea-ted his
Awami League rival by 44,000 votes although
in the 1996 poll he had lost his security
deposit, In fact this time he was a hero to his
voters for leading a movement against a High
Court verdict banning fatwa.

The attack on the World Trade Center and
subsequent developments boosted the elec-
toral campaign and prospects of Begum Zia's
alliance.

Even to Dhaka’s elite Muslims, whose chil-
dren are well settled in America, bin Laden
became a popular hero. Ever since 11
September, the imams of various mos-ques,
as part of their sermon, lionised bin Laden
and praised his crusade for Islam. A quiet
takeover by the Jamat of the majority of
mosques helped. In fact, bin Laden had
emerged as a major issue and cast a spell on
Muslim voters who had been told by the BNP,
Jamat and other fundamentalist partners

that this election would not only decide the

fate of [slam in the country but also whether
“we are with or against Laden”,

The refrain of the campaign of the four- party
alliance was “Muslims must vote us to power
as Hasina is an agent of Hindu-stan and can’t
support Laden and our Is-lamic cause”
Begum Zia at election rallies harped on the

ather Banglades

In his analysis of the
controversial election
“tactics employed by
Begum Khaleda Zia's
alliance to seal a land-
slide victory, MANASH
GHOSH says the new
BNP-led coalition that

has taken over will

change the country

fundamentally

theme of banishment of Islam and Islamic
values besides the closure of all madrasas if
the Awami League was retained in power.
The Awami League, she said, had harmed
Islam and Muslims. The four-party alliance
was viewed as a better custodian of Muslim
interests. Begum Zia’s empathy for Islam
sounded more honest. They feit:that because
of the solid support from fundamentalists, she
was better equipped to stand up to US
pressure on the bin Ladeniissus, .
Khaleda Zia's victory 18 also an
outcome of her political skill in polarising and
consolidating all anti-Awami League forces,
including the fundamentalists, un-der cover
of her alliance. While she went on
‘consolidating the Islamists with single-
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minded devotion, an over-confident Sheikh
Hasina, satisfied with the path-breaking
achievements of her rule, went on isolating
the Awami League even from its natural
allies thinking her party had enough sup-port
to take on Begum Zia's alliance single-
handed. “Hasina no longer seeks our ad-vice,
She only wants our votes,” rued Professor
Anisuzzman, Bangladesh’s leading
intellectual.

The tie up between the BNP and the fun-
damentalists was very much a symbiotic
relationship — the BNP needed fundamen-
talist votes to win marginal seats and the
fundamentalists needed BNP support to
increase their tally. Begum Zia even had HM
Ershad’s Jativa Party in the alliance
although she knew of his hatred towards her
for jailing him for five years on corruption
charges. The sole purpose of evolving a front
was that the total of 33 per cent of her BNP
votes and the 11 per cent of the fundamenta-
ists far surpassed the 38 per cent votes of the
Awami League. In fact that's what precisely
happened in the elections with Begum Zia's
alliance polling a little over 46 per cent of the
votes against the Awami League’s 40 per
cent.

She allowed the entry of staunch Islam-ists
into her party who, besides being known for
their pro-Pakistan leaning, were “committed
to bury the liberation war and secularism for
good”. For a while they were expelled for
making anti-Begum Zia state-ments but
election compulsions forced a compromise
ensuring their return. The na-ture of her
commitment to stand by them can be gauged
from the fact that she sur-rendered 37 BNP
seats including one from where her sitting
party MP had been elec-ted in four successive
elections. She also made it known that
between the fundamentalists and the
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muktijoddhas she pre-ferred the former. She
has not forgiven her husband’s man Friday,
Qali Ahmed, a free-dom fighter, for daring to
contest a seat which the Jamat claimed.

The Awami League’s image problem with

Muslim voters was largely to blame for its *

poll debacle. While it professes secularism as
its political creed, to out-match the BNP's
Islamic image it indulges in a wide variety of
religious oneupmanship, which hardly carries
conviction. A month before the election,
Sheikh Hasina performed umrah and
throughout the campaign wore a hijab (black
religious band) on her fore-head.

Vote politics bulldozed the Awami Lea-gue’s
ideclogy so badly that while drafting the
party’s poll manifesto a senior leader

. suggested that the expression “traders in
: religion” replace the words “Muslim funda-

mentalism so as not to hurt Muslim senti-
ment”. It is this inner contradiction which
prevented the Awami League from physically
p ing the minorities. The politics of
expediency has cost the Awami League the
votes of both the majority and minority
communities.

The Awami League’s debacle was also due to
its image problem — many of its former MPs
and also some ministers and their sons had
become “symbols of terror” — which
neutralised much of the good image created
by its significant achievements. These MPs
and ministers with their armed goons
countered the terror of rival parties and also
committed excesses. The party leadership did
nothing to curb them. They hijacked prime
property, indulged in extortion and even
smashed the limbs of jour-nalists who
exposed them. Their excesses alienated the
party from Bangladesh’s business community
which supported Begum Zia's alliance to the
hilt. But the irony is that while the Awami
League’s “symbols of terror” were badly
defeated in the elec-tion, their counterparts in
the BNP and Ja-mat, still having criminal
cases pending against them, won hands
down.

The partisan attitude of the neutral care-
taker government and the controversial role
of the election commission was another factor.
Within minutes of its taking charge, the NCG
replaced 13 secretaries of different ministries
and transferred 1,500 officials including
district magistrates, su-perintendents of
police and officers in charge of thanas. Those
who replaced them were mostly BNP and
Jamat men who made no secret of their
political affiliations. The district magistrate of
Feni tar-geted only Awami League goons but
did nothing to those of the BNP and Jamat
who were allowed to ransack, loot and burn
the houses of minorities. Cver 60,000
minority voters in Feni alone could not vote
because of the terror unleashed on them. “Tt
was not a four but a five-party al-liance that I
had to fight because of the controversial acts
of the NCG,” Sheikh Hasina complained.

The conduct of the election commission in
many cases was not above board. In many
booths, more votes were polled than the ac-
tual voters. The district magistrates com-
plained that the results they had sent and
those announced by the EC differed wide-ly.
There were innumerable complaints of
minority voters being turned away by poll-ing
staff. The eighth parliamentary elec-tion was
in many ways different from the seven that
preceded it /

(The author is Senior Le ter, The
Statesman, Kolkata.)
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Bangla exodus after

“assault

FROM  ARID #0SSAIN
Dhaka, « ot. 21: Growing vio-
lence against the minority com-
muniiy has forced thousands of
families to flee their homes in
Bangladesh, according to human
rights groups and newspaper re-
ports today.

In spite of Prime Minister
Begum Khaleda Zia’s assurance of
seclirity, there have been more te-
ports of vandalising and looting of
Hindu homes and smashing of
idols of the goddess Durga.

Newspapers published photos
o younhg Hindu women who have
been molested during attacks on
their homes reportedly by suppor-
ters of Begum Zia's new coalition.

Denying the charges, Khaleda
Zia’s government has said reports
of anti-Hindu viclence have been
“haseless, exaggerated and politi-
cally motivated”.

Home minister Altal Hossain
Chowdhury said in a speech yes-
terday that he has been scouring
the country for incidents of anti-
Hindu attacks.

But the rights groups said
many persecuted families have
fled to India. In many cases, men
have stayed back, sending women
out to either far off villages or
towns or to India.

“The minority Hindus have
suffered harrowing torture, in-
c¢luding rape of teenage girls, by
gangs of supporters of the new
govermment,” RoKeya Kabir, head
of Nari Pragati Sangha, a leading
women’s rights group, said.

Volunteers of Kabir's group
visited dozens of predominantly
Hindu villages in seven districts
in the past two weeks. “Our volun-
teers have met families whose
women were raped. Many of them
would not speak out for fear of
more attacks,” Kabir said. She

ipld the tale of torture on Shefali

-"Rani, a village council member at
Agailjhara in Barisal district.
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A protest against the attacks on minorities in Bangladesh. (AFP)

“Terrorists attacked and ran-
sacked Shefali’s home on October
2. They beat her up and then gang-
raped her,” Kabir said. Rani has
since fled to Ramshil village in
Gopalganj district, the heme re-
gion of former Prime Minister
Sheikh Hasina. Several thousand
Hindu families have taken shelter
in this region.

Anil Kumar Shil, a farmer,
told another news conference that
histeenage daughter was raped by
a gang of Zia's supperters in a re-
cent attack. The family has trav-
elled to Dhaka from the northern
district of Sirajgan].

The Hindus have been target-
ad on the charge of supporting
Sheikh Hasina's Awami League
party in the QOctober 1 parliamen-
tary elections. The polls were
swept by Zia's four-party alliance
that includes two 1slamic funda-
mentalist parties, Jamaat-e-Isla-
mi and Islarni Unity Council.

Hindus, Buddhists and Chris-
tians account for nearly 10 million
of the country’s 75 million regis-
tered voters, Hindus, the largest
minority group, have traditional-
ly supported Hasina’s party for its
secular policies and close reia-
tions with India.

“Bangladesh is a country of re-
ligious harmaony free from com-
munalism,” Begum Zia said in a
televised speech on Friday, her
first since winning the elections.

Promising security to Hindus,
Zia warned the nation against
“those who want to create divi-
sion in this country of excellent
religious harmony”.

Local newspapers have report-
ed incidents of more violence. On
Sunday, Matribhumi reported
that Hindus have sent their young
women out of their villages after

din Swapan, a lawmaker from
Zia’s party, charges he has denied.

attacks by supporters of Zahirud /J:
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Khaleda should listen well to the tales the refugexs tell

HE portents were clearfy manifest. Right

through the rup-up {0 Bangladesh’s gen-

eral clection of October 1, the country’s
minoritics — said to make up a tenth of the clec-
torate —- have been feeling the pressures exerted
by Islamic activists in the country. Some were even
warned not to exercise their vote. When Khaleda
Zia's BNP, along with three othier parties, including
the fundamentalist Jamnuat-e-[slami, notched a fa-
mous victory in the clection, one of the first public
statements she made was to reiterate her commit-
ment to a secular Bangladesh. But going by the re-
ality on the ground, it looks like she would need to
do more than express pieties if she i not to pre-
side over the further polarisation of Bangladesh
society afong relicious lines.

Ty make a beginning, she should lisien to the
stories of frightened Hindu families fleeing into
West Bengal from across the border. This news-
paper. in fact, did just this and recorded tales of
brutality and horror. The exodus began, it ap-
pears, even before the verdict of the general elec-
tion was known. Thisseems to imply a conceried
and well-planned campatgn of intimidation by
vested mterests. Things sceim: to have got cven
worse over the days that Khaleda hos been in
power. Bangladesh politics has always witnessed
this battle between the extremists and the mod-
crates for political space. Khaleda Zia’s husband,
Zia-ur-Rehman, when he came to power after
the coup that ended the Sheikh Mujib ¢ra, had

_a

very significantly amended the clauses defining
secufarism in the constitution o give it an Islamic
thrust. General Ershad, who followed him, con-
tinued the process by introducing the Eight
Amendment which gave Istam the status of the
state religion. It is the familiar story of religion
being used to buttress political power und, in-
deed, provide a cover for administrative inepii-
tude and misgovernance. It is always easier to
manage serious contradictions, such as those
Bangladesh faces, by using religious fundamen-
talism as a diversionary issue.

But Khaleda should also have discovered the
limits of such blinkered politics, having presided
as the nation’s helmswoman in the early nineties, It
Bangladesh is to project itself as a significant re-
gional power, it would necessarily have to adopta
forward thinking vision, one that breaks free of
the hold of the mullah and reap the benefits of
modernity. It was, incidentally, during her tenure
that Taslima Nasreen found herself so cruelly tar-
geted by extremnist elements after her novel. Lajia,
proved to be a bestseller, The treatment meted
out to Nasreen brought Bangladesh an interna-
rional notoriety that it still has not quite shaken
off. [twould be far more sensible of Khaleda if she
steers a more sensible course thes time and keeps
the lunatic fringe in her country firmly under
check. Her success in this project will be measured
by the speedy retum of those who fled the coun-
try in the wake of her return to power. /?/' :




“Bangla minoritifg

FROM FARID HOSSAIN

Dhaka; Oct. 16: Durga Puja cele-
hrations will be muted this year n

Bangladesh. The Hindus have de-
cided to cut down on festivities to
protest against viclence aimed at
minorities in this predominantly

S harassed
a8l AN

S 0.9 o\
Musiim nation. The deci¥ion of
the Hindu-Buddha-Chiistian -
Oikya Parishad comes in the
wake of increasing attacks on mi-
norities since the October 1 elec-
tions.

Several thousand Hindu fami-
lies have fled thelr homes in
Agatljhara in southern Barisal
district and taken refuge in neigh-
houring Gopalganj, the home dis-
trict of former Prime Minister
Sheikh Hasina,

Hasina lost to rival Begum
Khaleda Zia, whose four-party al-
Hance, including Islamic funda-
mentalist outfits Jamaat-e-Islami
and Islami Olkya Jote, swept to
power winning more than two-
thirds of the seats in the 300-seat
Jatiya Sangsad,

The Hindu-Buddha-Christlan
Oikya Parishad, representing 12
per cent of the country’s 130 mil-
lion people, has blamed the at-
tacks on ‘“terrorists” fram
Khaleda's Bangladesh Nationalist
Party and the Jamaat.

According to reports in lead-
ing dallies such as Ittefog, Sang-
bad and Prothom Alg, the attacks
started before the elections.

The violence — extortion,
threats, forceful eviction or occu-
pation of land and rape was
aimed at keeping the minarity
voters away from the polling sta-
tions. In the post-poll violence, the
minorities have heen targeted for
supporting Hasina's Awami
League. The country's minaorities
have traditionally backed the
League for its secular policies,

Home minister Air Vice-Mars-
hal(retd) Altaf Hossain Chowdhu-
ry hasdismissed the reports about
attacks on religious minorities as
“baseless, exaggerated and
politically motivated”,

He told reporters that only a
small part of the incidents are said
to be true, but most of these have
been blown out of proportion.
Chowdhury, however, warned
that violence against the minori-
ties will not be tolerated. /4’
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While Khaleda Zia relishes an unexpectedly huge poll victory, Bangladesh worry /

about her Taliban-like coalition partners

Udayan Namboodiri
Dhaka

angladesh 1is always
good with surprises.
Nobody could guess
how desperately people
wanted change till the
results of (,the country’s third
general elections were declared
last week. Sheikh Hasina did
not know what hit her. Even
Khaleda Zia was taken aback by
the huge mandate in her favour.

The Awami League’s strength
was reduced by more than half
in the 300-strong Parliament. In
this young and troubled democ-
racy — 16 of Bangladesh's first
20 years were under full or qua-
si-military rule — there is no
credible mechanism iur measur-
ing the nation’s pre-poil mood.

So, when the results were
declared, surprise was the pre-
dominant reaction. And then, of
course, the analysts took over.
Their conclusion: the pure
arithmetic of coalition politics
prevailed. The alliance of
Khaleda's Bangladesh National-
ist Party (BNP) with tise funda-
mentalist Jamaat-e-Islami, the
Jatiya Party — founded by for-
mer military ruler Hussien
Mohammad Ershad — and a
fringe Islamic group called the
Islamic Oikya Jot ensured the
wholesale transfer of the anti-
incumbent vote into a common
basket.

Within hours of it becoming
clear that Hasina had lost, she
called a press conference to
announce her rejection of the
mandate. This was predicted. In
fact, diplomats of Bangladesh’s
donor countries (whose contri-
butions ac:ount for a large
chunk of the country's kitty)
were publicly stating that a big-
ger fear than a bloody election
campaign (this time, more than
40 were Kkilled and over 500
injured) may be the aftermath.

“Bangladeshi democracy has
overcome several hurdles, but
the last one remains — getting
the two parties to work together
between elections,” says the
amnbassador of a European
country. Even though the Euro-
pean Union’s election observer
group had given the conduct of
the October 1 elections a clean
chit, it didn't matter to Hasina.

SHEIKH MUJIBYR REHMAN |
18972-75

Relationship with india
was extremely warm,in
the initial phase, but”
coolcd down Iat(’g

KHALEDA ZIA 1991-96

ZIAUR REHMAN
1976-81

Virulently anti-Indian,
but wanted streng
economic tics with the
bigger neighbour

HOSSAIN MOHAMMAD IRSHAD
1962-90

Ties swung between cool
and warm. His firm
iessage to India was:

¥ Nointerference

SHEIKH HASINA WAJID 1996-01

Won on an
anti-india
plank. In affice,
she did nothing
to change her
image, tics with
India largely icy

She could hardly be heard amid
The lusty slogans raised by par-
ty functionaries that afternoon.
“The election may have been
free, but it was certainly not
fair,” she was heard saying
above the din. Evidently new to
the power of coalition politics,
many Bangladeshis were equal-
ly confounded by the result.
After all, the Awami League's
vote share had risen from 37.44
per cent to 40.24 per cent this
time.

Bangladeshis want normalcy

While the surprised but
rhetoric-weary nation wanted
to move on, Hasina was unre*
lenting. The following day, she
announced a plan for off-parlia-
ment opposition. Bangladeshis,
by their response to Hasina's
vetulance, showed signs of hav-
ing had enough of bandhs and
street fights, ,which have
claimed an average of 30livesa
year since 1991.

Hasina, while in the Opposi-
tion in 199196, commanded

enough street power to paralyse
the nation every other day. This
time, however, the sting was
missing, But the Begum bhoy-
cotted the swearing in of the
new MPs. However, the few
nmeetings she called since the
debacle have flopped. Under.the
watchful eyes of the security
forces and the disapproving
donot' nations who contribute to
more than 65 per cent of the
GDP. Bangladesh this week
showed signs of limping back to
normalcy.

But the expectations that peo-
ple have heaped on Khaleda's
graceful shoulders are scary
The Begum who, in her first
ir:ings as prime minister, made
liberal education compulsory
and threatened parents keeping
their daughters away from
school with imprisonment,
could not have selected a worse
time for alligning with the
hard-liners.

In the post-September 11 global
scenario, even a remote linkage
with an Islamic fundamentalist

Pro-India to the point
of being criticised 3s a
‘stooge’ by her oppo-
nents. Sheikh Hasina's
tenure saw the peak-
ing of ties between”
india-and Bangladesh

group can be potentially damag-
ing. The Jamaat of Bangladesh
may lack the muscle-pow r of its
Pakistani counterpart, but cer-
tainty has a firm support-base in
a country slipping into penury
with each passing year.

Fear of fundamentalists

Though the BNP’s own over-
whelming majority in Parlia-
ment may suppress for a while
the Jamaat's plans to convert
Bangladesh into a full-fledged
Islamic state, Khaleda had no
choice but accommeodate hard-
liners like Matiur Rahman
Nizami and Ali Ahsan Moham-
mad Mujahid in her first Cabi-
net. “They will extract their
pound of flesh, make no mis-
take about that,” says S.A.
Malek, former political adviser
to Hasina.

Noted women's rights activist
Zarina Rahaman Khan points
out that the Jamaat's original
manifesto had propounded the
exclusion of women from public
life, making burga compulsory

i

A BIG B0THER? Khaleda Zia's hard-headed policies in the past and her {atest alliance with the fundamentalists bode ill for India

and institutionalising the
Sharivat. “This alliance is poten-
tially obnoxious. Bangladeshis
uphold the liberty of their
women. If Khaleda tries to Tal-
ibanise us, there will be civil
war,” she adds.

But Khaleda's press adviser,
Riazuddin Ahmmed, tries to play
down these fears. “These are the
kind of alarmist speculations
that Hasina will try to thrive on
for the next five years.”

Still, disturbing signs prevail.
The bombings on Afghanistan
gave the Jamaat its first provoca-
tion for a show of strength. The
country already has a huge net-
work of madrasas, funded by
what Bangladeshis call “petro-
dollars and ‘Pakistani agents”,
which may be used to further the
rise of fundamentalists. This
could have grave consequences
for Incdia.

The big neighbour, for the first
time, was not an issue in this
election. In 1991 and 1996, Khale-
da made India-baiting a major
plank of her campaign. Howev-
er, after five years of Awami
rule, which saw the final settle-
ment of the 30-year-old Farakka
dispute and the opening of bus
and rail linkages.

India’s foars
But there are other dangers

lurking about, Within hours of”

her victory, the first reports of
land grabr on Hindua property
began to reach Dhaka. For the
country's estimated 10 per cent
Hindu minority, a BNP-Jamaat
government means insecurity.
In 1991-96, the BJP had made a
poll plank cat of its distinction
between “infiltrators” (Mus-
lims) and “refugees” (Hindus).
Khaleda, if her past is any indi-

cation, may quite enjoy the dis.
covery of more pressure points
for application on India. On a
visit to New Delhi in 1992, she
had coolly told P.V. Narasimha
Rao,"“there are no Bangladeshi
infiltrators in India — only
Bengali Musiims.” She
whipped up national hysteria
over Tin Bigha and several
imagined Indian invasion
plans for arm-twisting the big
neighbour into giving econom-
ic deals.

In return, she gave precious lit-
tle except headache. The ULFA
camps in the Chittagong Hills
were, in fact, given police protec-
tion. The Bangladeshis weie fed
so much hatred that Hasina, who
succeeded her in 1996, found it
impossible to negotiate the sale
of natural gas to India and work
out a transit agreement to give
India's north-east access to the

Chittagong port.

As for Islamic fundamental-
ism, the world, after September
11, is a different place. Donor
countries are expected to frown
upon government that flirt with
fundamentalists. “Bangladesh,
with worse human development
indicators than Nepal, already
has a semi-scvereign status as
far as the developed world is con-
cerned,” points out the Editor of
a leading Dhaka newspaper.

For all available indications,
Khaleda has an unenviable task
on hand, dealing with the prob-
lems she has inherited, having
been responsible for some of
them herself.

India will be watching without
a doubt, but it can take some
comfort from the fact that so will
the others, including the big
guns now waging a war against
terrorism.




- Speaker’s decision averts
o crisis in Bangladesh 7 v

By Our Special Correspondent

DHAKA, 0CT. 7. The Awami League, led by Sheikh Ha-
sina, is going ahead with its plans of launching a
countrywide agitation for fresh election despite neg-
ative feedback from the people.

However, the Speaker of the last Parliament, Mr.
Abdul Hamid, who belongs to the Awami League,
has announced that he would administer cath to the
Mits-elect on October 9. 10 and 11.

This will delay the formation of Begum Khaleda
Zia's government by a few days but it has averted a
possible constitutional crisis. The Bangladesh Na-
tional Party {(BNP) and its allies have welcomed the
Speaker’s decision as his refusal would have re-
quired Presidential intervention and finally a ruling
from the Supreme Court.

Though Sheikh Hasina and her party leaders will
not take oath, the high command has given the
green signal to the Speaker. Significantly, the party is
contesting the re-polling for 16 constituencies to be
held on October 8. “The Speaker is an institution. He
will definitely administer the vath,” Sheikh Hasina
told a private television channel. Despite allegations
about the “highly partisan role” of the interim gov-
ernment and the “neutrality” of the Election Com-
mission and law-enforcing agencics, angry
grassroots leaders of the Awami League have rarget-
cd some Ministers and their relatives, as responsible
for the debacle, owing to rampant corruption and
ineffectivencss while in power.

It is now believed that the poll management of the
BNP and the Jamaat-led ailiance, whose election
fund was enormous, was far more “professional”

than that of their rival. The votebank dof the radical
Istamists also played a crucial role. Degpite the de-
bacle, the Awami League’s vote increaskd by nearly
three per cent compared to 1996.

Controversies and a visible feeling of disbelief
about the poll results apart, the national mood is
against the Awami League's decision to launch a
movement for fresh elections. Western diplomars
and ohservers have certified the October | poll re-
sults as “free, fair and credible” while the United
States said on Friday that it looked forward 1o work-
ing with a new government. Business leaders have
also urged all parties to “accept the poll verdict and
behave responsibly” in the interest of the country’s
economy, even as they congratulated Begum Zia.
The Chief of Army Staff, Lt. Gen. Harun-ar-Rashid,
has also congratulated Begum Zia, media reports
said.

The Awami League though is readving for its
“nen- cooperation movement” after the expiry of
the October 10 ultimarum.

It belicves that since the results were “crudely
manipulated under a blueprint” far beyond “any
reasonable calculation' and also the caretaker gov-
ermunent’s “partisan role was sufficiently proved”, it
was hopeful of convincing the people abour the
“electoral fraud’.

Meanwhile, the image of the BNP and the Jamaat-
led alliance has taken a beating after its activists
attacked Awami League supporters, freedom fight-
ers and members of the minority conumunity across
the country.

Many people died and scores were injured during
the Jast six days, according to newspaper reports,

313 TN

o 1
OE LBy

47 0CT 2000



\.\\- !
'HUMOT pUR
sadel{la Ul aze{qe 198 PUB Payoo]
alom ‘ondmer] IWBMY S BUISEY
YYloYg ISTUI swiid IaULIo]
Jo sioyroddns pedsprsuod aaw
oym ‘snputy jo faedead puws
sasnoy pres syiodar radedsmapn
‘pres £Huede smou o) ‘s1ajaod
-dng pue sieped] andve] lwemy
pojeajep Auryoelie usaq savy]
sougijie Ajred-ino] snoLIO)OIA
8Y) wogy sidjloddns ‘pare[dsp
alam Sy[NSal [BRJouUn a1} souIg
‘Kgpo] pajiodaa Lsualy |
smaN N1 ‘@ouBle pal-dNd 93
Jo mstalpe Aq SRy Fummol[o) |
ysopejdueg Ul 19LI81p [BSLIRg Ul
SO0 19} POy SARY “LIUDUWIMIO0D
LUt a3 woly ATurewr ‘apdoad
pUBSTOY} U9) YNOGR ‘A[TUMUEIY
“xoduros juaterted ay) u
Auowraled aydunts e 98 prusy [op
-qv I Joyeeds Butodyne £q paisy
-SIUTWIP® sem U-BULIROMS o1,

dn Auni

"187[10 9y} Ul I}LPIPUBD © IO 1{j8ep
3} 0} 9Np puUR AXUSNISUOD U
ur spunotd [eds] uo pauodisod
ses Funop -eor[d oy} 0 M
SBY E91UINIFUC) om] Ul FUr[od
"SJuLpusdspul 0] Juam 8YE9E X1Q
81898 Y Yilm peYsIy peuiley
-OJA] Uressny "Uar)-y] I9[0u ISULIO]
£q paf soueI[[@ JTUIG[S] UB PUR ‘7Y
Burumm pelepy BUSEH QIOYS
E -
?vﬁ paoUNOUUR ‘UOUUTHIN :
cuod I E.Sdom.ﬁﬁobwm
| qHEIMUOWIWIOD BT ‘BT 49407
| () U0 anp U0} [ENuIpIsed ;
| welquier) oYy oj SI9AI88q0 o |
ures} YjieamuourIuie) .Bn_EaE_
| ouu v peel M ‘ewdusg Vg
| T “aeymedg Byqug Yo' TerpU] |
:mn:om UL -6 ﬁo ZODZO‘H

q_m_zdw mou_ <EOZ<m
= M.

pEmmy  swg  Suefino  jo
anfea] muremy ‘1z Suuuim aouw
-11[e PA[-INE 9} pasmoys satoten
-1118U00 gEF 0 A[[eg 18998] Y[,
‘andee] IeAY

Y} 03 JUIM BUC I[MYm ‘Warf} jo
1T UoMm 83[[B puB JN¢ BB1Z Wnd
-ag pamoys ALupiaysed paourou
-up §1898 T 91} jo s}MSSY a1}
-Ue[nfeir pads(e 0] onp JUSTIRT]
-1eq j@as-(0£ 2y} Jof sjjod T Jaq
-032() |y Sutmp papuedsns zem
mnﬂ? 219UyM syBes QT jo 9jaed w
Aepiajsed soeld ooy Suijod-oyg
*Kyuzofewm

SPATY3-0M] SPT[SPUR] B TOM UOITM
aousi[e Awed .mo) pol-dNd
oy} speay evIZ Umdeqg 'SJW S8
Ul WioME ABPOY adom ‘ING JO BIZ
Bpaje)] Wnday 0e1e-Wd Surpnp
-ut ‘samyn-dep pejsepa-A[meu Qg
uBy} SIOW — 6 1RO VMVHA

NAARIA

INN 7B d3¥

._.. Uioms npajnyy

.
w

n

THE STATESUn.

N

10didy — "Aupsen | uc exeyq vy 2SI BUL] 5B UI LIOMS 8
uiz epajey) wnlog uosiodiveys Auiad 1s|jsuoneN ysapeiSuey :gHYAD 40 JDNVHD




s the October 1 general election

day in Bangladesh apploached,

Sheikh Hasina Wajed and her

party, the Awami League, had
one fervent praver: the United States of
Ameriea’s attack on Afghanistan should
nhot happen before the poll day, Officially,
both the Awami League and the
Bangladesh Nationalist Party endorsed
the support of country’s caretaker govern-
ment for the US-led coalition’s war efforts
against international terrorism. But the
League’s secular potitics and its tradition-
al acceptance among the Hindu minority
made it vulnerable in a campaign that
increasingly gathered religious over-
tines since the September 11 attacks on
America.

Although the League’s principal con-
t®nder, the BNP, did not overtly play the
“Islam under threat” card, its partner, the
Jamat-e-Islami. found in the American
war efforts a precious opportunity not to
b2 wasted. Trrespective of what the con-
tending parties did, the anticipation of the
a-tack on Afghanistan, which was painted
in the public mind as the first assault on
Islam, had definitely coloured the poll-eve
pelitical consciousness in the Muslim-ma-
jority country. America’s Afghan war
eventually did not begin hefore the elec-
tion day; but the imminent conflict did
its kit to shape the climate of opinion.
The covert campaign told the people that
Awami League’s boat (the party’s elect-
ion symboi) couild not ensure a safe ride
in the gathering storm over the Islamic
horizon.

But the world events only rocked the
League’s boat that had already found itself

vdrift on choppy poll waters. Even before
16 September 11 terrorist strikes on the
8§, Wajed found herself up against
2mendous odds. Her fate seemed to have
en sealed the dav the BNP struck up the

\ iance with the Jamat-e-Islami, the Isla-
Oikva Jote and a faction of the Jatiya
rty, thereby ensuring that the anti-
ague vote was not split in anv signifi-

it mannet. Thus, arithmetic put herata
at disadvantage. The Jamart secured

v three seats in the 1996 elections, but

soteshare was nearly nine per cent. The

i in the anti-League votes had helped

fparty in as many as 46 marginal seats

ihose elections, The BNP’s poll man-

Irs realized that their chance lay in

ll;ing all anti-League votes,

nece the BNP succeeded in this, the
League banked on the possibility
\ of the Jatiyva Party of the former
isident, HM, Ershad, cutting into its op-
1ents’ votes. The 75-year-old former mil-

dictator, who cobbled up another
:lition with the Islamic Shashantantra
Wwement, was hoping to play kingmaker
ain, fielding candidates for 281 out of
Iseats. In 1996, when the League won 146
its and the BNP 116, Ershad's Jativa
rty with 32 seats came in handy for
yed. She held out the carrot to the ma-
ity of the Jativa Party MPs, split the

( W The
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The Bangladesh Nationalist Party-led alliance
government will certainly try to undo much of the
Awami League’s legacy, writes Ashis Chakrabarti

Voice over

party and made one of them a minister in
her government. But the Jativa Party has
since split into threefactions and Ershad’s
diminishing appeal is now confined to his
native Rangpur district. The Ershad coali-
tion's tally of 14 in the elections this time
could stiil be afactor in a hung verdict. But
the resuits left him in the lurch as much as
it stumped the League.

If the arithmetic was against the
League, the politics of the Wajed govern-
ment, particularly in the months preced-
ing the elections, also queered the pitch for
the party The lawlessness and the rule of
the goons made it look as if the govern-
ment had abdicated before it faced the
polls. The criminals who created this fear
psychosis belonged to both the League and
the BNP. But the League government's
failure to stem the tide cost it deariy at the
hustings. Similarly, the corruptions of
League ministers and leaders hurt its poll
prospects more. Public memory being
short everywhere, the people did not re-

member that the previous BNP regime
was as corrupt, if not more.

While its failings took the campaign
centre-stage, the League government's
successes were relegated to the back-
ground. And the successes were (rulyv
laudable. Wajed not only gave the coun-
iry’s economy a 5.9 per cent growth last
vear, but achieved the first ever self-suffi-
ciency in food. The inflation rate was kept
under control. In the early vears of the
government, it brought to an end the
decades-old insurgency in the Chittagong
Hill Tracts.

Despite opposition from the BNP the
old controversy over the sharing of the
Ganga water with India was settled
through the 1996 pact. ¥or a nation whose
birth pangs began way back in 1849 with
the demand for Bengali as the official lan-
guage of former East Pakistan, Wajed
brought international recognition 1o her
people’s long and bloody language strug-
gle by getting the United Nations to de-

£ Wajed’s foreign policy initiatives, especially with regard
to India and Pakistan, may undergo substantive changes
in the new regime.The BNP may also change some
clauses in the Chittagong Hill Tracts agreement because
of their implications for relations with India}

new lady next door,, ..s+

clare February 21 as the International
Mother Language Day.

ut the past, however glorious, does
B not always help either the present

or the future in electoral politics,
The League’s obsession with the 1971 lib-
eration war and the legacy of Sheikh Mu-
jibur Rahman could not give it the poll ad-
vantage it had so fatuously hoped for. As
the Congress in India could not reap elec-
toral benefits forever by harping on M.K.
Gandhi and its role in the Indian freedom
movement, Rahman or the League’s role
in Bangladesh’s liberation war could not
be the inexhaustible fund from which the
League could draw poll benefits. Actually,
the League's invocation of history did not
stir many of the post-1971 generation of
volers to its side. No wonder it did not cre-
ate a ripple of hate toward the anti-libera-
tion forces like the Jamat and a section of
the BINP.

As it takes over power, the BNP-led al-
liance government will certainly tryv to
undo much of the League’s legacy. To
begin with, it will disledge Rahman from
the constitutional pedestal on which
Wajed had put her father He may now be
placed alongside Ziaur Rahman, Khaleda
Zia's hushand, in the new pantheon of na-
tional heroes. Wajed passed an incredible
picee of legisiation which made it a crimi-
nal offence to publicly denigrate Mujibur
Rahman. That law may now go. Khaleda
7Zia may not intertere with the wial of Mu-
jibur Rahman’s assassination. But her
government will definitely not give it the
prinrity that Wajed had given it. It is un-
likelv that Zia will oblige her Jamat and Is-
lami Oikya Jote partners by changing the
constitution to make Bangladesh an
Islaimic nation.

But it is Wajed's foreign policy initia-
tives. especiaily with regard to India and
Pakistan, which might undergo substan-
tive changes in the new regime. The first
test will come in December when the
(Ganga water pact is due for a review. The
BNP may also change some clauses in the
agreement that brought peace to the Chit-
ragoeng Hill Tracts because of their impli-
cations for relations with India. The con-
cern insome ndian quarters that the mili-
iants in india’s Northeast will be again en-
couraged to set up camps inside Bang-
ladesh. which Wajed dismantled, seems
exaggerated.

akistan may want it so, especially in
P the context of a beleaguered west-

ern front of terrorism against India.
But Zia may be more circumspect than he-
fure because of the jnternational concern
against terrorist groups and the instru-
ments of terror. There is, however, no
doubt that the new Bangladesh regime
wiil he as keen to do business with ITndia as
the previous one. The BNP's earlier tenure
showed that the sound and fury at Dhaka’s
Paltan maidan is merely the business of
politics. The business of government is a

different ball game. /
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Khaleda to rlde over protests

AGENCE FRANCE-PRESSE 9 lf

DHAKA, Oct. 6. — Prime Minister-
elect Mrs Khaleda Zia’s Bangladesh
Nationalist Party prepared today to
take office in the teeth of protests
from the outgoing government
about the fairpess of this week’s
election.

The Speaker of the old parliament
indicated he may not administer
the oath to new MPs with his defea-
ted Awami League calling for a
fresh election and threatening to
boycott the legislature.

The Awami League of outgoing
Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina pro-
tested that last Monday's polls, in
which it was rejected by a two-
thirds vote for ‘the Islamist-allied
BNP coalition, was marred by vote-
rigging.

But in a statement released here,

Begum Khaleda Zia

former US President Mr Jimmy
Carter urged Sheikh Hasina to “ac-
cept the election results in order to

strengthen Bangladesh’s democrat-
ic process.” Mr Carter, who cancel-
led a trip to Bangladesh to serve as
an election monitor after the terro-
rist attacks in the USA, has already
telephoned Mrs Zia to congratulate
her on the landslide win.

US state department spokesman
Mr Richard Boucher said yester-
day, “The election was well carried
out” and that Washington accepted
the results.

“Bangladesh does need stability
and democracy and we look forward
to working with the new govern-
ment in that matter,” Mr Boucher
told reporters,

The new MPs were due to be
sworn-in tomorrow, but outgoing
parliamentary Speaker Mr Abdul -
Hamid said he may not administer
the oath as the Awami League is

planning to boycott the Assemblly/

|
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HE sweeping victory of
Begum Khaleda Zia in
Bangladesh's general elec-
tion follows an ali-too-fami-
liar pattern. Time and again, in
different paris of the sub-continent
we have seen incumbent govern-
ments swepl away in a devastating
shift of popular mood. Now it is
Bangladesh's turn.
Notwithstanding the outgoing
Prime Minister's claim that the polls
were rigged, and her announced
readiness to resist by all means at
her disposal, the Bangladesh
Nationalist Party iz set to be
comfortably ensconced in authority
for the next phase of the country’s
political life.
Sheikh Hasina will be missed in
India. She was seen as an able and
bold leader who was not shy of
pursuing a policy of friendship with
India.
In this, she harked back to her
father Sheikh Mujib, the father of
his nation. In the often overheated
political atmosphere of Bangladesh,
friendship towards India is

" freguently misconstrued as sub-

servience to the much larger neigh-
botur, but Sheikh Hasina did not
}};ermit such considerations to daunt

er.

She was pragmatic in her approach,
realising that hoth couniries had
much to gain from each other, and so
she worked successfully to solve, or
at least to contain, problems instead
of trying to milk them for domestic
advantage.

The most important problem that
was successfully tackled in her time
was that of Farakka. For decades,
this had plagued ties between India
and Bangladesh. It seemed no less
intractable than Kashmir at the
other end of the sub-continent,
defying repeated attempts to resolve
it and becoming more difficult with
each such attempt.

It caused a great deal of bad blood
and mutual recrimination. Ouly
when Sheikh Hasina came to power
some five years ago was there the
will and desire to do something
about Farakka, The West Bengal
leadership under Jyoti Basu and the

b
}d e

Indian Foreign Minis-
ter of the time IK
Gujral were of the sa-
me mind, which
meant that it proved
possible to put this
troublesome and
contentious issue out
of the way.

Sheikh Hasina deser-
ves great credit for her
statesmanship in deai-
ing with this matter.

Once Farakka was off
the agenda, the road
was open for better
relations.

At that time, India's
foremost concern was
cross-border opera-

tions from Bangladesh |
in support of militancy s

in the contiguous ar-
eas of India’s North-
east.

New Delhi had
suffered the frustra-
tion of encountering
endless denials from
Dhaka of any invalve-
ment in such opera-
tions, or even that
they were taking place
at all.

It was not till Sheikh
Hasina came to power
that something was
done to curb them. If
they were not com-
pletely eliminated, it
was despite her wish-
es, and their persist-
ence showed how
deeply entrenched in

Bangladesh are pro- |

Pakistani elements
and the ubiguitous
ISL

While  this may
remain a concern for
the future, during
Awami League rule

|
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Bangladesh Prime Minister Begum Khaleda Zia holding
sheaves of paddy, her Bangladesh Nationalist Party’s
election symbol, Whatever be the difficulties that lie
ahead, at this point she must receive the
acknowledgement that her democratic victory

india's anxieties on
this score were greatly
reduced.

This is not to suggest
that there were no
problems or that
India's expectations
when Sheikh Hasina
came t0 power were
fully met. A prominent
disappointment was
in the area of transit.
Situated where it is,
Bangladesh has much
to offer India by way of
transit routes between
West Bengal and the
North-east.

The pre-Partition net-
work of road, rail and
river transit can readi-
Iy be re-activated, to
the vast henefit of
both countries: India
has only laborious and
uneconomical alterna-
tives and Bangladesh

 eannot afford to sniff

at the transit fees it

© . would earn.

But it has not been
possible to restore
these routes in the

| face of consistent
'} Bangladeshi apposi-
tion.
There is no

“| discernible logic to

thizs negative ap-
proach which tends to
characterise Indian
requests for transit
facilities as an effort to
sirike at the sov-
ereignty of Bangla-
desh, and on that
basis mass agitations
have heen threatened.
For such reasons,
Sheikh Hasina falt
compelled fo go slow
on this particular

[

issue. Precious little progress has
been made, not even te institute a
regular bus service like that between
New Dethi and Lahore, or to advance
an agreed project for a train from
Dhaka to the pilgrimage site at
Ajmer that is a magnet for the
Bangladeshis.

Elsewhere, too, in matters of trade
and economic exchanges, the results
fall well short of what was hoped.
Yet there was confidence that in the
gecond term, the Awami League
government would be able to push
things along at a brisker pace, but if
there is to be a second term it is far
in the future.

Begum Khaleda Zia had the
support of the Right-wing Islamic
parties for her campaign.

These groups have never been more
than a minor presence in
Bangladesh parliament, and after its
resounding success, the BNP does
not need their support to form a
government,

Nevertheless, one can expect them
to be considerably more influential
than they were, which can be a
complication in Indo-Bangladeshi
ties.

They appear to be close to
counterpart bodies in Pakistan and
elsewhere, with a vested interest in
keeping their distance from India,
and thus working to exaggerate, not
ameliorate, bilateral problems.

Whatever be the possible difficulties
that lie ahead, at this point Begum
Zia must receive the acknow-
ledgement that her democratic
victory commands.

India has to be ready to do business
with the new government and hope
that in some crucial respects, the
BNP has evolved and grown in iis
years of opposition. There are scores
of issues that can be built inte
bilateral problems. But there are
also numerous opportunities for
better cooperation.

While acknowledging Sheikh Hasi-
pa's very important contribution,
India bas to be ready to work closely
with the new regime.

(The aquthor is a former Foreign
Secretary.} e
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HE FOUR-PARTY alliance

led bv tHe Bangladesh

Nationalist Party (BNP)

chiet, Begum Khaleda Zia
has got a stunning and unprece-
dented two-thirds majority in the
elections held on October 1. The
polling was generally peaceful
and the voter turnout massive,
The elections for Bangladesh's
eighth Parliament virtually wiped
out the Awami League, which
lead the nation's War for Liber-
ation from Pakistan and was also
the guardian of the nation’s secu-
lar values and religious tolerance.

The BNP-led alliance included
the fundamentalist Jamaat-¢e-1sla-
mi and the Islamic Oikya Jote
(I0T), whose ‘''reserved votes”
may have played a vital role in the
unprecedented electoral victory.
But the results are contested hy
the Awami League, which headed
the last Government, as “nakedly
manipulated under a blueprint”
by a syndicate of the caretaker
Government, the Chief Election
Commissioner and the BNP-led
alliance.

The Awami [eague president,
Sheikh Hasina, has given an ulti-
matum to the Election Commis-
sion to cancel the results and
announce a fresh potl schedule by
October 10. Otherwise, her party
would launch a “non-coopera-
tion movement” from the follow-
ing day. '"We are not going to
accept the results.. not going to
take oath... what is the justifica-
tion in accepting some seats allot-
ted to us by the conspirators,” she
declared.

The two-thirds majority for the
BNP and the fundamentalists
gives them the right to re-shape
the polity of the couniry where
the Muslims are an overwhelming
majority — the minorities are just
a little more than 10 per cent. The
BNP-led Government can even
change the Conpstitution.

The BNP can form a Govern-
ment on its own. But it may be
difficult for Begum Khaleda to ig-
nore the radical Tslamic partners.
Bangladesh could then get a Gov-
ernment which includes the reli-
gious fundamentalists who had
opposed independence from Pa-
kistan and collaborated with Pa-
kistani troops in committing
genocide.

The poll results belied the gen-
eral expectation that it would be a
. neck-and-neck race between the
| Awami League and the BNP-led
! alliance. Begum Khaleda had
‘ claimed from the beginning that
* her alliance would get two-thirds
majority; she has been proved
right.

Sheikh Hasina, however, main-
tains that the results were “crude-

erdict and after v..;.:-

o

Begum Khaleda Zla and Shelkh Hasina... can they have a constructive engagement?

Iy manipulated”. “The people
spontanecusly cast their votes,
but they stunned to see the re-
sults. The caretaker Government
has betrayed the nation. Itis a de-
struction of a noble system of
conducting a free and fair poil,”
she says. Sheikh Hasina has from
the beginning been alleging that
the caretaker Government was
partisan. She accused Mr. Justice
Rahman's administration of im-
plementing a “blueprint’” by first
staging an “administrative coup”
and finally subverting the popular
mandate by a "media coup”. She
said the voting rights of the peo-
ple, restored after a long-drawn
struggle against the military and
pseudo-demeocratic forces, were
snatched in a “very crude way".

The Awami League's debacle
was so complete that at least 20
Ministers and party stalwarts lost,
and this seems incredible to
many. Most of the major leaders
of the fundamentalist parties
have won.

Besides allegations of violence
and intimidation, the Awami
League has raised questions
about the fairness of the process
of vote counting, compilation and
announcement of the results, The
allegations of booth-capturing,
collaboration of a section of the
security forces with the BNP-led
alliance, and threats to minority
voters cannot be blithely brushed
aside. The country’s civil society
leaders have alleged that 70 lakh
people of the minority communi-

ty could not exercise their fran-
chise. The Seouth Asian Union
against Fundamentalism and
Communalism has accused the
caretaker Government and the
“pro-Taliban” four- party alliance
of compelling the minority voters
not to go to the polling centres.

Sheikh Hasina has remarked
that “‘those who do terrorism in
the name of religion, those who
do not believe in the very inde-

The BNP-led alliance
has won a two-thirds
majority in
Bangladesh’'s
Parliament. But,
the Awami League
is alleging fraud.
Haroon Habib
reports.

pendence of Bangladesh, would
now form the Government.”

At her first news conference af-
ter the electoral victory, Begum
Khaleda, however, appealed for
unity, peace and stability. She al-
so urged the Awami League to
cooperate with her in combating
“terrorism and corruption”. She
said the people had voted against
"“divisive politics” as they did not
want to see a ‘‘divided country”.

Begum Khaleda also appealed

to her supporters to show toler-
ance, and not to show disrespect

to the portraits of the country’s
slain founding hero, Sheikh Mugji-
bur Rahman, which are displayed
in streets and offices. Unless the
laws are amended, Mujib, whose
killers are condemned t death
and their execution is awaiting
approval of the highest judiciary,
will remain the “'Father of the Na-
tion"” and the dav of his assassina-
tion will be treated as “Nattonal

Mourning Day’.

But the newspapers reportecdt
quick re-occupations of all uni-
versity dormitories, destruction of
Mujib's portraits, and driving out
of Vice-Chancellors.

Religious fanaticism in the
country could rise even if the BNP
tries to block it on tactical
grounds. say  commentators.
There are also apprebensions
about whether the results have
any link to the developments after
the September 11 terrorist attacks
on America. Osama bin Laden's
followers are quite active in Ban-
gladesh .

The concept of having a non-
party caretaker Government has
also been called into question.
Only time will tell what ultimately
awaits Bangladesh’s democracy.
By all indications, Sheikh Hasina,
Muijib's daughter, has chosen a
path which is thorny.

Asked whether she would ulti-
mately accept the results “under
pressure”, she said: "I am the
daughter of such a person that I'd
rather die before [ succumhb. 1
have all the right to save my coun-
try's image". )

[ p—rer———
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“Hasina begins street protests

FROM ASHIS CHAKRABARTI

Dhaka, Oct. 53: The Awami
League began its sireet shows
iodday to protest what it has called
a “rigged” election and demand
fresh polls. But the protest rally
outside the League’s central office
on Bangabandhu Avenue here

e e e i e e

drew far fewer crowds than the
massive meeting with which the
party had ended its potl campaign
last Friday. The rally did not have
much of an impact on iife in
Dhaka. The movement will begin
in the rest of the country tomor-
row.

Party activists and sympathis-

ers shouted slogans echoing their
leader Sheikh Hasina's rejection
of the poll verdict. But the domi-
nant tone was more of frustration
and sadness than anger.

While party supporters were
yet to come to terms with its hu-
miliating defeat, plaming it on a
“conspiracy jointly hatched” by
the caretaker government and
Khaleda Zia's Bangladesh Nation-
alist Party, more and more voices
within the party are speaking up
against mistakes of the leader-
ship.

At a meeting of the partyv lead-
ership yesterday, several district
leaders accused some of the cen-
tral leaders of ‘“misteading™
Sheikh Hasina.

Worse still for the party. the
critics even accused Hasina of
having promoted her own rela-
tives in her government., There
were also dissenting voices that
urged her to reconsider her deci-
sion to boycott the next parlia-
ment,

They also wondered how the
party could take part in the Octo-
ber 8 repolling in 90 centres if the
leadeship wanted the entire poll
cancelied.

But Hasina stuck to her guns,
ignoring not only these voices
within the party but also appeals
from the diplomatic community
and foreign poll observers’ {feams
who met her here today before she
left for Chittagong. In fact, she
brushed aside a suggestion that
she might eventually succumb fo
pressures from the international
community. “How can Sheikh
Mujib's daughter succumb to any
pressure,” she asked.

Meanwhile, reports of attacks
by the BNP and its poll partner
Jamat-e-Islami on League sup-
porters are pouring in from all
over the country. Inmany of these
incidents, the attackers smashed
portraits of Sheikh Mujibur Rah-
man, founder of the nation.

Activists of the BNP’s student
wing, Chhatra Dat, are onthe ram-
page at Dhaka and other universi-
ty campuses, assaulting Awami
League's student activists and
chasing them away from the uni-
versity hostels.




NEW TEAM IN DHAKA,
Sv O (Khaleda Zia romps home o™

HE conwncing victory of the Bangladesh Nationalist Par-

ty-led alliance breaks with trends of previous elections,
which have been roughly balanced with neither of the two
principal groupings — around the Awami League and the
BNP — gaining huge majorities. This time around, the BNP
and three allied parties have won 202 of the 282 declared
seats, which gives it a two-thirds majority in the 300-seat
legislature. Although the Awami League government provided
the country with economic growth over five years, in South
Asian conditions &f mass illiteracy, the benefits of
develppment take time {o trickle down and are not enough to
guell discontent. Sheikh Hasina has alleged massive rigging
and malpractices in an unusually bloody campaign with
around 300 kifled, and vowed not to accept the verdict. She
has said her party will boveott Parliament, and the Awami
League plans to hit the streets with a call for fresh elections.
But iniernational observers have testified to polling being
largely free and fair. Bheikh Hasina finds it difficult to accept
the verdict due to the viciousness of the campaign; she also
has the precedent set by the BNP, which boycotted Parliament
during her rule and shut down the country for more than a
hundred days with strikes and vielent demonstrations. While
these are signs of the fragility of Bangladesh's democracy,
Hasina ought to play by the rules and move on, biding her
time till anti-incumbency and the current against funda-
mentalism works in her favour.

The BNP has been making oyertures to the fundamentalist
and I81friendly Jamaat-e-Islami, which won an additional 17
seats. Since the BNP has made [slamising noises and has a
two-thirds majority they will now be pressed to amend the
secufar Constitution. Begum Khaleda’s opening statements
after her victory have been reassuring — she has said that
religion will not play a part in her administration as an Isla-
mic républic was not an alliance pledge. However she has
played the Islamic card and will have te struggle to widen her
options. Sheikh Hasina had kept the 18I oat, but the latter is
certain to manoeuvre for influence with the new adminis-
tration, trying'to open a second front in Pakistan’s proxy war
against India. South Block needs to he vigilant and make
matching manoeuvres to ensure, for example, that ULFA and
other terrorist organisations are not allowed to set up base in
Bangladesh. and that the porous Indo-Bangladesh border is
not used to infiltrate terrorists into Indiz. One good sign is
that the BNP-led alliance has a massive majority and does not
need to depend upon Islamic radicals. There is also the issue
of transit rights for Indian goods to the northeasi, which
Sheikh Hasina sat on out of fear of being perceived as pro-
India. Khaleda has made pragmatic moves in the past, for
example by epening up Bangladesh to Indian goods during her
previous tenure; her reputation as a tough bargainer should
allow her to enter into a mutually beneficial deal with India on
transit rights South Block is known to take a paternafistic
view (ﬁ"jy(gladesh, which breeds distrust; it has todust off

Comp] Nev and ancacn tha soar banm in Thaka,
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India, Pa%%e to woo Khaleg;la

Udayvan Namboodiri _ . ,)’[\'9
Dhaka, October 4 Q} L~

INDIAN HIGH Commissioner to
Bangladesh Mani Lal Tripathi
called on Bangladesh’s Prime
Minister elect Khaleda Zia and
handed over Atal Bihari Vajpay-
ee’s letter of felicitations on
her election. Tripathi is learnt
to have informally extended
the Indian Prime Minister’s
“personal invitation” for her to
visit New Delhi at her “earliest
conventence”.

New Delhi’s swift move in
establishing rapport with the
new dispensation in Dhaka is
being watched with interest.
Vajpayee's letter, released in
India yesterday, was the first
by any head of Government
to Khaleda, Diplomatic observers
discerned a certain “freshness”
about India's policy towards
the Bangladesh Nationalist
Party (BNP), which was earlier
regarded as bit of a hard cookie
by New Delhi.

While Tripathi made his cour-
tesv call, his Pakistani counter-
part, Igbal Ahmed Khan, chatted
up senior BNP leaders. His

K

turd to call on Khaleda came
two envoys after Tripathi's
departure. The  banhomie
that was apparent in the ante
reom was in marked contrast
to the experience Pakistani
diplomats had with the outgoing
Awami League Government of
Sheikh Hasina.

A senior Pakistani dipiomat
here told Hindustan Times that
the Pervez Musharrat regime
was lpoking forward (o a2 new
relationship with Bangladesh.
The statement issued by the
Pakistani Foreign Oifice on
Tuesday talked of the negd to
revive “fraternal ties” between
the two countries. “In our
engagement with the previous
Government we found it too
chained to the past but with the
new dispensation it will be dif
ferent,” he said.

Hasina was strident in liev:
anti-Pakistanism, which is root-
ed in the Awami League’s memo-
ries of 1971.

India had no cause to com-
plain against this. But the new
closeness between Islamabad
and Dhaka represents a chal-
lenge for New Delhi.
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Hasina threatens Parhament boycott

Udayan Namboodiri H - 1
Dhaka Qctaober 3

SULKING UNDER vesterday’'s
humiliating electoral defeat,
Awami League leader Hasina
Wajed today said her party will
boycott Parliament and launch a
sustained agitation demanding
fresh elections.

With Hasina taiking tough,
Bangladeshis are bracing for a
tresh spell of political unrest.
especially since the Awami
League is miles ahead of the
Bangladesh Nationalist Party in
terms of cadre strength.

Khaleda Zia, who today staked
claim to form the Government,
has rejected Hasina’s allegation
that the Caretaker Government
had rigged the polls.

The BNP chief met President
Sahabuddin Ahmed and request-
ed him to ensure that the notifica-
tion making her alliance's victory
official be issued at the earliest.

d“

The new Government, she urge
the President, ought to be swor
in by October 7. The BNP and its
allies have won a huge mandate of
202 seats. Khaleda is expected to
announce her team of ministers
within a couple of days.

Hasina, though, remained
adamant and said her party sup-
porters would hit the streets on
October 5 with a “struggle for
restoration of democracy”. She
addressed the Press today and
threatened to launch a “non-
cooperation movement” if her
demands were not met by Octo-
her 1.

Khaieda. fresh from her elec-
toral triumph, wasn’t provoked
into making rash statements
against her rival. Instead, she
directed her supporters to remain
calm and keep their victory cele-
brations at a low kKey. According to
reports, student activists of the
Awami League were driven out of
their Yhaka University hostels

(readli-dd

HASINA WAJED

last night, allegedly by supporters
of the BNP

Reports of sporadic clashes
between BNP and League sup-
porters came in from some parts
of the countrv. One person was
killed and 20 injured in post-poll
viclence. There was trouble in
Bagherhat.

Foreign observers have urged
Hasina to accept the electoral

verdlct gracefully “She should
fulfil her role as a responsible
Opposition leader™
dipfomat said.

Vajpayee’s message: Prime .
Minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee |

today felicitated Khaleda on her
“emphatic electoral success”
and assured her of his Govern-
ment’s commitment to further
enriching Indo-Bangla relations.

“I look forward to working
with vou to premote cooperation

for the progress and prosperity |

of our peoples,” he said in his
congratulatory message,
The Prime Minister pointed

out that as close neighbours |

India and Bangladesh shared
strong links of geopraphy, histo-
ry and culture and the long-
standing friendship between the
two countries was based on abid-
ing bonds and common values,

Related report on Page |1
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_~~ A NEW WAVE IN BANGLADESH? ) 1

THE MASSIVE MANDATE obtained by Begum
Khaleda Zia's Bangladesh National Party and its
allies has provoked her chief adversary, Sheikh
Hasina, to dispute the fairness of the latest parlia-
mentary election. A stunned Sheikh Hasina is fu-
rious over what she regards as “'crude rigging”
under the apolitical caretaker Government that
oversaw the arrangements. Bangladesh's current
constitutional practice is to hold general elec-
tions under caretaker administrations with no
manifest links to the competing parties. Sheikh
Hasina, who srepped down as Prime Minister at
the end of her tenure to pave the way for the
latest election to the Jativa Sangsad, is willing to
concede, nonetheless, that the voters were in-
deed “free’’ 10 exercise their franchise. By mak-
.ing such an arguably fine distinction, she is eager
to point out that only one principle of the demo-
cratic dictum about a "free and fair poll” has
been abided by in Bangladesh at this time. In a
sense, this unusual contention seems to have
something to do with her abiding faith in the
country's self- determinant “freedom” which her
futher, the late Sheikh Mujibur Rahmarn, had suc-
cessfully striven for. Yet, the burden of Sheikh
Hasina’s unorthodox comment is not lost on the
national consciousness, with many opinion-
makers in Dhaka urging her to accept the electo-
ral verdict and move on as a constructive leader
of the opposition with a chance to be Prime Min-
ister yet again in due course. Obviously, the over-
whelming concern of the pro-democracy
Bangladeshis is that there should be no lurch to
the autocracy that their country had witnessed
prior to 19941. It is in this context that Sheikh
Hasina should reconsider her apparent plans for
a campaign against the latest election results, un-
less incontrovertible evidence can indeed be cit-
ed. For the moment, though, the iniiial
comments by several key international poil ob-
servers indicate their overall satisfaction with the
transparency and general fairness of the October
1 election.

It is an irony that Sheikh Hasina, who was in

power prior to the latest general election, shouldd
now complain about the integrity of the polling
and the vote counting. Yet, she will not call for
the abalition of the practice of holding a general
election under a caretaker administration. She
will not abandon her own “brainchild” — the
idea of preventing the political parties in power
at any given time from influencing the elections
that might be held under their direct purview. if
Bangladesh had felt constrained to opt for such
additional safeguards without relying exclusively
on autonomous bodies to conduct polls, the fra-
gility of its democratic fabric is the prime consid-
erationn. While violence has often marred the
politics of this densely populated South Asian
state, it deserves praise for having stayed the
democratic course so far. However, the immedi-
ate future of this democracy will be determined
by the gathering political confrontation between
Sheikh Hasina and Begum Zia. A l‘b

A matter of electoral arithmetit is that Be-
gum Zia's allies, who advocate a naprow Islam-
oriented political agenda, may have actually con-
tributed handsomely to the stunning margin of
her victory. Now that her triumphal return to
power as Prime Minister seems assured, Begum
Zia has struck the right note by asking her follow-
ers to practise political tolerance. “Terrorism” or
acute lawlessness across the country and a cor-
ruption-ridden economy have been identified as

“her immediate challenges. While Sheikh Hasina

is widely seen as a proactive champion of Bangla-
desh’s democracy, her record in office left much
to be desired. Begum Zia, on the other hand,
seems to have begun weil on several counts. She
says that Bangladesh will not becorne a religion-
based state in spite of the preferences of some of
her allies. This pledge should not be mistakenly
interpreted as an answer to the current interna-
tional confusion over religion and politics. How-
ever, no such note applies to her stated agenda
for regional diplomacy — good neighbourly rela-
tions with India}dﬁevival of the South Asian
spirit, P
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Khaleda begin:

. ’\t
ASSOCIATED PRESS ‘)3(” §

DHAKA, Oct. 3. — Begum |

Khaleda Zia began consulta-
tions today to form a new gov-
ernment after her foyr-party
alliance gained a thumping
two-third majority in parlia-
mentary elections,

- Her defeated rival, former : °

* Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina,

has challenged the tallies of
Monday’s ballots. Foreign ob-
servers however, gsald the elec-

- tion, supervised by a neutral

' caretaker administration, was
.free and fair.
" Baged on unofficial results, the

Election Commission an-

i nounced today that Khaleda
* Zia’s Bangladesh Nationalist
. Party and allies had won 202
- seats of the 283 where voting
¢ was completed.

Neither of the two women had

: promised to accept the election

results. Sheikh Hasina said she

. would do =0 only if she felt the

election was fair. Yesterday

! night, as preliminary results M

. showed a Zia landslide, the for- =
mer Prime Minister told report- |

ers, “There was massive rig-
ging and irregularities, and
harassment of our supporters

" based on a pre-planned blue-
. print to ensure our defeat.”

An Awaml League demnnstratmn in [lhaka an Wednesday against the electlnn results - APrPTI

Hasina’s Awami

-

League from the 146 she won in 1996 perts who had predicted a close
trailed with 62 seats, a big drop elections, and a surprise to ex- vote. Small parties and inde-

yeg 1at10ns on gOVt

pendents won the remaining 19
seals. Results from 16 seats
have been held up because re-
polling will he needed at 130

| centers where voting was post-

poned because of violence. Six
peoplie were killed and about
100 were injured on election

g doy

No date has been set for the re-
polling, but it has to be done be-
fore 15 October, the deadline
for parliament to approve the
new Prime Minister. However, .
that did not stop Begum Zia
from meeting with aides and
leaders of her allies, the Islam-
ic fundamentalists parties, to
discuss cabinet seats.

“We have a clear mandate to
form a new government and we
are making preparations,” Ab-
dul Mannan Bhuiyan, a close ’
aide to Khaleda Zia, said today. -
Begum Zia told a news confer-
ence yesterday that religion

j would not play a part in her ad-

ministration. “An Islamic repub-
lic was not an alliance pledge,” :

- she said. Bangladesh, with a 88 :

per cent Muslim population, is !
governed by secular laws, some-

" thing two of her fundamentalist

allies want to change.
Bangiadesh newspapers today
prominently carried Khaleda
Zia’s appeal for unity.
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" Thumbs Up for{thaléﬁa

The electoral verdict in Bangladesh Is not unexpected. Sheikh Hasina’s
government was not proof agamst the unfulfilled expectations of the
electorate, despite providing the country stability and sustained economic
growth since it came to power in 1996, Given the high poverly and
dliteracy rates of South Asian countries, it is in a sense impossible for any
gavernment (o satisfy an electorate and so the wwron law of incumbency
operates, demanding the replacement of governments after one term.
The corollary of this is that Sheikh Hasina can be expected to be returned
to power if she takes the verdict on the chin and not lose nerve and do
things that could inflict harm on her party and the always fragile polity of
Bangladesh. One reason for the sweep s Begum Khaleda Zia's shrewd
coalition-building that roped in two Islamic outfits, the Jamait-i-Islami
and the Islami Oikkya Jote (Islamic Unity Front). This is a matter of some
disquiet not just for India but Bangladesh's fledgling democracy and
largely secular polity. Significantly, Begum Khaleda has been prompt in
denying any move to convert Bangladesh into an “Islamic republic”.
Begum Khaleda’s victory is a good occasion to re-look at India’s policy
towards Bangladesh. There has been a tendency towards paternalism on
the part of New Delhi given India’s r(old in the creation of Bangladesh
and its links with the Awami League. }1‘ ~ L0 )i

But sentiment and personalities canhot have a place'if state-to-statc
relations. India has to deal with whoever is elected by thd Bangladeshis
and formutate a policy that will promote Indian national inferests without
in any way harming our neighbour. There are few neighbourhoods that
are as close and as interdependent as India and Bangladesh. Not only do
the two countries share the same rivers, but also a common past, cultural
heritage and even a language. Hundreds of thousands of Bangladeshi mi-
grants reside in India and thousands cross over every year. This porous
border is a concern because it has also been used by terrorist elements to
cross into India. All these issues provide both a challenge and opportuni-
ty for the two countries to work their relations to mutual benefit. In the
past five years both countries have taken steps in this direction, but a lot
remains to be done. The 1996 treaty on the sharing of Ganga waters ap-
pears to be working, the Chakmas have been repatriated and trade has
grown. After the unfortunate incidents on the border carlier this year,
there secms to be a fresh determination to complete the task of demar-
cating the border. Issues of transit facilities for India’s north-east, and the
utilisation of Bangla natural gas remain as does New Delhi’s concern
over Bangladesh’s unconcern over the use of its territory by elements
inimical to India. Besides SAARC, the two countries are also linked
through the BIMST-EC which is a 1997 economic cooperation grouping
linking Bangladesh, India, Myanmar, Sri Lanka and Thailand. Begum
Khaleda’s test will be to see whether she will build on the foundations
laid by her predecessor or take a different route, one prompted on by her
India-baiting allies. So far all the indicators are that she intends to run a
moderate government and conduct “proper”, if not friendly relations
with India. Hopefully the scale of her victory will enable her to keep the
Islamic radicals, many of whom are also bitterly anti-India, in chec] P
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Sheikh Hasina and Khaleda Zia after the poll results were announced. (AFP}

FROM PRANAY SHARMA

New Delhi, Oct. 2: One of the
first changes expected to be put in
place once the new dispensation
takes over in Dhaka will be res-
cheduling of the working system
of the government by declaring
Friday as the only weekly holiday

It is likely to be a clever move
by the Bangiadesh Nationalist Pa-
rty (BNP) leader and future Prime
Minister Khaleda Zia aimed at
keeping both the hardliners and
the people of her country happy
But what is the message she is giv-
ing out to the ouiside world and
particwlarly to India?

Is she willing to shed the secu-
lar character of the country,
which the earlier regime pursued.
or 1s it sheer pragmatism that led
her to opt for Friday as the weekly
holiday in a pre-dominantly
Muslim country?

Sheikh Hasina's Awami Lea-
gue, which was decimated in the

polls, was seen as pro-India. By
logic, therefore, BNP is expected
to adopt a contrary line.

But experts and policymakers
are divided over whether Khaleda,
the Prime Minister, will be as
vocal in highlighting her anti-In-
dian feelings as she had as Khale-
da, the Opposition leader,

Ome of her first tests will come
at the end of the year, when the
indo-Bangladesh treaty on shar-
ing of Ganga water comes up for
review. The occasional hiccups
notwithstanding, the arrange-
nent on water sharing for the past
five years passed smoothly 1t
remains to be seen how the new
BNP government views the situa-
tion and whether they demand
any change in the current
arrangement on what many feel is
a sensitive issue,

India today came out with a
short statement on the outcome of
the Bangladesh elections, making
it clear that it “looks forward to

working together” with the next
government in Dhaka.

Once Khaleda Zia is formalty
sworn in as the Prime Minister,
her Indian counterpart, Atal Bi-
hart Vajpayee, is expected to write
to her But the Indian Prime Min-
ister will need all his skills as a
seasoned politician and diplomat
to convince her that Delhi does not
have any favourites in Dhaka and
will continue to maintain as frien-
dly a retation with her as it did wi-
th Sheikh Hasinha’s government.

Many observers believe that
no governiment in Bangladesh can
survive forlong by pursuing a hos-
tile policy towards India. “Sheikh
Hasina may well have been dub-
bed pro-Indian; but Khaleda Zia
will never consider herself to be
anti-lndia,” said a senior
Bangladeshi diplomat.

He argued that despite a
change of government in Dhaka,
its attitude towards India has not
changed fundamentaliy.

tHe T ELEGRAPB

oct 20

It is argued that bilateral trade
had increased signilicantiy dur-
ing BNP rile. Moreover, the Teen
Bigha corridor was opened up for
the first time when Zia-ur-Rah-
man, Khaleda’s hushand, was in
power in Bangladesh.

Diplomats from both India and
Bangladesh feel that if the current
level of interaction between the
two sides continue. there is little
fo worry about souring of rela-
tions between Dhaka and Dethi.

But there are some areas whe-
re the BNP is likely to prove toug-
her negotiatars then the League
government, This is particularly
true for the negotiations on giving
transit rights to fndia through
Bangladesh territory.

The Hasina government, de-
spite its excetlent relations with
Delhi, could not grant [hdia the
rights. It remains to be seen whe-
ther Khaleda wili be more accom-
modative on the issue us Prime
Minister.
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DHAKA, Oct. 2. - Fsrmer
Prime Minister Begum Khaleda
Zia's Bangladesh Nationalist
Party-led coalition teday rom-
ped home with iwo-third major-

. ity in the 300-member Parlia-
ment, handing out its key rival

- Sheikh Hasina's Awami League
its worst electoral drubbing,

But, Sheikh Hasina rejected

. the outcome of the polls alleging
there was a "conspiracy" to
"manipulate” the elections and
threatened agitations.

With results of 282 of the to-
tal of 300 constituencies avail-
able, the four-party combine
led by BNP secured 202 and its
ally fundamentalist Jamaat-e-
Islami bagged 16,

Awami League, which fought
the poll alene, hagged just 61

seats. ™,

Khaleda Zia will take over the
office of the Prime Minister for
the second term after ruling
the country from 1991-1996.

Begum Zia tonight ruled out
the possibility of the country
becoming an Islamic Repubilic.

“Theugh it was mentioned in
the manifesto of one of the alli-
ance pariners, the BNP gov-
erniment will have nothing to
do with it." she told reporters.

She said Bangladesh would

maintain good relation with -

the neighbouring countries.
India’s reaction: india today
said it looked forward to work-
ing with the new Bangladeshi
government where Begum
Khaleda Zia's BNP has won,
adds SNS. An external affairs
ministry statement said: “We
look forward to working to-
gether with the next govern-
ment in Bangladesh,”

B Assam hopes BNP will
change stand, page 2
s



'Resounding win for

DHAKA, OCT. 2. The forimer Bangla-
desh Prime Minister, Begum Kha-
leda Zia, sought to put ro rest
worries that she might abandon
the country's secular laws and
rule it as an lstamic state, after a
prefiminary count in the national
elections handed her four-party
coalition a resounding win on
Tuesday.

With State television reporting
that unofficial results gave Begum
Zia’s coalition 203 of the 299 par-
liamentary seats, worries have
emerged that the three Islamic
parties in her cealition could
push for a religious state. So far,
balots for 282 seats have been
hand-counted, Siate television
sald.

Begum Zia, leader of the Ban-
gladesh National Party, told a
packed news conference that she
would form an alliance with the
Islamic parties but religion would
play no part in her Government.

The former Bangladesh Prime
Minister and the BNP leader,
Begum Khaleda Zia, is all
smiles at a press conference in
Dhaka on Tuesday. — AFP

“An Istamic republic was not an
alliance pledge,” she said.

The Awami League of Sheikh
Hasina trailed with 61 seats, and

haleda Zia
»—f ﬁ/h\ ;

small, non-aligned parties or ln-
dependents won 18 seats, the tel-
evision said. Official results are
not expected until Wednesday., If
it wins, Begum Zia's coalition
would have umil October 15 1o
form a new Government and se-
lect the next Prime Minister.

Begum Zia's main opponent,
Sheikh Hasina, immediately chal-
lenged the count. She cited mas-
sive rigging and irregularities and
harassment of her party’s sup-
porters,

According to the preliminary
figures, the 203 seats held by Be-
gum Zia's coalition included 17
representatives from the Jamaat-
e-Islami and the Islami Oikya
Jote. Begum Zia, 56, asked her
supporters  for  thanksgiving
pravers but urged them to refrain
from street celebrations to avoid
clashes with their defeated rivals.
— AP

Hasina's charge: Page 14
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” Battle of the begums ™~

Khaleda's victory shows her new maturity as ggolitician

i NTI-INCUMBENCY is not ar
3 to India as the results of Monday’s
parliamentary elections in Bangla-

sh clearly prove. The stunning defeat suf-
red by the Awami League led by Sheikh
asina shows there was an undercurrent of
pular disenchantment with the ruling party
ich neither psephologists nor political ana-

ts had fathomed. The former prime minis-

1 15 less than graceful when she attributes the -

ctory the Bangladesh Nationalist Party
{BNP} led by Begum Khaleda Zia achieved
tirely to rigging and other electoral malprac-
tipes. In making the charge, Hasina forgets that
the idea of a caretaker government holding
ections was mooted and incorporated into
e Bangladesh constitution at her own behest.
However, the charge does not take the sheen
Wit of the victory the four-party alliance led by
the BNP has achieved. Zia’s comeback is in
any ways more spectacular than Hasina's vic-
i}ry in 1996, in that her party has obtained a
¢

ar majority on its owrL. But, at another level,
e resulis denote a mere exchange of seats be-
tyeen the two feisty begusms.

1 In 1996, when Sheikh Hasina was elected
pIime minister, it was seen as the end of 21
yéars of ruthless appression, freewheeling
cérruption and overt and covert martial law.
dbviousiy, she could not sustain that impres-
s#on as, in due course, Khaleda Zia proved
rself a doughty campaigner and lam-
oned Hasina for her corrupt and autocratic
ys. Interestingly, in this election, Khaleda

N9

4 .
made few references to'her slain husband as

-was her wont. Of course, she made full use of

the perception among some sections of the
voters that Hasina is close to India in order to
put her on the defensive. Khaleda knows only
too well that there is a large anti-India con-
stituency in Bangladesh witling to be ex-
ploited. But this time she also took care 10
woo minority votes by visiting the famous
Dhakeshwari temple and promising protec-
tion to Hindus and their property. Hervisit to
the temple was proof of her coming of age asa
politician. Such skills will hopefully help her
in her second stint in office.

Though the India factor played arole in the
elections, the results do not matter much to

‘India. It is true that during Hasina’s time a

thirty-year (Ganga water sharing treaty was
signed with Bangladesh. A peace accord on
the Chittagoing Hill Tracis was also put in
place. But throughout her tenure, Hasina ap-
peared o be eager to remove the impression
that she was close to Iridia, This was clear dur-
ing the border skirmishes in April this year
when she took a “tough” stand againgt this
country. Her government was as reticent or as
forthcoming as Khaleda Zia’s was to Indian
appeals for cooperation in fighting insurgency
or ending the ilegal migration from Ban-
gladesh. For Indian diplomacy, therefore, the
change of guard in Dhaka will not make much

has to live with them.

NOIAN EXPRESS

-3 oc1 20



“Khaleda leads; five killed

in Bangla poll violence

AGENCIES QV‘ n/\\o N -

DHAEKA, Oct. 1. - Riding a
strong anti-incumbency wave, »§

Begum Khaleda Zia’s Bangla-
desh Naticnalist Party tonight

. appeared set for a resounding
victory in the general elections,
reports said.

Five people were killed and
nearly 1,000 injured amid
sporadic poll vielence. The vot-
er turn-out was a record 80 per
cent, reporis said.

According to preliminary res-
ults announced by the election
commission, the BNP was lead-
ingin 61 and its ally, Jamaat-e-
Islami, in four seats.

Sheikh Hasina’s Awami Lea-
pue was leading in 15 consti-
tuencies while the former

President, Mr HM Ershad’s
Jatiya Party was leading in
seven. Independents were ah-
ead in five seats and the Jatiya
Party (Manzu) in one seat.

The victims are all political
workers killed in clashes with
rivals in Bhola and Barisal. .

Polling was suspended in 109
centres for various reasons,
including snatching of ballot
papers. Two candidates — pres-

A Bangladeshi soldier stands guard as women gueue up to vote during the
parliamentary elections in Dhaka on Monday. — AP[PTI

ident -of the Jativa Samnajtan-
trik Dal and a BNP nominee -
were arrested for allegedly in-

dulging in malpractices/
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~“BANGLADESH:

g QU’"\ ,
W S'(\z (‘{ {Continued from page 1) { t‘o :

Hasina is a little known Mufti, a product of Karachi's
Interuational Islamic University who has connectidns with
Harkat-ul-Ansar. His surprise nomination shocked many since
both the BNP and Jamat had better candidates. The mufti filed
his nomination soon after his return from Saudi Arabia where he
had gone after being released from jail for bombing a Kadiani
mesque.

Maulana Saeedi, a senior Jamat leader and the alliance’s
candidate from Pirojpur, has called his much respected Awami
League opponent Sudhansu Haldar a “Hindu Kafir.” His leading
role against 1971 liberation war and open collaboration with the
Pakistanis had earned him the stigma of “Rajakar.” But he now
flaunts it as a badge of honour and has appealed to Muslims to
“vote for a Muslim Rajakar than a Hindu Kafir” For the first
time since liberation the fundamentalist scourge is haunting the
minorities so badly that at many Awami League rallies they were
too scared to recite excerpts from their religious scriptures
fearing attack from the Jamat.

During the last two months’ stewardship of the neutral
caretaker government, systematic attacks on minorities have
been carried out by the Jamat, The purpose is to create a scare so
that on election day they do not come out to vote; the minorities
who have traditionally voted for the Awami League, are a
determining factor in at least 40 of 300 parliamentary seats.

The fundamentalists have targeted Sheikh Hasina. Jamat has
called her a Hindu since she allowed herself to be anointed with
the customary Chandan tilak while receiving the Deshikottama
from Visva-Bharati. She has been called an infidel for allowing
the Venezuelan President to kiss her hand at an international
gathering. Millions of posters bearing pictures of her “unislamic
acts”adorn the walls.

The high pitched communal campaign of the Islamic alliance is the
most distinguishing feature of this election. Begum Zia has sought
to project Awami League as an enemy of Islam who will banish
Islam and closure of all madrasas. It will also mean dishbandment
of the army and bartering away the country’s sovereignty to India,
She recalled how the servitors of Islam were jailed and humiliated
by Hasina during the movement by clerics against the high court
forbidding them from issuing fatwas. If voted to power she has
pledged to reappoint the khatib of Bangiadesh’s national mosque
whom Hasina had removed because he had got involved in
movements against the court verdict.

The Islamic resurgence in this election is the result of Begum Zia

- roping in the support of fundamentalists for her own ends. She is
banking heavily on the solid 10 per cent votes that the Jamat and
other fundamentalist parties have. Arithmetically she is well
ahead of Awami League’s 37 per cent vote share when the 10 per
cent Islamist votes are added to her BNP’s 33 per cent. This is
why she has closely identified herself with the fundamentalists
and campaigned intensively for the victory of their candidates. By
acknowledging them as equal partners of her coalition she has not
only lent them political respectability and sought to wash away
their stigma of being political pariahs but alsa brought them to
the centre stage of national politivs. In fact if voted to power the
Jamat for the first time since 1971 will be part of any Bangladesh
government and will claim to key portfolios.

The communal and negative campaign of Begum Zia has put
Awami League on the defensive. Sheikh Hasina has been forced
to say that if voted to power again she will not enact laws, which
go against the spirit of Islam. She had to highlight her efforts to
promote Madrasa education and how she ensured salary for
Maulavis from the state exchequer. Actually the communal
onslaught overshadowed the real achievements of Hasina's five-
vear rule in such a way that her gains like turning Bangladesh
from a perennially food deficit into a food surplus state, holding
the price line of rice and other essentials, alleviating poverty and
boosting exports have all been pushed to the sidelines.

What 1s also likely to affect Awami League’s electoral prospects
is the “highly partisan functioning of the neutral caretaker
government” which forced Hasina to say publicly that the NCG's
main agenda was to ensure victory of Begum Zia’s alliance. She is
banking heavily on women voters. about 50 per cent of the total.

{ME STATESMAR

-1 g¢1 280



/ .
Violence cloud over tight Bangla race
CRINLWA TN o 1)

Udayan Nambooodiri
Dhaka, September 30

A CLOSE race is expected in
Bangladesh which goes to the
polls tomorrow with indepen-
dent meonitors fearing wide-
spread viclence during the vot-
ing. i

Khaleda Zia, the main opposi-
tion Bangladeshi Nationalist
Party leader, expects to cash in
on an anti-incumbency wave
against the five-year Awami
League rule under Hasina
Wahed.

In the highly polarised elec-
tion fray, ‘the voters have to

Hasina formed a Government hy
breaking the Jatiya Party of for-
mer military ruler General H M
Ershad. This time the General's.
party, which is afmost a nonenti-
ty, can be safely ruled out.

A party has to secure 151 seats
in the 300-member Housetogeta
majority. With neither party
looking at cértain victory, frenet-
ic horse-trading is expected once
the results are declared.

The scdles are weighed

are at least 50 dissidents in the
BNFP camp who are posing a
threat to the party’s vote bank,

The Awami League is going it
alone and has managed to keep
the rebel voices in check.

The escalation in violence in
the run-up to the polls is another
sign of the tight race ahead.
Already more than 40 people

have been killed and hundreds

injured. _
“One of. the begums has to

against the BNP, which has more ™ 10se, But-neither wants to be the

rebels than the Awami League, -
" as Khaleda had to accommodate

the hardline Jamaat-e-Islami, .
the Islami Eikya Jot and a fac-
tion of the Tatiya Parts Thepe. .

-1o3er: So-we expect widespread

violemce after October 3, said

The Independent.

Several foreign envoys echoed
him with US Ambassador Mary
Ann Peters, British High Com-
missioner David Carter and
other mission heads urging both
parties to “accept the people’s
verdict gracefuliy”.

Khaleda said: “I am prepared
to accept a negative verdict if the
polls are free and fair.”

Hasina has already warned
her supporters to expect an
unfair ocutcome as Latifur
Rehaman, chief adviser to the
caretaker government, is favour-

formietfy - Ambassador:. Syed ingthe BNP.

_Mohamméd Hugsien'ip the lad: ~ —

~jnge Englishanguage. dafly,. - Related report on Page 11
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choose between the two. In 1996,
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ﬁinority vote could dictate
outcome of Bangla polls |*

Dhaka, September 30 g\ \/

THE 10 million minority voters
in Bangladesh, most of them
Hindus, could emerge as the
deciding factor in the country’s
October 1 elections, say analysts.

The country’s 10 per cent
minority population, which also
comprises Buddhists and Chris-
tians, could make a difference in
at least 20-25 seats in the 300-seat
Parliament. More than 70 million
people will vote in tomorrow’s
elections.

The tilt of the minority vote
bank could decide which of the
two main political groups — the
Awami League (AL) and the four-
rarty afliance led by Bangladesh
Jationalist Party (BNP) — would

»rm the next Government.

“Minority voters are the deter-
mining factor in several seats in
Jessore, Khulna, Faridpur and
Narial districts and Chittagong
Hill Tracts. They could dictate
the outcome in at least 20-25
seats, which could make all the

difference in thP final count,”
said Harcon Habib, former chief
of the national news agency. He
predicted a thin margin for the
winning party.

The minority vote bank has
traditionally backed Awami
League’s candidate Sheikh Hasi-
na, who is viewed as a liberal.
“Both AL and BNP are wooing
the minority voters. But, AL def-
initely has an edge over the
BNE" said Niaz Ali, another
political observer.

One of the major reasons for
the minority voters’ tilt towards
the AL is their continuing perse-
cution by alleged Islamic funda-
mentalists, who are said to be
resorting to terror tactics to pre-
vent the estimated eight million
Hindu voters from exercising
their franchise,

There have been reports from
many minority-dominated areas
of attacks on Hindus, warning
them to stay away from voting
stations on Monday Reports
from Jessore, Thakurgaon,

tHE HINDUST 2N TRiZ:

P~
£

Barisal, Narayanganj and Narial
said Islamic radicals were open-
ly threatening them.

One of BNP's allies, the rigid
Jamaat-e-Islami, has stated that
if the alliance were voted to
power they would declare
Bangladesh an Islamic State.
“This has not gone down well
with the minority community,”
said Habib,

Severai candidates of the BNP
are said to be former collabora-
tors (Rajakars) of Pakistan's Al-
Badr army that persecuted Ben-
gali Muslims during the 1971
war. The AL has alleged that the
BNP by fielding such “traitors”,
was undermining the concept of
Bengali nationhood that gave

birth to Bangladesh.

“TIf minority voters could vote
without fear, the AL could he
mote sure of its victory. But it
seems their {Islamic fundamen-
talists’) terror tactic is working.”
a Hindu voter in Dhaka said on

condition of anonymity, /‘(
TANS



““India factor’ milfed
on B poll

FROM ASHIS CHAKRABARTI

" Dhaka, Sept. 30: Unlike in previ-
ous elections, the so-called “India
factor™ has been largely missing
in Bangladesh’s election cam-
paign this time. Both the Awami
League, usually seen here as Indi-
a's favourite, and the Bangladesh

Natipnalist Party, the habitual .

India-baiter, have steered clear of
India-related rant and rhetoric.

On the eve of tomorrow's polls,
BNP chairpersen Khaleda Zia,
however, indicated today that her
party would not like the India-
Bangladesh Friendship Treaty to
be renewed. At an informal meet-
ing with journalists here, she said
the two countries had “friendly re-
lations™ but that did not mean the
treaty needed to be renewed.

The 25-year treaty which
lapsed in 1999 had been an election
issue in 1996 when the BNP ac-
cuserd the Awami League of
succumbing to Indian pressures
to renew it. But the League gov-
ernment of Sheikh Hasina did not
revive it, thereby taking the steam
out of the BNP campaign on this.

The other major “India fac-
tars” in the 1996 campaign were
the agreement on the Tin Bigha
corridor in Cooch Behar district
of north Bengal in 1983 and moare
importantly, the agreement on the
sharing of Ganga water at
Farakka barrage, which came
after the elections in December.
1996,

The BNP and iits allies had
used these issues in the last elec-
tich to try and huild up anti-India
sentiment.

A couple of davs before the
elections, one Dhaka newspaper
svinpathetic to the Jamat-e-Islami
came up with a wild story alleging
that a “blueprint” for rigging the
polls to help the Awami League
had been prepared at the Fort
William in Calcutta.

It is different this time. The
righl of passage given to India

Begum Zia, Sheikh Hasina

across the Tin Bigha corridor is
no longer seen , as the BNP then

alleged. as a “surrender of
Bangladesh! sovereignty to
India”.

The Sheikh Hasina govern-
ment silenced its critics by sign-
ing a 30-year treaty with India on
the Ganga waters issue. The BNP
had threatened to “paralyse” the
government if it agreed to a treaty
of less than 10 years.

One reason why the BNP-led
four-party alliance had ieft India
out of its poil rhetoric is, accord-
ing to analysts here, that it had re-
alised the futility of India-baiting
as an electoral ploy.

Also, both the League and the
BNP have accepted that they had
no choice but “to do business with
India as a neighbour”, said an offi-
cial of the [ndian high commis-
sion.

But India would not like to see
political instability across its east-
ern borders. The problem is that
neither the League nor the BNP-
ed alliance is poised to get a clear
majority in the 300-member par-
liament,

In the event of a hung parlia-
ment, the Jatiya Party faction led
by former president H. M. Ershad
may again be the deciding factor.

The Jatiya Party and its three
minor allies are contesting 182

v
canv

seats, The League is contesting all
300 seats while the BNP has put up
249 candidates of its own and has
left 31 to Jamat-e-Islami and the
rest to the Islami Aikya Jot and
another faction of the Jatiya ;
Party.

But piecing together a majori-
ty this time may be a little
more difficult than last time. In
1996, the League,which won 146
seats as against the BNP’s 116, got
the support of the undivided
Jatiya Party. In addition, it took |
advantage of the constitutional i
provision for nominating 30
women members, thereby adding
up a comfortable majority.

The provision for nominating
30 women members has since
lapsed because it was allowed in
the constitution for 10 years only.
The new government has to
amend the constitution to provide
for these nominations again. But
that, too, is unlikely because a
constitutional amendment re-
quires the support of the two-
thirds of the parliament members.

In Bangladesh, it is difficult to
hope for any understanding be-
tween the BNP and the League on
any issue. Hence the greater un-
certainty this time over the after;,
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”BANGLADESH POLL

DoumW free, fair an peaceful

UNDAY'S bomb blast at an Awami League ratly in Khul-
na, which claimed eight lives, is the most serious incident
- in the run up to Bangladesh's eighth parliamentary election
i scheduled for 1 October. The blast follows the pattern of four
: earlier ones this year which targeted parties and functions
secular in character. Over 50 people have been killed in blasts
set off at the Communist Party rally in Dhaka's Palian
Maidan, the Bengali new year’s function at Dhaka's Ramna
Green, the Awami League central office in Narayanganj and
a village church in remote Faridpur. The Awami League,
which ig leading the charge of the secularist forces against
the Islamists led by Begum Khaleda Zia's four-party alliance,
has borne the brunt of these blasts. Matters have not
improved even after the unprecedented deployment of 65,000
military and para-military personnel well ahead of the
i elections. The neutral caretaker government seems to be
failing in its primary duty of creating an atmosphere
conducive to peaceful elections. The pre-poll clashes and
killings are unprecedented. Actually the NCG has made itself
controversial by taking decisions which, even to impartial
ohservers, seem downright partisan, Sheikh Hasina has
openly questioned its neutrality. There is little doubt that her
cousin Sheikh Helal was the target of the bomb blast7 6[
That Islamic fundamentalists are behind most of these bl s
ts is not in doubt. They have motivation, political will and
Jmeans to carry out such nefarious acts. Begum Zia by alj
ing with fundamentalist parties like the Jamat-e-Islam and
* Islamic Oikya Jote has provided them with political respec-
i 1ability. She has not discouraged them from their hate cam-
! paign against minorities, A prominent Jamat candidate has
called his Awami League rival, a prominent minority leader, :
a kafir and demanded his banishment. The election
commission has refused to take action despite the district
administration’s demands. All this has emboldened the
fundamentalists to be more reckless and has led to attacks on
minorities in the districts. No wonder apprehension is being
- voiced that if these trends are not reversed it may vitiate the
: outcome of the parliamentary poll. If that happens
| Bangladesh’s nascent democracy will be the worst cas@

Bangladesh is poised on the brink of another disaster
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“U.S. has not sought help:

By our Special Correspondent

DHAKA, SEPT. 17. Bangladesh has
denied it received any 1S, te-
quest for airspace and puort facil-
ities in the event of an attack on
Alghanistan.

Mr. Shali Sami, Special Assist-
ant 1o the Chiet Adviser in the
Ministry of Foreign Affans. 1old
newsmen today, UMy answer is
no.”" when asked to comment on
a newspaper report which sug-
gested that the .S, Government
had sought permission from Ban-
gladesh for using & nwnber of
strategic facilities for a possible
attack on Atghanistan or other
terrorist havens in the region,"'it
the need arises,”

Asked how Bangladesh, which

had earlier condemmed the ter-
rorist attacks, would respond if
the U.S. made such a request, the
spokesman of the interim Gov-
ernment, who was recently ap-
pointed as the Special Assistant
to the Chief Adviser, Mr, Justice
Latifur Rahman, said, “we will
cross the bridge when we come to
it."”

Press reports also said Mr. Sa-
mi had convened a meeting of
former Foreign Ministers and
Toreign Sccretaries on Sunday (o
discuss the LS. request.

Mr. Sami said Bangladesh ab-
horred terrorism in all its forms
and the President, Mr. Shaha-
buddin Ahmed, and Mr. Justice
Larifur Rahman had already con-
demned the tragic incidents.

L%

|9

Dhaka

“Thewe hag been a consensus and
unanimity in Bangladesh in con-
demning the terrorist attacks on
the Ubited States,”

Meanwhile, the Foreign Office
has said aboul 30 Bangladeshis
were feared killed in the attack on
the Warld Trade Center, Dut thin
could identify anly a few of them
so far.

The careraker Government has
denied the presence of any Tali-
han leader in the country, thougl
a high-powered delegation of the
Awami League, which ruled the
country for the last five vears, on
Sunday apprised the President o
its “roncern’’ over the reported
infiltration of Yaliban leaders into

Bangladesh,
pd
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~Jamaat may pressure BNP or Islam}

By Our Special Correspondent (‘)(;/

DHAKA. SEPT. 8. With clections less than a
maotth awav, the only party which has an-
nounced its clection manifeste so far is the
Jarmaat-E-islami . the dominant partner of the
Begum Khaleda Zia-led alliance.

The Islamic organisation has declared that if
voted 10 power. it will make Bangladesh an
Islamic republiv. Under the Constitution, Ban-
gladesh is now a People’s Republic. The Ja-
mgat-f-fstami is copfident that the combine
will win the two- thirds majority in parliament
that is required 1o mgke any constitutional
amendment. The party manifesto was an-
nounced by s Ameer (president), Maulana
Matiur Rahman Nizami at a news conlerence
here. The banaat has also pledged to “rehabil-
itate the reedom fighters ™ if voted to power, a
comuitiient thal goes against their funda-
mental bediets as they were the only party thart
collaborated with the Pakistani army during
the nation’s war of Lliberation.

As a partner of the Begum Khaleda Zia-led
alliance, the Jamaat is contesting 31 out of 300
seats. Political analysts believe that the sorong
cadre-based party may put pressure on the
Rangladesh Nationalist Party to come 1w an
understanding on the issue of Islamic repub-
e, The other parniners in the alliance, includ-
tng the Tslami Oikya Jowe (30 and a faction of
the Jativa party will favour declaring the coun-
v an fslamic republic. Some minor partners

The Bangladesh Nationalist Party
chairperson, Ms Khaleda Zia, announces
her party’s election manifesto at a function
in Dhaka on Friday. — AP

of the Khaleda alliance have long been de-
manding enforcement of strict lslamic laws.
Some af themn are also alleged 10 have Taliban
connections. Maulana Matiar Rahman Niza-
mi. who was the chief of the infamous Al Badar
outfit that kilied most of the leading Bengali
intellectuals during the end of the 1971 war,
said 1o implement the manifesto we will
launch a movemnent inside and outside partia-
ment”,

tate

The former Prosidetsf Mreo HUM. Ershad, has
zot hack the parny™ “plough™ symibol afrer a
protracted legal batde wath another faction led
by M1 Anwar Hossain Manjoo

Mr. Ershad, along with the P of Charmo-
nai, an orthodox sectarian leader. recently
formed the islamic Oikva bFront. He s ficlding
more than 200 candidates but he has been
barred {rom coniesting the polls atler o con-
VICOLO 1 @ Carrppstion case,

In the election manileso ol s party, Mr,
Ershad declared that he wosdd create six prov-
inces in the country 1 voted to power. The
impiementation of this pledge will alse require
a copstitutional change

Meanwhiic, there has beenwidespread con-
cern over the chief of the interim Governmeny,
Justice Tatitur Bahman's recent remarks that
he will consider any proposal for him to be-
come the next President

In ajouint statement, 4 group ol aminent per-
sonalities demanded an fmmediate clarifica-
tion  from  the head of the caretaker
government about the ¢conimment he made
while exchanging views with members of the
Overseas Carrespondents” Association.

Ihey feared that Justice Rahman may have
already got an assurance from certain political
partics to become the next President. The
statement  termed  Justice Rahman's com-
ments “immoral” and said i went against the
spirit of the non-party Government.

-
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- Interim Gouvt.

provokes criticism
< With poll move

3‘,? v By Our Special Correspondent (4 \6

DHAKA, AUG. 29. Even as controversy continues over an amendment to
the electoral laws, the interim Government led by Mr. Justice Latifur
Rahman has now approved a second amendment to the contro-
versial provisions which most major political parties of Bangiadesh
are opposed to. .

The recently promulgated ordinance gives the Chief Etection Com-
missioner (CEC) absolute powers which are in contravention of the
country's constitution, according 1o senior constitutional experts
and major political parties. The Chief Election Commissioner, Mr. M.
A. Sayed's action in forming a “security council” with the three chiefs
of the armed forces and himself as the chief, without the knowledge
of the other three Election Commissioners, has been met with pro-
tesis.

While the Begum Khaleda Zia-led BNP-Jamaat axis endorsed most
of the new provisions but chjecting to some, the Awami League led
by Sheikh Hasina, objected to the creation of the Security Council
with the CEC as its chief,

Mr, Abdul Gaffar Chowdhury, a columnist and litterateur, who
now lives in London but writes regularly in Dhaka’s leading dailies,
has expressed apprehension at "“the implementation of a secret blue-
print 7" to defeat the secular democratic forces which freed Bangla-
desh from Pakistan in 1971.

While critical about the Awami League for its lapses when in gov-
ernment, Mr. Chowdhury — whose song “Amar Bhaer rakte ranganc
ekushe February, ami ki bhulite pari (how can [ forget the blood of
my brothers shed on February 21) was the guiding spirit of the secu-
lar Bengali nationhood — also chided Sheikh Hasina for not under-
standing beforehand “a subtle conspiracy”.

Mr. Chowdhury said: “Despite limitations and shortcomings the
survival of the nation's secular democracy depends largely on the
winning of the Awami League — the pro- liberation forces — in the
coming election... have every reasons to believe that the Pakistani
hands are quite visible. Otherwise the caretaker Government headed
by the former Chief lustice of the country could not have replaced
the nation’s Liberation War heroes from various key State positions
and replaced them by the known anti-liberation elements, including
the war criminals of 1971".

Sheikh Hasina, who taunched her formal election campaign from
Sylhet today, eariier told a gathering of the country’s intellectuals
and leading professionals that “a secret plan® to install the “defeated
forces of 1971 in power was on. She hoped that the Interim Govern-
ment would refrain from actions which exposed its “'partisan charac-
fer'”.

Sheikh Hasina said “Please do consider the coming election as our
second liberation war...] am telling you a serious conspiracy is on to
undo the popuiar mandate.**

With elections a little more than a month away, the leading players
have finalised their candidates — a tough task because of internal
feuding — and are expected to announce the lists within a day or two.
The alliance of the Jamaat-E-Islami and BNP is facing a crucial test of
its unity as disagreements have already surfaced over seat-sharing.
Begum Khaleda, however, expressed her confidence that her alliance
will win the elections with two-thirds majority.

According to Begum Kbaleda,fhe country is now united in “resist-
ing the Awami League”,
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({ORTENTS IN DH

| Care‘raker government hecoFﬁé’??antroversaal

| OR the first time since 1991 Bangladesh’s novel experi-
i ment with the concept of a neutral caretaker government

| to conduct fair elections has run into rough weather. Since its |

inst£llation in office on 158 July, the NCG have taken a series

Some had openly collaborated with the Pakistanis against

of Bengalis. The head of Bangladesh’s official news agency, a

. respected journalist and freedom fighter, has been replaced

. by a committed Pakistani loyalist who had played a key role
i In the genocide of Bengalis in Chittagong. Mainstream news-
. papers have expressed outrage against the appointment of
. “this well known war criminal” and forced the NCG to insti-
~tute an inquiry. Even heads of sports control boards have
. been replaced although they have no role in elections,/Such

moves are unprecedented. ?f o

Sheikh Hasina is not wrong to publicly accuse the NCG of
pursuing an “unfortunate partisan line” whose purpose is to
defeat the Awami League by following a “Pakistani blue-
print”. BNP and Jamaat leaders admit that many appointees
: are their own men. No wonder there is no let up in the Isla-
" mists’ attack on the minorities. The ones in Jessore are their
- latest victims. Nor have the huge arms stockpiled by the
" Islamists been touched. Unless the NCG can assert itself and

rise above partisan considerations not only will 1 October’s

parliamentary elections he threatened but?gladesh's

nascent democracy may be in serious jeopardy.

of fontroversial measures. To correct a few appointments
* made by Sheikh Hasina for electoral advantage the NCG
ave gone overboard and replaced as many as 1500 key offi-
ials mostly by supporters of the BNP and Islamist groups.

{ Bangladesh’s liberation war and participated in the massacre
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Interim Gowt.’s actions come

By Our Special Correspondent

DHAKA, AUG. 26. [ an unpreceden-
ted move in the history of Bangla-
desh, a caretaker Government
whose sole duty is to hold a free
and fair clection, has taken highly
controversial steps one after an-

other. VL g '—'L'U\l

According to re J(l‘ts appearing
in the mainstream Bengali news-
papers, many of the actions taken
by the Government were “highly
controversial and questionable”
Mass circulated dailies such as fa-
nakantha, Sanghad and Bhorer
Kagaj were critical of the mass
transfers of top bureaucrats and
the termination of contractual
jobs given by the immediate past
Government of Sheikh Hasina.
They termed these moves as a “'a
well-chalked-out conspiracy o
destroy the caretaker Govern-
ment’s conceplt itself”

Supporters of the secular dem-
ncratic forces which are known as
“pro-Liberation” in Bangladesh
politics, have alsa  expressed
alarm at what they dubbed as a
“planned conspiracy to rehabil-
itate pro-Pakistani elements in
key positions by replacing those
senior professionals who fought
in the nation’s War of Liberation
in 19717

On  her return home  from
abroad three days ago, the Awami
League leader and former Prime
Minister, Sheikh Hasina, publicly
accused the Government of toe-
ing “‘an unfortunate partisan
ting™ and decried that respected
freedom fighters in key positions
were being replaced by “either
‘Rajakars’ — local collaborators of
the Pakistani army in 1971 — or

by 'war criminals’ of the natjion's
independence war against Pakis-
an'. It is hard to guess why such
things are being done by a care-
taker administration whose job is
only to hold the clection. The
Awami Leaguc’s general secreta-

I Iy, Mr. Zillur Rahman, has issued

several statements  meanwhile,
saying, "a subtle conspiracy’ was
on to defeat his party in the Octo-
ber 1 election. Mr. Rahman also
accused a "'Pakistani blueprint™
in the unprecedented transfers
and appointments in the civil bu-
reaucracy and police depart-
ments.

But these actions of the Gov-
crnment have been heartily wel-
comed by the Begum Khaleda
Zia-led alliance in which the fun-
damentalist Jamaat-c-Tslami
plavs a key role. According to sev-
cral Bengali newspapers and the
tnglish daily, Bangladesh Obsere-
er. the Government has created
“unnccessary controversies’ and
suggested in their special com-
mentaries  and  editorials  that
those actions must be reviewed
and corrected in the interest of
maintaining the neutrality of the
administration.

However, Begum Khaleda Zia
and her famaati allies alleged that
the Awami League was not allow-
ing the administration to run in-
dependently, They said the party
was applying “pressure tactics”

The daily Prothom Alo, which
had been critical of the Awami
League  government, has  also
questioned some recent postings
and removals in the state-owned
media  organisation, BSS, and
BTV. The Government has re-
moved senior professionals with

Bangladesh school children
hold placards demanding free
and fair general elections in
Dhaka recently. — AP

pro-Liberation backgrounds and

replaced them by “highly ques-
tinnable persons with anti-Liber-
ation hackgrounds™.

“Agreed, the past government
may have appointed its chosen
persons in some sclected posi-
tions, but can those persons be
replaced by those who have
strong links with another political
party, and are also accused of be-
ing involved in activities like kill-
ing of Bengalis in the nation's war
of Liberation?”, the daily ques-
tioned in an editorial while com-
menting on Mr. Haroon Habib's
removal as the chief editor of BSS.

It is underseandable that in the
highly politicised Bangladesh so-
ciety, the caretaker Gavernment
bad 1o take steps most judiciously

“depoliticise the administra-
tion"', if at atl required, in the in-
terest of helding the gencral

nder a cloud

election in a free and fair manner.,
But the guestion is how the Gov-
ernment would justify the remoy-
al of scores of chainnen in
Bangladesh’s sporting arena, in-
cluding the chief of the Cricket
Control Board, Mr. Saber Hossain
Chowdhury, whose able leader-
ship carned o name for the coun-
try in world cricket? ow can Dr.
Sved Mudasser Ali, a freedom
fighter and Director General of
the Bangladesh Health Services,
wha has been transterred out of
the job, affect the free holding of
the elections? And how will the
Government justify its actions in
remaving the directors in nation-
atised banks?

At least 1,500 key officials have
been removed and newspapers
said most ol them have been re-
placed by supporters of the anti-
Liberation lobby. The chicf of the
national news agency BSSs, Mr,
Haraon Tlabib, a freedom fighter,
has been replaced by Mr. Mofakk-
harul Anam, a non-Bengali and
half the members of whose tamily
still live in Pakistan.

Major dailies, freedom fighters
and culturad and literary organisa-
tions have criticised the removal
of Mr. Habib and alleged that Mr.
Anam had played a key role in
several massacres of Bengalis in
Chittagong during the nation’s
War of Liberution.

In the face of serious ailega-
tions and investigative reports
about the new boss of the BsS
carried by the media. the Govern-
ment has censtituted an inquiry
comimnittee to investigate whether
Mr. Hahib's removal was donce
properly and whether his succes:
50T was a “war criminal’’. -

N
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over attacks on Hindus!

Dhaka, November 25 ) 5‘/! ,‘\

BANGLADESH'S HIGH Court
has ordered the Government to
explain why steps should not
be taken to protect the coun-
try’'s Hindu religious minority
as media todav stammed the
arrest of a senior journalist
who campaigns against Eslamic
fundamentalism.

The court gave the govern-
ment one month to explain why
it should not be asked “to take
proper steps to protect the
country's religious minorities
from terrorist attacks on
minorities,” judicial sources
said.

Judges Abdul Matin and
Marrziul Huq issued the order
last night following a petition
filed by Ain-o-Salish Kendra, a
legal rights group. Kendra
aileged that in the run up to
last month’s polls, “the minori-
ties came under various
threats, attacks and persecu-
tion and were subjected to loot-
ing of their properties.”
“Women and children were
also subjected to rape and tor-
ture,” it said citing its indepen-
dent investigation and newspa-
per reports.

In a related development,
journalist and anti-Muslim
fundamentalism campaigner

Shahriar Kabir, arrested for
alleged anti-state activities on
his return from India three
davs ago, was scheduled to be
brought before a magistrate's
court here today for the hear-
ing of a bail petition. a
spokesman for his group said.

He said the government
might petition to keep him in
detention for further question-
ing.

“We have already petitioned
the court to remove him to hos-
pital on health grounds and
also give hitn division” to sepa-
rate him from petty criminals
at the Dhaka central jail, the
spokesman said.

Kabir had been filming and
writing about the alleged
attacks on Bangladesh’s minor-
ity Hindu population around
the October 1 general elections
which brought Prime Minister
Khaleda Zia’s Islamist-allied
government to power.

As part of his investigation
he visited India to speak to
Hindus who fled Bangladesh
because of the alleged attacks.
The government has denied
that Hindus have been
attacked.

A home minisiry statement
said Kabir was “involved in a
heinous bid to tarnish the
image of Bangladesh and its

government.” It said items
geized from him, including pic-
tures and video footage, were
“objectionable, misleading,
instigating and provocative to
destroy communal harmony™

“Kabir had a made a whirl-
wind tour across India with
ulterior motives to shoot video
films,” it said, adding the gov-
ernment was investigating
with a view to taking legal
action against him. Kabir
reportedly denied the charges
and said he was doing his job.

The Daily Star newspaper
blasted the government for
arresting the journalist, saying
“whatever Shariar Kabir has
said were public statements
and there is nothing which sug-
gests anti-state activities.” “We
say this because statements
coming from the official word
almost sounds like he has been
found guilty even before his
trial.”

The Prothom Alo and Sang-
bad dailies also protested the
government’s “high-handed
attitude” and called for his
release.

The Alo said evervthing he
did was in the open and called
on the government to respect
human rights in dealing with
him.

AFP
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Bangla govt

|

A rejects
Partiality
charges .

qﬁg
Dhaka, Aug, 21’?/(19’[‘ );

Bangladesh’s caretaker govern.
ment tonight rejected charges of
partiality and askeg political par-
ties to respect the People’s man-
date in the October 1 parliamen-
tary elections,

Chief advisor of the inierim
administration justice Latifur
Rahman saig in a televised ad-
dress to the nation his govern-
ment was not 4gainst or for any
political party byt ig following the
constitution jn a non-partisan
nianner.

Calling upon political parties
to respect the beople’s mandate,
the former chief Jjustice, without
naning Shej Hasina anqg
Begum Khaleda Zia, said he was
worried at the level of distrust
and intolerance between
the two major contenders for
power,

He said the DPresent situation
in the country was more compiex
than during 1991 ang 1996, when |
general elections were held under
neutral caretaker governments,
due to greater infuence of black
money and criminalisation of S0~
ciety

- “All these cannot be cleared in
the brief period before the Octo-
ber 1 elections,” he said in the 15
minute speech.

The Awami League has ques-
tioned the neutrality of the
Rehman government and de.
manded cancellation of appoint-
ments of all those who the party
said had politica) leanings in the
interest of free and fair polls,

YHE TELEGRAPB
7 2 ALG 201
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By Harvon Habib

DHAKA, ALG. 19. The Bangladesih
Chiet Flection Cormmnissioner, Vi
MAL Sved, has announced the
much-expected election schedule
with the polling dare fixed tor Oc-
roher 1 and assured that all steps
would be taken ro hold a free. fair
and credibte election,

“The suceess of any election
jargelv depends on the behaviour
of contending condidirtes... 1 po-
litely urge them to follow the clec-
fivn  code of conduct and
mainain peace showing murual
respect being imbued with demo-
cratic spirit,” he said in a speech
over radio and relevision 1onight
while announcing the schedule.

Under the schedule to elect the
country's eighth Jativa Sangsad —
Parliament, the last date for filing
naminations is August 29, while
the nomination papers will be
serutinised on August 30 and 31
September 6 has been fixed as the
tast date for withdrawal of nomi-
nations while the voting will be
held on October 1 (Monday). The
country is going o clect 4 new
Parliament after the last Parlia-
ment, for the first time in Bangla-
desh's history, survived its full
term and 2 denmocratic Goven-
ment fed by the Prime Minister,
Sheikh Nasina. completed its full
tenure.

The CEC said that despice fears

of possible inclc‘ﬁcgtd Q-\%’ithcr,
the election schedule was fixed af-
ter eonsidering weather forecasts,
consilting tocal and foreign me-
teorological experts and political
parties.

Mr. Syed “‘categorically” said
the independent Election Com-
mission as well as the President
and the Caretaker Government
were pledge-bound to hold a neu-
tral and peaceful election and
“we simply assure you to do ev-
erything possible so that vou can
freely go to polling stations and
return home safely.”” The CEC
said the army would be deployed
along with paramilitary BDR, po-
lice, and ansars.

Mr. Syed said the indepundent
commission made some changes
in the rules to avoid confusions
involving the election results in
view of the "bitter experiences”
in the past,

Under the changes, all election
agents will have to sign the result
sheets and they would be provid-
ed with copies of results. The pre-
siding officers will wiite the
number of votes polled by the
candidates in words along with
figures.

[fe szid the commission this
time had inereased the number of
polling centres o cope with the
growing number of vorers csti-
mated to be about seven and a
lialf crore.

A%
He urpe®the government ofti-

cials ajd emplovecs 1o be con-
gaged |in election  duties to
mainiain strict neutrality ignoring
all itegal and unwanted inffuen-
ces assuring that the commission
would ensure their all out securi-
ty. But. he warned, in the event of
failure 1o discharge dutics with
neutratity, the oificials would face
tough actions including imptis-
pnment. retrenchment and pen-
alty under the cxisting laws and
be barred from dwiies in all future
polls.

The Election Comrmission will

now enjoy more power and ete-
vated status, having authority
over the entire district adminis-
tration in line with the Constite-
tion and existing electoral taws
with the announcement of the
election schedule.
No Deputy Commissioners ov Su-
perintendents of Police and their
subordinate officials serving in
the district will be transferred to
any place without prior consulia-
tion with the commission until 15
days after the declaration of the
result of the election, legal experts
at the commussion said.

“It shall be the duty of ail exec-
utive authoritics to assist the
Ftection Commission in the dis-
charge of its functions,” Articie
126 of the Constitution says,

Under the Representation of
People Order (RPO), the Deputy

T it

esh CEC promises fair polls

Commissianers and Superintend -
ents of Police and their subordi
nate officials amd the judirial
officers  below  districr  judges
must render their support for the
purposes of eleenion.

The  commisston  may  alo
transfer any officiul under the dis-
trict and police administration if
it thinks necessary {or the sake of
a frec and fair election. A Deputy
Commissioner or Superintendent
ol Police or any officer subordi-
nate 1o any of then shall be trans-
ferred outside the district if the
comnission requests in writing
that such transfer 1« necessary in
the interest of fair vlection.” sec-
tion 44 E (21 of the RPO savs.

It also said “no person whose
name appears in # panel prepared
under Article 4 shall be trans-
ferred outside the district without
the prior approval of the Return-
ing officer tilt the polls are taken.”

The cammission has already
prepared a panel ol polling per-
sonnel including tiwe Presiding
Officers, Assistant Presiding Off-
cers and Polling Officers,

Hnder another law enagted in
1991, the district administration
and pther officials concerned may
face rough disciplinary actions jn-
cluding suspensjon and  demo-
tion for “deliberate failure” in
election duties. -



By Haroon Habih \/\Q A

have been raised by n quarters and a

said the assassination of Mujib was “an in-
delible disgraceful chapter” in the nation’s

- Maretaken{/covt.’sxc%ction sparks row

DHAKA, AUG. 18. The carctaker Government of
Bangladesh, which has completed one month
in office. has touched off a conroversy by ef-
fecting & major shake-up of the police and ad-
ministrative sct-up.

The Awami League led by Sheikh Hasina has
accused the Government of replacing “pro-
Liberation ™~ officials with “identified anti- Lib-
eration elements”.

The massive reshuffle in the administration
was welcomed hy the four-party alliance led
by Begum Khaleda Zia. 1t is significant that the
fundamenealist Jamaat-e-Islami plays a key
role in this political grouping.

The Awami League and its supporters in the
cultural, intellectual and professional fronts
have termed the shake-up as a “subtle con-
spiracy’ to ensure the party's defeat in the
election.

“We are really alarmed at such actions of
the caretaker Government, and it appears to
us that they are virtually fulfilting the agenda
of a particular political party”, said Sheikh Ha-
sina, who on Thursday left Ganobhaban, the
state guest house which she had used as her
official residence as Prime Minister.

“I am leaving Ganobhaban since questions

casc has been filed agaihpt the Cabinet deci-
sion to allocate me the state guest house”, she
told reporters as she walked out of the red-
brick building.

“F have now left Ganobhaban, now let the
BNP chief Begum Khaleda Zia leave the resi-
dence of the former army chief and President
at the Dhaka cantonment’.

The cantonment residence has been used
by Khaleda Zia ever since her husband, Gen.
Ziaur Rahman, was assassinated in 1981.

The caretaker Government observed *Na-
tional Mourning Day” on Aug. 15 by paying
tributes to the nation’s Founding Father,
Sheikh Mujibur Rahman, whose assassins arc
still awaiting the final verdict on their convic-
tion.

The President, Mr. Justice Shahabuddin
Ahmed, and the Chief Adviser to the Caretaker
Government, Mr. Justice Latifur Rahman, paid
tributes to the national hero at his Dhanmandi
residence, where he was assassinated in 1975
along with most of his family members.

A leading member of the Council of Advis-
ers, Syed I[shtiaque Ahmed. visited Mujib’s
grave ar Tungipara, 100 km from Dhaka.

In their messages on the day, the President

L

= =

history.

The Chief Adviser said the nation achieved
independence under Mujib's fearless leader-
ship. “He placed an independent and sover-
eign Bangladesh in a presdgious position in
the world arena®.

Meanwhile, the Mujib murder trial faced
another sethack on Thursday after defence
counsel suid they felt “prejudiced” to make
subrnissions hefore the judge of the appeals
court, Mr. fustice Golam Rabbani, and de-
manded reconstitution of the Appellate Dhivi-
sian.

The judge, whoe was cmbarrassed, an-
nounced that he was withdrawing from the
case. The Chicl Justice. Mr. Mahmudul Amin
Chowdhury, said Justice Rabbani had decided
to withdraw himsell from hearing the case in
line with the time-honoured values of the
court as “mere doing justice is not enough, it
must be seen to have been done™.

Legal experts said in accordance with the
Constitution and relevant laws, the President
would now appoint a High Court judge in the
Appellate Division on an ad-hoc basis in place

of Justice Rabbani. /
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TEST FOR DHAKA

C%retaker gove}n “ént must act constitutionally

HE neutral caretaker government in Bangladesh whose
constitutional mandate is to oversee and conduct next
October’s parliamentary elections in a free and fair manner is |

having a tough time with the two main contending parties —

the Awami League and the BNP — accusing it of favouring
the other in winning the parliamentary poll. In fact so sharp
is their attack that many rightly feel that it is uncalled for
and is meant to keep the caretaker government under pres-
sure. But is this fair? For instance the main Oppesition leader
Begum Khaleda Zia has accused the caretaker government of
- “not being neutral as it has allowed the presence of pro-
Awami League bureaucrats all over the administration which
would make elections a farce.” Ironically she had expressed
“complete satisfaction” and “lauded” the caretaker govern-
ment's efforts in transferring the “pro-Awami League sec-
retaries from key ministries” three days after it was sworn in.
She has even threatened to launch a movement if the
administration was “not freed from Awami League influence.”
Some of her alliance leaders have even threatened poll
boyeott. Of 40 kiiled in political clashes since the caretaker
government was sworn in on 15 July almest 30 belong to
Awami League. Hasina too has doubted the neutrality of the

. caretaker government by accusing it of “adopting hurried

measurers to ensure electoral victory of a particular party.”
Leaders of both major parties must realise that they can't
doubt the neutrality of the caretaker government just be-
cause its actions are not te their liking. The welcome feature
of this government is that se far it has not sought to humour
either of the two main parties. It has to formulate and
. implement policies which will have wide general acceptance
! and not serve vested interests of any political party. Hasina,
being the enunciator of the unique caretaker government
concept, should not say or do anything which would help her
rivals undermine it and frustrate the elections. It is clear
from the demands of Begum Zia and her three alliance part-
ners that they do not want elections to be held by the cons-
titutional deadline of 90 days of the caretaker government
taking charge. They want morg time for sorting out their
differences in reaching seat adjustments. This is a consti-
tutional impessibility. /



Transfers done to ensure,
neutrality, says caretaker Govt.

A
\«0 By Haroon Habibp

DHAKA, AUG 11. 1.¢s5 than a rhonth
in office, the caretaker Govern-
ment headed by Mr, Justice Lati-
fur Rahman has made drastic
changes in the police and civil ad-
ministrations, transferring, ap-
puinting  amt  re-appointing
several thousands of officials to
give the administration a “neutral
look™.

Thought criticised for the al-
Jeged “harassment”, the interim
Government has defended the
transfers, saying such transfers
and postings will continue till the
poll schedule is announced. Four
advisers (who are equivalent (o
Cabinet Ministers) said here at a
joint news conference that the
translers and paostings in the ad-
ministration were made "to cre-
ate an atmasphere conducive to
free and fair elections™. Mr. Abdul
Mayeed Chowdhury, who holds
various portfolios, including that
of Information Ministry, said the
transfers and postings wauld con-
tinue till the election schedule
was announced. The caretaker
Government appears determined
to prove its “neutrality’’ but its
actions have been questioned by
the media and a section of politi-

cal partics, particularly the Awami
League, which have labelled these
actions unjust” and  Umyste-
rious’.

One major task that the care-
taker Government has undertak-
en is the amendment 1o the
Representation of People’s Order
{RPO) which regulates the coun-
try's efection. ‘The President, Mr.
Shahabuddin Ahined, who is now
the supreme commander of the
armed forces. has promulgated
an Ordinance hringing major
changes in the 1972 electoral
faws,

The Ordinance empowers
members of the armed forces to
arrest anvone without a warrant
while performing clection duties.
However, the amended law au-
thorises the election commission
to take punitive measures against
members of law-enforcing agen-
cies if they “fail to discharge’”
their election duties.

The Awami League is in favour
of the deplovment of the army
during the elections to maintain
law and order but opposes giving
it magistracy powers. But the
Awami League's main challenger,
the Bangladesh Nationalist Party
(BNP) and the Jamaat-E-islami
are in favour of giving the armed

forces magistracy powers. A lead-

ing Bangladesh daily, the jana-

kantha, asked whether (he
forthcoming ¢lections were going
to be held “under democratic en-
vironment, or under a mini-imar-
tial law.”

The Ordinance amending the
1972 RPO empowers the Election

Commission to formulate rules
based on this electoral law, Et also
suggesis  punitive  measures
against any violation of decisions
of the Election Commission con-
sidering as disregard for the High
Coure.

Meanwhile, the
four-party rightist alliance, Be-

chief af the -

gum Khaleda Zia, has begun her .
formal election campaign from i

Svlhet. She claimed that her alli-
ance, despite the fact that it has
vet to finalise seat-sharing among
partners, will win the next paoll
and form a “nationalist govern-
ment’”’. Her rival, Sheikh Hasina
has asserted no one will be able to
defeat her party through conspir-
acy in the next election if the par-
ty workers stand united behind
the candidates, “People will vore
for Boat ther party election symi-
boi). and there is no force in the
country that can beat the Awarni

League.” /
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lls on schedule:

| "{9 l By Haroon Habib ‘é (_%/

DHAKA, AUG. 5. The Bangladesh President, Mr.
Justice Shahabuddin Ahmed, has said}that the
general elections, which dre to be held within
90 days of the caretaker Government thking of-
fice, wilt be held within the time Limit.

According to Mr. Ahmed}, there was no scope
for extending the 90-day deadline even in case
of natural calamitics seriking the nation.

The strong assertions of the head of state,
who is now more than the titular head with
defence under his command and the caretaker
Government accountable to him, have earned
the appreciation of those who have been fear-
ing that some political parties were conspiring
tu delay the election. But the President, who, as
chief of the country's first caretaker Govern-
ment, had successfully conducted the 1991
general elections, must have also displeased a
powerful section who are strangly opposed to
an carly poll scheduie.

The President also stated that the elections
imust be held by October [ since the carctaker
Government took oath on July 15.

Mr. Ahmed, who was speaking to members of
the Dhaka Reporters tinity, also ruled out the
possibility of any serious violence during the
polls. “Adequate measurces will be taken and
the caretaker Government will immohilise the
use of illegal arms if cemplete recovery is not
pussible”, he said.

On the slow progress in recovering illegal
arms, the outspoken President who had crit-

icised both the Awami League government and
opposition BNP time and again during last five
years, blamed political parties for the use of
dATIIs,

Mr. Justice Ahmed, who is now the supreme
cammander of the armed forces, also disap-
proved of deploving the army for recovering
arms ar giving them magisterial powers during
the election. "Anuvs recovery is the job of the
police. The army should not perform the rale of
the police.” (e alsa said that except in the case
of any catastrophic situation, the role of the
army shouid be limited to cooperation with the
civil administration.

The President’s assertions must highly frus-
trate the BNP-led four-party combine led by
Begum Khaleda Zia, the main challenger of the
Awami League headed by Sheikh Hasina. The
BNP alliance has been strongly opposing an-
nouncement of the poll schedule " before en-
suting a congenial dtmosphere”. It has also
been demanding review of all political cases
filed during the tenure of the Awami League
and asking for the publication of a "white pa-
per’” on the “misrule” of Sheikh Hasina. it also
demanded that the Government “clean up the
administration. removing Awami League sup-
porters’.

But Sheikh Hasina has issued a warning tha
it the schedule of election was not announced
seon, her party would resist “all moves to frus-
trate the evil designs”. Hasina said the carelak-
er Government’s lunction was only to hold the

Bangladesh President

election within the constitutional time-frame,
and that it had no right 1o review the actions of
an elected government

While the President ruled out deploying the
army in recovering illegal arms. a high-power
delegation of the BNP called an the Chief Ad-
visor, Justice Latifur Rahman, and demanded
“urgent deployiment of the army for recovering
illegal arms tawards creating a congenial atmo-
sphere tor a fam eleclion”.

Both the BNP and its ally, famaat-e-Islami,
are strongly in favour of giving the army magist-
erial powers during the clection. But the Awami
League is opposed to any such measure which
miight undermine the supremacy of the civil
administration.  The BNP expressed its appre-
ciation of “all the sieps taken by the carctaker
Gavernment”, thaugh Begum Zia had claimed
earfier that the Government was “not neutral.”
She also commented thar fearing sure defeat in
the election, the Awamni League had started crit-
icising the caretaker Government.

The Chief Advisor, meanwhile, assured rep-
resentatives of the international cormmunity
that all necessary steps waukl be taken to hold
the Parliamentary polls in a frea, fair and trans-
parentmanner. T expect parinership and sup-
port ot your Governmetils and organisations to
help meet the challenges of carrying forward
Bangladesh into the new millennium™, fustice
Rahman told heads of diplomatic missions and
representatives of internariongl-trganisations
and donor agencies.
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;/ Bangladesh com ' to democracy: Carter -

~
By Haroon Rabib |} {) A
DMAKA, AUG 4.The former U.S. President, Mr.
Jimmy Carter today expressed optimism that
democracy had a bright future in Bangladesh.
“The future of democracy in Bangladesh is ve-
ry bright™ he told a news conference before
winding up a three-day pre- election observa-
tion tour here.

The former LS. President said Bangladesh
was "just for conftinuation and improvement
of democracy”, a process which would be fur-
ther strengthened with the holding of the
forthcoming elections in a free, fair and peace-
ful manner. He said the people of Bangladesh
were committed 1o demeocracy as exemplified
in the elections of 1991 and 1996 which were
“honest and fair” and accepted by all parties.
The institution of carctaker government was a
demonstration of that commitment, he ob-
served. But Mr. Carter was quick to add that
the threat of violence and the inability of par-
ties to work together atter the elections wete
the biggest problems facing Bangladesh. He
expressed the hope thar if the solemn pledges
made by political parties during interactions
with him were followed, the situation would
imprave,

Mr. Carter, who arrived here on Thursday
heading a five-member delegation from the
U.S.-based National Democratic Instifute
(NDI) and the Carter Centre to observe the
pre-election situation, said the party leaders
had said they would accept the poll results,
renounce violence and hartals and ensure a
meaningful role for the opposition in the next
parliament. “We prepared the commitments
and they endorsed those with sume moder-
ation’’.

Earlier, My, Carter gave a brief summary of
the outcome of his meeting with the Chief Ad-
viser, Mr. Justice Latifur Rahman of the care-
taker goverrument and politicians and read out
the salient features of the recommendation

The former Bangladesh rime Minister, Sheikh Hasina, with the former U.S. President,

Mr. Jimmy Carter, at a hotel in Dhaka on Friday. — AP

made by his delegation to make the coming
elections beneficial for democracy in Bangla-
desh. He said the NI and the Carter Centre
would continue to menitor the election proc-
ess and extend their assistance to advance
Bangladesh's democratic development. Mr.
Carter, who expressed satisfaction over the
pre-poll situation, said his delegation felt that
both legal and illegal arms should he confis-
cated before the elections. 1 have no doubt
about the holding of the clections in a fair and
peaceful manner, he said.” Mr. Carter felt that
if needed, the caretaker government could de-
ploy the armed forces to recover itlegal arms,

Describing the caretaker government as a
unique feature of Bangladesh, the forrper 1.8,
Presjdent said countries having similar situa-
tions could opt for this mechanism to hold fair
polls.

Repiying to a question, Mr. Carter said nei-
ther wealth noy full literacy were guarantees
for a flourishing democracy and cited that de-
spite being “cent per cent literate there is no
desnocracy in Cuba™ . 1 doi't think there is
demoeracy in China, ” he cbserved and added
that intolerance certainly impeded the growth,
of demoeracy in many places, including Ban-
gladesh.
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e Bangla poll
panel Wants
tull auto

DHAKA, Jul} bangia»
dosh Electicon Commmqmn
miuast be given full autonorm to
aold free and fair polls, the
chief election commissioner,
Mr M A Syed, said.

He said: “We need total free-
dom to recruit employees for the
commission, design budget and
formulate rules and regulations
on our own to ensure free and
fuir elections.” He was speaking
to reporters after a meeting
.»jL'h the advisory council on

y leiﬁl‘lh proposals.
:-IiC connall on Moadar 11;.(
sved chn draft o
= amead the neprcscma-“gn
o reaple Order.

The amendment proposal is
the first ever since the RPO
was enacted in 1972 before
first general elections in 1973,
Mr Syed, whose appointmént
a vear ago was opposed by the
Begun: Zia-led Opposition alli-

dilce, ;"v:. *hc examples of in:,.

: thi. election
chirery in lH(lir — PTL
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By Haroon Habih

DHAKA, BILY 15. Justice Latifur Rah-
man, thg former Chief [ustice of
Bangladesh, was sworn in as the
Chicf Adviser of the neutral care-
taker government here this eve-
ning.

President Mr. Justice Shahabud-
din Ahmed administered the oarh
of office, at a 10-minute ceremony,
when the third constitutional in-
terim government teok over fol-
lowing the end of the full five-year
tenure of the Government led by

\\ Bangladesh Chief
W Adviser sworn in

Sheikh Hasina. Leaders of the four
party opposition alliance including
its chief, Begum Khaleda Zia bov-
cotted the ceremony. They crili-
cised  Presidert  Shahabuddin
Ahmed for allegedly listening to the
advice of the outgoing Prime Min-
ister, and not them, regarding the
timing of the swearing-in of Mr. La-
tifur Rahman. Begum Khaleda Zia,
however, later congratulated Mr.
Rahman in a statement. which also
said that the four-parly alliance
had boycotted the ceremony to
protest the change in schedule.
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DHAKA, July i4. - Bangla-

. desh Prime Minister 3heikh
. Hasina Wajed is likelv 1o

hand over power to a non-par
ty caretaker government t-

P morrow to seck a fresh man-

date as the counire’s Farlia-
ment stood dissolved last
night after rompletion of iis
five-year term.

Former Chiefl Jusiice Lati-
fur Rahman is expectad to he
sworn-in as Chief Advisor to-
morroew by President Shaha-
buddin Ahmed. With Justice
Rahman's swearing-in,
Sheikh Hasina's Cabinel will
cease L0 exist.

The Chief Advisor will then
appoint at least 10 Advizors
of the caretaker government
that would hold general clec-
tiens within 90 days of the
Parliament’s dissolution . by

14 ()ctnber/

19 ST

Sheikh Hasinalearlier ad-
ged Lhe President to appoeint
the Chief Advisor on 15 July

ov any day set
by the Presi-

\

Zeceurity bee-
v oup Armed
Bangladeshi ri-
ot police today
set up security
posis  at key
points here
ahand of the ex-
pected appoint.
ment of a care
taker ruler to |
iead the coun- |
wy to new elee-
ilons, adds
Reuter. There were threats by
Dpnosition parties to impose
“reople’s rule” unless the
caretaker authority takes
over immediately.

Hasina's government will
be the first in Bangladesh’s

er go

history to serve its full term.
Fears of violence -have
grown since four people were
killed and about
00 wounded in
sporadic clash-
es vesterday
and the day be-
fore  between
Awami League
activists  and
others loyal to
the Opposition
Bangladesh Na-
tionalist Party
headed by Be-
gum Khaleda
Zia, Hasina's

Sheikh Hasina: Term ends predecessor in

power.

Hasina has promised an or-
derly transfer of power and to
keep trying to uphold demoe-
racy.

Khaleda told thousands of
supporters in Dhaka last
night that the “nation feels

vt likely

relieved that Hasina's auto
cratic rule has ended”.

“The country’s administra
tion will be taken over by the
people if the appointment of :
caretaker government is de
layed,” she said.

Paramilitary forces have
been called out in several cit-
ies, including the Chittagong
port city to reinforce security.

In Dhaka, police barrica-
ded roads leading to the of
ten volatile Dhaka Universi-
ty and let teachers and sty-
dents through anly after
checking identily cards and
bags, witnezses said.

Universjty officials said
Hasina and Khaleda's stu-
dent supporters were pre-
paring for a campus battle
today. Students play a key
role in Bangladeshi politics
and rival groups regularly |
fight each other for contral of |
their campuses.



!/ﬁangla Housé
\\i o ]\amdissolvcd \L\\Zﬁ

, July 13. — - Ba
. desh Parliament was dissolved |

\ tonight at the end of its five- |

year term amidst stray vio- .
' Jence that left one dead.This is |

| the first time in Bangladesh’s

| 30-year history that Parlia-

! ment has completed its term.
\i The prime minister, Sheikh
| Hasina, is set to step down
paving the way for a neutral~
\ caretaker government whi
. will supervise general ttions
¢ later this year.
. — PT1
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y Haroon Habib

5 the countdown for the trans-
a caretaker authority began,
the Cabinet of thy Prime Minister, Sheikh Ha-
sina held its last heeting on Monday and the
Opposition called\for a midnight march on
Jily 13 to coincide with the end of the “au-
tocratic fenure’”

The four-party Opposition alliance led by
Beguin Khaleda Zia has announced that it will
“celebrate the end of the autocratic rule”™ with
a mass procession in Dhaka. The ruling Awami
teague has decided to continue the current
parllament session till 12 p.m. on July 13 in
responise to the Opposition’s threat to “drag
the Government down” with a mass agitation
before it completed its tenure .

Begum Khaleda Zia's directive to her party-
men o demonstrate on Julv 13 was termed as
“provocative” by the ruling party which in
wirn has decided to observe a “Democracy
Festival” from July 13 not only in Dhaka but all
over the country to mark the completion of
five years inn government. [t remains to be seen
if the political demonstrations will lead to a
deterioration of law and order. The President,
Mr. Justice Shahabuddin Ahmed on Monday
hosted a traditional farewell dinner for Sheikh
Hasina’'s Council of Ministers.

At a massive rally on Monday, Begum Kha-
leda Zia asked the people to 1ake 1o the streets
on midnight of July 13 if the Government
falled to hand over power ar 12,01 a.m to coin-
cide with the dissofution of the seventh Parlig-
ment. She asked the incoming caretaker
Government to recover illegal arms and arrest
terro/rjsts. She also placed two significant de-

DHAKA, JULY 11.
fer of power to

The Bangladesh Prime Minister, Sheikh Hasina Wajed, prays beside the coffin of the

Khaleda calls for rally tomorrow

Parliament Speaker, Humayun Rashid Chowdhury, at the Parliament House in Dhaka on
Wednesday. Chowdhury (72), & career diplomat and who was once the President of the
United Nations General Assembly, died from cardiac arrest jate on Tuesday. — AFP

mands; one that local observers be allowed
mnside the polling stations and the second that
the army should be given judicial powers to
ensure peaceful polling.

The Awami League has opposed the first de-
mand, saying it may create lawlessness if Jocal
poll ebservers were allowed. On the guestion
of giving magistracy powers to the army per-

e

sonnel, the Awami League satd it was in favour
of army deployment but said it must be under
civil authority. These two questions wil} be re-
aolved after the caretaker Government 1o be
headed by Mr. [ustice Latifur Rahman as-
surttes office on fuly 14- 13, The Chief Election
Commissioner, Mr, M.A, Sved said the genera
elections were likely 10 be 11Mg the firss
week of October. P
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~ Task cut out for Bangladesh interim gowt.

3/ By Haroon Habib Q‘"\,f"

DHilh. ULY B. The third caretaker govemmem
in Bangtadesh’s history that assumes office
within aweek with the mandate to conduct the
general elections, will face challenges and risks
much bigger than those faced by i[L; predeces-
sors, political analysts believe. \—/}

The Prime Minister, Shejkh H.lsma S term ex-
pires on July 13 when the caretaker regime will
take over. Even as the country is preparing to
witness a constitutional transition of power for
the first time, preparations are underway for the
caretaker government to take over and to con-
duct the elections within 90 days tfrom the day of
its swearing-in.

Against the backdrop of heightening political
tension, the former Chiel Justice, Mr. Larifur
Rahman, will take over as the chief adviser of the
caretaker regime. Justice Latifur Rahman, who
has had a chequered judiciat career, has to pilot
the country during the interim period, tackling
anti-social elements and black money in the
backdrop of political conflicts between rival
camps.

Thev say political issues, including confticting
demands on the vaters’ list, reform of the Llec-
tion Commission and violence caused by relj-
gious fundamentalists were also likely to pose a
challenge to the caretaker government,

The twao previous caretaker governments
were headed by the then Chief Justice Shaha-
buddin Ahmed who is now President and the
former Chiel Justice, Mr. Habibur Rahman, in
1991 and 1996 but the magnitude of the political
crisis was less at thar time. Justice Latifur Rah-
man, who was born on March 1, 1936 in Jessore,
was enrolied as a lawyer of the erstwhile East
Pakistan Supreme Court in 1965. Apart from his
career in the legal profession, Justice Rehman
taught in Dhaka's iwo reputed colleges atter he
abtlained the Masters degree in Lnglish litera-
ture from Dhaka University. He also obrained
the Bachelor of Law degree from the same uni-
VETSity.

He joined as an additional judge of the High
Court division of the Bangladesh Supreme
Court in November 1979 and was clevated to the
Appeilate Division in January 1990. He retired as

the Chief Justice of the country on March 1,
2001, The Awami League formed the govern-
ment on July 23, 1996, after winning the general
elections and the seventh Parliament began its
tenure on July 14 the same year. The current
Parliament will complete its term on July 13,

According to the Constitution. the President
should appeint (he head of the carctaker gov-
ernment from among the immediate past Chief
Justice and his predecessors within 15 days ol
dissolving Parliament. The President will also
appoint advisers to the interim government, not
exceeding 10, in consultation with the chief ad-
viser. Justice Latifur Rahman has given his con-
sent to be the chiel adviser 1o the caretaker
government.

Sheikh Hasina expressed the hope that her
party would return to power in the elections.
She has made only one demand to the carctaker
governmentl: hold (he elections on schedule at
any cost. The Bangladesh Nationalist Pariy
{BINP), the main rival of the Awami League, is
also hopeful that the Opposition alliance would
win the people’s support in the poils.
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DHAEA, Ju]y 7. — A general strike shut down
a northern dtwn today after vielent pelitical
clashes yesterday injured nearly 200 people,
including 20 policemen , police said.

Schools and shops wizre closed and vehicles
stayed off the streets in Rangpur, 248 km
north of Dhaka. The -town remained cut off
from rest of the count ry as the strike halted
i trains andlong distan e buses,

" No clasles were imr nediately reported dur-
ing the d:y’s strike, a local police officer said
an conditon of anonyr nity.

I Meanthile, a BNP | eader, Mr Habibun Na-
| bi Sohe!said: “We cal led for the strike as po-
\ lice sidd with the A wami League activists

angla clashes

and beat up our workers.”

Yesterday, hundreds of political activists
from Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina's Awa-
mi League and the main Opposition Bangla-
desh Nationalist Party clashed with each
other.

Police intervened, firing rifles and tear gas
shells to stop the violent crowds after they
vandalised stores and smashed 12 cars.

Two junior government ministers, Mr Ani-
sul Hug Chowdhury and Mr Ashiqur Rah-

.man, escaped the violence unhurt, he said.

The ministers had arrived to address a po-
litical raily sponsored by the Awami League
at the town’s public library playground,
where the BNP also planned a similar rally at
the same time.
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By Haroon Habib

DHAKA, JULY 3. Mr. Justice Latifur Rahman, for-
mer Chief Justice of Bangladesh, will head the
caretaker government when the Prime Minis-
ter, Sheikh Hasina leaves office on July 15 on
completion of her Government's five years in
office.

Mr. Rahman, who will head the interim ad-
ministration as per Constitutional provisions,
has the extremely tough task of holding free
elections within the next 90 days. Mr. Rahman
met the President, Mr. Justice Shahabuddin
Ahmed reportedly to discuss the formation of
his 10-member council of advisers, and also
the preparations for holding a violence-free
credible election. Mr. Rahman retired from
the top judicial post in February this year.

With [ess than two weeks to go before the
caretaker government takes aver, both the rul-
ing Awami League and the main Opposition
Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BN)P are fina-
lising their choices of advisers for the interim
administration. The two major political par-
ties are also planning rallies in Dhaka and
elsewhere beginning July 9, mainly as a show

Ex-judge to head caretaker govt.

in Bangladesh

of strength and to voice their demands to the
incoming caretaker government,

Though Sheikh Hasina has announced that
she will hand over power on July 15, the Be-
gum Khaleda Zia-led Opposition has demand-
ed that she step down immediately, calling her
announcement to hand over power two days
after her term expires as ‘‘unconstitutional
and ridiculous”. Constitutional experts say a
delay of one or two days makes no difference
as the outgoing Prime Minister, under the pre-
sent Constitution, can continue to function for
the next 15 days if the President so desires till
the caretaker government is formed.

The Opposition, meanwhile, has urged Mr.
Justice Shahabuddin to take steps {or the for-
mation of the caretaker government *‘as soon
as the time for the incumbent ends”. But just
ahead of the power hand over. a sensitive is-
sue has cropped up involving the security of
the two surviving daughters of Sheikh Mujibur
Rahman. Parliament recently passed a law
which would give Sheikh Hasina and Sheikh
Rahena life-long State protection, including
accommodation. Even as the parliamentary
measure elicited adverse reaction,a/(?aﬁinet

decision taken on Monday enraged the Oppo-
sition cven further. In view of the fact that a
court has sentenced tw death most of the ex-
army officers in the Mujib murder trial, the
Cabinet decided that Sheikh [Hasina would
continue to stay at "Ganobhaban”, the official
residence of the Prirme Minister even after she
leaves office on July 15.

The Daily Star reported today that Sheikh
Hasina thanked her Cabinet colleagues for the
decision but said in a lighter vein that she
would take her own decision whether to stay
there. The Law and Justice Minister, Mr. Abdul
Matin Khasru said the decision was taken to
ensure Sheikh Husina's security by keeping
the “Ganobhaban™ under State ownership.
The BNP and other Opposition parties have
objected to the Cabinet decision, arguing that
it could undermine the image of the caretaker
government and influence the next election.
The ruling party denied the charge, saying the
arrangement was only for Sheikh Hasina’s se-
curity and had nothing to do with the consti-

tutional  functioning_~of the caretaker
government.
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power transﬁgv
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Dhaka, June 29 (Reutersy:
Bangladeshi Prime Ministe
Sheikh Hasina said she will hand
over power on July 15 to a caretak-
er authority which will oversee
parliamentary elections
within three months.

Hasina will be
Bangladesh's first head of
government to complete a
full five-vear term and
transfer power
according to the constitu-
tion.

“T would advise Presi-
dent Justice Shahabuddin
Ahmed to form the inter-
im caretaker governtnent
in line with the Constitution on
July 9 following the last cabinet
meeting of my government,”
Hasina told the state-run BSS
news agency.

“I will hand over power on July
15,” she said. BSS said in a report

Hasina

late »esterda& Hasina also a
nounced plans for a celebration to
mark July 13 as a
“remarkable day” in the country’s
history.

The constitution says
general elections are to be
held under a non-party,
caretaker administration
to ensure a free and fair
vote.

The caretaker admin-
istration will be headed by
retired chief justice Lati-
fur Rahman, BSS said.

Hasina took office
after her Awami League
won the last parliamen-
tary elections in June 1998, defeat-
ing former prime minister Begum
Khaleda Zia’s Bangladesh Nation-
alist Party (BNP}.

Khaleda will be Hasina’s mgd
challenger in the election
be held in October.
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/Qf,w” Hasina Govt. completes full term , |

@ By Harpon Habib

DHAKA, JUNE 23. Defyving radivion, an elected
government completes irs full five-year tenure
in Bangladesh's 30-vear political history to-
day.

The credit goes o the Bangladesh Awami
League, the party that led the nation to inde-
pendence it 1971,

The Government led by the Prime Minister,
Sheikh Hasina, one of the two surviving
daughters of country’s slain independence
hera, ook oath on June 23, 1996, following the
Awarni League's electoral victnry.

To celebrate the occasion through a three-
day faneiar Ulsab (People’s testival) from 10-
day, Ms. Hasina inaugucated the festival ut the
historic Paltan Maidan here in which thou-
sands of party supporters took part.

The Awami League has also made prepara-
tions to stage hig shows till July 13, as the
present  goveromem  will  constitutionally

function tith then. In 1975, most family mem-
bers of Ms. Hasma were gunned down. She
and hey younger daughter, Ms, Rahena sur-
vived. The party frad 10 fight a long, arduous
struggle for 21 years to come to power.

Marking the occasion, Ms. Hasina ad-
dressed the nation over radio and relevision
last night. Urging the people to keep watchful
eyes against any conspiracy to undo the right
o vote and democracy, she said her govern-
ment would honour the people’s mandate in
the coming election., She has ruled our che
possibility of declaring martial law to tackle
the growing terrorism menace in the country.

Despite shamp criticism that the Awami
League had acted ‘pro-Indian’ the world cam-
munity has acclaimed the government for
success in various fields. The allegation has
been mainly from the opposition alliance led
by Begem Khaleda Zia,

In addition o signing a 30-vear Ganges Wa-

ter Sharing Treaty within six months of as-
suming effice. the  Hasing  Gdvernment
brought an end to the vexed insurgehcy prob-
tem in the Chinagong Hill Tracts (CHT) by
signing a peace accord with the Parbatta Chai-
tagrain Jana Sanghati Samily (PUISS) in De-
cember 1997.

Bumper harvests far the last five years and
better agriculuure management have helped
her revamp the countiv’s agro- based econn-
my and maintain an average GDF growth of
over 3.5 per cent

But Ms. Hasina was criticised for enacting d
new law thai ensured litelong state security
and accommodation o the rwo surviving
daughters of the Father of Bangladesh (Hasina
and her vounger daughter).

The Oppasition, which failed o win the
people’s support for its  anti-government
movement, has called yet another hartal on
June 26.

P

BHE hiiA
b b

y . . Wk



/\BANGLA BLAST 54
~ Terrdyists try to achieve heinous objective

! SATUR Y'S bomb blast which ripped through the Awami

League office in Narayanganj killing 22 people is the mest

* gerious incident of its kind to have rocked Bangladesh. There

is little doubt that the nature and purpose of the attack were

political. The message sought to be conveyed was that any

" office of the ruling Awami League and its local influentiat MP

could be made a target and that those responsible for the

. recent spate of bombings were unstoppable. With every blast
' the easualty figure is vising. The most ominous feature is that |
targets are being chosen selectively: cultural functions of -

organisations with secular and nationalist credentials and

. meetings of the Awami League and the Communist Party for

whom secularism is a creed. Sheikh Hasina too is a target.

Places of worship belonging to religious minorities like

Christians and Ahmediyas have not been spared.

- Interestingly none of the Opposition leaders, their party
- offices nor their funciions have been targeted for reasons -
which are obvious. There is little doubt that Begum Khaleds
Zia’s fundamentalist allies who believe in terrorism are
pursuing a violent path whose purpose is selective Awami
League cleansing from pockets ahead of the mid-October
parliamentary poll. Their ealculation is that this will

demoralise the Awami League.

There is no doubt that the blast was aimed at liguidating
the “tough” local Awami League MP because of his muscle
power, good work and stand against the fundamentalists.
Also his presence made it difficult for the Opposition to wrest
Naravanganj and some of the neighbouring seats from the
Awami League. Nothing could be more preposterous than to
suggest that Hasina masterminded the bembings to Jusiify
special protection for herself and her sister. The Awami/
League has to show restraint, this will expose the guilty.
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“ source of bombs

~says Hasina "

AGENB!ES

DHAKA, June 20 - Mrs

. Hasina Wajed today said that
' Pakistan
. appeared to be the source of

and Afghanistan

bombs which have killed 81
people in Bangladesh since
1999,

She told the official BSS news
agency that suspects arrested
for the blasts “claimed that
they took training in Afghanp-
istan (and) the materials they
used for making hombs came
from Pakistan”.

" A series of bomb blasts since

1999 hag wounded 400 people
across the country. The latest
hlast was just four days ago
and killed 22 Awami League

. members in Narayangan).

Police arrested about a dozen
people, including a teacher
from a Mushim religious school
whe reportedly confessed his
invelvement, and one
Opposition member.

Security Bill passed: Bangla-
desh National Parliament to-

i day adopted a new law to pro-
: vide special security to the

Prime Minister and her sister,

. Sheikh Rehana, amidst contin-
: ued boycott by Opposition led
by Begum Khaleda Zia.

The law was passed amid a 36-
hour general strike called by the
Opposition four-party alliance

. yesterday alleging an attack en

the life of alliance chief Zia.
The Opposition parties have

" been voicing their disapproval

of the law ever sinece it was

The Awamni Leag‘ue vern-
nient justified the bill claiming
continued threats to the lives of
Hasina and her sister ~ the on-
Iy survivors of the Father of the
Nation Bangabandhu Sheikh
Mujibur Rehman.,

Meanwhile, Jatiya Party of
former military ruler HM Er-
shad demanded similar protec-
tion for all former Presidents
and Prime Ministers.

The propesal was rejected by

the Awami League-dominated
House. The Opposition earlier
said the law would influence
elections, a claim the ruling par-
ty rejected. The Jatiya Sangsad
{Parliament) would complete its
current term in three weeks
time after which Seikh Hasina
is to hand over power to & care-
taker government paving the
way for fresh polls.
Strike: A countrywide strike to
protest against an alleged at-
tack on Bangladeshi Opposition
leader, Begum Khaleda Zia, en-
tered its second day today amid
tight security imposed after a
spate of bombings.

Police said one man was killed
and two were wounded by a
homb packed with metal frag-
ments in Dhaka last night:

Suspected strike activists
threw three small bombs outside
the home of the Speaker of the
Parliament, Mr Humayun Ragh-
eed Choudhury, on Monday nig-
ht, the chief parliamentary whip,
Mr Abu! Hasanat Abdullah, told

the House on Wednesday. /
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‘Hasina security Bill approved

Dhaka, June 20 ‘/\ - \\

BANGLADESH NATIONAL
Parliament today passed a new
law to provide special security to
Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina
and her sister Sheikh Rehana
amidst boycott by the Opposi-
tion led by Khaleda Zia.

The law was passed during the
36-hour general strike cailed by
Opposition four-party alliance
vesterday alleging attack on the
tife of alliance chief Zia. The
Opposition parties have been

voicing disapproval of the law -

ever since it was mooted.

The Awami League Govern-
ment justified the bill claiming
continued threats to the lives of
Hasina and her sister--the only
survivors of the father of the
nation Bangabandhu Sheikh
Mujibur Rehman. Meanwhile,

Jatiya Party of former military
ruler H M Ershad demanded
similar protection for all former
Presidents and Prime ministers.

The proposal was rejected by
the Awami League-dominated
House. Opposition earlier said
the law would influence elec-

tions, a ctaim the ruling party
rejected. The Jatiya Sangsad
(Parliament) would complete its
current term in three weeks
time after which Hasina is {o
hand over power to a caretaker
Government paving the way tor
fresh polls.
LuKkewarm to
Bangla bandh

The opposition-sponsorad 36-
hour Bangladesh strike fajled to
keep people indoors on the last
day today theugh business estab-
lishments and educational insti-
tutions remained closed and
inclement weather dampened
the enthusiasin of the sponsors,
who called the shut dowi.

Although life has heen par-
tially disrupted and major
shops, business establishments
and educational institutions

response

were closed, the strike tailed to
keep people confined to their
homes.

With more and more
motorised vehicles and bigger
nunber of cvele rickshaw. the
streets of Dhaka looked more
like a holiday dwring major festi-
vals than the usual baryen
streets with agitated supporters
of Opposition.

Heavy monsoon rains also
had an impact tlooding most
streets 1n the capital of Dhaka.
Besides, lony distance buses, all
other transports inciuding air,
riverine and railways were func-
tioning with some delays. Large
number of trucks and other
vehicles were seen plving last
night defying the ban. However,
long distance buses did not
move.
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Strike disrupts Dhaka life

( ) /‘I\ q,fdgﬁk)
FROMANISAHMED * \ gency today quoted st:ate depart-

Dhaka, June 19 (Reuters): A
strike fo protest against an alleged
attack on Bangladeshi Opposition
leader Begum Khaleda Zia and to
press demands for her security
disrupted transport and business
today but there were no reports of
violence.

The two-day strike was called
by the Opposition after pro-gov-
ernment activists were accused of
throwing stones and firing shots
at a car carrying Khaleda Zia, for-
mer Prime Minister and head of
the Bangladesh Nationalist Party
{BNP), ot Sunday.

The attack came after the gov-
ernment blamed the Opposition
for a bomb blast at a ruling Awami
League party office at Narayan-
ganj, near Dhaka, on Saturday
night, which killed 22 people and
left many fighting for their lives.

The government has vowed to
hunt down those responsible for
the bombing, which has been con-
demned by the United States.

“There can be no justification
for such senseless violence,”
Bangladesh's official BSS news

ment spekesman Richiard Bouch-
er as saying.

He said: “Political vriclence has
plagued Bangladesh {'or too long.
The United States depalores all po-
litically motivated sets of vio-
lence, intimidation :and harass-
ment and urges all parties in
Bangladesh to respen:t the funda-
mental rights of othrars, including
freedom of movement and of as-
semply”

BSS said Indian external af-
fairs Minister Jasw ant Singh, ina
letter to his Bangladesh counter-
part, expressed “geat distress at
reprehensible acts of violence in
Bangladesh. “The: government of
India shares the concern of the
people and government of
Bangladesh and. strongly con-
demn all acts pe rpetrated by ex-
tremist elements to subvert demo-
cratic process,” Siingh said.

Security tigihtened

Nurul Islam M:jumder, chief se-
curity officer :3t Dhaka airport,
said: “Airport staff and airlines
have been put «n special alert in
the wake of the recent bombings.”

Police said security had alsa
been tightened at foreign missions
and major establishments across
the country Prime Minister
Sheikh Hasina has blamed the
BNP and its allies for Saturday’s
blast and for a series of deadly
blasts which have killed nearly 100
people over the last two vears.

Hagina today visited Narayan-
ganj, 15 km from the capital. to
console the relatives of the dead.
“She struggled to hold back tears
while trying to console the griev-
ing families,” ohe witness said.

The BNP demanded a judicial
inguiry into the bombing but the
call apparently failed te placate
angry government supporters.

Khaleda later issued a state-
ment saying her party had noth-
ing to do with the homb attack in
Narayanganj. “The BNP was not
in any way involved in the
Narayanganj] Awami League of-
fice bombing,” she said in a state-
ment late yesterday. Police have
arrested three suspects in connec-
tion with the Narayanganj attack.
Khaleda said Sunday’s attack on
her car was a “government at-
tempt” to kill her.

Sheikh Hasina consoles a boy
whose father was killed in the
Narayanganj blast. (Reuters)
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AEUTERS
Bangladesh Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina on Tuesday consoles a boy
whose father was killed in the bomb blast at Narayangaj near Dhaka. At
least 22 people were killed in the hlast at an office of the ruling Awami
League party on Sarurday.

evokes partial repsonse

Dhaka, June 18

A 36-HOUR nationwide general
strike called by the Opposiiion
alllance today evoked partial
respanse in Dhaka anc rest of the
country.

Shaops, business estublishmeins
and educational iustiturons
remained closed but vickshaws,
the main mode of transpartation
in capital Dhaka, were plving on
the streets in presence of large
number of pofice and paramili-
tary personnel.

The strike was called by furmer
Prime Minister Khaleda Zia's
Bangladesh Nationalist Party
(BNP}led four-party opposition
alliance to protest an alleged
attack on a convov carrving her
oh Sunday

The strike. firat since the 72-
nour bandh which ended on Aprii
25, gaw ruling Awami League
Party supporters necupying the
streets, who were parading the
central Dhaka.

Inclement weather has damp-
ened the whole exercise to some
extent and the opposition is cou-
spicuously absent in the city cen-
tre. Police said the processioni«ts
were looking for shelter and
heavy downpour scattered the
gathering. “ia charged the ruling
party for carrying out the attack
on her motorcade saying it was an
attempt on her life and claimed
around 100 shots were fired at her

motorcade, e
-]
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/7 XYBLOOD OMENS, .\,

League’s office at Narayangunj, in which at least 22

people were killed and over 100 others injured, is
the worst example so far of the politics of violence and
murderous revenge that has been the bane of
Bangladesh for so many years now. Most observers of
Bangladeshi politics would link this and three other ex-
plosions earlier this year, as Prime Minister Sheikh
Hasina Wajed has done, to the partiamentary elections
dire in October. In fact, Ms Wajed has directly accused the
opposition of masterminding the Narayangunj blast,
The opposition parties, she has argued, have taken to vi-
olence fearing defeat in the elections. Her accusations
may have provoked the backlash by Awami League sup-
porters who allegedly attacked a convoy of cars in which
the opposifion leader, Begum Khaleda Zia of the
Bangladesh Nationalist Party, was to travel to some
southern districts. Forced to cancel her trip and return
t Dhaka, she did what she has done umpteen times in
tuie past four years — call a 48-hour nationwide Aartal.
Although she has called for a judicial probe into Satur-
day’s blast, it is clear that the BNP and its allies will
use the tragedy as fodder for their poll-eve politics of

S aturday night’s bomb blast at the ruling Awami

confrontation.

The roots of the country’s political malaise actnally
go much deeper. In a sad irony of history, much of
Bangladeshi politics and society is today deeply divided
on attitudes to the country’s 1971 liberation war as well
as to the legacy of Sheikh Mujibur Rahman and his fam-
ily Ms Wajed's unrelenting attempts to bring to book the
leaders of the 1975 coup, which killed her father, Sheikh
Mujibar Rahman, and many others in the family, have
only added to the desperation of the suspected groups
and their leaders. These groups are known to have enlist-
ed the support of fundamentalist and terrorist groups at
home and abroad to try and hit back at Ms Wajed and her
government. The arrest of two Freedom Party sympa-
thizers for alleped complicity in the Naravangunj blast
once again exposes these forces. The party was launched
by some of the 1975 coup leaders as they tried to come
overground and legitimize their entry into the country's
political scene. It is no coincidence that only earlier this
month, the cabinet enacted a law giving Ms Wajed and
her family members life-time protection at government
expense. For the people at large, however, the grivn reali-
ty is that the dark shadow of violence looms , not just
over Ms Wajed, but over the entire nation.The latest -
tragedy thus must have cotne 2s a bad omen to the people
for whom the prime agenda in the coming elections mast
be an end to the cult of viclence — and of hart%s,ﬂ{

A

have badly hit the nation’s economy /
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-~ Zealot-ultra nexus blamed for
% Bangladesh blast; toll 22

PRESS TRUST OF INDIA

DHAEKA, June 17. — The blast
in "Awami League's Narayan-
ganj office last night has ex-
posed a nexus between zealots

“and international terrorist
groups, the Bangladesh govern-
ment said today. The toll has
risen to 22.

The foreign minister, Mr Ab-
dus Samad Azad, briefed Dha-
ka-based diplomats about the
blast and told them that it had

" exposed “the unholy nexus be-
tween extreme zealots and fun-
damentalist elements having

links with organised transna-
tional terrorist groups.”

Three persons have been ar-
rested, including a journalist
Shamsul Alam Liton. He is an
activist of the right-wing Free-
dom Party, The party leader,

KHALEDA’S CAR ATTACKED

DHAEA, June 17. — The convoey of the Bangladesh Opposition

leader, Begum Khaleda Zia, was attacked by some unidentified .

people and later her vehicle was surrounded by Awami League

supporters near Dhaka today.

Begum Zia alleged that the Sheikh Hasina gevernment was

trying to kill her. The four-party Opposition alliance, led by the .

" BNP, has called a 48-hour nation-wide strike from Tuezday to
. protest against the attack. — PTI

Lt-Col (retd) Farugqur Rahman
is a gelf-confessed killer of the
Prime  Minister’s  father,
Sheikh Mujibur Rahman. :
Police identified another of the
arrested, Shah Alam, as a
Bangladesh Nationalist Party
worker. The third was described
as a woman factory worker.
The Prime Minister, Sheikh
Hagina, has blamed her oppon-
ents for the attack. “They're en-

gaged in politics of blood.
They're threatening to stage a
repeat of 1975 she told
Parliament, Her father was
killed in a 1975 coup.

About- 400 workers of the rul-
ing party were attending a
meeting in the office when the
bomb exploded arcund 9.30
p.m. yesterday.

More than 100 were injured,

among whom was a League

MP, Mr Shamim Osman.
Witnesses said a  brief
exchange of gunfire followed
the blast, “Apparently some
people were trying to shoot
Shamim ©smen while he was
being transferred to.hospital.
His supporters relurned the
fire,” one of them said.

Both parties say their rivals
have heavily armed members

. ahead of October’s polls.

The foreign minister pointed
out the involvement of Harkat-
ul-Mujahideen in an explosion
in Dhaka on 14 Apri}.in which
10 people were killed.

Workers of the Awami League
and its frontal organisations
marched through the streets of
Dhaka and other towns to pro-
test against the blast. They
shouted slogans against funda-
mentalisis. —
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motorcade
attacked ¥

Bomb blast toll rises to 22

Dhaka, June 17

Bangladeshi Opposition leader
Khaleda Zia's motorcade was
attacked at Kajitpet near Dhaka
this morning. And later in the
day, men believed to be ruling
Awami League supporters
trapped it in a siege on the out-
skirts of the capital.

Begum Zia has accused the
Government of Prime Minister
Sheikh Hasina Wajed of trying to
kill her. No independent confir-
mation of the attack was imme-
diately avaijlable, but it came a
day after the worst terrorist
attack in the country in recent
times: Twenty-two ruling Awami
League supporters died when a
bamb ripped through their party
office during a meeting in the
river port of 1\IarayatngunJ
yesterday

“The motorcade carrymg
Begum Zia came under attack
when she was returning to

[haka this morning cancelling; .

her planned trip to the southern
Bangladeshi districts, Pirojpur
and Jhalakathi,” Abdul Mannan
Bhuivan, secretary-general of
Bangladesh Nationalist Party
told reporters here.

Begum Zia told reporters here
that “shots were fired™ at her
motorcade and “the Government
wanted to kill me™.

When Begum Zia set off for
her election rallies later in the
day, Awami League supporters

surrounded her car at Amin
Bazar on the outskirts of Dhakﬁ
pohce said.

“No one in this country is
secure,” Khaleda said as the four-
party Opposition alliance led by
her party called a 38-hour genér-
al strike across the country in
profest,

The Gowerfiment has blamed
religious zealots and transna-
tional, terrorist groups for the
Narayangunj explosion that
killed 22 ruling party supportors.
Fourteen died instantly while
the rest died later in hospital.

The local Awami League MP
who was about to address the
meeting when the explosion took

‘place, was among the injured.

About 400 Awami League sup-

- porters had gathered in the party

office for the meeting when bomb

- went off at 9.30 pm, blowing off

the tin roof of the house. The
impact of the blast was felt in

.other houses ‘in the nelghbour

hood.

‘The Prxme Minjster Nas
ordered a probe into the b’laﬁt
She said the attack was aimed at
creating panic ahead of the gen-
eral elections.

Foreign Minister Abdus
Samad Azad told diplomats that
the explosien peinted to the “the
unholy nexus between extreme
religious zealots and fundamen-
talist elements with orgamsed

transhational terrorist groups”.
1, AFP
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7 U.S. envoy’s

: remarks raise

- hackles in Dhaka
By Haroon Habib

DHAKA, JUNE 15. With the Sheikh
tHasina's Awami League Govern-
men? an its last leg before general
elections, Western diplemats here
have voiced conrcern that the elec-
tion should be credible and trans-
parentl, withour which, they feit,

foreign invesrment might not be
lortheoming, f‘

Envoys frome the Luropean
Union have hinted that they will
- send poll observers, The E;UJ, one
of Bangladesh's higgest develop-
ment partners, has also asked the
leading political partics o avoid
confrontation and practice toler-
ance so that democracy and de-
i velopment can go hand in band.
Ms. Mary Ann Pefers, 1.5, Amibas-
sador to Bangladesh, has even ad-
vice for the next Government
already. She has suggested a
“five-point  action  economic
agenda” in the areas of poris,
power, garments, natural gas and
phones that the next Government
must give priority to in its first 100
days. "' realise that this list is not
sacrosanct, bur [ offer it as a start-
ing point for the new Govern-
ment”. The 1.5, Ambassador's
comments have provoked criti-
cism from lefi- leaning political
parties, intellectuals and student
arganisations  but  Ms.  Peters
maintains that her plan is good
| for Bangladesh's ecpnomy

i )b question' ot foreign poll
ohservérs, the Prime Minister,
Sheikh Hasina has been positive.
“We will welcome as many as
they come...,” she said but added

in a lighter vein, "We are getting
! lots of advice now when democ-
~racy is fully functoning. But
© where were they when Bangla-
desh  was under military  and
pseudo-democraric rule and elec-
tions were just a farce?” On the
[).5. envoy's remarks, Sheikh Ha-
sina said every political party had
its own election manifesto on
which basis it would run the gov-
ernment. She did not elaborate,
hiowever.

The main Opposition leader,
Begum Khaleda Zia, who has
sought the presence of foreign
poll ohservers, has maintained a
silence over the U.S. Ambassa-
dor’s comments. But smaller po-
tiical parties and left-leaning
organisations and intellectuals
have termed the comments
“most undiplomatic” and “'inter-
ference in internal matters’’. The
1.5, envoy while making her re-
marks public also said the forth-
coming elections were going to be
crucial for Bangladesh's emerging
democratic institurions. She ex-
pressed confidence thart the coun-

try would tise 1o this challenge by . Joo &
i holding a free and fair election. - Hm
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DHAKA, JUNE 14, THe Bangladesh Cabinct has
approved the draft of a controversial bill that
seeks to provide life-long security 1o the Prime
Minister, Sheikh Ilasina, and Sheikh Rahena,
the two surviving daughters of the country's
slain founding father, Sheikh Mujibur Rah-
mar.

The bill, likely to be passed in the last ses-
sion of Parliament which is currently on, has
evoked sharp criticism, particularly from the
mainstream Opposition, which announced a
agitation programime against the measure.

The political opponents of the ruling Awami
League portrayed the propesed law as "a ploy
to influence the coming efcction’, but the bill
has received widespread support from the rul-
ing party and its allies which have said it was
“extremely necessary in view of the constant
threats to the lives of Hasina and Rahena'.

During her address 1o the nation over radio
and television carlier this week, Sheikh Iasi-
na, who is set to leave office on July 13 next,
did not mention about the bill, Rather, she
narrated her CGovernment's achievements
during last five years and appealed to the peo-
ple ta vote for her party “to enable it te serve
the nation for 4 second term to achicve eco-
nomic emancipation and sirengthen the dem-
ocratic process.”

By Maroon Habib

She said she would hand over power 1o a
care-taker Government as per the constitu-
tional provisions. “You favoured us as custo-
dians of your votes and we have protected the
values and dignity of your votes.”

The preamble to the draft bill says: “Where-
as Father of the Nation and the first President
of Bangladesh Bangabandhu Sheikh Mujibur
Rahman contributed greatly to the emergence
of an independent and sovereign Bangladesh
through life-long struggle for the attainment
of the people’s self-rule and establishment of
their pelitical, economic, social and cultural
rights; And whereas the Father of the Nation
and most of the members of his family were
killed on August 15 in 1975 as a result of a
planned conspiracy while he {Mujib) was en-
gaged in building the newly- created and war-
ravaged Bangladesh as a modern and prosper-
ous country; And whereas threat on the fives
of the other living members of the Father of
the Nation is being noticed as a sequel to that
sort of conspiracy; And whereas in view of the
this type of apprehension, it is appropriate
and necessary for the state to formulate laws
for taking necessary steps for the security of
the said members.”

The rules relating to the family members of
the Father of the Nation will be considered as
“very important person” as defined under
Section 2{d) of the Special Security Forces Or-

qurgladesh Cabinet okays Bill on
& Tife-long security to Hasina

dinance, 1986, and accordingly under that or-
dinance, the daughters of Mujib will be given
life-long security by the Government as pro-
vided to all very important persons.

To ensure security for the members of the
Father of the Nation, the Government will take
steps to also provide accommodation for each
member of the family and other necessary fi-
cilities.

Political observers are sharply divided on
the issue of providing full state security ro
Sheikh Hasina and Sheikh Rahena. The Oppo-
sition Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP) and
Jamaat-e-Islami have announced a country-
wide demonstration on June 20 protesting the
proposed law. The Begum Zia-led four-parey
alliance is likely to make it an issue ahcad of
the election.

The Law Minister, Mr. Abdul Matin Khasru.
explained that the law is “'very simpfle, and the
same level of security could be ensured
through an executive order. But as the Gov-
ernment believes in democracy, we are proc-
essing it through Parliament”™.

Sheikh tlasina was targeted for attack sever-
al times in the recent past by plotters belong-
ing to fundamentalist forces, The Awami
League Central Working Committee recently
adopted a resolution saying “there is no comy?
promise on security of Hasina and Rahepd™




“HASINA'S SECURITY.

Opposition should not make an:é fie of it

DEBATE is raging in Bangladesh r%‘r 2 a proposed
bill seeking special security and other provisions for
Sheikh Mujib's two surviving aiblings: prime minister Sheikh
Hasina and her younger sister Sheikh Rehana. Its outline
ﬁrovidea special protection for both after Hasina on 12 Jul,
ands over power to a neutral caretaker government whic
will oversee next October’s parliamentary poll, The hill
Eroposes to bestow some ofﬁciag status on Hasina and grants
er continued use of the prime ministerial residence. Begum

- Zia’s BNP-led-opposition has asked President Shahabuddin
. Ahmed to discourage the Awami League Government from
- enacting this “deleterious legislation”. The Opposition is

justified in its apprehension that the bill's enactment will
undermine the spirit and authority of the neutral caretaker
government. Enjoying the trappings of office by Hasina will
send wrong signals to the administration, Hasina in her
party’s interest should not provide ammunition to the
Opposition.

While much of the Opposition’s apprehension is valid, secu-
rity to Hasina, Rehana and their families has to be provided.
Hasina has been the target of four abortive attempts on her
life. Those responsible for liquidating her family are not only
still around but have publicly vowed to “finish the unfinished
revolutionary task of 15 August 1975.” Both conspirators and
killers know that because of Hasina some among them who
have been caught and tried are about to be executed. And
those who have managed to escape trial are not safe either.
Hasina is a thorn in their flesh. This consideration alone
makes protection of Mujib’s daughters necessary. This is the
least a grateful nation could do. Any Oppoesition move to
scuttle the special protection will arcuse suspicion. Surely the
Opposition does not want to be responsible for another
national tragedy. /W ‘
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REUTERS ﬁﬂ t N é}

DHAKA, June 12. - Bangladesh government has
- drafted a law to provide special security to Prime
Minister Sheikh Hasina and her sister, dangh-
ters of the country's slain independence leader,
Mujibur Rahman, for the rest of their lives.

Officials said that the draft law, approved
by the cabinet late last night, would be placed
before Parliament for formal adoption before
Ms Hasina handed over power to a caretaker
authority on July 12 at the end of her five-
year term in office.

“Security would be provided to Sheikh Hasi-
na and her sister Sheikh Rehana - daughters
of independence leader Sheikh Mujibur Rah-
man - for rest of their life by the Special Secur-
ity Force (88F),” a law mimistry official said.

me securlty for Hasina

“The 85F would decide the level of security
they require, including secured accornmoda-
tion and other necessities for the two sisters.
But it is presumed that the two sisters would
get security like the head of state or govern-
ment for their entire life,” the official added.

The Opposition Bangladesh Nationalist
Party, headed by Hasina's predecessor in
power Begum Khaleda Zia, criticised the pro-
posed law as “partisan” and vowed to resist it .
through a mass public campaign. But the rul-
ing Awami League said, the BNP had no pow-
er to stop the law as it had been boycotting
Parliament since July 1999,

“Any protest on the sireets would not be
able to resist enactment of the law o protect

the two sisters,” e minister Mohammad
Nasim said. ‘



‘Khaleda woos
Hindus with

Dhaka %

WITH GENERAL elections in
Bangladesh only months away,
Opposition leader and former
Prime Minister Begum Khaleda
Zia is wooing the minority Hindu
community, offering sops to it if
her Bangladesh Nationalist
Party (BNP) is voted to power.

Notwithstanding BNP's close
ties with fundamentalist the
Jamat-E-Tslami, Begum Zia paid
a visit to the famous Dhakesh-
wari Temple here on Wednesday
— her maiden visit to a Hindu
shrine — and urged the Hindus
to extend support to BNP in the
coming poll.

Hindus constitute 12 to 13 per-
cent of Bangladesh’s 130 million
population.

Accusing Prime Minister
Sheikh Hasina's Awami League,
traditionally perceived sympa-
thetic towards Hindus, of “grab-
bing land of temples, cremation
grounds and houses of Hindus”,
Begum Zia was quoted by news-
papers as assuring the Hindu
community that BNP would
stand by them if “they are
attacked”. Zia said ion Wednes-
day, “If any body attacks, we will
protest. If they (Awami League)
attack, inform us and we'll stand
heside and protect you as broth-
ers and friends. ™

The occasion for Begum Zia's
visit to Dhakeswari Mandir, the
national temple of Hindus, was
part of the ebservance of 20th
death anniversary of her hus.
band and Bangladesh's slain
president Gen Ziaur Rahman. It
was the first time that the death
anniversary of Zia was held ata
Hindu temple in the capital.

Begum Zia, who had cam-
paigned in the 1998 election that
“azan (call for Muslim prayer)
would be replaced by blowing of
conchshells” in Bangladesh if
Awami League came to power,
was greeted at Dhakeshwari
Temple in the same traditional
Hindv style,

1t was during Begum Zia's
prine ministership that around
3,000 temples in Bangladesh were
damaged, many women raped
and properties of Hindus

eye o goolls ,

| 8 die in floods

MONSOON RAIN caused
mudslides and flood in parts
of Bangladesh. killing at least
eight people and stranding
tens of thousands in their
inundated villages, officials
said on Thursday At least
100,000 people have been
marooned in a flooded region
192 km northeast of Dhaka,
said Dhaka’s Flood Control
and Information Centre.
Many villagers are using
boats 1o get around.
Floodwaters washed away
a railroad culvert in eastern
Brahmmanbaria district, cut-
ting off railway links with
Dhaka, Five children died on |
Wednesday after a mudslide ]
buried five huts in Brahm- |
manbaria. Three men |
i
I

drowned in floodwaters in |
southern Barguna district.
AR Dhafa |

destroyed following the demaoli-
tion of Babri Mosque in India in
December 1992. Begum Zia con-
tinued to accuse her political
rivals that they were “repress-
ing” the Hindu community. BNP
respects all religions,

Zia said if voted to power,
Hindu institutions would be
developed and steps taken so that
peaple of all faiths could practise
their religion properly.

Hindus in Bangladesh, till the
other day. had a very poor repre-
sentation in Government jobs.
especially at the higher echelon.
Before Awami League came to
power 1596, not a single minority
had occupied the post of secre-
tary. the top job in civil bureau-
cracy. At present, there are five
Hindus among 56 secretaries.

Besides three ministers,
including one of Cabinet rank.
the Hasina Government has
appointed three minority mem-
bers as chiefs of diplomatic mis-
sions out of about 50 resident
missions that Bangladesh mamn-
tains around the workd.

Pt
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DEUTSCHE PRESSE AGENTUH

DHAKA, June 5. - The main
Opposition party in Bangla-
desh today threatened to boy-
cott the coming general elec-
tions if the government went
ahead with the adoption of the
controversial Special Security
Bill in the national parliament.
The Bill which provides for
life-long special security meas-
ures for Prime Minister Sheikh
“Hasina and her younger sister
‘Sheikh Rehana is being vehe-
mently opposed by the Bangla-

t

ROW OVER BILL PI\‘OTECTING HASINA

desh Nationalist Party as being
discriminatory.

“We may seriously consider
boycotting the upcoming polls if
the ruling Awami League does-
n’t drop plans to press for the
passage of the bill in the
House,” said senior BNP leader
Mr Badruddoza Chowdhury.

The Bill is expected to be ta-
bled in the current parliamen-
t's last session before the 330-
member House is dissolved at
the expiry of its five-year term

in July paving the way for a
ceneral election under a non-
party caretaker government.
Vhe parliamentary polls are
expected in October. The disso-
lution of the House will be pre-
ceded by the transfer of power
by Sheikh Hasina to a caretak-
er administration.

The government is seeking
special security measures for
Hasina and Rehana as daugh-
ters and only surviving ciocse

faminers of the coun-

ens to boycot{ﬁoﬂs

try's founder President Sheikh
Muyjibur Rahman.

With the enactment of the Bill
Sheikh Hasina will get state se-
curity even after stepping down
from power, parliameniary
sources said.

Mujib and most of his family
were killed in 1975 in a mutiny
by a group of army officers. The
rebel officers, who had also
overthrown Mujib’s govern-
ment, were put on trial in 1996
when Hasina returned to power
at the head of the Awami Lea-
gue.



/Securlty tlghtened
in Bangladesh s 5,

after blast kills 11

Army posted in all churches

Dhaka, June 4: Security was
tightened around churches
across Bangladesh on Monday
after an overnight bomb attack
on a Christian place of worship
in southern Bangladesh left 11
dead and 20 critically wounded.

Armed policemen were posted
at churches in the capital Dhaka
and the southern port city of
Chittagong and elsewhere in the
countryside.

Official sources said paramili-

ry border soldiers were kept in

state of alert for paoessible
eployment after a powerful
evice went off in a Catholic
hurch on Sunday in the Christ-
ian village of Baniarchar in
Gopalganj district, south of
Dhaka.

Witnesses said a powerful
device exploded inside the
church engulfing the main
praver hall with smoke as Sun-
‘day’s mass was in progress.

“I heard a big bang and people
were screaming all around me,”
said eye  witness  Hubert
Bairagee, who was also wounded
and was receiving treatment in
the Gopalganj hospital. No one
has claimed responsibility for
the bombing, but the police sus-
pect Islamic extremists could be
behind the attack.

Official sources said several
people from the site of the blast
were detained for interrogation.

The blast shook houses and
spread panic in Baniarchar and
other Christian and Hindu vil-
lages in the neighbourhood.

This is the first major attack on
a Christian church  in
Bangladesh after the former
eastern province of Pakistan
broke away from Islamabad in
1971 adopting secularist policies.
The last bombing incident took
place in April inside a park in
Dhaka where a Bengali New
Year’s musical show was in
progress.

The attack which was blamed
on g local Islamic militant group
killed at least nine people.

All the dead are local Chris-
tians, the police said.

Gopalganj, the home con-
stituency of Prime Minister
Sheikh Hasina, has a large
minority  population, meostly
Hindus and Christians.

Ms Hasina called the attack a
move by religious fanatics to
destroy communal peace in the
Muslim majority. country.

Army explosive experts were
investigating the bomb attack.
An inpitial probe revealed that
the bomb was fitted with a timer
device and was planted under a
bookshelf inside the church.

The police have sealed off the
area after the incident. Several
criticaily wounded were flown to
Dhaka for treatment. (DPA) /



10 die
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Dhaka, June 3 (Reuters)’At least
ten people were killed and 16
wounded when a bomb exploded
during Sunday pravers at a
Roman Catholic church at Baniar-
char in southwestern Bangladesh,
officials and police said.
“Ten people have been killed
and 16 wounded in the biast dur-
ing Sunday prayers at Baniarchar

mission,” said Jawadul
, press secretary to Prime
Minister Sheikh Hasina.

Police said nine people died at
the mission church at Banjarchar
in southwestern Bangladesh. A
tenth victim died in hospital. All
the victims were Bangladeshi
men.

No group or individual has

=

claimed responsibility for the
blast. Police said the bomb was be-
lieved to be hidden in a sack kept
inside the church and it went off
soon after the prayers had begun.

Splinters from the powerful
homb tore through the corrugated
iron roof of the brick-walled
church, police said but gave no
further details.

Michael Rozario, Archbishop
of Dhaka, condemned the bomb-
ing and demanded a proper in-
quiry.

“Such an incident at any
prayer place calls for condemna-
tion. I hope authorities will con-
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Bangla church blast

duct a proper investigation,” he
said.

Karim said Hasina immediate-
Iy ordered an investigation into
the incident and asked army ex-
plasive experts to visit the area,
which is near her Gopalgonj
hometown.

Police at Gopalganj said the
homb exploded during a morning
prayer session. Baniarchar, about
230 km from Dhaka, has a large
number of Christian residents, po-
lice inspector Shah Alam saidl.

It was believed to be the first
bombing at a church in over-
whelmingly Muslim Bangladesh.

e



Aq/” Row over security cover for Hasina

By aroon Habib

DHAKA, JUKRE'R. The Bangladesh Jatiya Sangsad,
which meets on June 6 in its last session, is
likely to enact a new law for providing security
to Sheikh 1lasina, who is going to complete
her five-year tenure as Prime Minister, mark-
ing a landmark in the country's parliamentary
history.

The current Parliament, which will com-
plete its term on July 13, is the first one to do
s0 in Bangladesh’s 30-year history. The previ-
ous Houses could not complete their terms
either due to military interventions or anti-
Government agitations.

The issue of Sheikh Hasina's security, after
she steps down Trom the office, has started
causing serious concern among the Awami
League’s policy planners. A party delegation
met the President, Mr. Justice Shahabuddin
Ahmed. and explained to him the different as-
pects of the planned legislation to provide se-
curity to Sheikh Hasina and her sister, Sheikh
Rehena, the two surviving daughters of Sheikh
Mujibur Rahman, wheo led the nation to free-
dom from Pakistan. The assassins of Mujib,
many of whom are at large, were sentenced to

death by the High Court recently.

While the security threats to Hasina and her
family members are real, particularly ahead of
the crucial election and in view of the risks
they face pow after the conviction of Mujib’s
killers, the issue was taken up by the main-
stream Opposition politically. A delegation of
the main Oppositien Bangladesh Nationalist
Party (BNP) et the President on May 28 and
requested him not to give assent to the pro-
posed Bill.

The Opposition has alleged that after pass-
ing the law to ensure state security to Sheikh
Hasina, she would continue to live in “Ganob-
haban”, her official residence, and this would
have a psychological impact on the voters in
the coming election. They also complained to
the President that in the name of state securi-
ty, Sheikh Hasina would continue to enjoy
state protocol.

A high profile delegation of the ruling party,
while informing the President of their firm
stand on '‘no compromise on the security is-
sue of Hasina”, criticised the Opposition for
“misinterpretation and falsehvod”. They said
the Opposition leader and the former Prime
Minister, Begum Khaleda Zia, had been con-

tinuously EI]JOrY‘TH\g all such facilities, since the
assassination of her husband, Gen. Ziaur Rah-
man, in 1981,  The Awami League delegation
consisting of senior Ministers, expressed grave
concern over threats 1o Sheikh Hasina’s life. In
such a situation, they observed, providing spe-
cial security to Hasina was the pritne respon-
sibility of the state. "We are now more
concerned about her security after the High
Court verdict sentencing the killers of the Fa-
ther of the Nation”, the Finance Minister, Mr.
S.AM.S. Kibria, told reporters after coming
out of Bangabhaban, the President’s house.
The ruling party leaders poinled out that
such security measures were ensured for for-
mer Prime Ministers and Presidents and their
family in many countries, including India and
Sri Lanka. Even Begum Khaleda Zia and her
children have been enjoying all facilities in-
cluding housing, cars, allowances and mainte-
nance cost of her two houses — one in the
Dhaka cantonment and other in the posh Gul-
shan residential area — for more than 20
years, Despite being the daughters of the
country’s independence leader, Sheikh Hasi-
na and her sister had refused facilides offered
by the past military Governments. -
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Bangladesh feels
the “Lnglish ptncy
DHAKA: Patriotically préud of
its Bengali linguistic heritage,
Bangladesh is now facing the
“English pinch” in global compe-

tition from information t to-,
gy to spurt.u(( rﬂ‘: ~h §

A nation which which fught
for independence from Pakistan
30 years ago on the basis of its
Bengali language, Bangladesh has
suddenty found itself trapped in a
sityation where there is no alter-
native to English.
| Misspelt billboard signs and
restaurants which welcome cus-
somers with the friendly but bal-
fling: “You be in our guest and
please like any menn from
arrangement vltimaie sea food”
point to a need to improve Eng-
lish standards.

Comnentators bave laid the
blame for declining standards in
many quarters, bot agree that this
South Asian nation has no cheice
but to enhance English language
skills to face the challenges of
global competition.

“For the development of the
software industry, the English.
speaking population should be
developed to a great extent,” tele-
phone engineer Mohammad
Yousuf Niaz said.

Bangladesh should learn from
India’s example and set up a
“knowledge triangle,” like that of
Bangalore, Madras and Mysore,
to face global competition, he
said. Businessman Ahsanul H;g
safd he was frustrated by the ¥
of executives with English skills to
handle foreign gnesis and foreign
correspondence.

“I think we are slowly feeling
the English pinch after years of
negligence, but ¥ wonder how to
cover the gap and produce quality
execatives with needed language
skills,” he suid.

The counfry’s need for better
English is being felt on the cricket
pitch as well as in the company
boardroom. The Bangladesh
Cricket Board recently urged its
players to learn English te help
boild a rapport with their Auvs-
tralian coach Trevor Chappell.
During Bangtadesh’s maiden for-
eign Test tour to Zimbabwe Iast
month, the team manager found
there was a communication gap
between the team and Chappell
due to the players’ lack of Eng-
lish.

Banishing English to the back-
vard of the eduncation system, to
be replaced with Bengali after in-
dependence in 1971, “created a
major gap,” said Syed Monjurul
Islam, a senior English professor

at Dhaka University.
“We need a national education
policy,” he said. jarr) v
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<y Khaleda faces a tough test), -

By Haroon Hahib

DMAKA, MAY 23, The main challen-
ger of the ruling Awami League in
Bangladesh and former Prime
Minister, Begum Khaleda Zia, is
faving a tough test to her lead-
ership even as the Prime Minister,
Sheikh Hasina, is set to hand over
power to a neuatral caretaker gov-
ernment in mid- [uly to hold the
general election,

Begum  “ia  has  apparently
abandoned the politics of hartal,
the condemned political weapon
she used during the last three
vears to pull the Government
down. The crucial ballot war is set
some time in early Qctober.

Only a tew months ago the
chairperson ol the Bangladesh
Nationalist Party (BNP) sounded
confident that her 4- party com-
bine would continue to remain a
“strang Islamic natienatist force”
and be able 10 sweep the election
defeating the “sccular, pro-lndi-
an’” Awanmui League, Her abserva-
tion was more ess right since
she could syetessfully command

the support of the Islamic radicals
including the “pro-Pakistanis”.

But Begum Zia's alliance suf-
fered a major blow from one of its
kev-sponsors, former president
Gen. 1L.M. Ershad, who severed
his Jativa Party's relations with
the Begum Zia-led alliance after
coming out from jail last month.
Cen. Ershad is trying to float a
new alliance.

Gen. Ershad’s ‘“betrayal”, as
Begum Zia puts it, followed the

much-talked about expulsions of
two "hardliner leaders” — Mr. Sa-
lahuddin  Quader Chowdhury
(MP), and Mr. Anwar Zahid, press
adviser to the Opposition leader,
from the BNP. These tweo, known
for their anti-Indian stand. com-
manded a sizable number of par-
ty  “hardliners” and  their
dramatic exit from the party and
alliance has caused concern for
the BNP.

Another challenge Begum Zia
faces is the persistent pressure of
her alliance parmers, the funda-
mentalist Jamaat-E- lslami and
the Islami Oikya Jote (107}, on se-
lecting commen candidates for
the 300 parliamentary constitu-
encies. Analysts believe that Be-
gum Zia's chance of returning to
power and the fate of her allionce
virtually hinge on an amicable
seitlement.

In fact, Begum 7ia has no op-
tion but to hang on to the Jamaat
which is pressuring her to com-
plete the seat sharing wcll ahead
of the formal electioneering. The
BNP palicy-makers wanted (o de-
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lay the tricky job as lgng as pos-
sible, but the Jamdaties have
sensed this and are forcing for
early campletion.

Many  Opposition  strafegists
agrecd that the sharing of scats
among e alfiance partmers will
not e an casy jobn iy d tough
rask indecd. But we must do i be-
cause wirhour this we cannot
achieve electoral victory,” said a
senior BNP leader.

A few months ago, when the
Begum Zia-led alliance was in its
full form, the BNP suprems in-
tended to convede 100 seats to
the allies. Bur  the scenario
changed dramatically with the ex-
it of Gen. lirshad from the alli-
ance. Besides the Jamaat, the BNP
has now only two smaller compo-
nents which have no scats in Par-
Hament nor can they bag one
unless hacked by the BNP.

According 10 party insiders, Be-
gum Zia has now decided to give
50 0 70 seals to the Jamaat and

the other two. /



4 _Bangla Opp.

~ sets term

2 toend,
strikes

Dhaka, May 16 (Reuters):
Bangladesh’s main Opposition
party said it will not call any
strikes in the run-up to a generat
election later this vear if the gov-
ernment stops what it described
as the repression of its members.
“We will not call any strikes if
the government stops repression, !
like arrests and filing of false |
cases against Opposition leaders |
and workers,” Bangiladesh Na- |
tionalist Party (BNP} secretary- |
general, Abdul Mannan Bhuiyvan, |
said today. BNP Ileader Begum !
Khaleda Zia made the offer tostop !
all strikes in a meeting with busi- !
ness leaders late yesterday, he |
said. Prime Minister Sheikh Hasi- '
na said her arch foe Khaleda’s de- 1
cision was welcomed. |
“T welcome her decision which |
is definitely a relief for every |
body,” Hasina told a news confer- ‘
ence on her return from a summit |
for least-developed counfries in |
Brussels. Hasina said the Opposi- |
tion campaign against her govern-
ment had failed as the strike |
proved detrimental to the econo- |
|
i
i
i
|

i
|
i
f
!
!
|
|
!
|
\
|
|

my and the nation.

A four-party Opposition al-
liance, led by Khaleda, has en-
forced more than 85 days of coun-
trywide strikes since Hasina took
office in 1998, Buasiness leaders
say the stoppages have cost
Bangladesh $66 million a dav in
lost production and exports,
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“HASINA’S TROJAN HORSE

Must be careful of enemies Within y(

HE discovery of & car bomb outside Sheikh Ha}ina
residence in Dhaka is further proof of worsening politica
scene and lawleseness that has g'rilpped Bangladesh in recent
months. Last year a powerful explosive device was found at
the venue in her native Kotalipara where she was to address
a rally. The involvement of fundamentalists in that attem-
Eted blast is proved beyond doubt. Dhaka since January has
een rocked by two major blasts which killed in all 20 people.
The first blast at a %ommunist Party rally claimecf aight
lives. The second at the “Batamool” Pahelo Baisakh function
claimed 12 lives. About two years ago an identical number
of/lives were lost in another blast when a leftist cultural

up, Udichi, was performing in Jessore. The organisers of :

| three functions are in the vanguard of & popular move-
ent against fundamentalists. All this iy not welcome to the
untry’s islamists, a section of which has vowed to Tali-
anise Bangladesh. The car bomb was discovered in a vehicle .

elonging to an Awami League member, Thig is no surprise
ince Sheikh Hasina has many Trojan horses in her party.
heir acts and deeds in recent montha have tainted the
party’s image. One MP used hired goons to oppose a BNP-

sponsored hartal killing innocent bystanders, Goons of ano- -
ther Awami League MP in Noakhali battered a local journa- '

list beceuse of his critical writings.
Sheikh Hasina must know that not only Islamists in the

Opposition but algo quite a few fifth columnists in her own ,

party pose & threat to her, After all it was her father’s closest

confidants in the party like Khondokar Mushtaque Ahmed, :
TPaheruddin Thakur and Shah Moazzem Hossain who hat-
ched the conspiracy with a section of the military to stage a !

bloody coup by liquidating Sheikh Mujib's family, What was

worse was that they justified the killings and protected and
rewarded the killers. To make their position more safe, they

ordered the killing of four top Awami League leaders in Dha-

ka jail. In fact many believe that traditionally Awami League .
has been its own worst enemy. Whether Monday’s attempted |
blast was another such manifestation investigations alone :
will tell. But there is no doubt that with parliamentary elec- .

tions just round the corner there are elements in Awami
League who are out o give political mileage to the Oppo-
sition. Sheikh Hasina better be careful.
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which has the potential of

having far-reaching conse-
quences, the unicameral Bang-
ladesh Parliament, the Jatiya
Sangsad, on 8 April, unani-
mously adopted “The Vested
Property Return Bill, 2001”.
Notably, the Bill creates provi-
sions for the return of certain
listed vested property to its
actual owners or their Bang-
ladeshi successor or successor-
in-interest. Politics in Bangla-
desh is rarely dull and unex-
citing, but usually it moves in
negative direc- ‘
tions. On 8 April,
though, it moved in
exceedingly posi-
tive directions. And
the consensus was
unprecedented.
The main opposi-
tion party in the
Jatiya Sangsad,
the  Bangladesh
Nationalist Party,
had been boycot-
ting the House for
about two years
before the passage
of the Bill. It is
altogether a differ-
ent matter that the
Jatiya Party, led by
former President
General HM Er-|
shad, returned to i
Parliament a few .

- IN a significant development

By PARMANAND

April, a “Vested Property Tri-
bunal” will settle applications
for the return of listed vested
property to its actual owner or
his or her Bangladeshi succes-
sor-in-interest. The Bill pro-
vides that some listed property,
now vested in the government,
wolld be returned to the origi-
nal owners, or their Bangla-
deshi successor or the succes-
sor-in-interest of the original
owners or their successors, [t
also proposes that the occupant

days ago, risking ™
its formal expulsion from the
mainstream opposition com-
bine. The BNP, the JP, the
Jamaat-e-Islami and the Islami
Oikya Jote, today, constitute
the four-party alliance.

BOLD STEP
Undoubtedly, the Bill's pas-
sage Is percelved as a bold step
by Sheikh Hasina's govern-
ment to remove the “black law”
enacted during the 1965 Indo-
Pak war with the sole purpose
of suppressing the minority
Hindu community. For decad-
es, the leaders of the minority
community, including the secu-
lar, political and other forces,
had been demanding the law’s
annulment.
It was only after genuine ai-
tempts to achieve a consensus
that the Sheikh Hasina govern-
ment finally abrogated it. After
the emergence of Bangiadesh
in 1971, the Sheikh Mujibur
Rahman government had re-
placed “enemy” with “vested”
}iyoperty in the law. In truth, it
/vas on 4 September last year
gat the Bangladesh govern-
ent decided to return the
properties largely belonging to
the minority Hindu commu-
nity. The cabinet, in September
last year, had formed a com-
- mittee of ministers to draft a
. law for the purpose.
Under the rules, the proper-
ties of a section of Hindus, who
left the then Pakistan after
1947, were declared enemy
property and vested with the
government for management.
According to official records,
. the size of the vested property
" is 7,57.70,508 acres. The coun-
. try’s official news agency,
. Bangladesh Sanghad Sangs-
tha, quoting a recent study,
. says about 50 lakh members of
" the Hindu community or 10
lakh Bangladeshi Hindu fami-
lies were adversely affected by
* the law. The chief of the study
. team and general secretary of
" the Bangladesh Economic As-
! sociation, Dr Abdul Barakat,
had said in September that 95
per cent of the Hindus, whose
preperties were confiscated,
were in Bangladesh. Only five
per cent left for India.
Under the Bill passed on 8

Tl merdbeo T

of the vested property - be it
the government or someone
authorised by it — would be
allowed to remove any struc-
ture or movable assets from the
vested land.

The question of supreme im-
portance now is: will the Hin-
dus deprived of their properties
get them back in reality and
withcut much difficulty? While
the unanimity shown by all
parties in the Jatiya Sangsad is
encouraging, various funda-
mentalist and obscurantist
forces in Bangladesh may try to
scuttle the law's implemen-
tation. One hopes that the
government of Bangladesh —
be it the present one or the new
one that comes into being after
the polls later this year — will
implement the new law both in
letter and spirit.

WELCOME

The BNP had not reacted im-
mediately to the government's
decision in September last.
Nonetheless, several opposition
Jatiya Sangsad members in
their individual capacity had
endorsed the government's
stand, and had stated that the
“black” law be better scrapped.
Disturbingly, though, the In-
quilab, Bangladesh's religious
fundamentalism’s main mouth-
piece had in September accused
Sheikh Hasina’s government of
planning te hand over
properties — left out long long
ago — to six lakh Hindus, and
went to the extent of warning
the government of “bloody
clashes”, if that decision was
executed.

Various segments of the Bang-
ladesh civil society, though,
have welcomed the govern-
ment’s moves. Nim Chand
Bhoumik, leader of the Hindu-
Bouddha-Christian-Oikya
Parishad, said, though late, the
government’s initiative was a
positive step. Bhoumik stres-
sed that the demand for an-
nulment of the Vested Property
Act had very much become a
national demand. Describing
the decsion as “overdue for a
long time”, Dr Kamal Hossain,
a noted legal expert and foreign
minister during Sheikh Muji-
bur Rahman's days, also wel-
comed tha oavnwmee-ciio 1"

STED PROPERTY

- TS

angladesh Should Implement New {.aw

Bangladesh siated thdt progre-
ssive forces had decided to do
away with the black law even
before the state of Bangladesh
had become a reality. Obwi-
ously, the government did not
take the inttiative in a vacuum,
and there was a strong back-
ground against which the
Prime Minister had decided to

act. Shudhanshu Shekhar Hal-

dar, a noted minority leader,
praised the government’s deci-
sion and stated that the gov-
ernment’s initiative had taken
care of the long-cherished de-
mand of the Hindu
minority.

Shaikh  Razzak
Ali, 2 former Spea-
7 ker of the Jatiya
| Sangsad and cur-
rently 2 BNP mem-
ber of the House,
quite expectedly,
welcomed the gov-
ernment’s decision
with caution, war-
| ning against any
1 hasty action, for,
he feared it might
give rise to dis-
{ putes and compli-
| cations. Neverthe-
ess, as early as
September Shaikh
J Razzak Al wel-
omed the forma-

| committee for this
d purpose. On  the
other hand, Hasanul Haque
Inu, leader of the Jatiya Sans-
tantrik Dal described the gov-
ernment’s decision as “coura-
geous” in the sphere of equality
of rights and rule of law. Signi-
ficantly, Inu also stressed that
the issue should mot be linked
with electoral politics.

OTHER ISSUES

There is no doubt that over the
vears, Indo-Bangladesh ties
have become more positive and
purposeful. The two countries
reached a broad agreement on
sharing of waters of common
rivers in January this year
Abdur Razzak, Bangladesh
Water Resources Minister, cal-
led the outcome of the meeting
of the Joint Rivers Commission
in January a “big achieve-
ment”, as India had agreed to
help conduct a feasibility study
oh Bangladesh’s plan to con-
struct a barrage across the
(Ganges to resolve the water cri-
sis in the downstream Farakka
barrage. The Indian Water Re-
sources Minister, Arjun Char-
an Sethi and his Bangladesh
counterpart also agreed to an
interim arrangement for shar-
ing the Teesta waters.

In another significant develop-
ment on the bilateral ties front,
the railway route between the
two countries was re-estab-
lished through Benapole on 21
January with the arrival of a
goods train from the Indian
border point of Petrapole. The
Sonar Bangla, the 35-wagon
train carried feodgrain from
India on that occasion. The
then Indian railway minister
Mamata Banerjee and Bang-
ladesh Communication
minister Anwar Hossain, along
with senior railway officials,
were present.

To make matters better, pros-
pects of the much-awaited
Indo-Bangladesh gas pipeline
project have also brightened.
Significantly, Unocal, the U3
energy company, recommended
in January that it was the only
feasible alternative for utilising
the natural gas reserves. Jim
Stone, the South Asia chief of
Uncoal, said in an interview
thai a decision was expected
immediately after the un-

tion of the cabinet .



~ “Mujib killers’
sentence f6-™
stayed

Dhaka, May 4 ¥ *?’ i 3’] {

AN APPEAL court on Thurstday
granted a temporary stay on the
death sentences handed to 12 for-
mer army personnel for the mur-
der of Mujibur Rehman, court
sources said,

The appellate division of the
Bangladesh Supreme Court
stayed Monday’s high court ver-
dict confirming the sentences. It
ruled after hearing provisional
appeal petitions filed by two of
the convicted killers.

The ruling gives the convicts
an extra month to prepare their
appeals of the sentences. Nor-
mally, 30 days are given to appeal.

The high court confirmed the
sentences given 11 former army
officers and a soldier convicted
in 1998 of killing Sheikh Mujibur
Rahman and 15 of his relatives in
a 1975 military coup. The high
court acquitted three others for
lack of evidence.

Four of those convicted are in

f@;aka Central Jail. Eight others

re fugitives abroad who were
tried in absentia. Bangladash 1s
signing an eéxtradition treaty
with the US, where twa of the

killers live.
A
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Q & A\ Maulana Motiur Rahman Nizami

e ‘
S

DHAKA: The lamaat-e-Islami is a
senall but influential force in
Bangladesh and is part of the four-
party apposition alliance ranged
against Prime Minister Sheikh
Hasina's government. Its amecr,
Maulana Motiur Rahman Nizanti,
spoke to Siddharth Vavadarajan
about the recent Inde-Bangladesh
iension, the role of Islarist parties in
the country and how they reconcile
their present position with the

Fact that they opposed the 1971
liberation war:

What is your apinion on the recent
horder clash with India?

Border clashes occeur  every
month, In fact, during the five vears
of the Awami League government,
there have been 300 mcidents of
BSF wviolence in which 400
Bangladeshis have been killed, in-
cluding  several from  the
Bangladesh Rifles (BDR). In terms
of the recent incidents, as far as I
know, the BDR did not engage in
any offensive action.

The basic problem is that the 1974
Indira-Mujib accord has never been
implemented. We ratified it

Whar will the Jamaat do in the
coming elections? Are you appre-

‘nsive that the four-party alliance
against the Awami League seems

to be splitting?

Opposition parties always form

afliances  against the ruling
partv. Let’s see who remains and
who stays. But then this alliance
against the Awami League is the
need of the times.
The government has blamed “Islamic
Ffundamentalists’ and ‘anti-Libera-
tion forces’ for the deadly bomb ar-
tick during the Bengali New Year
celebrations of Poila Boisakh in
Dhaka last month in which 11} peo-
ple died. What is your reaction?

The government has a responsi-
bility neutrally to investigate who
was behind the criminal attack and
tell the nation. Without any investi-
gation, the government should not
attempt to pass judgment. Sheikh
Hasina immediately blamed the
communalists and fundamentalists.
May be this was a way of covering
up for the real culprits. Earlier too,
in the Jessore bombing of 1999 our
student wing was accused and many

Bangladeshi Jamaat

Polia Boisakh?

We have a stand on cultural mat-
ters that what goes against the
teachings of [slam should not be 1n-
dulged in. But there is nothing
wrong in people organising lestivi-
ties for the new vear. We are noi
opposed to this.

The Jamaar and other Islarnist rrends
opposed the creation of Bangladesh
in 1971. What is vour view towards
Pakistan today? Do vou think reuni-

fieation might be possible?

Itis absurd and improbable to talk
about Bangladesh and Pakistan be-
ing one country again. After Decem-
ber 16. 1971, no Islamic group in
Bangladesh has ever called for re-
unification. As long as Pakisian was
one country, we were loyal to it. Now
that Bangladesh is an independent
country, we are commitled to it
How do you react when you are
labelled as anti-liberation forces?

This is sheer propaganda by our
enemies. [t shows the extent of their
political bankruptey. There 1s still a
Muslim League in India and the
Congress continued to exst in Puk-
istan until it merged with the Awarm

almost immediately but not
the Indian Lok Sabha. If one
goes back even further, the
1947 partition was done in
such a way thal therc many |
complex problems of border ¢
demarcation. The bound-
aries were not drawn with
inteltigence. Maybe those
wheo drew up the lines didn’t
want the people of this re-
gion to live in peace, they

CCAfier December 16,

Bangladesh has ever

1971, no Islamic group in

called for reunification. As
long as Pakistan was one
_country, we were loyal to
Lit. Now that Bangladesh is
Bl an independent country,
B £ we are committed to it 7

League. If someone was in-
volved in crimes in 1971, 3t s
one thing. But if someone
held different views in 1971
and you tlake them to task
for this for the rest of their
lives, this is not fair.
It iy said by some that the
Jamaar is trving to make
inreads in the Bangladeshi
army. f
Such propaganda is aimcdg
at making the politics of &

wanled the conflict to re-
main. In any case, the 1974 accord
provided the basis for settling these
problems but this was never done.

The nnly thing the BDR dud was
te seeze - - without a light — a [ree-
Jdom fishters” camp at Padua which
had been taken over by the BSF in
1971, India shoudd have suived the
matter through negoniation. Instead.
it attacked the BDR atl Boraibari.
What happened of course — the
loss of lives — was unfortunale.
Hew do you think the Hasina
government has handled the crisis?

After Padua. the Awami Leaguc
government should have been alert.
Even now. they arc not protesting
the illegal BSF intrusion at Bo-
raibari. The Vajpayee government
has protestied so loudlv about every-
thing: vet. she has been quite silent.
People in India were shocked by the
way ir which the dead bodies of
the Indian soldivrs were carried,
tiedd 1o bamhboo poles. And then
there are allegations of torture,
ciesfodial kitlings...

[t was the public which carried the
bodies that way, oo the BDR. As
for the question of lorture. the post-
mortem report of our doctors dues
not tally with the BSF e allegations.

were arrested but then released be-
cause there was no evidence. The in-
vesligation repart for that has still
not been published. I think these
things are being orchestraled by the
povernment to diseredit its oppo-
nents — to blame the Islamic oppo-
sition and even the BNE,

But doesn’t the Jamaat as a group
oppose secular cultural events like
the Poila Boisakh celebrations?

We always declare what we be-
heve, but we don’t behieve in impos-
ing anything though force. This goes
against the philosophy of the Ja-
maat-e-Isiami. Terrorist activitics in
Bangladesh have their origin in the
leftist groups. It is they who believe
political power flows from the bar-
ref of the gun. This is not a belief of
the Islammic groups. The genesis of
lerrorism in the present context is
also tied to the fascist activities of
the ruling Awami League.

To get the blessings of the 15, the
AL government has started talking
of Osama bin Laden, of a new
group called the Harkatul Jihad,
but we don't even know who these
people are and whether they
S¥CR eXist OT not.

But what Is your attitude towards

RE TIMES OF INDIA
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democracy unhealihy. The
Jamaat opposed Ayub Khan's mar-
tial law. During Ershad’s martial
Jaw, the Jamaat joined the Awami
League and Khaleda Zia in oppos-
ing him. We do not believz 10 achie -
ing anything through armed means.
Only throuph the political support
of the people. So we arc not nteresi-
ed in cultivating any speatic
professional group. The army is part
of the people. It should be above
politics, a svmbol of unity, This is
aur political doctrine.

Given that Bangladesh is an "Islanuc’
country, why does the Jamaar do so
badly in elections?

For an ideological party. the pro- |
sent political system does not
favour it. The same is true for the
Communist Party. But we are not s
a hurry. We are poing to ik
people. educating them slowly
It we were just a normal party
plaving power politics, we
would get more seats. But we don’t
use black money, terrorism. ro
false promises.

What kind of relations do you
advocate with India?

We want friendly relations with
India but not those based on
dominalion and expansionism.
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over Bangla polls

Dhaka, AMay 6

A RECORD 32000 observers
wil] moniter Bangladesh's par-
liamentary vote in October, a
huoman rights group said teday.

Past elections in this nation
of 130 million people have been
marred by charges of vote
fraud, rigging and violence,
Shafigul Haw Chowdhury, exec-
utive director of the
Bangladesh Human Rights
Commission, told reporters
that each voting district would
have 107 election observers.

The tommission will invite
abservers from 20 countries.
including the USA, UK, Sri
Lanka and India.

Prime Minister Sheikh Hasi-
na’s five-vear term ends gn July
13 and fresh elections must be
heid within 90 days.

Bangladesh, an impoverished
nation, is of the size of Iowa or
Greece. The per-capita income is
$150 a vear and seven out of ten
people are illiterate. Many do not
have access 1o two meals a day,

| A4
ysands to watc

In 1996, Bangladesh intyo-
duced a system that reguirks
the Prime Minister to resign at
least three months before the
voting date. The elections are
held by a caretaker administra-
tion, headed by a retired chief
justice.

Hasina had promised to hold
elections by June, but changed
her mind in the face of an
Oppasition campaign for imme-
diate dissolution of the 300-seat
Parliament. The Opposition
has been organising general
strikes to force her out of office.
In April, eight days of nation-
wide shutdown caused $544 mil-
lion in lost production. At least
eight people were killed and
dozens wounded in related
street violence.

The four-party Opposition
alliance, led by former Prime
Minister Khaleda Zia, accuses
Hasina’s Government of cor-
ruption, mismanagement and
harassment of political oppo-
nents.

AP
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ourt sohfirms
death for Mujib
killers, Bangla

5

celebrates (]

Dhaka, May 1: Lawyers deferil-
ing the convicted Army officeis
charged with the assassinatio
of Bangladesh’s founder Presi-
dent Sheikh Mujibur Rahman
on Tuesday said that they would
go to the highest appeals court
for saving the neck of the alleged
killers.

Lawyer Khan Saifur said he
would file a petition with the
appeals bench of the Supreme
Court asking for overturning
the death sentences on twelve
former Army officers earlier
confirmed by the high court.

Tens of thousands of support-
ers and admirers of Mujib burst
into jubilation on the streets of
the capital Dhaka after a high
court judge in Bangladesh on
Monday confirmed the death
sentences passed by a lower
court on two former armymen
for murdering Mujib and most
of his close family members
about 26 years ago. Justice
Mohamnad Fazlul Karim after
a 42-day hearing upheld the
1998 verdict of a Dhaka district
court under which former
Colonel Mohiuddin Ahmad and
a soldier Mosieh Uddin were
condemned to die¢ for _ their
involvement in the mutiny
which had also overthrown
Mujib’s elected civilian govern-
ment. With Monday’s confirma-
tion by the high court the num-
ber of armymen condemned to
die for the massacre of 15
August 1975 stood at 12. Prime
minister Sheikh Hasina, Mujib’s
elder daughter and political
heir, said the verdiWl was o« tci l

umph of justice. (DPA)
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indepe dernce, [ das are landless wibals whi
Fren 30 years aft .T . scattered hamlets.
between secularists and funda’me' In places just 60 km aw:
secularists and the

. i Hyderabad, there are 1e
lists — are still Bangladesh- continues, says Haro “tandas” [hamlets) with ne
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was believed to have be?tp he quick resolution of the crists Prite Ministe migration during the dry n
resolved with the birth o t], % has frustrated the political on in office. / Whar little work peaple co
new country n ;_1.wart_ ‘g‘itu;;? enemies of Sheikh Hasina. are that the ( in the past, through Goven
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fresh national poll nears,
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] ) C‘gxg: t%efore nanced infrastructure g

confrontation is sharpening by p roads in Andhra Pradesh ai
the day. Banglades idly being widened and imy

VEN 30 years after
independence, two
distinctive forces — the

Under Bangladesh's
Constitution, the Awaiml League
will be in the office il July 13.
After that power will

The fact that Sheikh Hasina,

automatically be tral}sferred to
a neutral caretaker (Jove_mmem
which wil hold an election to

its 30th ann
26, once ag:
of the "“Pak

with the use of heavy mach
In many parts of Nalgonc
trict, there is a high incide

hter of the country’s
ﬁ?élgpendence architect, Shel[lj(h
Mujibur Rahman, was e]ec?e
to power in June 1996 qnly
furihier embittered the forces

the Jativa Sangsad (Parliament)
within the next 90 days. But the
violent street protests by the
mainstream Opposition has

politics whi  fluorosis. The absence of adc
have finally  health facilities increases m
Sheikh Has ity and mortality amongst th
Prime Mini  Ple.  And  literacy  effort

) e situation. During eloped  practically  non-existent d
; dv changeover vitiated the situa . develope o ;

‘.)ehm-q the bloioer, fatr;ergwaﬁ the first three weeks of April, consolidats  the abysmal literacy rates, |
in 1975 thlnTjhE\’ have the Begum Khaleda Zia-led of “militar Warly ameng women.
assassma;fi the more aggressive,  Opposition, in which "anti- diminishir ~_Apart from the stark reality
becqme v the question of BangladESh” forces and ) the old scl existence without waler, w)
part_lculal ¥ Q“ frer the Tecent Taliban-like fundamentalists are and comi work, and therefore with ven
India. More s0 &  contained Jarmingly active, has enforced naking a food, Lambada society has
border clashes were ¢ ity o hours of hartal. The infected by some of the wor
thanks 1o the politicas maturity 04 hour: Islamic  cial customs of mainstream }

cuccessive shutdowns have
proved disastrous 10 the o
mational economy. The bom

of New Delhi and Dhaka. The
Awami League Govemmen.l,“
dubbed ‘‘the stooge of India

society — dowry included. In
er days. families paid a bride |

now well-
recent vic

: ; B Today they have to pay downy
4 7ia- son also claimed a g.ecularl : ( wry

by the Begum.Khale[?d Zia '1ed blasts apd ar ] cansed extremist  Tesult, they prefer to sell
Opposition alliance, 1s NOw dozen lives zzln ~tC\Tcti0D of patronag ~ daughters, rather than raise ¢
being Charged”\r\.ﬁth S \.VldeSPtISad estr even atte The State Governrnent_}_@
“surrendering” the country property. platform  sponded to the scandal by is:
interests to the “enemy . hard In fact, the violence h:as only  ginction g _ C{?ovAe‘rrr;me.nt orde; pl()h‘l‘t
Despite the tens;onsi }t 1? a ctiffened Sheikh Hasina's Year's c¢ 135(1{1%::(1’ {Ld:iimsh']:]?(r\l; t]
to believe that the recent " resolve. In response to fresh The 1 qh ing’ ¢ children to
border skirmishes have cause hértal calls even afier she The P phanages on grounds of pos
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any major injury to India-

In the past, it was this prov
that was exploited by ager
who kept nominal records of
ents who had given up their
dren. Closer scrutiny revealed
the addresses and names of the
called parents were fictitious
any case, most of the poor pe
who sell their babies rarely dea
rectly with the agencies. It is r
dlemen who go ro villages, pros
the babies and then sell ther
Hyderabad, or in Chennai.
Also belatedly, the State Gove
ment has laid down guidelines
set up a board ro give certific
of recognition to adoption ag
cies. But there is practically
check kept on orphanages. As
cent events have revealed, th
are no better than holding cens
for registered adoption agencie
pick up children. Also, in the p
agencies iike Mr, Subbiah's m
aged 1o get themselves register
S0 how will the situatinn be :
different another two years do
the line? Ms. Rao argues that
steps the Government has tal
will merely push the problem 1
derground. There could be mu
instances of female infantici
"You cannot legislate away a soc
problem,” she says.

=
ts in Dhaka.
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Police face Oppesition activis
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g@ka April 24 (Reuters):

Bangladesh blunted the impact
today of the second day of an Qop-
position-led nationwide strike by
tightening security to prevent vio-
lence and allow people o travel,
witnesses said.

Numerous pedal rickshaws
and some motorised vehicles
poured intc the streets in Dhaka
and some shops reopened. The Op-
position’s 72-hour strike aims to
force Priime Minister Sheikh Hasi-

-

na to step down before her tet‘m
expires on July 13 and hold an
early election.

Opposition leaders said they
decided net to enforece the strike in
the port city of Chittagong tomor-
row, the third day of the stoppage,
spasto allow a local wrestling con-
test called Bolikhela to be held.

“The port city will be free from
strike tomorrow. We don't want to
disrupt the traditional contest,”
said one leader of the main Oppo-

angla blunts 1mpact of sgg,ke

iNon Bangladesh Nationalist
Party (BNP).

Police prehibited traffic in
Dhaka's Minto Road area, where
most government ministers live,
and the official residence of the
leader of the Opposition Begum
Khaleda Zia, chief of the BNP and
a four-party Opposition alliance,
is located. Khaleda does not live
there, but uses it as a party office.

“The prohibition (on traffic
movement at Minte Road} is in-
tended to ensure safety of the min-
isters,” the police said, without
giving details. They added the
streets of Dhaka and Chittagong
were virtually free of Opposition.
pickets today.

/
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Dhaka, April 23 (Reuters): One
man was killed by police firing
and several were injured in vio-
lence as an Opposition-led general
strike largely paralysed transport
and bhusiness across Bangladesh
today.

Witnesses said police opened
fire after strike activists hurled
home-made bombs at security offi-
cers at Dhaka’s Demra suburb
around evening. Police said at
least 15 people were injured in
sporadic bomb blasts and clashes
elsewhere in the capital today.

Vehicles were mostly off the
streets and shops were shuttered
in Dhaka, a city of nine million
people. Witnesses said the num-
ber of Opposition activists on city
streets was less today than in pre-
vious strikes as security had been
stepped up because of fears of vio-
lent clashes.

The strike halted trade on the
country’s two stock exchanges in
Dhaka and Chittagopg, disrupted

Bangla

Q)

26

Children carry food for policemen on duty in Dhaka during the first

Death and blasts in
sutdo

day of the Opposition’s 72-hour nationwide strike. (AFP)

Bangladesh Biman operated on
schedule, transpart officials said.
But flights of the private GMG air-
line, which operates domestic
routes, were suspended.

The action was the latest in a
string of Opposition protest
strikes aimed at forcing the gov-
ernment to step down and hold an
early election. The government
has refused.

Opposition leader Begum
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Khaleda Zia yesterday asked her
party leaders and activists to en-
sure a “strong presence” on the
streets. Supporters of the ruling
Awami League said they too
would be out.

Police said dozens of crude
bombs exploded and several vehi-
cles were set on fire in Dhaka last
night, before the three-day coun-

trywide stoppage beganat6am
am GMT) today. e



Hasina regrets

follow cle

FROM CHANDAN NANDY
AND BIDHAYAK DAS

April 22: Setting in motion re-
ciprocal gestures on a day
emotions ran high,
Bangladeshi Prime Minister
Sheikh Hasina spoke to her In-
dian counterpart Atal Bihari
Vajpayee, expressed “regrets”
and promised a “thorough™ in-
vestigation into charges of
torturing BSF jawans and mu-
tilating their bodies.

Hasina's assurance came
hours after Delhi declared that
the “Bangladesh government
was unaware of the unilateral
action on the part of the
Bangladesh Rifles”,

Hasina, who runs therisk of a
backlash in domestic politics if
she is seen as yielding ground to
India, expressed regrets but
added that a “full investigation”
would be conducted.

She . can address critics at
home by saying the expression of
“regret” is a humanitarian ges-
ture apd not equivalent 1o an apo!-
ogy. The Bangladesh high com-
missioner tald a television chan-
nel as much, making it clear that
the “question of apalogy will be

decided only after investigation...
as to who started it and what
happened”.

During the 30-minute conver-
sation —- the first bilateral contact
at the highest level since the east-
ern flare-up — Vaipayee conveyed
to Hasina a “deep sense of hurt
and anguish” over the torture and
pointed to the “utter disregard™
shown by BDR to global con-
ventions, a PMO spokesman said,

The BDR earlier handed over
two eritically-wounded jawans
and the decomposed body of an-
other w the Border Security
Force. They have been iaken to the
118 BSF headquarters at Tura in
Meghalaya. BSF inspector-gener-
al VK. Gaur said a protest had
been lodged with the BDR as the
weapors of the BSF men have not
been returned.

Union home secretary Kamal
Pande told reporters after a meet-
ing chaired by Vaipayee that the
Bareibari killings were “a brutal
act of murder”. The governmeni
will try to make a suo motu state-
ment on the flare-up in Parlia-
ment tomorrow.

“It is quite clear that eight of
the bodies bure point-blank bullet

wonnde with wurfilabes snd sl

) gt AN

an chit

tlple injuries. Another BSF jawan
bore wounds of strangulation,”
Pande said. But he absolved Dh-
aka. “When the foreign secretary
is saying so (that the killings were
aunilaterai BDR action), [ believe
it is with some responsibility.”

However, intelligence opera-
tives have comntested the claim
that massive troop movements
took place without the knowledge
of the Dhaka military brass or the
political establishment. Hasina
holds the defence portfolio.

Intelligence sources said BSF
officers posted along the border at
Mancachar had picked up snaich-
es of conversation between Ban-
gladesh army officers on wireless
that one batallion be deploved at
Pyrdiwah and five at Mancachar.
Messages to move in two brigades
of BDR's 19 division battalion
were also intercepted.

Intelligence repotts have also
established that five battalions of
the Bangladesh army had moved
in uniforms towards three places
in Meghalaya.

But officials conceded in Delhi
that the Indian forces might have
unwittingly lit the fuse by carving
a footpath on “occupied” Bang-
ladach tarritory, —




/,ﬁ;\l,\ DHAKA BLAST, .+

V" An ominous portent for Bangladesh

THE bomb blast which killed 10 pecple in Dhaka during a
cultural function to welcome the Bengali new year has an
ominous . portent for Bangladesh specially when parlia-
mentary elections are just six months away. There is no douht
that the blast was an attack on those secularists who have
been trying to resist the growing influence of Islamists in
_ their effort to make Bangladesh, if not a fundamentalist state
. like Afghanistan, at least an Islamic Republic. This attack is
. a first for the country, unless taken seriously it will not be the
last. Since the Pakistani days thelr contention has been that
Islam and not Bengali language and culture should be the
hallmark of people living in east Bengal. This had prompted
President Ziaur Rahman to drop secularism as one of the
state principles of Bangladesh’s constitution and encouraged
President Ershad to make Islam the state religion. With the
Awami League coming to power, Bengali nationalists have
sought to assert themselves but the message is that Islamists
“will not hesitate to resist nationalists by violent means.
- Begum Khaleda Zia and her BNP are greatly to blame for
the Islamist resurgence. By forging an electoral alliance with
, fundamentalists like the Jamaat-e-Islami and the Islami
Oikya Jote and making common cause with them on emotive
issues like Tulag she has given outfits some respectability.
The BNP has forsaken the centrist path and allowed
communalists and Pakistani collaborators to draw up party
sirategies. Reformists like the former finance minister Saifur
. Rahman have been marginalised. This has encouraged the
: Islamist outfits many of which are getting foreign help. Their
objective is to destabilise Bangladesh in every possible way.
. Already Bangladesh has several hundred Taliban volunteers
: who had arms training in Afghanistan. Islamists are fishing
in troubled waters. Begum Zia is riding a tiger. Can she
change direction?

A7



Rahul Karmakar
Guwahati, April 20
THE BANGLADESH Rn"]es
handed over 15 bodies of BSF
personnel a litrle after 6 pm
today.

The bodies were so mutilated
that the BSF officers initially
refused to accept them. Only
seven were identified as that of
BSF men, the rest were disfig-
ured beyond recognition.

The bedies were handed over
at the Boroibari point on the
Indn-Bangladesh border. &
km from Assam’'s Mankachar
town.

The BDR was supposed to
hand over the bodies around 16
am. The formality was delayed
as the flag meeting between the
two frontier forces could begin
only after 3 pm.

WA

The wrangle continued fur
three hours as the BDR insist-
ed that the mutilated bodies
belonged to their Indian coun-
terparts, hut the BSF refused to
buy it. Finally. the BSF decided
to accept the bodies.

BDR officials said the marks
on the hodies indicated that
they might have heen lynched
by Bangladeshi villagers. Thov
said the BSF men were lured
into Boroibari by their BDR
counterparts in the pretext of
exchanging pleasantries.

No sooner did the 20-0dd BSF
men enter Boreoibari than
hordes of Bangladeshi vil-
lagers armed with sticks and
farming implements pounced
upon themn.

The BSF men, unable to {ire
on civilians, paid with their
lives. Using Bangladeshi vil-

DR hands over 15

mutllzg;ed bodles

lagers j\, have been a BDR
ploy. thé officials said

The genesis of 1the villagers’
ire is believed 1o be -adverse
possession lancé’ held by India,
which also claims  (hat
Bangladesh occupies such land
housing Indian citizens since
Bangladesit’s birth in 1971.

Earlier in the dav. Dhubri 8P
A.J Baruah saic¢ BDR men had
fired a few rounds at dawn.
raising doubts about the BDR's
intention of handing over the
bodies.

The guns fell silent along Lthe
Mankachar sector today. Bt
over 3.000 villagers who had
tled the villages along the bor-
der are too scared to return
ver.

On Page 9: B8SF Intelligence

caught "W
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Dheka, April 14

TWO BOMB blasts at an oype
air concert in Dhaka on Satur-
day left at least nine people dead
and 30 injured. The second blast,
about 45 minutes later, wounded
a policeman.

The concert, at Dhaka’s lush
Ramna Park, was part of the
Rengali New Year celebrations
and had attracted a erowd of
about 15,000 people.

No organisation has claimed
responsibility for the biasts.

Prime Minister Sheikh Hasi-
na condemned the blasts and
blamed it on “forces who
opposed Bangladesh’s indepen-
dence (from Pakistan) and want
to destroy Bengali cutture.”

«1 urge all Bangladeshis to
resist the evil forces trying to
jeopardise democracy and
retard (economic) progress."
she said.

Khairul Anam Shakil, gener-
al secretary of Bangladesh's
leading cultural group, Chhaya-
not, dubbed the explosions as an
attack on Bengali culture.

“] am deeply depressed and
disturbed by the incident. We
have been holding such conceris
for over 40 years 1o highlight
Bengali culture put never before
have we become a target of ter-
rorism,” he said.

gbme people in the crowd
could have carried inthe hombs,
said A witness.

One had his belly and chest
badly ruptured"’ he said. “Oth-
ers left the scene hurriedly, leav-
ing behind two IMOTE bombs.
One explodegt itting a police-
man and fHe other live bomb

People run away as victims lie on the ground
New Year's Day.

was lying on the ground.”

Police, howeVver, believed that
the bombs had been detonated
by remote control.

State-run Bangladesh TV
interrupted normal broadcasts
to appeal for blood donations.
Private television network ETV,

which was pwroadcasting the con-
cert live, showed the dead and
wounded lying on the ground in
pools of bioad, while others were
screaming and running away.

Tn March 1999, at least 10 peo-
ple were killed and more than
100 wounded in a similar bomb

bror fac SRR 1N IR Rk
'-r ' ‘Tj\ﬁ ,‘t

AFP PHOTO

at the site of the bomb blasts in Dhaka on Saturday, Bengali

attack at a meeting organised by
another cultural group, Udj
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B angladesh
surprise
bounty for
minoritie%\

Udayan Namboodiri
New Delhi. April 9

ITWASa historic legisiatio that
Bangladesh’s Jativa asal
passed yesterday——the Vasted
Property Returi Bill 2001. One
that will have as much impact 00
Indo-Bangladeshi relations as
the Ganga Water Treaty of 1996.

By this law, Hindus, whose
lands and properties were
forcibly ‘taken over by the Ayub
Khan regime during the 1965
Indo-Pakistan wath through the
Enemy Property Act, would be
entitied to reclaim their ances-
{ral lands and homes.

Significantly, the Bill has been
passed just ahead of the coun-
ry's general elections.

The Government has under-
taken to makea 1ist of all return-
able property within six. months,
and set up tribunals to determine
ownership. Properties taken over
by the Government in public
interest from forcible occupiers
may not be returned but their
owners or SUCCessSors would be
entitied to compensation.

1ndia sees thisas a great step
ahead since if promises to
restore the confidence of the
Hindu minority on the
Bangladesh Government.

Interestingl¥ the BJP, when
out of power, had focused on this
issue during its campaigns in
West Bengal. In its bid to sway
yoters, the party harped on t
plight of their Hindu brg
across the border.
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Bangladesh bill to return vested
@property to Hindus passed

By Harpon Habib

DHAKA, APRIL 8. The Bangladesh Parliame ;Es\
unanimously adopted “The Vested Property Re-
turn Bill, 2001,” creating provisions for the ne-
turn of certain listed vested property to its actual
owners or their Bangladeshi successor or succes-
sor-in-interest.

The passage of the hill today is seen as a bold
step by the Sheikh Hasina Government to scrap
the “black law" enacted in the midst of the 1965
India-Pakistan war with the sole objective of sup-
pressing the Hindu minoerity community.

The leaders of the minority community, in-
cluding the secular, political and other forces
have been demanding the repeal of the law for
decades. The Hasina Government has finally re-
pealed it after a thorough scrutiny fearing reper-
cussions. The Cabinet agreed in principle for its
repeal months ago.

The State Minister for Land, Al-haj Rasheed
Mosharraf, moved the bill, which was adopted by
the House as no amendment was moved. Nota-
bly, the Begum Khaleda Zia-fed opposition alli-
ance has been abstaining from the House for
about two years, though Gen. Ershad’s latiya Par-
ty returned to Parliament a few days ago risking

the furmal expulsion from the mainstream Op-
position combine.

Under the bill a "Vested Property Return Tri-
bunal" will settle applications for the return of
listed vested property 1o its actual owner or his or
her Bangladeshi successor-in- interest. The bill |
will repeal the Enemy Property (Continuance of :
Emergericy Provision) (repeal) Act of 1974,

After the emergence of Bangladesh, the Sheikh
Mujib-ur-Rahman Government replaced the
word “enemy”’ with “vested” property in the law,
but could not repeal it because it was toppled in
1975. Though the ruling Awami League has re-
pealed the law, ils repercussions, including liti-
galion problems, are yet to be seen.

The bill provides thal some listed property,
now vested in the Government, would be return-
ed to the original owners or their Bangladeshi |
successor or the successor-in- interest of the
original owners or their successors. It, however,
proposed that the occupant of vested property,
be it the Government or someone authorised by
the Government, would be allowed to remove
any structure or movable assets from the vested
land. In case of the Sovernment having acquired
a vested prope its owner would be duly com- !
pensated.
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/KHALEDA'S GAMBIT

'H“K} ) .. - i
& [ Prescription for self-destruction )5\

T is Begum Khaleda Zia up to? Does she want\to
plunge Bangladesh into renewed turmoil by serving
outrageous ultimatum on Sheikh Hasina's Awami Leagu
Government that it should resign by this month end or face
- wave of nationwide general strikes and mass movements?\
Was this necessary specially when Sheikh Hasina had pub-
licly announced transfer of power to a neutral caretaker
* Government after 17 April and holding of elections by 12
~June? It is clear that Begum Zia's strategy is to secure
! political and electoral mileage by staging a mass upsurge
which, she thinks, would force Hasina 1o hand over power.
She is convinced that this would provide her an edge in the
elections just the way Hasina secured it in 1996. Khaleda
. abhors accepting any concession from Hasina. Wresting it by
force is what satisifies her ego even if it means disrupting the
democratic process. Yet early this month people had
welcomed her demand for elections in May as this was a big
_ departure from her hartal and gherao politics. And Hasina’s
election offer was a positive response even though she had the
option to stay in power until 13 July.
Unfortunately Begum Zia by her oneupmanship is trying to
put Bangladesh’s wobbly democratic system in jeopardy. Does
. her party have the organisational strength, cohesion and
mass support to throw a popularly elected government out of
power? Is such an approach morally tenable? Even Sheikh
Hasina’s mass movement could not dislodge her BNP gov-
ernment from power in 1996, Unlesg Sheikh Hasina commits
' a massive blunder Begum Zia’s ultimatum is bound to be
. counter productive. Already she and her party MPs have lost
considerable popular sympathy and credibility by boycotting
parliament for the last four years although they chose tc
enjoy all the perks and privileges of MPs and even forme«
part of parliamentary delegations abroad. Begum Zia’
hartals and gheraos are evoking a poor response. She mu
realise that it is in the Opposition’s as well as the nation
intMck to the democratic path. Anyihing devious
WO e ruinous for her and Bangladesh.

-
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N A report 1 had prepared at the end
of 1972 for the United Natigns, on
technical assistance requirements of
the fledgling state of Bangladesh, 1
had predicted that it was among the few
developing countries which had the best
chance of transtorming its feudal society
and colonial economy. This prognosis was
predicated on its cultural and linguistic
homogeneity, the resilience of jts people,
displayed over centuries, to man-made
and natural disasters, and their baving
come through the baptism of one of the
most hetoic wars of liberation fought in
modern times. {t has taken a good 30 years
and several upheavais for this prognosis (o
start coming true. A silent transformation
is under way in Bangladesh.

Some of the social indicators have regis-
tered dramatic improvements. The literacy
rate has reached 62 per cent which is high-
er than that of Nepal and Pakistan and the
same as that of India. There has been spec-
tacular progress in increasing adult litera-
¢y which India has found a tough nut to
crtack. The population growth rate has
come down to 1.7 per cent as compared to
over 3 per cent in Pakistan and a little be-
low 2 per cent in India,

Bangladesh has the largest and most ef-
fectively functioning civil society organisa-
tions anywhere in the Third World.
Organisations such as the Grameen Bank,
the Bangladesh Rural Advancement Cen-
tre {BRAC) and the Gana Swasthya Kendra
have become international names. The
Grameen Bank's micro-credit operation
has entered the lexicon of development lit-
erature and has been replicated in numer-
ous countries. The BRAC covers millions of
people under its activities. And the Kendra
played a pioneering role in the formula-
tion of the WHO’s recommendations on
essential drugs.

Bangladesh provides an excellent exam-
ple of democratic decentralisation in
South Asia. Since the restoration of de-
mocracy in 1997, there has been no sus-
pension of local bodies and no hiatus in
elections to them. The district and village
self-government institutions became the
indispensahble alty of the Central Govern-
ment in coping with the unprecedented
flood of 1999. The relief operation involved

the impoars &f 4.9 million tonnes of grain
and the distijbution of 4.6 million cards
under the Volntary Group Feeding Pro-
gramme (VGEM Not a single starvatan
death was reported due to the failure of
entitlement. Thanks to the netwark of rep-
resentative bodies at the local level, the
VGF cards reached thase really in need
and the distribution was by and large cor-
ruption-free.

The post-flood management of agricul-
tural production was so efficient thart the
next vear's food output reached the record

den on the economy. This deficit has now
been wiped out.

The saving/GDF ratio in the 1990s was
14.2 per cenl. This is stilh well below the 26
per cent for Indja and above 40 per cent for
China. But il represents a gualitative im-
provement ovey the less than 5 per cent
during the initial years after the iberadon.
At that time tax revenues were almost non-
existent, except customs duties, and for-
eign assistance used to finance over 90 per
cent afl development expenditure,

The export structure has been totally

functioning civil society organisations anywhere
in the Third World.

level of 23.4 million tonnes, a substantial
increase over the figure of 21.31 million
tonnes in 1998-99. This was achicved
mainly by large scale provisioning of in-
puts and a gquantum jump in the availabil-
itv of credit to the flood-affected farmers,
particularly small and marginal.

During the last few years, Bangtadesh
has put in place elaborate and well-target-
ted social security schemes, A stipend of
Taka 150 is provided to old farmers, wid-
ows and deserted women. At least 10
women are covered under this scheme in
each village. Girl children are given sti-
pend to go to school and similar stipends
are provided up to class L0 to both boys
and girls for not dropping our,

It the economic field, the country has
achieved food self-sufficiency and an aver-
age per annum rate of growth of 3 per cent
in GNP during the 1990s. This has been
possible mainly because of the excellent
performance of the agricultural sector.
There has been a sustained increase in
grain production over the last four years.
The state has played a crucial role in bring-
ing this ahout mainly by propagating high
yviclding seeds, providing subsidised in-
puts and through massive injection of agri-
cultural credits. The annual grain deficitin
Bangladesh was seldom above 2 million to
2.5 million tonnes. However, this seeming-
ly small deficit imposed an onerous bur-
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wansformed during the last 6-7 years. In
1991, three products — jute, tea and fertil-
ivers — accounted for 86 per cent of 1otal
exports. Today two-thirds of the export
carnings come from readymade garments,
The toial exports in value terms have mare
than doubled between 1931-1996. Since
then there has been a further increase of
50 per cent. Uxport earnings have grown at
the rate of 12 per vent per annum during
the decade. Foreign cxchange reserves
have been maintained at around $2 bil-
lions during the last few vears. They do not
provide a highly comfortable cushion, but
are sufficient to meet two months import
requirements. The debt servicing ratio at
15 per cent is considerably lower than that
of india. This is mainly due to Bangla-
desh'’s efigilility as a least developed coun-
try for concessional foreign assis@ance,
Bangladesh started liberalising its econ-
omy from the late 1980s. The average arifl
has come down from 42 per cent in 1990 to
17 per cent now, as compared to the level
of 25 per cent prevailing in India. The
highest tariff rate has comne down from 400
per cent 1o 50 per cent, for, non-ragiii bar-
riers have been practically eliminated,
There is a new surge af entrepreneurship
vigible in Bangladesh. Production and ex-
port capacities are being soughi to be de-
veloped in new areas, particularly in small
scale and village industries. Lilorts are be-

transformation & turmoil — 1

By Muchkund Dubey

ing made through induction of technology
to reduce costs and improve quality to be
competitive internationally.

Unfortunately, the most natural and
easily accessible marker, [ndia, stll re-
mains by and large closed to Bangladesh.
India is following a shortsighted, niggardly
and over-cautious incremental approach
towards opening up its market to imports
from Bangladesh. A Bangladesh request to
grant duty free access on a non-reciprocal
basis for 4 Yst of 25 product groups has
been under consideration for more than
ntwio years now, though the Prime Minister
conceded the request in principle during
his visit to Bangladesh in May 1999, While
India is hesitating, a4 consensus is fasi
emerging in the international communin
ta prant non-reciprocal duty free access w
all manufactured and semi-manutacturec
cxports from the least developed coun
trjes. This is likely 1o he one of the mait
offers of the developed countries in the
upcoming WTO round of negotiations.

This i5 also despite the fact that amon
external suppliers, India has been the big
gest beneficiary of the Bangladesh’s polic
of trade liberalisation. India's exports 1
Rangladesh have increased eight-fol
sinice 1975, If informal trade is taken int
account, Ilndia's total exports 1o Bangh
desh now amount ta over $3 billions. Ve
few in India know or recognise that Ba
gladesh is India’s 8th targest export mark
and the third largest if informal trade
inciuded.

One of the most remarkable achien
ments of the Bangladesh Government t
been the peace actord reached with 1
tribal populations of the Chittagong +
Tract. Though the accord remains cont
versial domestically. as is bound to he
case with any agreement on such a co
plex and contentious issue, there is
doubt that it has brought long awai
peace o the region and has cemented
tional unity and cohesion. The Prime I
ister, Sheikh 1lasina, has displa
extraordinary courage and rare foresi
This is one of the few examples of a le
ership in the Third World — and the «
one in South Asia in recent years — ¢
ing 1o terms with the aspirations of et

minarities in an amicable manngs-
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DHAKA, Mdrch 21,
Bangladesh's Opposition part-
ies today issued @an ultimatum
to the Prime Minister, Mrs
Hasina Wajed, to resign by 30
March or face a nationwide
general strike.

“The government has unti! 30
March to resign and hand over
power to a caretaker govern-
ment or else we will enforce a
non-stop two-day nationwide
general strike frem 1 April”
Mrs Khaleda Zia, chief of the
main Opposition Bangladesh
Nationalist Party, told a rally
organised by the four-party
Opposition alliance in centrat
Dhaka,

Mrs Zia added that if that did
not work, “There will be
continuous strikes and other
things.”

“I am also demanding that the
Prime Minister recommend the
dissolution of the national

Mrs Khaleda Zia

Mrs Hasina Wajed

Parliament to the President,”
Mrs Zia said.

“I am alsc appealing to the
President to form a caretaker
government, which will ensure
free and fair elections.”
Leaders of the BNP-led Oppc-
sition alliance and supporters
cheered and clapped as Mrs Zia
announced the action plan.

Sheikh Hasina Wajed “offici-’

ally” mformed the Bangladesh
President, Shahabuddin
Ahmed, yesterday that she was
ready to hand over pawer to a
caretaker government after 17
April to prepare for elections by
12 June, podtical sources said.
She has, however, warned thal
if the BNP-led four-party
Opposition alliance issues any
ultimatum for her resignation
or announces a plan of street
protests, she might withdraw
her offer for early poils.

Her five-year term off
ends on 13 July.




- Bangladesh Opposition’s
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AN
’ By Haroon Habib

HAKA, MARCH 22. The Opposition leader and
hief of Bangladesh’s 4-party alliance, Begum
Shateda Zia, has issucd an ultimatum to the
sovernment to resign by March 30 for the next
-aretaker Government te hold earty polls, fail-
ng which it would ohserve non-stop hartal on
\pril T and 2.

Begum  Zia issued the ultimatum  on
Wednesday against the backdrop of the Prime
Minister, Sheikh Hasina's pronouncement
that she would hold early polls before june 12
and transfer power to a caretaker Governmment
any day after April 17.

At a massive rally here on Wednesday, Be-
gum Zia asked Sheikh lasina to advise the
President to disselve Parliament forthwith.
She also reguested the President to start the
process of the formation of next caretaker
Government which will conduct the election.

The Prime Minister termed the threat “un-
fortunate.” She said at a meeting here today
that during the last nearly five years of her
tenure Begum Zia and her political alties had
fssued a serics of ultimatums which did not
wnrk. "l have decided voluntarily to hand aver
pawer 1 a caretaker authority, to hold early
elections, and also wanted to transfer power
any day after April 17....] also announced that
my party is ready to face a fresh people's man-
date before June 12, "why then the ultima-
fum....they want to pull me down by force. In
response, if 1 say, well, if you have strength,
aull me down, let's see your strength?

While Sheikh Hasina’s reaction was guard-
ad, kev ruling pargy” stalwarts, including the
‘ndustries Minisger, Mr. Tofail Ahmed, and the
Home Affairg-~Minister, Mr. Mohammad Na-
3, said e Opposition had taken the “ges-

¥

ture’ of the Government as "weaknes”.

In a sharp reaction to the Oppositionts uiti-
matum from a similarty huge rally on rthi our-
skirts of Dhaka the same day, key Awami
League leaders said they would now continue
in office till their tast official day, then July 13

While issuing the ultimatum from a “grand
rally” Begum also “ordered” civil servants not
to obey the Government's “illegal orders” and
also urged the donors not to sanction fresh
loans or dishurse funds for the Government.
She also announced a prograonune rthar in-
cludes non-stop hartal "till the fall of the Gov-
ernment.”’

From these challenge and counter chal-
lenge, anatysts believe thal the possibility of
holding an early election may be bleak. A large
section of the ruling party was in fact strongly
in favour of completing their tentre til Jutv 13,
since the Opposition’s street agitation did fail
ta yield any effective pressure on the Govern-

ment so far. But they finally decided to go for |

early polls after the party chief, Sheikh Hasi-

na's dramatic announcement came that she -

was ready to go for election before June 12 and |

leave office anv day-after April 17.

The leaders of the left democratic parties
have termed the Opposition’s ultimarum “urn-
necessary'” saying the resignation debate was
completely uscless as the tenure of the prescint
Government would end in two moaths. They
also fear that certain quarters have been tiying
to foil the entire election process.  The Op-
position’s ultimatum and_#e Government's
counter-challenge to chdhge its decision on
holding early polls, gialysts say, may not only
make the fate nf.the election uncertain but
also force the country to enter in a volatile
phase.
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‘Bangla volte-face

- on elections

REUTERS

DHAKA, March. 22. - The Ban-
gladesh government has pulled
back from a decision to hold
elections in June after Opposi-
tion parties called for it to quit
by the end of March, a spokes-
man at the Prime Minister’s of-
fice said today.

On Monday, Prime Minister
Mrs Hasina Wajed said she
would hand over power to a
caretaker authority after 17
April and hold the next election
around middle of June,

But yesterday, Opposition Jead-
er Begum Khaleda Zia said the
Prime Minister must quit by
March-end and hold the election
in May. She threatened to call a
two-day non-stop countrywide
strike from 1April in a fresh at-
ternpt to oust Mrs Wajed.

“Certainly the government’s
position on the next polls has
changed, the Awami League is
now firm to complete its term
in office,” the Prime Minister's
office said. Mrs Hasina Wajed
took office in 1996 and she need
not step down before 13 July.

i
A B\

On expiry of her term, Mrs{Waj-
ed is constitutionally bourid to
hand power to a non-party care-
taker authority that will hold the
new polls within three months.

Industry minister Mr Tafael
Ahmed said: “Our pledge to
hold an early election ne longer
stands following the ultimatum
issued by Begum Khaleda Zia.”
“She had mistaken the govern-
ment’s goodwill as weakness,
So we have accepted the chal-
lenge and will now stay in of
fice until the term ends on 13
July,” Mr Ahmed said .
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angladésh Government pulls

back frogp/electiogb ledge

g\
Dhaka, March 22 \/\‘/’
THE BANGLADESH Govern-
ment has pulled back from a deci-
sion to hold elections in June
after opposition parties called for
it to quit by the end of March, a
spokesman at the Prime Minis-
ter’s office said on Thursday.

On Monday, Prime Minister
Sheikh Hasina offered to hand
over power to a caretaker author-
ity after April 17 and hold elec-
tions around middle of June so
that Bangladeshis would be able
to vote before the rainy season
starts.

But on Wednesday, Opposition
leader Begum Khaleda Zia said
Hasina must quit by end of
March and hold the election
before the end of May. Otherwise,
Khaleda threatened to call a two-
day non-stop countrywide strike
from April 1 in a fresh attempt to
outst Hasina. “Certainly the Gov-

ernment’s position on the nkxt
polls has changed, The ruling
{Awami League) party is ngw
firm to complete its term §n
office,” the Prime Ministen's
spokesman told Reuters.

Hasina took office in 1996 and
she need not step down before
July 13. On expiry of her term,
Hasina is constitutionally bound
to hand power to a non-party
caretaker authority that will
hold the new polls within three
months.

Industry Minister Tofael
Ahmed said: “Our pledge to hold
an early election no longer
stands following the ultimatum
issued by Khaleda Zia. She had
mistaken the Government’s
goodwill as weafness. So we have
taken the challenge and will now
stay in office until the Govern-
ment's current term ends on July
13,” Ahmed said in an immediate
response to Khaleda's warning.

“The opposition, apprehending a
massive defeat in the coming
election, are trying to stay away
from the vote on ane pretext or
the other.

They are alsa conspiring to
plunge the country into a deep
political erisis,” Home Minister
Mohammad Nasim said.

A four-party  opposition
alliance, headed by Khaleda,
chief of the Bangladesh Nation-
alist Party, have held more than
80 days of often-violent national
strikes over the past four-and-
half years in an effort to force
Hasina to resign.

The BNP lawmalkers have also
boycotted Parliament since July
1999 trying to push ahead their
campaign against Hasina's Gov-
ernment, which thev branded as
“corrupt. inefficient and repres-
give.” The prime minister has

denied the charges.
Rw

/
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ASSOCIATED PRESS

DHAKA, March. 200 -
Bangladesh Prime Minister

Mrs Hasina Wajed plans o
step down next month to pave -

the way for general elections.
Mrs Wajed said yesterday said

she was ready to transfer power

to a neutral caretaker govern-
ment any time after 17 April - a
legal pre-requisite to holding
elections in Bangladesh. She
said the nation could go to the
polls in June.

Mrs Wajed's five-year term
ends on 12 June. In 1996,
Bangladesh intreduced a sys-
tem that reguires the Prime
Minister to resign at least three
rmonths before elections that are
supervised hy & non-partisan
caretaker administration head-
ed by a retired chief justice.
“We consider 17 April a red-
Tetter day in our history. So will
hand over power any day after
it,” Mrs Hasina said at a foun-
dation laying ceremony of a
new zoccer stadium in Dhaka’s

Sheikh Hra’sipa Waﬁ:jﬁerd

Kamalapur district. On April
17, 1971 Bangladesh’s (then
East Pakistan) government in
exile was launched during a
nipe-month war of indepen-
dence from Pakistan.

The Parliament, which is
meeting in the last week of
March, is to be dissolved by the
country’s  president, My
Shahabuddin Ahmad, before
the caretaker government
takes charge,

ans fo
month

Mrs Hasina’s anncuncement
on transferring power by fol-
lows demands by ar Opposition
alliance for her to quit office
immediately and hold parlia-
mentary polls in May. She,
however, said she would not
resign immediately.

Four main Opposition parties
have accused her administra-
tion of corruption, incompetence
and harassment of political
rivals - charges that the govern-
ment has denied vehemently.
The right-wing alliance includes
the main opposition Bangladesh
Nationalist Party and the fun-
damentalist Jamaat-i-Islami
pariy. It has threatened io
launch a non-cooperativn move-
ment against the government if
its demands are not met.

The Opposition alliance, head-
ed by former Prime Minister,
Ms Khaleda Zia, will hold a
rally in Dhaka temorrow.

Awami League is expected to
win an abseclute majority in
the 300-seat national Parlia-
ment.
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~~Bangla troops
free European
4 %hostages

UNITED NEWS OF INDIA

DHAKA, Markh 17. - Army troops stormed the kidnapper’s
jungle hideout\and freed the three abducted Europeans early
today, ending a& month-long hostage crisis in Chittagong hills,

Mr Torben Mikkelsen (48), and Mr Nils Hulgaard (64), from
Denmark, and Mr Tim Selby (28), from Britain were flown by
a military helicopter 1o Dhaka after their rescue.

Security sources said the foreigners, abducted on 16 Febru-
ary were rescued unhurt from one of three huts in Nakshi-
chari jungle in Kawkhali Upazila.

Lt Col Ashraf and his team raided the kidnapper’s den about
5.30 a.m. local time, firing about 100 shots to free the captives. -

“We cordoned off the area at night, and used handmikes ask-
ing the abductors to surrender, but to no avail,” a military of-
ficer said.

Some people were seen fleeing the huts during firing, but the
troops refrained from firing since it was hard to identify in the
dark whether they were hostages or abductors. Some weapons
and documents were reportedly recovered from the huts.

After their rescue, the three European engineers of a Danish
company, Kampsax, were taken to the nearest Kashkhali ar-
my camp. Rangamati Brigade Commander, Brigadier General
Golam Rabbani, welcomed them.

Later they were flown to Dhaka, and taken to a combined
rmhtary hospital for routine checkup “They are looking very
well,” a British High Commission official said.

Mr David Weston (56), of Britain, and his Bangladeshd
er, Abdul Motaleb, were set free immediately, and
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~ Bangladesh

elections likely
by mid-June

By Haroon Hahib

" DHAKA, MARCH 15. The Bangladesh

Prime Minister, Sheikh Hasina,
has announced thai her parly was

. ready for polls before June 12.

The Election Commmission hag
started speeding up work for the
eleciions, keeping the middle of
June as the tentative schedule.
The last parliamentary elections

" were held on June 12, 1996, when

the present Awami League return-

i ed o powerafter 21 years of politi-

. Rahman, -

- ter said that Sheik Hasina

cal swruggle that followed the
assassination of Sheikh Mujibur

A close aide of the Prime Minis-
ould
transfer power to a neutral care-

. taker Government, as stipulated
" in the Constitation, at a an appro-

priate time for facilitating the

. tlection. The aide was also quoted

as saying that despite suggestions
by some ruling party stalwarts and
senior Ministers to complete the
term, Sheikh Hasina decided o
scek a fresh electoral mandate.

Sources in the ruling purty said

the decision to go in for early poils
wias a unanimous one. The Gov-
ernment has begun preparations
to hand over power, possibly be-
fore April 10, As the first step, the
Prime Minister will request the
President to dissolve the Parlia-

ment by March-end. [!c
‘the four-party Opposit] 1:}1“-
ance, at a meeting an Mgnday,
once again demanded thdt the
Prime Minister step down itnme-
diately if she is “really for holding
the elections earty”. The Opposi-
tion prarties are likely to make their
seat adjustments after their supre-
mo, Begum Khaleda Zia, returns
from her China visit.

Meanwhile, the Chief Flection
Commissioner (CEC), Mr. M. A.
Sayeed, met the President, Justice

ya.

Shahabuddn Ahmed, on Monday
and apprised him of the prepara-
lians being made for the elcctinp/
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Palice drag an Indonesian protester hy the bair during clashes in front of the Golkar Party offica in Ja@/

on Tuesday. — APiPTl

‘Bangla elections may produce

weak coahtlon' World Bank

)y ,\\

DHAKA, March 13. — T e
Bangladeshi  parliamentary
polls, due in three months,
could produce a weak coalition,
threatening reforms and flow of
foreign aid, the World Bank
said in a report.

“The election could resultina
weak coalition, or the new
government may not be willing
to invest political capital in
reforms,” said the Bank's
annual country assistance and
strategy report for Bangladesh.
It said foreign help would be
constrained in case of a weak
coalition government.

“In such a case, the current
unsatisfaciory  situation  of
stalled or slow reforms would
ne likely to prevail in the near-

REUTERS

to medium-term, and the Bank
group assistance programme
would  continue to  be
onstrained by weak political
ill...
“The resulting low levels of
lending could lead to a
detkrioration in the Bank
group's relations with the
government, which has already
complained that the level of
assistance wasg too low in the
previous and current financial
year {July-June! to sustain the
investment needed for growth
and poverty reduction.”
Bangladesh receives around
%2 billion annually from
international donors to finance
development and imports. The
aid package is announced at a
meeting of Bangladesh’s aid
donors held in Paris every

April, headed by the World
Bank.

“Bangladesh’s development is
a mogaic of achievements and
disappointments,” the report
said.

“During the past decade,
indicators of economic and social
well-being  have  improved
steadily. Real per capita income
grew by about three per cent per
annum. Rice, the main staple,
and other food items became
more available and affordable.
Simitarly, life expectancy, infant
mortality, literacy and access to
safe water improved appreciably.
Nevertheless many daunting
development challenges remain.
Despite relatively strong eco-
nomic performance in the late
1990s, massive poverty, and
inequality persist.”
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_~Khaleda for polls“

p

DHAKA, MARCH 11. The general
elections in Bangladesh may be
conducted a little ahead of the
Sheikh Hasina Government
compleling its five-year tenure.
This possibility has become
stronger with the Opposition
too demanding polls in May.

The Oppesition leader,
Begum Khaleda Zia, met the
President, Mr. Justice
Shahabuddin Ahmed, and put
forth her demand 1o hold the
election on May 31. Begum
Zia's proposal was in response
to the Prime Minister’s offer
that elections would be
conducted anytime the former
wanted.

The Prime Minister's oifer
has Janded the four-party
Oppaosition alliance in a
dilemma. The alliance, which is
led by Begum Zia, has been
demanding the resignation of
the Government and early
poils, and when the
Government offered 10 hand

’Ofs on May 31 N

)

over power [o a caretaker
authority and conduct early
elections, the Opposition was
caught offguard.

Sheikh Hasina has alse
questioned the Opposition's
ongoing street agitation.
“What’s the use of causing
suffering to the people... wait
for a few months, and face the
election,” she urged the
alliance.

What the Opposition wants is
clear. Sensing that the election
is near, it has decided to
continue the agitation,
including issuing the
Government an “ultimatum’’
for its resignation, to claim that
the Government resigned under
its pressure. This, the alliance
hopes, will pay political
dividends.

The two camps seem to be
preparing the ground for the
final clash which, many fear,
might prove damaging for the
young democracy, particularly
if there is largescale violence.

HE HINDU
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/Three foreigners
kidnapped 1n
Bangladesh

,;»r,f%s RypJ—

DHAKA, Feb. 17. — Three foreigners were kidnapped late
vesterday by suspected tribal guerrilias in the Chittagong hill
area of southeastern Bangladesh, security officials said today.
Officials said two Danes, Mr Torben Mikkelsen and Mr Nils
. Hulgaard, and a British, Mr Tim Selby, were kidnapped by
 unknown gunmen, who were demanding a ransom of 30
. millien taka ($1.6 million).
i They were abducted at gunpeint yesterday at Guniapara
' near Rangamati hill town, about 400 km from the capital
| Dhaka, officials said.
Another British citizen, Mr David Weston, and a
Bangladeshi driver were also taken at gunpeoint but later
’ released unhurt. Moreover, the abductors told Mr Weston to
come back with the ransom.
i Bangladesh’s state news agency, BSS, quoted army sources
as saying that a hardline tribal group, the United People’s
’ Democratic Front (UPDF), was the prime suspect.
“There is still no news about their whereabouts after more
I than 20 hours,” police inspector, Mr Abdul Kader, told Reuters
" from Rangamati by telephone.
Bangladesh’s state news agency, BSS, said those abducted
. were consultants visiting a road development project being
| financed by Danish aid.
The Danes were employees of Denmark’s construction
! consultancy firm KAMPSAX, headquartered in Copenhagen,
' BSS reported.
| The UPDF was led by Proshit Khisha, former leader of the
! militant Hill Students Federation which has been demanding
full autonomy for the Hill tracts.

THE STATESMAN



\ is paradoxical that

political instability conti-

nues to dog Bangladesh at

the beginning of the new
millennium despite the signi-
ficant strides the country has
made, especially in the
econiomic and social spheres,
which have greatly buoyed its
decrepit image.

For the second successive
year Bangladesh, once des-
pised by Henry Kissinger as
an international basket case,
1s not only self-sufficient but
has also a food surplus which
has perked up the economy.
In 1999 it stopped importing
food and has recently begun
exports because of its over-
flowing food godowns.

The price of rice the
country's political barometer
and which spawned numerous
anfi-government movements —
is now at an all time low of Taka
10 a kg. Dhaka's rickshaw-
pullers admit they've never had
it so good, what with their
families enjoying two square
nmeals a day, seven days a week,
The price line of many essen-
tials has been kept so steady
that even the poor have a
disposable income which they
spend on consumer durables —
as was the case during the
recent Id. After vears, the other
economic indicators — indus-
trial production, exports and
revenue ccllection — have also
risen appreciably.

Politically, though, it continues
to remain as volatile and un-
stable as ever. Democratic insti-
tutions like parliament have
become almost defunct. Begum
Khaleda Khaleda Zia's
Bangladesh Nationalist Party-
iled four-party Opposition allia-
nce has preferred to confront

d fight its political battles

gainst Sheikh Hasina's Awami

ague government on the
treets.

Sunday's not so impressive
gherao of the government
secretariat in Dhaka and
countless poorly assisted har-
tals called by her to overthrow
the "zalim Hasina" government
are part of her confrontationist
stance.

The MPs of her party and two
other alliance partners, the
dJatiya Party and the Jamat-i-
Islami, have been beycotting
parliament for almost four
years as they are convinced that
battles fought on the streets will
lead to a ‘gonoavuvuthhan"
{people's uprising) resulting in
Sheikh Hasina's ouster. The
root of the political unrest lies in
Begum Zia's refusal to accept
defeat to Sheikh Hasina in the
1996  parliamentary  poll.
Wreaking vengeance upon
Sheikh Hasina is all she's
concerned with,

Begum Zia has not forgiven
Sheikh Mujib's daughter for
using the issue of a neutral
caretaker pgovernment as a
contrivance for defeating her at
the polls. In the current anti-
government movement she, as a

~_Ambition's ugly face

tit fo tat,\has employed all
those allies Yand tactics which
Sheikh Hasiha once used to
harass -and force her govern-
ment to accept the popular
demand of holding parlia-
mentary elections under a
neutral caretaker government.
Begum Zia hopes that if her
movement succeeds in forcing
Sheikh Hasina to resign it will
be a moral victory which would
brighten her party's prospects of
coming to power in September’s
parliamentary poll.

But what has compounded and
qualitatively changed Bangla-
desh's pelitics with far reaching
implications is Begum Zia aban-
doning her party's once centrist
and nationalist stance. In her
drive to oust Hasina, she has
made the BNP veer to the
extreme right so it can make
common cause with an obscure
fundamentalist ally — the
Islamic Oikya Jot headed by

clerics — which recently
declared jehad against the rule
of law and constitutional

governance. The IOJ clerics
have not only challenged the

Bangladesh High Court's right
to outlaw fztwe but have also
conferred a death sentence on
the two judges who committed
the "un-Islamic act of taking
away the right of the maulanas
to issue edicts".

They have also vowed to make
fatwa legal and talibanise
Bangladesh. In fact, the slogan
"Aamra sabai Taliban,
Bangladesh fobey Afghanistan"
{(We are all Taliban and
Bangladesh - will become
Afghanistan) is an anthem they
chant on Dhaka's streets. They
admit receiving financial and
material support from foreign
Islamist bedies for turning
Bangladesh into an Islamic
state. This is also what the
Jamat, the Jatiya Party and the
pro-Islamist faction in the BNP
are clamouring for.

Having failed to dent the
Sheikh Hasina government
with a parliament boycott and
getting nowhere with the street
movement, a power-crazed
Begum Zia now blindly follows
the Islamists on the fatwe issue.
The religious overtones of this,
she believes, has the potential to
snowball into a mass movement
which will catapult her to power
by destablising the Sheikh
Hasina government.

She believes she has at last
seized an emotive and politically
relevant issue with which she
can outwit Sheikh Hasina. And
she feels vindicated in her stand
as even Sheikh Hasina, to
appease the fundamentalists,
has just announced plans to
form a Sharia board and a
separate Sharia bench in the
Supreme Court, which has been

Wreaking vengeance on Sheikh Hasina is all that
Khaleda Zia is concerned with. That she espouses the
cause of Islamic fundamentalists to achieve this end

Is causing her BNP party moderates much

concern, writes MANASH GHOSH
i

denounced by liberals both
within and outside her ruling
Awami League.

For Begum Zia, no one is
untouchable in her quest for
power, She is pleading for the
release of Jatiya Party chief HM
Ershad although she, when
Prime Minister, sent him to jail
for corruption, of which he was
convicted by the Supreme Court
and disqualified from parti-
cipating in elections. Her identi-
fication with the fundamental-
ists has become so singular that
she is espousing the cause of
even those fundamentalists to
whom Bangladesh and every-
thing connected with its
liberation are anathema.

She uses blatantly communal
language, of the Pakistani
Jamat variety, in decrying the
Awami League and India. Her
warning, "There will be no
Islam; no mosque, no madrasa
and no Bangladesh if Awami
League stays in power",
trademarks all her public
speeches. Her dependence on
the [slamists for advice, because
of her communal dispesition,
has made her vulnerable to

pressure from them. This has
helped the Islamic sentiment
override her sense of politics
and even become a fulerum.

In her bhid for power, she has
made many other compromises
that have dented her 1980s
image of being an "aaposhhin
netri” (uncompromising leader).
She has stoutly supported
ratnpaging Islamists who have
destroyed public property,
fought gun duels with security
forces, attacked the offices of
NGOs and caused deaths to
passengers by sabotaging
railway tracks. She even
blamed the Sheikh Hasina
government, for the death of a
policeman inside a Dhaka
mosque although Islamists
perpetrated the act in full public
view and in the presence of the
head of the 1O,

There are other ominous signs
well, The killing of nine
Communist Party suppotrters in
a recent bomb blast in Dhaka
and the recovery of two deadly
bombs from a venue where

Sheikh Hasina was to address a

rally last year are just straws in
the wind. Dhaka's leading

Bangladesh Nationalist Party leader Begum Khaleda Zia: Obsessed with getting even.

intellectuals view these to be a
dress rehearsal for bloody
confrontations that could follow
the High Cowrt's reconfirming
the death sentences of
Bangabandhu's self-confessed
killers. There is also the fear of a
serious outbreak of viclence if
Sheikh Hasina's government
fails to execute the death
sentences,

The Bangladesh  Prime
Minister views the "desperate
acts” as the work of those bent
on protecting her father's killers
and subverting September's
parliamentary poll. Failure to
protect the killers, in her view,
would mean defeat of post-1975
politics — that is, change of
government through the bullet.
She believes the sole purpose of
Begum Zia's movement is to
protect the killers through

L/

chaos and mayhem. But she is
unwilling te compromise and
ohlige. "T won't mind if my
government goes for executing
them," she says emphatically.
The BNP moderates fear that
by providing leadership to the
Islamists, Begum Zia is sending
a wrong signal to the country's
power caucus — comprising the
military, bureaucracy and the
business community - that she
is implenienting the
fundamentalist agenda of
seizing state power and staging
an Islamic revolution.
The mullahs have little
acceptance in the power caucus
and among the urban voters
and rural women. In fact,
women are scared of a "muliah
rgj", having been the worst
victims of faetwa which has
belittled their status.

The urban middle class and the
new generation of voters, once
the BNP's mainstay because of
its reformist approach, are also
disillusioned with Begum Zia
for espousing the Islamist cause
and her preference for
everything Middle East at the
cost of Bengali culture, identity
and ideals of the freedom
struggle.

She lost considerable public
goodwill over the Irfan Raza
episode. Instead of condemning
outright the Pakistan deputy
high commissioner's revolting
remark on Bangladesh's libera-
tion war, she waited for that
country's response to the
shocking episode and modu-
lated her reaction so as to not
offend Islamabad. This was
resented by the freedom fighters
and even by many nationalists
in her party. Her other
handicap is her total
estrangement from the Left
which is at variance with the
pro-Left stance of her late
husband Ziaur Rahman.

The result of the BNP's strong
Islamist bias is that the party's
leading intellectuals  feel
encouraged to publicly demand
a change of the national
anthem (Aamar Sonar Bangla
by Tagore) as it does not reflect
the will and aspirations of the
country's Muslims and also
because it is the "work of a
Hindu". Another party
intellectual embarrassed
Begum Zia by explaining why
Ziaur Rahman had built a
children's park at Ramna Race
Course, where Lt-Gen Niazi had
surrendered. According to him,

this was done to erase the
humiliation a Pakistani gen-ral
had suffered at the hands of an
infidel. All this has dispirited the
BNP moderates. "We are nobody
In the party," rues Saifur
Rahman, one of the party's three
surviving founders who heads
the moderates. He is respected
for his intellectual probity,
boldness and extracrdinary
financial prowess, "The outsiders
have derailed the party from its
moderate path. As a result,
mistakes are being made which
are damaging the party."
His greatest regret is Begum
Zia's decision to boycott
parliament which he feels is 2
wrong political tactic to deal with.
a party like the Awami League,
He also opposes the move to
resign from parliament in March.
He blames the "outsiders"
(mostly former Muslim League
members who joined the BNP)
and defeated party candidates for
the "forced" boycott. Taking
advantage of her gullibility, they
advised her against going to
parliament saying, "Madam, the
Awami Leaguers would abuse
%Oc.:
Says Mr Rahman, "Once an
elected government is installed it
should be recognised and given
time to settle down. We staged a
noisy walkout on the very first
day the sixth parliament met. It
is undemocratic to dislodge an
elected government through a
street movement. I had denoun-
ced Sheikh Hasina's attempt to
do this to us in 1995-96.
Unfortunately we, including the
Awami Leagué, are unable to
comprehend basic democratic
principles. We have no enlighten-
ed politics. At times I feel so
frustrated that I want to leave
politics.”
Moderates in the party like
Rahman still feel that if 113 BNP
parliamentarians were to
properly project Sheikh Hasina's
failures in the House, this would
have a greater impact than the
current  street  movement.
Hundreds of thousands of
investors were niined because of
the stock market crash caused by
a handful of unscrupulous people.
"But our absence denied us the
opportunity to thoroughly expose
a corrupt, heartless and ineffect-
ive Awami League government,
As a result we failed to politically
exploit the issue and allowed
Sheikh Hasina to go scot free,"
says a dejected Mr Rahman.
There is no doubt the BNP's
failures have immensely helped
Sheikh Hasina to rule with
considerable ease and confidence.
(To be concluded)

{The author is Senior Wrijer:
The Statesman.}
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DHAKA, Feb. 10. — Fifteen
preople were injured in clashes
in northern Nilphamari dis-
trict of Bangladesh after a
| Fatwa, a religious edict, was
issued against a Muslim cler-
. ic, the Bhorer Kagoj reported
" today.

Moulana Musa, the main
cleric of a mosque, was the
latest target of a Fatwa over a

\ marriage.

He had conducted the mar-

riage of the vounger son of a
{ family castigated by the vil-
flage, after some members of

Khatur village refused to a--

cept divorce by the family’s
elder son, the report said.

Musa's rivals announced
yesterday it would be agaiist
Islam if Muslims offered pray-
ers under him. This sparsed
off the clashes.

Fatwas issued by local vil-
lage clerics solely on thet re-
ligious authority is a ccatro-

/n

a spz}grks Bangla clashes

NN ‘PAK ARMY SHOULD SAY SORRY’ =

E

NEW DELHI, Feb. 10. — A Pakistani hinan rights activist,

Ms Asma Jehangir, has asked her country's Army to apolo-
gise for its atrocities committed on Bangladeshis in 1971,

| Ms Jehangir, who was addressing a seminar in Dhaka on

t Thursday, was quoted by BBC (Urdu) as saying that the '

| Pakistani Army had engaged in ethnic cleansing in 1971.

| " Her demand for an apology has come after a controversy .

| started by Pakistan’s deputy High Commissioner in Dhaka -

in the then East Pakistan.

who said that the Mukti Bahini was responsible for violence

Ms Jehangir said if the Pakistani army teaders an apology
for its atrocities, relations between the two countries would
become cordial. Since the publication of the Hamoodur Reh-
man report on the 1971 events in Bangladesh, the govern-

ment in Dhaka has been demanding an apology from Paki-

versial issue in Bangladesh.
This has divided opinion in
the country after a High
Court ruling in January out-
lawed the practice, leading to
a series of violent protests by

stan for its Army’s actions in 1971. The report has given de- |
tails of the loot, rape and murders committed by the Pakis-
tani army. Bangladeshis were enraged when Gen Mushar-
' raf said Bangladesh must forget the past, — UNI

S |
Muslim extremists in which
about a dozen people were kil-
Ied and around 200 injured.
The Supreme Court has sus-
pended Lhe)‘uligg"fm' 51X

[ .
weeks. -
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HE SHEIKH Hasina Gov-

ernment has finhlly start-

ed hitting back at the

country's religions funda-
mentalists and the forces which
still dream of seeing a united Pa-
kistan in the name of religion, un-
doing the independence of the
former East Pakistan, even after
30 years.

The risk for the Government is
that this is election year and it has
just months before handing over
power to a caretaker authority for
helding the polls. The ruling party
helieves the current religious
frenzy is the result of a “blue-
print” in which “a secret agency”
of a particular country is deeply
involved. It does not believe that
the “conspiracy ahead of the ejec-
ton" will succeed.

Over the years, fanatics aiming
at ‘Talibanisation’ of Bangladesh
- have flourished, mainly because
of patronage from outside the
country. [nitially it was under
cover, but they now enjoy the
open blessings of Begum Xhaleda
Zia, the main Opposition leader,
who, despite criticism and warn-
ings from her own sympathisers,
brought all the radical groups un-
der the banner of her four-party
alliance. During the violence-
marred hartals, the militant fanat-
ics have enjoyed the vital support
of the mainstream Oppositon. s
the BNP-led alliance trying to use
the fundamentalists - to regain
power or have the extremists al-
ready gone out of contrel?

Much before the present fla-
reup of fundamentalist violence
and the subsequent police crack-
down, secular thinkers had been
issuing repeated warnings about
the impending danger. But no
one, including the ruling Awami
League, tock the warnings seri-
ously.

Suddenly came an issue — the
High Court verdict declaring fat-
was illegal. This bold and land-
mark judgment generated new
hope for women's empowerment
and liberation from age-old su-
perstitions and religious oppres-
sion. But the mullahs were angry.
The ruling was challenged and
the Appellate Division of the Su-
preme Court stayed it partially.
But the religious extremists did
not stop there, They organised a
large rally in Dhaka on February
2, assembling militant Madrassa
teachers and students from all
parts of the country, and finally

The present crisis in
Bangladesh is a fight
hetween progressive-
secular and
fundamentalist forces
who want to turn
it into a radical
Islamic state.
HAROON HABIB
reports.

issued death threats terming the
two High Court judges, who ruled
fatwas Wegal, murtads.

It was a frenzy in the name of
religion on February 2 and 3 as

ngiadeshi women rally against certaln religious
edicts and {below) police take on fundamentalists...
heading for a showdown.

the fundamentalists caused a se-
ries of violent incidents — killing
a police constable inside a
mosque, burning and destroyed
public and private property. The
police, after initial restraint, went
on the offensive. A large nurmber
of bombs and weapons were re-
covered from madrassas. Thou-
sands of such fortified institutions
have been built across the coun-
try over decades for religious edu-
cation.

Only a few days ago, police also
arrested several key leaders of a
secret armed Rohingya organisa-
tion, which was working for an in-
dependent Arakan Musiim state
that included Chittagong and
portions of Myanmar. A large
number of sophistcated weap-
ons, documents and also video-
tapes of the military operations of

t stake el freedom

Afghanistan’s Taliban Mujahi-
deen were also seized from their
secret hideouts, Similar seizures
were also made from various ma-
drassas.

The Government arrested on
specific charges the two top fa-
natic leaders — Maulana Azizul
Haq and Faziul Hag Amini, presi-
dent and secretary general of the
islamic Oikya Jote (I0]). Amini,
the key man, recently formed an
organisation to revive fanaticism
— Committee for implementa-
tion of [slamic laws. Ironically,
these fanatics are the central
leaders of the Begum Zia-led Op-
position alliance which recently
vawed to gverthrow the Hasina
Gevernment through a “people’s
upsurge’.

For the first time, the funda-
mentalists decided to fight the
police and the paramilitary BDR
with guns, bombs, bricks and oth-
er lethal weapons. They also de-
railed a passenger train killing
and injuring many.

The mullahs are also angry with
non-governmental organisations,
which work for women's empo-
werment and poverty alleviation.
The NGOs organised a huge raffy
in Dhaka on February 3 to de-
nounce the fatwabaj and the anti-
liberation forces.

The fundamentalists, including
the maost organised Jamaat-e- Is-
lami, an allv of Begum Zia’s party,
do not have any popular follow-
ing, but their armed cadres, for-
eign funds and cheap religious
slogans cause concern for secu-
lar-democratic Bangladesh. Even
during the recent show of
strength in the streets when sev-
eral militants were shot dead by
the police, they received licle
sympathy from the common peo-
ple. Although critical about the
Awami League's governance on
several issues, the Left- democrat-
ic parties supported the Govern-
ment’'s actions against the
extremists, saving such measures
were long overdue. The powerful
print and electronic media of the
country are also totally against
the fanatics.

The present crisis in Bangla-
desh is a fight between progres-
sive- secular and fundamentalist
forces who want to turn it into a
radical Islamic state. The nuling
Awami League, despite its visible
shortcomings and constraints,
represents secular and pfogres-
sive Bangladesh.



/ e even killed in
_ngla clash

- At least
seyen peopld were killed and
apout 106G injured in a eclash
Hetween Islamic activists and
fecurity forces that erupted for
he second day today in the
town of Brahanbaria bevdernng
Tripura.

Witnesses and afficiads -
Bangladesh Rifles were viiiea
after the activists. arned b
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rail tracks disruptivg =iv-ae-
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and the north-castern s
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—Bangladesh court

rules fatwa illega)

By Haroon Habib H ‘)_'\:}’saying it would be a we

DHAKA, JAN. 2, In a landmark judg-
meni, the Bangladesh High
Court has declared Fatwa as ille-
gal and also ruled that a fatwa
givern by any unauthorised per-
son was llegal and that it must
be made a punishable offence by
Parliament immediately.

The High Court judgment on
Monday will have a far- reaching
impact, including a possible pro-
test by fundamentalists. 1t was
delivered against( the backdrop of
an increasing number of fatwas
which are mostly given by semi-
literate mullahs against women.
The Division Bench comprising
Justice Mohammad Golam Rab-
bani and Justice Najmun Ara Sul-
tana, the first woman judge in
the country’s history, said any
fatwa, including the instant one,
was unauthorised and illegal.
“Fatwas means legal opinion
which means legal opinion of a
lawful person or authority. The
legal system in Bangladesh em-
powers only the courts to decide
all questions relating 1o legal
opinion on Muslim and other
laws in force,” said the judges.

Meanwhile, women organisa-
tions welcomed the judgment,

¥

o (0

fight religious fanaticism which
is one of the major causgs of re-
pression of women in the coun-
try. They have also termed the
judgment as “a big relief” con-
sidering their long-drawn strug-
gle against the Fatwabaj. The
Bench gave the verdict after
hearing the suo motu rule on the
Deputy Commissioner of Nao-
gaon. The Court asked the offi-
cial to show cause why action
should not be taken against him

for failing to act against a maula- .
na whose fatwa had destroyed a

housewife Shahida of Atiha vil-
lage in Naogoan district.

The court recommended that

“a fatwa by an unauthorised per-
son or persons must be made a
punishable offence by Parlia-
ment immediately, even if it is
not exccuted.” The court also
suggested that the study of Mus-
lim Family Laws Ordinance must
be introduced in all schools and
Madrasahs and that the khatibs
in all mosques must be directed
to discuss the ordinance in their
Iriday sermons. With the court
verdict, the maulana, who de-
clared the marriage of Shahida
Begum with Saiful Islam iHegal,
will be tried.

— o AW W
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“BNP alllagyﬁ plan

By Haroon Habib ‘i"

DHAKA, JAN. 30. The main Opposition Bangla-
desh Nationalist Party {BNP) and its partmers
in the four-party alliance, which have been
boycotting Parliament for the last 18 months,
are now thinking of resigning their seats en
1masse,

in the last 18 months, they entered the
House only once in a token participation, and
thar too to preserve their membership. The
parliamentary boycott has evoked adverse te-
action among different guarters, including
within the Qpposition's own ranks but the su-
premo of the alliance, the former Prime Minis-
ter, Begum Khaleda Zia, believes the hoycott
had public support.

At a recent press meet, Khaleda Zia was
asked why the BNP had boycotted the House
for so long. Her answer did not satisfy even
those who are critical of the ruling Awami
League. One of the outspoken BNP law mak-
ers, Major (Retd) Akhtaruzzaman, recently de-
fied the party whip and attended Parliament,
criticising the boycott as one imposed by party
bardliners. ke was, however, expelled from
the party and lost his membership due to a
strict anti-floor crossing law.

Begum Khaleda asked. “How can we go to a
Parliament where the Speaker disallows Op-
position members from taking the floor by
cutting off the microphone and where vile
abuse is hurled at Opposition leaders, includ-

ing myself.” I—orelg \)5erverc; and donors be-
lieve that Begum Khaleda's criticism of the
Government would have been far more effec-
tive if she had done it in Parliament. Many
Opposition sympathisers also believe that the
strongest Opposition in the country’s parlia-
mentary history has lost much of its credibility
by abstaining from Parliarnent. They have de-
scribed it as a soccer team refusing to take the
field. Moreover, the Opposition has not sub-
stantiated its allegations against the ruling
party by mobilising adequate public support
ouside Parliament though it has gone for a
nurnber of agitations in the last 18 months to
force the Government 1o quit office.

The Government initially tried to persuade
the Opposition 1o return to Parliament. The
Speaker, Mr. Humayun Rasheed Chowdhury,
also made some efforts to bring the Opposi-
tion back to the House. He wrote to the leader
of the Opposition, inviting her and her allies
back to Parliament. But the Opposition leader
rejected his requests.

Observes say since the present Parliament’s
tenure ends in the second week of July, it is
late for the Opposition to return to the House.
Seme BNP sources say that the central com-
mand of the Oppaosition is still determined to
continue the baveott and has resalved to re-
sign en masse. fut the Opposition has to de-
cide the timing of the resignation. The
Opposition policy makers know that the anti-

s to quit Parliament

Government movement has not vet reached

the stage where it can force the Government to

resign before the end of its tenure on July 13.

According to Article 123 (3) of the Bangladesh

Comnstitution, elections must be held within 90\
days of the dissolution of Parliament. [f the

Opposition now resigns from Parliament, the

Government may opt for byelections in all

those seats, in spite of the possibility that it

nay not be credible,

The en masse resignation, the Opposition
think-tank fears, may give the ruling party the
opportunity te make whatever amendments it
wants in the Constitution by attaining rwo-
thirds majority thraugh the byelections.

Begum Khaleda Zia has now demanded dis-
sofution of the “one-party Parliament” and
immediate clections. In fact, though Parlia-
ment has lost its effectiveness due to the pro-
longed hoycott of the mainstream Opposition,
it is yet to hecome a one- party show,

The rebel group of Gen. Ershad’s Jativa Par-
ty and the left-wing Jativa Samajtanirik Dal
(ISD1 are still in Parliament as partners of the
Sheikh Hasina's “"Government of national
consensus”. The ruling party hus rejected Be-
gum Khaleda's plea for dissolution of Parlia-
mens, reminding her that the last Parliament
during her tenure had continued to function
for nearly two years even without a single Op-
position member inside the House.



hour bandh in Kolkata. — Reuters

,,/It/ was a forced day aﬁWr Hussain arni Friday due to the
1.2+

_~"" Trinamool Congress-sponst

~Violence mars Bengal bandh

;
By Our Special Co Llspondent(ﬁ\ rushed to Chotoangra, could not

KOLKAYA, JAN. & The 12-hour
bandh called by the Trinamool
Congress in West Bengal today 1o
protest the terror unleashed on its
supporters by the communists,
was marred by incidence of vig-
lence. Hundreds of Trinamoaol
suppaorters hit the roads in Kolka-
ta and other districts of the State
terrorising people, torching and
stoning buses, blocking roads,
stopping train movement, vanda-
lising property and amacking po-
lice personnel on duty. )ﬁp,

Kolkata and the rest of the Slate
were virtually on the boil when
news was spread of the “fiction-
al” torching of 18 Trinamoo] sup-
porters in Chotoangra village,
about 21 km from Garbeta town
near the Bankura barder.

Most shops, business establish-

" ments and educational institu-

tions remained closed. The State
Government  offices  recorded
above 50 per cent attendance. In-
dustries by and large remained
unaffected.

However, meEiapersuns who

get a confirmation from either the
police or the CPIUM) about the in-
cident, the basis of which was an
FIR filed this morning in the Gas-
beta police station by My, Abdul
Gani Rahman claiming that his
house was set on five and his fam-
ily members burnt 1o death. Even
the police and the locat adminis-
tration cowdd nor provide any
clue. A team of the BIP-led Na-
tional Democratic Alliance ac-
companied by the Trinamool
leader and Railway Minister, Ms.
Mamata Banerjee, is to visit the
village tomorraw.

In Writers” Buildings, the Chief
Minister, Mr. Buddhadeby Bhatia-
charya, said a house in the village
bhad caught fire but none died
while the CPIM} headquarters on
Alimuddin Street denied knowl-
edge of the incident. As news of
the “massacre” spread, tension
ran high in the State’s already-
charged atmosphere.

The Trinamool leaders, mean-
while, held a press conference
and sent an message to the Prime
Minister as well as the Home Min-

18Iy to re-examine their demand
for imposttion of President’s rule
in the State. They reeled gut the
names of 34 party supporters, al-
legediy bumt alive.

While the Trinamoo! leaders
accused the communists  of
“butchering” party supporters
and demanded President's rule,
Ms. Banerjee locked herself in her
South Calcutta residence, “‘un-
well” with fever and a hurt foat.
The Trinamoal alleged that the
CPHM) supporters had made an
attempt on her life on January 3,
day of the rally, but failed as " God
was kind to Trinamool”.

According to Mr. Pankaj Baner-
jee, Trinamaotl chairman, a group
of CP1(M) supporters last night
set the house of Mr. Bahman, a
Trinamoo! functionary. on fire
whete 18 party supporfers took
shelter. '"The atrackers slit the
throats of the four children who
wried to escape. The rest were
burmt 1o death,” he said. "“We
cowld identify 11 of them. Three
were charred beyond recogni-
tion.”

Plea for Central rule: Page 13~
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BNP wants

ESPITE having many pathbreaking
achicvements fo its credit, the most
significant of which include making
Bangladesh self-sufficient in food,
holding the price line of essential commodities
and sustaining an economic growth at six per
cent, Sheikh Hasina Wajed's four-and-a-half-
year old government is sfill the target of o
virulent hate campuign of Begum Khaleda
Zia's BNP-led four-party alliance.
Begum Zia and her alliance partners are yet
to reconcile to their defeat in the 1996
parliamentary poll, The role purpose of their
campaign and strikes is fo destabilise and
dislodge the ruling party by fair or foul means
-~ more by the latter than the former. Except
for brief interregnums, the Opposition BNF,
Hussein Mohammad Ershad's Jativa Party
and the fundomentalist Jamot-e-Islam have
boyeoited parliament and called numervus
strikes as @ means fo mount pressure on
Sheikh Hasina to step down. But all this has
been to no avail. Excerpts of an interview:

Why does Bangladesh continue to have
confrontationist politics despite making
rapid strides in the economic sphere?
Don't its leaders realise that such a
course would prove ruinous for the
country?

We are not to blame for this. The Bangladesh
Nationalist Party and its allies are patho-
logically different from dernocratic parties.
Don't forget that the BNT was not born
through any democratic process. It was born
in cantonment, with the help of the military,
which had usurped power through political
assassinations and by banishing demaocracy.
Moreover, there is mo mention of parlia-
mentary democracy in BNP's constitution.
Naturally, democratic ideals, thoughts and
practices are foreign to it.

Its baycott of parliament on specious pleas is
proof. Not only the media but also some of its
prominent leaders have criticised the party's
stand on the boycott. The party does not
believe in making parliament the focus of all
its political activities. Many of its leaders
want to grab power through conspiracy and
violence. It's quite natural that the party
would pursue a line which is confrontationist
in nature. The BNP's strategy is to keep ten-
sion and combat alive, so that it can wrest
power in case of trouble. The behavioural
pattern does not surprise me at all.

Are you that there will be no
end to the politics of confrontation?
The BNF has not yet got over the shock of its

1996 defgat. Having had its birth in power it
now fifdds extremely difficult to stay out of

-

conspir

power. The party thinks only the BN has
the right to stay in power. All this talk
that the so-called BNP moderates want
their party to return Lo parliament iz hog-
wash as alinost aill the BNP leaders do not
believe in democracy.

What has the Opposition been able to |
achieve through its confrontationist |
approach against your governmeni? §
Ask them. Actually the agenda of the BNP §
and its allies is ciear; to protect by any |
means the self-confessed killers of Banga-
bandhu and the four national leaders.
They will go to any length. The killers will |
have to be protected as they have shown
that governments can be changed through |
killings. The main purpose of the BNP-led
movement against my government is to
save the killers from the gallows.

Are you happy with the court's i
divided verdict on your father's |
killers?

The court has given a split verdiet which
will soon be conzidered by another court.
But I am happy with the way the trial was
conducted by adhering to the due pro- !
cesses of law. Despite demands for a ¢
speedy trial, I preferrved an open one under
normal laws since I wanted io make a
departure from the practices of special |, .

s fo grab

dcy & \

courts and tribunals of martial-law days.
The sole purpose of this time-consuming
exercise Is to bring to justice those who
instead of being punished for their heinous
crimes had been rewarded by successive
governments,

But the trial has not been welcomed by
those who have been beneficiaries of the
1973 kiflings.

It is natural that they would not like it. Many
of them are those who still don't acknewledge
Bangladesh's existence. But sadly for them,
they cannot make it part of Pakistan again.
Even the ordinary Bangiadeghis are now en-
joving the fruits of freedom and economic
wellbeing. Parties which are still Pakistani-
minded are unable to accept the reality of
Bangladesh. We are exposing and isolating
them politically. -

Did the Irfan Raza episode embarrass

I'[E.STAM
16 JAN 200

The Bangladesh Nationafist
Party-led Opposition is
pursuing a confrontationist
line to topple Sheikh Hasina
Wajed's Awami League
government, says the
Bangladesh Prime Minister
in a wide-ranging interview
to MANASH GHOSH

them in any way?

What the Pakistan deputy high cornmissioner
said about our liberation war was intolerable.




power thro

gl No self-respecting nation ecan accept
| what he said about our struggle for inde-
| pendence, What he said was an ex-
pression of frustration, resulting from
Pakistan's humiliating defeat. in the 1971
war. There are also parties which simi-
larly vent their frustration. We want
good relations with Pakistan and peace

in the region, My efforts bear testimony
1o this. .

Why is your government unable to
control terror and lawlessness in
some parts of the country? Doesn't
that affect your government's
image?

Don't forget that it is the deliberate
1 policy of some Opposition parties to
{ create lawlessness, to show my govern-
ment in a poor light. For instance, it is
part of Jamat's strategy to create terror
in those parts where it is strong. The
BNP students' wing — Chhatra Dal — ig
involved in looting petrol stations,
Known criminals have heen made
leaders of Chhatra Dal because of their
ability to create lawlessness. If the
Opposition  parties  behave 30
irresponsibly, it is difficalt for me to

L wd banish lawlessness,

But the situation is not as bad as it is
1 made out to be. This time wemen did
== their Id shopping well past midnight not
only in Dhaka but elsewhere too. In the last
four years, Dhaka University has not seen
any clash or gun fight between rival students’
groups which in the past claimed lives at
regular intervals. The universities no longer
sitffor from session jaan which had once made
students restive.

B e T —

The Opposition alleges that part of the
lawlessness is because your party also
harbours criminals?

| have not spared the son of my first cousin
whe iz our party's chief whip i pariiament.
The son of my party M¥ has been hanled up
fur his criminal acts [ did not hesitate to
arrest my party MF in anether case. [ haven't
compromised on law and justice.
Unfortunately, I am not getting cooperation
from a section of the police in dealing with
erime. The BNP during its rule inducted
party cadres into the police. Some of these

ugh

recruils are alse invelved in criminal
activities.

Is it being done to discredit your
government?
People know the reason. For the last twe
vears, we have become self-sufficient in food.
Since 1999, we have stopped importing food-
grain. We have raised food production to aver
25 million tons againsi 19 million tons during
BNP rule. Rice is available at 10 taka a kg.
This enahles the poor to have two meals a day.
In four successive years, we have helped farm-
ers produce bumper harvests which have
steadied the price line and brought inflation to
the lowest ever level: 1.3 per cent.

Exports, industrial production and revenve
collection are up by about 20 per cent. The
economic growth stands at six per cent
Through right policies and good governance, |
am trying to alleviate poverty in the country-
side. [ have introduced a host of beneficial
schemes for the weaker sections of the rural
community.

This is changing the face of rural Bangla-
desh. Our country has ceased to be a basket
case. 1 can say this proudly that since the
bloody changeover of 1975, I am the only ruler
wha -~ o1 any of her children — has not made
money either for personal ov party gains, [
have broken the tradition of rulers wha, either
personally or through their near and dear
ones, amass wealth by looting the national
exchequer.

What will be your sirategy for the
coming parliamentary election?

The pro-liberation forces will fight uniiedly.
But the sole consideration for nomination will
be the candidate's winnability, There iz no
place for emotion in rvealpolitik. We lost 35
seats in the 1991 poll as we were swayed by
emotion while selecting candidates.

What will be the fate of the Enemy
Property Act? Will it be repealed?

How can anyone expect the issue to be
resajved overnight fn a2 pavliamentary
sysiern, things like this take time to get sorted
vt There are certain processes to be
thftowed.

Will Bangladesh expunrt gas to India?

1 cavnot be extravagant with a strategic re-
source Hke'gas. Owr national needs are oar
first priozity. Qur iternal deraands are huge.
I don't want Bangladesh to subsist on gag
CArINgs.

The quthor is Senior Writer, The Statesman,

Kolkota.) o



_-Bangla drops

two Mujib
holldays

Press Trust of india é . n\\\\/

DHAKA, Dec, 23. — Bangla-
desl's new government headed hy
Prime Mlmstu Begum Khatedn
Zia today dropped two puh]n
holidays m'irkmg the birth and
death anniversarics of the coun-
try's founding father bhs:n\h Mupr

hur Rahman.

The weekly Cdb]]'lt_l n?}*tmg
cancelled 17 March and I3
August, the birth and death anni-
versaries respectively of Sheikh
Mujib. practiced as holidays for
the past five years during the
tenure of arch rival Sheikh Hasina
of the Awami League.

The Cahinet meeting decided
to *follow the same calender™ that
cxisted before Sheikh Husina
came 1o power and amended the
holiday list.

However it restored 7 Novem-
ber as a national aliday in rem-
embrance of t ay when Begum
Zia's husbaid General Ziaur
Rabmagrvas freed Irom captivity.

THE STATESMAN
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Khaleda misses chance to befnend Hasrna

Thc scrapping of a bill by Bangladesh parliament recently that
provided special security for the country’s main Opposition
leader Sheikh Hasina and her sister was a vindictive act which
prime minister Begum Khaleda Zia shouid have avoided in the
interest of her own repuration, She had promised the opposite if
she was elected: of uniting and not dividing the country’s people
and polity. The enactment has botched any possibility of building
bridges Sheikh Hasina's Awami League. The political maturity
and magnanimity, that was expected from Begum Zia towards her
arch political foe in the wake of her victory, are sadly rmssmg
Her own party had expected her to strengthen the county’s
wobbly democracy by gestures which would create conditions for
Awami League to lift its boycott of the eighth parliament. She did
this despite being fully aware that the politics of confrontation
and hartal of the last decade had done irreparable damage to
.Bangladesh and continuing with this ruinous tradition would spell
disaster for the country. Also not unknown to her were the risks
involved in scrapping the enactment which would make Sheikh
Mujib’s two surviving siblings highly vulnerable to attacks from
those who had liquidated the rest of their family and still remain
unrepentant and unpunished for the crimes of 1975, In fact some
of the killers have vowed to complete their “unfinished task™ and
+ the scrapping of the special law may help them reach their much
desired objective.

There is no lagic in what Begum Zia’s law minister has said
that the special security enactment had to be scrapped as the
existing laws were enough to protect Mujib’s daughters. This
despite several attempts made on Sheikh Hasina’s life while she
was the prime minister and which, shockingly enough. had been
justified by some BNP leaders. Actually by scrapping the luw
Begum Zia has made h)self more vulnerable should anything

untoward happen. /



Imran Rahman ‘0} %
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Dhaka, Decermber 16

W
\
BANGLADESH TODAY marked
its 80th Victory Dav. The celebra-
tions in the Capital were dull as
millions had left Dhaka for the Id
holiday.

Going by the peliticians’
speeches and the media reports
India- had no contribution to
make in the nation’s struggle for
liberation and there was no men-
tion of the 12,000 Indian troops
killed in action.

Even the much-used photo-
graph showing Indian comman-
der Lt General Jagjit Singh Auro-
ra with vanquished Pakistani
counterpart L.t General Amir
Abdullah Khan Niazi obtaining
the instrument of surrender of
90,000 Pakistani troops at Dhaka
on December 16, 1971, was con-
spicuous in its absence.

Sheikh Mujibur Rahman, who
had spearheaded the Bengalis
movement for rights of self-deter-

VN
POLICE PRESENCE DURING
JUDICIAL PROBE ILLEGAL

. THE HIGH Court has declared

“illegal and void the presence of
police during recording of
deposition of witnesses in case
of judicial inguiry into crimes
committed by the police,

A Division Bench passed the
order. The order followed hear-
ing of two criminal revision
petitions filed by  the

- Bangladesh Soclety for the
. Enforcement of Human Rights
challenging the legality of an

order of the chief metropolitan
magistrate’s court in Dhaka.

mination, suffered the same
fate and was completely blacked
out in official supplements pub-
lished by the Information Min-
istry of the Khaleda Zia Govern-
ment.

HTC,. DhakaJ’

The impression inferred from
the newspapers was that Major
Ziaur Rahman, the husband of
Zia, was the only hero of the 1971
war. Zia's photo took up most of
the front page with Mujib rele-
gated to the background.

It was Ziaur Rahman, then a
major in the erstwhile Pakistan
Army and posted in Chittagong
in March 1971, who had first
called upon the Bengalis to
revolt against the Pakistani
troops after the invaders
cracked down on the night of
March 26 earlier that vear. While
Zia had mspired the nation into
an armed struggle on behalf of
Mujib through his strong voice
of defiance through a clandes-
tine radio station at Kalurghat
in Chittagong, Mujib chose to be
arrested by the Pakistani Army
from his residence in Dhaka.

President A Q M Badruddoza
Chowdhury and Prime Minister
Zia paid tribute {o the three mil-
lion Bengali martyrs. The Prime

HE HINDUSTAN TIMED

17 DEC 21

No place for India, Mujib in Dhaka

Minister then visited the grave of
Zia. Chowdhury, who resigned
from the ruling Bangladesh
Nationalist Party after
hecoming the neutral President.
skipped the last venue.

The Awami League of former
Prime Minister Hasina Wajed
visited the house of Mujib in
Dhanmondi. Dhaka, to lay
wreaths before the portrait of
the country’s founding tather.
Mujib is buried at his village at
Tungipara in Gopalgan]j district.

Later, the Awami League lead-
ers, led by acting party president
Abdus Samad Azad visited the
National Martyrs” Memorial at
11 am, straying from the usual
eariv morning hours devoted for
such occasions. The Awami
League, which-claims to he the
only pro-liberation force of 1971,
says it has drawn up a weelklonyg
programme for the Victory
Day celebrations, Hasing is in
Miami to celebrate Id with her
children.

P



“Corruption cases
C \H

DHAKA, Dec. 12. — Two months after the
Bangladesh Awami League was voted out of
power, corruption cases were filed against its
chief and former Prime Minister Sheikh Hasi-
na Wajed and six of her senior former cabinet
colleagues. Mrs Wajed, currently on a trip to
Britain and the USA, is accused in two cases of
alleged financial irregularities to the tune of
$122 million. If convicted, she could face jail, a
fine or both.

Her former ministerial colleagues charged
in the cases include home and telecommunica-
tions minister Mohammed Nasim, works min-
ister Mr Mosharraf Hossain, state minister for
foreign affairs Mr Abul Hasan Chowdhury,

, state minister for power Mr Rafiqul Islam,
state minister for jute Mr AK Faizul Hag and

deputy ministerifor local government and rural
development MA Saber Hossain Chowdhury,

Mrs Wajed, when asked to comment on the
filing of cases against her, is reported to have
told reporters in London that she would fight
the cases. Cases were filed also against nearly
40 former and in-service officials including the
comtroller general, yesterday in Dhaka police
stations by the government’s anti-corruption
bureau, reports said.

The Bureau of Anti-Corruption filed 12 ca-
ses with the clearance from Prime Minister Be-
gum Khaleda Zia who is currently on a private
pilgrimage to Mecca. Awami League today re-
acted sharply to the graft and other charges
brought against the former premier and six
other ministers and termed the action “politi-
cally motivated”,

“This is a manifestation of political vendetta
and a tactic to narrow political opponents, The

<o .
f)'i)ed against Hasina

government is trying to divert public attention
as it failed to cope with real problems at hand,”
acting president of AL and former foreign
minister Mr Abdus Samad Azad said.

He said by filing cases against Mrs Wajed
and other former AL ministers, the govern-
ment was trving to weaken the party leadership
so that no anli-government movement is
waged in the near future.

Mohammed Nasim has described the cases
as “false and politically motivated.”

Among the officials against whom corrup-
tion cases have been filed are former air chief
air vice-marshal Mr Jamaluddin Ahmed, for-
mer home sccretary and currently election
commissioner Mr Safiur Rahman, former de-
fence sceretary and cusrently compiroller gen-
eral of Bangladesh Mr Syed Yussuf Hossain -
and former chairman of Public Service Com--
mission Mr Mosiafa Chowdhary.
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~» Hidden truth

Dubious probe will not help Begum Zia

tis unfortunate that Bangladesh's cabinet committee on  law

and arder recently decided to endorse the inquiry report pre-
pared by the sceretary to prime minister Beguin Khaleda Zia
saving that there was not much substance in Press repoerts of rape
and torture of mmority women nor was there any truth that
menrority property was looted and destroyed on a large-scale by
the ruling party supporters following the | October Bangladesh
parliamentury pull. According to the inquiry, Press reports of sev-
cral thousand persecuted minorities crossing over Lo India were
“found baseless”. The composition of the committee arouscd
serions misgivings, the reasons were obvious, Apprehension was
nol unfeunded as the heme minister and the BNP secretary gea-
eral themsclves had already called Press reports on atrocities on
minorities us “highly cxaggerated and contaiming half truths.”
Both had dismissed the assaults as “some isolated” incidents
organised by political nivals to malign the new Government. A
denial syndrome 1s forcing Begum Zia's government to repudijate
what the whaole world knows to be truc. The notoriously partisan
approach of the neutral carctuker government and subsequently
by Begum Zia emboldened the fundamentalists to go on the
rampage n a more violent form forcing Ameesty International to
urge the new Dhaka government to stop persecution of mino-
ritics. The enlightened section of the Bangladesh Press. whose
bold expose of the most korrendous incidents forced the govern-
ment to order an inquiry, called the official report a “hogwash”™
descrving total rejection. Fven the Bangludesh Supreme Court
has accepted the fact thai Hindus were being persecuted and
served a show cause notice on the Government in this regard.

The Bangladesh Press has wisely counselled Begam Ziu saving
that in today™s world of fast communication it is futile to issoe
such Manket deniais since the whole world through radio and TV
“alrcady knows the real truth”. In fact. mternationally this has
badly sullicd the image of her newly installed government and
provoked the Indian Hindo fundamentalists like the VHP and
Bajrang Dal to make the ridiculous and objectionable demand
that Bangladesh grant & separatc homeland for its minorities.
Both the Muslim and Hindu fundamentalists in the sub-continent
have always had a mutually beneficial and symbiotic relationship.
What they have done on boghrSides of the border merely reaffirms

that relationship. /
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‘Bangladesh High
Court puts gas

export on hold
b S

DHAKA, Dec. 6. — The Bangladesh High Court has imposed a three-
month restriction on the government to export natural gas through o
pipeline to India.

The court issued an injunction vesterday asking the governmeni te
restrain from signing any Production Sharing Contracts {PSC) and ex-
porting natural gas.

A Dwvision Bench of the court passed the order upon a writ petition
fited more than three vears ago. During the ban period, the court would
hear the petition.

A former secretary of the government and two others, including
journalist, filed the petition on 19 November. 1998 (o stop gas cxpart.

They said there was no provision in the PSC signed by the govern-
ment with the international oil companies to export natural gas through
pipeline.

Prospects of exporting naturdl gas to India brightened following the
instaliation of Khaleda Zia’s Bangladesh Nationalist Party-led coalitiop
government in October,

The court ruling came as international oil companics have been
pressing the government to allow the export of natural gas produced in
Bangladesh.

The court, which gave a moratorium on signing new PSCs for three
months, asked the government to show cause as 1o why it should not he
directed to formulate a national strategy poticy through pachiament 1o
ensure participation in the PSC.

Whether the authorities would follow the directives remains 4 ques-
tion as petitioner's counsel informed the court that even after a issu-
ance of a rule in 199§, the then government signed eight PSCs.

Meanwhile, the energy minister, Mr AKM Moharraf Hossain, said a
technical committee has been appointed for assessment of the gus re-
serves in the country.

He said the committee would submit its report in a month.

He said that a realistic assessmeni was necded to deal with 10 inter-
national oil companies which have signed PSCs in the garly pan of this
vear.

“The gavernment is in a delicate situation in deciding whether ar not
to honour the terms of the PSCs,” the minister said.

Leading geologists have vehemently opposed the idea of gas export
before meeting domestic demand.

During a discussion vesterday, they stressed on diversiticd use of gas
for sustainable development and sugpested the governinent stop pilfer-
age in the energy sector and use gas for cconomic benefits.

American oil giant UNOCAL recently submitted a proposal to con-
struct a 1,400-km pipeline from gas fizlds in Bibiyana in Sylhet to Dei-
hi for supply of gas to Indian market

7
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{(haleda talks.
tough on %X%

lawlessness
Dhaka, December 3 //\\\V

PRIME MINISTER Khalec%a Zia
warned of stern action against
lawlessness in Bangladesh after
police cracked down on the first
strike called by her arch-rival
since losing power.

Zia, said at the end of the first
session of the eighth Parliament
vesterday, that the Oppoesition
Awami League of former Prime
Minister Hasina Wajed should
end its boycott of Parliament.

“We will continue to be toler-
ant, but we will not tolerate any
attempt to create anarchy ..
Stern measures will be taken
dgainst anarchy,” she said in an
apparent reference to Sunday’s
Opposition-called general strike.

The Government has said it is
doing everything possible to
tackle the crime situation and
blamed some of the incidents on
their political rivals charging
they were trying to tarnish the
administration’s image.

Former Awami League MP
Mokbul Hossain, the editor of
daily al-Amin who was detained
Sunday for questioning, was
jailed for a month under the
tough Special Powers Act. His
son was recently arrested for
alleged possession of an illegal
weapon, which he insists was
licensed. The Special Powers Act
lets the Government detain an
individual for up to 90 days with-
out specifying the reason. The
Prime Minister said; “We will be
tough with anybody, in or outside
the government, found guilty of
creating anarchy. Nobody from
t}) to bottom will be spared.”

-~
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‘Bangladesh oppn leaders hurt during strike

DHAKA: Bangladesh Parliament
on Sunday repealed a law that pro-
vided special sccurity to former
premier Sheikh Hasina while top
leaders of the opposition Awami
Leaguc were among several hurt
when the police used batons and
fired tear gas shells during a half-
day strike 1o protest the move.
The strike, called by the Awan
League, generally passed  of]
peacefully with no major incidenc
of violence except causing partial
disruption of normal life n the city.
The bill allowing special security
tor Sheikh Hasina and her sister
Sheikh  Rana,  daughters of
Bangladesh’s  founder Sheikh
Mujibur Rahman. for being “under
constant threat” from his killers,
was repealed by Jativa Sangsad
(Parliament) by a voice vote.
Piloting the hill. law, justice and
parliamentary  affairs  minister

[

Moudud Ahmed said it was the
responsibility of the state to pro-
vide security to all the citizens.

He said the government would
take adequate and appropriate
measurcs. for security of Hasina,
the lgadler of the opposition. 11-|

e police stopped hundreds of
protesters in central Dhaka from
marching on the streets while
many iop leaders of Awami
League, including former ministers
and MPs, were arrested.

The police alse baton charged
party activities and used several
rounds of tear gas shells forcing
people to leave Awami Lecague
office, witnesses said.

Several people were inpured,
while at lcast five Awami League
members were picked up by police,
witnesses said.

Those injured during police
action in Dhaka on Sunday were

Ahsanullah Master, MP and Motia
Chowdhury, a former minister and
agriculture secrctary of the party
and Abdur Razzak. also a former
minister, party sources said.
wamt League leaders said the
olice action on the peaceful
demonstrators wis unwarranted.

About cne hundred were arrest-
ed and 30 intured. party sources
added.

The surike was also called to
protest acts of repression on party
activists and minority population.
deterioration of law and order situ-
ation in the country, atd upward
trend in the price of essentials.

Schools and business cstablish-
ments were closed during the har-
tai.

This was the first strike called by
Awami League, which had, whike ini
office, pledged not to call hartal
even if they were in opposition. g7
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DHAKA, Dec. 2. — Bangladesh’s
parliament today scrapped a con-
troversial law providing life-long
security to former Prime Minister
Sheikh Hasina Wajed, whose party
called a strike in Dhaka over
moves (o drop the law.

The Nation’s Family Members
Act, 2001, providing lifelong se-
curity coverage to Sheikh Hasina
and Sheikh Rehana, the only sur-
viving children of the “father of
the nation” Bangabandhu Sheikh
Mujibur Rahman, was passed in
June this year.

Parliament made its decision in
the absence of Mrs Wajed’s Awa-
mi League, which refused to join

4\
the House in protest against al-
leged rigging in the October polls.

Law minister Mr Moudud
Ahmed told parliament, “The de-
cision to scrap the unnecessary law
would save the poor country a
huge amount of money on account
of protecting just two individuals.”
Awami leaders said the move to
change the law was a conspiracy to
put Sheikh Hasina’s life at risk.

The Awami League general sec-
retary, Mr Zillur Rahman, vowed
more profests.

The eight-hour bandh, which
began at 6 a.m. (local time) today
kept most motor vehicles off the
roads and many business estab-
lishments remained closed, wit-
nesses said.

crapped

Police wielding batons znd fir-
ing teargas arrested at least 23
Opposition activists today and de-
tained a former legislatcw, Mr
Mogbul Hossain, last ni;ght in
Dhaka, witnesses said.

“Police seemed determin ed not
to allow any procession ow the
streets,” said Mr Mofazzal Hos-
sain Chowdhury, a former minis-
ter and leader of the Awam i Lea-
gue “They are chasing and grab-
bing our people although we . vow-
ed to hold a peaceful protest ,” Mr
Chowdbury said. “This is a * viola-
tion of our fundamental 1. ight.”
Authorities said they depl oved
more than 3,000 police and | para-
military guards in the city of ninc
million. .

~



USsermonty

Diaka.n o
miHon'ty rights

Wash ington, Novemper 30

THE UNITED States hag urged
Bangladesh 0 respect religioys
rights ang human rights ang
Practice tolerance:

Replying to questions oyer
minority Hindusg recently com.
ing “under attack”  jp
Bangladesh, the Ug State
Department deputy 5pokesman
Philip Reeker today said, “I am

development and reform -
He said the US wil] continye
dialogue with Bangladesh
PTI
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