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Foreword 

( ln [kcemher 17. llJ71. the day l\1llo\\·ing our incredible victory ll\er the 11ccupying 

l\1rccs 111" Pakistan. Dhaka was a city llf mixed emotions. On the 11nc had \\C had 
these spontaneous proccssi11ns of jny of citizens who were suddenly released from 
c11 nfinemcnt in their I1Pmes since the war began sixteen days bcfPre. On the other 
hand there were very disturbing happenings 11f randnm killing and looting in the city 
that shocked the citizens. Although some of the ,·iolencc resulted from encounters l)f 
the l\·1ukti bahini with the Pakistan Para 1\:lilitary personnel who could not retreat to 
the L·antonmcnt in time. there were 11ther instances L)f\ iolence where people suspected 

!1> be Razakars were gin·n summary _justice by personnel claiming to be Freedom 
hghtcrs. Shops and establi-;hnh.::nt that \\ere believed ll1 be owned by so-called Pakistan 

sympathi;ers tmo'>t case-. N,ln-Beng;llis) \\ere attackcd and lonted. The situatinn was 

'll dl;Hltic tc>r the fip;t 1(:,, days ti>ll<>wing liberation that it \\as difficult to tdl wheth~.-r 
the arrn..:d groups ,,f l"t\ ilians roaming the str~.·..:t-. of Dhaka \\l'r..: Freedom Fight..:rs 

,,r hP•'Iigan-, \\·ho had acquired firearm' fr11m tlceing Paki-.tani snldins and the Para 
~lilitary. 

The JUbilation of lkccmber 1 (, suddenly started (11 yield Ill fear and uncertainty t\w 

Dhaka citizens. for a g110d part of December ;md January that period. The owner of 
a -.nack shop at Dhaka Stadium. which 1 used to visit. captured the .;cntimcnt nf the 
nwmcnt in the following sentence: "I lived through the terrible nine months with the 

lu1pe that the Pakistani monsters \vould leave l1nc day. and we will get our independence. 
Now that we have nur independence. who will get us rid of these new monsters'! They 
an.: fmm us!·· 

What the snack-shop owner saw and reacted to were the acb \lfviPlcnee and mayhem 
fwm SPI111.' unruly dements who t1111k the garb of Freedom Fighter:-.. We th11ught the 

phenomena were temp111"ary. \vhich would gn a\\ay as WL' ~tuhilize as a nation. 

LJnfortunatcly, some forty years after that eurhPric I (l'" day of lkccmbcr of 1971 
we arc still struggling with monsters in difkrcnt forms and of ditl'crcnt kinds. These 
arc the children of the I (l'" Brigade (a term coined ti.1r the free lancing armed gang-; 
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that roamed Dhaka city that time). but they have been raised without any values and 
nourished in a culture of corruption, political patronage, and absence of rule of law. 

The founding father of the country Bangabandhu Sheikh Mujibur Rahman had many 
dreams for his nation and his people. Among these were lifting his nation from poverty 
to wealth. and giving people a country that respects democracy. rule of law. and life 
and property. He did not live to sec if his dreams of Shonar Bangia (Golden Bengal 1 

were fulfilled and what stormy path his beloved country traveled in last forty years. 

His life was cut short early in a violent and cruel manner an ironic end for a man who 

believed in non-violence. 

Had he lived he would have seen some realization of his dream as the country has 
risen from an economic morass of the post liberation days to a moderately stable 

stage. Our industrious people have been resilient to come back every time they have 
been struck by calamities whether man made or natural. Our resourceful and t<tlented 

people have devised ways to overcome adversity and usc limited means to build for 

growth. We built a burgeoning garment industry from a practically non-existent base 
and competed effectively with our skills and productivity. We created a contingent of 
\vork force that now serves overseas as a model of skilled and dependable workers. 

Our people built models of micro credit that have been emulated globally as poverty 

eradication tools. Our people gave birth to ingenious ways to promote female literacy. 
reduce child mortality. and improve water supply and sanitation in rural areas. Our 

national wealth has increased six times in last forty years. our exports gre\' .. · ten times. 

and the rate of literacy has grown. 

But along with these happy statistics the Father of the Nation would have also seen 

how we have grown in corruption. violence. and absence of rule of law. Sorne of our 

bright~st minds have put us on the \Vorld map \~ith i~J.wvative ways to fight poverty 

and ra~se level of literacy. But the crooks and their po_httcal m~stcrs also have been put 
us up Ill the world map for endless corruption and mmdlcss VJO)cncc. 

Fc\v years ago we were dubbed as one of the ten most corrupt countries of the world by 

the International Watch Dog on Corruption- -Transparency International. Our political 

leaders that time derided the evaluation by the world body as biased and untrustwot1hy. 

Instead of looking inwan.l for correction. \VC blamed others for giving us a false imal!e. 

The result is that we arc still in the top quintilc of nations iuentificd as corrupt. We 

seem to have turncu a blind eye to corruption in our bureaucracy. business. and politics 

despite knowing how injurious such a label is to our national image. It is equally 

appalling to observe how impervious our leaders have bewmc to such accusations and 

tarnishing of national reputation. We may protest that corruption is confined only to a 

segment of our population: we may point to our neighboring countries and declare in 

somewhat righteous indignation that they are no better. The crude reality is that it docs 
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twt help to shah· oil" this pariah image. Fing~r p11inting of llth: rcgiml' to an11th~r. from 
one lca<kr 111 another. as the origin of this evil doc:-. tl(lt ti·ce us frClm the ClltbcquL'IlCe~ 
of the t•vil. 

Violence in politics and Stlcial life has been another growth area in la~t forty year:-.. 
Politically motivated ,·inlcnce ha..; been on the increase O\ er last sen . .-ral year~. The 
pattcm seems to repeat it:-.elf with every change in government \\·ith ,,ppn:-.ition party 
supporters claiming harassment by ruling party supp11rtcrs. At·cording w Odhikar. 
the Human Rights Watch (ln,up in Ranglad..:sh. 220 deaths were ..;uspectL'd of being 
pl1litically motivated last year. compared with 251 th..: pr..:,·ious y..:ar. h.tra _judicial 
killing hy lmv ~nf(m:ing agencies also wntrihut~d to the incrcas~ in ,i,,knt deaths. 
In 13angladesh we h..:cam..: fitmiliar with a t~rm calkJ ··crossfire·· during the pre\·ious 
political government when accidental Jeaths ,,f "wgut· "inJividuals \\ere rep11rted 
\Vhcn conti·ont..:d hy police. However, this was no ordinary police. A special fi.wce wa..; 
created by the govcmm..:nt to t"i'mbat crime espet·ially in big cities. According IP a 
report providcJ hy this agency to th..: media. 60 pt•oplc wer..: killed in :o-uch encount..:r ... 
or Crossfir..: in 2009. and X3 peopl..: in the y..:ar before. 

Our wealth has increased in last forty years. hut nothing of value happ..:ncd in these 
decades that could shake a stoical ,·icw that we cannot rid tlursdvcs of corrupt ion and 
ptllitical violence. With each change in political government thcrL' ''nuld he hop..: that 
the next cast llf characters would mah· snnh.: cfl(ms 111 stem the tide. lmb:d. there 

would ht• ch.:ction pn1mise..; of S11rt..; to that ( . .'fleet. In reality. the part~ that came h1 

govern WPuld usc its Ill'\\" f"lllllld power to chase and harass its plllitic;d f~'c' ti·nnl rhc 
past regim~ all in the name of fighting corTupti11n. Thi:-.charade wnuld h.:..,,, habitual 
with every new political g1wcmm~nt that (.'VI.!n legitimate cas~s ,,f t"Pt-rupti,ur chaq,:c~ 
leveled against politicians b..:cam..: suspect in public vi..:w. Th..:y \\ere ~et•n a..; a \endetta 

of one political party against another. 

Forty y..:ars in the history nf a country i:-. a small drop in the ocean. But ti.-.r th,•-.e of 
us who had witness..:d the brutal war of liberation and the pitiful wnditil•Jb rn our 
lkdgli ng years. this is a long journey. It has been a journey on a road I hat "a~ not ra\ ~.·d 
with roses. Our young democracy was mangled and mut i Ia ted withm :1 1~.,,. ~ 1.'ill"'• ,,,. 1 It~.· 

country·, birth. We had to sutTer two dccad..:..; ,,f military ruk and lfllil'·l-dll"l<ll•''"''"f' 
bci(Hc ,.,..c r~gaincJ the demm:racy. :\t the same timt' we abo \\itnc"L'd rchJrtif,,t"tltc 
forces that we had to Cllfltcnd with to gain nur indcpcndcncc. \Ve \\'itnc'""'-'" binh nt" 
politics of corruption. violence. orrm·tunism. and ~hcnanigan-.. 

Yet Wt' ha\e miles to go to sustain our hard '-'arncd ti·cedom. and ways l<l find the keep 
the momentum of our ct"lli1Cll11it·tht• growth. Tht• fir..;t ..;tep in thi:-. dir~.·ction i..; h'changl' 
the political cultur..: rooted in corruption. ncpnti:-.m. violence. and lack ,,,. rL'Sfll'Ct li."•r 
human life. Our leaders need to rise above their own narrow and :-.ht,rl term political 
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gains and address these vices starting with themselves and their political parties. We. 
like Bangabandhu. had many dreams for our fledgling nation: but these did not include 
seeing the country's name muddied for corruption. violence. ~md politi~:s ,,,-retaliation. 
As we enter into the fifth decade of our independence. we pray and IH'P'-' that our 
leaders will guide the nation in the right direction so that along with economic growth 
we also can see growth in our core values. 



PART I 

THE DIVIDENDS 

OF INDEPENDNCE 





Shonar Bangia- Golden Bengal 
Hopes and Unfilled Aspirations 

··· . .w 

!VIy first visit IP the US \\'as in the inf~mcy of Bangladesh. in 1973. <1:--. the junior 

most member of a delcg<.~tion led by late A.H.i\:1. Kamaruzzaman. then l'vlinister of 
Foreign Trade. I have a special recollection from that vi:--.it. which is of a m..::eting ofthe 
[\:1 inister with Congressman Poage. then Chairman of Foreign Relations Committee of 
the US I louse t)f Representativ.::s. Toward the end of the meeting in the Capitol. th.:: 
( ·ongr.::s-;man asked the minister what wer.:: the chances that the newly independent 
Banglad.::sh Cl)uld eventually m.::rg.:: with Wc-;t [kngal since both regions sp1)ke Bengali. 

The question toPk e\ .::ryPne by surprise. hut f'vlr. Kamaruzzaman tonk the question in 
h1s striJ.::. and calmly replied that th.::r.:: wer.:: nt> such chances. Languag.:: was not th.:: 

basis on which Bangladesh was born, he politdy reminded the Congressman. The 
( 'ongre:--.sman hastily ad1kd later that he had meant rw otlcnse. l~ut tho.:: pPint was noted 

by e\ cryone in the delegation that time. Bangladesh would need a lot of hard work t\1 

be rccogni/ed abroad a:-. a \'iabk Ct)Ulltry. 

I quote the incident to bring to surface the gre<.~t amount of cynicism and uncertainty that 
surrounded Bangladesh immediately following its bloody birth. From !'Uch disparaging 
remarks as an ''international basket case·· of Kissinger. to the forecast of lk)l1 111 and 
gloom fTom our adversaries. we became accustomed to acceptance of a fate that could 
he ;n nidcd nnly with divine intencntion. We inherited a tenitor_y that was depleted 
o1 11:--. resources. an inti·astructure that was destroyed frnm within. and a population 
that required rehabilitation in almost ~.·very part of thL· country. ,\ nine-month \\ar. 
1\hich actually wa-; not bet\\e.::n t\\P annie-;. but a \\ar by an occupation force against 
unarmed ci\ilian~. leti millions dead. and an umpteen number upiw,ted ti·om their 
homes. Our ee11nnmy was in a shamhks. as every sector needed tn be rebuilt. 

h)r three ~traight year~ our nation building \\·ork was actually a rcn1nstructinn and 
rehabilitation etlort. Our government\ focu~ was attending to the basic needs. fnt)d. 
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shelter ami medicine. The nation was actually was one large refugee camp. There was 
very little hope that we could come out of this morass. least of all develop the country 

economically and socially. 

Even a decade after the birth of Bangladesh I would face a somewhat similar quandary 
in responding to questions on the viability of Bangladesh at Cornell University (which 
I was attending for my higher studies in 19g 1 ). How could a country that depended 
mostly on foreign assistance (over SO%• of development budget that time) ever stand 
on its own and get moving? More importantly how would a country cope with a fast 
growing population that rose at an average of nearly 3o;., in the past decade'! Would the 
country be ever able to meet its food gap that in a bali year ran into several millions 

of tons'? 

Just to put in things their perspective, it is worthwhile to note that our economy fi."'lr the 
first ten years of our existence was mainly dependent on agriculture. It contributed to 
60% of our gross domestic output. and employed nearly XO% of the total labor force. 
Our main export was jute and jute goods accounting for more than two thirds of our 
foreign earnings. Earnings from industry and manufacturing were at the bottom of the 
table. We had an adult literacy rate hovering around 30'~~i •. with much worse rate for nur 
women. Over 70% of our population lived below the line of poverty. 

It took a great amount of courage and optimism of a visionary to speak about the 
future prospects of a country in such a crisis in the seventies. and for much of tl , 
f•. • h.: 
1rst half of the eighties. Our image abroad was that of a country waging an unendin~ 

battle against poverty, mounting population. and natural scourges. We existed in th~, 
. . . . c 

p~nphcral vision ofthc international community. appeanng 111 full vision when natural 
lhsastcrs struck the country. 

Where arc we now some forty years later'? Arc we still a poster child of malnutrition 
poverty. and hunger'? Arc \Ve still considered an international basket case'! Can we sa; 

that we have left that image behind us? 

Let us r~view some results of our country's endeavors in last forty years. These arc 
substantiated by both our government"s statistics and those from intcrnatiO!nl -1oe 11c1· , , 
. . ...... t t 0 cs 
mclud~ng the World Bank and UN. In last four decades we raised our food proJuction 

~hree folds-fi·om less than twelve million tons in 1972 to nearly thirty million tons 

Ill 2009. Our food gap dropped from an average of four to five million tons to less 

t_han one million a year. We have halved the rate of population growth of the seventies. 

Our exports grew from less than half a billion dollars in 1972-73 to over fifteen 

billion Jollars last year: our per capita income rose from less than a hundred dollars 

to nearly six hundred dollars at the same period (all in nominal terms). Jute and jute 

goods. staples our foreign earnings were replaced by manufactured goods-mainly 
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rcadyrnadc garments that hccmm: new icnns oft,ur exports. Our IIlia I nat lllnal incnmc 

quadrupled over the same time. The number t,f pc;:opk in ahjt.·ct pm erty 1 dcscribed 

in en,Jwmic terms as people earning less than a dt,llar day) dedined from se\enty 

percent of population to under fifty percent. But docs this mean much till" a nat1on 

of sixteen crores'! Have these achievement really changed our penpJ...-·.., lite and their 

expectations'! 

In a trans-t.:ontincntal live t·all-tn session (1wcr phont·l arranged by \Pil·,; ,,( \rlll."l"h".t 

that I had participated in (early in ~OIIl as a discussant il rt.•t.·urring ...:l•lllllh.:lll ti·l'lll 

listeners that I had hl rcspond to wa-. viability of Bangladesh both l.!l"l•nonHc<JII~ .111d 

politit·all). It was in a s..:nsc d~jil vu alltl\·cr again. i\·lajl•rity ,,,. the qu..:stions that \\l..'rc 

asked were rcf"mins ofthost• Wl' had heard nearly li.1ur dt•eadt•s beti1rc. It appt.·ar..:d that 

despite pwgrcss in many fronts. cynicism offutur..: gwwth and economi..: sclf-r..:lianc..: 

persists both nationally and internationally. There arc gl1Cld reasons ti.1r these questions 

and skepticism among many abl1ut our future. One is that the gcncmtinn now li,·ing in 

Bangladesh is a post liberation product that cannot set.• or propcrly cvaluatc our rdatiH· 

progress since independence. The other major reason is that our current generation still 

finds the country impowrished. largely illiterate. and affected by largc scak <."lltTuptil'n 

and a feckless leadership in all fronts. Arc there ways to sustain our :-.ucccss and forge 

ahead tackling these obstacles and chalkngcs'! 

Thcre is no magit· \\and that will suddenly eradicate all the ills and ti1ilurl'S that\\..: 

face as a nut ion today. Wc probably will be struggling with StlllK' of thcmn..:n dl.'cadcs 

later such as a burgconing population (even if wc grm\· minimally). and demands ti•r 

con..;umption expand. Rut there arc m:tions that we can takc to help us grow and sustain 

our hard carned success. 1 will munc only a few. 

First is cducation. In today\ cconomy \Vhere 1\nowlcdgc and sl\ills rule. Wt.' cannot 

achieve success and competc with other countries \Vith half of l'Ur adult Pl'pulatil1n 

remaining i I literate. We export a vast amount of manpower to other countries to 

perform low level jobs because they have no superior sl\ills that come with edw.:ati,,n 

and training. Wc t~1il to attract forcign invcstlli"S tu otu· country b..:causc \\..: hm..: 'Cr) 

little tradablc human resources that have right education and training. We nc..:d llll't\: 

investment in modern education. l!Ol"ld tcachcr!>. and appropriatl' training instiluti<lth. 

Second is ending corruption. We seem to ha,·c b..:cn pcrmancntly l·lusll.!r..:,J ''· i1h till· 

most corrupt cnuntri..:s of the world since th..: world index on l"PITll)'tll •n hc~an tc • b..: 

tabulated. It is iwnic that dl.!spitc corruptil"lll becoming a bunword in Han~.!lalk..;h 

aid circk. despite corruption bcing a central theme l,f a Wl1rld Bank publication 

(Government That Works). and despite corruption figuring as a Jll<l.JlW obstack in thl· 

governance process of Hangladesh. we secm to make no headwav in addrc..;~ing it. 

let alone solve it. Quite a lew of recent writings hy a few of our thinking .:lites dealt 
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with corruption, its cause and ctTccts, and ways to tackle these. !\·lost of our people 
arc aware what causes corruption, where these arc. and some can c\·cn suggest lww 
these can be tackled. However. all this knowledge is meaningless if the political will to 
tackle corruption is Jacking. This will need a dctcrminatinn at all levels starting frnm 
the highest. 

Third is establishing and sustaining good institutions. These arc nntmcrcly educational 
institutions. but political and social as well. We need good institutions in politics. 
administration. economic development, and organizations to act as watch dogs ovcr 
the actions or inactions of our leaders and bureaucrats. We established an autonnmou, 
Anti-Corruption Commission three years ago that thrilleu the wuntry at the bcginninc 
with some uramatic actions. However. instead of arming it further with pm\cr an~l 
authority, we arc attempting to declaw it. We necu institutions that people can have 
faith in. and sec results. Builuing institutions must he separated from the volatilitv nf 
our political scene. Governments may come and go. but institutions must cnntinu~. 

As we take stock today of our success and failures of last four decades. we need to he 
fully cognizant that an alert and responsible political leadership is key to our future 
success. We attained independence with the sacrifice of millions. in lives and prnpcrtv. 
Those who arc gone arc neither beneficiaries nor witnesses of our achievement: b;lt 
the generations that Jive now and those that will come \viii benefit or sutrer from our 
collective actions today. 1 only hope that we Jearn from mistakes in the past. and do nur 

best to avoid them. We must forge ahead. 



Made in Bangladesh-Our Garments 
Sold Abroad 

In a wintry morning of I97X in my otfice in Chittagong Deputy Commissioner's 

house I meet this maverick ex civil servant now turned an entrepreneur asking my 

help to get his imported garment machinery off loaded from Chittagong customs. This 

was Nurul Quader. a senior colleague of mine. who had left the service to pursue his 

talent in the private sector. and had hit upon this rather adventurous concept of making 

readymade garments following South Korean model. There was some snag in clearing 

the equipment for the fledgling industry he had set up, which he called Desh Garments. 

This was done in no time. but for me the million dollar question to him was why at all 

he had landed in this adventure when he had scores of other opportunities to try his 

business acumen. The maverick that he was. Nurul Quader (known as Jhilu Bhai by us 

younger folks) told me tongue in check that it was because all other businesses were 

already taken. He had to try something untried. My next question to him was when we 

could sec his industry take off. To this. Nurul Quadcr gave his characteristic response 

garbed in a story. He said my question reminded him of the urgency with which he 

would ask his mother as a young boy whenever he felt hungry, "Where is dinner?". 

when he fully knew that mother was still cooking. In his case he said that the he had 

prepared the stove and the pot. but he was still waiting tor the cooks to arrive. 

The cooks in the case of Nurul Quadcr's kitchen (the industry in this case) were the 

hundred plus workers that he had sent to South Korea lor training in garment making. 

He had hoped that with the return of these workers not only he would start up his 

joint venture (with South Korea) in garments: he would also begin a new industry and 

open a new avenue of economic growth for the country. Even after a visit to his new 

plant later anu watching all those new workers running electrically operated sewing 

machines. I \Vas skeptical if an industry could run depending on workers training 

abroad. I \vould be proven wrong. Because. only in a matter of years the core group of 

trained workers and the trainers later brought from Korea, a new generation of workers 

would be unleashed into the country who would take Nurul Quadcr's dream to a new 
and unheard of level. 
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\\'h~n Nurul Quader began gann..:nl~ were a mer~ sp~eter in our export-. . .lute and .lute 
good~ ~til(,,ccupied a hig chunk of our exports in the s~venti..:s. and fi~h and shrimp 
~xp,wt was jus! growing. Consider this. In 197<' our country ~arn~d a paltry ~ i \ mi II illll 
dollars by exporting manufactured garments. Thi~ was not ~H·n twP po.:rc~nt of ,,ur 

1l1tal exporb that y~ar. Today more than two thirds of our export earnings mer tctt 
billion dollars-arc~ from)..!arments. From the Inn~ pioneer factory that i\urul <)uadcr 
"'c:i up 111 Jll""' 7 we have nP\\' more than three thousand that hdn tl'• make that k111d nt" 
r>ltllll')' frn111 ahn1ad. r-rom a (1.!\\' h1111drcd worker-. and lal<.:r '>tlllll' llltli"L" that '\;urlll 

Cjtt~.Hicr o.:mpll'}'<.:d. w~ have no\\ mughly thrl'l' and a halfmilliott \\orkc·!, 111aJPrtt:. "' 
\\IHlm arL' \\nm~n who wNk thcsl! machin..:~ day in and day out. \Vhcn I t"tr-.t c·amL· 111 

thl' US in ]'IX I. I could n..:vcr imagine that I wPuld Sl'L' in a garm..:nt the lab..:! "i\ladc 
in Banglad~sh'". Today. thanks to Nurul Quader"s dfo11s. it is irnpll""ihk to st~p intn 
a department ~tor~ in th..: US and not find at leao.,l hal r a do.1e11 vari..:t il'" of garment-. 

labded "'Made in Bangladesh··. 

All l1f this is however, is the bright side. th<.· happy side of the siPry. The CiarmL'nls 

have hroug.ht us money. ~rnployed our otherwise unernployahlc work fore..:. and gi\en 
us a n~w avenue of econ,,mic growth. On the darker side. the indu-.try has al~o given 
birth to th~ evib of exploitation. poor working condition..,, and profit maximi.1atinn in 
the wake of d~velopment. When people s~e a thirty-dollar price tag on a shirt 111ade in 

Bangladesh and ~old in a US store. few realize that the average garment WPrkl!r in the 

home e•)llntry is paiJ kss thun this sum for a wh,,k month. When people buy a tk~igner 
uutf'it made in Bungladcsh in an upscale. air conditiPned department store her..: in the 

US. few peopl..: realize that the work..:rs behind this garment toiled nights and Javs 
cooped up in hnt and airlcss buildings with minimal sanitary faciliti..:s. Th..: buv:r..., 

over~cas rarelv read or kne\V about hundreds nf workers who perished in factc:ri~s 
ll()u··e I· -I II 'II' · tl , a ·t 'r' "II'S 1.11 lhnl.!ladcsh. ·' l Ill poor y constructl!l 1UI ( tngs Ill lC p ~ . l.:< · ' -

Our success in garments happened because the eager entrepreneurs ~\'Ito follo\V..::d the 

coat tails ofNurul Quader w~re successful in creating a niche t~tarket for their PrndtH:ts. 
It happcn..::d because ,,ur labor was cheap. and ,,ur price \\as nght. It al ... o happened. at 

least in the formativl! years. because the importing cPuntri..:-. ga'e us a hr..:al-. \Vith S('llll' 

f'a\,,rabk treatment. It also happened because tllll" manuf'actur..:s rnct thL· standards. 13ut 
the ch..:ap labor that ushered hundr~ds of..:ntreprcncurs int•) thi., new indthtry ha-. a·l-..n 

he~.·n our hanc. We tna) kt\'l' g1111 c to th..: limit~ ,,r squeo.:ztng tht:-. gCllden !,!!lo-.,c. 

\V,,rk..:r" in till.' indu~try lur..:d from rural ar..:a~ for ltvahlc wag..::- llltl..:d fi,r <thulllinabk 

''ages and \\orkinl,! conditions for vcars. A tier many years of a two-;.;id(•d hattie, the 

hapless \\11rkers 011 nne side and th~ir employers on the 11thcr. the industry reccntlv 

agreed "' a government proffered wage scale. The work!..!r~. however. found thi~s 
less than their needed minimum. On paper the wage~ have doubled on <ncragl!. but 

111 rca I it y i 1 is ..,, iII a Iowa than subsistcnc~ level wag~. The industry argues that i 11 
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1mlcr to r..:main ..:ompl.!titi\'1.! internationally. lilrlhl.!r increase 111 thl.! wages w,,uld be 
unsu.,tai nablc. 

While arguments can be m<Jdc 11n both end~ of the :-pcctrum. thl· fit..:t remains that 
garmcnh arc the bread and butter of our exp0rt earnings. To su~tain this accommodation 
nl.!L·d-; to be mad..: by all sides. We need to find ways for this industry ptw;per and grow. 
hut nPI all at the cost of the t0iling workers. 

l.;~bPr ~·,,~ts accnunt li1r onl) 1-3 p..:r .. ·cnt of till.· tntalc'"' ,,r :1 g<trment. Ratsing it by 
anPth..:r on..: tn I\\O percent will lll'l r..:duCl' thl.! profit margin ''r the Clllllpl'liti,·encss 
of our gann..:nts abroad. lncn:ao.,..: in wages can b..: nffsl.!l by raising pn,ducti,·ity oft he 
indi\ idual Wl'rkcr. This produ..:ti,·ity increase can ..:om..: ti·,,m impnwing the ,,.,,rking 
nmditions of the garnK·nt \\orkcrs. by taking ..:arc ofthl.!ir health and sanitation nL'l.!ds. 
and above all by housing the fal'lorics in safe cnvimnmcnt. 

A rct·cnt study pf the n.·adymadl.! g:.mncnts in India llll strengths. weaknesses. 
opportunities and threats to the industry tSWOT) reCt1111111Cmkd several measure:- to 
address these. PtlOr labm conditions and unfa\'orahlc labor laws were cited among the 
\\eaknesscs. International labor and environment laws were ,·i..:wed as threah. A quick 
scan of the industry in Banglalksh may rc\eal similar results. Our strengths may not 
bl.! equal to those of India. butt,ur weakn..:s~l.!s. and thrc<~ts would be similar Lind we 
should bl.! all aware of these. i\·lore importantly our entrepreneurs should scrit1 Usly 
,.il.!w the thrl.!als that arc looming from lltiK·r cPuntrics. The g,,Jdcn goose may lll't 
lay eggs indefinitely unless \\l' wake up to the thrl.!ah of competition. and finJ l'thcr 
a\l.!llUl.!'i for diversif'i..:ution. 

Our 11pportunities c:xi:-t in fair and cft'cctiv..: usc of our l<Jbor that has ungrudgingly 
wntributcd to the success of this industry. Our entrepreneurs need to usc this gift for 
divers..: application. and not necessarilv contain them within the garment industry. In 
toduy's globalization tlf trade investm~nt has flown into countries that have otlcred a 
prnductivc and skilkd labor Ioree. and created a supportive environment for growth 
of thi.., fi.Jrct:. It would bl• in their ''"'n intl.!rcst and of the Cl1 Untry if the industry 
owner~ \\'l'rc to assl.!ss the stat~: nf tho.: industry ami the people who keep it running. 
To paraphrast: ,_,ur N0bcl Laureate Prof'. Yunus. l(lr every mouth that we Iced we ha\'c 
1\\o hand .... All \\'0..: nl.!cd i~ to train these hands ltl pwducc. It took 1llll.' Nurul Quadcr 
to create a Ill.!\\' visilln IP gi\l.! a new dirl.!ctil'n to our l.!Conomy: it will take a thousand 

others to kl.!ep the l'O..:llllOlllY expanding. 
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In Search of an Identity-The Bangladeshi 
Diaspora 

Nearly two decades ago I met a young mother in a Bangladeshi get-together here in 

Washington DC area who took pride that her six year old son could not only read 

and speak Bengali but also could recite Bengali rhymes at case. She also informed 

me that she took her son to various Bangladeshi cultural gatherings so that the child 

could learn and hopefully develop an attraction to the culture and heritage that she 

had left behind. The young lady had tutored her son herself taking a break frorn her 

professional job as an accountant. and was obviously satisfied that her sacrifice had 

borne fruit. I envied her success since my sons (by that time too old to learn rhymes) 

not only could not read or write Bengali. they also evaded speaking the language as 

they found English-the lingua franca here-more native to them. I complimented her 
on her efforts and wished her success. 

'.could not closely follow the linguistic and cultural growth ofthe child as the family 

lived away from us, only until recently. again in a Bangladeshi gathering. I could hardly 
recognize the lady as she had become more matronly. When I enquired about her son 

she gave a sigh. and told me in a low voice that her son no longer fancied these cultural 
gatherings. He was a full blown young man now who preferred the culture that he had 

grow.n with and is more accustomed to. What about reading and writing Rengali. 
enqutred. He had given that up too. she replied. 

A second case that 1 would like to cite is that of a father who was convinced that the 

only way he could rear his children in this alien land (re<Jd non-Muslim) was to infuse 
111 them the spirit of religion and its teachings. He took pains to take his two daughters 

to .an Islamic school ran by a community of Muslims from the sub-continent. and 

M tddle East. He was a regular practitioner and as such insisted that his children also 

do the same. He informed me that his tl<lughters were proficient in reading Arabic. and 

would soon be able to complete reading the Koran. What about Bengali. I asked'' He 

said for Muslims it was essential to know Arabic first. He \Vas a Muslim first and a 
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Bengali lall.:r. The daughters cPuld learn Bengali later ifthcy wanted to. but it ''a~ 1111t 
a priority. 

I was not in touch \Vith this father for a long time. but would learn about his daughters· 

progress in life fn~m common friend~. Both children fini~hcd their educ<Jti<'ll in 

~ubj<xts other than religion. H<'lh married of their own clwice. and to the chagrin c•f 
their l~1ther. ,,uhide their religion. 

The ca~es that I cited typify the dilemma and cnntradictions that <Ill immigrant par,·nt-.. 

gn thwugh in raising their Y<lung in a for.::ign land. In the fir..;t case th~.· young lady had 

decided that the only way Ill "cep h.::r son awa~ from the "cultural pollutH'll .. <lf the 

foreign land wa~ by immcr~ing her ~on in the language anJ culture of the homeland. In 

the second case. the father had decided that the rdigiou~ identity and adhcr~.·nce "'it~ 

principles would inure his children from the malevolent influence ofwe:.tern cultme. 

All immignmt parents go through thi:o quandary. and ern:.:. phases that e\entuall~ lead 
them to accept the choice oft heir offspring. What is mi~si ng in t hi:. c~ clc. hn\\ e\ cr. i ~ 
lack of empathy of the parents with the dichotomous reality that these children ha\L' w 
live through in their gn,wth to adultho<~d. and the pains they sutler. "·hich ,~tkn tim..:!'> 

may lead to disastrous choices. 

Over three decadL'S or so that I have h..:en li\'ing in the US there hao.. he-:11 ~~ 'urg~.· 111 

the growth nf Bangladeshi pPpulation in North America surpassing ll K th, ,·lh >i...:~.· 

of dcstinati!ln of our pe,1pk in the filii..:s and si\li1.·s. ·\rather ho:.pit<Jhlc ell\ irPlltlll.'nt 

for settlement in the~..: parh combined with a \aricty (lflcgalmean~ 1<1 immigrate fa" 
\Veil as illegal) have lc.:d to t..:n-fold inncase in Bangladeshi population in the I iS alone 

in a matter of three decades. This migration has not been limited to <'IH.' ciao..:. or Pile 

category of people. lJ nl i kc the mig ration to lJ K. which was dom i natcd by the working 

class in the fiftieo; and ..;ixties. the migration to US covered a \vide range ~,r pe~'pk. 

from highly cducated profcssionab (many of wlwm were educated and trained here). 

with wcll-paying jobs. to the harcly educated in menial jobs who filled the lower rung-. 

of the migration ladder. The immigrants have enrnc from alll·orners ami all sectiun~ 

of' Bangladcsh society (except perhaps the l~1rming class). Thcy carried with them a 

common language talthough with regi.,nal variation~). a cornm~'n heritage and culture. 

and largely a common religion. but not necessarily a cnmmon intcrprctatinn of Bengali 

nationalism. Whil<.: the large majority would like to identify thcmselvcs a~ lkngal!-. 

with language and Bengali culture in the lilrcf'ront. a gnnd number of the immigrants 

\Vnuld like to IK· identified as rvtuslims first. and Bengalis later. This divergence would 

shmv itself in the way thcy have tried to raise their children. In their ctl'ort to sh1cld 

their children from ··pernicious effect nfwestem culture" some tried tn permeate tiK'I11 

with their mvn language and culture. and others tried to inure them fwm \\e..;tern 
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culture by introducing them to religion. and its teachings. A small minority. howl.!n-r. 

let their children go with the flow. 

These disparate and often desperate efforts to raise children in a foreign land hm·e 

often led to unexpected results. Our Indian counterparts have coined a term ABC D 
(American Born Confused Desi)-for first generation Indian Americans and their 
struggles to find a common ground between two very disparate culture". At home 

they have been accustomed to seeing their parents act and behave in a cl.!rtain fashion 

ami asking them to adhere to it; while in schools they have been nurtured in a ,·er) 
different custom and norms that arc more tuned to the \Vestern way of life. For femak 

children the difference is more stark since some behavior and customs that they watch 
in school and work place (such as having male friends. dating. dancing. I.!IC.I arc not 
only frowned upon by their home culture. but even may be forbiddl.!n. Add to this the 

pressures that religious parents may have on their children exhorting obsl.!rvance of 
religious pmctices. It is no surprise that many of these children later sutler lh11n an 
identity crisis. 

Efforts of the parents to train the children in their favored ways havl.! nlien led tn 
rebellion among these youths. Some have embraced the western way in more wav" 

than even the mainstream. They have married outside their culture and faith. They ha~oc 
dissociated themselves from the culture and heritage that their parents so painstakinl!lv 

tried to teach them. There arc cases on the other extreme also. A feeling of alicnatin;1 

from the mainstream, and often an inability to blend with the main stream because of 

cultural or religious inhibitions have isolated some of the new generation. In thl.!ir hid 
to establish an identity separate from the main stream some youth hmc chosen ilkntit\ 

\Vith their religious faith over ethnic or national origin. It is not uncommon thcsL' lhl\:s 

t~ .sec. more young men of Bangladeshi origin sporting a be~rd or women Wearing ft~ll 
hlJab ln public. and choosing apparels that have little to do wlth Bangladesh. It is ironic 

th~t ~his extreme religious makeover has happened more in the cases of children of 
relt?Jou~ly moderate or progressive parents than others who have consciously guided 
their children to this direction. 

The surge in immigration of Bangladeshis to the US over last decade has <llso had 

some salubrious effect in bringing to fore the cultural heritage of the Hcngalis. Wo;; 

have now more forums in bigger cities that host a number of events that celebrate our 

~anguagc and culture in a variety of ways. and the young parents make <~n etl"nrt to 
•mmo;;rsc their next generation in the culture and language of their country. Adherl.!ncc 
to ethnic traditions and attempts to preserve these traditions arc fairly co•n111011 in the 

US. Nationalities that have migrated to these parts over last hundred years have tried 111 

keep these al ivc by observing their national days and other cultural events. A !tempts Clf 

the Bangladeshis in that regard follo\V the practices of other immigrant communities. 
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But laudable as th~sc attempts arc, most children will continu~ to face th~ same 

predicaments as th~ generation before them. Absent any clear understanding of heritage 
and culture how will they identify themselves when they grow up? Will they take 

pride in a culture and language that is distinctive to Bangladeshis. or will they id~ntify 
themselves on a larger platform based on religion. as a sizeable part of this community 

tends to lean toward this? Will the younger generation in this country continue to sutler 

from a schizophrenic identity? 

The sense of pride and belonging to national traditions and culture can be passed down 

only when the preceding generation upholds these by practice. We only confuse the 
n~xt generation by seeking identity on religious platform, something that was tried 

in our country six decades b~for~ and failed. Our previous generation paid a hug~ 
price for this t~tlsc id~ntity by fiJrming a geographically divided country connected by 

religion that was destined to doom from birth. It is ironic that years atter the t~tilure 
of a religion based nation hood. there would be resurgence of thoughts of identity 
on religion alone in this Diaspora of Bangladeshis thousands of miles away from. It 

is conceivable why we driv~ the younger generation to greater confusion when such 

thoughts and efforts arc dangled before them. 

Perhaps the simpl~st way this conundrum can b~ resolved is to fall back to the collective 

experience of millions of immigrants to this country over last hundred years. Each 

nationality and ethnic group had witnessed a period of great anxiety among parents to 

raise their children in their traditions. and struggles that went with their ctTorts. While 

the first generation may have enduring memories and everlasting connection to the 

culture and tradition they have left behind. it is extremely ditTicult to transmit these 

memories and attachment to a generation that has grown in a completely different 

environment. This can only happen if the next g~neration finds these of value. and 

something that they can proudly hold on to. 

The Bangladeshi culture and tradition may also someday find a niche in this 

multi-colored fabric, but only if the next generation finds enough pride in these. And 

much of that pride depends on the image the next generation has of the home country 

in their mind. Culture and tradition of the country arc matters of pride when the country 
they arc rooted to is also a source of self-esteem to them. Seeking a separate identity 

based on a religious platfixm may not be necessary. 
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Our Migrant Workers-HandsThat Feed 
the Country 

In a recent VO" 13a 11,,1.1 tll•' 1 1·(1•·an cri~is that I participated in. amonl.! . · ,..\ · e , program on ~ . .Y • • ~ 

many tssues <.liscussed was the fate of Bangladeshi mtgrant workers tn that country. 
What will happen to sixtv thousand odd Bangladeshis who like other hapkss foreigners 
ha\<.: been caught in the :lliddlc of a civil war raging in that country·.> .:\t the time when 
the i~sue wa-; being debated in that VO.'\ program. some of the Bangladeshi migranh 
~;~d hecn either heen evacuated or were in the process of being rescued from the~·c \\'ith 
lclr I rom the lnll!rnatilmal Or!.!ani;ation for l'vli!,!ratu1n ( IOiVI ). l~ut thousands ol ,,!her-. 
\\ho h;1d tra\<.:il'cl hutulred-, ol ~nile-. llstn~ all kinds ot"tr;tfl'P"r"- to lhl: I than hnnkr ... 
were '>till stranded lh...:r<.:. 

It 1.\;_tsnpt a pleasant sit...: Ill \\atch the milling cro\\d (,f migrant-. in mah:..,hift knh 

sun·lvmg on a minimal ration of food. and waiting for di\·in<.: int...:rn·nti,,n for th...:ir 
r<.:'l'Ul' Th. · · · . I I . · . . . . Is ts a segment of our population wh<' had stak<.:l t l<.:tr all to \\<)rk tn a fprcign 
land for <.:·lrn· I' I b t ·Jiso r tl . . . . . . ' Jng a 1velihood. not onlv for themse vcs. 11 ' · •Or l<.:tr enttn: lamtltes 
th,ll had left 1 ·I· · · . 1 · ·, in that\'(.)" · · 1~.: lind 111 the cnuntrv A questH1n t wt ,m,s~.: 1 \ dtscusston was 
what would I . . . I · "I;. · · ·I I 
\\'"II , . lclppen t0 these thousands of displacel \\OI Cis\\ lent ley return hnme. 
, I government doles and lrv10 support compensate their losses'.' Will they find any 
unplovment l•· , 1• h • •clc" ome'! 

Th...: Libvancris·. · 1·1· 1f · · . , : . ts once again brim:s to focus the susta ma 11 It y l 0ur IN...:Ign r...:mittances 
.JJHI th<.;Ir conti - · · 1 • · \\' . . . nucd ~upport to income generation 111 t lC count I y. ··hen a crisis a~ 
111 l.t hva lort:l·~ th . 1· 1 . • . · . · ousands of forcion worker~ nut n t 1"1 country and renders those 
j(lhk-.-..\\hatlst(. "' . . .. · 1,, · . 
· . . . . le guarantee that our mll!rant workc1s Ill otld CPUntnl.'s n1av 1wt tacl' 
<1 late (ll a ~lllltlar k' _, - ., \''h ·111 · • 1 • lnu at one point or another. 'V at WI J,Ippcn n our gohkn !!OOSl.' 
that had been lavi h 1 . r 1 ~ - ng eggs to sustain our CCl11lOn1Y fort e ast 'our t ccatk-;'.' 

f.tlJ"ei<>Jl rCilllttancl'S r· t( · · ·k • · f" h . · ::- · · a 1er mnnev ~en! hy ounmgrant \\PI crs rom a road -especially 
the tnllldlc L'<l.;t now accoum .lor the large!'t chunk of our export revenue. Tl1day 

Han~Ltdc'h '" <~ 111011 !:! the top ten loreign remittance recipient countries nf the World. 
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n.:~:eiviJH..! m·~:r S II biiJi,,n in 20 I 0. But this i-. an ,,n·i-,:\ \\ \\''"\. '\ \' ,,-\ 1 • -1 ..... ' ' ;.:-\' '-· .,\ \.Ia C!--117?1:.'1 .. ~ ... ,I/ 

r.:mittanc..: ar.: 111:arly twic~o· thi-. :1111011111 "lllL'l' rnu,·h nfrh,· r.·rnrrran,·.~ ,,.,n,· ~_, rhr,,a_:::l; 

private .:hannd!'.. The:-.e an: .:arni11~~ ,,four ll••rl.. ... ·r·-.; ..... h,s.: 11• s.:n:11 hu11dr~:d thousanJ. 
:-.pr~:ad .wer 140 countries nfth<.: world, '' ith n<.:arly IWP third:-. b.:ing conc.:ntratcd in 
thl..' middk-cast and nl..'ar-l..'a!-ol. Forl..'cao.;ts f1w th..:o.;~o• l..'arnings arl..' rathl..'r dJI..'erful. If the 
L"IIITL'nt growth trend continu<.::-.1 which hao; a1 l..'rag..:d n1:arly 211'!·, annually in last thirty 

~..:arsl. li.wcign remittances will h~o· l\\iCl' that nf nur foreign .:-:ports earning in next 
rcn ~~:ar:-.. L~ut will this r.:all) h·•hL' \\'hat :-.up]wrt d,, \\1.: ha\o.: 11> sustain thi-; sourc.: ('r 
r~..·, ..:nu..:".' 

Th..:r..: \\..:r..: ..:onsiLkrabk \\IHTi..:..; ,1fa dip in ti•rcign n:mittances when glllhal~:coJlllllli~: 

~:risis hit th..: d~o:\-ch>p<.:d nati•>lb inl"luding th~.o· ••il rich c.,untries l\\ll y..:ars back. 
Apprehensions or millilln~ of migrant \\OI'kl·rs r~:nc.h.:red jobless and li.lrced Ill r.:turn 
hnmt· wer~: building fast. l·:xp~oTts \ i~o:\\ed l~ang.ladesh a!'. one ,,f the countries that 
would b..: hit hard if the prediction!'. carne tru..:. F•1rtunatdy we hav..: weathered that. as 
n..:ith.:r tho.: numb..:r of migrants nor th..: n:rnittanc.:es fn1111 th..:m went nn a dc•wm,ard 
:-.piral. In fac.:t the cumulative gwwth in migrant!'. and the level of employrn..:nt in the 
( iul f ( ·ountries helped us to tide '"·er the apprc.:hended crisis. A new migrant worker on 
a\<.:rag..: adds about SX I <• \11 the foreign rcrnittanc..: annually. 

Source: 

Top Ten Remittance Recipient Countries of the World 

2010 

Country Amount 

$Billion 

India 55.0 

China 51.0 

Mexico i2.6 

Philippines 21.3 

Bangladesh 11.1 

Nigeria 10.0 

Pakistan 9.4 

Lebanon 8.2 

Egypt 7.7 

Vietnam 7.2 

World Bank Date 

\Vhen and if the global rccessi~'n..:nds as expected. we can he hnpcful that Bangladesh 
will continue to maintain it-; predicted growth in foreign remittance. Hut i!-o that a 
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bankable expectation? Should we not prepare ourselves in case continued large scak 

deployment of our migrants abroad docs not happen. or we have hordes of such 

migrants suddenly returning home? 

It may not sound possible in the current rosy environment, but it is plausible that 

thousands of workers like the kind stranded in Libya arc repatriated home with no jobs 

at home. and little savings. The Libyan crisis has taught us that we need a national 

plan to deal with such unforeseen emergencies. We need a plan that not only caters to 

deployment of workers abroad. but also to their sustenance and gainful employment 

when they return home-either voluntarily or involuntarily. 

While addressing this rather unpleasant and unwelcome scenario several obstacles 

come to mind immediately that we need to address and overcome. Key among these 

arc lack of a national database on migrunts (who they arc, their skills. where they have 

gone. their employers. etc.), strengthening of the institutions that help the migrants in 

their deployment abroad (with rigorous supervision of the recruitment agencies), and 

lack of a national plan that can help rehabilitation of the workers once they return. 

Add to these conti nucd reluctance of a majority of the migrant workers to remit 
money through official means. and lack of willingness to invest money in government 
sponsored institutions. 

Tod~y any estimate of workers abroad is mostly a guess work since the number is 

~Jbta_lllcd by the Bureau of Manpower from recruiting agencies. The number of workers 
111 Ltbya. for example. was cited anywhere from sixty to seventy five thousand. The total 
number of · · · · · · I · · I l · · . mtgrant workers 1s vanously cstmMtet at anyw 1cre Jel\\·cen stx hundred 
dnJ seven h d 1 1 1 h .. Jl) ()f)"'·· · un red thousand (a gap of one 1um rcl t ousdnl . . tctal estunatc of 
monc)' rc · .• 'II. b II I be ,· eetveu from these workers is $11.1 bt ton, ut wear~ ~o t t le amount could 

t:\tcc that since much of the remittances arc sent by unofftctal channels. Much of 
the tnvest · · · · · ·Jd' ' 1· I o o . _n~cnt ~fthesc workers ts for unproducttvc purposes ell tn), ttt e employment 

PP I1Untttes etther for them or for their fellow countrymen. 

We set · . 
·. up a Mtmstry of Expatriates Welfare and Overseas Employment 111any " .. 

aoo tor I . yec1ts 
'=" en lancement of overseas employment. and to ensure the well are of exp· .. 

worker. TI . . . atnatc 
s. 1c ob.Jcettvcs of this institution arc all laudable. but none of these \ ,. 11 b, 

of value t I . . \t c 
o t 1e workers when they cannot respond adequately to a cnsts as in Lib ,.1 

rcccntlyTh · · · b' J' · · · )< 
. · . c mtmstry perhaps has done a betterJO 111 coor mattng recrutttng agencies 
anJ workmo .-tl f" · · 1 1 · t" 1· o \\t 1 ore1gn governments 111 Jabor supp y t 1an tn tm mg ways and means 
to help the returning \Yorkers rehabilitate back home. and advising them on productive 
tmcstmcnt. 

Our government and the institutions ~et up to serve the migrant workers interest need 

to dn more. First. they need to set up a Jive. up-to-date functioning database of migrant 

30 



FORTYYEARS OF BANGLADESH 

W11rkcrs that can !>~rve as a rdiahh.: sourn: 11f inl(,rnutlion on the 1.:xpatriat.::-. Thi~ 

can he done with the help 11f IOI'vl. Ne'\1. the i\·linistry of Expalriat~:- \\'.:!fan.: shPuld 
find ways with suppnrl frPm nur c:nmmc.·t-cial hank:- and the C~ntral Hank tn attract 
remittance:- through nfl'icial mean:-. rhe i'vlinistry needs tP ~.xaminc.· iftiH: re<hPn:- why 

the worker-; chos..: unotricial means hec:ause l1f rate clifl"crence. speed nf rerniuanL·e. 

or other bureaucratic hurdks. The 1\·linistry also ne..:ds tn sec why the gnn·rnment 

sponsored financial institutions cannot attract invcstm..:nt from the e:xpatriate:-. Arc 

ther..: other \vays Ill help the migrant work..:rs to chnosc their investmL'nt back lll'me 
that they can t~tll back upon wh..:n th..:y return'.' Can there be other ways they can 

employ their hard ..:arneJ money back home? And above all. can WI.' de\1:lnp a plan tn 
deal with thc.· crisis of sudden lay oil' from work fi1r thousands ofWilJ"!-ers·.• 

Our migrant workers went abroad. mllSI times h~eause they had no pn 'dliL't" c 

..:mplnyment back IH1llle. They went abroad at a gr..:at financial cost. and at tim .. ·s 
risking lives, for a liH·IihclOd. What they earned not only hc.·lpL·d 111 pay 1'ff their deht:­
and supported families. but also increasc.·d 11ur cotTer pf fnreign eurrenci(.•s. \\'c.· 0\\e 

it to them to help find them back on their feet when they return. eith..:r \llluntaril~ nr 

involuntarily. 

The VOA debate on how to compensate a displac...:d migrant \H'rk...:r and r .. ·h;•hilitak 

him or her bel.'nmes all tho.: mor..: imp11rtant "hen \\"C accept that a rq1cat Pi" I rh~ •• 

experience can happen anywhere wher..: we ha\1.! our workers. We C<lll perlwp:- l'•nd 

alternative w11rk place!> in another country ti1r a lew thousand, but we cannot ...:xp..:ct 

hundreds of lhousanl.b to finJ jobs at a lime if they arc suddenly unemployL•d j n I h..: 

countries whcr..: they work. They will return and will be a charge to the gm·ernm..:nt. It 

may not happl·n right il\\ay. but we.· must hL· ii\\LJre that such a possibility may aris~. \\'c 

need to prepare oursch.c.·s f(lr that. 



Bumps and Grinds in Our Journey 
to Secularism 

"My people are going to team the principles t?( democracr. the 

dictates of truth and the teachings '?(science. Superstition must 

go. Let them worship as they will. e1'e1:v man can .fiJI/m,· llis 011 ·11 

conscience pro1·ided it does not inte1:/i!re with wme reason or hie/ 

him act against the liberty of his fell oil' men ... 

-Mustafa Kcmal Ataturk 

I am quoting Kcmal Ataturk-father of modern Turkey above with a purp0se. Some five 

decades after Ataturk launched his country on a secular path, Bangladesh wnuld h~ th~ 
second Muslim country in the world that would enshrine secularism in ih ennstitution. 

It was a heroic leap for a war ravaged small country that was until indepemkncc a 

part of a country that blazoned religion boldly in its constitution. However. the secular 
constitution that Bangladesh gave to its peopl~ i_n I <.J72 and _to the world at large was 
not a reaction to the vile manipulation of rchgl()n by our 10rmer rulers. Nor was it 

an angry response to suppression of our freedol_n _movement or killing hundreds of 

thousands of innocent people in the name of rehgiO~l. _Qu~· secular principle and the 

ban on forming political associations based on any rehgJOn In our first constitution had 

only one objective. The founders of our constituti~n wanted to guarantee that \\'C do 

not have a repeat of the murderous acts of a band ol zealots v•ho took cover or religion 
to terrorize every nook and corner of our country running their ··holy war'' fnr ~inc 
months. This was done because our leaders believed su<:h heinous acts and hiuotrv can 

be prevented only by putting the country on a sect~lar path. This was done hcc:us~ th~y 
believed that secularity of the constitution is an Important aid to support a ~o:ountry\ 
claim of protecting of human rights that span all religious hclicfs. · 

Followi IH.! the great examples of other truly democratic nations. founders of tlcdol inc 
~ 1:' ~ 

Bangladesh inc0rporated secularism as one of the tour state principles. True. the 

Bangladesh constitution of 1972 defined secularism us religious neutrality 1 Dharma 
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Nircpokhota). which is not quite the same as its classical definition (indifTerencc to 
0r rejection or exclusion of religion and religious considerations). Sti II. one could say 

proudly that secularism was incorporated in Bangladesh Constitution well before India 
did it otTicially. (India introduced the word secular in its constitution through the 42"J 

amendment in 1976.) 

The majority of the founders of Bangladesh constitution were Muslims. who were 

dralling a constitution for a country with an overwhelming Muslim population (about 

gs'~i. that time). They could have easily opted for a constitution that recognized 
Islam as the state religion. yet they did not do so because they firmly believed that a 
democracy survived best when rights of every human being-irrespective of religion or 
cthnicity-arc guaranteed by the constitution. The founding f~tthers of our constitution 

put Bangladesh in an honorable place among nations when they enshrined secularism 
1 even at its narrowest definition l as a guiding state principle. 

Despite the soft definition of secularism. very incorporation of secularism in 

Bangladesh constitution was enough irritation to the pseudo-Islamic consciousness 
of the governments that followed the coup of llJ75. Step by step. the bold move by 
a Muslim majority country to uphold secularism as a state principle-be it religious 

neutrality-was removed from our constitution. 

It was eliminated because the first military dictator turned politician wore the mantle 

of religion to please new alliances to maintain his strangleholds on the power he was 

catapulted into. He succeeded in doing so by changing the constitution with the help 

of a sycophantic parliament dominated by a party that was patched together by him. It 

happened because he introduced religion into state politics. and for political support 
he leaned to religious rights. In April 1979 the Legislature in Bangladesh ratified the 

5th Amendment legitimizing all amendments. additions. and modifications made in 

the Constitution during the period between August 15. 1975 and April 9. 1979. The 5'" 
Amendment to the constitution in 1979, besides giving legal cover to all proclamations 

by the military government after August 15. 1975. also rang the death knell of our 

short secular life. 

Some twenty five years later. in a watershed decision in August 2005 the High Court 

of Bangladesh declared 5'11 Amendment to Bangladesh Constitution as illegal and 
unconstitutional. It was a twist of f~tte, however. that this historic decision by the court 
was handed out at a time when the government would be led by the very party that 

had been the architect of the amendment in 197Y. It is also equally ironic that the 
government that time was buttressed by political and moral suppo11 of a religious based 

party that had been cfTectivcly banned from the country by the secular constitution. 

and was rehabilitated by the 5'11 Amendment. No wonder the government of the time 

would challenge the High Court verdict and appeal to the Supreme Court to restore the 
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amendment. Our hPpe:-. ti1r return to s..:culari:-.m scem..:d to disapp..:ar as th~ courl c'nkr 
W<J!-o mcwl!d tP the back burnl!r. 

It would take us anPther fi,·e years and twc' change~ in gowrnrncnt (nne inl<.:rirn I to 
get a final ruling fwm th..: highe~t court l)n the chalkngc of the High Cnurl 'crdict. 
In February this year the Supreme C\)uJ1 dismissed tw0 petitions challenging a 200:\ 

High Court ruling that dcclar..:d the t·nnstitution\ Fifth Arn..:ndrnent illegal. We came 
full circle. 

As we wait to sec the new dawn in our bumptious secular jl'urney. we cannot yet 
t·clcbrate the court ven.lict until \\'C all realize that secularism i:-. not an abstract 
concept only to b..: en:-.hrined in our constitution. This concept ha:-. to be cmhcd~..k:d 
in our national consciousness and obeyed in it~ full spirit. This has to l:om~-.· through 
acc~!ptanL·..: of diversity of all beliefs and crel!ds in our society, and sal\:guards against 
di!-oLTiminatiPn based on bclicf!-o and religious pcrsuasil)n. 

There arc many reusons tor a country to hav..: a negative image intcrnatic,nally. hut 
the l)nc reason that provides the mnst raw m<Jterials for sud1 imag..: is thl! ahs<.•ncc of 
l'C'Ihtitution<JI safeguards fnr people's rights. In a country where lsi<Jm has a fol "'"ill!.! 
nfnearly ninety percent. it dn..:s not require constitutional declaration to be rccogni/l·~l 
a-; the "tate religion. Ratha it fws sonu: ath·cr:-.e result~. It give~ critic~ nf l{anglalk"h 
a wcapnn to hammer the country \Vith prejudice against n::ligiou:-. minorities. The 
rl'ligiou:-. bias brought forth by the now repealed 511 ' Amendment also helped to fuel 
an international perception in th..: past years that our government that period had been 
tolerant to\vard grmvth of rcligillUS extremism in the country. We ha\e had l'nPUL!h 
C\ idence of such el..:ment!'oo in th..: country that were int..:nt upon hringinl! abc,ul- a 
co..:rccJ change in our political philosophy. -

\V..:_shnuld b..: thankful that the rational clem..:nts among us woke up in ti 111e to !-olcm 
a VIcious tide of intolerance. The court verdict is a ~titch in time that should L!Uidc 
l·,ur kgi..,lator~ lll)t only in upholding neutrality of th..: !-olatc in rnallcro; or rcligil'l~. hut 
'11 "-<' •n ..:n..,uring that government may not coero.:e anyl,nc to ~upport or Particlpato.: in 
•"<·lt!.!J(ll] l)J" I . h . ·I .. 1 'e.'\CITI~I..' \\lthout I Cll C lllll~.;. 
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The Labyrinths of Budgets and Finances 

l.abyrinths ar~ JHlt som~thing that one cmN.:iously st~ps int11: on~ is caught in these 
~mm:what unknowingly. Budg~ts arc ~uch labyrinth~ that arc not int<.'JHkd that way. 
but th<.·y bl·comc ~o wlwn you try to c:xplain till's..: to the people a!Tt·ctcd by it. h·cry 
lwmc needs a hudg<.·t ( pf what to ~rend and whne the nwney come~ thm11. and ~o 
dPl'S a nation. But woe b<.·tidcs the head of the housclwld '' h11 t·amwt please anynnt• 
in his house with his spending plan and ka~t of all try tn get the money e\eryone in 
h1s 111" IK·r family wants to ~rend. Now jump the screen to tiK· national budget that ha ... 
million~ ,,f(i,·es lwokt•d to it. Haplcs~ is the pcN'n \\·ho find~ himself in this labyrinth 
pfunfulfilkd dc~ircs of many and wrath ,)fman) t'thcrs. and y~s.like the poor head of 
the lwusehold he has to find the money he ha ... planned tu spend. 

On JuneS thi~ year Bangladesh Finance i'vlini~tcr prcscn!l.:d the 40'" annual budget of 
thl' country JiJr a staggering Tk.l.(l trillion cn1rcs. about $22 billion in current exchange 
rates. The budget hn1ught tP my mind tht• \cry humbk but his111ric first budget of Pur 
newly liberated country presented by Tajuddin Ahmed in 11>72. The budget of a paltry 
l'k. 7X(l crorcs (about SC!X4 millinn in then cxchangl' term~) pales intP in~ignificancc 
''hen l'Pmparcd with this gargantuan growth. But the budget in I 1172 was drawn in 
a ,:ountry devastated by a ninc-nwnth long war. with millions 11f people still looking 
IC.•r food and shelter~. with road~. bridges. and our buildings in utter ruins. It \\as tC."~r 

a population under eighty million. We han: d1"~Ubkd ,,ur population ~ince then: our 
rc' cnucs have increased. and ~'' have our cxpcnditun.:~. vVe arc coping with an ever 
c\panding r.:quiremcnt to meet bt,th basic needs of nur people. and tn invest t11 grow 
tiK· e..:•'nPill)'. This is a tall order li.'r any Finance Mini~tcr. and no budgets hm\..:vcr well 

ink·nti•lflcd ..:an mcl't th..: cxpcctatii'IIS of all. 

I h>\\ han: we dPnl' in all these li1rty Yl'ars ~inc.: th.: fir~t mcag~r rc~ourcc and "P~nthng 
plan 1•f I 1J7 2'! The budgets have grPwn steadily 1wer time. each budget hu~ prPmi~l·d 
growth and lofty revenue goals. and cxpcnditun:s have accelerated bl1th on running the 
bu~inl·ss and investing li)J· growth. I lave these budgets lm1ught e1wugh changes in the 
lik ,,fan ordinary citi/cn. made their life a little more pwspcrnus than hctC.·,rc'! Heforc 
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we get lost in the negatives let us take some stock of what has happened in the last four 

decades on the positive. 

No economic miracle has happened yet, we arc nowhere ncar any of our Asian 
neighbors: but there arc a few achievements that our budgetary spending has helped 

us with in the last four decades. Economically we have maintained a steady growth of 
near six percent annually for last several years: managed inflation: and we have reduced 

income poverty gap. Socially we have seen increase in life expectancy. reduction in 
child birth. and growth in primary school enrollment. 

The problem is most of these achievement arc intangible to the common man. Despite 

our impressive growth in per capita terms and equally notable improvement in social 
indicators we have large level of illiteracy, high incidence of absolute poverty. poor 

resource mobilization capabilities. and poor capacity to withstand chronic natural 
disasters. Literacy rates for male workers 15 years and older still stands at 52 per 

cent. and those for female workers at 32 per cent. Forty percent of our population is 

still below the poverty line. with close to 25 percent living in absolute poverty. Even 
with substantial nominal growth in tax revenue in the last decades, it still remains 
at around 10 percent of GOP compared with nearly 20 percent for India. To add to 

our woes natural disasters continue to plague us from time to time undermining our 

modest economic growth and poverty reduction attempts. Climate change will likely 
aggravate this further in the future. 

To navigate the labyrinths of our national budget and funding requirement to meet all 

these challenges we not only need a mastermind but also capacity building that would 
cater to these needs. I will leave the discussion on how to better manaoe our budgets 
and finances to the experts. For now I want address the issues that seer~ to paran1<~unt 
~0 the common man. which never seem to be resolved no matter how high the spending 
rs. or how lofty the goals of development are. 

To me the common man·s lot cannot improve until we bring down the incidence of 
poverty significantly if not to eradicate it completely in the next decade. The common 

~an's lot will not improve if we cannot bring down drastically the level of illiteracy, 
rmprovc pub)" h . 1 h · · . · I · · · 

rc ca t and samtatron. and provrc e protcctron lrom natural disasters. 
To do that we need plans in several fronts: removal of illiteracy. human resource 

development. large doses of investment in infrastructure. and a viable disaster 

recovery plan that can both anticipate and make provisions for quick responses to 

natural disasters. And to do all this we need to mobilize resources first and foremost of 

which would be to ensure that we can collect what we plan for. This is where we need 

to gear up our financing plans. and lay down the wherewithal to plug the holes in our 

l"C\ enue collection. These holes arc our archaic tax collection system. a non-resilient 

tax structure. and incidence of tax avoidnncc and tax evasion. 
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This y~ar\ J~vclopment budget of a stugg~ring Tk.50.6 t:wre is pr~dil·at~:d ,,n ~I'd~ 

pert:ent funding from dorn~~ti<: resources. Thi:- domc~tit: funding i:- \\Otdd l'•'llK" fr,,m 

our ~xpt:ckd revenue earnings. which have been set at a rccl1rd h1gh I.:\ el. ~carl~ a 

third of our ta\ revenue~ will C•'lllC lr•'lll indirect ta\ such a:- V'\T. '' llllc anc•'llll' ta\ 

fcorpnratc and personal) \\ill account l(x about tw.:Jlly percent nr "<'.In dn.:l,lp..:;,l 

c0tmtrics income tax al·c,,unr... lor hulk ,,f total gnvernm~nt re\ emae:-. 

How can \\C o;u:-tmn a hugely expanding dc,·ei''Pilll'nt need on ~uch a In\\ 1,1\ ha~.: 

c\·en th,,ugh thl' tl'tal revenue is grnwing? Is it t'llJlccintblc ll' keep ,,n fundmg Pur 

develnpment expenditures ~imply by raising the indirc1:t taxes clllly which affect the 

masses in geneml? 

Taxation i~ integral to ~ustainablc growth and pon·rty redut:tion. Ta\ rl·..:cipb pnl\ ide 

tkveloping countries with a stable and predi<.·tabk fiscal l'nvironmcnt "' promPt.: 

growth and to financL' their :-oeial and public investment need:-. ( ·mnhined '' ith 

economic gwwth. efficient tax system:- will progressively reduce aid dependen..::y. 

More generally. taxation play:- a supplwtive role in impn.wing governance hy pronwting 

the ace0tllltability of government to citizens. The key challenge is to turn principk..; 

intc1 actinn. to ensure luxation delivers on its promise as a corl' Sl'llrCl' of devd,,pml·nt 

finance. 

The major reason why income tax in Banglmksh has stagnated at thi:- Ill\\ lc' d i:­

that our tax structure has not cxpanJcd over tinH.' with growth in pl-r:-onal inc,,nH.'. 

The sourc~ and the amount of tax collected c\·ery year remains alnll'st the :-amc. Th~ 

government i:- abo not having any :-pecific inl~'rmation on how many pc<'pl.: ar..: 

there with high income. Since the government hu:- not been able to l'stahli~h l'ITccti,·.: 

monitoring,, .. infnnnution system. tax cva~ion ha:- become easy and cmnrn~'nplacc. 

As our leaders prorni~c a hellcr and cc,,nornically :-tronger Hangladesh that can uplift 

its million-; fi·mn pllVCtty. \\C need Ill focus on way-; to find n:s~'urt:L'S d~ 1111Cstically 

to fund our development goals. Along \\ith a \iabk plan h) ~·,pand thc Ia\ ha~L'. \\C 

need to straighten our t'<'llct:tinn llll't:hanism and b.:lll'r manag..: the rl·~ourL·..:~ thai \\..: 

dcdicall' In thcs..: dl(Jrls. Our l'XIcrnal d..:wlopment pariJK'rs ha\i.' su~g~·..,kd -.n ~·r~ai 

ways that we can do this. Notable among these arc: 

Improvement and modcrni.wtion or lHir re\cnue administration. and ..::-.ran ... i,lll ta \ 

base: 

Automat inn of tax ..::ollcctinn: 

I mprovcrn..::nt of human resources manag..::rncnt: and 

Development ,,r a culture or tax payer services. 
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The last item. probably the least known and least valued concept in Bangladesh. would 
require building a relationship with tax payers with regular consultation and pnl\·iding 
information on policy changes and other services that government can provide 1\l the 
tax payers. 

Our goals are lofty, and intentions honest. But the mechanism and the environment 
where we work will not lead us to these goals or fulfillment ofnur intention~ unk~s we 
reform the faltering system. A gmnd budget by itself will not lead us to eradication nf 
poverty or meeting the basic needs of the common man. More hard work and political 
will arc needed to bring about the institutional and policy reforms that will allow th..: 
realization of these goals. 1 sincerely hope that this will happen. 



India Bangladesh Relations-A Forty-Year 
Retrospective 

A challenge to those of us who arrived in the US in the fledgling years of Bangladesh 
independence was how to introduce ourselves to our hosts in this country. India 
they all knew about, and to a great extent Pakistan-thanks to the US interests in 
that country. The better informed segments in the US \Vere aware of the struggle for 
Bangladesh-many in fact had lobbied for it. But it seemed to disappear in the mind 
of most people in this country as the memory of Indo Pakistan war of 1971 gradually 
started to dissipate from public mimi. Who were we'! A new country that separated 
from Pakistan. or a country that existed in the shadow of a much larger India that 
people here immediately recognized'? It would take many more years for us to make a 

mark as a country and a nation in these distant shores. For this we have to be thankful. 
thankful to our patient and hardworking people. and to our well wishers across the 
Globe and our partners in progress. And this includes our gigantic neighbor in whose 

shadow we live. and with whose support we got our independence. We can never 
forget that. 

The paradox. however, is that despite a fairly harmonious relationship that dates to 

the birth of Bangladesh. questions have often been raised domestically and abroad 
on the costs and mutual benefits the two countries have derived since the inception. 

Did India unwittingly create a third threat on its borders and a burden for its economy 
when it helped Bangladesh war of independence against Pakistan'! Did Bangladesh 
undergo a change in economic domination from Pakistan to India when it gained 
its independence from Pakistan? Did India ever visualize that it would have to build 
hundreds of miles of barbed wire fencing along its border with Bangladesh to stop 
illegal crossing when tour decades ago it had welcomed a sea of refugees into India'? 

Did Bangladesh know that the alliance and friendship of I 971 could be replaced by a 
lack of trust and suspicion in last forty years'? 

The questions pop into our mind as we stand some forty years later down the road after 
the first historic visit of the Indian Prime Minister Indira Gandhi to the newly born 
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Banglade:-.h in 1972--·a birth for which sh~.: was r~.:krr~.:d tP a, thl.' mid\\ ik in snllll' 
quarters. These qucstiCln:-. ri:-.e as we welcome another Indian l'ri me \I i 111 -,t~..-r h' I )haka 
after that historic vi-;it. The I 1 J7~ visit led to th..: hi,toric a~rc..:lllL'Ilt nlt''-'acc ,)r I 11'2 
between India and Hanglade,h. whid1 cemented puhliclv Han!_dadc ... h·, 1kq) ~ratitude 
t,, lnd1a ft>r ih :-.uppClrt in llJ71 war. ·1 he euphnna <llHI nptirnl'lll th:ll -,JJITPlllHkd that 
<~grccmcnt have -;incc 1,!1\·cn way to ~..·:nin~lll 111 hoth ,."lllltn,·, ,111 1111•""'''''" ,kiH'!l' 

"ftrtN. and arnhiguit} ''11 future relatl<'n'dup \\h<Jt ha-, ,~.,,,,. ",.,,,,_,. 

<h-er the last forty years India hasgfl'\\n rr.>lll a --.truggling UlllkrdL"\Cil>f'l.'d ,-,,ulltl") ll' 

a n..:ar rnidJic-illCL'IllC bclJCrnPth defying th~.: cxpL·ctati''lh nfih critiL·--. ul.ti1l' -..c,entics. 
Its ewnomy has grown many fold:-.. from a mne S4XIl hilliun dollar-, 111 I 1>70 tn S l.X 
trillion in 20IO.It is recognized as an emerging eClliWmic -...upcr pm\L'Ithat has pt>sted 
an impressi\·c X%, annualero11th fi.>r last ten )Tars in a nl\\. It ha:-. h~..-cPme the principal 

supplier of information t~ch1wlogy service:-. in thL' 11orld. and ha:-. hL·cu1n~.: the ma_ior 
location fiw global support of intcmnatioll tcchlll>lng::-·. h>rcign ill' ..::-.tor--. ha1..: flown in 
droves to lndi<J; the tot<JI investment in last tell year ... \\a:- nearly (>Ill' trillion dollar:-. 
India is the ~eeond most soueht after destination in the World f1)r f,,r._.i~n im cstment 
after China. ~ 

Contrast th · I · (~ 1 1 1 · · 1 .,. tr · ~.:se Wit 1 the development Ill >ang ;u ..: ... 1 111 th.: ... anK pl'I'IOl . ru..:. tll 
eellnomy has grown also. but it is only a shad..: comparL·d with India tab .. ,ut 11nc 
twentii.!th · - · · - 1 · ·I Ill stzc). We have a large fundtng gap 111 our de\ ..:lorm..:nt hudg..:t lor,,. Ill l 

Wi.! <Jri.! still dependent on our for..:il-!11 allic..,_ and inll:rnatiPnal de\ L'IPJ1llll'llt a!.!L'llci..:s. 
We still h· ~ ~ 

_ · ave a third ofourpnpulati 11 n below ~.:xtn.:mc puH'rty: we haH' a brg.: 'icgm..:nt 
lJI our poptl . I . . I 1.1 I. . f I at10n (nearly 50'~'"' whP cannot r.:ac or \\Til..:. 1·.\'l'll w1t 1 1 'L'ra IZaiH'll o 
1 he ccono1 · - · I · · I I '' ·· I I I ' · · ny torc1gn invcst,,rs arc shy tP put llclr nlPncy 111 lbn1=da< ..;, 1. Y\·C lal ~.;ss 
than a bill' I · · 1 1 · · 'II. . 1011 lollars offorei"ll investment 111 ~() 0 compared \nth n\cr l1'rtv ht 1011 
111 I I'· - ::- ' 
.. 11 '.'~- Surely.Indi<J cannot C\)llsidcr us an eCOilPillic ri\al. Similarly r .. )r Banglatksh 
It Is ntheul . . . • . . nus to even to constder Jndta as a ~,;nmpctltor s1mpl\ h..:cau-;e it is too large 
to e<.)ll1J1ct' . I . 

<.:Will. 

The answer. r . . . . . . .· 
I s or the bumps and onnds 111 the bilateral rdallt>nshq' ,,t th..: twn counlliC's 
l<l\"C lo he f - o . . . ' , 

. . . ound elsewhere. <;;orne ol these may h..: lt"'t pcrL·.:rtH>n. h111 mnstly th~.;s~ 
" 1'- l'ih>t..;d tc · I . > grounJ realities and happ..:nmgs 11\L'r ""'' l!>rh \car--.. ·\-... tim..: pa:-.:-el 
c, >m t\ l~thtv . ll . . . .. . · · · 
_ ·.<tnt 1onhom1c 11f our fledglmg lncndsh1p hc):!an to )::!1\<.: ""Y ln cyni..:ISI11 
.111d lack ol e lll . . _ . 1 . 1 IUs1asm. Scv..:ral f<JctPrs stom Ill the \Ia). 

I''~' Banl-!i<ldcsl h · . )' · · 1 · · 1 t c rclatmnsh1p began tP he al <.'ctcd hy lop'iid..:d trade. unsWPJlCt 
'lllliL!"IIn" aero · h h · . · ·· 1 -- .,.. · ss I c. order. contentious water l'isucs. and th..: linl!..:nn~ pn>hlcm-; "It 1 
,·n~,·/<1\ , . .., rC hitrnot1at·l tl 1 - . ·I 1 I · -I 1 !)...,') n•'tlt ~ 1at never :-;ecm to 1c 1 CS!l \ L'l , .:sp1te t 1L' . _ a),!rccl ~ . 
India 011 thL· nthcr hand started to have second thou12hh about Ham.dadc-...h\ ~<.)(>d will. 
~•>Jill' ,,, '.\ IJJ,-h resulted from political chan~c-, in Han~ladc--.11 111 ·-llJ'"- an .. l :--.<.lllle l'>n 
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India\ conj~ctun: in Bangladc~h h~ing a hidc<lllt li.Jr ~a~krn lnJia militants. India has 
a I-;,, been 1\:arful pf ri~c of radic:al forces in Bangladl:sh under patronage of p11litil:al 

parties that arc Ppl.'nl) inimical to India. 

l.L't u-.. IClok at the ground rcalitic:-. and their impact 011 our bilateral relationship. (her 
1.:'"., of Hangladc-..hi imp11rt~ coml.' frnm India while Banglade:-hi g1'nd:- arc lc:-s than 
I'', .. 1f India·-. tr>tal imp11rh. Illegal trad1.· h~t\\L'en thl.' lw<• C<lUntrie..; arn,,unh t1' .~ 4 

uf r~.·gular trad~. l·,cr "illt:L' l~angladc-.h\ indcp..:nd .. ·nc<.' there ha-. he~n a substantial 

infnrrnalunr..:l·Prtbl trade acn1s..; thL' India-Bangladesh land h<1rdcrs. SotnL' ,,fthis trad~ 
h;t-. hc<.'n t~rm1.·d as "'inli1rmal .. rather than illegal. hecauo;;c there is wide participation 

by h1cal p~opl..: in thl.' bnnkr area-;. and thl' field (ljlCfahlrS gen~rally lljK'rak in liai~11n 

with the anti-smuggling enfnrc<.'lllent ag~nci1.·s. Illegal trading of good~ h<:tween lW11 
cnuntries \\ith a common border i~ a litirly old prat:tic~. but smuggling across th~ 

hnrdcr in India and Banglacksh IK·comc:- almost a political issue wh1.·nlaw enforcers on 
both ... ides h1.·cmne parties 11r litcilitator~ ofthi~ "infi.wrnal" track. Smuggling will cease 

if the incentives for this npemtinn cease. \Ve need better understanding and agrecm1.·nt 

on tariffs. and if po~sible. doing away with them completely in both countries. 

Add to this the perennial problem ,,f criminal acts on both sides of the bonier. from 

cattle thdi to tnlll'l.' scriou~ gang operations. h·nee or no fence pc,,plc living on two 

-.ide-; of the border 1.'11ntinm· to ply from1mc side to another deluding the law cnli.lrcing 

a!!cnci~.·~. Shooting down of people suspected of criminal acts by the border patrol:-; 

nlkn bcn11nes pnliti~ally charged and acrimonious accu~ation~ of fi.1tll play tl) bad, 

and li1rth. There is a need to haw ~<1111e gwund rules and agreement at the highest k\el 

111 stl'Jll th~se at·tivitie~. 

NL''\t irritant in the r~.·latinnship ha~ h~.·cn the perennial dchatL' IIVL'r our cnmmPn ri\crs 
and pen.:eived threat~. rt·al or unreal. 1,fcrcati11n nfharricrs 111 regulate the flow pfwatcr 

in -.orne rivers a<.:rl1ss the border. Since Farakka Barrage Rangladesh ha~ been param,id 

about possible water schemes acn''' th..: h1lr<kr. and it has been trying to achic\e 
ennsensu-; on a number of rivers that flow fr(•lll upstream ... '\ far reaching agrccmem 

hao.; sn far eluded both countries. \\'c nL'Cd t11IHI\·c c0ntinunuo.; dialogue~ on water i~~lll's 

and agn.:emcnt that lltl pn.1_j~et~ on b11th sides would he undertaken witllllllt l'Ptnpkt..: 

agrc.:m~.·nt 111" both ~.·,,untrics. 

( ·hitrnohols nr thL' enelavcs along the along Rangpur and ( ·oochbchar border arc 
another never <.·nding pwblern that irk~ nur rdati1111Ship. Th.: ~nt:lavcs were part of th~ 

hi).!h stake card 111' chess game~ centuries ago h<.·twccn two regional kings. the Raja of 
Cnoc·h lkhar and the 1\·taharaja of Rangpur. In 11>74. h11th countrie~ agreed to '-''<change 

the cn<.:lavc~ nr at least prmid~.· <.'asy acel.'ss to the cnclmcs. but :-ince then little has 

materiali/ed. Talks hct\\el'n the twn countric-; nn the i-;suc resumed in 2001. but the 
lack of a <.:nncrcte timcti·am(· has relegated the issue tn the ba,:k burner. Resident-. nf 
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the enclaves may only go to their respective countries on the product ion of an identity 
card, after seeking permission from the border guards, causing much resentment. We 
need a resolution. 

Indian apprehensions about Bangladesh arc more political than economic. The 
political apprehensions have developed since the violent changes of 1975 that ushered 
in a government in Bangladesh that was not eyed with friendly eyes by lndiu. The 
apprehensions did not diminish for many years as each of the government following 
1975 change caused concern to India by their policies and actions. The relationship 
would come to a critical test when India suspected and even uccused Bangladesh of 
providing shelter and support to militants fighting in its eastern border. There would he 
counter accusation from Bangladesh of vilification by India. Barbs were exchanged. 
and the relationship went sour. 

A successful bilateral relationship is based on trust. accommodation. and understanding. 
The relationship between India and Bangladesh spans nearly four decades. This 
relationship is rooted not only in the help and succor that Bangladesh received in its 
war ofliberation. but also in the heritage and history that the two countries share. It has 
been a bumpy ride in our relationship with India, both sides irked ti·mntimc to time by 
events that could have been better managed. 

India Bangladesh relationship has not come at a crossroads now. We continue to travel 
along the same path despite occasional misunderstandings. Despite our relatively 
small size b 1 · · d B I ~ I . ot 1 In area and economy. I nella an ang adesh can complement eac 1 
other 111 many ways. Economically. instead of being a drag to India, Bangladesh can be 
a supplement to its growth. and vice versa. But for this we need equitublc agreement 
on trade. transit. and access to each other's economy. /\ politically and cconomically 
unstable Bangladesh is just as bad for India's growth as for Bangladesh itself. 

Politicallv ins!' d fh . . I tl I I ,. I 
b.1 J· · ca o arboring suspiCions on cac 1 o 1cr wc ncct to 1ave t 1u ogues on 
1 atcral probt . . ~ . . ~ 

. . ems. Perceptions and 1msundcrstandmgs can be removed Pnly by exposure 
to rcaht1cs on th, d b ·· · f 
b I · c ground. This exposure shout not c coni mcd at leadership level o 
ot 1 countries Th· Ill I I . . . I . · · Is exposure could be made at a eves I ln>U!.!h orgamzed v1s1ts to bot 1 

countnes by p· r . . . ~. . 
L, . . ar lamentanans. poht1cal party workers. acadcm1cs. and bus1ncss people. 

ct opmlon make II . I I h t· . . I . I 
f . d rs at a levels sec for t 1cmse ves t e rca 1t1cs 111 bot 1 countnes. am 
1 n out how m h . . 

ue our ordinary people have 111 common 1n both countries. 

Some fortv years. b . . p · M. · 1· · 1 1 . - · ago a rave and spmted nmc 1111stcr o lndw gave us mora anc 
matcnal supJ10rt l·n . . dd .,.h. I f. II I . . I · our war liberatiOn agamst many o s. 1s s 1c o owct 11 w1t 1 
another aorc•'"'Cnt fC:. . n I . I 

. . • b v'." 0 lflcndship and support Ill our el ghng years. We hope that t le 
spirit of 1972 IS revived with the next visit of an Indian Prime Minister to solve all our 
Ji flcrcnccs and we march ahead. 
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TIH.·re i~ no last word in politil·~.just as th.:re is no last word in diplomac~. In a l"lllllpk"\ 

world of inh.:rnational rdations words do matter. but these arl' 11pen to intnpn:tations. 

nuancl.!s, and subject to changes \\"ith dynamics of time. N11 political kadl.T \Hirth hi-. 

salt will ever say a final \\ord 11n any subject; no diplomat will ever lea\.: a tll.:_!!.lltiatin~ 

table anrll1UJK"ing that he was nen:r going to return. F\cry discussion.ncry th..'~Ptrati,,n 

is a lengthy allair. particularly when it affects l\\l1 countries in a drsl:tf',,j,,n. ffll, " 

more so when both parties want to bargain the best deal lor themsl'l\ l's ;md : ,., rn;tl,,· 

the other party not to appear as a l11scr. Ho\\ dn )·1111 pcrli.wm this tang(•.· I h1 ·"""-:r 
is negotiation. nl.!glltiation. and nl.!gotiation. Y11U do not -.top until you hPth al:;rn: ,,n a 

common ground. 

The recent failures to han· an agreement with India on Tccsta water sharing. and 

transit through Bangladesh have figured mightily in the media and political circks. 

particularly in Bangladesh. These failures put a sour note on a much hyped \ isit of 

the Indian I'M, despite many oth.:r p11sitive achi!.!vem.:nt including n:vival of till' much 
dclay.:d l'nclaves tnmsfcr b.:twecn two CCluntrics. Our media and some pf" our pPiitJcal 

leaders have taken thl· l~tilure on Teesta agreement a~ a I itmus test 11f India's gPod \\iII 

and good neighborly relationship to Hangladesh. The West Bengal Chief i\·linister has 

heen portrnycd as the principal snboteur of an otherwise ''done deal" l(•r her n:pflrted 

ol~jection to the quantum of water sharing betw.:en tw11 countries. Our C<llk:cti\"i..' 

disappnintment over thi~ failure tolul\·e an agreement on Tt:l'Sta has h.:en s'' grl·at that 

many of us h;w.: not hesitated to call the entire visit a flop. a m'n-p.:rfi,nn.:r. Thi' has 

given birth to a wide range of analyses in the media. in the civil society. and of coursc 

the political parties -clur ineptitude t11 deal \Vith a mighty neighbor. plllitical wcaf..nl.!ss 

of our leaders. and had faith. It WPUid seem that a single lapse has cast a dc..:p shad, I\\ 
over our forty-year relationship. Should Tcesta agreement alone be the litmus test to 

judge our relationship with India'! Have we reached the end oftiK' r1lad wh.:n we could 

not reach agreement on one subject among dozens of other important natiPnalmta.:sts 
for which \\·e depend on India'.' 
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We may not have an exact log of the Jays ami months that the countri~-.. ha\c -..p~nt 

negotiating the two issues-river water ami transit-over last s~n:ral ;. ~ar-... What we 
do know that large expectations had been built nver time for a mutual!~ :-.atisfactory 

resolution ofthe issues in this last visit. To Bangladesh's chagrin tho: wat~r agr~..:mcnt 

did not happen. We cannot confirm if the disappointment wa-.. ~qual for India 10r 

not signing the transit agreement. Were the two failures due to p~)litical n:a:-.nn-.. or 
inadequacy of our negotiating skills? 

Politics is an important part of bilateral relationship: we cannot ignor..: that. Nn country 
would like to appear as appeasing a foreign country by foregoing it... P\\ n intcro.::-.b. No 

deal should be shown as a sacrifice. Quid pro quo is the principk that guide:- a bilateral 
deal. You give me some; I give you some in return. I guess not signing th~ transit treaty 
by Bangladesh without the Tecsta water sharin!! makes some :-.cnsl' in that regard. 

Should we hold on to that position, or separate ~he twn and mah· pr(lgres-.. through 
further negotiations and obtain an optimal result acecptabk to both C(luntries'.' 

!he debacles in the Indian PM's visit have unfortunately led to finding :-.capegoats 
mstead ofunde t 1- h r· · I . 1 .·,.of . . rs anc mgt e deep nature o mternat10na relatiOns and cPmp cx1 Y 
nee.ot1at1on · T · · · ~ s. realles and agreements between eountnes take I on!.! vcars. and -..nmetune-. 
these may not h . ~ - , 
. even appcn. Yet no country g1ves up on these simplv h..:causc they ar( 

tunc eonsumin Tl . . . g. 1ey pers1st. and keep on trymg. 

Experts who have u I . . . . ,. I 
. . eve oped negotmt10ns 11110 a science agree on fiv~ keys to success u 

negot1at10n Fi ·t t" . · 
. · rs o these 1s to know what you want. The clearer vou ar~ on your 
mterests and go· 1 . 1 . - . 

a s, t lC better your chance of success 111creases. Second. k n<Wv t hL' ot hc1 
party well. If k . . 
Th' l . one nows how to hstcn, one can also understand the other Silk bl.!ttcr. 

lrt consider th t' . . . . . . 
bl c unmg and method of negot1at1ons. ( hanoc the oame to Will-Will 

pro em solving b . . . '=' "' .. . 
ffi. b . Y ncgot1atmg from a platform of mtcrests. not positions. l·ourth. 

o cr encflts for a . ~ . . . 
tl b r· eceptmg your offer: you are much more hkcly 10 close 11 ynu present 

1c enc 1t to the otl . . . . . . , 
t ,. lk lcr Side. Prepare options for mutual ga111. I he last 1s to know h0" 
o \\a away gracetl II . . . .. . 

I · 1 . u Y tf no agreement is in s1e.ht \VIthout adversely allectmg the re at10ns 11p. ~ 

Experts also have . . . . . 
. cornrncntcd on how to ptck up stalled ncgnttattons. ( hangmg the 

\vay you thmk about . . . . . . 
h ncgohatmg (joint problem solvmg versus a sl.!nes ol comprnm1sc~ 

w ere one party 111, . ~ • . .. . 
. . ty Win and one may lose) IS the f1rst step towards gett111g better 

results. Rccoemzmg th · · · 
. ~ ~ e reasons why people act the way they do. and ha\ 111g the abll1ty 

to commumcatc to a b . · · · · 
. . . road range of stakeholders and thc1r bchav10ral styles otters the 

nc!!ntwtor the abl11ty to · 
~ reach satisfactory outcnmes more ennststently. 

In my rather short c<Jreer in the civil service in early scvcntie~ 1 wa-. c'<pnscd to twn 

serious negotiations. one on trade with India in I ~>73. and another on repatriation of 
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Rohingya refugees to Burma (now Myanmar) in I CJ79. The first was almost a cake 
walk since in our fledgling days the relationship with India was cushioned with 

much compassion fi·om India. Even then the agreement was preceded by months of 
negotiations at working level on both sides. ultimately resulting in signing by two 

Commerce and Foreign Tmde Ministers. Drafts were written and re-written. words 
were changc<l and offending paragraphs modified by both sides. In 1973 Bangladesh 
was only at the receiving end. but even then negotiations were important. 

Relative to the Trade Agreement with India in 1973. the repatriation agreement with 
the Burmese authorities in 1979 was tough. fraught with great tension on both sides. 
and apprehension that talks might fail at the last moment. What sustained the talks 
and kd to the agreement was a genuine desire on both sides to have an agreement 
satisfactory to both countries. Patience. listening skills. and personal rapport between 
participants on both sides at the working level played a great role in the final agreement. 
We were able to repatriate almost all of the two hundred thousand refugees back to 
their homeland by the end of 1979. 

It is too hasty to term the recent inabilities to arrive at an agreement with India on 
both Tcesta river and transit issues as serious setbacks to our mutual relationship. We 

will soon be back to discussing these items. ami hopefully we will find solutions that 

arc acceptable to both of our countries. In order to do that however. we need to have 
professionals who will do the ground work, because it is the professionals who lay the 

basis on which the policy makers make their decisions. This ground has to be built 
at working level by people who understand and have the competence and skills of 
negotiations that I have discussed earlier. We need good relations with India. just as 
India docs: we perhaps more out ofpractieal necessity than India. Let us not pander to 
our pessimistic thoughts and conduct because of what we could not achieve last month. 
With persistence, patience. and serious negotiations we can reach our goals. 
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The Vanishing Habitat: Challenge 
of Climate Change 

The prime mover of this write up is a recent article in the nutch at·claitm:d National 
( iengrnphic magazine on Bangladesh fncusmg on the tmpendirH.! thrt·at tnt h..: country\ 
landscape from climate change Climate changt· l'i afli:ctu1g ditkr~..·nt parh ,lftht• glohc 
ill dttfcr..:nt ways. fwm ris..: in tempcratut'l.: ''' rnL'Iting nf gla~..·,~,.·r·..,_ ,,, ''"t' •'' "·atcr 
k\cl. The m,,~t damaging impact nn HangladL .. ,h. how~,.·,er. j., fn rn1 1 i ... tng ,~,.·;• k' d. thl! 
article \\arns. 

Tht• article took me back to my knowkllgc fir~! hand of what ri~ing "at~..·r level coulJ 
do. and about shrinking of our land masses in the t'Pastal areas ,11' Banglad..:sh where I 
had the privikgc tc1 work decades ago. 

The otrshore blands of Bangladesh often exist in IlK· peripheral vision 11f th..: rest of the 
t'nuntry. These arc some names-Bhola, Sandwip. llatiya. etc.-- that strike national 
news only when periodic natural disa!-tcrs like cyclone.., and tidal ,,·avc-; hit Clllr t'C1astal 
areas. We fear for these islands when warnings of impending disao..tcrs arc broadcast 
by the Weather service. and people wait anxiously until the di,asters cit her descend 011 

th..: shnrcs or go mvay. We go ahout nur ways once thc di!-astcr i" over. and wait to hear 
ahClut the111 when the next disaster strikes. It is because tht:sc islands dn not usually lure 
your a\·cr . h . h II . . . I •. tint · ngc tounst tot ctr s orcs. nor arc 1cy spct·tmens ot "l'llle t•xottc r acv· ' 
other i I· s anus around the globl.! allract people. 

One rna'· k II 1· I .. I f' k I · II as ·' as then why I am a Ullllg to t 1e~l.! 11llshnrc Islam s. nrsa en ,y '' · 
they arc. I am rcfcrrino to these Islands not bt·cuusc of their undi-;l·,wt·rcd tourism 
potcr t"· 1 . e · · ·1f 1 1" (wh•ch they actually have). nr becuusc they urc neglc~tcd sc~nnd coustns t 

tht: lllain land. 1 um. writing abllllt them bet·ausc these islands arc stark (.'\ idcnces ~lf 
,·lllnutc change with their gradually vani!-hing si/C and landscape. Thcso.: i..,Jands ••rc. rn 
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a way. harbingers of a dire futun.' that may ;mail our 0\\·n mainland as suggested by the 

~ational < it'<'graphic mag;vinc. and tlthcr cnvirt,nmcnt experts. 

( 'on..;id..:r thcs1.' statistics ,,f the-;..: islands to hm·e Stlme assessment pf tht· ra\·agcs 

11f eli malt' change. In 1 <)(,:; Hhnla · •'Ill" biggest bland {now a district J t·ompriscd a 

territt~r) ,,fahtlUt :N70 ... quare miles: it is no\\· half its original si7c. In the early fifties 

Sandwip was a large bland of ah<lUI 150 square miles: it has now shrunk to about XO 

miks. 1'-utubdia. a small Island in Co'\ Bazar has als0 been reduced to half its size in 

the same peril)d. Hatiya. another big Island olr the coast 1.)f Noakhali has lost m:arly 

nne f(Jurth of its land area O\ er last thirty years. During last three decades. nearly 

21Hl.IIOO islanders displaced by er,,siPn ha\e lkd to the Chittagong mainland including 

the II ill Tracts and l'lse\\ here in the cPuntry. 

In th1.· st'\ties and se,·cntics \\C tPok it hl be a cnursc nf nature that resulted in erosion 

of land in <'Ill' area and <H.:nctiPn of land in ant)thcr -;ide t)f our 1..'11ast. I happened 

I<' ,,,,rk in twP coastal districts pf Bangladesh in mid and late sc\entics Noakhali 

<1nd ( 'hillagllllg \\·here I \\otdd gd familiar with almost daily dcph:ti0n of l\\"l) of 

PUr ,1...-nsl·ly populated islands llatiya and Sandwip- · from sea erosion. Farmlands. 

h''l11l' ... tt·ads. and in ... om..: ca ... ~.·.., a \\"IH)k \ illagc \\lltdd he devnurcd hy the sea 111 a 

111 , 1tter ,,f nH,nth .... In sl'llll' years. the ..:msi,,n """ l~1st: in lllhcr y·cars rclall\CI~ -;lo\\. 

But the shrinking \\'llUid ~.-,,ntinu..:: by <'Ill' l.'!'>limatt· we arc losing appn'\.llllatel) 100 

square kilometer-; tP Cl)a ... tal and ri\Cr erosion ('\'Cry yt·ar. If the I.'JW,it)n i."(1nlil1lh.!S at 

the !'>allle rate. Uhola and few nthn Islands will compktd~, disappear over the IK'Xl 

fi,ur decadt•s act·,,nling to expert!'> wh11 carried <'lll the research fnr the Dhaka-b;tsed 

Jllln-g''"crnmental organi/ati,,n The Coast Trust. 

RiHT erosilln is a IK'rt•nnial probh:m in Banglcuk-sh which is criss-nnssed hy a netwnrk 

of 2.:w rivt•rs: about six million pcPplc Put of the country's population art• displacl.!d 

each year due ll' rivl.!r t•rosinn. \Vhat has c'accrhatcd the erosion in coa"tal areas is the 

ri ... 111g sea level. 

About a third ,,f ,,ur land area is in the coastal rcgions including the islands.\\ ith cll'Se 

1<1thirty pen.:t•nt of our P''pulatinnli' ing in thc!'>e areas. Add In this the l~1et the a\cragc 

ck\'ilti,-'n ,)f this one third of our land is ncar or a few meters above sea level. with 

much of our land being !lilly ahPut tcnmL'll.!r!'> aho\e the -.ca. A mere ri!'>c Ill' another two 

to thn:e meter!'> of the sea kvd would wipL' away a li.mrth ,,f the land area in a matter 
of years. < ·on:-.idcr this further in a scenario where our pllpulati,,n rises til double its 

current si7c. as it is expected to do naturally over next four decades (even with a lov,· 

pmjcctcd growth rate ,,fab11UI 2'\'u annuully). 

N''" the displact•d population fwm constal areas escapes to highcr lands and urhan 

area .... \Vhcrc will this population gt), if the doom's day scene really Pccurs'' Do the~ 
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run further upstream to areas that have people living like Sardines in a tin can'? Or 
(')" ·1tc migrate to India? In fact. the United Nations Intergovernmental Panel on !Ill• 

Change predicts exactly such a scenario. As the sea level rises. the panel estimates 

another 35 million people from Bangladesh will cross over into India hy 20~0. Shall 

we wait to sec this end or do something now to prevent it'! 

Climate change is already a reality of I i fe. Because of this change. world temperature 

is going up. glaciers in the North and South Poles arc melting. sea water level is rising. 

drought conditions arc spreading, freshwater supply is declining. and cyclones or 
hurricanes arc escalating. 

We have to face up to the fact that climate change will aiTcct us more severely than 

other nations in ways more than we could imagine. The doom's Jay may not happen. 

but we will continue to be squeezed further and further in our already crowded speck 

of a habitat. We need to bring ourselves up to meet this challenge. 

There arc at least several fronts that we have to address to meet the challcn!!es of climate 

change. These arc more prudent land management. better planning an;t preparation 

for disaster management. training and of people for adaptation to changing habitat. 

relocation of erosion affected population. and management nf population growth. 

Thi~gs we can do nothing about arc losing our land from 1ising sea level. or river 

erosiOn. What we can certainly do is make better usc of the land that is left. ami put 

to usc land that is bcinc added to the coast through natural accrl.!tion. It is said that 
newly · d ~ J d b . · · · the accrcte land takes several cca es to ccomc stable for cult1vat1on 111 
natural process; but it could be accelerated if proper technology and efforts arc used. 

~ proposed structure to halt the erosion of Sandwip Island and Char Pir Baksh and 

llld~ce_ the accretion new land did not materialize for lack of funding. We may look to 
revitalize th1. · · · 1 """ I · t"l I · · 1 s PfOJeet 1t on y to ouset our osscs o am 111 other 1slam s. 

While efforts need to be taken for better land management and more ctTicicnt land usc. 

we n_ced also to be cognizant of the unrelenting ciTcct of climate change on our land. 

and lis further damage from natural causes and calamities. Our people have shown 

great resilience and ability to adapt in the worst of natural Jisasters. We need to assist 

t~ese people with better forecasting ability of natural disasters. quicker relocation when 
lilsasters str1'k d · k 1· · · 1 1 t · · · · · c. an mnovative ways to ma e a IVIllg 111 semi-submergel 1a 11tats. 

Our achievement in controlling population growth has made us a good model for other 

developing. countries. However. even with current lmv fertility rate we arc predicted 

to double our population is another four decades. It is still a tremendous challenge 

for Rangladesh that must be addressed on a high priority basis. We need to bring the 

growth further down, while at the same time pursue aggressively a universal literacy 
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plan that will train our people beth:r to make living away from agriculture and oth~:r 
traditional n1cutinns. 

With a concerted cfl\1rt tl·om all sections of our society. I am confident we can TllL'd the 

challenge that climate change t0r our country. To quote from the Natinnal (ic,1_!,!raphic 

l\:lagazinc. ''One c'OIIIIIWditl' thai Hanglatleslt ltas in tm?fit\ion is lnunan n•,t"/i,•li<'C. 

Betiwc thi' ccnttll:\' i'" IJI'CI: rhe mJI"/d. rather rlwn pitl·ing 8angladeslt. mu1· ll'ili<lllfl 
IC:'arning.fiwn her c•xamplc .. , 



The Forgotten Women of 1971 War 

A time honored tradition for civil servants working in the suh-divi-;iun~ and tho.: di-;trict:-; 
followed from the colonial days was to leave a confidential. "for your eyes nnly ... write 
up for their successors in office. The write up would appear in a hound \olume titkd 
Notes to My Successor. mostly hand written. that would contain the prL'\ inus otTice 
holder's personal thoughts, experiences. and travails that hc had faced in the ta:-;ks 11r 
administering his domain-be it a Sub-division or a District. The Nntcs would range 
from mere I 0-12 pages to over a hundred, but these would contain ,·aluahk in t'Nmatinn 
on the area, particularly the places and personalities that the new per~on in the ntTice 

would most likely visit and meet. In our times. this was a must read dncument that ""~ 
secreted in the residential otTice of the Sub-divisional OITiccr 1 S])O) nr the Di~trict 
Officer !titled Deputy Commissioner). There were many volumes or such Note~ dating 
back se 1 1 · · ,. · , · · vera t ecades, which served as eye opcn1ng 1n ormat inn on the area. "arn1n!,.s 
on things to expect. people to watch. and do's and don'ts to avoid any mishap. 

1 vvorked as an SDO in two sub-divisions of then Dhaka district tvlunshigani and 
Mankiganj-in the most turbulent period of our nat ion a! history. 1 \\a" first appointed 
to Munshiganj as Sub-divisional Officer in February J<J7J. where I lasted till June. 
Toward the beginnino of July 1 was transferred to Manik!.!<lllj at the Armv autlwrities' 
behest aft . ~ "' · · ~ · - 1 1'171 era month long enqu1ry agamst me on my suspected rnk 1n Marc 1 · 
1 had ~egun my Munshiganj stint as a twenty-something young civil servant hoping 
to P~.1 mto practice what 1 had learnt in the training academy and ti·om my senipr:-; in 
the l1elcl TJ1 1. · . · h b 1 · · 1 1 · • tl1c · e po tllcal a1r was gettmg ot y t 1at t1mc w1th clolll s oom1ng t" l:f 
future of th, · · ·1 · · 1 1· · 1 · 1 ·1 c country. 1 plunged mto my c1v1 serv1ce career !Itt e rca 1/lng t wt 11 ' 
matte~ of weeks our country and people would b<.: launched into the most traumatic_ 
and VICious war for survival. and I would be en<.:ountcring atrocities and crudti..:s 111 

the most horrific kind that would leave a deep scar on my young life. I had hoped that 
1 would record my new found experiences in a new volume nf Note-; to i\ily Successor. 
like many of my predecessors. 

I could never write the Notes: the events moved too fast. Sudden turn of history and 

the traumatic happenings of the following months would fill me with -,n much despair 
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that I never thought that I would be alive at all. I thought we were inexorably heading 

toward a di~a~tcr that would probably wipe u~ all out. A~ I moved with the events I 
al~o wondered whut message I \vould leave for my ~ucccssor. My predecessors had left 

Notes for the Successors to guide them for a future. a future both for the Successors 

and the people they would serve. These were udvicc on ho\v to succeed in the job. 

how best to ~crve the people in the area. What message could I leave at a time when 

we were witnessing great death and destruction all around"? How could I warn my 

successor against atrocitie~ that would be unleashed against unarmed civilians by 

government sponsored terrorists? What advice could I have for my successor when 

he finds himself a hclplc~s witness to wanton mayhems. all in the name of saving the 

country by its self-appointed guardians'? All I could have done was to leave a diary of 

those horror stricken days. the sutTerings of our people. and my lament over my own 
fcc k lcssness. 

But this is not an account of the mayhem and atrocities that I would witness later in two 

sub-divisions. Thi~ is al~o not a narration of the brave resistance put up by our people 

in all walks of life during the torrid days of llJ71. These Note~ arc a homily to that 
segment of our population that fought the same war. not in a frontal battle. but from 
behind many times sacrificing their honor. These arc our women. and the valiant ways 

they supported our war efforts sacrificing their honor. family. and property. 

Out of hundreds of thousands of these brave women. we have recognized only a 

few. Others have di~appcared from our collective conscience. unknown. unsung. and 

unrecognized. We made some attempts to give some reparations to some of them for 

the indignities they sufl'ercd. but seldom have we made an attempt to record the valiant 

and death defying ways many of them worked to make our independence happen. 
This is a modc~t attempt at recounting a few of the valiant acts of our women during 
the torrid period when a marauding army wa~ let loose on the villages of then Ea~t 
Pakistan. 

The blitzkrieg with which the Pakistan Army attacked the civilian population on 

March 26 in the major cities of Bangladesh (then East Pakistan 1 did not reach my 

little sub-division of Munshiganj until about a few weeks later. I would sec however. 

the results of the havoc wrought by Pakistan Army in Dhaka city and the surroundings 

a week later when my motor launch anchored at Pagla Ghat. (The jetty was used a~ a 

harbor for all government owned motor launches. including the famed Mary Anderson 
that wa~ u~cd by the Provincial Governor that time. 1 Corpses floating in Buriganga 

river had choked the approach to the jetty such a way that my launch operators had to 
usc poles to steer the corpses away to anchor the launch. Halfburnt buildings and shops 

that were scenes of the recent rampage on my way to the Collcctorate building gave the 

old city an eerie and almost surreal appearance. People of all ages and sex were sti II 

fleeing the desolate city in a panic mode clutching to whatever meager belongings they 
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could carry with them. As I moved along the ghost city I cono;iden.:d llly-;clf lucky. ".s 
Munshiganj had escaped the wrath of the Pakistan Army. at ka~t up tn that time. But 11 

was i•nly a matter of time that ivlunshiganj would he u:-.hered inh• days pf tl•talmayhclll 
and brutal ''peratil1ns that contingents of Pakistan Army would unka-;h through nPPks 
and crannies of the country. 

The Army arrived Munshiganj early May of 1971 in a company of I UO plus ._,,ldicr~ led 

by a middle aged 1VI<~,jor from the Frontier Force. The company stayed in thl· :-.ubdiYi-;ion 
for about six weeks. But it lost no time in terrorizin~ the entire sub-di' i~il•n by torching 
villages. indiscriminate shooting of innocent civilians, and arrest and di-.pn:-.al ofyl~ung 
men suspected as freedom fighters. The Army routine included day "operatiPns" in the 
adjacent thanas <md villages and nightly sojourns in thl' relative saiCt) pf l\·1unshiganj 
town. 

As days passed the little town of rvtunshiganj started to rescmhk a ghP:-.1 settlement 
as majority of the dwellers leti it for village:- in the interior. A sit!nificant pPition 
of thj, fleeing population was Hindu minnritie!-- a~ "non a-; tiH.'\ r:·,di/cd that they 
\\'en: the targets of random capture and late1 di-;pn,al hy thl· c\rJ~I\. \11111..,111!-!:1111 had 
" golld numher of this population that time '' lw hclonged to the .k).!al and bu~ine~~ 
cnnm1unit ics. 

One atlernoon the Army l'vfajor \Valked into my l~ITice and inli.~rn11.:d me that he had 
rc~ons that a neighborinl! vi llal!e was harborin!! a !!ood number of' "IIi ndu miscreants .. 
wtth ''arms" 1-1, .. . ~ ~ ~ ~ . . . I . 

· · e sc~1u he hau reports that the armed t!all!!s \Verc plollllll! to attad: t 1~: 
army and tl · 1 · ~ ~ - 1 I 

. · • M II was necessary to Sllrt the place Put. I knl·w it was futik to r cal 
With hitn \\ 'tl . . . . . I . 
f 1 1 10UI JeopardiZIIl!! my o\vn safetv: hmn:\·er. I suogc:-.tcd that h1~ report J~: 
u rt lcr Veri fi ' I h . ' - e . 

l:l Y pollee. lie looked <tt me as though I had lost my m1nd~ 

\:1 y concern w· .. I . . . . . .. , 
. cls,, soel!.cwhere. l'v1y scccmd l)ff1cer. a -;casoncd prn\·1ncral sen'IL'C off 1c~:r. 

''a" a H llldu I I. I . . . . . .· h 
I , I'·, · lal taken pa1n' to keep hnn ;may trom am pn-;-;1blc encounte1 w11 

t h oll\l~tan ar ' . . . . '. . 
. 111 ~- "' Wl' \\ere alreadv acquamtcd \\ llh the pcnd1ant l,f thts mullkll~u-. 

' '· 'I'L'•: I" 'llllltn<J ··I . . . . ..... I 
. , 11 ~ dlspo ... ,· .~t llll'lllhcr' •)I tilL· I f•ndu comnHIIllt\. ""' ,·rnmcnt ,,If l'-1'1 

'I 11< l, ·\ \\·Cc).. • f ' . . . . -.. . . 
a h.:r the arn,al ol thc -\rmv 111 ~·1un ... lll!!anJ. thl· ·'llll·..:r nad -.tatcd ht' 

lllklltloll to 1ne 1 . · ~ . , 1 
. 0 lllOVl' to a nearbv v1llauc '' hl·re the to\\ n ll1ndu-. had cnngrcgat~l · 

I k lnll\l'd h1s ('· · ' "' . . 
. · amlly to this villace e\'l'll thou!!h I had \\artll'd him that mn\ Ill,!! to •1 

rrcdPllllll<llllly I r I . ~ ~ . . . ' 
llllu Vllface mi!!ht not he good 1uca that tnnl.!. I hl' army wa!-. mor~ 

11rlllll'il'attacksuch 1 ':' ~ . . 1 . . 1- 1 til' 
Paces 111 the pretext of 1mscn.:ant c eans1nc. -;mel' accPn mg o ~: 

Pal< .-\rm\' all llindu.. . .. ~ 
· s arc suspected "lmscrcants . 

I h<tt 111~111 the 'ilhlgc went up in smoke. Over a hundred houses were lk~tn1yed hy 
the o\rtn) in that operation. Ironically. a good number of the hou~cs abo belonged 
h) the \lu-.11111"· A Iter all fire camwt discriminate among hothcs ha-.ed l1n rcligil~us 
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pcr~uasi11n of the o\\ncrs. None was spared. The army lobb~d incendiary bombs inh1 
the hous~s. and brought <lUI the oct·upant-; in drov~s. Sten guns fired rand(1mly at 
fh.·~i ng p~opk. The ,·illa!.!l.' w:1s fully s~on:h~d. dcans~d of the ··mi:-.creants'"! I feared 
th<..· \\1'1":-.t for rny llindu (~fl"ic~.:r and.his family. 

~~xt nwrning lik~ a miracle the Second OITica came to my bungalow. ash~n faced 
and un-;hm·~d li1r rnany da,·-;. With tears pouring d0wn his fnc~ he narrated his c-;capc 
from ncar d~o:ath. Not only him but a dMcn 0ther Hindu families had als0 suni,~d the 
cata~troph~. And th~ pcrsnn rc~pl'nsihle for this heroic act was non~ oth~r than his 
"ifc. I lis will: had gathered knowledge about this impending attack fi·lllll a 1\:luslim 
:-.t:rvant the twp days hdi1rl." th~ attad. Sh~ pas-;~d word to s~veral families. ass~mbled 
them in a l."llllllllon house the prcviom. night. and walked all night back to th~ lllWn, 
:-.ale and sound. Sh<..· was th<..' hero to the sav~d liunilics! I could return th~ emotion only 
with mClr~ t~ars. ·ICars 11fjoy that he \vas -;till alive. 

l'ht: Arrny wnuld r~rnain in l'vlunshiganj fi.1r a total pf six we~ks during which the 
<..·arnagt' in the village-; \\l1Uid g\1 unabated. -;ome nfwhi~h we would -;ce. but others w~ 
''llllld h~ar of rnuch later. I rny~df wa:-. a sul~je~t of investigation by the Army during 
t ht: p~ric1d. hut at th~ ~nd I was let ofT with a warning by thc Major. {The main charge 
a!!ainst me \\as that I had "allowed'" the stud~nts ICJot the arllllll") carli~r in i\:larch and 
had attcmkd a rally. l I ''a~ let l1ll" on condition of '"good behavior" and was a~keJ 
Ill rcport Ill Dhaka Cantonrn~nt to th~ Battalion Commander every w~ek. and be 
subj~.:ct to questions on my conduct. I \\'ouiJ d\1 that for n~xt several weeks until I was 
rca~~igneJ lll l'vlanikganj Sub-Jivisi\lll in July. 

llnlik~ Munshiganj where th~ Army was 1m a slwrt mission. Mankiganj had a mor~ 
p~rmam:nt Army pres~n~e. Th~ lo~al Army t'(lfllmandcr. a l'vh~jor. had the impr~ssive 
dc:-.ignati1ln of Suh-/11nal Martial l.aw Administrator. and a:-. a civilian SDO (and 
lkngali lll boot). l would be at his beck and call. He would call meetings at random at 
any tim~ \1fthe day or .:vening at his camp ofTice. whi~h was the locul Dak Bungalow. 
In 11nc such mc~ting I fi.,und abo the Superintendent of Polic~ of Dhaka. a Paki:-.tani 
~·xpa1riatc. \\'ho \\a:- al"o an~o::-;-army \1flic~r. llmvc\l.!J". it 1~ lhlt th~ pre-..:n<..·~ of the SP 
that ... mpri"L'd llll.": II \\a~ th.: rrc~.:nc<..' (lr a young Hcngali \\Oillan in the camp nffiCC 
\\ ith a "mall ~hild ... itting n.::-;t to h~r. The l\·1a.i~'r jubilantly told nl<..' that the yPung 
\\oman wa~ n11 other than tht• "i k 11f an absconding miscr.:ant. on.: Rabi Roy (not his 
rL·al name 1. a susp<..'ded kader 11f" the resistance fClrce. Th<..· otri~cr f"lll1h~r in f(mneJ 
Ill<.' that Rahi\ wit"~ had volunkered to lead the Army to thc pla~e nf" her hu~band\ 
hiding. 

!'hi:-. was news 111 me as I had heard from local sc1Ur~es that Rabi. an a~tivist youth 
k·ad.:r of Manikganj. had ~ ... caped with hi~ family. I could not fathom how the Army 
got hold of the v.vi fc. and why on earth she would volunteer to d0 such a thing~ I tried 
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to look at the woman in the eye. but she kept her gaze lowered avoiding my eye. The 
two officers present there discussed their plans with the young woman\ volunteering 
effort since we discussed other matters affecting local administration. I departed with a 
disturbing thought that the woman was being kept there against her wilL and the price 
she must have paid already in the army camp. 

Two days later there one big raid by the army on a village in neighboring Shivalaya 

Thana with severe casualties on the army side. I mvsel f saw wounded soldiers 

clambering out of a jeep in front of the Manikganj Jam-c-Masjid when returning from 
evening prayer. The story of the attacks and counterattack were re,·caled to me latcr by 
the Circle Inspector of Police. 

Apparently the army contingent was told of a gathering of "miscreants"' in the village 

by a ''source" in its custody. However. as they approached thc ,·illagc they were 

surprised by a counterattack that took the army off guard. The counterattack came not 

from the village, but from country boats along the river firinl!. on the convoy. The same 

source that gave the army the information also tipped off the other sidc. Fortunately. 
the retribution that the "source" suffered later from the Major was limited to hcr bcing 

incarcerated in the camp for a few more days as she pleaded total ignorance. Also 

the army officer had some second thoughts about summary disposal of the young 

w~man-shc had been seen in the Army camp by others including me. She was let oiT 
With her life. but not with her honor intact. 

A few weeks after the Shivalaya attack the Manikl.!anj Armv commander decided to 

keep small Para military contingents (the dreaded ;ni l.itia fn~m Pakistan l stationed in 
two water bound tl. f 1 l 1· · · · · · 1 t' I · l . . . lanas o t 1e su 1 t 1V1s1on mstcad of fcrrymg t 1cm rom t 1c su 1 

diVISion. A contingent of about thirty people would remain in each Thana for a month. 

and they would be replaced next month by a fresh cnntinl!.cnt. In onc such replacement 
111 earlv August wl1en · 1· ~ · · · l t 't \'"lS . - a cont111gent was travc 1nl!. to Satuna 111 an cng111c 1oa . 1 v< • 

f1red upon bv the ·11 f ~ - ·1 It 
J guen as rom the bushes alone. thc river. I 1ere was no casua Y· 

however. and the boat returned to Manikganj h~adquartcrs instead of proceeding 
toward Saturia. 

Thc following day. the Armed Forces with reinforcement from Manikganj arrivcd at 
the villa!!C ncar th · · 1 · 1 1 · 'tl . ~ . e lllCit ent Ill large motor launches. They spraycl t 1e village WI 1 
machlllc guns, killed a large number of people by random shooting. and nf course 
burncJ houses as an additional punishment. 

The Army. having concluded the operation. thought they had secured the river rnute to 

Saturia. and sent the replacement continl!.ent to Saturia the same route. As the motor 

launch carrying the contingent neared the same village. which \Vas pillaged by the 

Pakistan Army a few days earlier. it received volleys of machine gun fire from freedom 
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fighh.:rs. this time with gn.:atcr intensity and accuracy. The suddenn..:ss and •ntcnsll) 
of fire took the small army contingent by surprise. and the opcrallw of th..: launch lost 
control. The small boat capsized mid stream with the hapless soldiers m 1 he m l'l' 1111'"' 
of whom did not knn\\ how to swim. They managed somchl1W ll' hang on h' thL· bPat. 

which was floating and paddle ashore only to find themselves suJTOLIIHlcd by angry 
villagers with machetes in hand-their weapons of choice. None of the t\\l' Jcqcn 
soldiers survived the wrath l'f the village. 

The incident would have been one from legion of attacks by the Ji·ecdom fighters on 
Pakistan Army had it not been due to the difference in the gender ofth..: attackers. I was 
told by the Cin.:lc Olricer of Saturia later that the gun shots ti·mn the rin:r shore were 
meant to hit the laum:h operator ami t•apsize the boat. The whole attack later ,,·as kd 
by tht· '"''men of the village who took upon the soldiers with whatever ''..:apons th..:y 
had in their hands. A revenge by the house wives of Saturia! 

The lihcration war of llJ71 was not fought in l1nc sector or by traim:d soldiers and 
freedom fighters alone. Our freedom came because everyone in the Cl'Untry. across 
gender. religion and race. fought a Cl'mmon enemy and a common repression. As I 
said bcfnre. these arc Notes not necessarily to a Successor in Office. these arc Notes 
of reminder to our succeeding generation on the pains, sufli:rings. and tribulati11ns 
that our people went through in the most turbulent period of our history. In particular 
these Notes arc a salute to our women who sacrificed their blood. honor. and dignity in 
support of their men- -husbands. Sllns, hrothers. We may not have a repeat of another 
occupation army and a reprisal of the mad and ruthless acts of 11.}71. If thert• arc any 
lessons learnt Jhnn these terrible days arc that we as a natil'n can mo,·e fi.lrward nnl) 
when we guarantee the hasic respect for lives of all human beings and protectionnfthc 
rights across gender. religinn. and ethnicity. 



Basant Festival and Nobo Borsho-
Our Bridge across Culture and Religion 

In mid sixti es I spent a few years in Lahore. Pakistan, first fnr my graduate stmlic~ 
and later as a Civil Service trainee. The years in Pakistan. especially those in my 
student periocl evoke memories that are laden with images of the grand old city and its 
magnificent tructure. famous eating places. ami a generally ami;~blc. friendly people 
that we mingled with. But the memories also carry some poignant remimkrs of debates 
that we as Bengali would have with our ''fellow countrymen'' from the Western wing 
on our "cultural'' traditions. The debate was further fueled by a media campaign in 
the press in Pakistan that period on our love for Tagore and ll.:st i\'l' observance of 
Bengali New Year, which according to this press were unbec0111ing for Muslims. This 
castigation of our cultural tradition was further enhanced when the then Pakistan 
Information Minister termed Tagorc Music as essentially a Hindu heritage. Fed hy 
such propaganda and suffering from a great lack of knowledge about people and 
cult~lre of the Eastern Part of Pakistan, majority of the populati on . including student 
bodies in Western Pakistan that period were led to believe that ,,·hat we Rengalis did 
were es ·e t. II s n Ia Y un-lslamic. 

An irony in th' 1· · 11 · I I b · · I I ., ' IS po 1t1ca y mottvatet c c ate came fortu tt ou~ y our way w 1en 0 1 c 
late Fe~ruary day during my fi st year as a student I was invited to a gathering of my 
PunJabt frien I . I r . I . I . I . I . . . . . ·. cs tn t1e campus to a 1esttva 111 t1c c1ty. When cnqlllrec 1f tt was" 
rclt!!tous fest· . 1 1 . 1 · " . . .· t - : · tva was stmply tolu t 1at tt was a 1Cst1val to ,velcomc :->pllng. Wt· wen 
to the ht storic Lawrence Gardens (later nameu Bagh-c-.linnahl in the heart nf thc city 
to sec the festival. 

To my great amusement and delight I found that the festival- known as Basant- was 
no different in spirit from our Nabo Borsho or Pahcla 1:3aisakh c..:lchration hack hl1111C 

for which we were reviled and criticized by our then fellow countrymen from th..: Wc~t. 
Men. '"'·omen and children draped in colorful shilwar ;, 11d kamec7. were pouring into 
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the Garden \Vearing colorful dress. Aroma from food stalls selling local delicacies 
everywhere invited my insides. Women crowded stalls of vendors selling bangles and 
other lady\ stuff including Henna. Other stcJIIs sold locally made cr..tft. All told it was 
an ~twes~me sight of people gathering and fun that was a nostalgic reminder of our own 
Bmsakl11 rnclas back home. 

The most attractive part of this t~111farc that would last several days was kite tlying. 
Day anJ night there were kites galore some already flying in the sky. other waiting to 
be bought. White kites shimme;ed at night soaring and diving as rivals jousted from 
their respective areas. and observers took sides. People from ditTcrcnt cities flocked to 
Lahore for the kite festival. 

After my initial euphoria and elation over this pleasant gathering. I asked my friends 
if the event had any religious connotation. This gave them a shock. Why this cultural 
event rooted in local traditions should have any religious connotation. they asked. 
But did they know its significance. how this tradition developed? Almost all of them 
had no answer except the assertion that this was a festival that they had known, and 
participated from their childhood. They had no idea if it was rooted to any other 
tradition, culture, or religion. All they knew that this was celebrated in spring time. 
The all have a very good time. wearing colorful clothes (men and women alike). fly 
kites. have lots of traditional food. and never worried about its origin or any conflict 
with religion. 

I would find the answer later through my own research and discussions with more 
informed sections in the academia that I would meet later. Basant is rooted to the 
welcoming of spring that coincides with the first month of Sakabda-the Hindu 
calendar dating hack to A[) 7R. The Muslim Sufis adopted this festival in the thirteenth 
century as a way of participating in the community activities of the area they had settled 
in. By the Mughal period. Basant was a popular festival at the major Sufi shrines. 
Spring festivals were reportedly arranged around the shrines ofvatious Muslim saints. 
Lahore. which housed several Sufi shrines. also acquired these traditions and turned 
these into popular local traditions. Amir Khasru. the famous Sufi-poet ofthe thirteenth 
century. even composed verses on Basant: 
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Rejoice. 11n· /oi'C. rejoic,•. 

Irs sprill'.! here. n;ioice. 
IJ•·ing our }'OUr /0/itlll\ .md tnilf'frin . 

.-lnd "•'coro/e yullrlu/1,!!, h111r 

Oh. _Filii 'rc s!il/ •'lljll_l·ing F/J/11' ,.ft'f'{' 1\'0/,,•-tfJ'· 

l:'n•n Frill/' d,,,·tiny ltav ll'nk<'n ttp. 

/h sl'ring hen'. rejoin. 

}(m snohhish /({{(\' 11·ith arrogant looh, 

The King Amir is here lo sC'e n>tt: 

Let your c:ves meet his, 

Oh my /on'. rejoice; 

Its spring hC!n' uguin. 

In the pre-pmtitioned Punjab. especially l.alwre-people celebrated the l~asant mel a 
Panchami with week-long festivab, and hy !lying kite~. [\·1uslim~ \,f Punjab also 
celebrated the Hasant although it was C('lll~id<.·r<.·d as a local ( llindu or ll1lk J festival. The 
younger Muslim folk did p<lrticipate in kite !lying as an event. At the time l'fpartition 
. . ~· . I'\ ")II• ) Ill lll47. population of Lall(lrc city was almost equally divided between f\.:lus I Ill'>,.-'" 

and Hindus/Sikhs (4R"·o). After partition of India. almo~t all the llindus and Sikhs 
had lcti West Punjab/Lahore for India. but their tradition of Ba~ant remained. People 
in Lahore continueJ to take pride in Basant mela and fly kites fn"lll their mnliops 
with the same enthusiasm. The celebrations or spring known as · Jashn-e-baharaan' in 
llrdu. are carried on in the entire Province. Lahore being the histNic capital pf' Punjab 
~elc.brates Basant with a lot of vigor and enthusiasm. Although tradititliHIIIy it was a 
lest1val confined to the old-walled city it spread all throu!!hout the cit~'· 

~ . 

1 enjoy..:d my day in Lawrence Gardens that atiernonn. 1 came tn have a 11L''' pcr~pective 
of the culture <'fPunjab. But it also pa~scd Pverthe que~tinn whv Pakistan C'>tahli:-;hment 
Jisparagcd Hcngali Nobo Borsho as un-lslarnic wh..::n Ra-,a;H a traditinn that had 
~nthing to do with religil1n as -;uch W<.l'> celebrated all n\._:r in Punjab in -..u,·h !,!ll'-10., rv1y 
\nung friends in the campus did not have an answe1. Fithcr the,· did nni knm'. or they 

di~I nut care to know that like the Basant cekbriltion in J>unjilb ;he Ben~ali cclcbratiL~n 
ol Nob,.l Borsho had also little to do with rdigion. The· oll'ici<.~lly launched media 
l'CI~tigation or the Bengali tradition had to do more with the pl)litics of the time than 
the reality of' the celebration itself. Our political master~ in the West bcli..:\ed that the 
Bengali~ needed to b..: weaned away from their language and ndture. We \\CIT e_xpect~J 
tn be reoriented t'l ·1 •'LIItLif'' ·mJ tradition b·ts"ll ')I' r ·II. oiou~ plattorm lllr ' ' ~ ~ ' '·'" ' • a COITIIHtln '-' t" 

the sake llf national unity. Instead of hailing lkngali culture they 111terpn.:tcd it as a 
cnuntl'rturcc to the ~o called national unity. Much tn the di~may l,fthe p\)liti..:al ma~tcrs 
thh untt~ \\ould be di~milntled In a violent IHilnner unly in a tC\\ 11wrc )Car~ later. 
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Ba~ant in l.ahor~ anJ the rest of Punjab n~\"Cr ~cas.:d tCI b~ ~clcbrat~d by th~ people of 

tho~c area-;. Th.:)· llb~~o.·n·e thi~ with as much as fun as bcli""~rc. It is ironic that in last few 

;. c;~r-.... nm~o.· ~o.·lcrnenh in Pakistan \\Tr~o.· clamoring fi)r a han on Basant nn gmunds c1f its 

th 111-lslamrc origin. There \\ere c\·cn reports of attacks 11n the Ph sen er-; of the fcsti,·al. 

lhe autlllwitil"' did rwt bow dm,·n to thi~ because the p0pular ~entiments fm,)ring the 

Ji;,t i' al \\erc morc pt"'~\\ crful and m·cm helming. The autlwrities claimed the unrcal 

,fl:rnands came fn,m till.' radical clements that did nnt neecssarily rcpresent thc hr<l<HI 

P•'IHIIace. Ba-;ant is a nlln-religious illld s~o.-cular local tradition. When I read thcse 

reports I \\as reminded ,,f the statements frt'm then Pakistan authorities maligning 

Nab,, Borsht' and Bengali music !Rahindra Sangeet) as un-Islamic. I am glnd that 

~om.: ti1rty y~o.·ars lat~r thL' authorities in Pakistan have Clime It' realize that n:ligi,,n and 

cultur~ nc~d not be in cnntliet. You do not become h:ss attach~d to your religion \\hen 

you observe your l.1wn ~ultur.:. 

Diversity pfthc human ntCL' a~ross the (ilobc is not brought by ditTerencc in shape and 

color alone, also by culture and traditions. Rcligi,""n provides a common set of beliefs. 

hut culture provides Ct1ntinuity with our past and heritage. We cling tr1 t"'~lll" Hengali 

culture just as other ethnic communities cling to theirs for their identity. We fought a 

war to preserve that. Our former mnsters and rulers tried to deny us that privilege and 

paid a great price for it. Religion and cultur.: arc 1101 antithetical to each other: they 

ar~ c~)mplimentary. I hope the current revisi~1nist forces that arc seeking 10 dismantle 

hundred yl.!ars of traditi~ms in Pakistan in th.: name of religion arc thwarted by the 

rnPn: sensible st.'~tions of the society there. As I also lwpe that our own cultur~ anJ 

traditions arc not threatened .:vcr by similar liltTes that seem to bob their h.:ads from 

time lll time. I hope Pakistan Basant lasts fort:\W and continue to please the pePple of 

Pakistan. as will Pur Nahn Barslw. hlwlle Bai-;akh!! 





PART II 

THE STATE OF OuR 
GovERNANCE, PoLITICS 

AND BUREAUCRACY 





The Woes of Governance 

In a recently completed World Bank report on governance 209 countries w·cre surveyed 
in six tlimcnsions to measure improvement in the quality of governance over time ( 1996 
to .::!004 ). The dimensions arc: ( 1) Voice and Accountability-measuring politicul. 
cil•i/ and human rights: ( 2) Political Stability and Violence/Terror-measuring the 
likelihood '?l'·iolent threats ro. or changes in. government. including terrorism; ( 3) 

Government Effectiveness-measuring the competence of the hureaucrm:\' and the 
qualitv of' public service dc>lil·e,:v: (4) Regulatory Quality-measuring the incidence 
'?lmarket-unti·iend~l' policies: ( 5) Rule of Law-measuring tl1e tfua/ity r?l contract 
£'1!/inn•mc•nt. the police. and the courts. including judiciw:v independence. and the 
incirlenc.:c ol crime: and ({)J Control of Corruption---measuring the abuse of public 
po11·ertiw pri1•ate gain. including pefly and gmnd cormpticm). It is worthwhile to note 

how Bangladesh fared in the six dimensions. 

That Bangladesh will figure well below average in all of the intlicators is not a 
revelation-what is revealing however. is the country's steady deterioration in all six 
dimensions of governance in last eight years ( 1996 to 2004). The mean statistical value 
for all 209 countries is zero in scores that ranged between minus 2.5 to plus 2.5 in 
all six indicators. In case of Bangladesh the scores have fallen much below zero in 
all cases. Voice and Accountability indicator slipped from minus 0.33 to minus 0.69: 
Political Stability fell from minus 0.53 to minus 1.24: Government Effectiveness from 
minus 0.67 to minus 0.72: Regulatory Quality from minus 0.54 to minus 1.15: Rule of 
Law from minus 0.68 to minus 0.86; and to top it off. Control of Corruption slid down 

from an index of minus 0.47 to minusl.09. a drop of62 basis points. 

All our neighboring countries have indices below norm (the indices arc mostly in 
the negative). but few have consistently slid down in all six fronts over time like 
Bangladesh. India has either improved or has marginal decline in some indicators. 
It has greatly improved in accountability. government cfl'cctivcncss. anti control of 
corruption. Even Pakistan. which fared badly in most aspects of governance (not as 
bad Bangladesh though). it has shown improvement in control of corruption in last 
eight years. 
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Tht· point of all thesc stati!->ti~s anJ t·omparison is not to hdabor the hapk"" ... tate of 
our !!mcrnant·e that is much bandied ah11Ut in the de\dopm.:nt eire!.:. I he pnint i~ 
dcm~'lbtrating by number how \\'C have l·mbarkcd Pn a .;tl'ad~ dn\\·nhdl ri,k 111 ,Ill 'i' 
frnnh ·•fg~>\crnancc. and do111•t .;cemlo rcall7l' it \\'c d" not rcall/t' lhallht·,,· ... tall..,liC" 
arc <1\ailahle tl' anyone wlw has acccs., t .. , mlimlla!lt,n. wlw can h1rlll tUd!,!lllt.'nt ,,n u ... 
ha ... cd on this information. and make decision!- whcthcr or not to do hu ... lllcss \\ ith us. 
These people arc our dc\'clopmcnt partner~. potential im·c!-tor .... and ,,f n•ursc friends 
in need. It Joe!'> us no good whcn we takc rct·our!'lc tl) dcnial. and attribute the ncgati\'C 
reports to ill motiva~on. and intcrnatit11l<tl con!->piracy against u~. A ... th,,ugh the 
international community has a grudge again!->t Bangladc!->h an impm c.:rishcd country 
or 140 million people that haJ u lot of intcrnatitlnal good will not too long ago. 

Bangladcsh i~ a countrv ol' ~urvivors. lkspitl.! advcrsitie~. both natural and man-made· 
the country ha ... made ~normous rro!!rc-;s in universal primary cdut·atioll particularly 
kmak htcrat·y. infant rnortuhty. and matcrnal health. In I Iuman Dc\c.:lopmc.:nt lndcx 
' 1 '\JDI'I Hanglmk·sh fi~ure-; among the.: medium human dt·\cloprncnt cnuntncs of 
thl· \\llrld. abc•\.; Pakistan and Nepal 1 which arc gr<~liJWd 1n In" human dl'' <.:lnpmcnt 
cnuntric.,J. Yet \\e arc I.!Cttino a bad rap all hccau't' we ha\ c rwt been abk tl' dt'lll!lll"tratc 

- c 
to nur people, let alone the international n~mmunity that we carl' about nur !!tl\'<.'rnarl<:e · 
and ih building blocks. -

WI! !-c.:rvc ourselves poorly. in fact hurt us, whcn wc do not engage nur dc\'ell'pment 
partner.; 1· • • • • • · • "t · n constructtve dralol.!lh.: to rmpnwc out !:!''vcrnan~.:e pnK~.:s". and rn.J~.:C 
transp·tr• .. · -' cnc~ rn that process that can be secn by all. 

What Ill' Itt· . · · · 1 1 · · h · ' crs IS a dctcrmrnatt0n to c 1ange t tc per,·cpllon wrt a plan t1• rmprcwc 
govcrnmt• I ,,.. . I . I . . .. 

n c leelrvencss, ensure ru c of aw. and combat cnrrupt1on. lo cnhan~.:c 
government tl' · I J. I I "II h 1· I . c cctrvcness we nee' ra tea mcasurt•s I 1at WI augment \'th qua rty am 
cnmpctcnc• f h · ·1 · k 1 · ·1 · 1· f 1· · ' ~.: o t c ctvr servtcc: ma ·c t 1e cr\·t scrvrcc rcc rom po lltcal prc..;surc.:. 
andforc1no·t k I'· l"hl I ·· · "I ., ".ma ·e uovcrnrnent po rete' crelt c to pcop c. In enforce rule nl aw \\~,; 
need to instr'll f" 1° f I · I I f I I t h · · · · I '' . · con tl cncc o JlC0p c rn I te aws o t 1e and 1y nnumu down tnctl cn~.:c ol .. · . e -
. ~rr.me against life and property, and ensure predictability and eiTcctivcnes!- L)f l1ur 
JUdtctal svste (' · 1 1 1 1. f' r l 1 h 1 th' · • · rn. orruptton cats to ac" o respect 10r 10t 1 t e Cl'tTuptor atH ~.: 
corrul'lcd "Ill lth h. I . I . I I . . . I . . ·t ·' t e country w rc 1 secrmng y 111lll gcs 111 tt. \\ic tK'el at·trl'll and not .JUS 
plan to britln I . ll" r· . . o an elll to usl.! of pu 1 r~ power or pnvate garn. 

Politi .. I 1 • .· • . . • c .t r 1c tnt tc to rebut the charges of corrupt ton or poor governance wtll not ~hang~.: 
the JX'rc•pt' f h I h I · · · · .'JJ ~.: ton o Banl.!ladcs I 1at as 1cen "atnrnu urilUI1ll mtcrnatronallv nor \\ot . ... e e e J, 

11 change the indicators that have been made available to all. Wc can only hope that 
we wrllthc rt•ad the siuns on the wall and embark on remedial actiL'n' hcforc.: it is too 
liltc. ~-

64 



Politicization of Our Bureaucracy 

Hureallci"II<Y is 110t till ohstade to clt:mocrac:•· h11t em illt:l'itt.Jhle 

COIIIfJft'l/11'1/1 to it. 

-Joseph A. Schumpetcr 

.\ li.'\\ months ago I had an npptwtunity tn meet and sit with some 'isiting selllt~r 
ci\ il scn icc <•lliciab or our country. l'hese ntficials were taking part in a World Hank 
lnstitutc spon~nr(.•d training pwgram in lcadcrship dcvelt)pmcnt. The specific program 
relakd In building or kadcrship that could facilitate and manage the pwcess <~f de~ign 
and impkmentation or ccnnomic dcvclopment and poverty cradicati<'n pr1'grams. 

This was an informal meeting. and I was conversing with tlfl'icials who had (.'ntacd 
into civil scr\'icc several decades alier me. However, they were not young_ .. -thc 

junior most among thcm hlld me he.: had already put in twenty years in gtwernmcnt 

sl·n·ice. All of them had donl' a considerable amount of work in the fil·ld. and had 
ycars c.:xperience of Wllrking at the grass roots. Some of them were quite a11iculate. 
others less so hut appeared to he knowkdgeahle when they responded to a question. 

What was striking however was their inability as a group to sec themselves as possible 
kaders in implementing gtwernment programs. This w0uld he the responsibility ~~fthe 
political leaders or ministers. in their \\'l)rds. They viewed themselves as otficials wlw 

f(,llowcd instructions on specific tasks within given bounds of responsibility. 

Sim·c my discussicllls with the civil service group from Bangladesh I was pnnde1ing 

if the downbeat response from the group was a result of lack of adequate prcparati<m 
for the.: tasks they arc entrusted with or if it was thl• environment in which they wen.· 
working. I had been a civil servant. albeit some three decades ago. I had seen some 
qualitative dctcri(lration in the civil service that time Cnim:tcen sl·ventics). hut mainly 
at the lower levels. Ht1We\'l'l'. I had not witnessed a lack of willingness or capability 
in our senior civil servants that pl·riod to takl· on tasks of leadership to implement 

program~ that the government had initiated. 1\:lany of them in fact had contributed to 
the design of many ~uch programs. even Cllnccption tlf some. Have things gone s<• 
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much wrong in last thirty years that senior civil servants no longer feel ct)nncctcd to 
economic grO\vth and development outcome of the endeavors that they arc supposed 
to implement? 

In a later discussion with one of the civil servants I would find some clue to this 

cautious approach to public progmms and public policy. and their role in implementing 
these programs. In their view zealous pursuit of government programs has often led 

to identification of a civil servant with the political party in power with disastrous 

consequences to the career of that civil servant after a government changeover. They 

had cases in mind in not too distant a past where civil servants who had pushed a 
government program or policy with passion were viewed by the successor government 

with suspicion and had been sidelined or even let off early. They were identified as 
belonging to the '·other party". 

We have a civil service that is steeped in a system that is suppnscd to observe strict 
political neutrality in official conduct. Political governments may cnme and go. but the 

civil servants give continuity to governance oft he country. 1 n countries that have a long 
standing tmdition of a permanent civil service. the civil servants arc considered the 

government's back bone. They arc assumed neutral because they have been recruited 

through competition based on merit rather than political connections. They have been 

~ookcd upon as impartial upholders of law with no aiTiliation to the party in power or 
111 opposition. 

Unfortunately, this image of the civil service is slipping fast in our country. It is arguable 

however. how much of this undoing has been done by the civil servants themselves. and 
how much by the political pressure cooker under which they have been operating. 

lmpartialit d · · · 1· · 1 · "I Y an neutrality. two d1stmct1ve qua 1t1es demanded am expected of c1v1 
servants b, · . 1. . 

· · egm to erode when there IS a' 1seonncct1on between reward and performance. 
1 n a merit b· 1 · · 1 1 b · · t 
h ascl system where recnntment 1s so e y ased on competition for the 1est. 

t c cxpectat' h . 'I . . . 
. ' I on of future rewards fort c CIVI servants 1s naturally a vertical progression 
Ill career WI · d · · · · 1 . · len JOb performances an career progression of c1v1l servants arc basel on 
cnteria sep· . . h _, 
. arate from merit or other tunc onorcd traditions (such as experience anu 
J~b- qualifications). the civil servants also tend to bend and find ways of survival. The 
Civil scrvi , . . 1 · 

cc operates w1thm some norms and ru cs. When these arc thrown as1de, they 
~·ompcte with each other in finding innovative ways to benefit their career. For many it 

~s going with the flow of the time. History of our bureaucracy of last fo11y vcars amply 
dlustrat · h. · · est IS phenomenon. 

Immediately following the breakup of Pakistan, the hurcaul:racy in Bangladesh 

comprised t\.vo distinct groups. The civil servants who had formed the government in 

exile !referred to as Mujibnagari) and those who had remained in then F.ast Pakistan. 
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The number of th~: latter group was augmented later by the n.·patriatcs fwm Pakistan. 

Tht· t•ivil st•rvants frnm th..: gov~:rnmcnt in cxik had an upper hand initially ao.; thl·~ 
continued to hold on to some to key top jobs given to them by the political lcadcro.;hip 

in e:xile despite the fact there were people more qualified than them tyears in joh 

and experience). But then there were more senior jobs to b..:: filled as the new post 

liberation government was still forming with c:ivil servants who had stayed bat·k. This 

is when the jockeying started. and all norms were abandoned. There was comp..:titi~'n 
atm,ng the senior burcaw:mts to prove to the new leadership their loyalty to the: newly 

emerged country. In this competition. much of which was unseemly. many civil "-'n·ants 

delibemtely chose to define h1yalty 111 the c:ountry as fealty to the P('liticallcadcrship. 

Civil servants who had the.· benefit nf lul\·ing worked "'" known the lt'P lead..:rship in 

their earlier career seemed to prosper better than others. Civil servants \dll' did thll 

have this benefit would Wl'O their more fortunate c0lleagues tl' plead their casl'S to the 

politic.·al leadership tnr assignments or even retentil'n in gnvernment scrvicl'. 

One expected that with the change in the political leadership in mid sC\Ctlli.:-, lllhh:r 

rather tragic circumstances and ushering of a non-p11litical g''vcrnmcnt (at l.:a..;t at t h~..· 

initial period I the incentive structure in the bureaucracy would return tc' nnnn. 'Jnne 

ufthat happened. The competition would now begin in foreswearing any loyalty to the: 

previous leadership. and vowing allegiance to the new regime. Seni<'r bureaucrats of 

earlicrtime were sidelined in favorofthe ones who were ditched bcfi.m:. Otricials sm:kcd 

bcfi.)re on suspicions of disloyalty to the state (read political patty I wert• rl·instah:d in 

their jobs. many dislodging the ones l~tvorcd before. The lt'yalty this time was jud.!!ed 

not directly by a renewed pledge ofillkgiilnce to the new government or the ne\\ ..;trnns 

man. hut indirectly by pmof of disassociation with the previou~ !!O\TrnnK'Ilt. The\ 

\Vcre assumed loyal to the new regime because they had been dismi..;o.;ed ,,r lw pa""'-'d 

in promotion by the previous g1wernmt•nt. Civil servants retired pn·mat11n.·h h~ riH: 

earlier go\ernment \vcr..:: rehired. and many ,,f thos..: whll were catapPit..:.! ·'"' '' .· ''· ·:r: 
pushed a-;ide or sent to l1blivil,n. 

The seminal event~ of the seventies would form a \vatershed l'frelatil'n' hl."l\\i..'..::n the 

civil service and politicians for the upcoming period. The stance of our p11liticiano.; that 

the civil servants belong to one political~:amp or other would sltap..:: both <.'i\ il sen icc 

conduct and the attitudc of the politicians to the civil servants for next decades . .:\t ca~.:h 

national election the party in opposition feared that the ekcti0ns would be manipulilted 

by officials suspected of .. loyalty" to the party in power. I mysclfhad heard top Pl'litical 

kaders I here in abroad) air their fears of manipulation by civil servants e\·en wl1<.·n the 

elections were conducted by politically neutral caretak~:r government. It \\a~ becau-,..: 

they believed that the civil servants were no longer neutral. They \\·ere pr..:sum..:d [{l 

have been promoted to senior or otherwise important positions because ofth<:ir .. bend·· 

towards the.· party in power. Hence. l)m:e elected to power the newly elected part~ 
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attempted to cleanse the government of such "dis-loyal'"clemcnb. Th.: cy.:lc \\·ould 

repeat with every change. 

The emergence of this political ethos would permanently dwngc pcrfi.,n~lan~c 

incentives for the majority of civil servants. They would avoid dcci~ion makmg Ill 
matters pertaining to policy or take leadership in nation building eft(,rts. They 
would push upward the responsibility for making decisions. They would avoid any 
attempt at reforming obsolete practices. Obviously all of these were done In avoid 
close identification with the government in power. and later retaliation by a succcsSlll. 
government. These self serving actions will eventually have a cunn1lativc cfti.:~:t on the 
governance of the country in general and morale of the civil scn·il·c in particular. NCl 
wonder the clutch of civil servants that I ran into appeared dubinu:- abllUI their role in 
putting into action what they had learnt in their leadership training program. 

It is time that our government took steps to stem this downward :-I ide. Nn government 
program can succeed, however strong the political leadership i:-. without an ctl"icicnt 
and productive civil service. The only way that this can happen is by return of the l"i,·il 
service to true professional ism that is expected of the service. 

I am not aware of any current civil service reform activity being undertaken in 
~angladesh. But one important aspect of any reform should address the current deficit 
Ill mutual trust between the civil service and political leadership. ArnniH! de,clnping 
cou_ntrics Bangladesh is among few that inherited a civil service sy~tem ;hat relied on 
an Impartial. competition base(l patronage-free recruitment system. It is a pity that 
we allow- I th" · '" kl · · Cl 1s system to degenerate mto a •CC css bureaucracy that 1-.. prnvmg to he 
~nahle to handle the onerous tasks of economic development. No amount nf training 
111 lea~crship development can instill in our civil servants the zeal and enthusiasms ll1 

run With a pro"ram d . I . . h ,. ,. I I l . , .. o an 1mp emcnt 11 w1t out car or avor un l'Ss 1 lc ,a~1c conl ltton:-
wherc they work arc set right. 

The main prt.llCI.pl- · r · 1 · -1 · 1 · 1 II h . cs govcrnmg a pro.csstona CIVt scrvtcc arc t lal 11 ~ wu t c 
mcnt and c · · 

. ompet1t1on based, and its members should be protected fi1r their political 
ncutral1tv Fot·t . t 1 . 

J· una e Y we do not have to remvent these wheels: we alrcadv had them 
as our ouiding prl·nc· I WI . . '" II . f" I -. . I . . . "" ~ · 1p es. 1at we need IS a stnct .o owmg o t lc~e pnnc1p es 111 
admm1sterinu our c1·v1·1 · · ·1 h fl" · 1· · 11 ~ servtcc. If we want our c1v1 servants to c e 1c1ent. po 1t1ca y 
1~eutral. and productive we should create the proper incentive structure for it away 
from the deleterious environment that it has been sucked into. The incentives should 

be ~implc and straight forward. Keep entrance to the service and career progression 
entirely merit-based free from political considerations. Fnsurc protection of civil 
servants for their political neutrality. and from arbitrary removal. Make tnmsparent all 

decisions on rewards and punishment. And foremost. make it mandatClry that dabbling 

in politics by civil servants, and currying favor to politicians would he \icwcd with 

utmost severity and cnn~cqucnccs. 
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Between Rock and a Hard Place 

It is not an easy task bein!! a civil servant these days in the country. I guess. For that matter 
it never was. only it has become tougher. In the forty of years of our existence we have 

seen many times tussles over turf. roles and responsibilities between civil servants and 
elected officials. It has always been challenging to work with a fine line of distinction 
between local politics and administration. Yet people went to work for the government 

in droves. It was not simply because the government was the biggest employer. but 
a government job also carried the stamp of authority. safety and security-although 
not much money. l'vlost important of it all. however. was dignity and respect for civil 

service that attracted most people to these jobs despite the subsistence level wages. 
These arc also values that professional civil servants were expected to display in their 

conduct with the people they served. It now seems that we have reached a precipice 

where all these values arc headed downhill. 

The Pabna incident and the whirlwind of protest and counter protest that followed is a 

grim reminder of the crisis that we face today. This is a crisis of confidence in people 
who arc expected to uphold law and order. This is also a crisis of confidence in those 
who arc expected to lead and protect the enforcers of law. The image of an administrator 

and his colleagues breaking into tears flashed through the media spoke not of dignity. 
but of helplessness. Helplessness that arose from their inability to discipline a section 
of people with political connections who stormed into the Collector"s office and 
disrupted a recruitment examination in progress for hiring low level employees. The 

helplessness was stark because that unruly section of people was seemingly allied \Vith 
the party in power. and the officers found themselves in a corner. Could this incident 

or the subsequent helpless image have been avoided'? 

Political interference in administration at local level is not unknown in our country. 
This has happened before. and probably will continue in the future so long as we have 
vague definitions of roles and responsibilities of legislators and administrators in local 
decision making. Interferences came in many forms and in many dimensions in the 

past. Some were requests for award of procurement or construction contracts. some for 
jobs. and others as trivial as transfers from one job location to another. Some seasoned 
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..:ivil ~...:rvant~ vi...:wed such r...:qu...:sts not so much as intcrfcrcnc..:. but a:- ncce~sary job 
haLards ami handled them with tact. In some cases. the r.::qu...:sh would r..:all~ turn out 
to be testy and th...: matt...:r would escalate to higher authoriti...:~. Snmetim..:~ thi~ would 
lead to the removal of the civil servant from the seen.::. but ncv..:r th..: ci\ il ~cn·ant and 
his cohorts would be a target of abuse or harassm.::nt. 

!lave we ever wondered why there is political interference in such mundan..: matter:- as 
lc>cal recruitment for a gpvcrnment ofliee"! Is it h..:caus..: this is an avenu..: fc>r finding 
jobs for unemployed political supporters'.' Or is it simply an attempt by a lm·al party 
boss or legislator tn r.::wanl party work.::rs with government jobs'! In a spoils syst.::m 
wh...:re th...: gowrnmcnt party in power can and docs fill many gm·ernment jPhs with 
pmty loyalists this would not h..: a pwbkm at all. But in a gc>,..:rnment that draws ih 
employees through an impartial and cnmpetiti\'e recruitment prnccs" :t demand c>fthis 
nature wnuld pose a 'ierinus pmhlcm to administratilln. 

Civil servants often face a stark chnice of eith...:r disregarding pressur~· ... frllm pc>litical 
kader,., at their own peril. or yielding to these pre:-sures and lnsc thctr n...:utrality. 
Refusing t0 yield to political pressures by a civil servant is ofien \ ic\\ed by a political 
bnss as disloyalty to the party in pr'~wer. and hence the government. It takes a statesman 
1~1 "eparate government from the party, and to separate a government job from party 
W<•rk. 

In the mid seventies when I was working for a cabinet minister a party boss th)m the 
minister's di,.,trict came to him one day with a demand that the lkputv l \•mmis,ioner 
nf the district be removed. His complaint- the niTieial did not earc.IIJr the party as 
h...: n~ver Ii,.,tcned to the matry requests that the party bo~~ had mad~ ''-' him. To this. 
the sa!:!~ rnini:-ll.:r"s r..:~pnn..;c \\as that the otl"icial '"'~ a~:-igm:d to the di~trict to dn 

~ov..:rnmcnt work. not part~ \\·nrk. I or party W<lrk the part~ bnss should C<'llh: t11 the 
'lllTli'-tcr. t(,r Oo''" .:rnment \\nrk h.: should gn to th.: ,,ffil'lalln..;implc "''rei". the mint,tcr 
'.\••tdd dr;'" thl' line hct\\l'l'P f'''littc-.. and dtllll''- "' <1 !.!m l'ntnh:nt nllt<.·t:tl lih· I kplll) 

( ''IT11111'-'i''ll~'r \\ct'- th .. "\L'r ..;\~'11 infonn:d tlta 1 •hcrl· '"'' ·' '-'"llll'l:tllll "~'<lllhl ltir11. 

Thi:- kt-, hecn long j0urne) for the ci\ il ~cr\anh and p<.•litic<tl kadcr.., pf our ~-'-'Ulllr) 
siiKc lhc:n. In the interrel.!num ,,f the democraticallv ekctcd omnnm..:nts ,,f carl\· ._ ... e ... 

"~'' ..:nty anJ nineties when we had military dictatorships and autl'l'i"atic rules tussles 
hctw<..:en bureaucracy and political leaders were rare. The ci\il senanh in the districts 
were much of the time left uninterrupt<..:d to do their jobs. But these <liT transitional 
tinJL·s when we WPuld e:-;pect !11 sl'e a greater de\ulutiPnofwork and l'l'"pun<.;ihilities to 
ekct<..:d ,,fficials and more wdl-defined role ofdected oll"icials in local administration. 
I l••wc,·cr. until thut happens the profcssi1'1lal bureaucrats whP wPuld continue to 
prP\ 11k the traditional ~en'ice" at locallcvcl would nel·d protection and safeguards tilr 
pcrfnrming th...:irjohs to the greater good of people they sen'('. They shnuld not appear 
h~·lplc<.;s nPr their performance feckle~s hecause tlwy arc prevented 111 dn the jnh they 
arc tasked IP do by mob. 
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Deaths by Cross Fire 

l"hc: Cc:ntral 13urc:au of lmT;.Iigation pf lmlia (CBI) arre:;tl·d recently Amit Shah. a 

cJp;,c aide Ill the (iujarat Chief l'vlinistcr Narendra /'vll1di in conncdion with a l~tke 

j'l'lice l'lll'l'Untn ct..;.: leading ll' the death l)f onc Sohrahuddin Sheikh. Shah \\a~ thc: 
lll'lllL' i\·lini~ter 11fthc: State until hc rc:~igncd fwmthcjoh rcccntly attcr the accusation 

..;urf;tccd. The Sohrahuddincasc is a~ follm,·s. 

In No\'ernhcr 200.". Sohrabuddin was picked up by the police of Ciujarat and Andhra 
Pradesh from a huson their way from Hyderabad to Si.lngli in 1\·tnlwrashtm. i.llong his 

will: Kaus.:r Bi and another pers~.m. lie wa:; latn gunned down in a fnkc encounter by 

the Ciujar<.tt Pl'lic.:\ Anti-Tcrrori:;t Squad which claimed he hi.!d Cl1111C to the city to 

climini.ltc 1\-tndi. The accu:;ed P'-'licemen also killed K<tuser Bi and their aCCL)mplicc 

Tul~i Ram i'rajapati 111 de:;trny cYidcncc. 

!"he matter remained under wraps fi,r sPme time and no lllle really knew about this 

ca~c. In 2007, nearly l\\"l' )Tars atlcr the incident. Rubabuddin. Sohrahuddin"s hrPthcr. 
ftkd a petition before the lndii.ln Supreme ( ·nurt claiming that that the Ciuji.Jmt police\ 
cncllUiltl'l" \\a~ fake and demanded to kthl\\ hi:; ~i~ter-in-la\\ Kausarbi ·s '' hcreabouh. 
In i\·larch 2007. an inquiry wa~ ordered. and <.m !\:larch 23. the Gujnrat government 
admittL·d that the cnCllUtller was fake and the ~enior p<..,lice ,1fficers involved would 
not he -.pared On '\pril 24. the ( iujarat pnlicc arre~ted ih Deputy Inspector Cicneral 

( Hl'rder R;tnge) [) (i Varvara and f{ajkurnar Pandian. superintendent of policL' with 

thc Intelligence Bureau. and t\:1 N Dinc-d1 Kumar (Rajasthan police) l'n the chi.!rgc nf 
murdering Sohrabuddin Sheikh. Rubahuddin asked the SC judge ll., direct the Ciujarat 

gon:rntm:nl to produce Kau..;arhi in court. On April 30. tht· Gujarat government 

admilted before the Supreme ('purl that Kauscr Bi. wife of fake encounter victim 
Sl111rahuddin Sheikh. has been killeJ and her body burnt. In additiPn to the seniDr 

pnlice nn-icers to date another six p(1lice otTicials have been i.IITestcd and named as 
CP-accused in the case. 

Police enC<.1Utller i~ a euphcmi~rn used widely by police in India when explaining 
the death of i.ln individual at their hands wlw was deemed by them tn he a militant 
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or ·'subject of interest'". In reality these arc extra judicial killings or executions not 

authorized by a court or by the law. Earlier such encounters went by the name of 

'·staged encounters''. where weapons were planted on or ncar the dead body to provide 

a justification for killing the individual. The National Human Rights Commission of 

India reports that since llJlJ3 there have been 2560 cases of such police encounters in 

India, of which 1224 cases have been fake encounters. 

In Bangladesh \VC became familiar with a term called ''Crossfire·· during the previous 

political government when accidental deaths of '"rogue "'individuals were reported 

\Vhen confronted by police. However. this was no ordinary police.;\ special force was 

created by the government to combat crime especially in big cities. According to a 

report provided by this agency to the media. 60 people were killed in such encounters 

or Crossfire in 200lJ, and R3 people in the year before. 

This special or elite force to combat crime is actually a formal institutionalization of 

the ad hoc measure that the government took in 2003 called Operation Clean IIcari to 

crack down on crime. The operation jointly launchctl with all branches of armed forces 

and police that lasted about four months reportedly leu to arrest of several thousand 

alleged criminals and 44 deaths either in custody or at the time of encounters with law 

enforcing agencies. The governments halted the operation after four months citing 
succcs · b · · · t 1 I ·. · s, ut actually due to severe cnt1c1sm 1y t 1c Human Rights watch groups bot 1 

mtcrnally and externally. I do not think there were uny later follow up of the charges 

of extra-judicial killinl!S that period. Instead we had a new force to deal with crime 
and criminals. ~ 

The stories above and the statistics of extra judicial killings in India and Bandadesh 
arc not r . b . -. resented to show any companson etwccn the two countncs or to demonstrate 

who Is ahead in extra-judicial killing. That is not the intent ofthis write up. It is not about 
how man f · · · ·1·· I II · · I d Y o the killmgs were _1ust1 ICC um low many crnmnals were apprchcnt c 
by such c · · · · d Xtraordmarv measures. The pomt IS to what extent a lel!ally constituted an 
Jemocr· · · . -

alically elected government should go to deter en me and apprehend criminals. 
To wh·tt ~ . 

. ' extent u legally constituted agency could go and carry out its mandate Ill 
cracklno d h k I b I "' own on crime'? What are the c cc sam u anccs'! 

In Banolad J · · 1· · ·•· · I k"ll. · "'' es l we had many 111C1dcnts o cxtr<~-JUuiCia "I mgs many years pnor to 

the creation of the elite force or the joint forces operation. Two of these that come 

immediately to my mind arc the one in. 1974 --a joint army and BDR operation in 1974 

to combat across the border smuggling. and the other in 1975 to combat '·anti-social 

clements .. \Vith the newly created Para military force called the .latiyo Rakkhi Bahini. 

Hoth had led to apprehension of thousands and ·'accidental deaths" while the law 

enforcing agencies were '"pursuing"' them. 
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FORTYYEARS OF BANGLADESH 

I have \ i\·id memPr~ ,,fan i neident during the jPi nt ti.m:es ~~perati,lll ag.t llht '-I1H1gs 1111::: 

in I <l74 111 DltHlJpur di~trict. .-\-. ~\dditi,mal Deputy ( ·,1mmi~~ioncr I ""'"' th~.: ,·j, ilian 
conn I ina tnr nft h~· anti-smuggling <:ampaign in the di-.;trict. One nwrni ng thL· ,·." 1"1U lhkl 

of the Ppc..·rati,ln, a I t. Cnlnnd '1fll11..· army. infi.)rmed m~· over phone in great <tgit:llinn 

that he wa~ facing an irate cwwd in the area nf his work and that he needed pt'~licc 

intervention"" l11..· could lll'~t usc hi~ arrned forc..·es t0r nnwd control. \\'hen I enquired 

about the reason. he informed me that hi~ forces had gunned down some ~rnuggkr..; 

earlier at dawn. and thi~ had .:nraged local people. He did not tdl me whether thL· 

people gunned down were arrnl..!d and i r there was any armed resistance by them. I sent 

a magistral<.' along with a pnlice Cl'~ntingcnt who brought the sitmltil'll under control. at 

kast for the..· time..·. An enquiry later rcwakd that the gn1up ,~r~ix that \\as sh11t to c..kath 

was •·-.;uspccted'' of ~muggling ncar the inh:rnatinnal border. and the grnup induded 

a boy nt' fourteen. A .. discreet'· executin· enquiry was hdd later that ga\ c the arm~ 

benefit nfdnubt. It was extra-judicial killing par·c..·xcdkncc. but we kt the army , ... n·for 
the greater gotld , ... fth~· c..·nuntry thrnugh an enquiry. 

The extra-judicial killings would continue in the country with the launching , ... rsimilar 
··cleansing operations" in later years. Some we would know of thn ... ugh new ... paper~. 

hut many we would never know. Yet. the irony of it all is that these killings an: in the 

hands of agl.!ncie~ that havl.! been 0IYicially established to protect li t'c and prt'~perty ,,f 

people. not by under-world. under cover entities. 

Any killing is a violation of human right~. When murders arc committed by pri' ate 

individuals against others. there is re<.·,,urse ti.n the aggrieved persons pro' ided by thl.! 

laws tlfthl.! country. The law enforcing agencies can and do apprchc..·nd thl.! perpetrators 

of the nime. ami prosecute them in the <."t'~Urts nf justicc. But what recnur~l' an 

aggrincd party has when the crinK'" arc eommitt<.·d hy an agency \vhich ha~ h .. .-~·n 
nll'icially cmpowen:d to deter crirnc'! 

An alert and active judiciary usually would be recourse t~ ... r seeking rcdres-; f~1r these 

\V<lnton activities. as has been the case cited above in India. Recently a Hant-!lmk·sh 

court also brought to book sc,·eral p01icc men for alkgcd killing two years bcr~. ... rc. 

The court interventions and the consequent judicial convictions l'~r th~· perpctrators arc 

however small reparations t0r the human lives that have been lost and the impact that 

these have on the familic~ they lefi h!.!hind. Countless liV<:s ha\1.! been IPs! li1r probably 

for no rl.!ason in last ti.mr dec..·adl.!s in our country in what has been tcrml.!d as ..:ncount..:r-. 
or cro~~ fires. These I ivl.!s would never he returncd. We may bring to _!Usllc~o.· mer t nne 

a fev.· of the pcrpetratPrs. but \Villnc\'er he able to retrie,·e the lost lives. 

Dcmnt·raey is not -;imply the right of the people to elect a governrnl.'nt the\ \\ant. It 

i~ also a right of the people tn live the way they \\ant tn live. and make .,tm: that the 

government they elect guarantee that this right ts prntcctcd hy bm. It :11"'' ~,,,., tlktll 
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the right to demand that agencies that arc created by their elected gon:rnment pnwide 

transparency and accountability for their actions. I have no doubt in mind that the 

majority of the personnel of our law enforcing agencies arc guided hy rule nf law and 

respect for human life. Yet we have clements among us who may transgress the law:-. 

either in over enthusiasm in chasing crimes and criminals. or by momentary intox irati on 

of power given by the arms in their hands. The way to address such wayward conduct 

is to have strict accountability of these forces in all their campaigns and transparency 

of these operations. In pamllel we also need that our political masters do not usc such 

forces to fight their battles. No one would want a Gujarat like occurrence where law 

enforcing agencies reportedly became willing perpetrators of a politically motivated 
"police encounter•· 



Professional Conduct and Our Civil Service 

Back in the seventies when applying for a government scholarship for higher studies 
abroad (as a civil servant) I was required to state in one of the application forms 

whether I was in a professional or a non-professional cadre. The question nonpluscd 

me as I was not aware that there was any job in the government that qualified as 
non-professional. When I raised this issue before the officer who was helping me in 

the application process. he replied sagely that the erstwhile Civil Service (by that time 
christened as Administrative Service) was not deemed as a professional cadre. He 

further informed me that the word "professional" only applied to engineers. doctors. 

ami other technical specialists. Members of the civil service-that group of oiTicials 

who represented the gcnemlists--werc not "professionals''. They were simply civil 

servants. I could not persuade my interlocutor to realize that civil service is also a 
profession. and that \VC all arc professional civil servants. 

This may sound facetious. but could it be that this gratuitous definition of··profcssionals'' 

given by the Section O!Ticcr is the bane that afflicts our generalist civil service"? Could 
it he that this definition actually helps a good many of our civil servants not to act as 
professionals. let alone grow or to follow the discipline of professionals'! 

I am led to this hypothesis from the news reports that I have seen of late of the 
remarks made to the press or public by two civil servants-both still employed by the 

government. One---a very senior civil servant has been reported to vent his spleen 

on his superiors after reassignment from a high-profile job. The other, a very junior 
oiTiccr in the totem pole, has reportedly expressed his outrage in public at the loss of 

the magisterial power that his position had accorded to him following separation of 
judiciary from the executive. and directed his tirade at the highest court. Both were 
reacting to government decisions that as ''professional'' civil servants arc obliged to 
obey. and not question. least of all challenge in public. 

Who do we blame for this ··unprofessional'' behavior? The individuals who started 
to consider themselves as celebrities rather than government employees doing their 

jobs? The media that offered them this opp01tunity'? Or is it the cumulative result of 
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.. ,·ar:- "'l"'littct/alton ·d the hurcaucntc). which all.,wcd -.;udl ullc'Lill<.,., th~tl hl'ltl 

:mly pnlitical kadn<' I ~Ill""" it i.._ a hlend nf all. 

.-\dhcrcnc..: to profco;sil'llai ..:onduct sil(luid h..: th..: hallmark llf a ,.,, tl "L't\ tl\l I hat 
prnfcssil'llal conduct Ct1111C~ fwm tradition. training. d..:dicatinn ll' "''rk. :111d "'~·rail. 
frnrn the b..: 1 icf that people judge c iYi I servants th..:m hy thci r WPrk ct hi,. :1 rhi ':due-, Tll't 

by the power l1r authority they wield. 

Unfortunatcl:y the ..:rosion of s0cial and moral value~ that we h:l\ L' witm·"~..:d '"cr the 
past two d..:caJcs has impacted our civil bureaucracy a~ much a-.; other branches 11f the 
~ocidy. p,,Iiticalmanipulation of the ci,·il ~en·ice. u~c ,,f ,,Jl'icial po"er l(,r p~Tsonal 

gains. and partnership in corruption \\·ith political bk"sings hm..: denuded the ci\'il 
sen icc of ih priJ..:. anJ fPstercd a culture of sun·ivalof me-fiP;t ahP\..: e\ nything. 

This did nPt happ..:n C\\<.:rnight. This has hapj'l'lh.'d from y..:ar" l'f tH.:gkct of the L·ivil 
s..:n·ic..:. highly nawed recruitment prPccss. equally flawed training. and "ub-;tituti,,n of 
merit with p0litical sycophancy. We cannot expect prnl'cssinnal conduct from officiab 
whn have had no tradition to follow. IW training in what prnfL·-;-;ionali-;m l.'ntail". and 
wlw have he en reared in an environment of ~el f-pn1mnt ion. 

The l'l11llbined result oft hese deleterious trends has presented us with a civ i I bureaucracy 

that em produce clements with behaviors that more befit pnlitical being'-. This is why 
it is pPs~iblc to have, from time to time. individuals who can translate their filiecn 
minutes pf media fame to false assumptions of pcr-;.,nal glory. leading to their hubris. 
rhis Jack of training can also lead tO t:qually false a~surnptiPJb that the public officL''­
tiK'} <Kl'UPY arc like fiefdnrns. Thus, thcv arc ~hl'ckcd when they ar..: ,,, '' ..:d l'n'm their 
pPwcrful poo;itions. They react ..,trnngly. -they arc in ,·on-;tant dL·nial. 

\\, ,-" 111 1< 11 ..:xp..:ct " lariq hin /iyad tconqu..:rrng < ·~·neral l'l Spatn1. ,,r " t oencral 
\·k ·\rthur among our civil servant ... who bowed their healls and )!a\l' up their pnsitiom 

~11 1 h.: C•lllllllanJ of superior authorities. The tradition nl· our civi I service has b..: en hadlv 

mauled b: pPliticai manipulation and political prcssur.: in the past decades. i\hsct~t 
n:i(,nn ol the rccruttmcnt process. tigorous training in professions and prokssional 

cPnduct. and stnct enlorccment of discipline in each prokssion. we cannot expect a 

... lllldcn tran-;t(mnatton in the code of l'lltlduct of our civil servants. But we surdy can 
<.:\JKC1 to ~top recurrence of such hclwvior in the future. if eflt)rts arc made nlm fr,,m 

~n,und up. IlK current environment seems to ofkr the rno"t appropriate setting to fix 
a -.v ... tclll that ha'- lwcnt.-rying nut loud for repair. 
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Political Cost of Corruption 

l"hl· ·1 ranspar~ncy lnt~rnati•lllal (TI) r~p11rt branding Bangladl•sh as a leader of thl' 
pad. of ten llll'Sl corrupt ..:ountries. and the fingl·r ptlinting at each 11ther by two maj11r 
politi..:;Jl parti~.·s ,,four country as the architects ,,f this nati11nal infamy bring to mind 

till' analogy pf rel·~.·nt meltd1mn of World( ·(,m tthe '"'" infamous tekcom giant). On 
.lune 2(,_ 2002 LJ.S. r~.·gulators charged \\",,rldC "om Inc. with fraud after WnrldC,,m 

admilled it hid almost S4 bifli,,n of..:osts. bringing itt,, the brink ofhankruph:y in 11ne 
,,fthe biggest a..:counting scandals e\er. 

The scandal pushed w,,rldCom stock h.l an all time low ofjust ~cents alter heing mer 
S I CI.OII this year and over $h0.110 just a 1\:w years ago. Even though the US Securities 
and Exchange ( ·ormnissinn stated in its civil lcl\vsuit that the scheme was '"directed 

and approv~d by \VorldCom 's senior management''. b11th current and former Chief 

b.eculiws and Chil'f 1-"inancial Officers denied knowledge of any wrongdoing. They 
wnuld not own up tP the financial \\Tcckage of the company. <'r the financial disaster 
that \\'a!'. \\Tough! upPn to the C11mpany shareholder-;. its cmpl,,ye~.·s. 111" h' tlw lIS 

ccPnorny in gen..:ral. Someone <.'lse was rn..:ssing up their hooks. not them. 

l.ike the WorldCom s..:nior management. our political managers also seem to sugg..:st 
that the corruption in Hangladcsh is not their creation. Someone else did it. 

The Tl report did not bring about any ha,oc in Bangladesh finances. nor did it lead to 
any legal action: but the rept,rt was published intcrnatilmally. and we as a nation were 
labeled as the most corrupt country in the world. We may lament it. but the word got 
around very quickly. 

I lik~.· to take thl' World(',,m analogy a bit further to analyz..: the Bangladesh situation. 
lhl' alleg<.·d fraud in the Company was the handiwork of a few swindling employees 
in collusion with conniving managers. but its impact was devastating to the Company. 
Akin to the WorldCPm predicament. corruption in Bangladesh is the handiw.wh. of 
a lllllll'rity namely its bureaucracy: hut its ctl'cct i~ more nvcrwhclming and far 
•nPI\~ damaging. I hL' SH · report ha ... damaged financial wealth nf a C•1111pan~ and 
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its shareholders: the Tl report has tarnishcu the reputation of a whole nation. But the 

analogy should stop here. 

In the US. the SEC has been able to bring to book the major perpetrators of the fraud 

in WorldCom. In Bangladesh we arc looking for scapegoats for this national disgrace. 

Instead of admitting that there is something ''rotten in the state of Denmark'". instead of 

taking measures against the pernicious evil of corruption and its deleterious ctTcct on 

our economy. our government I callers arc quick to put it squarely on the ··shenanigans" 

of their predecessors. or arc totally ignoring the whole issue by labeling the Tl report 
as a deep international conspiracy. Our opposition lc<tders arc rejoicing over this 

national ignominy celebrating the report as an international stamp of disapproval of a 

government they would like to sec fall. No one has cared to catch sight of the long-term 

effect of this branding. nor has any one voiced any dcmanu for a probe into what leu 

to such a scathing report. Government leaders hate to admit that corruption exists lest 

it affect their own party or themselves. 

It is lamentable to see how the avarice and greed of a fraction of our people have 
blanketed the entire country with the stigma of vice. It is equally appalling to observe 

how impervious our leaders have become to such accusations and tarnishing of national 

image. We may protest that corruption is confined only to a segment of our population: 

we may attract others' attention to our neighboring countries and declare in somewhat 

righteous indignation that they arc no better. The crude reality is that it docs not help to 

shake otT this pariah image. Finger pointing of one regime to another. from one leader 

to another as the origin of this evil docs not free us from the consequences of the evil. 

It is not that we were actually surprised by the Tl report. We had reached the nadir 

last year. We defended the title the second time. It is ironic that despite corruption 

becoming a buzzword in Bangladesh aid circle. despite corruption being a central 

theme of a recent World Bank publication (Government That Works). and despite 

corruption figuring as a major obstacle in the governance process of Bangladesh. we 

seem to make no headway in addressing it, let alone solve it. ()uitc a few of recent 

writings by a few of our thinking elites dealt with corruption. its cause and c!Tccts. and 

ways to tackle these. Most of our people arc aware what causes corruption. where these 

arc. and some can even suggest how these can be tackled. Ho\vcvcr. all this knowledge 

is meaningless if the political will to tackle corruption is lacking. This political will 

need a determination ut all levels starting from the highest. If this Lloes not happen 

soon. we will not need a crystal ball to predict the winner of the most corrupt country 

title in the next Tl report. 
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Public Office for Private Gain 

In 11>72 alkr li.mning th~o.· Constituent.:\ss~mhly \\'ith m~mha~ ,1ftlw t;mn~·r \.atr•'nai 
Ass~mhly and th~ Prn\ in~.:ial '\S~(·mhl) td.:ct(·d in then l·.ast Pakht.tn 111 ";-11,. 

Bangahandhu Sheikh i'dujihur Rahman hnldly expclkd in I\\'' in~tallnll.'ll!' '''IlK' 

fi.1rty-five nr so members <'ftlll· ·\ssemhly fnllllthe A\\ ami l.~·aguc. Th..: ~·'p'll..:d party 
members automaticall~ l.,st their A~semhl~ scat:- since till.' ..:nnstituti,lll mandat~·.t 

so. Whik s11me ,,f thc:-.~o.· m~.·mber:-. were cxpdkd ,,n charges of c.,llabmatinn '' ith 
Pakistan and other political rea:-.nns. a gn,,d number ,,fthem were e\pellcd nn~.·har~('s 
nf corrupt i11n. Perhar~ I should say "reputation·· of corruption. since I .t,, lll'l think any 
0f the!».: expelled members was later pros~.·cutcd in a C<.lurt 0f law. To the L:<lntrary. nll'St 
of these "l'l'IT!Ipt'' members thriwd very well using their ill-gollcn po~s.:s-.ions to bu) 

political influence and expand their wealth. 

There is a special reaMlll li.1r this anecdntal reference. This was a da~~i~.· ca~c where 
a political action taken in apparently good faith failed or was allowed 111 fail h~o.·cau~c 

thl·re was no administratiw folio\\' up. I do not hcli('\'C the 1 1JT.!. action ,,f Bangabandhu 
was a P''litical hype. or a rhetorical act to chastise fdlnw party member-; and \\arn 
them against political di'isent. although lack of any scri,,us ti'll''" up to this h<'ld ad 
may have U!» think sc1. It was an earnest act taken in response to mounting nit ieisms of 
corruption and other foul charges against many of the Awami League member~ hy a 
vociferous section of the party that were widely believed t0 be true. 

The dramatic nature of the act. and the public euphoria that it had generated. hn\\C\Cr. 
fialcd <.lui as the expelled members "'''trld strut their stuff in public no ~·'oner than 
the initial noise haJ died down. We can only ofl'er some conjectures why there \\as no 
follow up to this bold act. These could have been internal rc!>.i!>.tance!l from the p<'litical 
party. fear that the expelled member!>. wlluld jilin a growing 11pposition or sirnpl) a 
change ,,f heart in the leader hirn:-.df. Whatever he the reasons. the lc:-.:-.on that ''e take 
from thi~ abortive "clean the house" campaign is any gond faith action \\ill derail 
without right had up. 
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I believe the 1972 action did not succeed because it lacked three important s!l.:ps in 
an anti-corruption move that follow sequentially. These arc probe. pn ''c. and punish. 
In fact, the last step featured first. that is if we take cxpulsil~n ti·om the ( ·onstitu~nt 
Assembly to be a punishment. In reality. however. it became the opposite. The expulston 
became a seminal event for the bent politicians' later transiticm to cnorm0us wealth. 
wielding of political influence. and for some. eventual return to the parliament. 

It will perhaps be unfair to cite the 1972 incident as the only cause li.1r the burgeoning 
corruption industry that would characterize our politics anti bureaucracy in later year~. 
But it is a good starting point. It shaped the thinking of the political parties and a 
majority of the politicians that public otTiccs arc not for public scn·icc. and definitely 
not for altruistic acts. These arc lucrative. because they niTer easy channels to private 
gains. Politics henceforth would be dominated by people who were in search of 
acquiring wealth at public expense. People, the ultimate victims of these shenanigans. 
also gradually began to accept this stoical view that politics and corruption arc 
inseparable. 

Unfortunately. nothing would happen in the subsequent three decades that could shake 
this stoical view. With each change in political government there ,,·ould he hope that 

the next cast of characters would make some efTorts to stem the tide. Indeed. there 

would be election promises of sorts to that efTect. In reality. the party that came to 
govem would usc its new found power to chase and harass its political 10es from the 

p~st regime-all in the name of fighting corruption. This charade would be so habitual 
wtth every new political government that even legitimate cases of corruption charges 
leveled aga,·n ·t I' . . •· ·t . bl' . . ., l·tt·t s po tttcums occamc suspcc 111 pu te vte\V. 1 1ey werl' seen as a vem e ' 
of one 1· · po tllcal party against another. 

This c~nic view resulted not only from past public experience hut alsl' in the inherent 
~e:.ect In the process that was followed in pursuing cases of corruption. In the three 

p ~ of pursuing corruption cases that I mentioned earlier pwbe. prove. and 
pumsh ·t · · . . 
. · · 1 ts Important to follow thetr scquenttal pattern. In 197'2 the end result came 

ftrst -expulsl· r: bl H d h' b · · · I I .. . · on •rom the Assem y. a t 1s ecn otherwtse. If t 1e c 1arges wer~ 
I trst tnvcstio t, 1 h . 

..,a et. t en proved before a court of law. the pumshment would have been 
automatic A d h" . 1 h · · 1 •·I . · · n t ts pumshment coulc ave gone beyond cxpul:-;ton I rom t 1e Assemo y. 
With some ,·al·l t. . . I I 't . h . . I 'II · . llllc and other fmancta rc n mllon. Per aps there was no pohttca wt 
t~ do so. Perhaps the party leader was constrained by circumstances. 13ut our political 
future would have been curved in a different platform. had thi~ action been handlcJ 
another way. 

The country is now hearing with awe the unfolding stories of o.;nmc (lf our elected 

ofTicials" unbounded greed. and unabashed amas~ing of wealth using their 0fficcs. 

lJo.;ing public otTice for private gains takes a ne\\ meaning when the gains aim at 
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amassmg Wealth at the Jevd of King Croesus. But it is not just the officials: the gainers 
from their offices arc their factotums and underlings-perhaps more so. The Pandora's 
Box has heen laid open. 

All this happened because we lived in a culture that considered usc of public office for 
private gain as normal. almost as a perk. We may have a thousand and one rules that 
regulate a public otricial's conduct. that expressly prohibit a public official to use that 
office to benefit himself or those with whom he has a relationship outside the ofTiec. 
But these have no meaning. nor have they any impact on the conduct of our officials 
because they know the mutually supportive environment they have created would help 
them transgress these rules blithely. Hence we have these cases. and we \viii continue 
to have these cases unless we have a way to stem this tide now. 

There is a glimmer of hope that the opportunities that we have now in the new 
environment will be used toward not only cftcctively pursuing the cases of sleaze that 
have surfacec.l but also end in results that forbid repetition of such criminal conduct in 
the future. Three essential parts of anti graft measures arc investigation. prosecution 
and education. We arc witnessing only the first part. But we will await with eagerness 
a successful follow up with the next two parts also. 



The Burden of Corruption Fighters 

In Nn,.:mh..:r jll()t)_ ..;hnrtly alkr hi:- tak.:ll\t'l" ol' the ~P\CJ"Illll.:nt pf l'aki,tan a-. 
!'r·>llkno < o~.·n.:ral [>..;p C/ \·lu~harral' ,·,tahlhiH'd thl· ~;otinn;tl ·\c,·nuJllahJIJI~ i{ur~.·;Hr 

', '-.·\l~o through prPrnulgatron nl' <lll ordinance te1 cnmhat L·nrruptHlll :111d gr<~fl 111 till' 
~-,,untry. I h~.· fir,t tw1, ( 'lwirmcn of 1'-.'\B 1\er-..: retired army ,,ll"ic~.·r, •" rth r;tnk ,,f l.t 

< i~.·ncral i. the mo~t recent ;tpp<'i ntl'C i, a rcti rcd Ci, il Sen ant. 

l"he <tgencv wa~ charucd with the rcspon,ihility of "o.:liminatinn •'~' L·,,rruptH'Il 
thwugh " ~~~~listie appr~;ach nf a\\'arcnc~s. pre\ cnti,,n and cnfillTClllcnt." lhrt m.tinl) 
the immediate _job of the nc\\· f01111d agency \\'<IS Ill lhllllld lllll people ~thpcl'ted u)' 

'-iphnning utr the countrv's exchequer to augmcnt pcrsnnal wcalth pcopk "IH' hdd 
high public oll'icc. . 

.-\m"ng the fanwu~ public figurcs arraigncd by the agcncy \VL'I'l' N"''"' Sharif. th..: 
llntn..:diat.: past Prime i'vlini,tcr ,,r l'aki.;tan. and lknatir Bhull•'· the prim l'rinw 
f\.·lini-.tcr. 

lnthct·· 1· · 1 · 1 1· 'N · . tr-..t Cl\ year-. pf it-; operation. t 1c pnmar~y mnt u.; operan1 1 of , ·\I~ \\'a-. act111g 
llll Information 011 incidents of grafi ami C\lrruptinn by public official' or rcpNI o)' 

abu-..c nfotficc hy public oll'icial~. The ,,,un:c ofinfonnation wa-; u-,ually a cPmplaint. 
Acc,,r I' ,t)t)- N \H · 

< tng to the late~t annual rcp11rt I"- ) ) 1 recctvcd on a\·cra1!c ahPut 13.1HHl 

cornplainh <lllllU<.tllv. or which ah0Ul (jt)() were enquired intP. abnul I()() im ._;-;ti!!all.:d. 
but less tl · c . I · tl ' · \ t t · I · - I · · ldll _,()cases were prcscntct 111 H.: court..- Ill t 11s 1vas tone \lt\h <.~n annua 
bud (Jet () , .. l - - p I . ,, . ) . I ,. I I I . 1" "' d 1out )) crorc~ 1 a!'>t!->lan ,upcc,;~ <~IH manpower ,, H111t rc, ~ ul pf ll'Crs 

<Ind men spread all over the cPtllllry. Dcspik its rcsnurcc~ the a!!cncy wa-; stvtnicd bv 
"il'tino thr h h I ,. I . 1· 1- I : : . II -~ ''llg t c crwrm(lliS \O um..: o CPillp atnt-, tu ..:stab'" 1 t 1\.'tr \l'ractt\'. jp ll\\' 

' 111 arduPu~ procl.!ss pf' culkcting cvidcnccs. and final I) arrive at a prim;~ facie .ca~c that 
cottld kad to prosecution. 

II\ '" ',., 11 ilcknn\1 lcdgcmc,;nt. in its initial year~ the ~AI~ could not fi1llo\\ ih n1<1111 

" 1h' 1" 1i '•: "t'lnntnation ,,f corruption thrnu!,!h a hPii"ttc approach "' awarcn~·s-.. 

'''~'h'lllto '" ,JIHI l.!nfnn.:cml·nt'' hecau:-c nf ih prirnar~ t'(lcll~ nn i 11\l'slt~at i ng and 
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Pn ,,,:cuti no . · 1 · · tl t' 1 ::- ~il!\1,.'!\ pf t.!rat't an. I .... ,,rrupl1<1n Ill\ u 'Ill!,! Important pu, 1..:: 1gur..:::-;. am 
"'" ... "~" 11 111elll ,,1·1 .. · ·- · 1 I - I. . -1·1 ::- lnak l"hL·r ... · ha'..:: h..:..:n m"e' re~u t~ 1,1! tu~ camp;ugn. 1e agency wa~ 
·1bk '"' reco, "I' · · 1 ·· ,. ,. t 1 ' . ~ ~.:rnrcs of rup<.:L'!'> from .. ,,1 untary r..:turn!'> o gra 1 money ,y ~..:\'era 
'IC<.:ll"..:d 111c1 1· · · · 1 1 • · Ullng a li)['mer 1\a\ y du..:f. and also ~uc..:e:-;slully pr1,1~ecute :-;.:,era aw 
makers. Hut it has als .. , L'ither dwpped ur sh..:h cd case:-; :-;tart..:d against important public 
figures isuch as Nawaz Sharif'l for political r..:a~.ms. 

[)..:!'>pile "11111l' impr..:ssiw achi~,.·,..:ment by NAB in first six years (l'Pmi..:tion 11fsom..: 
4(1() p<.:opl.,:, return pf 0\ <.:r 13 billi<)[l of' rup<.:l'S), th<.:r<.: ha\'(: been ~<.:H'I'LII criticismS 
or th..: ag..:n~.:y as \\..:II. Some ,1r theso.: \\Cr..: that se\·..:ral of its case~ wo.:rc pl>litically 
moti,·atL'll. that it had b..:L'n s..:l..:ctin: in pn•so.:.:ution. and that it lacked transparc.:n..:y in its 
P~'<''-'..:''· Th..: ag ... ·n..:y r..:t'u!l.:s the ..... · b~ stating that it is an ind..:p..::nd..:nt . ..:on~titutionally 
cstahll ... hL·d hndy that 1, ans\\·..:rahk <1111~ to the Pr..:sidcnt. \\'hich under .:urr..:nt 
l'ircun~stanc..:!\ mal,.;., the dcti:n-;e qu..: ... tiOnahk. Re..::L'Illly. the gmernmelll appoinh:d a 
r..:tir .. ·d ci\ il 'L'nant <l'i ( 'hairman. p..:rhaps 11.1 dcllect another criticism that the agency 
i .. .~nny dClminatcd. R..: ... pnnding tn the agency\ original mandai..:. the agency also 
... wrtl·d to \\ork on a cnmpr ... ·hensih' antl·l'••rrupti,,n :-;trat ... ·gy aimed at creating public 
a\\ ar..:n..:s ... and prL'\ ..:nt inn , •I' l'Prrupt iclll. I nt..:rnati .. lllal agL'nci..: ... i nduding <>I ·:CD and 
.·\I>H han· chipp..:d in"' make this .. traiL'gy a 'iUl'Cess. 

N.:\ B e'<pt'riL'nL·..: is a suhj<..'L't to p0nder in .,,ur .:nun try that is awash with c0mplaints and 
rL·pnrted e\·id..:nn·s c•f ma"~ plunder of rL·sr•urces by puhlil: nfTicials with a newly found 
pub I ie agency charg..::d 1~,1 mldress these nl<unmoth tasks. According !1,1 new ... reports we 
han· about 150 politicians and husiness men at national level who have Sll t~1r been 
rounded up nn <:omplainh of corruption and misuse of public.: l)ITice. investigati~,1ns in a 
majority of' which arL' o;till ongoing. To this\\<.: ha\'e added two 1,1thcr high profile cases 
of' publil· ..:orruption that ha\'l: allra..:tcd intcrnatinnal attention. 

!"here may b~: numerous other ~.·ases at district le\·el where a pletll(lra .,..,r cnmplaints 
ill'<.: being r<.:l'ei\·ed and inquir..::d inl<1. Number or the pending cases. anJ the time it is 
taking in their dispn~almay mak..:: people wonder if the substantive hard work of the 
n..:w ag..::ncy will bring th..: much desired result that we all ~eck. 

·1 h..: burden of' corruptinn fighter ... is nncrou~. in parti..:ular when it is unbiased. The 
l.'hecrkad..:r!\ today can become stL'rll critics !Oill111TOW if the fighters slip. It' NAB 
e\p..:ri..:ncc is any guide ti1r us. we need a transparent pr11<.:css in our anti-corruption 
fight that Wl•uld e~tablish ..:redibility anJ l~tith in the adopted m..:asur..:s both for us 
in the cnuntry and th..: international C<1nli11Unity that is watching all our actions. :\s 1 
:o.L'<.: it g()ing li1rward the :-;teps should include a l~tst l.'11111pkti1•n ,,(' invo.:stigatinn of the 
pending cases. following a due IWOCl.'SS for prnsl.·cution. and pr0111111ing an environment 
that supports a 1 .. 1n,g lasting. durable anti·l'Prruption agency th·e from any p11litical 
pr..::ssure or "'·..:rtPne. For the first tw1• we ne..::d to help l1lll'sclves: fi1r the third w..: may 
ne .. :d h..::lp ami l.'xpertise ti·om others. lnternati1)nal aid agencies and our partners 111 

d..:vl.'lopmclll will b..: mor..: than willing to help in this. 
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Running with Hare-Hunting with Hounds 

Raj Rajaratnam, a hedge fund billionaire, was convicted this Month (May II) by a 

New York Jury of insider trading after 12 days of deliberation. Rajaratnam l~1ces up to 

nearly 20 years of prison when he is sentenced. The term insider trading is frequently 

used to refer to a practice in which an insider or a related party trades based on material 

non-public information obtained during the performance of the insider\ duties at the 

corporation. This is in breach of a fiduciary or other relationship of trust and confidence 

or where the non-public information was misappropriated from the company. This 

conviction may be the tip of an iceberg as several as Wall Street stalwarts have been 

identified by the US government as co-conspirators in the case. We will wait to sec. 

However. this is United States where regulators watch the financial world like hawks, 

and even though people like Rajaratnam slip through the watch sometimes. they arc 

eventually caught. They arc caught. given a public trial. and eventually punished. In 

last thirty months US Government was able to successfully prosecute fifty people for 

manipulation of the stock market. Alas, we wish we had the same level of surveillance. 

and punishment in our country for the villains of our financial \Vorld. The two 

economics-US and Bangladesh-arc not comparable even in a remote sense, but the 

ways the crooks work arc similar. The only difference is that crooks in USA arc caught 

and punished. our crooks get away. 

Our government put a high powered committee to probe the most massive Dhaka Stock 

Market collapse in its 55-year history. In its report on April 7. 20 II the committee found 

massive stock manipulation. and bad decisions of the regulators that brought about this 

fall. According to news published in the media the probe committee nn share market 

debacle made a series of recommendations f()r a major overhaul of the Securities and 

Exchange Commission. including replacement of its current Chairman. We also read 

how apart from the SEC the Stock Exchange itself. market issue managers. issuers. 

auditnrs--in h1ct anyone who had anything to do with the Stock Market had role in 

this massive collusion. 
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The report also gan: !->pe~ific ~xampk!-> nf in!->idcr trading impacting :-;hare pri~cs. We 

learnt that around Tk. 4.000 to 5.000 nore went Ill private p~1cket:-. tlm,ugh dired 

listing. Spccifi~ companies and individuals have abo been cited in the repnrt f()r 

market manipulation. 

\Vc ha\"c yet to sec the lit II fallout of the probe and the committee recommendations. 

So far a:-. we know that the Security and Exchange Commission. the mnin watch d0g 

of the Stock Market. i:-; being overhauled. A new SEC Chairman ha:-; b~en appointed. 

The whole entity i:-; likely Ill receive new appointees. But this i!-> house cleaning forth~ 

regulating agency only. \Ve hav~ abo learnt the Cio,·ernmenl will ask the anti-corruption 

cPmmi!->sion to investigate into other allcgaliPns and charg~s made in the report. We 

g~nuinl.!ly hope these will he pur!->ued. 

What I do ll:ar. hmn:\er. that as in the past the p~l\\"Crful names and indi,·iduals \\ llh 

political clout may remain unt~1uchabk·. It ha:-. happened bcf(wc. and it ma~ happcro 

again. It is because \H: live in a S(ll'iety whcrl' political and SPl'iall"Pnnccthlns tn Jlt'\\~r 

arc keys to !louting nf laws by individuals. such an expcctatinn is lllll unrealistic. It is 

because we stall" the agencies with people who run with hare and hunt '' ith hllUlllls. 
They alternate the roles fitting the occasion. There is neither a political guidanl'C twr a 

political will to let these agencies run properly. 

1\kre overhaul l'f a gO\ernmcnt entity that is stalfed \\ilh indi,iduab ,,·ho sunt\C 

on government support cannot rid us of the ~viis and t'tllTUptitln that arc induh.!cd 

in by ptllitically ptlwcrli.ll sections of the society. We may b~ abk ltl s111gk •'lit a IL'\\. 

individuals ft,r thctr in~ompdetK'c and indl"ictctK~ and remmc them lromulltn·. h111 

we cannot ask an nrganin1tion to wield real regulatt,ry pn\\cr \\ itho>IILIL'l'tli 

What g<hld is a l"l'gulattwy authority if its work is stymied by politit.:al..-ltllll ,,fth..: 'cry 

people the authority is ..;upp\N:d to regulate'! What tru..;t it can gencrat..: fr,,lll r..:Dpl..: .r 
it cannot enforce its own rule..; and regulati~~ns in the arena it is askcd to r..:gul;llc·.' 

Nn government agency nr r~gulatnry body can perform ctlccti,cly if thcr..: i" th' 
political backing for its independent nperatinn from the top. We may select the mo..,t 

skilled professionals for an agency. but they \vould he pnwerless if the entity they an: 

tasked to run cannot operate free from politieal pressure. Our lawmakers can en:-.urc 

this by guaranteeing the regulatory agencies their imkpendcncc, and making them 

aceountahk only to a Parliamentary Committe~ eomprising members ffllm gmcrnmcnt 

and opposition pat1ics. This \Vay while the activities of the agency \Viii h<.· tran..;parl'nt 

and subje<.·t 1t1 scrutiny by a body of lawmukt•rs, the law makers thcmsehes will also 

have a responsibility to set' that the agency \Vorks to meet it:-. objc<.·tivc:-.. The lm' nwker.., 

must ensure that the agency reports to them regularly. and hring to book culprit... whn 

!lout the lm.,·..;. The agencies cannot run with hares and hunt with hounds. 
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We need people of integrity run the regulatory agencies as much as we need indi,·iduals 

with the right skills to oversee the tasks they arc asked t0 perform. They alsn need 
independence and protection for doing their jobs. This independence and protection 

can only come from the lawmakers who represent our people. To prevent arwther 

stock debacle and future manipulation of the market by the privi legcd rc\\·. I h(1pC pur 

government will do the right thing by all of us. 



Debate over Democracy 

Sir Winston Churchill once famously observed .. Many forms of Government have been 
tried, and will be tried in this world of sin and woe. No one pretends that democracy 
is pertcct or all-wise. Indeed it has been said that democracy is the worst form of 
government except all those other forms that have been tried from time to time.'' We 
need to ponder on this celebrated statement now that our country is in political cross 
road~. and we have new debate~ on the .. type" of democracy suited to our needs. We 
need to ponder a~ we have questions posed before us whether democracy as we have 
pr.1cticed ~o far has cau~cd more grief than happiness. Above all, we need to reflect 
if there i~ any alternative to unfettered, unadulterated parliamentary democracy that 
provided voice to our people, ami actually led to our freedom struggle and birth of 
Bangladesh. 

Apparently we have begun to question this form of democracy because we have found 

10 our dismay that the people we chose to represent our interests in the parliament have 
chosen instead their own interests. wealth and pursuit of happiness at our cost. Hence 
we have this debate. whether this democratic \Vay that we have followed is right for us. 
right for the country. It is worthwhile at this juncture to recall how many times in the 
past we have misplaced our accusations and have thrown away institutions built over 

time for misdeeds of a section ofthe people who nhused th<:.sc in.stitvticm,;.. It takes only 

a day to demolish edifice~ that have taken years to build. 

Our first strike at parliamentary democracy occurred at the infancy of our nation. in 
1975. ironically at the hand of the person who gave it to us in the first place. Confronted 
\vith a fa~t deteriorating economy. rampant corruption, and collapse of law and order. 
our leader amended the constitution to allow for a Presidential system of government 
and one-party rule with a rump parliament. Sad to say this action came from the leader 
who had declared only two years before that he believed in ''(parliamentary) democracy, 
supremacy of the will of the people: government on the consent of the governed''. So 
disenchanted he was with his own Parliament and distrustful of its members that he 
readily threw away three years of hard work that went toward building a constitution 
that had made preservation of civil liberties its topmost priority. 
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TIH:n: 1vcre t \\ lH.:atastrophic t~d louts from this pol it it· a I act iPIL Fi r:--1 \\a:- I h..: a~~a:--~i nat ion 
ot' the father of the nation by a group llf di:--gruntkd military Clfficers. and -,c..:ond was 
the sequence of military coups and count..:r coups that ultimately brought Ill p(lm~r 
(i..:neral Ziaur Rahman. and imposition of Martial Law. Parliamentary dclllliCI"acy 

went south. 

\V..: welcomed the military intervention as we had bitter task in our nwuth-., t'mm three 
years t)f'chaotic parliamentary pL)Iitics. frand1ising ofiOL·al gon:rnm..:ntttllhc kalkrs 

of th..: ruling party. rampant corruption. and a fa~t deteriorating l;m and order cau-,cd 
largely by the );!l)l)ns patronized by the ruling party. f"V1artiallcl\\ from a military lcad..:r 

11ho was abo l'll1~dy a~~Pciatcd with our frc..:dom fight wa'> 'i-.:1\cd a-, a !,!lld'>cnd. 
\Vith Ciennal Zia at the hdm'>. we willingly put aside any thoughh nt' dcmucraL·y. 
\V..: c1 .:n hlam..:d democracy a:- th..: nu 11 of 1 1llf mi-.;fnrtllllL' 'incc 11 e idl.'tll i t"tcd nur p:tst 

pari iam..:ntari<llh and p11l itica I kadcr~ a~ th..: snurc..: 1 •f 1 111r mi-,cry. JKopk 11 h1 1 '' L'I"L' 1 he 
pr11duct~ 11fthc democratic ~ystem. 

Hut the tide would turn ..,non tmvanlthe demo..:rac} that\\<.: had dccn..:d earlier for l)Ur 
woes. A democratic rebirth that became ncc..::-.~ary due main!~ tl) ..::-;tcrnal pre-.,-.,ur..:. 
would now kad us on to the practorian politics that \\ould dl)lllinak the l'l1Untry for the 

ne\.l decad..: . .:\ m:w political party ros..: from the ash..:-. of old Pakistan" 1tlt lt..:lp from 
'>Oillc political turncoats with political neophyks in It)\\, and direct!\ ailkd and abetted 

hv the military establishment. The ai11L'Ilded con~lltlltion that allm\L·d a Presidential 
form of ~0\l.'nllnelll came handy in supporting this pra..:tnrian politiC'-. 

i Ill' mtlllar\ led dent(ll'!itiiC r..:h1rth \\Pttld a~a111 prml· 1<1 h.: ~hurtl11cd ""lit.: 1..:rr1 -hutlt 
Jh 1ilti,·al p;trly would hc mtrcd 111 llltl"lll;tl -,quahhic-, .. utd alk!,!allllll'- nl l'<'rt llplhlll ,,.., 

h, \\a-.. trytng "' hnng ,, ..:haolll hnu-..: 111 nrdLT ( rL'IlLTal /iau1 i{;ilmtdll '''lllid l·all 111 
till' '-<llllC tragic manner a~ the great leader hct"Pr..: him --again 111 tlw h:111d" ni" ,1 kw 
d "-1:! runt led ;1 rm:-· nl'fic..:ro;. 

·\.,..,;,-,.,inati~'ll llf /iaur Rahman. and till' later intra)1arty facti\lll<tlism and -,trill: 111)uld 

.:nahk the armed lt)rces to be back in the dri1..:r's scat. \Ve ll"l'Uid Ita\ c the third lkmisc 

l'f dcmonacy with General Er-;had in pm\·cr and th-: second L'orning 1)1' the rvtartial 

Lm. This would b..: followed by a return to quasi-d..:mocracy with th..: Ill.'\\ military 

leader heading a new party that w(luld include political oppnrtunish. turn coat~ an~l 
'>late managed election~. The results of this political shenanigan would b.: similar tu 
tho~e that happened bdi.1re. Th..: ca~t of characters as~L'mbkd hy the cam)t of power 

\\"Ptild -.,pon cash on that p11w..:r until corruptilm again became a by\\"llrd fi.)r politics. 

It took the l.'l)Utltry long t..:n years to get nd pf the praetorian politics he'>tll\\ed t'l\)lll 

a bm c. It LllPk ycLtrs of struggle for people's \Vi II to return. and hau· p..:npk 's rights 

n:stPr..:d l(l dcct their own rcpr..:sentatives. W..: have had three popular L'lcctil)ll~ in Ia<.! 
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filh:..:n y..:ar-.; that kd tP thrc..: ..:kcted gt'v..:rnment:-.. Thes..: were free ckctions. albeit 

thne have he..:n the u-.ual charg..:s of hiase-. fr(lm tho~e who lost the elections. 13ut 
th..:y ha,·..: be..:n largely· fair. TIH..' prPdu..:h pf thl'St: clecti11ns did nnt come through a 

praetorian political ~yst..:m. they w..:r..: nnt fPi~tcd tl·orn ahPv..: hy a cPterie. Some 11fthe 
clwiccs may nnt ha\'e been gond. but then we ha\ e :-.en1nd chanc..:s t0 discard them if 

'' e wanted to. 

It t<Jkes years of practice for parlianK'ntary tkmocracy t11 succeed. India has had it 

li1r mer sixty year:-.. and y..:t it has it:-. pitfalls. Olkn ,,-e se..: and hear of members of 

t h..: parliament. and stat..: kgislatures in that et1untry haukd a\\'ay li>r 0ITences as dire 
a" nrurd..:r. ami yet th..: c•>untry l'lwose~ 11> r-.:main \\ith a system that in th~..· \\ords 

1>1' Winston <. 'hurchill may be "the \\'Prst fi.mn of goH'rnmcnt exc..:pt all those oth..:r 
ti1rrn-; that hav..: be..:n Lri..:d fnlln tim..: to time". India choos..:s to r..:main in the path 1'1' 

pari iam..:ntary democracy because it ha~ right sakguanls. rule of law. and checb and 

halance~. We would hme n11 nc..:d 11f thi~ type t>f debate tnday if \\e als<' had simii<Jr 

rule 1>1' Ia\\· and right checks and balances. 



Criticism and Democracy 

Among many famous statements that Winston Churchill made. I cannot think of any 
other more appropriate in the current environment of our country than the follmving . 
.. Criticism may not be agreeable. but it is necessary. It fulfills the same function as pain 
in the human body. It calls attention to an unhealthy state of things." The signi fica nee 
of this statement becomes more relevant when we remember that this statement was 

in the context of parliamentary debates that characterize the traditions of British 
Parliament. which we apparently arc enamored ot: but rarely try to follow. 

Debates arc essential parts of the democratic process, and facing criticism in the debates 

is an indispensable clement of this process. Debates in the parliament arc discussions 
on issues that affect the nation on wide ranging issues; these arc supposed to put on 

the table views from a wide spectrum of constituencies that the parliamentarians bring 
to this legislative forum. The statements arc not necessarily sugar coated to soothe the 

cars of those who arc discussed or criticizctl, and in many cases the statements may 
represent partisan interests to convey a contrarian point of view. Yet. the norms of 
parliamentary debates dictate that all parties listen to the opposing views and respond 

to t~cm in a fashion that respects the statements and provide a suitable answer. The 

parltamentary norms do not dictate that we chastise the critic~ nor try to stifle any 
debate with t 1. 1 · · ex ra-par mmcntary ac momttons. 

We began Otl 1· · b d 8 .. I 1· . 1· . . r par tamcntary JOurney asc on ntts 1 tractltons orty vcars ai!O wtth 
htgh hopes b h · · h · 1 · r • ~ • ~ ·' ut t c Journey was cut s ort w1t1m a tC\V years. and we had to suffer 
several bouts f d. h. 1 1 d · h 1· o tctators tp am pscuc o- cmocracy Wit rump par nunents. We got 
back to parlt·a ft · · 1 I . mcntary government a cr an mtcrrcgnum ol ncar y two c ecades. and yet 
a~tcr lour successive governments based on parliamentary democracy since then we 
sttll have not co · · h · tl 1· .• 1 ,. 1 · 1 me to gnps w1t acccptmg 1c unuamcnta s o t 11s l cmocracy. Our 
leaders scetn t •· · · h 1 · h 1· · · · · · o oc tmpcrvtous to t c 11g traclttons and pnnc1ples that govern this 
type of democracy. We arc still enveloped in a mindset that abhors criticism of our 
policies. our action. our party, and our party men. 

90 



FORTYYEARS OF BANGLADESH 

Running a go\~o:rnment is rllll anl!as~ task. ~.:sp~.:cially when it is run <'n a parllan11.:ntary 
s:ystem that dcpcndo,; on tt·~tm \\'t'rk. and t"r>nserbus of a widt• body ,,f l~.:gislah,r:-.. Thc 
Team l.ccrdcr. which in thi:-. cast• is thc I !cad of the< ion:rnmcnt. n •. :cds suppnrt ,,f the 
whole team In carry the tasks. 't'ct. successful leaders keep thcir eyes and l."ars open to 
sec that the tcum is doing a good work hy listening not only to what the tc:am ha:-. tn say. 
hut abo the people who ohscrvc thc team's work. In a dcmm:racy the lcgi:-.lative h,,dies 
provide the <lppropriatc forum to evaluate the work of the government. and m·cnue:-. to 
the Head or the Government to take corrective measures. A successll.rllcader is also a 
good listener. a listener to not only praises hut also criticisms. 

Unfortunately \'l.'e live in a culturt• of politics in our t•nuntry that rcw<mis sy..:ophan..:y 
and fawning. crnd ti·owns upon negativ~.: appraisals or comment:-.. Brown rwsing fn11n 
the work<:rs and collcagu~.:s becomes the nnrm and our leaders becnmt· so <H.:customcd 
to it that any negative comment or critical asscssment is taken personally with serious 
c<'nscqucnt·cs fi,r the critic. Flattery replaces lwncst critique. The result is that gradually 
the leader is dissnt·iatcd fi·om reality until disaster happens. 

The United States docs not have a parliamcntury fi.wm of government. The President 
is both Hcnd of Stutc and Hend of Government. He docs not go to the Congress. 
but the legislations and policies that he wants implemented have to be passed by the 
Congress-- the Senate and the House or Representatives which is split bct\\'t'cn 1\\o 
pnrtics the Democrats and the Republicans. One \Vould imagine that for a President 
elc..:tcd on Democratic Party ticket. legislations that the Prt•sitknt want:-. \\Utrld he 
welcotm: In his party l(lllmvers in tht• Congress. TP the (.'{\1\lrary. SPill(.' or th..: ll\Ughest 
,,pposition that tht• President faced in S<'mc recent legislation came ti·om the mcmh.:r~ 
of his own party. In fact. """'Y Democrats in the < ·ongrcss voted again:-.1 the n:c.:n1 
Debt Ceiling hill. B11t thrs j.., what dcmncra,:y i:-. all aht,UI. I:v.:ryhody i:-. .tlln\\cd I<> 

have his .-'r her own opinion. And everyone should listen. 

It is said that the greatest threat to dcmocracy is absence of criticism. Witlwut critici:-.m 
we become blind to reality. We fall prey to 1~\lse confidence and dissr,ciatc ,,urseh·e-.; 
from truth. Flnllery is a blinder that keeps one away from the reality nne nced .... tn kno'' 
and act UP'-'"· As Jonathnn Swill said ''it is the worst and falsest way nr shtn\ ing our 
esteem." The sooner our leaders know this the better it is for our country. 
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Old Habits Die Hard 

One of the most outstanding outcomes of the recently concluded lmlia visit by our 
Prime Minister was the agreement with India to fight terrorism and organized crime. . ~ 

This has been long overdue, and we should be grateful to the Prime Minister that she 
had agreed with India on an array of agreement that includes extradition <lf criminals 

and clements charged with terrorism. 

We are all aware of the specter of terrorism that haunted us in the early part nf this 
decade. and Bangladesh was in the brink of becoming of a safe haven lor the elcmcnh 
that have wreaked havoc to another country in the subcontinent with which we were 

yoked four decades before. Close to our country. eastern side of the bonier. we have 

clements that not only threaten peace in the neighborhood. but also can potentially 

bring down our own stability. For years the earlier political g<wcrnment either turned 

a blind eye to this threat or indulged in the growth of these ekments for short term 

political gains. 

In not too distant in the past. we witnessed helplessly as these malignant forces terwrized 
parts of the country and mowed down many innocent lives. The foreign press was 

telling us how we were allowing our territory to be used by religious militants" intent 

on bringing about their version of government by coercion. Yet our gm ermnent that 

time chose to turn a deaf car to these alerts. and continued to claim that we were safe 

and that these calls were nothing but false alarms. It is only after repeated pressures 

from our external donors that our government that period made some half hearted 

moves to contain the extremist clements. 

To our great dismay and distress. however. we find again a similar mindsct surfacing to 
oppose the agreement that seeks to prevent the terror threat from rearing its ugly head. 

The agreement to save the subcontinent from the threat is being attacked along with 

llthcr mutually beneficial agreement of collaboration between our two countries by the 

current government's opponents in false pretense of patriotism. A pragmatic. timely. 

and beneficial agreement is being painted as a sellout and an anti-national accord hy 

the opponents. 
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To me nothing is more anti-national and more self destructive than pandering of old 
politics that gives sanctuaries to the armies of death and destruction created by the 
clements bred by hatred and bigotry. This kind of politics has been responsible in the 
past for the emergence of groups like Hamkatul Jihad ai-ls/ami Bangladesh . .lamatul 
Mt(ialwdeen Bangladesh. Jagrata Muslim Janata Bangladesh and Alll-e-Hadith 
.·Indo/on Bangladesh ll'ho infused political violence in Bangladesh with the language 
ofjilwd and tactics borrowed from terrorist groups abroad. It created an enabling 
environment for the emergence of militant groups by normalizing the usc of violence 
to express political disagreement and promoting a culture of impunity. It gave 
sanctuaries to the clements who were working across our border to destabilize their 
llWn government. This kind ofpolitics thriveu on only one slogan-that of a perceived 
conspiracy hatched across the border with internal agents to destroy our ··religion'". 
Mark the won! "rcligion'"-bccausc the politics of this kind put religion above the 

country. 

There is opposition tor opposition's sake. and there is opposition because of some 
fundamental diflercnccs in belief and ideology. The opponents of this kind articulate 
their differences in political debates in the established forums such as the Parliament 
as we can sec other established democracies around the \vorld. The most dangerous 
kind of opposition is of a third kind. It comes from people who inuulgc in politics of 
agitation ami instigation by fomenting phobias. and raising slogans to stoke people's 
base instincts of lear and suspicion. The easiest of these instigations-and we have 
seen it in the past-is rumours of conspiracy against religion. 

From Pakistan days we had seen repeatedly etTorts by our masters to lay out conspiracy 

theories to prevent a better understanding with our neighbour and accommodations 
for mutual benefits. The policy of confrontation based on a publicly ted fear of an 
invasion by that country of our "religion and culture'' allowed our masters to arm and 
equip a military to its teeth. Any opposition to this policy was muzzled or termed as 
anti-national. In fact, our first attempt at seeking equality for our language and culture 
was dubbed as nothing but a compromise of our national sovereignty. Any attempt to 
befriend the neighbour was viewed as downright anti-national. 

Living in peace and harmony with a neighbour is a cardinal aspect of a nation's foreign 

policy. One of the pre dctem1inants of this concept is to weed out causes of common 
woe. and the threat of terrorism of late has been a common woe of both our countries. 
Our political leaders on the other side of the fence would serve the country better 
if they were to understand the fundamental conditions of survival. and show more 
pragmatism in their choice of slogans. They should learn that the slogans of xenophobia 
and threats to our religion. and stoking of fears of invasion from other countries do not 

show political maturity in an age of globalization and bilateral cooperation for mutual 
benefits. But old habits die hard! 
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Bangali Settlement in the Hill Tracts 
and the Peace Accord 

"A treat\: in the minds ofour people. is an etemal 1mrd /:.l'£'17/s oficn 
make i; seem expedient to depart from the pledged "·ord. hut \\'e 
are conscious that the first departure creates a logic .fhr the second 

departure. umil there is nothing /eli l?( the H'lJI'd." 

-Declaration of Indian Purpose ( 1961) 
American Indian Chicago Conference 

s,1111etim.: i 11 I<Jter part of' 197lJ, mo~t probabl:r <Jrnund (ktoh.:r. I ''a~ asked by t h~ 

Chitt<Jgong Divisional CommissiPncr that time to att..:nd a m..:cting in hi" cnnfid..:ntial 

chamh..:r at th..: Commis-.iPner's Residence. ivkl.!lingo.; at the l>i' i-;iunal ( ''lllllli..,..,i,,ner's 
rl·..,idcncc \\..:;rc not unu~ual, and th..:n.:t'nrc. I n..::ver a ... hed \\'hat the tPpil· ,,r the nwcting 

''<h. \\'hen I arri\ed at 1he hunualnw later in till' morning I t''"mlth..::r~.: \\;,..,abo th..:: 
1 kputy C omm 1 ..,~ion..:r ,,r ch1tt:tgPng II ill ·1 rae~:-. i\u -.o,,lll'l than I had ..::nll.:r..::d th~.,· 
me..::t1ng ''~'''Ill. the donrs were cl 11sed, with only· thre..: of u-. in the rPonJ. \\ itlhllllmuch 
ad'1· the ( Ollllllisstoner broke open the subject nf the meeting. hut\\ ith a caution that 

the matter remain for the moment only within the four \\alb. !he subject. he :-.aid.''"~ 
rl'locating pe,,plc a!Tccted by erosions in Sandwip and Kutubdia i-.land.., ,,fChitta!!nn).! 
di..,trict in the II ill Tracts. . ~ ~ 

The [),, t~innal Commissioner starth.:d me with thi.., infl.,rmation. Ero..,ion nf' Sandwip 

and Kutuhdia J-.lands(and n..::t!..dlbPrin).! llatiya l..,land 111 Noakhali 1 had h..::en ~Pillgon t'ur 
\car-.. \\ lth hundred~ ur pe,,pk losing their hom..::stectlk Th..:: allecll.:d j1l'tlplc had been 
ll1P\Ifl!..! JnLtnd mnstly \\tth no gnv.:rnmcnt -.upp,,rt. \\'c 111 the di..,lrll't adminlstrati,,n 
11.1d lk'L'Il ,-, •ping '' 1th the alfcctcd people·.., rcquc-.t lor h..::lp 111 \\ hak\Tt '' ay we l'IHtld. 

" '\"" ~"'"'.i :,, l...:arn tlwt the !!ll\-LT11llll'lll """ dlr..::l"IJI1)" Jh ;tlll'lilll'il l<l lhh prPhk·m. 
'. 1 11: r''" ,,·;11Jon ,,f tlw~,· pcopk 1n ( ·hill<l!,!Pil!..! Iilii I r;,,.,,., \-\'h"' o~h,Hil ( lntta~<Htg II ill 

l Ll\"h l~·-·:cttl:tlllll1s th<lt gn,·ern and re..,lrtd nPn-llill J1 l'''Pic ..,~·ttknwnl 111 that di-;trict'.' 
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In <tlh\\l'J" "'Ill! question.., th~· ( 'ommi..,simh.:r -.imply stated that the gm·ernment haJ 

decided that JK'oplc of islands who had lo-;t their lll•me-;tead fi\1111 l'I'OSit1n \\nuld he 
settled in lk:-.ignatcd area-; 11f II ill Tracts. I he Deputy ( ·Pmmissioncr of Chittagong 
llill lrach had identified the area:-. of relncati1•n. I was required to find ,·oluntcers 
fr,•tn the displaced persons of the i-;lands. wlw Wt1Uid later be mmsported by trucb to 
the designated areas. They wnuld he gi,·en cash and lwusing materials for ct•nstructing 
their new homes in the transported areas. 

I li1L111d the news nnt only astounding. but incredible. I could not belie,·e that we were 

participating in a plan to destroy the very fountlatil1nnfa regulation that the government 
had been following. at least officially. for last S\1 many decade ... 

It was not that there were n11 Bangali settlements in the I I ill Tracts 111 the decades 
prior to 1979; hut there has never been a massive transplantation of people in the 
area. The proportion of Bangali population had hcen increasing steadily. in particular 
following the 1971 war of liberation. OtTiei<Jily these settlement required permission 
frorn the Deputy Commissioner. <Jnd with limit<Jtion on leases for land holding. Rut 
even with these restrictions. the non-Hill population had been rising duet(' growth in 
trade with the main land. land grabbing. and oticn illegal settlement in forest lands at 
the connivance of government officials. 

However. I was \ery disturbed that we would be shipping loads of non Hill p~.!opk 
to thl.! tribal areas and thu-; ,,fl'icially !lout a regulati11n that had gP\erneJ thl.! arl.!a for 

such a long p~.!riPd. I was particularly surprised that this plan was hcinu thouuht of at a 

tnm: whenthl.! governml.!nt was hallling an insurgl.!ncy in the llill Trac~s that~had been 

!!••ing on for last three y~·ars mountcd hy the Shanti Bahin1. lim\ c1•uld we think of 

;r.tll'portlllg ci\ ilians tn the nwuth of this Vesu\ ius, and sacrifice their lives. I asked. 
1 \\aS told in an..;wer that the g'wen11nent had already drawn up and agreed upon this 

plan to counter the insurgency. I was informed that the ~ettlcrs would provide a base of 
local ~uppl11"1 to the lm\ enf~wcing agencies in Cl1Untcr-insurgency ~1pcrations. 

1 ll•ld the Divisional Commissionl.!r that I would let him know about our participation 

in the ··settlement Program·· as he put it. A few days later I inli.mn~d thl.! Commi ... ~il1ncr 

th;~t tiH.Tl.! \\'l..:rl.! no \l•luntel.!rs from my district for settling in the Hill Tracts. and 

< 111 ttagnng district be kept out ,,r this program. Little did I know that time that it 

111 ;~ttercd very littll' whether I agrl.!cd with the program or 11\lt: it ,,.a, well on its way 

tP implcmentati••n. 

1 h~ ( t•llllllhstPner -.aid nothlll):! to me abtJut the program after that day: but I knew 
111· ,,a, under -;tnct tn..;tructtnn-. from J>re~tdent /iaur Rahman to make the program" 

,,,,·c:~·,s. I would karn :1 mnnth lall'r ti·,,m the Suh-DI\ ISH)nal Oft'ic~'r pf ( ·o" ·, Bazar 
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that the Commissioner had personally conducted a meeting of local UP Chairmen of 
Sandwip and Kutubdia and had asked for a list of volunteers to settle in the Hill Tracts. 
In similar manner the district authorities in Noakhali and Comilla were also asked 
to send list of volunteers for settlement. I could not make this an act of defiance any 
longer: as I knew well 1 could not stop this politically motivated operation even if I 

were to leave the government. 

Starting from the end of 1979 and through 1980 hundreds of families from the coastal 

areas ofC:hittagong and Noakhali. and river erosion aiTccted areas ofChandpur would 
be transported by trucks to the Hill Tracts. The first settlements would be in areas 

closer to Chittagong district. and then to the more interior parts of the Hill Tracts. 
The families were would be housed in make shift camps first. and there atler they 

would be given housing materials and cash. They would be given land for cultivation 

under the land lease Jaws. They were located in what became known as cluster villages 
for security under watchful eyes of the Army and Armed Police Battalion who would 

camp nearby. !The Armed Police Battalion had been deployed in the Hill Tracts since 
1976 in support of the Army to contain the insurgency. l 

The whole operation ofBangali Settlement in the cluster villages was conducted under 

t~e- guidance of the Army. As the commander of the counter insurgency operation in 

~ hltt~gong Hill Tracts. the GOC ofChittagong (Maj. General Manzoor that time) had 
a lllajor ro) · · · 1· th' · t I · · I · · · c 111 plannmg and cxccut1on o c se t cmcnt oper,1t1on. t 1s 1ntcrestmg 
to note th· · c: II · · · ~ . . at 111 this operation the Army was ao owmg US counter msurgency model 
In Ylctn· d . . . cltn. In 1962. the US had develope a system of resettlement and population 
sccunty tl . . y· 1<1t would eventually become known as the Strategic Hamlet Prol!ram. In 

letnam · · f 'II · ~ • strategic hamlets would cons1st o VI ages consolidated and rcsh·1ped to 
create . .~ · ~ . ' 
t . . a defensible perimeter. The peasants themselves would be g1vcn weapons and 
relined in . I . h . the . se f-defense. Moreover. the strateg1c amlcts would not be Isolated: instead 

too~ t~Uid_ function as a network. The hamlets were to be used as an administrative 
so . 0 111Shtute reforms and to improve the peasants' lives economically. politically . 
. Clally and 

· culturally. 

In their :zc· . . . . 
Ot• 1 alto Implement the strategiC village concept and urgency to budd some kind 

ocaJ . · ~ ' ~ · 
Vietn support base to contain the insurgency. the planners forgot the lessons from 

am. Ins . . . · · to the 0 . : outh Y1ctnam. the government was movmg local people from their homes 
Th, _ -, Utskms of the village to create a defense perimeter <wainst VietCong nucrillas. 

esc Were . . . ~ c. 
. 1 movement of local people \VIthm the1r known territory. not transplanting 
a pcop c fr . . 

_ 0 1ll one gconraphic area to another. Even then the program failed because 
most people \' . o . 

. lid not hkc to be moved. and were reluctant to take up arms al!ainst their 
0\\ n people 1 . . . . . . ~ 
. · n Ch1ttagong 1-hll 1 racts the settlers were not only unwelcome to the 
lllsun..?.cnts but I ~ h . . ~ · · a so to the local people. T c only fnends that they had were the Jaw 
cntorccm, t tl .. en au 1ont1es: but they could not guard them twenty four hours. 
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It is a ~.:rcLiit to the rdocated people. to their courage. and grit but als•1 due h1 the t"at·t 
most of them were practically homeless. that they volunteered to be bused to the har~h 
environment l'l1r settlement. They would soon find out that their t~ttc \\as \\lWS<.: than 
what they had originally bargained f'l1r. 

The first attack on a Hangali settlement happened a few months after the settlement 
in an area not too far ti·orn Kaptai. In a brazen nightly attack. the in.;ur!,!ents killed 
several settlers. burnt the newly built thatched lwus~:s. and dwv~: hundr~·,t,; ,,r 111L'Il. 

women and children Llllt or th\! "st rat~:gic \'iII age'' to Rangunia in ( hllla~··n~ .. \ .. 
Deputy ( ·ommissioncr ofChittagong I had the misfortune nfwitne.;sing the~..: r,·rug,·e~ 
roaming lik~: pe.1ph.: caught in a trauma. and ollcro.; them relief. They \\L'I'L' againlwddkd 
in make shift camps. and again taken back t.1 the llill Tra~.:ts in a s..:parar._· .~amp tlllder 
polin: se~.:urity. 

Unfortunately. the "s~:ttlement opcmtion" would n11t be stop(K'd by thi:-. ''r many 
11thcr insurgent attacks that would follow in other parts ~~f the II ill Tracts c•n "c:lu-.t~:r 

villages". The Shanti Bahini militants would easily garner support l'lw their in:-.urgency 
among the locals. because the entire program of•'forced settlement" \vas an anathema 
to the Hill people. As retribution the army and the Armed Police B<•ttalion would 
undertake combing opemtion in the surrounding villages further alienating the lt>cal 
pl~pulation anLI baiting the insurgents in yet bolder acts. These a~.:ts of insurgency and 
counter-insurgency vmuld dog the Hills for full twn decades. 

1 thought '"'e haJ come to some respite to these battles 11f retributiun b~.:t ween II ill and 
n(ln-llill people after the llill Trads Peace: At·~.:ord that pn1tracted mPre than a det·ack. 

1 thought that our politit·al leaders in power a decade agc1 and were 11pposcd h~ this 
accord would finally come to realize the value of preserving and pr,1ll1i>ting amity 
between the majority population and our ethnic minorities. To my sadness. h••wevcr. 
1 find that in the name of national solidarity and sovereignty these s.~-t·alled leaders 
arc again bent on fomenting suspicion and sowing seeds of division in the 1-1 ill Tracts. 
Instead of allaying fears of ~ubjugatinn. destruction of culture. and forced a~~imilati~~n 
of the minorities, they arc encouraging reappearance of the same ideological l'lwt·es 

that lcJ to our predicament in the Hill Tracts. 

BanglaJ~.:sh has a tiny lanJ ma:.s for an ovt•ndH:Imingly large population. I can realize 
whv th~.:r~.: wouiJ be a mad rush l(lr open space in every dir~.:cti(ln. But in d••111g :.1' \h..' 

ha.,:~.: alsc> to learn and educate 11ur pe• 1plc in respe~o:t ing rights pf other:. to I i l~. pn•pcrty. 
and culture (lftht•ir own. Respect for righh and libertie~ of other human hL·ing-. an: an 

integral part ofnationho11d. The sooner our leader~ incul<:ate the:-.c keling~ an,l impart 

these trainings to their t'l•llowers the better is the pn~sJK'l!t ,1fpeacc for all "·h" lih: and 

occupy our motherland. 
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The Curious Case of Rohingya Refugees 

Typically we in Bantdadcsh arc used to sccim! our people migrate to Pther countries 
in search of work, a better Jiving, or simply to-escape harsh economic cunditinns. \Ve 

arc used to emigration from our country, and not immigration. That perccpti\ln was 

changed abruptly when we faced a large scale influx of people in our L'astnn hnrder. 

from the state of Arakan-a large swath of land in Burma. nm' l'v1 yanmar. in A pri 1 
197g, 

I had joined Chittagong (greater Chittagong that included Cln \.; Ha/ar) as Deputy 

Commissioner toward the end of March 197X. As 1 was getting to kno\\' my ne,, 

district I was suddenly sucked into this maelstrom in the south eastern corner. From 

the.middle of April a seemingly unending flow of people started h) cross into that 

region through Ukhiya-Teknaf border with Burma. In no time the mtlux that started 

with a few hundred swelled into several thousand. The fleeing families cumplaincd of 
evictions from their homes in the Arakan by the military. loot. rape and murder. Our 

border guards could not turn families with women and small children uway. So the 

tide ~egan with thousands spilling into the country with their belongings--clothes. 
utensils. and domestic animals. 

\\'c neither had the means nor the loe.istics to h<Jmllc such a massive tlo\\ of people 

ti·orn ac.ross the border. Wh<Jt we did however \vas to stop the human tratl'ic going 

deeper ~nto the district. The police and the border guards rest ric ted their mo, cment 

further mto the district, but we had to make some impromptu shelters \\it h materials 

that \vere loc~lly available----largely tarpaulins. This was augmented \\'ith some relict' 
matenals avmlablc in the d1· ·tr· t . 1 uses However. soon 11 became apparent tP s 1c ware 10 ... 

us that \Vith the never endin\! tide of human crossings our local dl'orts \\'ould be mere 

Jrops ofw<Jter in a sea. The ~entral authorities were notified. and in a matter ufwccks. 

the \Vholc incident became a scene of human misery on a grand ~calc that \\'Ptlld need 
i nternationa I support. 

Vv'e would end up finally with over two hundred thousand of the refugees in that influx 
that \VC \vcrc able to contain in thirteen camps-spread along much (lf the I 17 mile 
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long lund border with Burma (Myanmar). Relief came from international organizations 
as well as foreign NGOs. The government amassed an army of civil servants and law 
enforcing agents to administer relief and security of the refugees. Along with that 
the government also mounted parallel efforts to repatriate the refugees back to their 
homes in the Arakan. This involved opening dialogue with the Burmese authorities. 
and engaging with them patiently for a solution of the problems. 

The root of the problem in repatriation of the refugees was their identity. Who were 
the Rohingyas'? Although Muslims have lived in the Arakan province of Burma 
since the 13'11 century with the arrivals of Arab traders in the Arakan/Bcngal coast. 
the Rohingyas were relatively recent settlers. They were ethnically Bengalis from 
Chittagong region who had migrated to the Arakan over many decades in search of 
work. and had settled there. They were different from the Amkancsc in that they were 
Muslim. spoke Chittagonian dialect (with some variation). and followed the culture 
of the land they had migrated from. The local Amkancsc. who arc called Rakhincs 
(ethnically Moghsl. and Buddhist by religion. used the migmnts as farm workers. 
and over time allowed them to settle in groups in the villages. More recent migrants 
maintained links with their extended families in Cox ·s Bazar region and frequently 
traveled between t\VO territories. The Burmese treated the Rohingya people differently 
terming them as foreigners and sometimes as illegal immigmnts. 

The crisis of 1978 began when the Burmese government undertook a major campaign 
against the Rakhine opposition groups. particularly the Arakan Communist Party, the 
Arakan Independence Organization and the Arakan National Liberation Front. as well 
as the Rohingya guerrillas. then referred to as the mujahidin. This was followed by a 

major military operation in Arakan called "King Dragon." People in small villages 
were uprooted and concentrated in fenced stockades. The result was that we had over 
two hundred thousand of the so called Rohingyas in our hands. and we had no way to 
settle them in our already overpopulated lands. 

In dealing with the crisis. we focused on three aspects: (a) confining the refugees 

in designated camps and keeping them under strict security to prevent their melting 
away into the neighboring villages: (b) ensuring food. shelter. and medicine in the 

camps enough for survival: and (c) arranging the repatriation of the refugees with 

the Burmese authorities without internationalizing the issue. But these were not easy 

tasks. 

The Burmese initially denied any responsibility for the refugees as in their eyes they 

were illegal immigrants into Arakan and therefore. could not be taken back. We in 

Bangladesh on the other hand insisted that the refugees were Burmese citizens from 

Amkan state who had been forcibly thrown out. The Burmese first balked at any whole 

sale repatriation insisting on taking only "genuine'' citizens back. But with hardly any 
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dPcun11.:ntation with anv of th~ rcfuc~es ~xc~pl ··ralitm cards .. th~ 13urmcs..: rcali.1.cJ 
it would be ditTicuh fi.1;. them to scp:rate the .. legar· from the .. illegar·. The situatiCln 
was further <.:omplicated with cmgoing strife of the authorities with otlll·r insurgents in 

other parts of Burma. 

With som~ astute diplomacy, and umpteen numbcrs of meetings between the two 
governments with otlieials at different lcvcls spread ewer several months. we agreed 
nn a rep;llnation schedule in .July Ill'~. Rut unph:mcntatitlll of the a).!recmL·nt was 
made thff1cult. not hy the Rurme~c. hut hy the Rdugces hy rat~lll~ kars 11f rcnc1H"d 
rcr~el"IJtwn once repatnatcd. !"his wa~ further exacerbated h~ the a.·111 1'"' ,,f the 
,,,_,:alkd Rohm!.!va 1 ilwration l:nmt and -.u111lar fiuerilla •H1tf1t' wh11 •n~"tcd that th..: 
R •. ~rug~·'"·' nn: h: -repatriatL·d until th•: land ,, .. , ... .-cmc from thl'lr pcr ... pL'cltl c. 1 I he-.~· 
'-: 111 •tic~ had b~o.Tn fight 111g li.1r ,1 Rohingya !.and in th..: .-\rakan '' 1th llll:trllral -..upr••rt 
lt\•m '••me f(lreign dem~·nb.J l"h..: l init..:d Natillns lligh ( ·ornmr....,r.•rt 1(,, Rctug~..·e:-.. 

~~hich had IK·come invc•h·ed in the n.:licf ''peraticm. also stipulated that th .. :rL' hc no 
Involuntary repatriation. 

Howev 'r 1 · 1 · hi l · I · · c • <. csplle these obstacles <Ill<. resistances. we were a c to 1cgm t 1c repatnall•lll 
early 1971). 1 myself escNted the first hatch of refugees across ( i undum border tn 
Burnt·t ·1ft r .1• ,. 1 · · .. ' ' cr 101 tng an attempt by some re ugcc!-o to stop t 1c rcpatrtatmn. This ltrst 
succes!-o opened up the road for an uninterrupted repatriation for the rest •>fthL' refucecs. 
By rnid-Jl)71), well over half of the refugees had returned to 11urma and by the e~d of 
the Year ' 1 • · ncar y all had gt1nc back. 

llnfortun· t ,1 · 1 . . a c y, the tide would turn agatn a <. ccade later. and we WL'rL' ha<:k ''' o;quarL' 
one. \'h: \V II . . . . 2'i() l . . . ou 1 agam have an mllux ol c11er . .IIIII Rc•hlll!!Y"' crmnltng \lllr h!1r<.k-rs 
.tlonl! Co . 1 . . . I . . • 
I· - x s ~uzar-Tcknaf corndor t'tttng t1e same t'C'mplmnts c•l torccd labor. 
ciiHI eonfise·ltl") I" . . I . ' r·tpc "111<.1 ··tl1 ,. ,. . 1 
\ 1 · ' 1 n. re tn1ous mto crane-.;, ' • ' t• er orm~ 11 per~ccut10n hv t tc 
'· \·anm·tr .,. "' · · • . • ' 1111 llarv rcl!irne. The ditTcrcnce between the cnsts of I 1N 1 and the one ten 
year-; hcfor' • - I I '>7' . 
l c Was that we were able to so vc our 1-i prohlern tactfully within a vcar. 
lUt we ·-trc .. I . . . - -

' stt I struuglinl! w1th the subsequent adversity even to thts dav. ()fficiallv 
\\..:havcb• "' - • • 
l . ccn able to repatriate to Myanmar nearly 2110,1100 O\ er last s..:wral vcars. 
)UI\\Cstllll· ,, · .. ,.,. · . . ' 
h . . la\c a large number !-otaymg bad• cts unregistered rctugces somL· 111 t·amps. 

ut lllatontv . . .I "II . · - Ill squatter camps 111 the boruer Vt ages. Whv. because thev refuoe ILl be 
rcpatnatcd Tl . . . I . . . . - eo 
I . · '~Y rclugc to back cxpresstng appre tcnstnn nt pcrs<.'ctttll\ll in the land 

I 1C\ kit hcl . I . . . . . 
· 11 11t. But thts IS onlv tor the regl,tt'I"C<.I rdtt!.!L'C' wiHl arc onlv ·1 -.mall 

J't't\·~·nt ••I" tl • . . . · .... -- . ·. · ' 1 ~ 1\hole. Jh..: un,·ountcd thou~and~ arc d1ll1cult to 1d..:nt1ly. and thcv ,,·ill 
!l•'! 1'-.':1\ l' .. 

1 "''\ "'' ,~.._ •• leal with this problem'.' \Vc can nc1thcr ah~orb thh o;urpltts population in 
nur t'l\)\\ tkd lantl 11\lr we can get rid of them. at least so it seems. On the one hand 

H~trH.!latk-..h Ita' acceded to several of the existing international rights Covenants and 
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( ·,lll\Cntions. and \h: ha\c provisitlns within our Constitution that uplwld the rights and 

dutic:-. within the ll N Charter and further safeguard the h.: gal protection of nt,n-citizcns 
,,·ithin our territory. As a result we recognize a body ofinternationallaw which provides 

thl' framework for prnll'Cting refugee:-.. We eann,,t therefore forcibly repatriate any 

refugee to a land where they apprehend persccution ~,f any kind. On the other hand 
\\C have the terrible reality of ovcrcwwding our already crumbling infrastructure and 
phy..;ical facilities tn take care of this burgeoning Rohingya population. We hm·c done 

''hat we l'l'Uid in oll"icial repatriation of some nfthcm. but they keep L'n coming back. 
Since the refugl·cs arc .::thnically and linguistically similar to the local P~'pulati,_,n it is 
,Jill"il:ult 11, identil~ them as li.,reigners unless they arc pointed out by the locab. 

\h· ha,·c ll:w option:-.. but" hat I dn kmm ''e ha,·~.·to :-.ttlp this unending :-.aga t'fRohingya 
rmgratron in 11Ur eastern bnrdcr. \Vc haH' 111 rL·ali/e that there arc clement.; across the 
bnrder who would likl· to l.;e~.·p the i..;..,tH.' alive liH their 1,wn goals of having a ..;cparate 

land for their kind. NL·ither Cl"t'llOmically nor diplomatil·ally arc Wl' in a pn..;itil'll to 
support such ··g<1als .. l,f people hm,·e,·er lofty they may he witiH,ut jeopardizing our 

existence. This should start with closing any remaining l-,fficial camp. and securing 
the borders to :-.top any further migratil'~n. This should be followed by registering the 
other refugees in squatter camps and villages. with help of local Unions. We also 

need a close watch on some religion based non government organizatic.ms that have 
:-prouted in the area who lend their suppl'~rt to the Rohingya activists. and provide 
incentives to the Rohingyas for migration. If necessary. these organizati,,ns need h) he 

banned from operating in the area if fi1und engaging in such adivitics. We need also 

ll' keep on engaging in continuous dialogue with the Burmese authl,rities to prl·v~nt 
rc:currcnc<.· of happenings that fore<.· the RPhingyas tn emigrate. I camH't vouch that 

thl'"l' \\'iJJ actual!) ..,OJ\'l• aiJ t'Ur rrohkms in the l'a..;tcrn honkr. hut at least these arc 
".1,rth considering sine<.' the Rnhingya pn.,hlcm i:-. a ticking time hPmh. 





PART III 

THE LooMING THREAT 

OF RELIGious ExTREMISM 





Sowing Wild Oats of Religious Militancy 

Almost every week these days we find in the news reports of arrests made by police of 
clements that arc associated with religious militancy. Some of them have been in the 
wanted list for having direct connections to acts of assassination or other destruction. 
some for suspicion of connection with militant organizations and bodies. This should 
not surprise us as for long we had nurtured these clements, even coddled them for short 
term political gains. I say short term with some hesitation. as I am not fully convinced 
that among some of the political patrons of there are elements who do not indulge 
long term goals of establishing an alternative system of governance in the country. 
Nevertheless, we should be thankful that there is now a genuine effort in containing 
the radical torces that were set loose in an earlier period. 

What should concern us. however. is the presence of a mindset among our political 

leaders that could be opposed to building a society that is free from religious bigotry. 

intolerance of religious and political di!Tcrcnces. and violent imposition of religious 

doctrines. History is a witness that profession of this school of thought had Jed to 
acrimonious debates within the community. and ultimately to civil \Vars. 

Within a few years of our hard fought independence we saw a premature demise of the 

ideals of secularism. and dream of a pluralistic society built on the beliefs and cultures 

of multiple faiths. We had witnessed contemptible attempts to denigrate our nationhood 

based on our language ami culture. in favor of religious identity alone that was mightily 

unsuccessful in keeping us wedded to a geographically dispersed entity before. 

Unfortunately, these malignant forces, contrary to the values for \vhich we fought, 

did not take birth in a vacuum. They have been always present with both internal and 

external help. 

Internally these forces have been sustained by clements that had always aligned 

themselves to a political ideology based on religion alone. These clements were 

dormant in the initial years of our independence. but were stoked back into life after 

the founder of our nation was cruelly struck down. People who date back to the early 

105 



ZIAUDDIN M. CHOUDHURY 

s.::v<:nti.::s will r<:mcmb~:r that amnng the first to cmlmtc~: Cl~:ncral Ziaur Rahman a~ 
the savior of the country were the leader~ of the 1\:ladra~~a Board and other religic,us 
c•rganizations that were practically defunct immediately after th<.· ind.::pend.::ncc. 

Externally. the for<:es have been aided and abetted by the proselytizer~ t•f a political 

philosophy that seeks a forced imposition ofreligir•lh dogma on our life and politics. A 

principal way to propagate thi~ ideology has been through financing of i1t-.titution~ for 

religious education, and religious charities. The prime .::xampl<: being th.:: C\pom:ntial 

grt'Wth in private madrassas in the cnuntry in last two decades. and the upsurge in 
religious charities !NGOsJ that have little audit of the source~ of their fund~. In the 

case of Bangladesh. how<:\ a. one of th<: ways the seed~ of e\krnal cnn,•arhmL'nt to 
guide and assist the radical fprc<.·~ wcr.: sown from acrns~ nur <:a,tern h,,nl..:r. 

I hdle\·e the foot in the Jpor for the global net\vork to prosclyti/e the rad1cal ,·crsit'n 

of r..::lig.ion was made possible in our country by the first intlux l1f the Rohingya 
l'vluslim~ frnm Arakan~ in Burma (now r\:lyanmar) to Bangladesh in J<J7X. As Deputy 

Commissioner of Chittauonl! that period I was on the receivinl.! end of th<: 1ntlux and 
b ~ ~ 

had toiled over months with my colleagues to provide food and shelter''' hundreds of 
1 hnusands of men. women. and children. 1 n the first week of this exodus about ten to 

tw.::nty thousand refugees arrived all of whom were accommodated with local hdp in 

'L"hools. cvclone ~helter'. and make shiti tents. llowewr. as time passed and mon.: and 

more '-helter ... were e-.;tabl 1"hcd alon!,! th..: Burma border afh:r 1nlerna11nnal ;u.!.:nc1.::~ !!Ot 
•n tolwlp rl 1 · · II ' · I I • 

· · 1<' 'llllll 'l'r nf rL'Iu~c··' '''l' ecr In .trnliiH '"" lllndred thnthand. 

(Jur initr· ltl k ·· . 1· ·1· ..... 
" 'tll tng. \\·hen th•: ftr,f ''"''" <' rc ugc~-. ·1111\Td tnthc h"l"lk:r, rnl:tlll'rcd 

' 1"th(·-.: w· , 1 · · I · t· I ·tl I · · · " t lal they were \ rclllll'- PI ;t 'Ill .1 L lnlt c ean-.rn!:' l'flnrr launclwd by a 
.Jliill;t. I he r ·1· · h · · • 1·1·\ • I 1· I · " ug<:c, chum.::d that t .::v \\Lie 1 1 ell 1'11 '' t letr \ lli<H!L'' h\ rnarauthlll! l~urml·se. . · . . .. . ' · ~ 

. .trn1;. rntent upnn killing all ··:VJu,lllll' ·I had nn rd<.·a until th:tt time '\rakan:-. 
hc~d a suho.,t· ·. 1 . · . · • · • h · · , · · · <~nttd l\·1usltm pt)I1Uialll)Jl. lltmt:\cr. t t: ~ton~.;.., f!l\cn t~ut hv the relul.!cc-. 
\\··r· , ~ 

" c not ..:nnsish!nt. While a I!OOd number slated that thev \\ere ht•umtcd hv the 
armv for tl · . , · · ~ · ·· · l ·· : · · · -

·. lCII rcltg10n . ..,nme others stated II""" le~..:.tusc of the1r ethnicitv. I he only 
const~tcnt t · · · l ·I · I I ·· · I . · . . s 01 Y was that that they had kit le lllll ll<.:ll H:-arth and hnme" out ol ~l)lllC 
kar. fh.:: ell · · l"ll I · 

.· 1111 <:1ty part appeared more crct 11 e lome as l1e refugees were of Beng.ali 
•lllglll.alar"c b . II . ·t·lt [' I . 

'= num er of who had actua y tmgrct ct 0 ~urma on y a l.!eneration hdore. 
\·loreu\cr tl •. 1. · · , h· . · ~ · 

· l<.: c <~lms by the Burmese authonty I •1' p~..:nnd were that th<.·~e refugees 
\\cr.: llll tl ·1 

>s Y 1 legal. and th<: cfli1rl of the gowrnment wa~ t~nlv directed al!ainsl the 
lll.:~all·lli/.ens nnly. · ~ 

In rhc lllld ... t nf th····n n· . . I )Lit til. r··a ·c)ns ,. tl I ,. tl ~-·-. con ICllno stone:- a 1c ~.; ~ ~ . or 1e mass exm us o 1e 
\ral-.~tn \lu~lims I received so;.: a~tounding information from a tr<l\"l'ling journalist 

'•I 1 hl· l:t r I ;t -.tcrn Economic Review (now defunct) on thc"e events. The journalist. 
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a [3ritish n.:pllrh:r. was 'isiting th~ ar..:a lik~ many other international journalists 

wh11 earn..: h1 witn..:ss and r..:p11rt 1111 th..: mass migration. \Vhile interviewing me. the 
journalist stated that the h<.· had vi-.;ited the Burme-.;c side before coming to Chittagong 
where he had interviewed the main leaders of th<.· Rohingya ·•guerillas··. I was struck 
tll Ill) end by hearing the word ··guerillas" as I hnd assumed like many others. both 

'' ithin and outside l1Ur country. that the rcli1gees were hapless victims of n brutal 
ethnic cleansing. I wa:- to further learn first time about Rohingya Land fix I'Vluslims 
in th..: Arakan stak that the guerillas stood li.1r. He li1rthcr informed me that although 
many n:fugees had fled ;\rakan to ..:scare the immigration ..:heck hy the Burmese 
authorities (called Operation Nagamin). a large number had been persuaded to leave 
by th~ R11hingya Liberation Front taka Rnhingya Solidarity OrganiLation). the main 
gucrilla organizatiPn that time. I li.nmd tht· inl"l1rmatillll so alarming. but usdi1l at tht• 
same tim~. that I akrted 11Ur government to this additional dimension to our mounting 

JTfugee prohkm. 

The n<.·w inf"l-.rmation notwithstanding. we could not stop the \vave of refugee:- crossing 
daily our eastern border. and we could not help hut continue to shelter them. Our law 
cni(Jrcing authorities had no way to verify who among these refugees were nctual 
!.!Ucrillas as none carried any weapons. at least openly. The involvement of LINHCR 
~nd other international aid agencies aJ!..l, mad..: it diiTicult for us to discriminate based 

011 suspicions of aiTiliation of any of the refugees with any armed guerilla group. Our 
!.!ovcrnrm:nt ·s int..:ntion that time was not escalate the problem to international level. 
but to n:patriatc the rd'ugees negotiating \Vith Burma. in which \Ve succe..:dcd. 

\\it h th.: numb.:r 11 f n:fugl.·~:-. growing e\ ..:ry day the go\ ..:rnment allowed lllllJT and 

1110rl' fon.:ign organi7ation ... to come liln\ard with assistance. includinc Rabita al-A lam 

al-1:-.lami. a n:ligil 111S charity ha-;..:d in Saudi Arabia. rh..: nt''(U:- <~f the Rohin!!V<I 
!!ucrilla~ with our l)\\n radi..:al dement~ fir~t cam..: to my attcnti1m when the s~1 b 
;li' isll,nal Otricer of (·ox·.., Bazar stated that he had received an application for lease 
nf govemmcnt land in Ukhiya (a Thana bordering Burma wh..:rc the mnjority of the 

refugees were cnmped). The leas..: requested was for establishment of n mosque and 

hn~pital with financing lhmt Rabita a[ Alam al lslami. Since the charity organization 

was foreign. the application lor leas..: was made by a local resident. Normally this 

wmJid not ro~e a problem since the spl)nsor \Vas a known lnt..:rnational Charity 

Organization. But th..: prnblcm wa-.; the applicant who acl:ording our record~ \VIm had 

been an al:livc mcmb..:r ~~r th~ stud..:nt wing of .lamah:-lslami, whid1 that time was a 
banned organization. The applicant was prosc<.·uted under the Collaborator Ordinance. 

but unfortunately the case was dropped along with other-; when the general amnesty 

wa.., pr(lclaimed hy Bangahandhu. Nonetheless I had 1w hesitation to ask the SDO to 

reject the applicati11n k1wwing about the applicant\ identity. I knew also well that there 

wnuld be consequences t() this decisi()IJ. 
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There were consequences. The applicant had friends in higher places. particularly in 

the Ministry of Home AtTairs that pcriml who asked the SDO the reasons for denial. 
The ball finally rolled to my court. and I had to defeml our decision citing serious 
local opposition to the applicant who was still remembered in the area for his criminal 
role during the war of liberation. I believe the matter went up to President Zia who 

for reasons best known to him did not want to pursue the case of the collaborator. at 
least till he was alive. 1 say till he was alive because shortly after the takeover of the 

government by General Ershad. permission was given to the same person and his allies 

to establish the Hospital ami Religious Center in Ukhiya under Rabita banner. J\ center 
was established right across our bonier that would proviJe relief and support to a 

militant organization that \Vas fighting an ongoing battle with their own government. 

Unfortunately it would take us more than a decade to realize to our peril that in the 

wake of showing our hospitality to the Rohingya refugees we had also invited a group 

of militants who would be allies to n.1dical extremists in our country. Reportedly. the 
Rohingya movement not only fed arms to our militants but provided a fertile ground of 

recruitment of religious militants world wide as far as Afghanistan and Bosnia. 

If last several years experiences arc any lesson we should do well to follow the trai Is 
of destruction and hound out all clements. past. present. anJ future to wccJ out the 

threat of militancy that our country had been exposed to. There have been some 

laudable actions in the last two years. The most salient features of these had been 

arrest. prosecution. and meting out of exemplary punishment to some of these radical 

clements. But the looming fear is that with the continued mind set in some of our 

political leaders to gain support from these clements for political power we may fall 

hack to these hands and expose our society. and country at large to possible anarchy. 

My fear is because we have yet to identify and unearth the real forces that were behind 

the _arms smuggling of Chittagong because of the unseen political hands that prop the 

rad1cal elements. My fear of the resurgence of the radical forces grows \vhcn 1 still see 

that some of our political leaders are out to muddy the prosecution of the war criminals 

on pretext of political opposition to the party in power. Alii can hope is that our leaders 

rise above their narrow goal of short term political alliance with a force that we all 

knov-. docs not believe in a pluralistic society or liberal democracy. ideals that we want 
Pur nation to be built upon. 
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Tackling Religious Militancy 

The Government of Pakistan has ren:ntly (2005) ClllllC do\\ n \\ ith a heavy hand on 
several of the eounrry·:-. n:ligit,us organi;:ation:-. 1'11 ~hargcs of breeding t..:rn,rism in 

the name of religion. The ofTiees and several hundred educational institutions or 
1\:ladmssa:-., run by these organizations han· been sealetl banned and !he l)rganizatinn 
themselves outlawed. The Pakistani agency in charge of the operalion claimed that the 
organizations were extremist outfils: in the name of religious education the seminaries 
run by them were busy producing militants. It is ironic that a decade ago a ditlcrent 
government agency of the same country was itself helping some of these lWganization:-. 
to produce !he very clements thai !he government is now trying to snuff. But that is 
a different story. Important thing is that the government of Pakistan has awakened 
to combat the breeding grounds of religious militancy and the threat it po~e" It' the 
country's politil·al stability. 

Not too hmg ago in Bangladesh pt'li~e had discovered expiPsi\cs and t•thcr itcm:-. 

unconncclcd to ''religion" in several MaJrassas in the country. I have alsl1 -;ecn ncw:­

reports very rcecntly ass(1ciating Madrassa:-. run by SfllllC religious Prgan1Zat1ons \\ ith 
!raining of militants. I am not aware if these reports arc getting the attcntilln l)f the 

quarters that need to be mindful of these activities. and be \Vary of their consequence.., 

to the government. and the country at large-not to speak of the international 

repercussions. It is also possible that we arc still al dl.!nial and arc continuing to delude 

ourselves thai a ''moderate'' country such as ours docs not have any extremist groups 

among us. l\·1ay be we do not want to find oul if there is a tumor innur body pol lite f,,r 

fear that il will tarnish nur image of good health: for fear Of the "Urgcry I hat \\C lll<l) 

need to remove the tumor. 

Paki~tan\ government has gone out on a limb. politi~ally that i-.. h' faL·klc it~ 

intcrnatinnal reputation 11f allowing rcliginus militancy f(-,m..:nted b~ it-. rcl1gi1'lh 

schools. It is everyone\ ktwwledge that majnrity l)fthc n.·douhtahlc ·1 ali han lcadL"r-.hip 

was trained and edm·atl·d in the scminarie:-. of Pakistan frontiers. Critics ma) argue that 

the counter measure~ taken by Pakistan now to control this militancy result from fc•rcign 

pressure. But this argument ignores the facl that a government of a predominant I) 
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Muslim country could not have taken such bold measures to han and outlaw religious 

organizations unless they were seen as pernicious not only by the glwernmcnt. but al"l' 
by the silent majority. May be these actions should have come sooner: hut at lea~t the 

government is now acting. 

I do not know if actions would be taken in our country to identify and isolate 
religious organizations that subscribe to the principles of the type~ in Pakistan. The 

sole objectives of these institutions arc to enlist and train impressionable youth~ fnr 

religious militancy with a long-term view of destabilizing the country and u~hcring in 

government of their choice-one run by religious bigots that we sa\\. in Afghanistan. 

If we think that we arc nowhere ncar Pakistan was or is nm\. \\e may need to rethink 

the potentiality. 

Madrassas in Pakistan accounted for about I<J",~ nf the school going population in 

2002. In the same year the Bangladesh religious system represented appm'<imatdy 

15% of the total school going population (primary through higher secondary). \Vhilc 

the student statistics by themselves may not indicate that we in Bangladesh arc a notch 
higher than Pakistan in religious zealotry. we cannot ignore the potentiality nf misuse 

of this vast youth population when tmined in the wrong institution~. 

Thanks to the Taliban and the western press reports that followed their ascendancy 

and fall later, Madrassas in the western eye came to be associated with trainim.! in 

militancy. No one has ever gone back in history to say that original Madrassas ,~·ere 
set up in the Abbasid period (Golden Age of Islam) for pursuit of rational sciences. 

and that /jtihud or indepemlent reasoning was a special feature pf these institutions. 

With demise of Muslim ascendancy in science and literature. and ri~c pf orthmln'< 

Islam the road of ljtilwd was closed. The radical trends gave birth to religious schools 

founded on teachin12s exclusively focused on Koranic teachings. In the subcontinent. 

the impact was eve~ worse. The Madrassa system here took upon itself nppnsing the 

western culture and education imposed by the British. The British tried and imposed 

some changes in the curricula through government sponsored t\•ladrassa~: hut the 

vast majority of the seminaries were guided by the syllabus created in the seminan· 

at Dcoband. India. an institution started in 1 R67 that continue~ tn influence 1l1l1~l 
Madrassas in the subcontinent even today. 

The obscurantist syllabus promoted by Dcoband made Koran and lladith the focal 

points of learning, with emphasis on proper understanding of the tenets of Islam 

including Shariah laws. Majority of the private Madrassas in Pakistan and Bangladesh 

today follow the Dcoband syllabus (in Bangladesh these in-.;titutil1lls arc called ()uPmi 

Madrassas). Modern sciences arc not taught. The preferred langua!:_!e~ arc Arabic. 

Persian and Urdu. In addition. many of these Madrassas teach Islamic heh<l\ inr as 

opposed to modernity as the only accepted form of conduct f()r a Mu~lirn. Thi~ finally 
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leu to indoctrination of the stuucnts. particularly in Pakistan. against western culture. 

anJ western domination. 

The founucr oft he Dcoband School ( Maulana Thanvi) scrupulously avoided associating 

politics with his religious movement. which he started for spreading proper knowledge 
of the tenets of Islam. Ironically. however. some 130 years later many of the schools 
inspired by Dcoband would not only indulge in politics. but also train a cadre of 
Mujahedcen who would be called upon to wage war or 'Jihad' against the 'infidels'. 

Culmination of this training would be creation of the Taliban who \VOtlld take over 

Afghanistan. 

According to analysts the main reason why there was enormous growth of religious 
schools or Madrassas in Pakistan was the failure of the government to provide enough 
secular schools to accommodate a fast growing population. Madrassas filled in where 
the secular system failed. They even became more attractive with their relatively less 
formal structure. easier access. and cost-free education. Their call to serve the cause 
of religion would make inroads into the heart and minds of rural millions. There is no 
need for further analysis to draw a parallel of the Pakistan experience to Bangladesh. 
Situations are similar. and the lot of the village population in two countries is fairly 
close. What is diiTercnt. however, is the will to recognize the potentiality of exploitation 
of these institutions by politically motivated organizations for lethal purposes. In 
Pakistan. they have recognized it. 

Most MaJrassas in Bangladesh arc perhaps way removed from becomino launchin~ 
0 ~ 

pads of religious militants. But Pakistan cxpc1ience presents a unique example of how 

things can go wrong ifthc religious education system is not monitored properly. There 
have to be effective ways to regulate flow of funJs. monitor syllabus. and to control 
spread of hatred and deleterious politics from these institutions. To prevent Pakistan 
experience. several actions arc needed. One. recognition at all levels. particularly at the 
top. that an unmonitored and unregulated religious education system has the potential 
of breeding radicals. T\vo. institutions and organizations that promote terrorism or 

militancy need to be identified. and isolated. Three. strong Jetcrrcnt measures need 
to be taken against any sign of militancy or bigotry in the name of religion. It is never 

too late to take actions. 
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The Roar of the Radicals 

The disturbing happenings in Baitul l\·1ukarram i'vlasjid :-.quare of April II 121l0Xl 
arc a stark reminder to all 111" us that the specter of religious extremism C<lntinuc:-. to 

hang over our head like the proverbial sword of Damoclcs. It is a serillU:-. threat tn our 

:-ocial t~1brie unless we deal with it firmly now. Thanh to wide media nwerage. a 
\VClrldwide au1lience watched \Vith awe vide11 footage:- of hirsute young men in white 

r('bes chasing police armed \Vith stich. and hurling missiles of bricks ami ..,tone:- that 
were presumably stored ncar the mosque. Few people who watched this encounter 

from abroad had any knowledge what led the:-.c people to such violent encounter: but 

they saw with their own eyes who they were, and that they were challenging armed law 

enfnn.:ers toLl :-.hO\v of strength. 

Thi.., mav · 1 d l · · b t I·· · . 1 I · •· "t un a 111 ewer tlramauc. ut o um ~.:r:-.c•'I'C a potnt must """ t 1at t<' -.nme 
,,!' lh thc incitiL'IH at Bailul !'vtukarram bwught bad, 1111t'lll11fmtahlc lla~hc-. or the I al 
\1-t..;jHI inl'i I · .,. I I I \1 .. II • · t ems nl Pakistan last year. rue. I lC .. a · a:-.Jll 1ad ultimately tunh.:d 1nh• 
" "ar /nne with di:-.astrous and m.urdcrous conscquclKcs. But we mu:-t remcmbcr that 

the lorccs that had challenged the la-..v cnllliTing agencies of Pakistan from that center 
ori!..!.inallv st,. 1·t· 1 h · ' · 1 · tl ·t· · ·· 1 · k 1 - • · u cl t e1r crusade al!amst t lC <Ill 10n 1c:- Wit 1 st1e ·sand stones. am ended 
up with nnch1. - I· · l tl l'k . I I k ' ne guns. And -..ve must a -.o 1emem 1Cr mt 1 e the Ba1tu l\• u ·arram 
mosque. the l.al Masjid was abo a g.,wcrnment owned religious institution. 

r~~ ~'plain ~•way the April II incident as another instance of bigotry by a small group 
,,1 lanat1cs 1s ., ''l ·rl. · ,,ul·1·, ..• ·•ct \,,. ·1 · ,. 1 · 1 11 · • " 1p out. 11s was not an 1111, s " • ; • gllmp n pcop c nns Cl ,y 
"Ill\ J1f(IJ1ii"<IIHI·, tl I . I ,. ·II' 1 1"111. .. ,. I ' '" • lat HJrt their re 1g10ll" c~.; I !!S. s \his not a :-.pur ll t \~ moment 

:'• · '~-"'; .t .__;,llll-.1 an~ poliu,:al rhctnnc Till" '""' .t nlanncd mud...:nt ,,n:hcstratcd h~ 
--., · ·!·" '' 11 '' ''ctnt lu nnp,1sc lhclr 1111 crprcla\loll u!" r..:lll!lllllun other-.. and along" ith 11 

·h.· .. · p.·l111,·:1! '<kolngy 

I .,~·~ I 111'- bL·,· <lli'-L' there hao.; b(·,·n a pattL·rn nf bch:l\ inr nr a SL'l"\ j, '11 in d\ll' ,·ntllll ry i 11 last 

li..''' 1\.;,·k-. ,,, ~.·r a Plllatl\"1: leg.islati\1n con,~crning \\<'men\ prllpl:rty ri!,!hts. !"his -.tartcd 

"1th rH'I"L' lw till.; Sl!cti,)n that it wa-. beY'''l(l the gn\'Crnment\ legal p(lwcr wlrru l'in'~ 
~ 1,, ha\L' a p:,licy that allows equal rig.h~s tn "·omen since it would gn against religion. 
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The noi~..: \\a~ followed by public uttcranc..:~ and pn1t..:~h hy ~om.: p..:upk foll(ming 

that line of thought that ~uch action<> \\otdd ,·iolatc rcligic,us dictate~ l'll thc suhjcct. 

No Pnc carcd to explain hP\\" a pPii..:y cspl'llsing equality nf human righh. men and 

worn..:n. W\1Uid militate against llllr religinn. Thcsl' utterances went unchallenged since 

,,·c. the educated majority have delegated the respl1n<>ihility l,f interpreting religil'll to 

the clcriL·s. The culmination ofthi<> silence wa-; the April II incident. 

Our wnrric~ and cnnc..:rns would have bcen minimal. had thc ciTnrh of this school 

l,f tlwught been limitcd to interpretation (lr rcligion only for rcligil'US purposes. 

Unfl1rtunatcly. thcse L"lcrics. produch of hu·gely unchecked religious institutions. not 

only act as guardian<> pf the rcligiPn. hut they nm\· \\ant to ensure that our kgislativc 

agenda abo carry th..:ir "L'al of appwval. 

t"o me the implications of this incid..:nt arc far wider than the protest ov..:r an issue of 

legist at ion that ma.y have '·rei iginus"' cnnnl1tat ion to a grnup nf people. A I though in 

minority. this school nf thought is rarely challenged as mnst of us tL·nd to shy away 

from tl1pics that touch religion. Our political leaders in the past either avoided these 

issues. or embraced the proponents of this line of thought as political partners for short 

term gains. Our reluctance to d..:al with topics of rcligillUS sensitivity thwugh public 

debates. and olkn cnddling ofsnm..: kadcrs of this radical line ofthinkino have made 

this section of people tak..: ll'ad l1n these issues and insinuate themselves in~·ormulation 
(lf public Pl'licics in the name of rdigion. 

lhc Lal i\:lasjid happcnings llf Pakistan taught us that rcligious militanc-y can !.!rPw at 

l111 ..: ·-; dPor step when stall: pll\\cr nurtures radi..:al clements ..:ithcr throu~h ncl!lil!cncc 

or for short t..:rm political gains. It has shown h\Wi radicab L·an prolif"cratc-at- stutc 

.;xpcn~c when )'l1llng minds arc tutored and trained to implement radical ideologies 

"ith wrong intcrprctation (lf rcligion. 

There arc twn parts to tackling any k•oming threat of religious cxtr~mism. One is 

treating it as another law and order concern: and the other is treating it as a potential 

threat tl) pur goal to establish a pluralistic and democratic society. A law and l1rdcr 

c11 nccrn is addressed when the law bn:akers arc Cl1ntaincd and order restl1rcd. But a 

P•'kntialthrcat by rcligious radi..:ab cannot be Slllppcd by simply police actions. This 

nc..:d-, first a full awareness of the pokntial thr..:at. an acktHlwlcdgmcnt by all that it 

l'"\1'-b. and ell)!<lg<:tn..:nt pf a(( nghtl'lllls :-,CCtt<lllS of Ollr SPCtdy in Pppusing SUCh idcao., 

and tdcoll'f!! 
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Coddling Religious Extremists 
for Political Gains 

The headlines hittinl.! the news media recently in Pakistan and elsewhere put a hitherto 
unknown Lal Masjid-a mosque and seminary in Islamabad and its denizens in the 
world map (July 2007). The horri fie incidents surrounding the mosque and the resulting 
mayhem were an object Jesson how things can go awry with disastrous results when 
government coddles religious clements and religious institutions either for political 

reasons, or for fear of pub! ic backlash. 

The La! Masjid is a seminary that provides religious education based on Dcobond 
curriculum to about 7,000 students studying in the male and female sections. The 
mosque constructed and funded by the Pakistan government was originally the main 
mosque in Islamabad patronized by government officials including top army brass. 
Its central location placed it \vithin close proximity of various government offices. 
the lSI among them. A senior government official originally served as the Imam of 
the mosque. But that was Pakistan before the incursion of religious extremism into 
Pakistan politics led by General Ziaul Huq. 

With General Ziaul Huq leading the country in the heady days of US assisted fight 
against the Russians in Afghanistan. the Lal Masjid turned into a madrassa, training 
students \Vho would be cannon fodders for the holy war. This happened Juring the 
time when Abdullah. the father of the current Lal Masjid imam Abdul Aziz. w<;'i the 
Mosque prayer leader. General Ziaul Huq was reportedly a great admirer nf Abdullah 

who was known for his fiery "jihadi" speeches. 

Abdul Aziz succeeded his father as the Imam of La I Masjid atlcrthc dcmisl! ofAhdullah 
in a o.;cctarian strife in 1 l)l)() or thereabout. Trained in a renowned madrassa in Karachi. 

and having worked closely with the Afghan mujhaddins that his father's madrassa 
had trained both Abdul Aziz and his brother Abdur Rashid became firebrand radicals 

who wnuld later usc the Lal Musjid to train young minds in their school 0f th0ught. 
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llowcn:r. the clash with gm ernmcnt wlluld tllll occur until much later. .\hdui.:\ZIL. hi~ 

hrnther. and his wife Wlluld carry on their agenda under the \cry nose \~f lSI. 

The first brush with thl· government occurred in 200:' when Abdul Aziz is:-.ucd a t:tt\\a 

against the army officers who \\We fighting against Pakistani Talihan in the tribal arc<h 

cl0se t0 the Afghan border. For this reason he wa:-. dismissed from his mosque positinn 

by the government. but he refused tn vacate the mosque. Vv'ith his baton \VIcldlll):! 

acolytes (men and women) in the madrassa he turned the mosque and the adJ\Iinin)l 

seminary int\' a li.~rtrc~s daring any law enforcing agem·y to t'Ust him. Tho: L'"' c:rPmo.:nt 

relented. 

Next came pn1tesh by the madrassa studenh against the !_.!(I\ ..:rnment camp:tign [(I 

demolish ilkgally con~tructcd mosqth.:s in Islamabad. They ti,IIP\\\:d thco.;c l'rlltco.;h 

along with their teacher..; threatening the owners nfvideo and music slwp:-. in Islamabad 

to close down their business or face dire consequences. The.· female students of the 

seminary assisted by the male students raided an alleged brothel hou: .. c. kidnapped 

three women from there nnd hcld them lwstagc for thrce dnys before relca:-.ing thcrn 

after securing confessional statements saying that there were involved in "imnwral 

activities". All this happened under the watchful eyes of Pakistani and intcrnati,,nal 

media. 

The most cgregil)US of the unlawful activitics was. however. when the student-; and 

their teachers abducted three policemen when they went ab11ut their dwies in search 

of students who were breaking law. This time also the g11vernment relented. lnskad of' 

carrying nut any massive atlack the p11licc negotiated the n::lcase ofthe three policemen. 

Another victory li)r the radicals and their leader. 

It tonk several months ti~r the Pakistan Govc.·rnment to realize that it was time to take 

the bull by the horn. The dem0n it was nurturing close to its C\We was gi\·ing birth tl) 

hundreds of radicab who were being shipped to fight ih army and b0tch ih \\ar on 

terrorism from within. Ironically. it was fighting the very clements that were b0rn l'llt 

of direct government subsidy. and later or sheer neglect. At the time ,,ft his writing. the 

siege oft he mosque is still on with uncertain mttcome. Still. the action taken Ill'\\ i-. l~tr 

better than later when the radicals bred by the ~cminary would hme spread much '' ider 

preaching and practicing their violence all over the cPuntry to implement their g\l:tls. 

Is there a lcss\lll to be learnt t'rom all this'? llse 1't'n:ligiPn for :-.hort term poliltL·:tl g:tith 

is not unknown -at lea~t that we knPw from the hi:-.tory of Paki:-.tan and Bani,!ladc:-.h. 

In the (J0s Ayub Khan gathered the supp11rt nf the ulcma for hi~ ITgimc. ( 11.:ncral 

Ziaul lluq not only indulged in the religious clements. hut e,)n~idercd him~clt a:-. the 

new messiah. Pakistan is ..;till reaping the hanest of the seeds that he had :-.own. In 
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Bangladesh. in the early seventies General Zia was blessed in a national gathering 1lf 

the Mudarrcseen (Association of Madmssa teachers). Later. we saw the repetition of 
the blessing by the dictatorship of General Ershad of the same clement~. 

Ironically where the military leaders had stopped short of embracing the religious 
elements as their political partners. the political leaders who followed the military 
dictators sought them as allies to spurn their opponents. This dangerous gambit of 
political opportunism supported later the growth of the kind of religious extremism 
that we would sec later with shock and disbelief. We came out this time with a hm 
price for this political shenanigan. but \VC may not be so lucky the next time around. 

Our political party leaders often speak of conspiracies against our democracy Fe" 
of them seem to realize that these conspiracies do not come from without. bu.t from 
within the party. These come from their inability to recognize that forces that seck In 
usurp state power with violent means and work silently with connivance of allies that 
they set up in powerful quarters. We need be watchful that Lall'vlasjid experience dncs 
not repeat in Bangladesh. 



Compromises of Disaster 

In July 2007 the Pakistan Army engaged in a war that aimed to cleanse Swat valley 
in the country's north-west of the religious extremists who had laid claim to one of 
the most picturesque areas of the world for the better part of previous two years. The 
place. as it appeared from hundreds of pictures published in various media. had been 
rendered into a horrendous battle scene with battered homes. and other devastations 
all around. Thousands of innocent civilians were forced to flee the battlegrounds for 
uncertain destinations beyond their picturesque valley. while the army tries to ferret 
out the militants and their ferocious leaders from the mountainous areas. 

In a final attempt to maim ami decimate the Swat militants. the Pakistan Government 
announced a bounty offi fly millions rupees ($600.000) on the head of its most fearsome 
leader, Maulana Fazlullah. This was the man who was notorious for his sermons that 
denounced Pakistan Government as un-lslamic and called for establishing his version 
of Sharia in the valley. This was the leader whose disciples flogged a young girl in 
open public view for alleged behavior unbecoming a Muslim woman. This was the 
cleric who condemned music as evil, and asked his followers to burn shops that sold 
TVs. CDs, and computers since these were "major sources of sin''. Yet. this was the 
man with whom the Government of Pakistan negotiated and compromised with only 
a few months earlier to cede the place to Sharia court at his behest. The compromise 
with one of the most iconic leaders of religious extremism was yet another example of 

fecklessness that had characterized the government of Pakistan's response to religious 
extremism that had been overtaking that part of the country for past several years. 

Our attention was riveted on Pakistan as it launched its efl'orts to uproot the religious 

extremists from Swat. and rid the area of its fearsome warlord and his disciples who 
had led to such horrendous events in that area. (Ultimately it succeeded in getting the 

upper hand over the militants. but at a great cost of lives and property.) 

Unfortunately. however. Maul ana Fazlullah was but one of the many such diabolical 

clerics who had grown and was tolerated in those parts in last several years either 

because of government apathy or coddling for short term political gains. Maulana 
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•\hdul :\/iz. th.:: fir.::hrand cleric uf Lal l\·1a~jiJ ,1f l~lamabaJ. who-;-: action" f'inall; 
kd tl1 a hlondy mayhem in and arnund that mcbquc two year~ hack. i~ atHllher 
product of political compromise. This higntl·d ..:!nil· had conwrted hi~ mo~qu.:: into a 
~eminary ,,f ··holy warriors"' or "jehadi<". all within a ~quare mile ilf' the highe~t ~cat 
\1 1 12m crnment power in Pakistan. had preached hi-. violent -.crtmltl'i in the pr\.·sene\.· of 
htgh government ot1'icials. civil and military. and the gm·ernm.::nt had turned the ntlH:r 
way. It was not until his disciples actually launched an attack a)!ainst the rnli.::L· and the 
army that gnvcrnrn.::nt took upon hirn. like the actions against ivlaulana hl/lullah that 
•he O!mcrnm...:nt 11 (' Paki,tan i" taking now. That acti•1n llHl \~a-. tnnlatc. \\ 1th oli ... ;~-..tr. 1 u-.. 

,., 1 11'-'CtJliCllL'\.'~. 

\Ian) in Ban\..'ladc-..h thoul.!ht fpr ,.c1r-. that W\.' \lere llllllltlnc fn1111thc P•'l'-•lll tktt ''-;!'­

,Jowly numhinl.! Paki-.tan~ a~ if {:ur phy:-.ical di<;lance from that CPtltllr) 11orked ,1.., ;t 
firewall. We ui:misse~le\en a suggestion of the proclivity of~omc (If' Pur own l'iti/\.·ns 
to tend the way of Pakistan clerics. even though the signs became \l1(1 apparL'Ilt I\ I ignore 
such suggcstinn. This was the mindset of our pPliticallcadcr-; few year~ agn. until the 
phenomenon of"Bangla Rhai'' would denwn-.trate to us that in the tryst'' ith religiou~ 
.::xtr.::rnisrn he was n<1 less a formidable figure than hi~ Pakistan cnunterparts. A!!ain. 
the final g.rapplinl.! with this ncmc~is of CltlrS. albeit tran~ient. would not happen ~llltil 
much damal.!c hatl been done t<) life and prop~rty. Thi" needk"~ lm-, could ha\e been 
a\nidcJ if (~Lr political leadership that time had n<lt .,ought to u.,e this li1rcc. howev...:r 

locally. to settle political scores. Rise of ckments like Bangia Rhai and his ilk was 

pn~sihk b.::causc tlUr leadership chose the path of l'Cilllprnmise. pnlitil'al e'\p~o:diency. 
and u~.:: of means I~Lir anJ foul tn retain political control. 

l·ortunatl'ly there seems to he a tide of events that is opening our eyes to tlw dan!.!crs 
<1f coddling reli!.!inus extremists and the consequences of giving indulgence to ~uch 
fanatil·ism f~\r sl~·Cirt term l.!ains. In Paki-;tan this had been pos-.ibk as militarv di ·t·tt ws 
' - - \.: ( l . 

found support for their hold on to power from these radical clements. The leadership 

used them. and in return for their support giJ\'C them a long leash. which unfortunately 

later prov~.:d to be their undoing. 

Ir,1nieally in [iangladesh the radical clements grew and sun·ived when a denmcraticallv 

.::kl:tcd government ruled the roost in early part <lf thi'> decade. Th.,:, were th~ 
h~ -products uf an allianc...: of political con\eni.::ncc the main gnal of \\ I~ich \\as to 
,.,HLtllcnancc th..: countrv·s progr.::.;s in cstabli-.hing a mntkrat.::. rcl!).'l<lU-.1\ tolerant, 

rlcm~>natJc countn. Thc-v tlouri.,hcJ because they \\~o:r.:: not clwllenged. <ll' a: we wnuld 

rl·call thL·II·niste;c.:: wa~ .::ven d.::nied by StllllC leaders that time. It W(luld take -;e\-cral 

killings. and nf course much c'<tcrnal pressure on our leader-. that time to arrest the 

grcl\\ th uf these ekments. And actually we do not know if justic..: would have cPtnl.' at 

"" tu '' tnd up '>Omc of these clements. including 13an!.!la .Bhai. had there not been a 
lle\\ " !:!< wernmen t. 
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\\·c an.: cxpos~.:d dail) no\\ to new rc\Tiations ti·mn thl.! national press about thl' 
::-hcnanigan::- that wa~ in pia) in th~.o· infamous arm-; smuggling in Chittagong in 2004. 
Thcs~.: incident::- ar~.: reminder~ how d~.:cp a nc:\us of radicals ~.:an "·,,rk. and the level 
of danger that a nati1111 could be dragged tP when the political leadership looks the 
1•thcr \\ay. The P''int ofrai::-ing these incendiary i::-~ue~ is really to bring llClmc the need 
li.•r reali7ation fi)r our political leaders that a line has tn he drawn in all politics that 
separates democracy from bigotry. hatred and violence from ti·ec speech. and lcwc for 
humanity l"nm1ohs~.:ssion with rdigion. \Vc hope we call can remember these. 



Stemming the Tide of Radical Backlash­
An Unrelenting Battle 

The ominous incidents of this week (April 20 II l where the radical force-. asain shll\\ed 

thci r muscle to protest the gnvcrnment 's Natinnal Women·~ De\ elopment I' PI icy once 

a!!ain remind us the nascent strcn!.!th of these force~. Th~: incidenh abo \wins intn ~lark 
~· ~ 

focus the vulnerahilitv of our democratic ideals against the-.c force-.. l'hrcc year~ <l!.!O 

we had a similar sho,~·-down by the same forces when the then care taker glw~o:rn 111;nt 
had contemplated implementation of the same policy. but had back~:d dnwn. Those nf 

us who may think that the radical forces have taken a back -.cat "·ith th~: resurgence of a 

democratically elected government should stop deluding our-.chc-.. Th..: radical forces 

arc there. and will continue to grow unless \VC take m..:asurc-. It) plug th..: ,,·ellspring of 

n . .:ligious radicalism. and tackk the ekments who nurture this \\·ell. 

In analyzing the risc of radicalism in Pakistan and the alarming spread pf ,·iolcnc..: in 

thc namc of religion few years back, a writer in a Pakistan journal cornrnente<l hnw 

the~c \.vcrc aided and ahcttcd by the prolifcrationofrcligious seminarics in that country 

and the ty·pc of education these institutions imparted. 1-'J·om a few tlwusand when/iaul 

1-1 uq sci?ed power in JlJ77 the writer estimatcd these seminaries giT\\ to nver 25,000 in 

kss than ten years. He viewed these religious seminaries as the spawning ground for 
the font -.oldiers ofjihad. 

The reasons were straightforward, the writer argued. !·len.:. th•)usaiHis of young children 

arc taught little hut rotc learning of the scriptures. l'copk unqualifi~.·d to teach had 

assumcd the responsibility of indoctrinating young minds. And whik g•)\·ernmcnts 

a tier Ziaul I luq (particularly Pervez Musharrafl vowcJ to reform this sprawling. 

unregulated system. they failed because wnrds of the lcad..:r-; did 111)1 match action. 

On the pne hand they castigated the radical clements as r.lmcnter-; of e:\tremism 

and religiou-; intnlerancc, hut on the l1 ther hand they did l)(lthing In stem the tide of 

growth in the seminaries. These institutiPns thri\ed with financial ~upport lwth from 

tn-;idc and outside the country. There was no mechanism in place Ill r~.·gulate either the 

•urriculum or financial flows to the institution-;. The in-.tituiHin-. thri,~:d also because 
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th.:y off.:n:d fr.:e .:ducati•'ll II' the rural ma..,o.;.:.., :-uhsidin·d hy li.m:ign d•'nati•'ll:- t li\tlll 
the ivtiddl.: l:a:-.t) h<.·cau:-.l' th..: dPnor:-.tlwughttiH:ir philanthropy wa-., paying tP ..:du..:at..: 
pPor young Paki:-.tanio.;_ 

f-low do we l'('mpare '' ith l'akio.;tan in t..:rm..; .~r gr11\\ th in r.:ligi,tu:- -.l.'mtnan..::- 111 

Bang lmksh'.' \\'e h~I\T 1 w•• rnatnlitll'o.; (>frel igt•IU-.. ... chonb in Bangladc-;h. :\I i;. a \Ja,ira:-sa:­

and ()unrni i\ladra:-:-ao.;, prP\ iding primary and s..:cPndary kvl'ls of ..:du..:ati••n. Out-..id;: 

thi:"l' t\\omain lin.; ... ar..: t"•'typ.:..; ,,fim-titution:- l\·1aktabs !_Nourani \ladr~l""""l. an.i 

llafoia Forqania \-ladrassa ... that rn'' id..: ha ... j,· 1-.:Pran reading skill:-. \\"hik tlh' -\li~ :t 

i\:ladra ... sa.., arl' go,.:rnrnl'nt rq!lllat.:d and thl·tr nurnh..:r i" kn''''·n. tlwr•: ar,· 111.• (.tfi,·i,tl 

figure..; ctthn on the (>uomi i\·tadra..;sa:- ,,r th1: ,,th~.-·r in:-otituti1111" ..;in~.·~.· tlh:~ •'P'-Tak 

.:ntir.:ly in the pri,ate d••main. :\h:-ent any go\ertlllk'nt o.;lati:-.ti<.:" on rh~_· IHIIllh .. -r .tnd 
:-.llldcnt pllptllati,,n of th~.-·pri,·at.: madra..;o.;as in lbnglad..::-h. the only mtml11.·r tlt~tt I ha\.: 

is from a r..:<.·..:nl w.wld Bank rep.lr\ on i\·ladra:-:-a I :dll(.':ltion { 20{)1}) \\ hi.Tl" 1.''\hkllO.:I.' 
nf about 41\.0110 rh•n-rL·gulatcd ivladra..;o.;as in Bangla.ksh i:-. ..::-.timat..:d. \!,,,,_ thi:- is a 

hugl' nurnh..:r by any mca:-.ure when \\1.! ..:onsid..:r thatthl'IT are a littk llhll"l' than -X.iHHl 

primary :-.d1n•1b in Bangladesh (I.!NICI·.F :-.tatislics). Al·.:ording to a lat.'..;t ..: ... tirnatL' 
non-govcrnrn..:nt i\-ladras:-.a:-. had gr.1wn to n..:arly 40.000 by :wos in l'<t k r..;t.lil: but \h" 

h..:atthat numiK·r. Acl:ordinl,! !(• S•'lllL' r~p1.1rt. Han)!lad~sh rank:- s..:..:ond l•l lndPr~<:-.,, 1 111 

the numh..:r ,,f n.:ligi('lh semtnaric .... 

\V..: .:amt<lt \\ ip<.' <may th.: r;:allt) that pri\ate r..:li!;!iOU!-1 ..... ·minanl':- r \·la,ir; 1"': 1-.. '';i-., 

..:mnc t•• occupy an imp•>rtant rnk in th~.· ..:du.:ati<tll ,,f nur rna:-oses ! h~·, !·-:" :'•!k,i 
g.aps that "'". ).!11\.;rnml·nt P~"•" id..:d l'ducati••twl in.,.titution" could not : .. _,, ,.;r_ .\: tlt'­
..;allll' time \\l' also cannot wipe away th..: pcr..:..:ption c'f rcli~inu ... cxtr..:mi..;n 1 tlut ha'­
n•nK' to h..: a..;..;,tclat..:d "ith -..ud1 in..;titutinn..;_ Th..: imago.::- ,,r threat and ,-iukrH:~..· la-..t 

\\·..:ck as \\l'll a..; thP ... l' fn•mthr..:l' yL·aro.; agP fla:-.hl·d thrnugh the m..:dia only o.:nh:trll."<.' thi-.. 
pcn:cpti••ll. I hcs..: arc li•rehnding ... nfmnr..: a<.·t..; ofinll•kran.~l' and ,-iokrKc in tlw 11 " 111 ..: 

l'r r..:ligion unk.;,s th..: tide i ... o.;tcrnm..:d now. 

Thi:-. rcquirl'-; a well th•1ught nul plan 111 arr..:stth..: runaway growth in pri\'itl..: :-....:minaril·s 

by rl·quiring r.:gistrati('ll: mnnitnring •11" financial flow ... 1<1 the instituti.,n ... : ~radual 

introduction of a standard i.'UrrinJiurn li>r th..: ()tlllllli ivtadra ... ..,a-..: a11d pr<'' 1din~ 

finam·ial ~md rL·gulatnt") inl·.:nti\ cs 1<1 thl' in-;tltllll•lns to a bid..: by th..: .:urn<:ulurn. I hl':-l' 

are chall..:n!!mg ta"'-"- litll fiu· the futuro.: nf our demPnar..:y and future ,,f nur :••uth 

th..:sl' n..:cd IP h.: tak..:n. Paki:-.tancxperil·nc.: should b..: a ''arning li.)r all ,,r 11:-.. 
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Image of Bangladesh in the Foreign Press: 
Our Not So Righteous Indignation 

The Washington Post op-ed article of August 2, 2006 (A New llub fpr krn,rism'.') by 

Selig Harrison. a former South Asia bureau chief oft he Post. had some pf our expatriate 
Bangladeshis astir with indignation. So much so that one activist lawyer- for whose 
social work 1 have a lot of respect-has suggested that someone write a fitting response 
to ''refute this rubbish" with another op-ed in the Post. It has been eYen ~uggested that 
the article is nothing but an invitation to the new-colonial power~ ""tp 0\ erride the 
sovereignty of a nation and intervene to root out terrorists'·. Echoing the sentiment in 

the internet a few others have come up with conspiracy theories behind ~uch articles 

that "smear" our country's reputation. and called for wide scale condemnation of such 
nefarious acts. Before we display our enraged sentiments. and shed copiou~ amount 
of indignant tears on this ·•outrageous'' article. let us review our reacti11ns to ~imilar 

articles that had appeared in the foreign press in the past. 

In April 2002. Bert Lintner's article in the Far Eastern Economic Revic\\ (Bangladesh-A 
Cocoon of Terror) caused a major stir in ami outside Bangladesh. The article was the 

first to point out the threat of militant Islam in Bangladesh. and the grave prospects 
that this threat held for the country. Instead of taking preemptive actions to stem such a 
threat, the government as 1 recall. banned the magazine. Zealous party workers made a 

bonfire of the magazine in Bangladesh while outpourings of mail and write ups. largely 

from Bangladeshi expatriates jammed the cyberspace and some journals accused the 
writer of the article of bias, and of collusion with the enemies of Bangladesh. 

Six months later after the Lintner article Alex Perry came out with a !-.imilar article 
that appeared in the Time Magazine (Deadly Cargo. Time Macazine October 2002). 

The article referred to Bangl;iesh becoming a safe haven for~religiou~ terrorists with 

transnational links. 1 do not know if there were any invcstigatir•n~ condtll.:tcd by our 

country on the allegations made in the article. hut I do knCl\\ that the magazine was 

banned. and copies were burnt by people in the streets of Dhaka 111 expre!-.s their fury 

at the magazine. Likewise the foreign based patriots of Banl!ladc-;h tnnk nut their 
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anguish by expressing venom at the magazine ami the writer in the forums available to 

them. all except the Time magazine itself 

It is unfortunate that despite the liberal environment that they thrive in. despite the 
benefits that they derive from a free and open media. our expatriate community is 
prone to act \Vith indignation at any critical appraisal of the political and social reality 
of Bangladesh that appears in the foreign media. We jump at any attempt to criticize 
the country that many of us probably even do not how it has changed over time. We 
label all negative reports on Bangladesh as biased. results of conspiracies hatched by 
spooks of neighboring countries to denigrate us. We arc in constant denial that the 
land of Sufis and saints. the land of poetry and music lovers. land of ami peace and 
harmony could ever change. 

1 n none of the cases anyone cared to find out whether the country was actually being 
politically manipulated by the religious right. No one cared to reflect that the burgeoning 
number of religious institutions. unregulated and unchecked could potentially create 
a pool of resources right for picking by the religious extremists for their ··cause··. Our 
foreign-based patriots had concluded that these arc nothing conspiracies. We had to 
wait two more years to watch these conclusions of our so called patriots blown to bits. 
when the forecasts of the two articles became terribly true. \Vc had to wait till hundred!> 
of bombs were blasted from corner to corner in the country like independence dav 
fireworks. when judges were assassinated in broad daylight. and threats of fi.JJ1 he-r 
assassinations became common place from the very clements that the two articles had 
alluded to. 

What appalls me now that despite the recent capture of the religious extremists in 
Bangladesh. unraveling of their long gestating plans of spreading militancy in the 
country. and their proud ownership of the assassinations in the country. our expatriates 
arc finding the article in the Washington Post as another attempt by the foreign media 
to malign the country. Malign the country with what"! The Post article is not a revelation 
of unknown facts. It is actually a compilation of events and facts that appeared in news 
and commentary in our national media over last few years. To dismiss an analysis 
based on hard realities on the ground as a smear campaign against Bangladesh is 
another glaring instance of our denial syndrome. 

Let us not close our eyes to the reality that there ts a strong grass root movement 
in Bangladesh toward taking the country to a political path that is not ingrained in 

religious pluralism or secular democracy . .Jamaat did not win 17 scats or so (in 2000) 
in the Parliament by accident: it won because it is a highly organized party \Vith 
committed workers at gmss roots. The political alliance that this political party will 

seck is not simply with the intention to have a scat in the government: its alliance is 

aimed at a higher objective. Elements who share this objective are not enemies of the 
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party. Soon.:r \\e r.:alize this th.: h.:tter it i~ ti1r all,,fu~ \\1111 ~tillcheri~h a Banglade~h. 
a llll1tlcrate eountry free fr,,m religi<'U~ intolerance. and a hPml' for JK'acc. pn,~p..:rity 
and tranquility. Instead ,,f wasting llttr cncrgy \Cnting tH'l ~o rightc<ll~'> indi~nati(lll at 
the-.c rl·ality clll·cks such a~ thc WashingtPil J>p-,t articlc ha~ prP\ idcd. kt u-.. cnnn:ntratc 

('tl nmfronting the ideology of intolerance. hate and' inlcncc with \\<'rd~ and al·ti,,n-; 

that ''ill prc\·cnt the .... prcad of thi:-- vcn,,mous movcmcnt. 



\ lndi:mlnst::~l\1! of A~ced StudY 
Ace~ No. ····;k~ .... "£] . .. ,.. -~--
Date............... .. 'J.D. .... tJ.. ... Y ... 

Sl;;li&b _____ ..., ...... --·---------· 

Book Summary 

hll"t) )'L'ar~ in the history ,,r a country i~ a small drop in the OCL'an. But l()r those or 

lh ,, hn had witnL·s~~d the brutal \\ar Di' lib~ration and the pitiful t'<lnditions in our 

tkdgling years. this is a longjnurnL')". It ha-; hL·cn a journey on a n'ad that \\as Jh)t pa,·ed 
\\ith roses. Our young dcmocrac) was mangkd and mutilated within ali,:,, \·cars llfthc 
..:ountry's birth. \\'L· had to sufl'er two decades Pf military ruk and quasi-:lictatc,rship 
hd~'rc we regained the dellll'aacy. :\t the same time we abo witnessed rehinh of the 
forc..:s that we h~td to contend with to gain our ind..:pL'rHicrH.·e. \Ve witnL·-.sed hinh of 
J1<llitiL"S Of ..:orruptinn. violcnl'e, npporiUllism, and shenanigans. 

1 hr-. hook is a collection ofessavs that were published earlier in Banola,lcsl1 ~,. 1 , 1 · 
.. ::- ' · :' ' L.~ /Inc .... 

and 1 >arli..:-. r..:tl..:cting <•n <lllr n;Jii<,nal :rchie' ~·nll'nl and t;rilings in the pa-.t \T;;rs. !"h..: 
:rrticJ..:.., pay h<lllJagL' tl>lh..: millions of our p..:opk \\ho ha\e toikd unt; 1 1ter 111 ~h to tah...: 
11 .., to the plac..: where \\l' arL' '"'"· -.;,,nlL· artrch:-. also rL·tlcct l'llth..:, icc-.. tlr·rt-.,-1•1· · • ' c~·t IIIII" 
~'"''" th sud1 as unbridled L"••rrupti<ln. P•'litical 'ioknL"L'. and lach. ,,r kadcrsiHp. :-,,,111 ..: 

artick-. ab,, arc grim reminder.., that the path to dcm<><.:rac~· is al..,o fi.:tll.:rcd h\ threat-. 
that may emanate from pnlitiL·s ,,f religiou ... bigotry and c.xtrcmism that arL' 111 ~t ah,avs 
open tn the ~)l's. TilL' f~'unding t'ath..:r of Bangladesh Bangabandhu Sheikh l\·1ujib~rr 
Rahman had many dr..:am~ for his nation and his p..:,,pJc. I I.: did not li\c to "CL' if hi ... 
dr..:ams pf Shonar Bangia ( <. iohkn B~..·ngall w~rc f"ul fi I led and "hat storm) path his 
hcl·"·..:d country trm·ckd in last f~'rty )Tar~. I lis lik wa ... cut short <.•arly in a ,·ioknt and 
nu.:l mann..:r an ironic ~nd f~'r a man who belic\l'd in nnn-\ i<,kncc. 

We ha\"~ miles to gil to su ... tain our hard .:arth..:d f"r~..·.:dnrn. and \\·a) s tl' find th~..· kc..:p tl11..• 

111,,111cntum ()four .:cpnomi..: the !,!n)\\ th. ·1 h.: first sll.'p in thi.., din.'ctinn j.., t11 ,·han!!l' 

the pPiiti..:al culture rn.,t.:d in L"<'t-rurti\ln. nepPti-;m. 'ir,knL't'. and lack nf r~..·.., 1wct 1~,r 
human life. ( >ur leaders need to risL' ahon· th..:ir P\\"11 narrn\\ and ... lh>rt tL'rtll political 
l!:tins and addrL'"" the ... e 'icc ... -.tart in~" tlh th..:ms.:ln·.., and their pPiitJ..:al parti<..'"· \.\"e. 
like Bangahandhu. had many drTam-; for our lledgling nati,,n: hut the ... e did nPt irKiud<.· 

seeing the country\ name muddiL·d fi.)r CPITUpti<'n. \"ioknc.:. and P''litic ... nfrl.'taliatiPn . 
.t\s \\e enter inll' the fi lih decade ,,f our imkpcndcnce. we pray and lwpe that our 
leader~ will guide th<.· nati<lll in the right direction so that ak,ng with ecc,nnmie growth 
we also can sec growth in our core ,-alues. 
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