Bangladesh’s democracy at the crossroads
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THE caretaker government in Bangladesh has, to everyone’s surprise, taken a U-turn soon after kickstarting an aggressive campaign against corrupt politicians which was welcomed nationwide and was too relieving for many. It has now restored the status quo by lifting restrictions on the movement of former prime minister Khaleda Zia and also allowed her rival, Awami League President Sheikh Hasina, to return home. The two were chosen by the regime for an exemplary treatment and punishment to clean up mess in the country’s politics before it sets a date for national polls two years later.

In the twists and turns that preceded it, a Dhaka court had issued an arrest warrant for Sheikh Hasina calling her “absconder” and ordered the police to confiscate her property if she did not surrender by May 28. However, on April 24, another court suspended the warrant to give the police more time to investigate charges against her. She was implicated in a murder case.On the other front, Tarique Zia, elder son of Khaleda Zia and senior joint secretary of her Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP) was arrested on charges of extortion of one crore takas from a construction firm. To save her son, she was offered an exiled life in Saudi Arabia along with her family which she refused. Considered the most powerful person during the last Zia regime, Tarique is known to have amassed huge wealth illegally by indulging in massive corruption – in marked contrast to his late father who was reputed to be a man of integrity. Khaleda Zia’s younger son, Arafat Rehman (nicknamed Coco) was no less behind. He was also arrested for interrogation by the government agencies for collecting a huge amount of money from different quarters by using his influence but was released later. Besides, a former chief whip of the BNP, Khandaker Delwer Hossein, was prevented by the government from flying to Singapore on April 16.

At the moment, it is the army chief of Bangladesh and five general officer commanders who are running the show as well as the country. They are maligning the politicians, talking about good governance, rule of law and corruption-free society and, at the same time, also advising people to strive for ‘real’ democracy. “The country must build its own democratic system with new leadership at all levels. Bangladesh will have to construct its own brand of democracy, giving due recognition to its social, historical and cultural conditions with religion being one of several components of its national identity,” says Lt-Gen Moeen U. Ahmed, Chief of Army Staff.

On January 11, the scheduled elections were postponed indefinitely, emergency was imposed and a caretaker government installed with Mr Fakhruddin Ahmed as chief adviser. Since then, the country is passing through a critical phase of turmoil and uncertainty. Backed by army and supported by the country’s corporate sector, the caretaker government has unleashed a massive campaign against corruption and arrested hundreds of political workers including stalwarts from the BNP and Awami League (AL). While confining Begum Khaleda Zia to her house and compelling her to leave the country, and keeping Sheikh Hasina from returning home, the caretaker regime was seen to be following the Pakistan model by excluding the two former prime ministers from national politics.

The daily Bangladesh Today in a report published on April 21 revealed that Khaleda Zia has not been allowed to come out of her cantonment residence and nobody except her brother Maj (retd) Sayyed Iskander and his wife, his personal physician and a former MP Mushfiqur Rehman, have been permitted to meet her. It was for reasons of “law and order, stability and public security” that the government ordered Sheikh Hasina on April 18 not to return home from a foreign trip.

Prior to the emergency, Bangladesh had suffered prolonged political agitation organised by an Awami League-led alliance to demand compilation of new voters’ list and holding of free and fair elections. The agitation has unleashed a series of violence, killings and police brutalities bringing daily life to a halt. Now, the Bangladesh Election Commission plans to introduce voter ID and national ID cards simultaneously for making elections transparent but such an exercise means a delay in elections of another 18 months that can cost the country’s exchequer TK 400 crore.

The question arises: is Bangladesh deviating from the path of democracy and that why is the army again intervening in politics? In 1990, a popular movement supported by the BNP and the AL had led to overthrow of General Ershad’s military regime and the elections held in 1991 resulted in assumption of power by the BNP. The 1996 elections were won by the AL followed again by the BNP in 2001. While all the three governments formed by the two parties had completed their five-year terms, their relations with each other had over the years turned hostile, leading to the worst kind of political victimisation of each other’s activists.

Theoretically, democracy and political pluralism remained the hallmark of Bangladesh’s politics from 1991 to 2006. In practice, neither the BNP nor the Awami League cultivated democratic values and norms, exercised tolerance, showed political prudence and maturity. The common man, as a result, suffered from corruption, nepotism, breakdown of the rule of law, religious extremism, power shortages and price hikes. Frequent strikes and violent demonstrations badly hit the economy and pushed Bangladesh to the brink of a ‘failed state.’

This writer during a recent trip to Bangladesh observed a great sense of relief among the people over coming to an end of a long spell of political violence and the breakdown of law and order in the country. People tend to prefer temporary derailment of democracy as a fait accompli to the systematic loot and plunder of national wealth by both the BNP and AL. How far this turn in the situation can help rejuvenate the democratic process remains to be seen. One positive aspect of the caretaker government is the reasonable size of its cabinet. While the last BNP regime had 60 ministers (as is the case in today’s Pakistan), the caretaker regime has 11 only.

The caretaker government’s performance will be judged by how it delivers on four issues. First is corruption. It is alleged that the regime’s drive is selective and politically motivated as military and bureaucracy have not been touched and only political figures are being targeted. According to daily The Independent of Dhaka (April 19), Chief Coordinator of the National Coordination Committee for Curbing Grave Offences (NCCCGO) Maj. Gen Masuddin Chowdhury intends to take action against many more high-profile corrupt suspects. But his committee lacks the required capability for an effective crackdown on corruption as is evident from his statement that “those who are working in fighting against corruption have no such experience to deal with the cases.”

Second is the energy crisis. Currently, power shortage in Bangladesh is between 1,500 to 2,000 megawatts. The last BNP government failed to improve power supply situation and there are daily massive breakdowns which has caused slump in business activity. Third is lawlessness. In order to cope with the law and order problem, the government has recently formed Rapid Action Battalion (RAB) which is entrusted with tracking down the criminal elements, but still not much has been achieved. Finally, religious extremism is a major challenge. There is a growing influence of Islamic groups particularly of Jammatul Mujahideen Bangladesh (JMB). Recently its six activists were sentenced to death for carrying out several bomb blasts.

As far as the army’s role in politics concerned, one can see its growing involvement as evident from post-January 11 actions and decisions. As reported in Weekly Probe published from Dhaka, General Moeen U. Ahmed in a recent speech observed: “the ongoing democratic process and the current transition period would give an opportunity to develop a new concept and find a new sense of direction for future politics. This needs rethinking so that we can reinvent a system of governance with new leadership at all levels.”

Gen Moeen has defined his agenda – a long-term agenda -- by saying that the country has tried both the presidential and parliamentary form of government. “Now we should try to set up a balanced system giving more powers to the president, ministers and other agencies to enable them carry out their tasks. Power must be balanced, not tilted towards any family and dynasty.” Is he going to launch his own party because of failure of the two major political parties to deliver, remains to be seen.

Columnist Mohammad Nurul Huda in an article published in Daily Star (Dhaka) of April 20 has argued that, “it would not be improper to say that the Chief of Staff of Bangladesh Army Lt. General Moeen U. Ahmad has apparently caused a low-intensity sensation by expressing his views on politics and democracy with special reference to Bangladesh at a recent seminar. His comments and observations in the keynote paper have given rise to the question of the propriety of a serving army chief ventilating his views on substantive and sensitive political issues.”

It was army’s high command which had forced President Ayazuddin Ahmed to step down from the position of head of the caretaker government, postpone elections and impose emergency. That without the army’s support the new caretaker government cannot remain in power for long goes without saying.

Bangladesh has a history of resistance against the military rule but under the prevailing situation the majority of people have no sympathy for the BNP and AL as well.

Bangladesh’s moment of truth has arrived. Thirty-six years of independence which was achieved as a result of bloody armed struggle against West Pakistan has so far failed to establish a democratic system of governance.

There was no popular protest when the regime took actions against Sheikh Hasina and Khaleda Zia. But it doesn’t mean that the people are in favour of the military or a quasi-military regime. They are not coming into streets because they have lost their confidence in the politics of the BNP and AL. There are little signs of emergence of a third force in Bangladesh which could break the present two-party monopoly over politics and ensure corrupt free and transparent way of government.

If Khaleda Zia and Sheikh Hasina lose their appeal among their supporters, the result could be a split in both the BNP and AL. It could benefit the newly formed Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) of former Bangladeshi President Badruzzaman Chaudhry. His party has the potential to challenge the AL and BNP. The chances of the political party of Nobel Laureate Dr. M. Younus emerging as an alternate to the mainstream political parties are slim. In fact, it is a non-starter.
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