Intellectuals, columnists express anxiety over election

New Nation-SAYPPS Roundtable

Staff Reporter 
Intellectuals and columnist at a function on Saturday emphasized the need for a neutral government during the election period to free the country from the prevailing politics of conflict and confrontation. Addressing a roundtable, jointly organised by The New Nation and South Asia Youth For Peace and Prosperity Society (SAYPPS) at the Conference room of the daily, they expressed concern over the existing confrontational politics in the country.
Former Adviser to caretaker government and chairman, Editorial Board of The New Nation   Barrister Mainul Hosein made the opening remarks while A.M. Mufazzal, Editor of the daily presided over the function. M Sazzad Hossain Siddiqui, Assistant Professor of Peace and Conflict Studies Department of Dhaka University presented a key note paper while Assistant Professor of Anthropology Department of Chittagong University Sajjadul Haque moderated it. 
Journalist and columnist Sadik Khan, Writer and columnist Farhad Majhar, Shakhawat Hossain, former election commissioner, Professor Anwar Hossain, a prominent teacher of History Department of Dhaka University, Professor Yousuf Haider, former Pro-Vice-Chancellor of Dhaka University, Jaglul Ahmed Chowdhury, noted journalist   
and columnist, Ashfaqur Rahman, Chairman Center For Foreign Affairs Studies, Kazi Siraj, Adviser Editor of The Weekly Robbar, Faruque Ahmed, Executive Editor of The New Nation, Senior Journalist Nurul Huda among others, spoke at the meeting. 
Barrister Mainul Hosein said the people are full of fear and anxiety that there is no way of holding the next elections peacefully because of the deadlock, yet all of us are doing nothing to avoid the inevitable chaos and bloodshed. He finds it difficult to accept that the whole nation should be so helpless.  On the question of election and democracy his view is election is not democracy, election is the doorway to democracy but democracy is the practice of good governance by following the democratic institutions. In all Southeast Asian countries elections are held but it cannot be said that there is democracy in all these countries. In Cambodia there is constitutional monarchy. 
He stressed on the fact that our liberation war was about democracy and we can ensure success of liberation war by making democracy a success. The spirit of liberation war is the spirit of democracy. It is democracy that is glory of our liberation war.
It is politicisation of democratic institutions that has made it difficult for the democratic institutions function democratically and democracy non-functional.
Barrister Hosein regretted to say we made judiciary independent but its independence is being eroded by politicians through political appointment of judges. 
"Our civil society's role is also not adequate as a consequence of politicisation," he added.   
M Sazzad Hossain Siddiqui in the keynote paper said, "Election and democracy are two sides of the same coin as they are reciprocally important for each other. There is a complimentary relationship between these two aspects to flourish the rule of law in a country. A free and fair national election brings the democratic institutions of that country closer to the people." Referring to a survey he said, "More than 90 percent respondents gave their opinion in favour of non-party caretaker government to conduct the upcoming national parliamentary elections. All including civilians are worried about the upcoming national elections due to constitutional uncertainty. By next December the present government will fulfil its five-year tenure. So, this is urgent to reach political consensus on the format of government in the transitional period through national dialogue. Otherwise democracy of the country will have to face severe uncertainty. 
Sadik Khan said the country has been witnessing conflicts over the issue of election time administration as the BNP led alliance want a restoration of the caretaker government while the ruling alliance is opposed to  it. He said that to hold a free, fair, transparent and credible election in the country there is also need for reforms of electoral system.  He also cited examples of some countries including Pakistan and Greece where election is conducted by non-party government. He also stressed the need for consolidation of democracy through consensus among parties. 
Columnist Farhad Majhar said he was not afraid of prevailing conflict as he is optimistic of something good at the end.  No major change takes place anywhere without bloodshed or conflict, he added. He said that he was doubtful whether there would be a peaceful transfer of power. The government, he said, was trying to cling to power as it was involved in acts of violations of human rights. Criticizing the caretaker government he said he was opposed to the concept of the system as it did not bring any fruitful result. He stressed the need for an independent and strong Election Commission to help strengthen   democracy. He also said there is no civil society in the true sense   in the country. 
Former Election Commissioner Brig (Retd) Shakhawat Hossain said, election is the basis for democracy. Money and muscle power have to be curbed, he said adding the Election  Commission has to face many odds in preparing voters' list as the candidates  want to create  lists which suit their purpose.  It is the duty of EC to hold free, fair and credible elections. EC has made many laws in the past and it is now time to implement those. He said, the mindset of the politician has to be changed. The politicians want to remain in power for ever, which is not acceptable in democracy. Shakhawat Hossain said, corporate corruption is also taking place in the elections. There is no law to check such trends, he said. He said that the Election Commission could not run independently due to interference of the judiciary and media. He cited the example that a person whose parliament membership was cancelled by the EC, is now a minister   following a court's order. 
Professor Anwar Hossain said the Constitution of 1972 is good but it is not above criticism.  Our achievement is that we have got a Constitution in nine months, he said adding partisan politics was hindering the growth of professionalism. Appointment of teachers and even vice-chancellors on the basis of party politics, he said, should be stopped. He described this practice as   not consistent to the spirit of Liberation War. Democracy should be practiced in all institutions, he said adding it is absent in different institutions like Bangla Academy and Dhaka University.  Professor Yousuf Haider, former Pro-Vice-Chancellor of Dhaka University, said, each and every institution is corrupt which is in consistent to the spirit of   democracy. He said that Bangladesh is passing the first stage of democracy. He branded it as its transitional period. 
Jaglul Ahmed Chowdhury stressed the need for finding out a format to hold the elections ensuring the participation of all parties. Criticizing the clashes between political parties he said democracy will strengthen if the country  can free itself from such incidents. Castigating the role of civil society he said, civil society is not working properly. They are all biased. They are politically motivated. They have no contribution to the growth of the democracy in our society. 
Former ambassador Ashfaqur Rahman said the politicians do not get any scope to practice democratic norms and values. After the Liberation War, Bangabandhu came to the country when the country was beset with multi-dimensional problems, he said adding he did not get opportunity to develop democratic norms and values. Former President Ziaur Rahman also failed to improve the norms. We are yet to achieve that, he said adding it is our bad historic tradition. He said there is need for electoral reforms to hold a free, fair, transparent and credible election. 
Kazi Siraj said, democracy cannot strengthen if the political parties nominate corrupt persons. The political parties should ensure that candidates are honest and qualified, he said. 
AM Mufazzal, editor of The New Nation said, the Election Commission can play an important role to strengthen democracy in the country. The Commission also faces many obstacles to implement its law. Combined effort will help strengthen the Commission. He urged to all to take initiative to be more active in the Commission in the interest of democracy. Regular councils in the parties also will be helpful to consolidate the democracy. It also will play vital role to activate the political parties. He also said no democratic state was established without education. So people in the democratic state must be educated. He said judiciary must be free from political influence. He thanked the discussant and organisers to take the initiatives to help strengthen democracy in the country. He also said that The New Nation would regularly carry out articles and writings of the civil society leaders and experts in order to create public opinion in this regard. 
