Roundtable Report

‘To run a free, fair and democratic election in Bangladesh; there is no other option except caretaker government in current political situation’ opined by the distinguished discussants in the roundtable titled ‘Election and Democracy in South Asia’ jointly organized by the South Asia Youth for Peace and Prosperity Society (SAYPPS) and the daily New Nation on July 27, 2013 at the conference center of the daily New Nation, Dhaka. Barrister Mainul Hosein, Former Advisor to the Caretaker Government of Bangladesh; inaugurated the roundtable while Mr. N. M. Sajjadul Hoque, Assistant Professor, Department of Anthropology, University of Chittagong; moderated the program. Mr.  M. Sazzad Hossain Siddiqui, Assistant Professor, Department of Peace and Conflict Studies, University of Dhaka; presented the keynote paper in this roundtable.
The keynote speaker mentioned in his speech that no other country than India in South Asia has been fully able to keep practice of holding general election regularly. He discussed that India and Srilanka have their autonomous election commission and they maintain the election and other concerned responsibilities indiscriminately and successfully. Through a constitutional amendment, Bhutan recently has set up an interim government to function the regular state affairs. Nepal is going through a crucial moment and transitional period from monarchy to democracy whereas Maldives at last could declare their date of presidential election although there is still mistrust and uncertainties about free and fair election. Pakistan has been able to complete full tenure of an elected government for the first time in its history. The current political situation of Pakistan dreams of a sustainable democratic politics there. Afghanistan has had democratic elections through out 20th century having irregularities. Mr. Sazzad mentioned that Bangladesh could not gain acceptability of the elections held under the ruling party. Rather the caretaker government could manage 4 elections since 1991 throughout the country. He suggested that ‘indigenous democratic practice’ should be taken into action in Bangladesh as it has already played as a role model in regard of non-party interim government.
Mr. Sadek Khan, Eminent Journalist and Columnist; spoke that there should be electoral reforms to ensure democracy in Bangladesh. Although Europe lost confidence over democracy, nevertheless Bangladesh should practice indigenous democracy being politically an uncertain country in South Asia. Caretaker government would ease the way to uphold democracy.
Professor Dr. Syed Anwar Hossain, Department of History, University of Dhaka; shared his view that Bangladesh is not a democratic country rather it is travelling towards democracy. He argued that every institution in Bangladesh has been politicized and merit does not get value. To achieve democracy, political leaders must change their psychological approach. They have to be democratic in mind and they have to practice democracy within the political parties to attain that. He spoke that election is a part of democracy and unless it’s free, fair and accepted to all, democracy would not be achieved.
Mr. Farhad Mazhar, Eminent Writer, Columnist and Speaker; opined that democracy has not been possible to establish without democratic revolution. To uphold democracy through out the country, he suggested keeping the 3 organs of country legislature, executive and judiciary out of politicization. He told about the elections to be run under caretaker government unless political trust is established among the political parties. He criticised the legislature that the law must be accepted to all. He also placed his view about the opposition party that they must clarify their position about how will they practice democracy apart from the election under caretaker government.
Professor Dr. A. F. M. Yusuf Haider, Former Pro-Vice Chancellor, University of Dhaka; said that the election of 1996 in Bangladesh was a breakthrough of democracy by the caretaker government. He reminded that there is still scope of running election for two times under caretaker governement if there is doctrine of necessity. He argued that the current time is the doctrine of necessity. Election would not be acceptable to the majority if it is held under ruling party.
Brigadier General (retd.) M. Sakhawat Hussain, Former Election Commissioner, Bangladesh Election Commission; discussed that money and muschles interfares in election. In the current system of election under rulling party, there is high probability of interfering into the elections by the ruling party. Other South Asian countries are developing democracy and Bangladesh must not be apart from the stream. He said about the elements of a free and fair elections which are accurate and accessible voter list, election law and regulation and faith of the election commission. He suggested that election commission should be set up by the caretaker government in order to run a free and fair election. A government administrative officer should not say to get prepared for election or a minister should not say about the army deployment during election.  This is entirely a concern of election commission. A caretaker government can only ensure the required environment for a free and fair election.
Mr. Zaglul Ahmed Chowdhury, Eminent Journalist and Columnist, Dhaka; said that everybody is worried about the election. He is afraid that there would be political violence after 24th October, 2013. He opined that democracy is inaccessible to the people. To establish democratic Bangladesh, it must have an impartial civil society and good governance. To set up good governance, free and fair election is required.
Ambassador Ashfaqur Rahman, Chairman, Center for Foreign Affairs Studies; said that election is one aspect of democracy. He stressed to establish democratic norms and values. Democracy is what people deserve and according to their desire, caretaker government is essential for a free and fair election He suggested to reform electoral process.
Mr. Kazi Seraj, Advisor Editor, The Robbar; said that a politician must be who knows the way, shows the way and goes the way. Bangladesh needs good politician. System of election does not importantly matter unless the politicians are efficient and good in manner. He opined that if the politicians are good, then trust will be established amolng the political parties and system of election will play less important role in upholding democracy.
Mr. A. M. Mufazzal, Editor, the Daily New Nation; presided over the roundtable and concluded the program saying that civil society must play impartial and effective role to establish democracy in Bangladesh. They should put pressure on government to run the upcoming election under non-party caretaker government. Finally he shared his vote of thanks to the distinguished discussants for being in this roundtable.
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