Roundtable Report

‘Democracy will seriously be at stake for a long time if Awami League comes again to the power through a unilateral election’ opined by the distinguished discussants in the roundtable titled ‘National Parliament Election of Bangladesh: Expectations and Reality’ organized by the South Asia Youth for Peace and Prosperity Society (SAYPPS) on November 23, 2013 at the VIP Lounge, National Press Club, 18, Topkhana Road, Dhaka. Dr. Dilara Choudhury, Professor, North South University Bangladesh; presented the keynote paper in this roundtable while Mr. N. M. Sajjadul Hoque, Assistant Professor, Department of Anthropology, University of Chittagong; moderated and presided over the roundtable.
The keynote speaker mentioned in her speech that election system in Bangladesh has been repeatedly questioned and this time it may have no change. Election commission and administration have been formed with partisan people. As a result, it does not have any possibility and credibility to organize a free, fair and credible election. Such unilateral election without integrity and exclusiveness will not only undermine the democracy in Bangladesh but the attempts to hold the elections which BNP has declared to resist, will throw the country in turmoil and violence. She mentioned that PM is holding the most important ministries under her control. A number of BNP supporters have been OSD. So, this government as well as the election commission has lost the transparency and credibility to run a free, fair and credible election. Prof. Dilara urged for dialogue and non partisan caretaker government to organize the upcoming national election with integrity and inclusiveness.
Professor Dr. Syed Anwar Hossain, Department of History, University of Dhaka; shared his view that Bangladesh is not a democratic country rather it is country of electocracy. He argued that the genesis of crisis is not commenced by the PM as it is said to be rather it was commenced by the then Chief Justice ABM Khairul Hoque. Judgement of court never to be ambiguous but Chief Justice made it equivocal. Ultimately both the parties’ claim is constitutional. But caretaker is needed for immature political parties. He added that the reality is we don’t have a strong and free election commission to organize a free, fair and credible election and that’s why we need a caretaker government. He also said that he did not find any difference between the present election commission and the commission led by justice M A Aziz.
Mr. Zaglul Ahmed Chowdhury, Eminent Journalist and Columnist, Dhaka; said that the ‘key players of the political spectrum’ should play a historic role to solve the current political impasse. He added that in Bangladesh, there is no record of free and fair election under partisan government. Acceptability and transparency in election have been hypothetical in Bangladesh. He also criticized the activities of newly appointed ministers.
Major (Retd.) Niaz Ahamed Jaber said that we are beholding a political drama in the current situation. But the script writers may not be political as we can assume from the play. It looks like the pre 90’s political situation. He also expressed his concern that DGFI, MOSAD or RAW might have been playing role in this drama. He suggested that there must be dialogue to overcome the deadlock situation. He also added that there should be non party caretaker government to organize an all party election.
Ms. Zeeba Khan, Political analyst said that the politicians are not sincere in politics. Otherwise government would form a caretaker government or opposition would go for stronger movement to resist the election under unilateral government. She added that a free, fair, credible and inclusive government is the demand of the mass people. Government can arrange a referendum if they have any doubt on it. She said that government is doing everything to make India happy since India is willing to see them again in power. She said that we need to practice democracy and to ensure it we have to run the next election under non party caretaker government. This election commission and the unilateral government can provide no guarantee of a free, fair, credible and inclusive election.
Brigadier General (retd.) M. Sakhawat Hussain, former Election Commissioner, Bangladesh Election Commission; discussed that the political parties are using and amending the constitution as they need for their interest which is why the political crisis remains. He said that democracy could not be established due to the major political parties. Even apart from some leftist parties, democracy is not seen to be practiced within the political parties. He argued that how the crisis would be solved where president of this country did not have any power in deed. Election commission has lost the trust when it did not take over the control of the situation on October 27. Now it is not possible to run an acceptable election under this commission, he added. Political issues can not be resolved in the court. He urged for dialogue to be taken place between the parties to overcome the ongoing political stalemate.
Dr. Pias Karim, eminent social scientist said that government should not have abrogated the caretaker government system. They could reform it and amend the flaws of it. Constitution has been amended by the sole decision of the prime minister and now the whole nation is suffering for it. He sturdily called for a resistance to the election under AL government. He also said that if we don’t resist it, the whole nation will not forgive us. He urged for no alternative to non partisan caretaker government.
Mr. Sadek Khan, Eminent Journalist and Columnist; spoke that there must be an election which will be inclusive. In order to assure it, Jamaat also should have given the opportunity to participate in the election with their political banner.
Mr. Mahmudur Rahman Manna, Convener, Nagorik Oikko; said that the people want peace and that is why we need a change in the political arena as he found the people disappointed with both the parties. He strongly condemned on the responsibility of both the parties while for their evil activities, India, USA and other countries talked about us in their parliament. The young generation should voice against the current political culture. If this is not done, there is no solution.
Mr. N. M. Sajjadul Hoque, president of the roundtable concluded the program saying that civil society must play impartial and effective role to run a free, fair and credible election in Bangladesh. They should put pressure to run the upcoming election under non-party caretaker government. Finally he shared his vote of thanks to the distinguished discussants and participants for being in this roundtable.
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