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It looks bright the land of Bangali language, Bauigish, is beginning to breathe fresh air politjcaiid the major
political wings and the government are on compremistes about the need to conduct the poll torpplace an
elected government to run the country for the welfz the people alone. The interim governmentandadesh
has called a parliamentary vote for Dec. 18 toratly two years of emergency rule, imposed aftbeduled
elections were delayed due to political violendee Thterim government has announced that genezeti@hs will
be held as planned on 18 December. It said it leatidd to keep to the date after failing to persyaalitical
parties to drop their differences over the schedule

A total of 107 political parties had applied to th€ for registration. Meanwhile, the EC has ded&@ registered
political parties eligible to contest the upcomaigction. The number is significantly less thanghevious
elections because of the strict provision for peditparties’ registering with the EC. Ninety-siaries took part in
the 2001 parliamentary polls. 13 November wouldheedeadline for nominations. Since January 20@ngidesh
has been run by a military-backed interim governimehich promised to curb corruption and hold fedections.
Gestur e of goodwill

To the credit of the caretaker government it shdnélgaid that the leaders political leaders haweectmgether to
wish each another well on the poll eve. Former Braministers Sheikh Hasina and Begum Khaleda Ziabdd the
“battling begums” for their long-running enmity,ahanged good wishes for the first time in 18 years military
ceremony on 21 Nov Friday. Both Hasina and Khaladiisat down together in 1990 while they joindd a
people’s revolt to oust military ruler Hossain Malvaad Ershad. They shook hands, smiled and spokegdur
Armed Forces Day at the Dhaka army barracks and egplauded by guests, including top officialshaf army-
backed interim government. Armed Forces Day mdrgdaunding of the Bangladesh Army after Bangladesh
independence from Pakistan in 1971.

Dilemma

Bangladesh Election Commission is mulling to putithe already delayed national elections by 1Ggagvided
former Prime Minister Khaleda Zia's Bangladesh Bagilist Party (BNP)-led four-party alliance comntis
participate. Election Commissioner Muhammed Sohudd4in is not averse for a compromise shiftingothleDec
18 to Dec 28 if the four-parties decide to partitg The Election Commission sat with Zia to wouk details of
the poll date. Hasina said the poll body shouldknmrt the details with Zia and there was no needfeeparate
meting with her alliance. Awami League (AL) is Bwvbr of polls. The interim government cancelleccetss due
to be held in January last year.

Rivals

Bangladesh’s former Prime Minister Khaleda Zia haw announced that her BNP will take part in negnhth’s
elections. She says her party will not boycotttBeDecember vote as long as it is put back by 18.dehe
government has already agreed to that in princhdeZia had called on the caretaker governmentetaydelections
by a month and lift its state of emergency, bu¢itised to do either.

Its main rival, the Awami League, has said it walke part in the vote. Hasina, who heads the Awarague, and
Khaleda, leader of the Bangladesh Nationalist R@NP), shape as the main candidates for the Deeewdte,
although Khaleda has called for a delay.

Legitimacy & Credible candidates

Earlier, the BNP had threatened to boycott the yalikss emergency rule is lifted. The governmesud edfused to
suspend the state of emergency which was imposéahimary 2007 after months of unrest. A BNP boywotild
be a serious blow to the government’s pledge tieetections will be the fairest in the countryistbry. Without
the participation of former Prime Minister Khaledia's party, many would doubt its legitimacy. ThalB and its
allies won a two-thirds majority in the last elects in 2001 and the party remains popular - bunhduhe two-year
rule of the caretaker government it has been selsioveakened.

Finding credible new candidates to fill their pladg proving difficult. Khaleda and Hasina weretbatrested last
year for alleged corruption. They were releaseer &tyear in jail to persuade their parties to {adee in the
elections. Awami League leader Sheikh Hasina an® Bidder Khaleda Zia face rumblings of disconteairast
their leadership from within their respective pestiNow the two main parties, the Bangladesh NalistrParty and
the AL, have resumed political activities.

Many of its leaders, including Khaleda Zia and twes sons, were accused of corruption and jaileé. \8#&s then
freed on bail, but about 50 others are still beliacs. Bangladesh’s other main party, the Awampueawas less
affected by the anti-corruption drive, even thoitgheader Sheikh Hasina was also jailed for aevhtlagreed to
participate in the elections and has for some te®n confident of winning.

Foreign Interference

Last week, Sam Gejdenson, a former U.S. Congresaméboard member of the Washington-based watchdog
National Democratic Institute, called for the naitig to “refrain from intervening in the politicahd electoral
process”. The NDI suggested against deploying s@ippolling centres. Bangladesh’s Election Comimishas
dismissed calls by a U.S.-based electoral watcliolotpe military to refrain from intervening in tleduntry’s
political process. Election Commissioner Sakhawadddin responded saying: “NDI interfered in thentous
internal affairs directly giving their statementbaib the electoral process. They have no right tkengay comment



on our internal matters”. Army chief General MoéérAhmed has said the military would help in thiodb to
restore democracy.

One still fails to grasp the policy line of the US#h its double-standards in its approach andestants. When
India conducted the poll in Jammu Kashmir undeitamy occupation, the USA did not make any objewtito that.
Not even the UN objected officially to that, evehem its chief visited India recently on the poleeindia added
more troops from India to its contingents in Kasharid deployed them street by street and at dihgddtations.
Bangladesh: Where heading for ?

Bangladesh parliament currently has 345 membehsding 45 reserved seats for women, elected fromlei
member constituencies. TReime Minister as thehead of governmenforms thecabinetand runs the day-to-day
affairs of state. While the Prime Minister is foltyappointed by théresidenthe or she must be &P who
commands the confidence of the majority of parlinm&he President is thead of statea largely ceremonial post
elected by the parliament.

Bangladesh came into existence in 1971 as Indidesdan split Pakistan into two and control the egeet
Bangladesh and use it against Pakistan- both Emitsrepublics. However, Bangladesh realizinglttddan hidden
agenda for the region, began pursing independditegdhat irritated India. The borders of presgay-Bangladesh
were established with thgartition of Bengabndindiain 1947, when the region became #astern wingf the
newly-formedPakistan However, it was separated from thiestern wingoy 1,600 kilometers across India. Political
and linguistic discrimination as well as economéglect led to popular agitations agaivigtst Pakistanwhich led
to thewar for independenda 1971 and the establishment of Bangladesh, thighhelp ofindia. However, the new
state had to endure famines, natural disastersvatespread poverty, as well as political turmoiti@nilitary coups
The restoration of democracy in 1991 has beenv@tbby relative stability and economic progress.
Bangladesh is among the most densely populatedriesiim the world and has a high poverty rate. The
government is a parliamentary democracy wsthmas the state religion; however, political rule basn
suspended under emergency law since January 17, Ba@gladesh is a member of themmonwealth of Nations
SAARC, BIMSTEC, theOIC, and theD-8. As the World Bank notes in its July 2005 Courignef, the country has
made significant progress in human developmerterareas diteracy, gender parity in schooling and reduction of
population growth. In 1974 Bangladesh joined bbothGommonwealth of Nationand theUnited Nationsand has
since been elected to serve two terms orSimurity Counciin 1978-1979 and 2000-2001. In the 1980s,
Bangladesh played a lead role in founding3oeth Asian Association for Regional Coopera(8AARC) in order
to expand relations with other South Asian staé@sce the founding of SAARC 1985, a Bangladeshihed the
post of Secretary General on two occasions.

The country has a long-running reputation for jpeditanimosity and deep-seated corruption. Theetuircaretaker
administration, backed by the military, has pledgedradicate corruption. Many analysts say theesgawent is
determined to destroy the political power of the tmomen as part of its drive for political reforBy the time the
state of emergency was declared in January, thiicphdd also become fed up with the constant biokeand
street-fighting between the two main political pest

The former prime ministers and leaders of the tvaannparties, Khaleda Zia and Sheikh Hasina areseld now.
Khaleda Zia and Sheikh Hasina have dominated Bdegla politics for many years. Both have alternaggrime
minister since 1991. They are bitter rivals ancebaspeak to each other. Their mutual loathingfected among
their respective sets of supporters. As a resalitigal life has been marked by, at best, ceasdbskering.
Released now from jails, they were in custody, gedrwith extorting money when they were in power.
Khaleda Zia has been charged with corruption iatieh to the choice of who should run two state-cantainer
depots during her second term in office as primeisteér. Earlier this year she was charged withetzasion. Sheikh
Hasina faces a new charge of taking illegal paymehsome $435,000 from an electricity company. iSkedready
under investigation for extortion and murder. Blethders deny any wrongdoing.

Post-script

The caretaker government had elections would ke dvely once it had rid the country of corruptiont & is under
compulsion by the political wings to go for polls account of rising prices, which is universal ndwe
government as well the EC has pledged that theéi@tecwill be the fairest in the country’s histoiihe new date of
polling may well be Dec 28, after the date decidadier, Dec 18, became a subject of bargainingden the
caretaker government on one side and Zia's Banglatlationalist Party (BNP) on the other. Awami Leaghief
Hasina had insisted on the earlier date, but hasawcepted a ten-day deferment to ensure an pthirexercise.
Khaleda Zia’'s decision to take part removes therfegor obstacle to the polls being free, fair anetlible, though
the BNP is rewving up for the parliamentary poltsuthat its chairperson has formally announceddbe-party
alliance would join the election if it is held oreBember 28. However since there is still time foli preparations,
either date should not the real issue now.

With major political hurdles - the poll date contessy and a meeting between two principal contenfigrpower,
former Prime Ministers Sheikh Hasina and Khaledma-Ziemoved from its path, as the first step towadhe poll,
Bangladesh appears to be well on its way to havaeltayed ninth general election this year-endwiNbstanding
the poll date fixation, the poll is final. The BNi#Rd its allies met Election Commission officialsknday and
reiterated Khaleda’s demand that the poll be delay#il Dec. 28.




Both parties have been preoccupied with preparatidists of candidates to contest the electio®ylare share
seats with their allies. Zia has earmarked 50 deatser allies, a conglomerate of Islamist partessby the Jamaat-
e-Islami. BNP high-command has already preparést afl prospective candidates for around 200 cturesticies.
Although it is advantageous for Awami League whiels won the recent local polls, poll fortunes cahidt
depending on the course of the campaign. The BRRires popular but has become weak and divided gltinie
past two years. But if one takes into account th@ributions made by these two leaders, both cgidorand
domestic affairs, the BNP takes a front seat. Wéetthis means Khaleda Zia is more likely to be telé@rime
minister for a fourth time is doubtful. Recent Rdestial poll Maldives clearly illustrates that efion outcomes
cannot be predicted perfectly even by the votezmgelves. Both parties said it is imperative tathié state of
emergency to make the upcoming election credibiNP Baid as a pro-election party it wants to coritesite poll,
but an atmosphere conducive to holding a credileletion has not yet been created as the militacké caretaker
government has not yet met any of its seven demands

Poll campaign as well as the polling would chatttbe political struggle among the parties to ceppower in
Bangladesh. Bangladesh has a tradition of the lo@eaccepting the poll verdict, taking to the stseand
boycotting parliament. Hopefully, Bangladesh will @ polls in a free atmosphere without emergents. rAlso,
hopefully, Bangladesh leaders would strive for agation free society for which the nation has ugdae turmoil
and even lost several lives. Bangladesh has torevitslelf as a model Islamic society. World is logkforward to
seeing a strong, prosperous Bangladesh.



