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INTRODUCTION

Genesis of democratic governance in Bangladesh lies in the spirit of our great liberation war of 1971, the spirit that has been enshrined in our Constitution in this language:  

“. . . Further pledging that it shall be a fundamental aim of the State to realise through the democratic process a socialist society, free from exploitation a society in which the rule of law, fundamental human rights and freedom, equality and justice, political, economic and social, will be secured for all citizens . . .”

[Preamble to the Constitution of Bangladesh

as adopted in 1972].

Thus, our founding fathers rightly incorporated the notion of justice, fundamental human rights and freedom, rule of law and – political, social and economic justice as the peremptory norms of our statehood. The Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina and her government have rightly charted out vision for future Bangladesh by the year 2021 in this light of the Constitution. 

DEMOCRATIC GOVERNANCE – ITS FEATURES

As far as democratic governance is concerned, the present day reality is something different from the well-established Linkonian approach to democracy. It is much beyond good or well governance, something that the post-modern theorists now call ‘good enough’ governance – where people’s aspirations vis-à-vis political commitment and institutional performance stand at the top. Keeping in mind that aspiration, key players work hand in hand. We may categorize the salient features of democratic governance as follows:  

· Institutions and procedures function with responsiveness to the needs of citizens irrespective of age, sex, cast, creed, colour, religion or economic status.

· People’s participation and accountability are ensured at all levels.

· Quality services are ensured with a pro-people approach. 

· A strong civil society remains active to promote people’s rights.

· The service systems remain effectively decentralized to strengthen local government, combating corruption and ensuring transparency.

· Social safety, food security get priority in policy formulation and implementation – such as healthcare, education and special programmes are taken for under-privileged and backward sections of the society. 
· Effective local governance system functions to support people’s needs. 
· For ensuring justice delivery, fragmentation and pluralization of policing are initiated. 

· Integrated data system and interactive repository for information sharing and multi-sectoral analysis for integrated governance.

· Significant elements of authority, responsibility for services both fiscal and human resources are transferred to the grass roots level.

· Professional workforce to support building strong institutional baseline.

· Positive outlook at all steps of the service delivery system.

The manifesto of the Bangladesh Awami League reflected almost all of these features in one form or the other. 

BANGLADESH PERSPECTIVE

 In any democratic society, it is naturally presumed that a state shall run its machinery with attention to people’s welfare. But what our experience tells is really very bleak. As we see, after the brutal assassination in 1975 of our Father of the Nation Bangabandhu Sheikh Mujibur Rahman, up to 1991, democratic institutions were crippled. Although there prevailed a scope to flourish these institutions, the attitude and activities of the then ruling party didn’t provide with a healthy atmosphere where democratic institutions could be propelled.

Ensuring economic emancipation, attaining equitable growth, protection of fundamental human rights and freedom and endowing citizens with a close kinship with the state machinery are expected to be present in democratic governance. However, over decades, Bangladesh remained exception to this ideal notion of democratic governance. Even though democratically elected governments have been running the country, the desired democratic governance is still a far cry for our citizens. 


Basic economic and other conditions: With a population of 150 million, Bangladesh’s per capita income is slightly more than $500.  Seventy per cent of the work force is involved in agriculture, which accounts for one-third of the gross domestic product. The industrial sector is growing, albeit slowly, based largely on the manufacture of garments and textiles by private owned companies. Foreign investment has increased notably in the gas sector and in electrical power generation facilities. Foreign aid is still considerable, but has diminished somewhat in relative importance vis-à-vis increased earnings from exports and remittances from workers overseas. Efforts to improve governance and economic growth through reform were not that much successful, and were blocked by bureaucratic intransigencies, vested economic interests, endemic corruption, and political polarization. Periodic natural disasters, including a severe flood in 1998 and a devastating cyclone in 2007, namely Sidr, also hampered development. 


Governance style of the BNP Jamaat regime: Although Bangladesh got a democratically elected government in 2001, the same democratic government turned out to be an aristocratic despot in its actions and behaviours. Tyranny, nepotism, abuse and usurpations engulfed the entire society resulting in a systemic decay of the democratic institutions. The BNP-Jamaat alliance government imposed strong restriction and denial to fundamental rights and failed to prevent or punish abuses committed by others. In the years of 2002, 2003 and 2004, state sponsored militants (religious terrorists) emerged and operated in larger part of northern Bangladesh to counter opposition political parties. Backed by the police, routinely used torture, beatings and other forms of abuse while interrogating suspects, mostly oppositions. Police frequently beat demonstrators, at times Members of Parliament (MPs) belonging to the oppositional parties. But the Government did not adequately punish those responsible for the torture, death or repression of political opponents, rather many criminal cases were filed against opposition leaders and activists. Later these cases were proved to be false and fabricated. On many occasions the Government infringed on citizen’s privacy rights. The Government limited freedom of assembly, particularly for political opponents, and on occasion limited freedom of movement too. Virtually the journalists practiced some self censorship. The Government generally permitted a wide variety of human rights groups to conduct their activities but it continued to refuse registering a local chapter of Amnesty International. In a nutshell, the hallmark of BNP-Jamaat reign was, thus, an absolute misrule manifested with corruption and hooliganism.  


The two-year Caretaker Government: The fall of the BNP-Jamaat regime was marked by an army backed caretaker government which apparently pledged to restore democracy and root out corruption. But number of their stalwarts became involved in corruption. Oppression of two major political parties became a concern, particularly the much talked-about ‘Minus Two’ theory made a dangerous ploy to eliminate democratic leadership and impose dictatorial pseudo-military regime. Leader of the largest political party, i.e. Bangladesh Awami League was put to jail without any substantial charge. However, due to mounting public pressure the army-backed caretaker government held an election accepting most of the reform proposals pressed by the Awami League led 14-Party Alliance. These included: (i) preparation of completely new voters list with photograph; (ii) transparent ballot boxes and other electoral reforms. The reforms led to the restoration of people’s right to vote and the movement resulted in: (i) Selection of panel of candidates for parliamentary election at the grassroots level; as you have noticed, in case of AL, for every constituency the local level leaders participated in the selection process of the candidates. Throughout the country almost a million of Awami League leaders and workers took active part. Awami League is the first party which also held its party council within the stipulated time as mandated by the Election Commission; (ii) Registration of political parties first ever in the history of Bangladesh; (iii) A detailed nomination paper that discloses wealth, property statement, educational background, source of income etc. All candidates nominated by the Awami League duly complied with the legal requirements (i.e. submission of wealth statement and others). Thus, the AL made sure that all its candidates projected themselves towards public scrutiny before being elected, which is essence to democracy. Eventually, AL emerged as the overwhelming majority party, as a matter of people’s choice. 

Our present government is working relentlessly to uphold the notion of democratic institutions with an aspiration to have a free and fair society in real sense. 

CHALLENGES AND THE AWAMI LEAGUE GOVERNMENT RESPONSE

Major challenges that the present democratic government is facing are complex and tough in nature. A few are mentioned below: 

1. Absence of rule of law and culture of impunity: The judiciary of Bangladesh has been separated from the executive. However, justice delivery system is still sluggish and piled up with huge backlog of cases. The dark side of the judicial inertia began in 1975 with the brutal assassination of the Father of the Nation Bangabandhu Sheikh Mujibur Rahman and his entire family. The killers were rather rewarded by the successive regimes and a culture of impunity engulfed the entire legal system of Bangladesh. This allowed and, in fact, patronized political assassination and state-sponsored terrorism in Bangladesh. As a consequence, the second brutal killing – murder of the four national leaders took place inside the bars of Dhaka Central Jail. Even the assassination of military ruler Ziaur Rahman took place into the tapestry. 

In recent times, we had to see the killings of SAMS Kibria MP, Ahsanullah Master MP, Momtazuddin Ahmed MP and many others; and most devastatingly, the unspeakable massacre of 21st August where an heinous attempt was made to kill the present Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina and the leadership of Awami League. In that catastrophe we have lost many noted Awami League leaders including the dedicated Ivy Rahman, wife of the Honourable President of the People’s Republic of Bangladesh. This is how the BNP-Jammat regime unleashed a reign of terror and in the broader context, this is how the rule of law has been thwarted in decades together. It is now hoped that the final judgement of the Bangabandhu murder case would come out from the Supreme Court and also the fresh trial of the four national leaders and all political murders will take place in near future. The crying need of the time is that the judiciary would liberate itself by awarding exemplary punishment to the killers of all political murders including Bangabandhu and his family.

2. Parliamentary effectiveness: The major opposition party in Parliament, i.e. the Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP) has been boycotting sessions due to internal feud and political bickering. For propaganda, they are boycotting the sessions on flimsy grounds. On the other hand, Members from the ruling party are actively involving themselves in discussions and debates on national and cross cutting issues. The parliamentary standing committees on several ministries have been restructured with MPs as Chair. They have been working as watchdog over the ministries (executive). 

3. Strengthening local elected bodies: Soon after assuming office, the Awami League government held Upazila Parishads elections, where a chairman and two vice chairmen are elected. Currently, ten subjects have been allocated to Upazila’s charter of duties and it is expected that more responsibilities will be delegated to local bodies during the upcoming sessions of the Parliament. Another important development in strengthening local government is that Members of the Parliament are no more involved with city corporation activities. It is truly devolution of authority. In a democratic form of government, initially there may be many confusions and conflicts between the leaders, however, it is expected that over time, these issues will be resolved and the local government will function more effectively.

4. Lack of political consensus: As already mentioned, the country is starkly divided by political polarization - pro-liberation forces in one had, and, on the other, anti-liberation elements. This perhaps is the most serious threat to the present democratic governance. All development initiatives including regional cooperation are threatened by the myopic political considerations raised by the opposition.   
5. Militarization of civil bureaucracy: Bangladesh’s advent as a state was endangered by numerous external and internal threats. Since the country emerged from the Pakistani colonial rule by a glorious national Liberation War in 1971, anti liberation forces and the vested interest groups remained active to vitiate the achievement of Bangladesh. They succeeded in 1975 by killing the founding father of Bangladesh, Bangabandhu Sheikh Mujibur Rahman. The military took over and intervened in every sphere of the State including civil bureaucracy, industry, sector corporations and even foreign affairs. This hindered democratic governance in many ways. 

6. Administrative reforms: It is obvious that people’s aspirations will reflect positively on the performance of the civil service. Bangladesh is an exception to this popular expectation. By and large, the present day civil service of Bangladesh is still to click with present day’s demand. The conventional top-down approach impedes growth and economic development. There is a strong urge for administrative reforms. Responding to the needs the present government has initiated some packages, such as enactment of Civil Service Act, Promotion and Placement Rules, bringing change through the Civil Service Change Management Project, clustering of different ministries and divisions, Access to Information (A2I), introducing e-governance and so on and so forth.

7. Free flow of information: Ensuring right to information is an important tool for strengthening democratic governance. Bangladesh is lagging far behind in this regard. Although the preset Government has enacted Right to Information Act, its enforcement and proper use of information by the people are still a far cry due to lack of an integrated synchronized info-hub and lack of awareness.

However, one aspect of our democracy that we can be proud of is an absolute free press. We are indeed far ahead of many countries in this regard. Bangladesh also has a vibrant civil society.
8. Unmanageable population: Bangladesh is overburdened with population. As against the country’s total land area of 144 thousand sq km, it is inhabited by as large as 150 million people estimated in July 2009. This small country has the world’s seventh largest population. To a great extent, the development activities are jeopardized by unmanageable population, the larger portion of which is malnourished and lacks modern development requirements such as quality education, shelter, healthcare, access to information and resources.  
9. Resource constraint: Limited resource is another formidable challenge for Bangladesh. The recent possibility of exploring gas and oil from offshore has come under fire from the so-called intellectual groups with no valid reasons. Without exploring natural resources it is tough ensure people’s demands at their desired levels. The impact of recent global recession has further aggravated our challenges. However, it is optimistic to note that the present government has shown its capability to tackle the situation with due prudence. Mentionable drives are: ensuring adequate production of crops within the country by according top most priority, which in turn, ensures food security; adopting healthy packages to support export and export oriented industries, attaching due attention to promote domestic demand, which, in turn generated more employment and kept the economy growing. We should pay glowing tributes to our innovative and hard-working farmers and industrial labour. Due to the Government’s adaptation of business friendly policies, export growth are now picking up. 

10. Environmental degradation: This is a serious concern for Bangladesh. The majority of population are susceptible to various natural disasters and lack risk-reduction system. Many people are landless and forced to live on and cultivate flood-prone land; waterborne diseases prevalent in surface water; water pollution, especially of fishing areas, results from the use of commercial pesticides; ground water contaminated by naturally occurring arsenic; intermittent water shortages because of falling water tables in the northern and central parts of the country; soil degradation and erosion; deforestation; severe overpopulation etc. all compound the situation. 

11. Corruption: Our growth rate is retarded by at least 3 per cent as a consequence of corruption. Due to corrupt business practices of BNP’s previous regime in 1991-1996 term, the cell phone market of Bangladesh was monopolized by one single company (the CityCell, owned by a BNP stalwart). Awami League, after assuming power in 1996, eliminated this monopoly and opened up the business. As a result, cell phones have now been available to almost all sections of the people, which, in one hand, erases social discrimination, and, on the other, helps materialize the vision for a digitized Bangladesh. There has indeed been a revolution in the mobile phone industry in Bangladesh largely due to the AL govt.’s liberal policy. 

12. Poverty and lack of education: There is a direct relation between democracy and development. This can be clearly shown in our own instance of rise in growth since the restoration of democratic governance in 1991 after prolonged tyrannical rule since 1975. The second important interesting observation is that the HDI (Human Development Index) has been much higher under liberal and consultative democratic system which Awami League practices. Between 1996 and 2001 (AL regime), HDI was 56 points whereas during the immediate-past BNP regime it was as low as 41 points. Again, the same index between 1975 and 1995 including BNP’s entire regime, in 20 years, was 112 points whereas in five-year time of AL, it rose by 56 points. 
THE WAY OUT


Given the above mentioned challenges, Bangladesh has to struggle a lot to achieve democratic governance in its fullest spirits. Urgent actions in the following areas are needed to achieve the goal of democratic governance: 

· Administrative reforms. 

· Making a people-friendly police and judicial system.

· Ensuring freedom of the press. 

· Population control and effective management of natural resources. 

· Ensuring quality education with special focus on gender equality, religious harmony and information technology. 

· Sustainable environmental management system. 

· Building awareness at all levels. 

· Ensuring development of women, indigenous groups and other backward sections of the society. 

· Combating corruption. 

· Ensure transparency and accountability at all strata of governance.

· Demilitarization of the civil bureaucracy. 

CONCLUDING NOTES 

As I have mentioned above, the Government is committed to meet these challenges and has already made significant progress in almost all of these areas. At the same time, we do believe, it is not the end, just the beginning. And with firm conviction, we pledge to make this country a true, liberal and sustainable democracy blessed by good governance.  

