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“Election, Democracy and Development”

I am pleased to be afforded the opportunity of addressing the American Chamber of Commerce on a topic which is both timely and challenging: the complex inter-linkages between elections, democracy and development.
The successful holding of credible elections is only one indicator of the health of democracy in a given country: however, it is a vital one. I stress the adjectives “successful” and “credible” as the world is only too used to witnessing deeply flawed and rigged elections that are mere vehicles for rubber-stamping the rule of despots. 
Here in Bangladesh, the situation is somewhat different and complex. On the one hand, the authorities have constructed an electoral system that includes an impeccable voter list with photographs and constituencies which better reflect the distribution of voters in the country. On the other hand, the political system has for many years endured a culture of confrontation, where responsible co-operation in a parliamentary context has appeared elusive, where boycotts of the legislature and the resort to hartals are the norm, with a corresponding impact on the social and business climate of the country. We can draw one conclusion immediately: it is not only undemocratic States that struggle to maximize their development potential. Dysfunctional and unstable democracies lose out too, by frightening off potential investors and undermining the cultivation of the trade links that are essential for survival in a globalised world.
It is, of course, important to acknowledge that the story of Bangladesh in recent years has not been all doom and gloom. The country has sustained a creditable GDP growth rate, millions of new jobs have been created in the RMG sector, real efforts have been made to create a sustainable and prosperous future for other industries in order to ensure that the economy does not remain over-specialised on garments. There has also been impressive progress towards achieving the Millennium Development Goals. The striking endeavours of the interim government in the past two years – in hardly the most auspicious of circumstances – to foster a more congenial business environment through initiatives such as the Better Business Forum, the Truth Commission, the Regulatory Reform Commission and the thoroughgoing reform of Chittagong Port, must be recognized and applauded. However, it is important to underline that all the efforts of the authorities since January 2007 have been underpinned by one simple commitment: that the country will return to democracy via parliamentary elections in December 2008. Ensuring the sustainability of the welcome institutional and good governance reforms achieved by the interim administration is a task which now falls to an incoming elected government. However, it is a goal which must be shared by all stakeholders, including civil society, the media, development partners and – not least – the business community. 
Good governance, human rights and democracy are not just about laws and institutions: in essence they are about behaviour. How does the policeman in the street behave towards the citizenry he serves? What consequences do those who speak out against prevailing orthodoxy – the “awkward customers” of political and civil society life – face? Can the consumer have confidence that the food on his plate is unadulterated by harmful and illegal chemicals? The answers to such questions speak volumes about the state of any society. 
What about the role of development partners? A few weeks ago, my photo appeared alongside those of other diplomats posted in Dhaka on the front page of a publication that will remain nameless. Underneath our mugshots ran the caption: “Aliens Active Again: Pipers Play Tune for Bogeyman”. Aside from the rather odd metaphor, the familiar point being made by the magazine in question was that foreign governments and agencies were somehow interfering in the political process of Bangladesh. It is important to place this alleged interference in perspective in order to understand the international community’s engagement in Bangladesh on the issue we are considering today: the intimate relationship between democracy and development. 
First, the European Union’s partnership with Bangladesh during my time here has been informed by the principles that we share with this country. That includes freely agreed international obligations, such as the conventions covering civil, political, economic, social and cultural rights and a commitment to multilateral instances such as the WTO and UN. Second, our partnership is founded on a common understanding of development priorities and goals, as enshrined in the Poverty Reduction Strategy. Third, it is rooted in the EC-Bangladesh Co-operation Agreement concluded in 2001 which incorporates agreed commitments, including on human rights, democracy, trade and development. The framework for our mutually agreed engagement on such issues is hence well understood. The recent redeployment of EU election observers, with the strong support of the government and Election Commission, is a corollary of that relationship and a clear reflection of the EU’s commitment to a strong, stable and democratic Bangladesh. Indeed, the decision to identify the 9th Jatiya Sangsad elections as a priority for EU election observation was taken in 2006 and took into account several factors. These included the size and importance in regional terms of Bangladesh, the relative youthfulness of democracy and the potential for EU engagement to help to bring stability to a country with a history of political confrontation. 
Such factors will continue to feed into our partnership with Bangladesh in the post-election period and the European Commission’s priorities are clear. In the coming years, we will continue to furnish substantial funds for development to this country, with at least 50 million euros earmarked per annum for such support. In addition to sustained assistance for education, health, good governance and food security, Bangladesh will remain the foremost recipient of EC trade-related technical assistance in Asia with an average of 10 million euros per year to tackle issues such as diversification of export products and fulfillment of quality and labour standards. 
To conclude, if this country can assemble a genuine coalition for development and prosperity characterised by sustainable democracy, good governance, strong institutions, the rule of law and commercial dynamism, I am convinced that Bangladesh would win renewed confidence and business opportunities in the EU, US and other markets and take its rightful place amongst middle-income countries far sooner than is presently expected. It is my fervent hope that such a scenario does, indeed, come to pass.
