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Institutionalizing Competitive Election and
Future of Democracy in Bangladesh

Dr. Atatur Rahman
Professor of Political science, University of Dhaka

The dismal record of survival nascent democratic regime in much of the third World and fragility of
those that remain democratic suggest that the conditions of democracy, especially of stable
democracy. Have not yet achieved in developing countries. At the same time the ability of some low-
income countries to work within democratic framework - for a decade or more - suggest that some
initial condition have been met. But what are those conditions? A high degree of social and economic
development? A rapid rate or growth? A literate population? A large politicized Middle class?
Reducing the rule of the military Reorienting the colonial and authoritarian bureaucracy? Or some
particular features of the society and culture, a democratic ethos, an egalitarian sprit, a high degree of
tolerance, a disposition towards conflict resolution rather than a politics of violence and revenge?
How well dose their experience with competitive electoral politics tell us about the conditions under
which democratic structures and practice may be institutionalized?

Democracy: Procedure or substance?

Although the concept the democracy as a form of GoverOnment goes back to the Greek Philosophers,
its modern usage dates from the end of the eighteenth century in Europe. From the mid-twentieth
Century, three general approaches emerged in the debates over the meaning of democracy. It has been
defined in terms of source of authority, purposes served by the government and procedure for
constituting government. For the purposes of this paper, a procedural definition is used. In fact,
distinguishing mark of a democratic system is that people in this system become leaders not by virtue
of birth, wealth, violence, co-optation, learning, appointment or examination. The central procedure of
democracy is selection of leaders thought competitive election by the people they govern. Joseph
Schumpeter is the leading formulation of this approach, and in his path breaking study, Capitalism,
Socialism, and Democracy spelled out the deficiencies "of classical theory of democracy’ in terms of
the * will of the people’ the common good, He defined democracy as that institutional arrangement for
arriving at political decisions in which individuals acquire the power to decide by means of a
competitive struggle for the people’s vote’.

Election - open, free and fair, are the essence of democracy, the inescapable sine qua non. Elections
are the way democracy operates. They are a vehicle of democratization as well as the goal of
democratization. They lesson of the “third weave’ is that election not only the life of democracy; they
are also the death of authoritarian regime or one-party dictatorship. With very few exceptions, the
parties or candidate associated with authoritarian or repressive regimes lost or did very poorly in the
free and fair elections. The result of these election often surprised both the leaders of the opposition
and the incumbent regime. In India, the Congress Party in 1977, for the first time in history lost
control of the national government after exercising emergency powers. The janata opposition
coalitions own an overwhelming victory. In 1990, Nicaragua’s National opposition Union own a
stunning election - a momentous expression Nicaragua’s popular will in mid - 1990 in the first multi-
party election in Algeria twenty eight years of independence , the opposition the opposition Islamic
Salvation front “scored stunning success” In our region the opposition Pakistan People’s party own in
the 1989 election; and Bangladesh Nation Party capture more seats in 1991 election at the point of
Bangladesh’s transition to democratic system of governance.
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In fact, if election is held without coercion, fraud and massive, democratic process can be
consolidated. But this not easy in most of the new democratic, and institutionalizing competitive
elections require at least three conditions : l.universal adult franchise; 2. Fairness of voting as
guaranteed by such procedures as secret ballot and open counting as well as by the absence by the
significant degree of election fraud, violence, or intimidation; and 3. Right to organized as political
parties, and to put up candidate without being subjected to repressive law and harassment by the state
apparatus. Radical Critics of western democratic electoral process may have some strong reasons to
questions the significance of competitive elections in developing countries “where knowledge, wealth,
social position, access to officials, and other resources are unequally distributed, The government in
these countries are more responsive to demands of the politically active and best organized groups,
and equalizing potential of competitive elections is further diminished by persistence of clientele
network, powerful urban and rural patrons, easily mobilized vote banks, machine type party
organizations and so forth.

While those objections should not be lightly disregard, however they should not cause us to dismiss
the overall significance of competitive elections in developing countries. In fact, elections are
evidenced in case of many South and Southeast Asian countries, seemed to create a great deal of
interest, and voting turnouts are better than many western countries, and voters do not see them as
insignificant actors. In explaining cross-national differences in patterns of political participation,
particularly, voting eminent authorities like Sidney Verbal, Norman Nic and Jae-On Kim argued that
the process leading people to active in election politics are similar across nations, but the variation are
due to different institutional arrangement. Free election process and a competitive party system make
much difference - the longer an organization procedure has been in existence, the higher the level of
institutionalization, in terms of acquiring values and norms, in fact, election institutionalization often
mans a gradual evolution towards fully competitive an inclusive election based on universal suffrage,
It can also be surmised that an ability to survive major crisis and to avoid a regime breakdown also
contributes significantly to the institutionalization of democratic procedure. Democracy becomes
more institutionalized and firmly rooted if it can surmount the problem of peaceful succession of
leadership though the electoral process. Indeed election is the way democracy operates.

Bangladesh Context

As a nation, Bangladesh was born with high hopes and utopian dreams of establishing a ‘Sonar
Bangla’ The historical circumstance that led to the creation of the state due its inspiration from
democratic ideals, concept of an exploitation-free society, self-reliance economy and vibrant
nationalism based on language and culture. The democratic ingredient in Bangladesh’s emergence as
an independent entity was mainly inspire by the overwhelming peoples longing to evolve a
participatory systems of governance based on equality of opportunity, freedom of expression and
involvement in the decision- making powers of the government.

Beginning of Electoral Process

The nation started its journey with a democratic government - the first election in independent
Bangladesh was held on 7 March, 1973, A total of 1091 candidates of 14 Political parties contested
the elections. Bangladesh Awami League which spearheaded the independent movement own 293
seats out of 300 Parliamentary seats. Almost 556 percent voters turned out at the pooling centers. Jatia
Samajtantric Dal and Jatia League, the main opposition parties own one seat each independent
candidates came out successful in five constituencies. The Awami League secured more than 73
percent of votes cast. There were 15,678 pooling centers, and 1,90,000 people were appointed to
conduct polls.
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The ruling party’s overwhelming victory was criticized on many grounds, such a using governments
privileges, muzzling political opposition, monopolizing media coverage, spending money lavishly
electioneering beyond the limits fixed by the Election Commission, and intimidating the opposition.
There was widespread accusation that the election was rigged in varying degrees the fact that Sheikh
Mujib’s charisma and Awami League’s strong party networks would have given the ruling party and
absolute majority any way. The allegation of the opposition parties appeared in the dailies like
Sangbad, Gonokatha, Ittefaq, Holiday etc. The democratic method of election thus had a bad start
with allegation of unfair means like rigging, proxy votes thought impersonation snatching of ballot
boxes, political intimidation and use of government facilities. Bangladesh’s sears for a free and fair
election ensued.

Following an interlude of military government for less than three years, Bangladesh again witnessed a
presidential election in June 1978 and a parliamentary election in 1979. Both were well-contested
election. The presidential election under the change presidential form of government was participated
by the major political parties: Bangladesh Nationalist Party’s nominee General Ziaur Rahan was
contested by General M.A.G. Osmany- the nominee of the Gono —Aikkyo Jote compressing Awami
League, Gono Azadi League and Janata party. With 54 percent votes cast, General Zia received 77
percent votes and General Osmany 22 percent. Following this relatively peaceful, free and fair
election, the second Parliamentary election was held in February, 1979. In this well - contested
election, Bangladesh Nationalist Party won 207 of the total 300 seats.

With the publication of results, the opposition complained “massive vote rising” with foreign
observes also characterized the election as one of “questionable integrity” with administrative
machinery and media - particularly television being under the control of the ruling party. While of
many of the allegation could not be substantiated as the BNP hand more appealing slogans, better
policy program, but the dilemma to hold a free and fare election remain insoluble for the future. If he
candidate of the incumbent regime wins, the opposition would say it was fraud, if he loses they would
say it was fraud, if he loses would say it was a fair election. Nevertheless, the 1979 election was a
important even for the revival of democratic politics in Bangladesh, and the country was able to enter
the second decade of its independent existence with a democratic government under justice Abdus
Sattar the tragic assassination of President Ziaur Rahman.

Soon after becoming the acting President, Justice Sattar announce the Presidential election as part
article 123(2) of the Constitution. The Presidential election was held on 15 November, 1981, and
Justice Sattar was contested by ten opposition parties including the Awami League justice Sattar won
over his opponent Dr. Kamal Hossain of the Awami League by a big margin. The voter turned out
was 56.52 percent while there were some instance of violence and questionable polling practice, there
was no doubt that justice Sattar had won in a tolerably free and fair way.

The third parliamentary election held in May 1986 under President Ershad was not fully participated.
The 7- party alliance led by Bangladesh Nationalist Party and the 5- p arty alliance boycotted the
election. The ruling Jatiya party won 153 sets while the Awami League got 76 seats and Jamat e
Islami got 10 seats. It was alleged as an, election by design and manipulated greatly by the
administrative apparatus. While 1986 election had some credibility, the mid-term 1988 Parliamentary
election under the Ershad regime was unfair to the extent of "farce and mockery’ and was not
participated by any major opposition party.

Election in the Democratic Era

Following the mass upsurge and fall of Ershad regime, Bangladesh went into a Parliamentary election
in March 1991. This election often termed as this fairest election in Bangladesh’s history. It was
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participated by 76 political parties under an interim government headed by justice Shahabuddin
Ahmed. There were as many as 2774 candidates who contested the election. Bangladesh Nationalist
Party came out as the single largest party winning 140 seats, following by the Awami League which
won 88 seats, Jatiya party 35 seats Jamat-e-Islami 18 seats. Many foreign observers including the
Commonwealth team, and US based National Democratic Institute termed the election as a ‘model’
one and was free and fair. President Justice Shahabuddin could ensure neutrality of the civil
bureaucracy though his influence and integrity. But more importantly, he received full cooperation
from the armed forces who played a decisive 1991 election rekindled new hope and optimism about
Bangladesh’s democratic future and institutionalization of democratic procedure.

Three years could hardly elapse, Bangladesh politics took new turn following the continued boycott of
opposition led by the Awami League and their en-mass resignation in support of the demand for a
contrived Care-taker government for the next 1996 election. While Bangladesh’s move towards the
creation of a democratic system had been manifest from 1991 onward in the freedom of expression,
critical views on political leadership, rise of pressure groups and multiplicity of parties, the search for
a free, fair and competitive elections begin once again casting somber shadow on the peaceful transfer
of power. The ubiquitous nature of politics expressed though opposition’s call for "Hartal’ and
political straggle intensified social in security. The unlashing of violent tactics, intolerance, use
money and muscle power by political parties made deleterious impact on social order and economic
prospects of the country.

The holding of parliamentary election on 15 February 1996 to fulfill constitutional obligation in the
face of opposition movement and stiff resistance created disharmony and unmitigated conflict in the
political arena. The pervasiveness of partisan influences extended to almost all actors of the policy
including the bureaucracy and the military. Again such a background, the formation of a non-party
care-taker government though the passage of an "Act further to amend certain provision of the
Constitution of the People’s Republic of Bangladesh’ in search of a free and fare election ushered in
new hope for sustaining a democratic order. The task of the Non-Party Care-taker government’” was
extremely challenging in the context of volatile political environment. But the success has been
achievement by the non-party government in creating a semblance of neutrality, restoring the image
of the Election Commission and reestablishing a reasonable control over the bureaucracy and law-
enforcing agencies.

The election were held more or less peacefully with a record turnover of 5,68,87588 voters - which is
73 percent as compared to 55.35 percent in 1995 elections. Out of 81 contesting parties, only four
could win sets in the elections - The Awami League got 146 sets with 37.49 percent of total voters,
the Bangladesh National Party won 116 seats with about 31 percent of votes, Jatiya Party received 32
seats with 16.41 percent of votes and Jamat-e- Islami got 3 sets with 8.62 percent of votes. There were
record number of international election observers from the Commonwealth observer group, National
Democratic Institute , USA, the Japanese Observer groups, The European Commission Group etc.

Renewed Concern

The second transition to Democratic governance in Bangladesh brought the Awami League in power
headed by Sheikh Hasina. Many people thought that the change of government at high economic and
social cost to the national might bring greater understanding and amity in the political process. The
period of past three and half years was a testing time for Sheikh Hasina’s government, and at his
points people are giving a critical look at its performance-expressing concern at the future of
democratic transition in Bangladesh. The past years witnessed serious volatility in politics with
unending conflict between the government and opposition seriously undermining the functioning of
democratic process and jeopardizing development prospects. Political agitation, street demonstration
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and intermittent ‘hartal’ continued throughout the o period vitiating the political process and
disrupting normal life particularly in urban areas. Since 1998, the unfolding of same vicious political
process continued with an added dimension of police brutality’, ‘increasing criminalization’ of
politics and violation of human rights. The Awami League government fails to sustain a non-coercive
political order quintessential for democratic governance.

The worst is, course over-politicization of the state apparatus by the Awami League government
ostensibly for perpetuation of power. The police administration suffered the most rampant
politicization, and its continuously being use as an instrument of oppression rather than sentinels for
protection. The consecutive two-years of US Human Rights Report on Bangladesh brought into focus
the fragility of our democratic process and particularly in terms of pervasive violence in politics and
use of police by the incumbent regime for political ends. by using the Especial Powers Act, the
government continued to “harass political opened and other citizen without formal change” In the
wake of the Public Safety Act, there is further apprehension that the government will us this law to
muzzle the opposition in the electioneering process. The politicization of the civil bureaucracy has a
long history in Bangladesh, but that process has recently reached the “resulting in lack of confidence
and corruption and secretary in public institutions. The military is also "dwarfed’ and dampened in its
spirit by selection promotion, reward and punishment.

In fact, the current state of affairs have legitimately created concern among a large segment of the
people whether Bangladesh can really sustain a democratic process by holding another round of free
and fair election under the constitutional provision of the Natural Care-taker Government. Given the
mistrusts, antagonism and animosities between the party in power and the opposition alliance, is it
possible to create a congenial environment to provide a political choice though the free exercise of
franchise? These are difficult questions to answer given the elusive nature of Bangladesh politics and
the way the political process in unfolding. Notwithstanding, I have argued that this might be possible
if we address some problem areas and implementation of politics of made with right. The major areas
relate to : ensuring administrative neutrality, reorganizing the Election Commission vigorously and
protecting the sanctity of the polling centers by employing the members of the armed forces. In fact,
the main trust of my argument is that unless the state apparatus is insulated from the partisan
involvement, and the civil society and international observers play a watchdog role, it will be not be
possible to hold a credible election in the future despite the provision of the Natural Care-taker
government.

The myth that civil bureaucracy is a natural political eunuch had been proved wrong in Bangladesh in
19996. Although the bureaucrats in a democratic system makes important contribution to governance,
but to arrogate too much power independently or in league with political parties or dominant social
groups is a pathology. The fear of power concentration in bureaucracy pervades all types of political
system, but the widely held and elusive goal is to keep bureaucracy under control in a democracy. In
Bangladesh like many other developing societies, the refrain seem to be that while law-makers,
ministers and chief executive come and go , the bureaucracy state forever. The current Bangladesh
predicament reminds us of the warning given by famous political Scientist Harold Las well in his
essay "Garrison state’ that political power would tend to become concentrated in a skills elite - largely
civil - military bureaucrats who are the masters of communication and violence. In case of
Bangladesh, the only difference now is that in place of the military - it is being replaced by police as
the main instrument of violence.

The first condition of a free and fair elections is, therefore, to ensure a congenial peaceful
environment for casting votes at the polling station though the deployment of the members of the
armed forces, BDR and Police. A captain of the army or similar ranking officer from the Navy or the
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air force should be the team leader along with member of other law-enforcing agencies to oversee the
conduct of election in about twenty five thousand polling stations which can be divided in to
appropriate number of groups. Since violence and intimidation are pervasive and in the election
process and frequently become dominant mode of political competition, the cases of a free and fair
elections hinges mainly on the enforcement of law and order situation, and strict adherence of rules
and procedures by the election officials. The smooth voters movement and free exercise of franchise
can only be guaranteed if the public feel secure that they will not be subjected to violence and
repression. Only the involvement of the family personnel can to a great extent woe the public as the
image of other institutions have been greatly tarnished by their partisan outlook and behavior.

The military still enjoyed relatively more neutral image and non-discriminatory attitude and behavior.
So far they have taken a more instrumental role, and are self-restrained. But depending on the nature
of the transition process that is unfolding, or in the wake of massive electoral fraud and violence, or
stalemate, they may not remain aloof-and many be drawn into the vortex of partisan political conflict.
In fact military today despite the wave of democratization, still remain and social and political
category providing sustenance to the nation by ensuring continued security from external to internal-
meaning protection of territorial integrity and vital national resources and stability of peaceful
governance.

The involvement of the military in the election process will also act as a deterrent to intimidation to
voters, casting of false and improper counting of votes by election officials or other people. In fact,
the experience of both 1991 and 1996 shows that without countervailing forces to check events at the
polling station - either at the casting process or at the counting stage, it is very difficult to ensure the
freedom and fairness of the electoral process. The need for military deployment is also felt in the
peripheral and bordering districts of Khulna and Rajshahi division where influx of people from across
the border as votes may create problems their identity as well as entry as voters need verification. The
district officers or DCs who normally act as Returning officers should be paired with a similar officer
in the rank of a major or a Lt. colonel to send the result of the election to the media, particularly the
television which is presently tainted by partisan appointment, promotions and programs.

The election Commission which is the control mechanism for conducting the elections and publishing
the result and the thought reorganization in terms of appointments and efficiency. The chief Election
Commissioner and two other commissioners should be appointed from the higher judiciary i. e. from
judge appellate division of the appointed from the Supreme Court or from the High Court. There is a
need to strengthen the Election Commission in terms of competencies and honesty. In fact, it should
have a full Secretariat like the parliamentary Secretariat with autonomy, quasi-judicial power over the
bureaucrats, law enforcing agencies and other people who service may be summoned. The should be a
separate and adequate budget allocation for the Election Commission. In fact, the autonomy and
empowerment of the Election Commission may contribute significantly to a free and fair election
process. The voter-list should be flawless and false entry should be verified and corrected by the
Election Commission. The electoral reforms which are currently under consideration and which
FFMA has made lot of ground work to suggest recommendation should be implement.

Concluding Remarks

The mode of transition of power is an important-though not a sufficient- determinant of democracy. In
spite of disagreements over substantive politics, the extent of consensus on procedures to choose
leaders by elections, is striking in Bangladesh Not that these procedures always followed, or that
democratic norms of behavior are always observed, but there is a general recognition what is
appropriate and what is not leaders and parties are often criticized by their opponents, by a free press
for failing to act in accordance with accepted rules. The commitment of political elite to adversarial
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politics within bounded rules-the British nation, that procedures are not only procedure but sacred
rituals, is a necessary condition for a democratic political system. An independent election
commission that seats the boundaries of constituencies, establishes procedures for the nomination of
candidate and the conduct of elections, ensure peaceful balloting and honest counting help to create
trust in the electoral process among political parties and the electorate. The character of the parties
themselves is shaped by an electoral system; ideologies are often softened by the need to win popular
support from a wide variety of social classes.

A free press can contribute significantly to the evolution institutionalized electoral process; the
intelligentsia and the urban professional groups can also help in the process of mobilizing public
opinion for a free and fair electoral process - a necessary condition of democracy. But in the fact of
hard realities of our political competition, it is ultimately the military which is in a position to
facilitate the peaceful transition of power from civilians to civilians though the holing of a free and
fair elections. In fact, I would like to conclude by saying that in a fledgling democracy like that of
Bangladesh, where the politician cannot resolve power conflict thought the art of compromise,
negotiation and bargaining and where the vulnerability of the civil bureaucracy and the police are
extremely high, the military remain the only institution that can contribute significantly to the
democratization process by the protecting the sanctity of the electoral process though their non-
partisan action. If all of us do not play our perspective role, we shall be accountable to the society and
the nation, and we hardly deserve democracy.
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Violence A Pervasive Feature of Politics in Bangladesh
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Public Confidence in the Electoral Process

Feroz M. Hassan
Secretary General, FEMA

Introduction

Election are the central institution of democratic representative Governments. Why? Because, in a
democracy, the authority of the government derives sololy from the consent of the governed. The
principal mechanism for translating that consent into governmental authority is the holding of free and
fair elections.

According to the universal declaration of human rights, applicable to all member states of the united
nations, “everyone has the right to take part in the governance of his/her country, directly or though
freely chosen representatives........ the will of the people shall be the basis of the authority of the
government; this shall be express in the periodic and genuine elections which shall be by universal
and equal suffrage and shall be held by secret vote or by equivalent voting procedure”. Thus, holding
of free and fair elections is important and desirable because it represents the fulfillment of a
fundamental human rights.

The right to free and fair election is, in part, rooted in the right to self-determination founding the
united nations Charter(Art. 1, para 2), International Covenant and political Rights (ICCPR) and
ICESCR (Art 1) and even in the African Charter on Human Rights (Art. 20)

Free and fair Election

Free, fair and competitive election is important in democratic governance. Almost all- modern
democratic hold elections, but not all elections are democratic. Elections in Bangladesh have
historically been discrediting by political as well as governmental interference, including intimidation
and violence at polling stations, vote rigging and manipulation of election results. The electoral
process was never beyond questions. However, the 1991 and the 1996 Parliamentary elections marked
a significant departure, and these elections are considered free and fair.

There is a marked and rapid development in international standards for holding free and fair elections.
This development is arguably the product of convergence of state views concerning the importance of
democracy. Elaboration of standards is pronounced in various documents of the United Nations and
interregional organizations. Many state’ willingness to accept these standard, is evidenced though
their practice.

In order for the elections to be fair it is important to examine whether the population could freely
exercise their rights, adequately informed to do so, and have confidence that the electoral process will
accurately reflect their choice.

The examination of whether elections are genuine includes not only whether the election
administration is acting impartially and effectively, but also whether political contestants have enough
opportunity to campaign freely for popular support. The examination must also include determining
whether the government resources are properly utilized in the electoral process, and whether the law
enforcing authorities like police and the Para military force acted impartially.

It is also important to assess whether the judiciary is conducting itself impartially and effectively. It is
important to see, whether the news media (especially the state owned) are free to act as conveyers of
accurate information and they are providing equal and fair access to political contestant’s ans
objective coverage of those contestants.
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Democratic elections be competitive, in which opposition parties and candidates must enjoy the
freedom of speech, assembly and movement necessary to voice their criticism of the government
openly, and to bring alternative political and candidates to the voters.

Public Confidence in Election is critical

A consistent lesson in international as will as national electoral experience is that elections are not
simply a technical process. Election are part of a political process that, to bre successful, requires
public confidence. Sound electoral law and procedures are of course necessary but are not enough to
build public confidence in an election, especially in a situation that exists in Bangladesh. It is very
important that the public including the political contestants must believe that the electoral process will
be effectively and importantly implemented.

Therefore, appropriate step are necessary to ensure that the electoral process is not only
administratively correct, but also free from the perception of partisanship. It therefore become,
necessary for the government and the Election Commission to take measures beyond the minimum
legal requirements to create an expectation that fairness will prevail at all cost.

We believe that public confidence in the electoral process is critical to free and fair elections, which
can be built by.

a) Setting up of an independent, effective and impartial election body that is open and also
transparent;
b) Involving the political contestants in all basic elements of the election process;
c) Opening the election process to the observation of citizen and civic organizations;
d) Convincing the electorate of the important of the elections, their personal safety and ballot
secretary will be secured.
Good electoral laws and independent election authority are essential to open and democratic elections.
Event in the absence of organized frauad, the competitiveness and quality of elections are shape to a
considerable degree by electoral laws and the willingness and ability of election authorities to
implement them. Thus, sound electoral laws and an independent, not partisan election authority are
required. The independence and strength of the election authority is influenced by a number of
factors, including its history the electoral law, the political environment, the attitude of the executive
branch, the competence of electoral officials and the amount of resources available. And like any
other aspect of government (especially politically significant components), the independence and
strength of an election authority can wax and wane.

In addition to being, impartial, the Election Commission must be able to take independent and
effective action to protect the integrity of the election process. It is essential that the election lows
must guarantee equal treatment and practical procedural due process in order to ensure a credible
election. Such precautions really help ensure the satisfaction of voters and political contestants in
situation where they perceive, rightly or wrongly, that they have been unfairly treated. Appropriate
due process includes legislative, regulatory and judicial procedure.

The political contestants play a crucial role in developing public confidence in the electoral process. If
the political contestant are involved in a meaningful way in all stages of the process, including making
decisions about electoral law and regulation, they will be more trustful of the actions of the election
officials all the way though the tabulation of result and resolution of electoral complaints. This in turn
will greatly affect public perception of the election process and help reinforce public confidence.

Transparency in electoral process was a phrase not use frequently a decade ago. “Transparency” is
now a Byword in election vocabulary and is very important in building public confidence.
Transparency builds public confidence under the adage that if you are acting properly you have
nothing to hide. Transparency, in its electoral sense, has numerous aspects.
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1. It applies to allowing political contestants to view all aspects of electoral preparations,
from making of the elections laws, selection of election conducting officer all the way
though the ambulation of the result and resolution of complaints.

2. It also applies to allowing the public to witness the steps of the election process, usually
though domestic nonpartisan election monitors and news media.

3. In many countries it even applies to allowing international community to witness the steps
of the election process, usually though imperial international election observers.

Another Important recent development in international electoral trends, is the widespread acceptece of
the contribution of domestic nonpartisan election observers. The last decade or so has seen at least
two important developments in election monitoring. First election observation has become far more
sophisticated, and their scope has expanded to e-compass a far wider arry of activities than before.
The role of the systematic scrutiny. Increasing attention is being paid to the accuracy of voter-
registration lists, and audits of electoral registries have become the norm rather then the exception.
Electoral laws as well as comparing rules are now evaluated in far greater detail then ever before. All
of these development enhanced in the election process to a great extent, which is further needed to be
nurtured.

Participation of citizens group like FEMA in the election process is central to public confidence. The
public confidence can be enhanced, by opening up and making the electoral process transparent to
public by allowing citizen to monitor the election. Election observation by impartial civic bodies adds
significantly in building public confidence in election process, besides, guaranteeing the integriOty of
an election it can ensure acceptability of elections in the eyes of general public.

It is equally important to recognize what a voter and civic educations are critical to genuine elections.
The principal that “the will of the people shall be the basis of the authority of government” and that
“will” can genuinely be express if the voters are adequately inform of the political choices and
contestants though civic-voter education. The civic voter education must cover the basic of why it is
important to vote and that vote will be secret, secure and respected.
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The Election Commission which is the central mechanism for conducting the election and publishing
results need thought reorganization in terms of appointments and efficiency. The Chief Election
Commissioner and two other commissioners should be appointed from the higher judiciary, i. e., from
the judge of the Appellate Division he Supreme Court or from the High Court. There is a need to
strengthen the Election Commission in arms of competencies and honesty. In fact, it should have a
full Secretariat like the Parliament Secretariat with full autonomy, quasi-judicial power over the
bureaucrats, law-enforcing agencies and the other people whose services may be summoned. There
should be a separate and adequate budget allocation for the Election Commission. In fact, the
autonomy and empowerment of the Election Commission may contribute significantly to a free and
fair election process.
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Election Commission unless the top officers, i.e. 100 out of 500, are not from judiciary, this
Election Commission cannot do its duty and this Election Commission will be a civil Election
Commission and will be under a civil government, whether caretaker or whatever.
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The Election Commission must be able to take independent and effective actions to protect the
integrity of the election process. It is essential that the election laws must guarantee equal treatment
and practical procedural due process in order to ensure a credible election. Such precautions really
help ensure the satisfaction of voters an political contestants in situation where they perceive, rightly
or wrongly, that they have been unfairly treated.
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Election Commission can be strengthened up. Election Commission can be given more responsibility
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The tenure of the Caretaker Government should be increased for six (6) months and of course
not to prolong further. Provision must be made that all election appeals must be settled by the
Caretaker Government within this period.
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The first condition of a free and fair election is, therefore, to ensure a congenial and peaceful
environment for casting votes at the polling stations thought the development of the members of the
armed forces, BDR and police. A captain of the Army or similar ranking officer from the Navy or the
Air Force should be the team leader along with the member of other law-enforcing agencies to
oversee the conduct of elections in about twenty five thousand polling stations which can be divided
into appropriate number of groups. Since the violence and intimidation are pervasive and in the
election process and frequently become dominant mode of political competition, the success of a free
and fair elections hinges mainly on the enforcement of law and order situation, and strict adherence of
rules and procedures by the election officials. The smooth voter’s movement and free exercise of
franchise can only be guaranteed if the public feels secure that they will not be subjected to violence
and repression. Only, the involvement of military personnel can to a great extent woe the public as the
image of other institutions have been greatly by their partisan put look and behavior.
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For three General Elections only, the entire conduct of election from printing of ballot papers, caring
the ballot boxes, becoming polling officers, should be presiding officers and everything should be
Army, I again repeat, should be only from Army. Army should do it. But the Army will work under a
civil government or civil Election Commission, not a Military General, not a Military bureaucrat or
Military Dictator.
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A free press can contribute significantly to the evolution of an institutionalized electoral process; the
intelligentsia and the urban professional groups can also help in the process of mobilizing public
opinion for a free and fair electoral process-a necessary conditioned democracy. But in the face of
hard realities of our political competition, it is ultimately the military which is in a position to
facilitate the peaceful transition of power from civilians to civilians thought the holding of free and
fair elections.
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a) Participation of citizens groups like FEMA in the election process is central to public
confidence. The public confidence can be enhanced by opening up a making the electoral
process transparent to public by allowing citizens to monitor the election.
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b) It is equally important to recognize that a voter and civic education are critical to genuine
elections. The principle that “the will of the people shall be the basis of the authority of
government” and that “Will” can genuinely be expressed if the voters are adequately
informed of the political choices and contestants through civic voter education. The civic
voter education must cover the basics of why it is important to vote and that vote will be
secret, secure and respected.
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Enhancing the Security of Elections

Major General (Retd) Ejaz Ahmed Chowdhury, Psc
Former Director General of BDR

Introduction

L.

The parliamentary elections of February 1991 and June 1996 were preceded by intense and
volatile movement in the country. While write now there is no such political movement in
the country, but none can say for sure that there will be or won’t be one in future. The
election 1991 and 1996 helped maintain country of constitutional and political
administration or governance in the country. In backdrop of these, I feel that credible
elections are unavoidable for the take of continuing constitutional and political governance
in the future also.

Some of the commonly perceived characteristic of proper and credible elections are (one)
proper maintenance of law and order before and during elections, (two) casting of votes by
voters on the day of election without free or prejudice, (three) peaceful discharge of all
duties related to the election centre, (for all related parties to accept the results of the polling.
More than one law or legislation are related to these matters. Over the period of last 30-40
years, election are facing more and more severe criticism because the characteristics are
being violated. In my view, if law and order cannot be maintained properly on the day before
election in on the day of election, then characteristics of a credible election will be violated.

During the tenure of my service in the army, I have been involved with duties of providing
security during election many times. CSPS has distributed to you a block let containing
number of newspaper clippings related to elections. Included among those is an extract from
the Bengali language daily newspaper named “Sangbad” dated 18 June 1996. You recollect
that on the 12" of June 1996, election in some centers of some constituencies were
suspended due to various reasons. Elections in those suspended centers were scheduled foe
19 June 1996. To coordinate various aspect of the activity there was a meeting on 17 June
1996, the details of which were reported in the newspapers of the country on 18 June 1996. 1
was also present in that meeting. In a lighter vein, I might share with you information, The
information is that, 28" of June 1996, was also the last day of my service in Bangladesh
Army before being compulsorily retired. It only means that till the last day of my service I
was involved with duties of providing security in election!!!

I am happy that CSPS has organized this second discussion pertaining to elections. It goes
without saying that the efforts of CSPS are complementary to the efforts of large and well-
known organizations like FEMA. The reasons for which CSPS is laying additional emphasis
on security during election are also understandable. We all hope and pray that elections in
future will be credible due to the hard work of all of us. I will deliberate on the issue keeping
these in main.

The election which was held in December 1990 in the then Pakistan was characterized by
high level of popular zeal and enthusiasm. Under a set of different circumstances the election
of February 1991 was also popular and well participated. Under yet different circumstances,
the election of 12 Junel996 was also well participated and fruitful. If democratic
environment is to continue then proper election are a must. To be more candid, if people
can’t cast their vote in the next election, the elections will lose credibility. In the event,
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chance is that political agitation will follow the elections. On the other hand, if the election is
popularly participated and credible, then concerned quarters in the country are likely to
accept the result without agitation. Logically, that will allow peaceful governance and
unhindered development activities.

Security related to credibility of Elections

6.

Most important among the factors related to the credibility of elections is security. There are
many aspects concerned to security, but in this case we are concerned with overall security
of all persons and materials concern with elections. If we review the post election incidences
in the last 30 years or so, we will se that acceptance of result of elections does not some forth
casily. You have been given a set of news paper cuttings; these will show that result of
elections held between 1973 and 1996 both years inclusive, were never readily accepted by
all major sections is the lake of security during elections.

Security Related to neutrality during Elections

7.

People of our country have been making efforts to workout a regime whereby neutrality is
maintained during elections. In 1990, the efforts were translated to the formation of a
Caretaker Government under the acting president of the country. This Caretaker Government
was never before tried or did so. This concept of a Caretaker Government was never before
tried or implemented in this part of the world. Successful practice of this concept in 1990- 91
led the concept to be formalized by a constitutional amendment in 1996. Although many
careful observes of elections in the country may term the elections of February 1991 to be
relatively more natural then the elections of June 1996, I shall not go into that debate. When
you talk of neutrality during elections if related to attitudes, mentality and mental courage.
The result of neutral action is bound to go in favor of someone and simultaneously against
someone; but whichever way it goes it will be local. The most important factor prohibiting
one from being neutral is fair. If fear is to be removed, then security has to be tightened. A
person feels contagious to act neutrally when the environment or circumstances provide him
security.

Expenditure in Connection With Security

8.

You have received set of papers in a bound volume where is a page, which talk of
expenditures during elections. In February 1991, 70.5% of the election expense was devoted
to maintenance of law and order. In February 1996, the percentage was 79 while in June
1996 was 62%.

Explanation of ‘Security During Elections

9.

10.

11.
12.

Security During Election Campaigning

Campaigning or canvassing are important election activities. Observation shows that conflict
between rival parties, on many occasions leading to under, are common. Such a situation is
never to be welcome. If the election- environment is to be kept congenial, comprehensive
security plan needs to be evolved for such periods and activities.

Security During Consultation Among Villagers

Here also the matter of comprehensive security arrangement gets highlighted. Right to vote
is more or less fundamental human rights as much as it is to consult each other. It therefore
becomes important to create an environment where people can consult each other without
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13.

14.

fear or prejudice. To do so enough security must be provided to offset tendencies of
blackmailing vandalism, intimidation etc.

Security in Public Meetings of Candidates

Public Meetings address by candidates are a common feature of election campaigning. A
candidate exposes himself to the people in general in such meeting. Many untoward
incidences take place in meetings, which frighten commit man. It is important to create an
environment of security where candidate can hold public meeting without being disrupted.

Relation Between Security and Mental Courage of The Voters

It is very important to provide voters with an environment where a voter can freely from an opinion in
his mind. This can only be done when the voter finds an environment where he will not be penalized
for talking his own sedition. What Happen in our society it that powerful or mighty people intimidate
or coerce common men to take decisions in the favor of the mighty people. If the common men tend
to disagree, then they are punished in numerous ways. Such punishment can be avoided only if an
environment of security is provided.

15.

16.

17.

18.

Movement of the Villagers to and from voting centers

It is important to provide a secured environment on the day of election so that voters can go
to the polling centers and comeback safely. If people remain in tension and anxiety bout
dangers enrooted to polling centers, then turn-out of voters is bound to be less. In that event,
there is a tendency to cast fraud votes with a view to increase the percentage of voting or
increase voting in favor of a particular candidate.

Security of Ballot Boxes and Ballot Papers

One of the common complaints from voters is that, he does come to the polling centre,
centers the polling both only to fine that someone else has cast his vote. Although not ad
frequent as this complaint, another complaint is that musclemen belonging to a particular
candidate, or polling officials influenced by a particular candidate, throw away the genuine
sealed ballot papers, which have been dropped into ballot boxes, and replace them with
ballot papers sealed by them at their sweet will, favoring a particular candidate. This
irregularities can take place because of lack of society.

Peaceful Election on the Election Day Depends Quite Aide on Society Conditions
Prevailing on the Two Days Immediately Preceding

These two days are use by the musclemen of various candidates to finalize the buying and
selling of the votes, as well as to finalize their process of intimidation or allurement etc. It is
therefore, very important to ensure security during these two days so that irregular activities
cannot take place.

Specific Aspect of Security on The Day of Election

Security arrangement must be at the very best level on Election Day. Enough security forces
personnel need to be seen so that voters feel confident of voting as well as election officials
feel confident of discharging their duties without fear or prejudice.
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Procedure of providing Security Followed So Far

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

Need to Change the Traditional Pattern

The way Army, BDR, Police and Ansar employed to provide security during election has not
change much over last 30 or 40 years. Time is ripe to reassess the threats to security and re-
arrange security arrangements.

Days Year Marked for voting

Presently parliamentary elections is our country are held only on one day. Among the papers
supplied to you her is one page showing various statistics about elections. Number of polling
station in 1991 were 24,146 and 1996 were 25,957. In very polling station, security
personnel were as follows : one policeman with weapon, one Ansar with weapon and 8-10
Ansar without weapon. The Ansar usually belong to nearby thanas. They are embodied
usually for total 3 (days one day before election, the day of election and the day after
election) The Army is called in for duties in aid of civil power for a period of 7-10 days.
They reach the allocated constituencies about 6 days before the election and start
withdrawing one or two days after the election. This is the pictyre in respect of about 90%
thanas of the country. Army persons do not perform any direct district at or near polling
centers. Although BDR perform direct duties and polling centers in metropolitan cities, they
also do not perform any direct duties in rural areas.

Number of Thenas or Upzillas Development of Security Forces

One hundred and twenty thanas of upzilas being adjacent to the international border are
categorized as bordering thanas. Five more thanas are offshore islands. Army persons are not
deployed in horde ring thanas because of limitations laid down by international convention,
instead Bangladesh Rifles person are deployed in these bordering thanas. When election in
held all over the country on a single day, it become every tight for BDR to simultaneously
during election. About the number of army persons deployed to any thana or Upzilla, it
various between 30 - 50. In metropolitan cities like Dhaka, Chottagram, Rajshahi, Khulna
etc. Army and BDR both are deployed. The responsibility of maintaining law and order of
the country at all times is vested in the ministry of Home Affairs. Upon request by the
ministry of Home Affairs, government orders the armed forces to be deployed in aid of civil
power. It needs to be mentioned the BDR, Police, Ansar and VDP are all administered by the
ministry of Home Affairs.

Security During e-election

Assuming the information will allow you to make a comparison, statistic regarding security
arrangement in polling centers during re-polling held on 19 June 1996, are mention here. On
the day, in every polling centre there were five persons with weapon, 4-5 female Ansars
without weapon and 5-7 male Ansars without weapon. There was a magistrate deputed to
each polling centre.

Philosophy or Concept Development of Armed Forces

In official jargon it is “duties in aid of civil power” under which context or pretext the Army
is deployed during elections. The basic aim of the Army contingents remains ‘SHOW OF
FORCE’ with a view to achieve deterrence. Deterrence here means to create a feeling of
apprehension in the minds of mischief-mongers or treble makers to the effect that should
they create problem or treble, the army contingent will play a have with them. In reality,
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24.

25.

26.

what doses Army contingent do after deployment in a thana or Upzilla? Whatever means of
transport that are available, the army persons tour various localities area of responsibility,
thereby letting people feel their presence. They do not perform any duties of coordination,
nor command any other security force, nor can take the initiative of any search and arrest.
Their activities are restricted to ‘show of force’ Because of the limitation in availability of
roads and less number of troops, the army contingent cannot physically be present at more
then two or three place simultaneously. Only when a magistrate requisitions the assistance of
an Army contingent, can such help be rendered.

I must submit here that the effectiveness of the concept of ‘show of force’ to achieve
deterrence is questionable. Social condition have change. Weapons are randomly available
with miscreant. Communication facilities though telephone or radio are almost equally
available to miscreants. Any sensible member of the public can make an estimate about what
an Army contingent can do or not do while deployed any thana. Thus I submit that the
concept ‘show of force’ to achieve deterrence is out dated. The practice or the concept does
not utilized the potential of the Army to the fullest extent. It is time to change the terms of
reference under which the army is deployed during the election.

Proposals for the future

Druing the round table discussion held on 11 March 2000, Major General (Retd) K M
Safiullah, BU, Mp; (Retd) Hafiz Uddin Ahmed, BB, MP, Dr. Ataur Rahman, Professor of
Political Science of Dhaka University; Mr. Kutubur Rahman, (former/retired DIG of Police)
Mr. S. A Hannan (former/retired Secretary to the government of Bangladesh) Mr. Azizul
Haq (Former retired Inspector General of Police) Advocate Salma Islam (Publisher of Daily
News paper litled ‘Jugantor’) and Advocate A T M Alamgir (former MP) etc. Mentioned
about wider and more intense involvement of the Army during the next parliamentary
election. These are mentioned in page 37-42 of the booklet in Bangla published by CSPS
being CSPS publication serial No. 5 which almost all of you have/had received.

I also drown your kind attention to a news item published in many newspapers on 18 July
2000 quoting Barrister Mainul Hossain regarding elections and the Army. To be specific, |
draw your attention to the various published in the Daily Ittefaq in the front page. Photocopy
of the clipping from ittefaq has been given to you. The summery of what Barrister Mainul
Hossain say is that ‘due to various reasons’ corruption and malpractices during election have
become too wide; use of weapons by miscreants or political madtaans have become too
common. Under such circumstances the Army should be intimately and effectively deployed
and involved during next election.”

Modus Operandi to Implement Given Proposals

27.

28.

Motivation

All of us have to agree that we will have to provide security by available Army, BDR, Police
and Ansar persons. Their job can made easier with co-operation for the public. People of the
country need to be motivated though television, radio and newspaper to effort co-operation
to the security forces.

Elections on More than One Day

The number of personnel in the Army, BDR, Police and Ansar cannot be increased suddenly
because time, money and training are equally involved. However, their number of
availability can be multiplied artificially. If elections are held in the country or three different
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29.

30.

31.

dates within a span of 15- 20 days then availability of security force personnel can be
multiplied nearly three times. One may say that miscreants can also concentrate their effort
or numbers, but I feel it will be far easier to tackle them when larger number of security
force are available. There are many countries in the worked where elections are held on more
then one day. The nearest example is that of India. I urge upon you to break the barriers of
tradition and think exceptionally. I feel it is high time to have our parliamentary elections on
at least three different dates. You can decide to have elections in one or two administrative
divisions in the country in full on a particular date and repeat the process for other divisions.
Alternatively, you can make there groups out of the constituencies within each
administrative divisions and have elections of each group on a p particular day. Please bear
with me, when I say that is not a national secret to know of the number of cantonments and
approximate quantum of troops available for election duties in the country. [The number of
constituencies in the two administrative divisions of Khulna and Barisal, are 75 and 58
respectively but the number of Army persons available for election duties are
disproportionately more in north-west Bangladesh then in south-west Bangladesh. This is
only one example --- CSPS.] I do not need to elaborate any further because should it be
agreed in principle at the governmental level, then professionals can sit together to workout
details.

Intense Involvement of the Army

If it is agreed in principle, then as soon as the Caretaker Government gets in positions, one
must get no to work out the deployment plan. I feel that the elections held or to be held after
very five years, is so important a national matter, that no sacrifice in terms of time an energy
of the military is too high. The security forces need to be deployed for 4-6 weeks proper to
the date of elections. Once security forces are in position, they can then know the area, know
the people, develop intelligence network and also motivate people.

Co-ordination and Decision in Principle

Once it is decided in principle to hold elections on more than one day and to involve the
Army more widely and more intensely, then much co-ordination will be needed. I am not
mentioning those. These are likely to come up during discussion in today’s forum or
elsewhere in future.

Conclusion

I am grateful to SPS for inviting me to present a paper in this forum. I am grateful to you for
the patient hearing. It is quite likely that through decision among dignitaries of your stature,
one or more acceptable practical proposal will come up.
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