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" He (Chief adviser Mohammad Habibur Rahman)
said the elected government would have full control
over administraton as per the constitution and law. All
the employees of the executive branch of the republic
will assist the government with allégiance, honour and
sincerety he said........ The employees will have to
maintain continuty from the beginning to the end
until an elected government is changed or replaced as
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per law......... There was no scope for a government
employee to express solidarity with any person or
with any organised group outside the constitution, law
and elected government, he said. "Do not do anything
suddenly off guarded by the influence of any recent
phenomenon as a result of which there will be
coloissal loss for the country” the Chief adviser
advised. He said political questions which needs to be
solved within the country should be solved by the
elected representatives." (The Independent. 3/4/96.
pp- 1, 8)
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Bureaucrats seem to tighten grip
BY HEMAYETUDDIN AHMED

As the country slowly returns to normalcy under
the caretaker government, now in its third week, the
bureaucrats seem to have tightened their grip on
administration. The failure of the political parties to
work in harmony with one another in a parliamentary
framework has reinstalled bureaucracy in postition of
power. Politicians who kept the bureaucrats on
tenterhooks during the last five years are now obliged
to take directives from the top bureaucrats as to how
to conduct themselves in the coming election.

The scene is comic, but the comedy is the creation
of the politicians themselves. Little did the politicians
realise that the caretaker government of non party
persons in a multiparty democracy was a temporary
abrogation of their right to govern simply because they
were proved to be incapable. If the caretaker
government run by bureaucrats and professionals can
accomplish what the politicians failed to do, for
whatever reasons, it will enhance the prestige of
bureaucracy.

The June election is not likely to radically change
the situation. The voting pattern may slightly vary and
instead of a single party government, there may a
coalition. But unless the politicians correct themselves
and stop behaving like two nations in a single country,
the interparty feuds may continue. It might further
erode the credibility of the politicians whose control
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on the bureaucrats would certainly diminish. This will
be a dangerous situation for representative
government.

The sudden upsurge of bureaucracy and its joining
the bandwagon of protest against the past government
is indicative of their readiness to meddle in political
affairs at times of crises. This was not seen before
when a nameless, faceless bureaucracy, considered to
be the steel frame of administration worked quietly
with honesty, efficiency and impartiality. With the
creation of Pakistan, honesty had disappeared. With
the independence of Bangladesh, efficiency had gone,
and now the principle of impartiality seems to be in
jeopardy.

Howsover noble may be the urge to save the
republic, and howsoever true the claim that the
bureaucrats are the servants to the republic, their
open support to a political cause has raised a
controversy as to whether or not it is in conformity
with the code of conduct and discipline incumbent of
them. The BNP leaders are furious on them and have
demanded immediate removal of some of their
leaders. While the Awami League has staunchly
defended them. The controversy goes on, but nothing
is likely to happen at the moment. The care-taker
government may find it expedient to leave the issue to
be decided by the elected government.

There is a fallacy in both of these party view-points
which none of them seems to notice which is the
failings of the parties themselves. It had created an
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untenable situation in which norms of governance
were impossible to maintain. Had the majority and the
opposition parties elected to the fifth parliament
performed their respective tasks there would have
been no political stalemate. Neither the bureaucrats
would have an opportunity to indulge in politics nor
would the parties lose face.

In a multi-party democratic system of
representative government. The functions and powers
of the people's representatives and bureaucracy are
clearly defined and well-understood by each other. If
the rules of procedure and conduct are followed
scrupulously, there can be no ground for confusion.
The system functions well in all advanced countries.
Even in India, except for a brief period during Indira
Gandhi's time, there has been no transgression of
each other's power.

Contrarily, in Pakistan, political bunglings, from
the beginning, had led to usurpation of power first by
Ghulam Mohammad, then by Iskander Mirza and
finally by Ayub Khan and Yahiya Khan-all civil or
military bureaucrats. In Bangladesh, after a long-
drawn struggle culmination in a full-scale war, the
supremacy of the people's representatives was
established to drift shortly to democratic
authoritarianism that has continued ever since. The
tragedy is that even a universally acclaimed free and
fair election could not ensure a stable and truly
democratic government.

e @R av

www.pathagar.com



In the turbulent course of our history, bureaucracy
did never play a mean part. When the founder of the
republic, being weary of rampant corruption and
constant squabblings of his own party-men, had set up
Baksal, many of the senior bureaucrats became its
willing and active members. Many more lined up to go
in procession to join the coteries of political bigwigs.
This was a rare demonstration of power-sharing
between the politicians and the bureaucrats.
Bureaucrats' active support to successive martial law
regimes and military rule in civilian garb was crucial
for them. At that time they had no moral compunction
to rise in protest.

Likewise, bureaucrats never raised their little
finger when the BNP was increasingly politicising the
government, reducing the parliament to a single party
show, adopting a contemptuous attitude towards the
opposition and holding a farcical election in February.
On the other hand, it is they who made all
arrangements for holding the February polls, installing
a new government, convening the Sixth Parliament
and drafting and enacting the care-taker government
bill. They came to act only when they were sure that
their action would hasten the induction of the care-
taker government.

The care-taker government to hold a free and fair
election is certainly an innovation but it is also a stark
pointer to an abysmal weakness of our weird political
system that despite its democratic facade revolves.
round personalities who are allowed by their
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respective parties to take all powers in their own
hands. This breeds a kind of authoritarianism not only
in party affairs but also in statecraft whenever an
opportunity is afforded. It is here that the interests of
politicians and bureaucracy coincide, because
bureaucracy, by tradition, training and aptitude lusts
for power.

The task of the care-taker government is limited,
to be accomplished in a limited period of time and
with limited powers as underlined by the Chief
Advisor in his Bengali New Year Day message. It this
interim government can accomplish its task, it will be
a step forward. But this is one step only. More
enduring administrative, economic and political
reforms are necessary to let democracy have firm
roots on our soil. One such step may be to shake up
bureaucracy to make it an enlightened, efficient and
impartial work machine under the elected political
executive. Another may be a large-scale devolution of
administrative powers and resources to the districts,
thana and union levels.

But the most important step is the strengthening
-of the local self-government institutions allowing them
to stand on their own feet rather than spoon feeding
them by the local government ministry. Once these
local governments can start functioning with elected
bodies at the top and a compliant local bureaucracy
under them, the complexion of our whole political
system will change. With empowerment of the people
at the grassroots level, democracy will find a new
meaning (Hollyday, 19 April, '96).
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