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A pack of monkeys surrounded the officer-in-charge (O.C) of a police station to register protest against a person for inflicting injury to a member of the pack. This unprecedented incident happened in Keshobpur yesterday morning. Observing the behavior of the monkeys the officer-in-charge was out of his wits. One person severed the tail of one monkey at the entrance of the police station. To protest against this incident the monkeys’ surrounded the O. C.  They also guided  the O. C. to the place of occurrence. The person was not apprehended. Being frustrated the monkeys at one stage left the scene. An eye witness account – Jessore Correspondent Pratham Alo (A leading national vernacular daily), 21 March 2000, Dhaka, p-1.    

I. Introduction: Scope and Logic

The paper rests on two key ideas. First, the formal order of democracy is not enough to produce a system of democratic and hence, accountable governance. Second, such a system of accountable governance is crucial to the faster reduction of poverty. Poverty alleviation, in turn, will have synergistic effects on improving the quality of accountable governance.

The paper is organized in five sections. The first section deals with the socio- political context in South Asia, Section two; illustrates the need for accountable governance and examines the issues involved. Section three captures the impact of the lack of accountable governance at various levels. Section four identifies the missing institutions, which are critical for establishing accountable governance and reducing poverty and Section five discusses the possible action agenda by way of policy and institutional measures for improving the quality of accountable governance. However, while developing our argument we will limit our focus on the social and political reality of Bangladesh. As South Asia continues the political legacy of colonial rule at least in the formal aspects of governance,the argument will have implications for the whole region. 
I. South Asian Context
Practice and experience of democracy, as a form of governance in which citizens control public policy and compel the rulers to be accountable for their actions by meaningful and extensive competition for all government positions, vary in the South Asian region; but the single most phenomenon that gives the region a common identity is the prevalence of acute poverty among a vast number of people, making it the largest concentration of world’s poor.

On the other hand a vast number of poor (adults) in South Asia enjoy voting rights during the elections but they have no voice to force pro-active reforms exercising their majority in the electoral system. South Asian polity illustrates that no clear relationship exists between the form of government and the attributes or dimensions of good governance: accountability, predictability and the rule of law. Accountability exists in the formal sense. One has the option to “throw the rascals out”, and frequently do. But accountability is eroded by the lack of true choice of voters; the high cost of elections, which makes elected representatives dependent on the ‘plunderers’.  

In the South Asian region the opportunist interest groups and the mentors of terrorism and corruption have flourished, in varying degrees of intensity, through a vicious political economic nexus, creating a situation that is known as criminalization of politics. These elements undermine efforts for establishing disciplined market economy and sound accountable governance. 

The parliaments in South Asian democratic structures have all the apparent ‘trappings’ of ‘sovereign’ parliaments, in reality, they are much less powerful than other organs of the government. In India, the Lok Sabha often acts as a ‘talking-house’ without any effective role in the governance of the nation. The output of Bangladesh parliament over the past eight and half years has been so poor that people often take it as a ‘house of controversy and irrelevant speeches’. Even in its own domain of legislation, the power of the parliament is highly circumscribed. 

The other pervasive weaknesses of the polity across the region is the absence of effective constitutional and political structures that regulate and influence accountability and transparency of governance, we term as missing institutions. Those are functioning local government, active civil society organizations and a responsive and accountable bureaucracy. In the countries of the region one or the other is missing. While India can boast of a functioning local government in most of her states, her bureaucracy is certainly not the kind that is responsive to the needs of the poor. Bangladesh’s vibrant NGOs and weaknesses in the other two, Nepal’s emerging effective local organizations and Pakistan’s lacks in all the three characterize South Asian polity.

In the South Asian region a tension is growing between a democratic political system and the market economy. This tension is especially acute in this region because of the number of the poor who has no voting power in the market system. Voting power in the market system in the South Asian region is roughly proportional to the individual’s purchasing power based on his or her income and wealth. Consequently, the rich have a disproportionately large ‘voting’ power in the market.

With South Asia’s integration further into the global economy, the uncertain and uneven economic, social and cultural consequences of its integration bring into the question of the nation-state as the ultimate unit of analysis. Apprehensions exist that globalization trends will place South Asia in an increasingly vulnerable situation, especially in terms of human outcomes to far reaching processes of change that occur outside the aegis of South Asian states which is likely to complicate more the linkages between governance and poverty reduction. 

II. Need for Accountable Governance: Issues and Concerns

Polity and The Rhetoric of Poverty Alleviation in Bangladesh
Political scientists notice acute syndromes of a fractured polity, bad governance, and convulsions in Bangladesh society. Indeed, Bangladesh polity in the last thirty years has given birth to the idea that this society is condemned to oscillate between autocracy and democratic rule. Within the present world order it may seem autocracy and democracy as permanent possibilities in constant mutual tension within Bangladesh polities.

Social scientists term Bangladesh society as a neo-patrimonial system dominated by pervasive patron–client relationship where state resources are allocated through patronage networks reaching down into the village. Most of the destitute poor are excluded from the clientilist-based forms of welfare and safety nets. To cope the poor usually look for a patron. 

The density of linkages among the local elite, the claims of special interest groups, the collective strength of the officials continue to constrain the quality of governance in Bangladesh. With acute competition for resources and changing economic conditions, a growing immorality of plunder of public resources by politicians, officials, and their families has arisen.

A recent poll indicated that all members from the ruling and principal opposition party placed poverty eradication as the top priority for national policy. There is no reflection of this agreed holistic political commitment to attack poverty in the policy agenda of successive governments in Bangladesh.

Box 1: lientalism as Hindrance to Accountable Governance

An opinion survey conducted nationally among 25,000 thousand people showed that the principal reasons behind people’s lack of capacity to influence and participate in the governance process are the absence of appropriate institutions, the negative attitude of the bureaucrats, the lack of information and nature of local-level, patron-client politics.

Source: Bangladesh: Local Governance Study, One World Action, p.6

The lack of electoral capacities does not, however, imply that the poor are only passive political subjects within society.  One of the little reported features of political life at the local level is the numerous instances of spontaneous mobilizational politics around specific demands or grievances. Such mobilizational politics is mainly oriented towards acting as pressure groups on the district and sub-district administration to press popular demands requiring compensatory action by the state or to register grievances against gross anomalies in allocative and executive decision making.

Domestic Political Economy
Many believe that it is just not enough to somehow keep a system of democracy in place, unless it can help the country’s socio-economic progress and poverty alleviation. Not much progress could be achieved in implementing the institutional reforms that are essential for regulating the market economy and for ensuring efficient resource allocation.

A quotation from an Open Letter by the current President of Economic Association of Bangladesh, to both the Prime Minister and the leader of the Opposition that received extraordinary media attention, will bring into focus the current state of political economy in Bangladesh. The Letter draws attention to the growing problems of economic crime reinforced by criminalization of politics. The Letter’s central message is that much of the problems of economic reforms are essentially derivative of “economic crimes that generate huge illegal incomes– whether it be from willful default of bank loans, manipulations in the share market, electricity pilferage, tax evasion, corruption in the public tendering system, financial irregularities in the running of state-owned enterprises, and leakage in public development expenditures. Besides, the whole arrays of economic activities are now being engulfed by terrorism associated with illegal toll collection.” The letter further points to the importance of political roots of the problem of economic misgovernance. Thus, if there is a political sanction for illegal incomes, economic reforms alone would not produce results. 
The above account provides the political economy of the failure of Bangladesh’s democratically elected governments in ensuring efficient resource allocation leading to poverty alleviation due to absence of accountable governance. 

External Dependency

Ways-out from the dysfunctional domestic system is often sought in mobilising support of the external donors. The problem with this approach is three-fold. First, the concept of “good governance” is often narrowly viewed by the donors themselves. Good governance as defined by international investors –basically security of investments and reliability of commercial contracts – appears to be distinctively different from the more fundamental type of good governance that we identify as pro poor. Second, the poor governance of many developing states originates in part from the fact that their governments are largely independent of most citizens for revenue: they are funded by large revenue inflows from oil wells or direct control over mineral revenue and/or large aid inflows. Many observers, for instance, noted that the last 15 years of donor driven reform in Bangladesh has contributed to the net worth and political empowerment of a business elite sustained by aid funds and domestic bank credits. Third, as yet there has not been an effective coordinating mechanism through which the donors themselves can be made more accountable to the cause of accountable governance.
The recent visit of the US President to Bangladesh has left its citizens wiser in understanding some important aspects of Bangladesh politics. The leader and the members of the largest Opposition party having the opportunity to meet the visiting US President complained against the ruling party for their undemocratic behaviour. These complaints exposed some interesting aspects of the current politics in Bangladesh. They are as follows:

a) the Government in power is accused of blocking all channels of accountability,       particularly after the introduction of the Special Power Act, and redress is sought from the US President as a  supra-national arbiter. 

b) the list of complaints  includes only issues of transgression of political space and rights of the Opposition.

c) the complaints exclude opposition’s assessment of the Government’s performance in the broader socio-economic sectors of the nation especially in the domain of poverty alleviation. 

This particular move of the opposition provoked the US President to ask, “What will you do once you are in Power?” He, in fact, directed the question to elicit governance agenda from the Opposition. The question remains as a big challenge not only to the opposition but also to the civil society activists of the country.

Unprecedented pressures and incentives for poor countries to become more democratic are integral features of contemporary globalization. This third wave of democratization has been unusually vigorous and sustained. While the connection between democracy and pro-poor policies is less close than many people believe, there is a link. By promoting democracy, contemporary globalization discourages governments from succumbing to pressures from internationally mobile capital to abandon social concerns. 
Indeed, accountability is not optional in a properly functional democracy. Accountability lies at the very heart of good governance. Effective accountability depends on having systems and processes in place that are understood, accepted and respected by everyone concerned, with effective sanctions applied when transgressions occur. For this to happen, the responsibilities and assignments of every agency and official need to be clearly spelt out, performance benchmarks set and systematically monitored. And this whole process should be an open one that can be tracked and debated by the public.
Fiscal Misgovernance and Poverty Alleviation
The absence of accountability of public officials either to their superiors or to the community they serve remains a universal phenomenon in Bangladesh. At the top no attempt is made to ensure the quality of public service and to enforce discipline on those who do not meet their responsibilities. This process operates from the top down to each tier of the system to its base at the grassroots where the poor access most services. There is no system in place for stakeholders or community to act collectively to extract accountability from the service providers.

A major problem in Bangladesh’s public sector is not only lack of accountability, but also the nature of accountability. The chain of accountability stretching from the parliament to the peon is weak and fuzzy; many of the links have been severed, e.g., inability to enforce financial contracts or stop theft in state owned enterprises. In a current survey of 40 senior officials, absence of accountability was highlighted as the most significant reason for delayed decisions. In general, GOB agencies are subject to weak accounting controls, do not face serious scrutiny by the legislature or legal institutions, and are not subject to the financial discipline of the market place. There is an absence of performance standards to inform public servants about their responsibilities. Above all, agencies are unresponsive to people’s needs; citizen’s have little access to information about government processes and decisions, and lack any effective means of obtaining redress when officials abuse their power.

The debate over the state’s function of providing minimum living standards is still very much alive, albeit, not in the context of the definition of democracy itself but in the discussion of democratic sustainability. However, with the poor quality of governance in Bangladesh there are hardly any grounds for complacency on account of certain pockets of success achieved so far in the area of human development or human poverty. Bangladesh has achieved some measurable success in selected areas. But efficiency of anti poverty interventions has been constrained by the lack of effective governance. 

The case of macro failure is further highlighted when one takes account of the allocation of public resources for poverty alleviation. In strictly fiscal terms, such allocations have increased since the early eighties; also, the composition of allocations was not unfavourable to the rural areas and the poor either, as reflected in the rising ratios for rural education, roads and electricity. However, the pace of poverty reduction has been extremely slow.

The immediate question that comes to mind is – why did the poverty situation change as little as it did during the period since the early eighties through to the mid-nineties despite the “progressive” shifts in public spending? The broad conclusion that one derives is that allocation figures may be misleading; public expenditures impact for poverty alleviation largely in-so-far as they are implemented effectively. The broad conclusion that one drives from this has strong implications for governance.

The problems of good governance observed with respect to public expenditures on poverty alleviation are no less applicable to the NGO context. The relative micro-institutional efficiency of NGOs as a delivery system cannot be absolutized when we take into account some of the disturbing developments in the recent years. Many of these programmes initially claimed (and, perhaps, legitimately) to be highly successful (often termed as “miracles” or “near miracles”), but their subsequent development proved to be much less encouraging, even showing signs of fatigue, if not, deterioration in their overall performance and rating as in the case of immunization, micro credit and food-for-education. Once the quality dimension is added to this, the governance problem in poverty alleviation projects and programmes becomes even more formidable.

The upshot of the above is to raise questions regarding formal democracy in a poor country like Bangladesh and to point towards its inadequacies as a system of governance in reducing poverty. It makes out a case for a substantive democracy.  Accountable governance in this case belongs to the realm of the latter.
III. Impact of Lack of Accountable Governance
Missing Accountability of Public Officials
Public officials’ relative lack of accountability goes a long way to explain Bangladesh’s weak governance and poor service delivery. Government has a long tradition of operating in secrecy and surveys have shown that the public was very low expectations of government. For those who are poor and lack social connections, their greatest hope is to escape harassment by the police and public officials. Instances of rape and death in police custody in last three and half years demonstrate the helplessness of the poor.

Apart from deaths in police custody, almost universal practice of bribe taking, sheltering criminals, increasing harassment of innocent people and the manner of eviction of sex workers in recent times contributed largely to the erosion of police image in the society. One fears that the police have lost all accountability and feel free to do as they please, since they feel the present government is unable or unwilling to take them to task. The reason could be the present regime’s dependence on the police to use them for their political ends. 

This lack of accountability applies to every level of government, ranging from the relatively low-ranking bureaucrats who deal with the general public, up to those in the central Secretariat or field offices. Finally, it reaches upwards to their political masters who establish policies and programmes
Transparency International ranks Bangladesh as one of the most corrupt countries in today’s world. Opinion surveys reveal that corruption is pervasive, afflicting all spheres of economic activity and all levels –from the judiciary to the police force, from custom officials to the providers of municipal services, and from lower level clerical staff to high level political leaders.

Corruption as Consequence of Misgovernanc
Theoretical and empirical research demonstrate that corruption hampers economic growth and disproportionately burdens the poor. It does this by raising transaction costs and uncertainty in the economy, impending domestic and foreign investment, biasing Government expenditures away from the social sectors towards capital intensive infrastructure and distorting the fundamental role of government in such areas as the enforcement of contracts and the protection of property rights.

Wei (1998) finds that if Bangladesh were able to reduce its corruption to the Singapore level, its average annual per capita GDP growth rate over 1960-85 would have been higher by 1.8 percentage points. Studies, using cross-sectional analysis and the available corruption indices, provide empirical support for the premise that corruption lowers the quality of infrastructure and public services; results in a loss of tax revenue; reduces expenditure on the health and education, and discourages investment and the rate of economic growth.

A fragile and dysfunctional political environment, lack of visionary leadership, poor institutional capacity, extensive and opaque regulations, underpaid and unmotivated civil servants, a weak judicial system and the excessive influence wielded by business interests are some of the reasons why corruption thrives in Bangladesh. Hence, there is a corrupt alliance between the political, business, trade union and bureaucratic leadership who seem able to operate beyond the normal constrains of law with impunity.

Bangladesh has been ranked the fourth most corrupt country in the world by the best-known of such surveys, conducted by Transparency International (TI) in its 1996 corruption perception survey. The 1997 baseline survey of corruption in Bangladesh, conducted by the Bangladesh chapter of TI, revealed that 97 percent of the respondents identified the police as being corrupt, with the judiciary being identified as corrupt by 89 percent of the respondents. While 95 percent of the households felt that the news media should be impartial and factual in covering news, more than 83 percent of the households were of the opinion that the newspapers were professionally unethical and partisan. Most households admitted to having to pay bribes to obtain health services, education services, municipal services, land title records and loans from the financial system. Table 1, extracted from the World Bank’s Government That Works study (1996), shows average payments made by households to obtain basic services like getting gas and water connections.

Box 2: Use of “Speed” Money in Accessing Public Services

According to a recent study of the World Bank, access to public services requires routine payment of “illegal fees”. The range of “fees” differ by services, taka value of which is given below: electric connection—10,000-15,000; gas connection—40,000; water connection—14,000-20,000; telephone—50,000-70,000; trade license—5,000--8,000; construction license—5,000.

Source: Government That Works, World Bank, 1996.

Table 1 shows results of an Opinion Survey carried out recently and expose the size of the problems in accessing basic civic services in Dhaka.

Table 1: Public Services and Quality of Life in Dhaka:

A Preliminary Ranking of “Problem” Services

Services
Services identified as most problem-ridden 

(% of Respondents)

Security/Policing
89%

Health-care
70%

Education
69%

Electricity
66%

Housing
58%

Source: Opinion Surveys, Power and Participation Research Centre, August 1999, Dhaka.
Theft of power is estimated to exceed US$100 million annually; the added cost of inefficiency at Chittagong Port has been estimated at between US$ 500 million to US$ 1 billion per year; while the leakage from the customs and tax department could easily amount to US$ 500 million per year. According to IMF estimates, 700 individuals account for about 56% of the total personal income tax collected. Fifty percent of the loans of the financial system are non-performing and, according to a recent survey of the banking system, kickbacks to senior management ranging from 5 to 20 percent of the loan amount are not uncommon. As a result, the spreads between deposit and lending rates remain wide and are a distinctive to faster economic growth. There is wide agreement among the business community that inefficiency and corruption is significantly increasing the cost of doing business in Bangladesh and exacting a huge toll on economy.

The social costs of mis-governance and corruption for the citizen’s of Bangladesh, specially the poor, are substantial. Table 2 presents a snapshot of some governance indicators – for example, the incidence of reported rape in Bangladesh is 33 times that in Nepal; the rate of automobile thefts is 5 times that in India; and the average number of cases per judge is 10 times that in Pakistan.

Table 2: Select Governance Indicators, 1996


Bangladesh
Pakistan
India
Sri Lanka

Reported Rapes
57,600
1,23
14,846
540

Citizens per police person
1,200
2,112
746
612

Car thefts per 1,000 vehicles
2.61
0.71
0.48
..

Average number of cases per judge
5,142
454
2,137
..

System losses, power sector
33%
23%
23%
18%

Institutional investor credit rating
26.1
25.3
44.9
32.5

Country ratings range from 0 to 100.  The higher the rating, the lesser the chance for deafult.

Source:Human Development in South Asia, 1999; The Mahbub ul Haq Human Development Centre, Pakistan.

IV) Missing Institutions for Ensuring Accountability
In Bangladesh, the key agents for holding public officials accountable are: parliament, the courts, the Press, private business and the donors. One of the most important questions to ask is why the people are not asserting their right to good governance and why the traditional and constitutional ways of enduring good governance are not working. One possible answer would be the missing institutions; the functional local government, vibrant civil society organizations and a accountable and responsive bureaucracy. 

Discourse on Local Government

The accountable government process in Bangladesh is located in two possible primary action arenas relevant to poverty reduction. Firstly, there is the arena of national and local government elections that could provide a scope for the political representation of the poor. Second, representation in the district and sub-district administration in their allocative and executive decision making.

The political discourse on local government was carefully confined to electoral issues. The substantive questions of the jurisdictions, the powers and the constitutional guarantees of the elected offices of local government rarely entered this discourse. In the absence of substantive jurisdictional and representational powers, local government offices have not been able to fulfill their promise of being grass-root bases of democracy. Instead, they have been confined to being subservient offices of district administration. Thus, even when people have had the chance to exercise their right of vole for local government, few substantive democratic gains have followed because of the jurisdiction and representational limitations of such offices.

Electoral Process
The people of Bangladesh continue to express high levels of enthusiasm in the political process.  This has been borne out in experiences since the resumption of democratic governance in 1991. Various parliamentary, by- and local elections during the 1990s together have seen an average turnout of over 70 percent of registered votes. The last parliamentary election in 1996 brought a high voter turnout of 74 percent. The local elections at the union parishad level, held in December 1997, saw a turnout of over 75 percent, with some districts regarding a turnout of eligible voters of over 80 percent, including women voters. and in spite of boycotts, the municipal elections of March 1999 saw turnouts averaging over 50 percent of elected voters. Clearly, the electorate in Bangladesh is keenly exercising its democratic franchise.

But the political representation of the poor through the electoral process in today’s Bangladesh remains set in a patron-client framework which tend to militate against any independent political assertion by the poor. This is certainly true for the national level though less true for the local level. The patron-client orientation of the electoral process is additionally compounded by implicit threats of electoral violence that tends to be an inhibiting factor on the political assertion of the poor. The entire process strongly militates against any independent political representation of the poor, and hence, any independent leverage over the setting of policy or programme priorities of the national government. Though some positive opportunities for better political representation are emerging in the local government arena, its significance as to the construction of priorities remain limited given the severe weakness of local governments within the structure of government.

One dramatic aspect of reforms initiated since 1996 has been the emergence of a large body of women in elected office. Some 13,500 women, elected directly to three of twelve general seats, now occupy office as members of union parishads. Another 20 have been directly elected as ‘chairman.’ Similar provisions, at the municipal and upazila levels, have been made for women, ensuring an unprecedented presence in public decission-making arena. While this serves as an example of the government’s commitment to the achievement of women, representational concerns have to be matched by commensurate authorities and facilities to allow women members to serve their constituencies effectively. This remains a concern and this concern is compounded by reports of neglect of women’s requirements by male chairman and members, and of violence against women members.

A Local Government Reform Commission constituted in 1996 submitted its report to the Government in1997. The report focused on four key areas of concern: i) structure; ii) composition/representation; iii) functions; and iv) powers/authority of local government. While these reforms are essential to further democratization, empowerment entails more than instating new institutions at the local level, or re-orienting existing ones. It involves the mobilization, involvement and enhanced awareness of the general population. More fundamentally it requires good will and an understanding and pursuit of common interest. For it to be inclusive, it has to involve those sections of the population traditionally furthest removed from the sphere of decision-making, namely women, the poor and ethnic minorities. For it to be sustainable then a benign balance between local self-governance and central direction needs to be met.

Media
 A free print media and electronic media are essential ingredients for society’s struggle for accountable governance.  As yet, Bangladesh lags behind other countries in the sub-continent in terms of access to and use of information technology. In spite of this, Bangladesh continues to innovate in the use of information technology for extending a voice to sections of the population without access to media tools through conventional means. The extension of cellular phone use by Grameen phone to poor village women and the filmmaking activities of women group members of NGOs are cases in hand.

The qualified advances in the print media need to be tempered with the basic reality of Bangladesh’s literacy rates, which set the basic parameters of efficacy for the print media as an agent of social change. Here we observe that the combined male/female literacy rate in 1999 was above 60 percent. This in itself is significant: as long and Bangladesh retains high levels of non-literacy, then the print media as an organ of influence will continue represent development issues based on the perceptions of the resource-rich. The development debate remains at risk of being a proxy debate, without the self-articulation of the poor, politically marginal majority.

The NGOs 

While Government efforts continue to unfold in a generally promising direction, the poor in Bangladesh have a large and articulate lobby of NGOs working to forward their welfare and interests. Many of these organizations have achieved world renown for the extent and sophistication of their programmes. But the discomforting direction of the NGOs towards service delivery abandoning their watch- dog role makes them vulnerable in their struggle for a corruption free polity. 

 It is only since 1996 that the Government has initiated a potentially far-reaching process of reform in local governance that seeks to bring the decision-making process closer to local constituents, with the requisite devolution of authorities. NGOs’ role in this devolution process can not be over emphasised. Nevertheless, there remain a number of fundamental issues to be further discussed and resolved about the policy orientation, direction, institutional capacities, comprehension and motivation to see these reforms through. By actively participating in this process NGOs can help remove some of the bureaucratic inertia for such a change in grassroot  governance structure.

“Voice” against Misgovernance
The chances of success of initiatives by the civil society to tackle corruption are brighter than the chances of government initiating action on its own. This is not to say that a mass movement is likely to erupt any time soon to fight corruption. Incentives for collective action on this front are too weak for this to happen. But there are other types of initiatives and actions that could exert increasing pressures for change.

There are several people’s initiatives already at work, challenging corrupt practices and other abuses of power. Public interest litigation (PIL) is perhaps the most visible manifestation of such initiatives. Judicial response to PIL has on the whole been positive. Other local movements challenging abuses and seeking access t information are in evidence in different parts of the country. There are sporadic protests and demands for reform. The coalition of Civil Society forces have often focused on public interest issues and along with other members have been able to exert sufficient pressure on the government to modify its policies. Some of the successful examples of Civil Society actions are given bellow:

Box 3: Green Movement in Dhaka

The Government of Bangladesh had announced that it would build a Conference Hall in the Osmany Uddyan to host the proposed NAM summit to be held in Dhaka in 2001. Since it would involve the felling of a large number of trees and block open space in a crowded city-centre and reduce the green space of the park generally used by the City poor living on the fringe of the old part of the City.  Teachers of Dhaka University and different colleges, literary figures, political activists, students, and NGOs pressed the government to shift the venue. Seminars, public gatherings, human chain, memorandum to the Prime Minister and other campaigns leading to widespread press coverage focused so much public attention to the issue that the government was forced to yield to public opinion and announced shifting of the venue to Sher-e-Bangla Nagar. 

Often government measures seem insensitive to the people especially the poor. Civil Society activists are effective in these situations to sensitize the government by both persuasion and pressure.

Box 4: Resisting Slum-Eviction

In an effort to weed out terrorists, the Ministry of Home Affairs decided to demolish the slums of Dhaka in early 1999. While it is accepted that certain slums are the dens of criminals and terrorists it must also be admitted that they thrive under the patronization of vested interests, as well as the police. The slum dwellers are only hostages in such a situation. Often they are uprooted people from the rural areas who have come to the city to earn their living and find no alternate dwelling places. NGOs have been working in these slums to improve the extremely unhygienic conditions that prevail in these slums. The move to evict them without any alternative accommodation was both inhuman and arbitrary.  The coalition took up the issue strongly that not only helped to galvanize public opinion including nearly all sections of the civil society but also the donor community. Ultimately the government bowed to the pressure and decided it would not demolish the slums without first providing alternative accommodation to the slum dwellers.

The civil society is gaining experience, expertise and confidence in challenging the culture of corruption through this process. However, this is a cumulative process.

New Initiatives
The UNDP-supported Community Employment Programme (CEP) is a significant pilot programme in support of the Government of Bangladesh’s poverty alleviation efforts. Within this broad framework, it innovates and promotes strategies and techniques specially targeted to meet the needs of the hard-core poor, who account for about 50 percent of the poor population, and most of whom do not benefit from the traditional micro-credit approach. The programme is primarily aimed at closing this gap by focusing on the following two objectives which are explicitly pro-poor and pro-woman:

1. Empowerment of the poorest members of local communities so that they have more control over factors and decisions which affect their lives (i.e. increasing their capacity for sustainable human development ; and 

2. Re-activation of local government and strengthening of NGOs so that these become more responsive to the poor majority, by facilitating linkages between the poor and government and NGOs, at both this level and more central levels, and thus influencing policy.
The main thrust of the programme is therefore to build capacity for development at the community level both amongst and poorest members of local communities, especially women, and in the lowest levels of local government. The different CEP projects are pursued as pilot schemes with an underlying long-term objective of replicating a successful model at the national levels. The development of participatory local level planning will provide for a very effective mechanism for up-scaling and replicating successful variants of poverty eradication through community empowerment.

V. Agenda for Reform
If the state is so down graded that it lacks the moral authority and organizational resources to enforce the law and coerce recalcitrant groups into respecting democratic procedures, so eloquently expressed in the Letter we have quoted earlier, democracy will be in jeopardy. Social scientists argue that the conditions necessary to exercise democratic rights and responsibilities are not automatically generated by the mere existence of democratic institutions, it will require sustained efforts by a coalition of forces subscribing to a common agenda of good governance. In this context democracy, for that matter accountable governance, has become a project, a design, and a craft.

Accountable governance can be seen to be dependent on promoting alliances for better governance through judicial and police reform, greater transparency in public transactions, and strengthened systems of accountability. Following are proposed as key elements in the strategy for achieving the stated objective:

( Mobilization of the voice of ordinary people

( Participation of all stakeholders in programmes and projects

( Pluralism and competition in markets and service delivery, and

( Basing public service on merit rather than clientelism and an age hierarchy.

The successful implementation of such a strategy will depend on building a wide public consensus on the importance of such change – implying the need for a new discourse within civil society. This discourse would recognize corruption, nepotism, cronyism, arbitrary discretion, secrecy, rigid hierarchies and the like as intrinsically inimicable to be sound functioning of modern public organizations – as ‘bad’ attributes to be overcome in order to achieve better governance. In their place, Bangladesh needs adherence to clear rules, rewards based on measured performance, fair competition, and a high degree of transparency.
Ultimately it is public opinion expressed through organized civil society that holds a government accountable. People depend on networks, associations and other social organizations to reduce life’s risks, access services and resources, and protect themselves against the depredations of their fellow human beings. It is this “social capital” which must serve ultimately to hold governments accountable and thereby enhance their performance. Consequently, improving governance depends on progressively building the networks of civil associations and other positive forms of social capital, which extend people’s range of institutional choices in assessing public services, and strengthen their ability to influence policy formation and implementation.

Systematically increasing poor people’s participation in this social capital must be a key component of an effective strategy to reduce poverty in Bangladesh. The poor are generally least able to insist on access to public services and participate in holding public agencies accountable for the delivery of services to them.

While the poverty reduction record of democracies in developing countries is an ambiguous one, there are reasons to believe that the opportunity for cohesive competitive politics and the space for the poor to organise within civil society permitted by democracy can contribute positively to poverty reduction. In the absence of democratic politics, anti-poverty policy often tends to be reactive and overly determined by the legitimacy needs of a particular regime, or the preferences of those who happen to be in power. It rarely contributes to increasing the political capabilities of the poor.

The challenge in developing countries today is how to make similar accomplishments in poverty reduction a criterion for the legitimacy of modern democratic parties and governments. This can not be done through conditionality imposed from the out side, but must come about as the product of domestic political mobilization and education. It is political capabilities of the poor that will determine whether they can employ social capital (the shared networks, norms and values created through social interaction) constructively or create social capital. Discussion to date paid scant attention to the content and practices within social networks.

Effective, large scale organization by poor people – the kind of organization that can make a consistent difference to public policy and affect a large population – is dependent on the character of the state and the policies it pursues. A coalition of civil society forces and NGOs can play a leading role by motivating the people and mobilizing public opinion. Till now their absence in the battle against corruption is largely due to their lack of understanding of the seriousness of the issue and willingness to confront the resistance from the vested quarters. 

The coalition can play an important role in the following ways:

· Peoples’ Involvement: The people can be incorporated as active monitors of corruption. Their involvement can be ensured through citizens’ survey, establishing people’s monitoring bodies, involving professional organizations and the media (call in radio shows), and setting up education programs. Also, the introduction of report cards to monitor public services can be considered.  

· Anti-corruption watchdog bodies: In order to ensure that illegal government activities get the appropriate media coverage The coalition can support independent watchdog bodies to be set up to detect corruption and raise public awareness. Such organizations can range from official ombuds person at various levels of government to anti-corruption agencies such as the Independent Commission Against Corruption.   

· Free Press: The presence of a free and active press is crucial in any effort to combat corruption. If the public is to be informed and involved the media must take part. Exposing local and domestic corruption scandals, and informing the people of corrupt activities is essential for effective anti-corruption measures. The coalition should vigorously campaign for a free press and for the autonomy of the national electronic media.

· Non-resident Bangladeshis (NRB): Non-resident Bangladeshis took the initiative to organize an Inter national Conference in Dhaka recently (14-15 January) on environmental issues involving NGOs and members of the civil society. But Civil Society forces are yet to appreciate the lobbying capacity of the NRB. They should actively consider involving non-resident Bangladeshis, who are significant both in terms of number and social influence, in their efforts to motivate and mobilize citizens against governmental corruption. The technological revolution in the field of communication with the introduction of the Internet has made it feasible for them to be more integrated and informed about the life of Bangladeshis. They are also privileged as they are outside the reach of the Bangladeshi government and immune to any governmental backlash that may result due to anti-corruption monitoring. Their reaction, therefore, will be unconstrained and perhaps even more objective. 

· Social Mobilization for Combating Corruption: The most important aspect of the mobilization of the community would be around a charter of demands or an agenda for a corruption free government and society. This should be pursued through a sustained dialogue process involving the civil society institutions and community organizations. Civil Society actors may have a special role to ensure both participation and dialogue within the community both at the local and the national level. NGOs could, without being a competitor in the political scene, support citizen’s initiatives as well as support clean, committed and educated leadership at the local level. At the national level NGOs, again without being seen or even perceived as competitor in the political arena, can influence donor opinion. In a country where donor aid still is a major factor in development, this could have a salutary impact. Civil society actors may also look into the possibility for ‘recall’ of elected representatives both at the local and national level to curb corruption.   

The following measures should be considered to be included in the action plan.

· Abolishing Discretionary Laws: Discretionary laws often provide the government with rent-seeking opportunities. Such laws serve to foster and facilitate corruption and are of no real use to the public. 

· Use Independent Private-sector Auditors: Government agencies can be made more accountable and transparent by hiring independent in-house ombudsmen in key government agencies and auditors from the private sector.

· Ensure Time-bound Actions: Another venue for corruption is the ability of monopoly and discretionary powers to delay decisions making it difficult for citizens to obtain routine state-run clearances. Ensuring a time constraint on such decisions will reduce extortion and other forms of associated corruption.  

· Implement Transparent Procurement Laws: Competitive bidding for all major public projects and programs will ensure that the assignment of large government contracts are determined by free market force and not by any other consideration whether personal or political. The parliament should be empowered to review all contracts in which the government is involved.

· Require Public Officials to Declare Their Assets: Politicians, civil and military bureaucrats secure funds through illegal means. Public officials should be required to make detailed break down of their assets and tax returns every year after assuming office.

· Pass a Right to Information Bill: The ability of the government to withhold and deny information from the public concerning budget details, military expenditure, taxation structure etc., should be limited by a Right to Information Bill which would allow the public to access information generally denied to them. Such legislation will enable the civil society to be effectively empowered in matter relating to government decisions.

· Set up Exclusive Corruption Court: There is a huge backlog of corruption cases in the courts of Bangladesh. Setting up a court exclusively for handling corruption cases would expedite the resolution of pending corruption suits. It should be designed so that transparency of these courts can be ensured. 

· Providing Immunity to Informers: People who inform and give evidence to appropriate anti-corruption agencies must be guaranteed protection.

· Set up National Anti-Corruption Commission: A powerfully effective National Anti-Corruption Commission should be developed.

· Strengthen Parliamentary Committee: Parliamentary Committees should be more functional and active in ensuring transparency in governance. 

· Ensure Public Discussions on Policies: Informed public debates on policies will contribute to transparency in the decision making process.

· Public Interest Litigation: The coalition should encourage more public interest litigation to expose corrupt practices in the implementation of laws.

· Strengthen the Role of the Judiciary in Implementing Laws: There may be many ‘good’ laws enacted by the government. The judiciary should be able to implement those laws that will serve to protect public interest.

· Introduce Appropriate Curricula at the Primary and Secondary Level: To make students aware of their role to identify and rectify corrupt practices in the society anti-corruption awareness building should begin at an early stage of education which will contribute towards making responsible citizens.

· NGO role against corruption: Since NGOs work with the people, they can not remain aloof from the evil influence of corruption. Thus NGOs have to join together to fight this menace. Any meaningful program to eradicate corruption should involve civil society, political activists, government officials, members of the business community, members of the judiciary, last but not least the donor community. But any realistic approach to the problem must consider a graduated strategy with a practical, step-by-step approach. To remove corruption the wider institutional environment that breeds it has to be radically transformed. It is a tall order, especially, for the NGOs. Radical transformation will require economic, electoral, judicial, parliamentary, bureaucratic and educational reforms. To do this a grand coalition of forces will be necessary. Through a sustained campaign, NGOs can contribute towards the formation of the coalition and thus create conditions for making those reforms politically and socially necessary. In order to qualify for this daunting task, NGOs will have to earn acceptability in the society as corruption- free and transparent organizations. Any mobilization of NGO community against corruption in the government should be spear-headed by NGOs with impeccable track record of honest dealing and accountable and transparent management style.

Following measures are suggested for the mobilization of Civil Society in the battle against corruption:

· Awareness Building: For any mobilization most important task should be that of awareness building among the partners of the coalition. Relevant findings of the studies and surveys documenting the causes and consequences of corruption in Bangladesh should be made available to the partners and salient features of the findings should be made available in vernacular so that the findings are accessible to the maximum number of coalition members. These should be discussed in their respective fora in order to chalk out programs of mobilization. To generate a sense of ownership of the movement and for the mobilization of social forces against corruption this will be a necessary step.

· Association of Development Agencies in Bangladesh (ADAB): ADAB, the largest co-ordination body of the NGOs, has a very important role to play in mobilizing the sector to fight against corruption in the public domain. Public interest advocacy is one of the major program areas of ADAB. However, at no time should ADAB be seen to compete with or be aligned to political power. Not only ADAB should set standards that can be emulated by other NGOs, it should enhance NGO capacity to fight against corruption by encouraging compliance with an improved Code of Ethics and introduce incentives for compliance and sanctions for non-compliance. At the same time ADAB should encourage other NGOs to organize the people against corruption primarily at the local level (UP, PS) and then slowly building up to the national level to battle against state level corruption.    

· The  Civil Society: Members of the civil society who will participate in combating corruption should build bridges of communication with NGOs involved in anti-corruption campaigns and programs. Regular seminars, workshops, meetings, handouts should be used in this campaign where professional groups, media, NGO, and honest politicians can collaborate and exchange views. Professional associations and media interested in combating corruption should encourage NGOs to take this battle against corruption seriously and extend public recognition and award for any successful anti-corruption programs carried out by NGOs. This will certainly enhance the confidence of the NGOs involved in anti-corruption campaigns.

· International donors: International donors, providers of resources to NGOs, also have important role to play in mobilizing NGOs to actively participate in the anti-corruption movement.  Towards this goal donors should not only integrate anti-corruption measures into their programs and projects, but also consider funding anti-corruption campaigns and programs (Sec Action Plan). This initiative on the part of the donors will also provide opportunity to the NGOs who are not ADAB members to join the battle against corruption.

VI. Conclusion
It is increasingly accepted that accountable governance is good for the poor, and many pro-poor policies imply or promote better governance. The basis for what is potentially the widest and most significant pro-poor political alliance lies in the high incidence of bad governance in much of the developing world: governments that are simultaneously oppressive and unaccountable and lack the capacity and resources to provide basic services, including law and order, for the mass of their populations. Almost everyone has an interest in better governance; the poor feel this most strongly.

 In Bangladesh, given the tenuous political situation, a variety of interventions are either under consideration or are being implemented under the general rubric of Public Sector Management reform to reduce resistance to anti-corruption reforms and ensure adequate support from the political leadership and bureaucracy. These initiatives include a judicial reform project to improve the operations of the legal system; a customs reform initiative that includes the introduction of mandatory pre-shipment inspection and reducing the discretionary authority of customs officials; a revenue administration modernization programme; creating an office of the Ombudsman; strengthening the office of the Comptroller and Auditor General and improving accounting standards within the accounting profession; strengthening the role of parliamentary standing committees; and repealing the Official Secretes Act. While these interventions are steps in the right direction, progress with implementation has been frustratingly slow and the political leadership’s commitment to change is increasingly being questioned.

Until a system of decentralized administration is in place, which makes service providers accountable to both citizens and their elected representatives, governance will remain weak. Even within an electoral system the poor will not have enough voice to be heard unless they can act together. In such a situation collective action by the poor can at least compel local elected representatives as well as MPs to be more active and articulate in pressuring services providers and policy makers to attend to the concerns of the poor.

The maintenance and consolidation of democracy, moreover, requires not external assistance or pressure, but indigenous initiatives for democracy. Such a conception of democracy will, of course, be less than meaningful unless it is part of an egalitarian strategy, in both economic and political terms.
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