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Statement by H.E. Ambassador Ismat Jahan on Exchange of 
Views on the Upcoming EP Resolution on Bangladesh,        
19 November 2013, Strasbourg

Hon’ble Chair of the South Asia Delegation in the European Parliament,     
Ms. Jean Lambert
Distinguished Members of the European Parliament,
Excellencies, Ladies and Gentlemen

First of all, let me profusely thank all of you for your very kind 
presence here this morning. As we all know, we have assembled here 
against the backdrop of a European Parliament urgency debate/resolution 
on Bangladesh ahead of the general elections in January 2014. I have 
always welcomed the opportunity to interact with Members of the European 
Parliaments (MEPs) both here in Strasbourg and Brussels. And that is 
always in connection with briefing you about any particular situation in our 
country or about any point of clarification on any given issue that we feel 
important to let you know about. Today’s meeting is no exception as such.

As you all know, the next general elections are scheduled to be held in 
early January 2014. In order to ensure free, fair and inclusive elections 
u n d e r  an independent National Election Commission, necessary 
transformations have been made in our electoral process in conformity with 
those common to contemporary parliamentary democracies around the 
world including the Commonwealth countries.

Let me draw your kind attention to some major reforms which 
include, among others, reconstitution of the Election Commission through 
consultations with all major political parties and a transparent selection 
process; providing it with full financial autonomy; and strengthening it with 
adequate resources for capacity building, including through assistance from 
our development partners. In this connection, I would like to refer to the 
positive opinion of the five-member EU Election Exploratory Mission, which,
led by Mr. Balthasar Benz of the European External Action Service(EEAS), 
visited Dhaka last September on a 17-day visit to discuss with authorities 
and stakeholders concerned and assess the pre-poll situation. The EU 
delegation said it believed that the Election Commission is prepared for 
holding the upcoming general election.

Madam Chair,

In this context, let me mention here that the credibility and capacity of 
the independent Election Commission to conduct free, fair and accountable 
general elections in 2014 has already been tested and proven in the results 
of more than 5,800 elections since 2009 including the highly contested 
Parliamentary by-elections and City Corporations elections in most of which, 
you  know, the Opposition won and confidently accepted results as 
transparent.
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It is but our firm belief that with the Election Commission exercising 
the full authority entrusted to it by the Constitution, Bangladesh would be 
able to uphold its tradition of conducting impartial, peaceful and 
participatory elections. This is more so as you must appreciate that 
Bangladesh can now boast of the role of an increasingly vibrant media 
dominated by our vigilant and politically conscious young citizenry and an 
actively engaged civil society. Moreover, following the earlier instances, 
independent national and international election observers, including from 
the UN, the European Union and the Commonwealth will be welcome to 
ensure transparency and accountability of the upcoming election process in 
accordance with the modalities to be decided by the Election Commission. 
Here we also appreciate EU’s offer to provide technical support to the 
Elections Commission, like in the previous elections in 2008, for conducting 
the upcoming national elections.

Having said so, we must admit that while the Election Commission is 
in the process of finalizing the draft Code of Conduct to update and attune it 
to the existing Constitutional provisions, with the Chief Election 
Commissioner announcing lately that they are also preparing the grounds 
for announcing the Election Schedule soon, a reconciliation between the 
Government and  th e  main Opposition o n  the form of election-time 
government is yet to be reached. Only as late as the day before yesterday, 
they had been able to sit across the table to come to an amicable 
decision on the much-disputed issue. However, we are yet to see the 
result. Meanwhile, six ministers and two state ministers, all of whom 
being lawmakers from the constituents of the Awami League-led grand 
alliance, took oath yesterday to join an election time cabinet amid boycott 
by the BNP and its allies in the 18-party opposition alliance who have all 
along rejected the PM’s call to join an all-party government for overseeing
the next general election. In an address to the nation on October 18, 
Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina proposed to form an all-party government 
instead of having unelected people running the country.

  
Now, on the demand of the Opposition for restoring the erstwhile 

election-time, non-party Caretaker Government provision in the country’s 
Constitution, I would like to inform you that the decision to do away with 
the provision of the Caretaker Government under the 15th amendment to the 
Constitution had been taken by the Parliament with the express motivation 
to pre-empt the scope for any unelected Government to take over or usurp 
power through unconstitutional means. At this crucial moment in the 
journey of institutionalization of democracy in Bangladesh, we sincerely 
believe that the democratic polity in the country has now reached such
stage of maturity where we can dispense with ad-hoc and unelected interim 
governance systems to oversee a seamless transition of power between 
elected Governments. 
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However, it is very unfortunate that to press home their demand on 
an issue already settled by the Constitution, the main Opposition and their 
18 party alliance took recourse to anti-people ‘hartals’ in the recent weeks
which had been marked by mindless, sporadic violence in different parts of 
the country that took away as many as 24 valuable lives. This time round, 
some new dimensions had been added to the Opposition’s calculated 
violence, as manifested b y  targeted bomb blasts in and outside the 
residences of Ministers and  political leaders, senior journalists and 
prosecutors. There have also been most cowardly attacks against 
journalists, and a series of bomb blasts in front of a number of TV offices. 
The law enforcement agencies have expressed their concern over 
orchestrated bomb attacks at different locations around the same time that 
was clearly aimed at creating panic and insecurity among people in general. 
The three weeks’ shutdown has once again exacted a  heavy toll on the 
country’s business and economy and resulted in unmitigated suffering for 
the common people.

Distinguished Colleagues,

In the backdrop of such a volatile situation in the country, let me 
reaffirm the Government’s firm commitment to putting an end to such 
mindless violence and creating an enabling environment for holding free, fair 
and credible elections within the stipulated time period. Like all of you, we 
also hope for a  politically negotiated settlement of the current situation 
through dialogue, cooperation and understanding. And within the time 
constraints of the electoral process to be set by the Election Commission 
soon, a mutually acceptable solution must have to be reached.

However, since the Opposition has as of yet failed to show any 
remarkable sign of sincere willingness to a  negotiated settlement of the 
current political impasse over the election-time arrangements, here it would 
not be irrelevant to draw your attention to the view of many political 
observers/analysts in the country that one of the other key reasons for the 
Opposition’s decision to resist any call from the Government for resolution 
of the present deadlock could be their attempt to foil the ongoing trials of 
those accused of committing crimes against humanity and genocide during 
the War of Independence in 1971. In fact, most of those convicted so far and 
standing trial in the International Crimes Tribunals, Bangladesh (ICT-BD) 
are present and former adherents of the main Opposition’s political ally, the 
Jamaat-e-Islam. While some of the front-ranking Jamaat leaders have been 
brought to justice through these trials, the main Opposition has never made 
its stand clear on the issue of these trials supported by an overwhelming 
majority of our people. Moreover, the eight verdicts that have been issued by 
the Tribunals so far have emerged through an independent judicial process 
upholding the international standards of due process and fair trial and 
would surely stand the test of time as an unprecedented move to try 
internationally defined crimes through national courts pursuant to the 
provisions of the Rome Statute. 
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In this respect, it is our fervent hope that no further unnecessary 
clamours would be made around the ongoing ICT-BD trials and the verdicts 
being delivered by creating a reign of terror as had been done earlier this 
year by the vested groups. We would continue to urge upon all concerned 
that in the interest of long-awaited justice, the ICT-BD trials must be kept 
above partisan politics and should not be conflated with election issues that 
should be dealt with on an altogether separate platform. 

As regards death penalty, I would like to reiterate our earlier stance
that there is no global consensus on it and it is prevalent in a number of 
countries including Bangladesh where it is applied only in cases of heinous 
crimes. I urge your understanding for ICT-BD’s smooth functioning for the 
sake of justice to the victims of genocide of 1971.

Madam Chair,

In this context, I would like to add that the Opposition propaganda 
has further been fomented by some newly formed, reportedly non-political 
organisations like “Hefazat-e-Islam” that thrive on spreading a reactionary 
interpretation of Islam to justify their anti-State activities. It is very 
unfortunate that these elements are being encouraged by the Opposition to 
emerge from the fringes into our mainstream political arena and challenge 
the democratic, secular and liberal spirit that forms the bedrock of our 
statehood and Constitution. In fact, in the absence of constructive dialogue 
between the Government and the Opposition, these elements have 
sometimes tried to take advantage of the situation only to destabilize the 
political ambience. It is rather disturbing to note that some human rights 
advocates are showing their support for groups like Hefazat-e-Islam and 
putting their all-out efforts to project the Government as anti-Islamic, often 
circulating fabricated information and images of persecution against these 
groups. 

Here, I would also like to refer to the case of the arrest of Advocate 
Adilur Rahman Khan, Secretary of the human rights organization Odhikar. I 
would like to let you know that Mr. Khan had lately been released (on 11
October 2013) following a decision of the High Court Division of the 
Supreme Court. The Government thought it unfortunate that it had to face
with such a situation at it had worked very closely with Odhikar during the
last UPR preparatory process. In fact, it was not an easy decision for the 
Government to initiate a legal action against Advocate Khan. It, however, 
became apparent that some of his actions posed considerable threat to 
information integrity as well as public order and security, and had to be 
restrained through recourse to appropriate legal measures. 

Our Government would act strictly within the bounds of law in dealing 
with Advocate Khan’s case. We had also taken note of concerns expressed 
by certain quarters about the possibility of torture against Advocate Khan 
on remand. As you may have noted, the High Court Division had turned 
down the prayer for extending Advocate Khan’s remand and allowed for him 



5

to be interrogated at the jail gate. The law will run its own course and there 
is no question for the Government to interfere with the independent judicial 
process. In this context, I would like to repeat our Government’s position 
that we do appreciate when our friends in the international community wish 
to extend their support to strengthen our capacity to uphold the rule of law, 
but it also pains us to see scant consideration being given to maintain the 
integrity of the judicial process of a sovereign nation. Our Government has 
the utmost respect for human rights defenders and activists and would hope 
that all concerned would act in a responsible manner so as to desist from 
any activities that may potentially jeopardise public order and security in 
the country.

My Dear Colleagues,

Since lately the issue of safety standards and labour rights in the 
RMG sector of Bangladesh has remained under the constant international 
media-focus following the Rana Plaza collapse and Tazreen Garments 
Factory fire, let me share with you our Government’s whole-hearted 
commitment and active engagement to bringing right kind of changes in this 
area. The BGMEA, the Industry Association, is also acting firmly. 
Immediately after the Savar incident last April, we have taken various short 
and medium term initiatives including the adoption of a  tripartite Joint 
declaration in collaboration with ILO in Dhaka in order to address the 
limitations in ensuring labour rights and workplace safety to be followed by 
a  Tripartite National Action Plan. Later, a major multi-stakeholder 
"Sustainability Compact" was further adopted in Geneva on 8 July, 2013 
with the participation of the Hon’ble Foreign Minister of Bangladesh, EU 
Trade Commissioner and Director General, ILO, committing Bangladesh, the 
EU and the ILO to a number of concrete actions. 

Let me briefly refer to the actions and initiatives undertaken so far, 
following the tripartite action Plan and the Sustainability Compact:

-The Labour Law-2006 was amended in the Parliament incorporating 
sections which would now allow the workers, among others, enhanced 
freedom of association, and right to collective bargaining.  Group insurance 
for the workers as well as provision of ensuring a health centre in factories 
where there are more than 5000 workers have been made compulsory. 

-Priority is also given to the recruitment, training and placement of 
labour inspectors, along with training for mid-level managers and workers 
on occupational safety and health and labour rights. Under the amended 
labour law, the factory owners are required to provide workers with personal 
safety equipments and train them properly on safety aspects.

-The Accord on Fire and Building Safety led by European Brands 
and the North American Alliance will separately inspect approximately 750 
and 1,000 factories. Since inspections will be carried out by three separate 
platforms, efforts are on to  synchronize various initiatives and develop 
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common standards/checklist. The Ministry of Labour and Employment is 
working with these platforms to coordinate the efforts so as to avoid 
duplication and ensure effective implementation of the initiatives. 

Madam Chair,

On 14 November 2013 the Government announced a 77% hike in 
minimum wage for garment workers, a move which is set to end the labour 
strife unsettling the country’s chief export earning sector. From December 1, 
the entry level wage for garment workers would be Tk 5,300, as per the 
recommendations of the wage board, up from the existing Tk 3,000 set in 
November 2010. Under the new pay scale, the other six grades of garment 
workers, too, will enjoy a 77% increase in their basic wages from December 
onwards. Moreover, there would be a 5% increment in basic pay every year 
as well for all workers, a  provision which was absent in previous salary 
structures. It may be mentioned that it was only in 2010 that Government 
declared up to 80% rise in the wages of the workers of RMG sector.

But realistically speaking, I should add that unless we can ensure 
“fair pricing” of the products, any significant rise in the salary of the workers 
may not be practical in the highly competitive global trade. Obviously, there 
is a need for convergence of views on how we do ensure or determine fair 
pricing. As we ask the manufacturers to deliver on their part, it is also 
important for the demand side, ie the importers and buyers, to lend their 
support. A socially accountable framework may be developed where the 
retailers would also account for their part in the whole supply chain. We 
would welcome any initiatives by the EU parliament in this regard to ensure 
‘fair pricing’.

RMG constitutes the bulk of our exports to Europe, employing over 04 
million people across 5,000+ factories. Some 20 million people are 
dependent on the industry. If the associated industries like packaging, dying 
and accessories are considered, the industry’s impact on the lives and 
livelihood is even greater. If we truly wish to see the RMG industry sustain 
and contribute to the lives of 04 million women and their dependants, there 
is a need to ensure sustained market access to the EU market. This would 
also reinforce the crucial link between trade and sustainable development. 
The EBA facility being enjoyed by Bangladesh has had far reaching impacts 
on the country’s socio-economic development. This is often cited as one of 
the success stories of EU foreign relations tools, a test case of the EBA’s 
successful application in an LDC. Bangladesh being the home of almost 20% 
of LDC population, it is pertinent that the country continues to enjoy such 
trade preference. Therefore, it is to our collective interest to maintain it. 
However, Bangladesh does not take it for granted. And we hope the EU 
Parliament will remain engaged with us in this difficult process ahead.

Madam Chair,
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To conclude, the EU being one of our major development partners, I 
would like to take this opportunity to once again seek your continued 
support and understanding in Bangladesh’s journey towards progress which 
has always been appreciated by you. Your appreciation would also help us 
pass the transition that Bangladesh’s democracy is currently going through 
towards the nation’s desired destination to remain at the forefronts of global 
leadership in peace, democracy, women empowerment and development. 

I thank you all for your patient hearing.

*******

                    


