COMBATING CORRUPTION IN BANGLADESH: THE NEED FOR A NATIONAL STAND.

INTRODUCTION: 

Bangladesh is a developing country located in South Asia having boarders with India on the west, north and north east, Myanmar on the east and Bay of Bengal on the south. Estimated population is around 150 million living in an area of about 148,000 square kilometers. The annual GDP growth is around 6% in spite of the global economic recession. The country has significant earnings from expatriate Bangladeshis and from export of garments products. There is also a fast growth of .buildings, processed food etc. export of which is rapidly increasing. The country has a high potential for emerging as a middle income country within a short period. However, prevalence of rampant corruption, political violence, crimes etc. is deterring the pace of development. 

The country is having a parliamentary form of democracy. The process of democratization is frequently interrupted by political disturbance and intolerance, prolonged boycott of parliament by the opposition bench, strikes (work stoppage), political bickering and violence etc.

The country has taken a large stride towards achieving the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). Gross primary enrollment increased from 72% in 1980 to 98% in 2001 and gender parity in primary and secondary enrollment has been achieved. Infant mortality rate declined sharply from 145 in 1970 to 46 in 2003 and child mortality rate declined from 239 in 1970 to 69 in 2003. Food security situation has also improved and so also the syndrome of absolute poverty. Development in economic and social sector could be higher and faster had there been less corruption. It is estimated by a number of sources including World Bank that corruption is resulting about 2% to 3% loss in the annual GDP growth. 
THE MEANING OF CORRUPTION:
A precise definition of corruption is given by Grays and Kaufman (1998) according to whom corruption is abuse of public office for private gain through bribery and extortion, fraud and embezzlement. The UN Manual on Anti-Corruption Policy also echoes the same meaning. According to the Transparency International, corruption includes embezzlement of funds, theft of corporate or public property as well as corrupt practices such as bribery, extortion or influence peddling. Klitgaard (1998) analyzed corruption from governance point of view; and he formulated formula C = M + D – A, where corruption (C) equals monopoly (M) plus discretion (D) minus accountability (A) in public, private or non-profit sectors where a person has monopoly power over goods and services. Corruption is most prevalent in countries, which have colonial history, political instability, bureaucratic red tapism, and weak legislative and judicial system. Besides low salaries, a gift culture, absence of rules, regulations, policies and legislation unaccountable public officials with excessive authority, high range of discretion, and absence of transparency, accountability and watchdog institution make a country more prone to corruption. All these elements of corruption are found to be present in Bangladesh 

SITUATION OF CORRUPTION:
National household survey conducted in the year 2010 revealed that that the “level of corruption was highest in judiciary. 88% of all the households who received services from this were victims of one or the other form of corruption. Law enforcing agencies (79.6%) and land administration services (71.2%) occupied the second and the third position in the level of corruption. Service recipient households in important sectors like education (15.3%) and health (33.2%) were victims of corruption and irregularities. Compared to 2007, corruption and irregularities have increased more widely in 2010 in judiciary, land administration and electricity sectors. On the other side, level of corruption and harassment has decreased in such important sectors like police, local government, health and education”
CORRUPTION PERCEPTION IN BANGLADESH:
About bribe and corruption people in Bangladesh do not have clear and uniform perception in their mind. Individuals involved in corruption often come up with opportunistic explanation on bribe: 

1. Benefit received without asking for it against services rendered is no corruption on the plea that the person(s) receiving the service gave it as a mark of appreciation or respect.

2. If the benefit received is a very little portion out of much greater benefit rendered is not a significance offence. 

3. Benefit received by motivation and convincing and not by coercion is not a big offence.

4. Benefit received as share from the percentage contribution received by the office as a system from the person(s) receiving the service is not a bribe for a particular individual. 

5. Only benefit received by driving people into trouble or trap of helplessness is corruption.

Officials who receive corrupt money or benefit fail to realize that they receive regular salary and benefit from their offices for the services they are offering and any extra benefit they receive are corrupt against irrespectively of how and in what form they receive them.

In Bangladeshi society corruption is so deep rooted that people often overlooks the offences committed by a person in gaining corrupt money or assets if a  little portion of it is gifted by the offender for religious, social and political causes. Instead of being condemned they are often praised for their benevolence. People are so ignored about the true meaning of corruption that while fixing marriages sometimes bride’s side asks whether the groom has any source of extra earnings/bribe in his job. Elected public representative’s offence of receiving illegal benefit from any brokering of work deal from any public offices or arranging job for candidates are tolerated by people in consideration of the fact the representative had to spend  huge amount in his electioneering (over and above the permissible limit set by the election commission) which he   has a right to recover. Innumerous instances of the kind can be cited which only indicates that root of corruption is so deep in our societies that some kind of routine intervention is no match to combat the situation.

SOME RECENT EVENTS OF CORRUPTION/ IRREGULARITIES:
Some big corrupt and irregular events have been recently detected in the country which have caused severe repercussion in various sectors of the economy creating tremendous concern in the minds of people.

There have been gross irregularities/corruption in the country’s share market which affected the small investors very seriously and caused lot of public demonstrations and disorders. It is also alleged that huge amount of money has been laundered from the share market. One after another major corrupt/ irregular transactions in the banking sector have raised serious hue and cry in the economic sector resulting loss of public confidence in the banking sector and making the banks shy of lending adversely affecting the wheel of economic development. There has been lot of noise between the World Bank and the government and people of the country at various levels regarding WB’s allegation of corruption attempt by decision makers of country’s largest project called Padma Bridge project from which the WB withdrew its committed loan. Regarding the allegation the Government of Bangladesh and the World Bank were having different stands. It is a matter of relief for all concerned that WB has lately decided to continue funding with some additional conditionalties regarding transparent implementation of the project. Whatever are the stands of the respective parties, the result is that people of Bangladesh have been deprived a timely start of this nationally vital project slowing down the pace of economic activities in the less developed and climate challenged southern part of the country. One estimate published recently states that this bridge will contribute to increase 1.6% GDP of the neglected southern parts and national GDP growth will increase by 0.6%

GOVERNMENT INITIATIVE TO COMBAT CORRUPTION:
The role of Bangladesh Government in combating corruption is increasing day by day. Rampant corruption in Bangladesh is continuing since many years in the past. Most of the major corruption events of the past remained untraced and unattended and ignored. Government machineries dealing with corruption could not work freely in playing their due role against corruption. First strong initiative against corruption was taken up by the caretaker government in 2007.They took the initiatives to separate judiciary from executive and undertook reform measures to make institutions/ commissions like Anti Corruption Commission(ACC) Election commission (EC) and Public Service Commission (PSC) effective and functional in order to strengthen the National Integrity System (NIS).The government also ratified UN Convention against Corruption (UNCAC) to demonstrate its commitment to fight corruption.

Besides, the authority spearheaded an unprecedented campaign against corruption. To prevent serious crimes and offences, the government formed a taskforce involving different law enforcing agencies to investigate and prosecute the offenders. As part of this massive campaign, more than one hundred high profile politicians, bureaucrats and business people were arrested on charges of corruption and legal process was brought against them. The taskforce also started investigations in different institutions where corruption incidences were very high. These are milestone measures taken by the government to fight against corruption and improve the governance mechanism in Bangladesh. 

The present government which succeeded the two year long care taker government also expressed its commitment to continue stream line actions to combat corruption in Bangladesh. Accordingly the government took some measures to increase the manpower, financial budget and in some cases increased the authority of the Anti Corruption Commission (ACC) in dealing with corruption allegations.ACC no longer requires the permission of the government in prosecuting the government officials on corruption charges.  Concerned government officials under prosecution by the ACC remain suspended from continuing their offices during investigation and prosecution. With increased power the ACC can interrogate accused persons of any level. There are a number of instances in the recent past of investigating and interrogating of persons at the Ministerial level by the ACC which raised the level of confidence  in the minds of public regarding the authority and effectiveness of ACC.

 ACC, recognizing the role of the civil society and people at the grass root in combating corruption has taken initiatives to organize community level and grass root level Anti Corruption Society to provide necessary information and support to the ACC in it’s fight against corruption.

ROLE OF CIVIL SOCIETY/NGO(s):
Various stakeholders in the society are playing a commendable role for raising public opinion, creating pressure on the government and achieving involvement of all concerned in combating corruption. The role of intelligentsia, electronic and print media, NGO’s and CBO’s in this context is quite appreciable. Press and Electronic media in Bangladesh are presently enjoying considerable amount of freedom which is enabling them to publicize issues relating to corruption. The incidences of corruption are so frequent and so deep rooted that people of all level are seriously affected by its impact. Recent study conducted by the Transparency International Bangladesh (TIB) showed “an individual household has to bear a corruption cost of nearly 75US$ per year. Any effort taken by any member/group of the civil society against corruption is very much appreciated by the people. Although there are situations when some individuals or groups are threatened for their role against corruption by forces indulged in corruption, but ultimately the corrupt people get defeated.

NGOs can work effectively at the community in raising voices from the grass roots against corruption.Anti Corruption Clubs can be organized in communities all over Bangladesh. Students who are a strong organized force and whose minds are fresh can be motivated and organized against corruption. Among many provisions of the UNCAC, the Government under obligation to fully recognize the role of citizens and civil society in fighting corruption. No legal and institutional reforms can ensure true success and sustainability of the anti-corruption initiatives unless the people of all level take a stand against it. It is the responsibility of the Government and other stakeholders to create conducive environment for a strong and effective social movement against corruption.
CONCLUSION:
Corruption in Bangladesh has become most serious problem affecting the aspiration of the whole nation. Corruption has been so systemized that people are compelled to accept that nothing can be achieved without passing through the ordeal of corruption. It is now considered to be the number one problem confronting our socio-economic development and building a healthy and prosperous nation. Corruption being an evil having deep penetration in almost every aspects of our life cannot be  combated with partial engagements by any sector in isolated manner. Government initiatives in this regard must have by its side the proactive civil society, NGO’s CBO’s at the grass roots. Time has come when corruption has to be singled out as a number one national problem to be fought out all forces untidily involving people from all walks of life. In Bangladesh, there are instances in past when people rose up and took up a stand, the goal never remained unachieved whatever may be the sacrifices. Bangladeshis proved it Language Movement (1952), Movement against military dictatorship (1969 1990) and the Liberation War (1971).This time the war will be against corruption and the whole nation has to participate untidily eliminating the root of corruption from the society. We are thriving for such a strong stand involving all stakeholders. We hope, The International organizations including UN and partner countries in our development will come forward bilaterally to provide technical and financial assistance in our war against corruption.
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