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On Thursday 12 April, ALDE Member Johan VAN HECKE (Open-VLD) hosted an informal 
hearing on the human rights situation in Bangladesh at the European Parliament.  

The title of the hearing, SOS Bangladesh, was particularly well chosen since the situation in 
Bangladesh is alarming in many respects. Three of the major challenges Bangladesh is facing today, 
are the bad human rights record, climate change and the continuing political instability. During the 
hearing, these challenges were highlighted and discussed upon. Johan Van Hecke and co-host Bazlur 
Rashid Bulu invited a number of elaborate speakers, some of whom had flown in to Brussels 
especially for this hearing. The European Commission was represented by Agnès Le Thiec, officer of 
the ECHO Desk Bangladesh.   

 

During the first session, violations of human rights in Bangladesh were discussed. Abdul Gaffar 
Chowdhury (writer and columnist), Paul Manik (HRCBM) and Ahmed Swapan (Bangla-tv) gave 
various examples of how the Bangladeshi people’s rights have been offended. Whereas the first 
speaker particularly denounced the arbitrary arresting and torturing of human rights defenders by the 
law enforcing agencies of the military-backed Caretaker Government, the HRCBM-representative 
emphasised on the on-going disrespect for minority rights in the country. Swapan explicated his 
concern about the strong restrictions on the freedom of the media in Bangladesh. He stated that 
journalists are suffering from the impunity of the authorities who are strictly limiting freedom of 
expression, as well as from an overall trend of rising fundamentalism.               

            

The second session, chaired by MEP Bart STAES (Greens/AVA), shed light on the alarming effects 
of climate change in Bangladesh. ECHO-representative Le Thiec explained that the country is 
extremely vulnerable for natural disasters due to a variety of geographical factors. She applauded the 
(civil) society efforts for food distribution in the aftermath of Cyclone Sidr and other catastrophes, but 
equally stressed that Bangladesh now has to invest in disaster preparedness. She added that the 
European Commission on its part is currently working on an early warning system.  

Nazrul Islam (Human Rights Watch) and Murad Qureshi (British Labour Party) both 
strongly warned for the disastrous consequences of global warming for Bangladesh and its citizens. 
Qureshi stated that the frequency and intensity of the floods had undoubtedly increased. He urged for a 
more profound role of the European Union and a stronger engagement of the Bangladeshi government 
as well as neighbouring countries India and China, in the reaction to and prevention of natural 
disasters. Staes noted that the right to a healthy environment has been recognized by the international 
community as a universal human right. 

                         



In the third and final session, the volatile political situation of Bangladesh was discussed. Illustrating 
the absence of democracy and rule of law in Bangladesh, Chairman William Sloan (International 
Association of Democratic Lawyers) shared with the audience some of his own experiences. He 
explained how, during his last visit to Bangladesh, he was held up and interrogated at the airport, 
cautioned by the DGFI, barred from the courtroom where a former Prime Minister was on trial, 
interdicted from holding a press conference with the Bangladesh Democratic Lawyers Association, 
confined in his hotel room for ten hours, escorted to the airport by police and detained until boarding 
time.  

Like Sloan, the other speakers firmly expressed their doubts and concerns about the 
independence of the judiciary in Bangladesh. Whilst Ansar Ahmed Ullah (International Bangladesh 
Foundation) strongly regretted the government’s inability to prosecute and punish war criminals and 
terrorists, Sultan Shariff (Awami League) denounced the recent arrests of thousands of Bangladeshi 
civilians, convicted without a trial. The latter speaker also stated that the overwhelming control of the 
Executive over the judiciary and civil service combined with the term of office expiration of the 
elected representatives, have led to the total dissolution of separation of power in Bangladesh. He 
therefore expressed his hope that the independence of the Election Commission for the planned 2008 
December election will be guaranteed.  

Tullip Siddiq  (Awami League) pointed out that the current Caretaker Government has by far 
exceeded its constitutional mandate of providing aid and assistance for holding parliamentary elections 
while carrying on routine functions of government. She stated that apart from the fact that the foreseen 
time period for its mandate has lapsed over a year ago, the interim government has also failed to create 
a political context in which free and fair elections can be held. From her point of view, the demand for 
intra-party reforms can only be responded if spontaneous and democratic bottom-up decisions within 
the parties are allowed to be made. She added that keeping party leaders and politicians in detention 
and banning all political activities will not pave the roadmap to the restoration of democracy in 
Bangladesh. To her opinion democracy is more than just “holding elections”, it requires a level 
playing field and a political structure to allow for true engagement by all participating actors.  

 
 

At the end of each session, the attendees were given the chance to react upon the speeches. The 
present representative of the Bangladeshi Embassy grasped this opportunity to question a lot of the 
speakers’ statements and explained the respective government’s points of view on the issues. He tried 
to shift the focus to its positive objectives and achievements, like the fact that it has brought a halt to 
political violence, is fighting against crime and corruption and has planned the upcoming elections to 
be held this year. 

 

The informal hearing was fruitful to the extent that all participants heard the message that Bangladesh 
is in a state of crisis, very clear. Even those who disagreed, couldn’t deny the fact that many people 
and organizations do feel worried about the future of the country. Johan Van Hecke concluded the 
hearing by expressing hope for fair elections in Bangladesh later this year. Only legitimate elections 
and political reconciliation offer a way out for Bangladesh.  

 
For more information, please contact  
 
  

the Office of Johan Van Hecke : jvanhecke@europarl.eu.int 
           or Sofie Parthoens : sofieparthoens@gmail.com 
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