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Covid-19 and Governance
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optimum utilization of precious resources, it also provides
regime, unfortunately, with the scope to move away from
democratic principles and human rights norms, squander
precious resources through corruption, engage in partisan
practices and to disregard those who are powerless. The latter
results in a chasm between the citizens and the government,
creating or enhancing a trust deficiency between those who
oversee governance and those who are governed. But most




importantly, it brings suffering to the citizens at large. This is why the impacts of
any public health crisis, particularly a catastrophe like Covid-19, neither remains
within the realm of the health sector nor in the economic arena but becomes a
political crisis of a great magnitude. The issues that pandemic brings to the fore
are intrinsically tied to politics in general, particularly governance - the actions of
the government ranging from resource allocation to service delivery to ensuring
inclusivity. For almost nine months since Bangladesh was exposed to the global
pandemic, the country appears to be witnessing a growing trust deficit
continued, demonstration of the severe weaknesses of governance and absence
of transparency.

Bangladesh government’s responses to Covid-19 need to be assessed in the light
against the fundamental attributes of governance-transparency, accountability,
control of corruption, efficiency, inclusiveness, and rule of law. Since the first case
of infection was detected in March 2020, the government was not forthcoming in
providing an accurate picture. In July, for example, experts insisted that the death
toll was far greater than the official count." Independent public health experts
insisted that the number of deaths could well be ‘four times'than the government
figure.? From the outset of the pandemic, there were conflicting reports about the
hospitals and ICU beds available for Covid-19 patients: the government
continued to claim higher numbers while press reports showed that these claims
were exaggerated. This pattern has remained even as late as December. The lack
of transparency has not been limited to the projection of cases or providing an
accurate picture of the preparedness, but also the government’s strategy of
dealing with the public health crisis and the economic fallout.

The absence of accountability has become starkly visible in the composition and
functioning of the task force appointed in July to coordinate the responses.* The
delay in appointing a coordinating body speaks volume constituting a task force
with no public health experts or members from the NGOs who have long worked
in the field of public health clearly hints at government’s lack of seriousness to
combat the crisis.

In a similar vein, in April the Prime Minister appointed 64 secretaries to monitor
the relief operations.” The Secretaries, after all, are subjected to the government’s
own bureaucratic rules and having no compulsion to inform the public at large,
let alone be held accountable.

The appointment of the secretaries was made after the widely reported incidents
of corruption in the distribution of food for low-income households provided
under the social safety net programs. Local leaders of the ruling party and local
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level elected council members were engaged in repeatedly misappropriation and
mismanagement relief materials, depriving those who were in need. The
cash-transfer program launched in May 2020°to help the poorest sections of the
society’ became a cash-bonanza for ruling party leaders. They have used the
opportunity to make personal gains in an unprecedented manner and these
resources have been used by the ruling party as the fountain of patronage. The
widespread corruption in various sectors ranging from procuring medical
supplies,® conducting fake Covid-19 tests® by a politically connected company,
buying of sub-standard masks in hospitals,' inflated pricing of donor-funded
emergency projects etc. are a few examples of the government’s inability or
unwillingness to control corruption a fundamental element of governance. Those
who are connected to the incumbent have enjoyed impunity, not by accident, but
by design.

Some steps have, indeed, been taken against a few individuals for corrupt
practices, but most of them are small fries while the large entities and influential
individuals perpetrating corruption have remained beyond the reach of the
Anti-Corruption Commission (ACC). This reveals one aspect of the weakness, if not
absence, of the rule of law, another key element of governance. However, there is
another equally, if not more important, aspect of the rule of law that deserves
attention. Like many other countries where the incumbents have taken
advantage of the emergency situation to grab power, limit the democratic space
and silence the critics, Bangladeshi government has used a draconian law called
the Digital Security Act 2018 to muzzle the independent as well as contrarian
voices who have tried to expose the mismanagement of government responses
and the lack of inclusivity in the decision-making process. The heightened
surveillance of social media,'" attempts to ‘monitor’ television,'” instructing public
officials not to talk to media® sent chilling messages to the dissidents and
intensified the climate of fear. On top of this was arrests of journalists, activists,
teachers and others and denying them bail was the markers of the authoritarian
bent of the government. According to the Center for Governance Studies'records,
at least 155 individuals have been charged under the DSA between March and
the second week of December 2020.

Nowhere is the lack of inclusivity so glaring than in the formulation and
distribution of support to various sections of the society under the government’s
stimulus packages. The 21 stimulus packages declared by the government, an
estimated US$11 billion, have not been managed well as only 38 percent has
been distributed by late November.”” But most importantly the funds allocated
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for the business sector have been skewed towards the large business entities
rather than the small and medium enterprises. According to press reports, 25
percent of all funds so far has been gobbled up by 15 corporate entities.'® The
government has not established an oversight mechanism to ensure that the most
vulnerable and those who are meant to be the beneficiaries are receiving the
funds. For example, the RMG sector, which was the first to receive support, has
failed to protect its workers. A report by Transparency International Bangladesh,
published in mid-November, informs that around 42 percent, or 1.4 million
workers did not receive any support."”’

These failures of the incumbents in Covid-19 governance are far from an
aberration or inadequacy due to an emergency situation, rather a reflection of the
overall poor governance structure of the country. As the incumbent’s in recent
years have veered away from the democratic path, and shunned an inclusionary
accountable system of governance, it was not unexpected that severe
weaknesses in governance would become evident. Covid-19 has made it obvious.

Recommendations

The government should create an oversight mechanism comprising of experts,
non-government organizations of the public health sector and members of the
civil society to monitor various steps taken and resources available to address the
current situation and preparedness for the second wave.

Implementation of fund disbursement of stimulus packages and monitoring their
effectiveness and necessary recalibration should be prioritized and progress
should be reported on a regular basis to an independent supervisory body
appointed with the task.

The government must end the use of legal and extralegal measures, including the
wanton use of the DSA 2018, to silence critical voices.

The government must unequivocally express the political will to address
corruption by the party loyalists and provide the ACC with the authority and
power to act independently.

A comprehensive strategy to address the present crisis and the way forward for
the next two years should be devised through an inclusive and participatory
process.
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