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European Union

Visit by Troika of Regional Directors

Dhaka, 23-25 January 2006

Press Release

A European Union (EU) Troika visited Dhaka for the first time from 23 to 25 January 2006. It came with a mandate to speak on behalf of all 25 Member States of the EU (Austria, Belgium, Cyprus, the Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Malta, the Netherlands, Poland, Portugal, Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden and the United Kingdom).

The EU has good, long-standing relations with Bangladesh, including through the 2001 Cooperation Agreement on Partnership and Development. It remains committed to developing all aspects of that relationship: trade, development, political and other.  But it has certain key concerns about the direction of developments in Bangladesh : democracy and the need for a free and fair election; counter-terrorism and Bangladesh’s efforts to tackle the threat it faces; good governance and respect for human rights. 

The Troika was led by Mr Nikolaus Scherk, Director for Asia and Pacific at the Austrian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, representing the Presidency of the EU.  He was accompanied by Mr James Moran, Acting Director for Asia, representing the European Commission, Mr Pekka Metso, Director for Asia and Oceania, representing the incoming Finnish Presidency of the EU, and Mr Michael Swann representing the High Representative for Common Foreign and Security Policy.

During the course of its visit the Troika met with the following:

· Mr Morshed Khan, Minister of Foreign Affairs

· Mr Abdul Mannam Bhuiyan, Secretary General of the Bangladesh Nationalist Party, Minister for Rural Development 

· Mr Reaz Rahman, Foreign Policy Advisor to the Prime Minister

· Mr Hemayet Uddin, Foreign Secretary

· Ms Sheikh Hasina, leader of the Awami League

· Representatives of civil society

· Representatives of the international diplomatic community
The EU has long been a friend to Bangladesh and its people. This visit has been an important opportunity for the EU to assess the current situation in Bangladesh.   During this visit we have had a series of open and frank discussions on the following subjects:

· Elections

The EU recognises the next general election as a key milestone for democracy in Bangladesh.  Peaceful, free and fair elections in 2007 would also send an important signal to the international community that a durable democracy is being cultivated.

To achieve this, a political system based on debate and dialogue between the main parties is essential, with the Parliament as its natural focus.  The current political system is a matter of great concern within Bangladesh: the state of confrontation requires urgent change.

It is essential to the stability and prospects of Bangladesh that the election takes place on schedule and with full participation.   A successful and credible election will need support from all political parties. The EU therefore urges the Government and the opposition to find a way to allow all-party participation, so that the people are able to exercise their democratic choice.

The EU considers the Caretaker Government and the constitutional office of an independent and impartial Election Commission of Bangladesh as principal guarantors for free and fair elections.  It is vital that there is cross-party confidence in both institutions and that an active dialogue between the parties is pursued on electoral reform issues to ensure this.  

The EU is already engaged in providing financial support for the election process, for example, in the field of civic awareness.  It is prepared to provide Bangladesh with technical support for the election process, and to work with other international partners to ensure proper observation and monitoring of the election.  

· Terrorism and Extremism

The EU and Bangladesh have both recently been victims of extremism and terrorism.  The bombings that have taken place in Bangladesh make clear that Bangladesh faces a formidable challenge.  Countering this is a matter of national interest.  It is too important to be subject to political rivalries.

The EU welcomes the Government of Bangladesh’s moves to combat the terrorist threat.  But it is vital that it continue with these and remain vigilant. It is important that the terrorists be brought to trial and convicted for their crimes. It is equally  important that the fight against terrorism be conducted in full respect of the principles of human rights and democracy.

· Governance
Improving governance is the key challenge for Bangladesh to safeguard and build on its developmental gains of the last three decades.  The EU attaches great importance to the fight against corruption and efforts to improve governance.  The EU therefore strongly endorses Bangladesh’s Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper (PRSP), but this foresees much hard work ahead on all sides to ensure meaningful and timely implementation.

Two specific measures seem particularly important.  First, that the Anti-Corruption Commission be vested with the ability to act as a genuinely independent and effective institution, with properly screened staff, necessary powers and resources.  Second, it is necessary to secure full implementation of the 1999 directives regarding separation of the judiciary from the executive.

· Human Rights

The human rights situation in Bangladesh is a source of serious concern for the EU.  It is particularly concerned at the situation of several minority groups, and the prospect that violence against them may intensify in the pre-election period.  The EU therefore strongly encourages the Government of Bangladesh to establish an independent National Human Rights Commission in 2006, in line with agreed UN standards (including the “Paris Principles”). It calls on the Government to work for the full implementation of the Chittagong Hill Tracts Peace Accord. The EU also calls on the Government to ensure media freedom by protecting the safety of journalists. 

· Trade and the Economy

The EU commends the stable economic growth and remarkable social achievements of Bangladesh over the past decades.  Bangladesh has long enjoyed close trading relations with the EU, which is Bangladesh’s largest trading partner.  The EU looks forward to further development of these relations, and counts on the authorities in Bangladesh to address the concerns of EU investors and consumers about security and compliance with ethical standards.

The EU will continue to monitor closely the situation in Bangladesh and stands ready, together with others in the international community, to assist as we can. 

