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Journalists and the media of Bangladesh are facing diverse challenges and pressures that include
muzzling by legal means, loss of business, physical assault, threats, arrests and abduction.  The
growth in the number of media outlets in the country is somewhat matched by their independence, in
that newspapers are seen to publish news involving corruption in influential quarters while television
channels also broadcast news and live talk-shows criticising the powerful. However, there exists a
palpable veil of silence.  

Said Mahfuz Anam, editor, Daily Star, ĉI think twice before writing anything. I need to consider its
political and social implications, and wonder who may interpret my writing in what way, and whether
one would fall into a legal trap. A negative environment for press freedom exists. We are under
pressure from various sides and influential persons are using draconian laws against journalists.Ċ 

Says Taufiq Imroze Khalidi, editor, Bdnews24.com, ĉIn Bangladesh, freedom depends on ownership
as well as editorial leadership. Theoretically we are free, but whether or not we can exercise that
freedom is the question. In most cases, owners, most of whom are rogue businessmen or
businessmen with questionable records, create problems when it comes to stories that go against
powerful people in the political establishment. At times, weak editorial leaders fail to stand up to
various pressures. Our experience is that you can exercise freedom and publish any story that
meets professional standards. The problem is that if you have skeletons in your cupboard, you
cannot do your journalism, or exercise your freedom.  

Politicians in Bangladesh have ensured that media ownership, barring a few instances, remains with
the people loyal to them. The nexus between owners and the political establishment is the reason
behind media organisations ignoring bloggersć rights and journalistsć rights in general. No one wants
to be seen in opposition when the government is appeasing right-wing radicals.   

LONG ARM OF THE LAW

FAR FROM REALITY
According to available statistics, Bangladesh has a vibrant media industry registering a total of 3025
newspapers including 1078 dailies and 1947 weeklies, fortnightlies and monthlies across the
country. Of these newspapers at least 434, including the leading national dailies, enjoy incentives
from the government in the form of advertisements and tax waivers or low tax facilities.  

Electronic media outlets are also seeing a spurt in growth, there are 45 government-approved
private television channels of which 34 are on air.  Moreover, innumerable web portals are circulating
news and critical views from every corner of the country, thanks to interest in investing time, effort
and money in becoming owners of media with or without any hope of financial returns. At least 2,018
online newspapers from across the country have applied for registration with the government,
Information Minister Hasanul Haq Inu told the countryćs parliament on January 11, 2018.  

But does Bangladesh really have a robust media industry? It is apparent that those with the financial
heft can easily become editors of national dailies, even without becoming journalists. An owner of a
registered daily newspaper need not appoint a single journalist or publish the paper regularly. It need
be published only when an advertisement is arranged Ą by threat or bribe Ą through the government
agencies. The practice of pocketing a percentage by publishing special advertisements in unknown
dailies is rampant, even among reputed companies and agencies. 
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Since August 2017, Section 57 of ICT Act functions almost like an instrument reserved for the
influential persons and the authorities, who have the ability to get approval from the police
headquarters before suing anybody under the draconian law. The Inspector General of Police on
August 2, 2017 issued an order directing police units across Bangladesh to take approval from the
headquarters before recording any case under the said section.  

Section 57 criminalises criticism or revealing any information, which may be defamatory to any
person or institution or may go against any faith. At least 713 cases filed under Section 57 are
currently pending with the lone cyber tribunal of the country. Of the accused, 25 are journalists who
were sued either for publishing news items on their websites or on Facebook.   

Meanwhile, the government made a commitment to dissolve the harsh law, but it is being replaced
by a draft cyber security act, which, according to critics, is even harsher. Rights activists and
journalists raised a voice against the draft Digital Security Act 2018, already approved by the cabinet
on January 29 and awaiting approval by the parliament.  

The European Union and 10 countries including the US also expressed concern over several
sections of the proposed law saying, it would ĉsuppress freedom of expression in multiple waysĊ.
Foreign envoys met with Law Minister Anisul Huq at his secretariat in Dhaka on March 25, 2018 and
expressed their concerns.  ĉThe new act would suppress freedom of expression in multiple ways. We
are particularly alarmed about the threat of severe punishment for merely expressing a belief or
opinion, and also about the imprecise terminology which could lead to misinterpretation of law; non-
availability of bail for certain offences and the empowerment of the security agency to detain a
citizen without warrant by court,Ċ German Ambassador Thomas Prinz told journalists. 

The draft of Digital Security Act, 2018 splits matters of Section 57 into four separate sections (21, 25,
28 and 29) with punishment ranging from three to 10 years' jail term. 

Section 21 of the proposed law holds expression of any criticism or wrong information or explanation
about the countryćs founding father Bangabandhu Sheikh Mujibur Rahaman or the liberation war, as
an offence.  

The law proposes up to 14 years' jail for committing such a crime for the first time and life
imprisonment for a repeat offence.  

Section 25 of the proposed law stipulates maximum three years jail term for publishing or
broadcasting Ćfalseć or Ćdistortedć information tarnishing the image of the state or any person. The
punishment will be five years jail for a second offense.  

A maximum seven years jail has been stipulated for Ćhurting religious sentimentć under Section 28 of
the draft law. The punishment will be ten years in jail for committing the offence for the second time.  

Shooting of photos or videos, recording something or gathering information with the uses electronic
devices secretly from the offices have been dubbed as a spying offence under Section 32 of the law.
Responsible persons will face maximum 14 years jail on the charge. Life imprisonment may be the
fate for committing the same act for the second time.   
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In an already restrictive atmosphere, the new law can only increase constraints. Says Mahfuz Anam,
ĉThe law is totally against freedom of expression. The police are registering cases and judges are
also taking the allegations into cognizance though there is an instruction to become prudent in
receiving such cases against the media. Bangladesh needs a very vibrant, free media. It does not
need restrictive laws like the proposed Digital Security Act.Ċ 

Unsolved Killings
On the morning of February 11, 2012, Sagar Sarwar, the news editor of the Maasranga TV station,
and his wife Mehrun Runi, a senior correspondent at TV station ATN Bangla, were found dead inside
their fourth floor apartment in the West Rajabazar neighbourhood of Dhaka. Law enforcers still have
not revealed a motive or released an investigation report into the killings although six suspects have
been in custody for about six years without charges filed against them in the case.  

Judges have extended the deadline 54 times for submitting an investigation report. The couple is
among 24 journalists killed in Bangladesh since 1996. The mystery of at least 21 murders remains
still unsolved for over two decades, as the local press demands answers and justice for their slain
colleagues. 

The list of others include Mohammad Kamaruzzaman, Saiful Alam Mukul, Mir Eias Hossain,
Shamsur Rahman, Nahor Ali, Harunur Rashid, Shukur Hossain, Syed Faruq Ahmed, Manik Saha,
Humayun Kabir, Kamal Hossain, Dipankar Chakravarty, Shahid Anwar, Sheikh Belal Uddin, Golam
Mahfuz, Gautam Das, Belal Hossain Dafadar, Jamal Uddin, Talhad Ahmed Kabid, Sadrul Alam and
Aftab Ahmed. Abdul Hakim Shimul, Sirajganj district correspondent for the Bangla daily Samakal,
was added to the list of slain journalists in February 2017.  

In March 2017, a court in Dhaka convicted six accused in the murder of photojournalist Aftab Ahmed
in 2013.  A Khulna Court on November 30, 2016 sentenced nine persons to life imprisonment for
killing Manik Saha. Nine persons on June 23, 2013 were awarded a life term for killing Gautam Das.
These three cases are now pending with the High Court as the convicts have appealed against their
sentences. No other cases of killings have received judgments, showing the prevalence of impunity
for killing journalists. Fortunately, no journalists have been killed in the line of duty since February
2017. This provides a slight ray of hope amidst the clouds of despair in Bangladesh. 
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