Speech of the Honorable Commerce Minister at luncheon meeting of AmCham on “Doing Business in Bangladesh : Opportunities and Challenges”
on July 25, 2006 at 12.30 hours at Sheraton Hotel.

Bismillahir Rahmanir Rahim

Excellency,

Respected President of American Chamber of Commerce (AmCham) in Bangladesh, Leaders of AmCham, Distinguished Guests, Business Leaders, Ladies and gentlemen. 

Assalamu Alikum and very Good Afternoon to you all. 

I feel privileged and honored for having the chance of speaking before this August gathering on the issue of opportunities and challenges in conducting business in Bangladesh. Indeed, it is a wonderful opportunity for me to share my ideas with you and I personally thank AmCham for providing me this opportunity. I think the topic chosen by the organizers for today’s discussion over the lunch is very pertinent and timely to the overall socio-economic context of Bangladesh.

Doing business in any country involves both challenges and opportunities. This is particularly true in an open economy where only the best performers have the right to prevail. Business requires, among other things, legal policy supports, infrastructural facilities, skilled and efficient human resources, and a corruption free enabling atmosphere. We all agree that if we could rationalize and reduce the cost of doing business through simplifying the procedure, lowering the corruption and other hidden costs of doing business, our investment and economic growth would have increased substantially. This demands serious consideration of addressing the issues that negatively impacts the const of dong business. It also requires studying and adopting of best practices from other countries. Embarking upon these problems is a precondition in becoming more competitive in the global market. 

Ladies and Gentlemen:

Let me take this opportunity to share some of the findings of the study entitled “Doing Business in 2006: Creating Jobs” conducted jointly by the world Bank and International Finance Corporation that covered 155 countries including 7 south Asian countries. According to this, Bangladesh fares better than India in the process and time required to start a business, although the cost to start a business as percentage of the per capita income in Bangladesh is highest in south Asia. The number of days required to start a business in Bangladesh is 35 while it takes 71 days in India, 62 in Bhutan and 50 in Sri Lanka. Bangladesh demands 8 procedures to starts a business, while it takes 11 in Pakistan, India and Bhutan. In Bangladesh it takes 13 procedures to obtain a license, while it takes 26 in Bhutan, 20 in India, 12 in Pakistan. Business in Bangladesh requires 185 days to obtain a license, while it takes 270 days in India, 218 days in Pakistan and 131 days in Maldives. In most areas, Maldives fares better position among the south Asian countries. 

Certainly, Bangladesh does not rate that bad. However, these statistics, I just mentioned, call for immediate steps to minimize the costs of doing business. These costs may be direct, indirect or even accrued from the time required to complete a transaction. Direct costs include inputs, labor, fees, etc. The cheap labor is associated with low productivity, and other investment costs are Relatively high. Indirect costs include weak infrastructure, cost of obtaining licenses, ensuring security, stable regulatory environment, etc. The time required to conduct a transaction is also important. The level of efficiency of the bureaucracy is also very important.

Different studies reveal that Bangladesh must reduce corruption and concentrate in reducing the cost of doing business to maintain and increase its competitiveness in regional and international markets. For example, presence of a good and attractive investment package does not ensure a favorable climate for investment and thus inflow of foreign direct investment. Something more than a package is also required. It is important that we address the issue of corruption seriously and effectively. The Anti Corruption Commission (ACC) has been commissioned, but unfortunately, the ACC is yet to register substantial progress in eliminating corruption. It is hoped that an ombudsman agency would pursue specific complaints by citizens and also serve as a watchdog for government agencies. The tax ombudsman appointed recently is definitely a first step in this regard. The government has put priority on e-governance to bring transparency in the bureaucracy. Adequate attention has been given on computerization of records, procedures, and information. The use of on-line facilities or Internet for government services is helping reduce bureaucratic delays and discretions. Major forms, data and information are being made available through interactive Web Sites. Most of the ministries are automated and have their interactive webs. The government has also put emphasis on human resource management, training, simplification of procedures, development of infrastructure, improvement of law and order and so on. The Rapid Action Battalion in collaboration with the regular law enforcing agencies like police is doing a commendable job in improving and maintaining the law and order situation in the country. Recently, the government has taken appropriate steps to address the problems associated with the rights of the workers and improving the safety and security conditions at the workplaces.

Ladies and Gentlemen:

Our asset is the new educated generation of entrepreneurs and the human resources. Through removal of the bottlenecks and corruption that hinders smooth business practices, we can achieve the millennium goal of eradicating poverty by 50% from its present level by the year 2015. Business people are to conduct the business, the government’s role is one of facilitating and creating the enabling atmosphere. The government is doing that with its limited resources. Chambers like AmCham are also playing pivotal role in voicing and negotiating the demands of business.  They are also playing a vital role in awareness raising among the businessmen on their rights and responsibilities. Despite political unrest and other natural adversaries, I pleased to inform you that we have registered a growth of almost 21% in export last year. 48% of our imports are either capital machinery or industrial raw materials. All these indicators reveal that we are moving forward, Bangladesh is a land of opportunities, and our prudent and hard working businessmen and investors are accepting the challenges with courage and perseverance to convert the challenges into opportunities. I salute you all. 

Once again, I express my sincere gratitude to organizers for inviting me here today and I thank you very much for your patience.

Allah Hafez 

Bangladesh Zindabad

