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Good bye 2019

Welcome 2020

Another year sank into the abyss of eternity, 
but a new year is ahead of us with lot of hope 
and inspirations. During this year the country 
has earned several achievements and we can 
definitely feel proud for that. The government has 
undertaken a number mega projects like Metro 
Rail, Padma Bridge, etc. These will immensely 
contribute to 
our economy 
alongside 
uplifting the 
commoner’s 
life when the 
construction 
work finishes. 
The economy 
of the south-
west and 
south-eastern 
parts of 
Bangladesh 
will boost 
up when the 
construction 
of the Padma 
Bridge is 
completed. 
Similarly, 
when Metro 
Rail will 
be ready 
to operate 
the commute of the citizens of the capital city of 
Dhaka, where about 20 million people reside, will 

be easier and comfortable. 
Moreover it will ease the 
unbearable traffic jam of the 
city and will help save the 
costly fuel that we import by 
spending our hard-earned 
foreign exchange. It will also 
help save the depleting natural 
gas as most of the vehicles run 
on it.

The permanent office of 
the American Chamber of 
Commerce in Bangladesh 
(AmCham) was inaugurated 
on 7th September 2019. It is 
always a matter of pride to 
have your own premise. USA 
is the largest trade partner 
and investor for Bangladesh 
as a single country. 
AmCham always extends its 
hand to support American 
entrepreneurs to bolster their 
businesses in Bangladesh, so 
this permanent office premise 
will boost up its business both 
ways. AmCham plays a role 
of a bridge between USA and 
Bangladesh. It contributes 
to a lot to development of 
the private sector. A long 
cherished dream of the 
AmCham members was 
fulfilled with this permanent 
office. The 3,100 square 
feet office is equipped with 
modern amenities will be 
able to expand its activities in 

We expressed 
our deep 
gratitude and 
warm greetings 
on the eve of 
new year to our 
valued readers, 
well wishers, 
contributors 
and advertisers 
for their 
continuous and 
unconditional 
support and 
assistance all 
along.
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the rapidly growing Bangladesh 
economy. AmCham is the first 
and only single country chamber 
in Bangladesh that has moved to 
its own office location. The USA 
and Bangladesh are indispensable 
partners in this extraordinary 
progress as the present bilateral 
trade volume reached $8.2 billion, 
which has more than doubled 
compared to the last decade.

In 2019 the nation lost Sir Fazle 
Hasan Abed, a star of the soil, 
who continued to light up the lives 

of common people throughout 
his life through his huge volume 
of work. He will live vicariously 
through us due to his contribution 
to humanity.

Sir Fazle Hasan Abed KCMG 
(1936-2019) relentlessly fought to 
eliminate poverty from the society 
in both Bangladesh and beyond. 
He left us at the age of 83 on 
December 21, 2019. He won 
millions of hearts through his work. 
He was a gift for the 165 million 
people of Bangladesh.

It may not be irrelevant if we 
remember verses of the poem 

“Do Not Stand At My Grave And 
Weep” by the American poet Mary 
Elizabeth Frye:

Do not stand at my grave and 
weep
I am not there. I do not sleep.
I am a thousand winds that blow.
I am the diamond glints on snow.
I am the sun on ripened grain,
I am the gentle autumn rain.
When you awaken in the 
morning’s hush
I am the swift uplifting rush
Of quiet birds in circled flight.
I am the soft stars that shine at 
night.
Do not stand at my grave and cry;
I am not there. I did not die.
Let us finish with these words from 
Sir Abed –
“It is time for us all to learn how 
to dream again. And to take 
forward those dreams with utmost 
sincerity.”  



How you rate the 
overall economy of 
Bangladesh?

Bangladesh has achieved 
impressive economic 
development since 
independence.  From being 
the second poorest country 
in the world at independence 
in 1971, it achieved lower 
middle-income status in 
2014. The country’s GNI 
per capita (Atlas method, 
current US$) grew from $120 
in 1973 to $1944 in 2019. 

BANGLADESH 
ACHIEVED 
IMPRESSIVE 
ECONOMIC 
DEVELOPMENT
MERCY TEMBON

Exclusive Interview for AmCham Journal

Mercy Tembon, the country director of the World Bank for Bangladesh and Bhutan spoke highly about 
the potentials of economy of Bangladesh during an exclusive interview with the Amcham Journal. She 
assumed her current role as the World Bank Country Director for Bangladesh and Bhutan on July 1, 2019. A 
Cameroonian national, Tembon in her role as the World Bank Country Director for Bangladesh and Bhutan, 
will lead the implementation of the World Bank Group’s Country Partnership Framework in support of the 

development priorities of 
both countries. The World 
Bank was among the first 
development partners 
to support Bangladesh 
following its independence. 
Since then the World Bank 
has committed over $30 
billion, mostly in grants 
and interest-free credits to 
Bangladesh. Serajul Islam 
Quadir, the Executive Editor 
of the Amcham Journal 
interviewed the World Bank 
country director.
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The poverty rate dropped by a 
half from 49 percent in 2000 to 
25 percent in 2016. As a vibrant 
developing market economy, the 
economy has grown fast at over 
6 percent a year since 2000, well 
above the average of developing 
countries.  Manufacturing—
particularly ready-made garment 
(RMG) exports for which the country 
is the second largest exporter in 
the world—and construction have 
been major drivers of the recent 
economic growth. Bangladesh’s 
economy has been resilient, and 
its macroeconomic fundamentals 
remain sound.  However, while 
public investments are expanding to 
meet the infrastructure and human 
capital deficits, there are emerging 
risks notably vulnerabilities in 
the banking sector, as well as 
inadequate domestic revenue 
mobilization. As the country is 
expected to graduate from the LDC 
status in coming years, it is critical 
that the country focus on policy 
reforms and institution building 
necessary to improve its investment 

climate to maintain the current 
growth trajectory and strengthen 
its competitiveness, especially in 
the face of the softening global 
demand. 

How Bangladesh 
can overcome its 
key challenges like 
infrastructure constraints, 
climate change and others? 

So far, Bangladesh has dealt with its 
development challenges remarkably 
and continues to do so. As identified 
in the Seventh Five-Year Plan, 
Bangladesh intends to address its 
infrastructure, energy and regulatory 
bottlenecks to increase productivity, 
make exports more competitive 
and attract more domestic as well 
as foreign investment. The country 
can build on its successes to 
maximize finance for development by 
partnering with the private sector to 
address its infrastructure challenges. 
It can do more to strengthen 
institutions and improve the policy 

environment for businesses, manage 
urbanization and adapt to climate 
change impacts. With the right set of 
policies and timely actions, there is 
no reason, why Bangladesh will not 
become an upper middle-income 
country by the end of next decade.

Many investors blamed 
that they face too much 
bureaucracy in investing 
in Bangladesh compare 
with other Asian countries. 
Do you believe this 
complaint and what is your 
suggestion to overcome 
this bottleneck?

Under the latest round of Doing 
Business assessment (DB2020), 
Bangladesh was among top 20 
reformers in the world.  Its ranking 
improved by 8 places from the 
previous year. However, it is still 
ranked quite low (168th among 190 
countries).  The country has a lot 
of room to improve, to cut down 
red tape and thus make doing 
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business easier. For example, in the 
Doing Business indicators, we see 
that it takes 274 days to deal with 
construction permits while 271 days 
are taken to register a property. 
The authorities are aware of these 
constraints and we are working 
with them to double or even triple 
their efforts to make doing business 
easier, and there are positive signs 
that the concrete and comprehensive 
actions planned would move 
Bangladesh closer to the frontier as 
other countries have done. 

Bangladesh economy is 
largely dependent on 
ready-made garment 
exports, do you think 
Bangladesh may face risk 
for depending on a single 
item, how please explain.

The ready-made garments (RMG) 
industry has been the key driver 
of manufacturing growth in 
Bangladesh. The sector—which also 
tells a remarkable story of women 
empowerment—is still very relevant 
for the country. For the country to 
sustain its industrial growth in an 
increasingly competitive global 
market, it needs to diversify its 
export base while also moving up 
the global value chain.  Extending 
access to bonded warehouses, duty 
drawback, cash subsidy, and export 
processing zones to all current and 
potential firms will be critical for 
export diversification. Furthermore, 
the country would need to leverage 
technology including automation 
and artificial intelligence to 
accelerate economic growth. 

How Bangladesh can 
diversify its export basket?

The country needs to continue 
working on its export growth by 
improving the mix and quality of 
its export products. The best way 
to achieve that is by improving 
the quality of its human capital. 
Investments in education from 
preschool to higher education and 

research would enhance the quality 
of people who would have the skills 
necessary to be competitive in a 21st 
century market place with all the 
rapid technological advancements 
taking place. With a highly skilled 
work force Bangladesh can diversify 
into new labor and skill intensive 
industries where it has competitive 
advantage, such as footwear, light 
manufacturing, and electronics. 
Bangladesh can become an 
export powerhouse like East Asian 
neighbors by combining an increase 
in the quality of labor and an 
improvement in the ease of doing 
business environment.  

Bangladesh achieved 
the lower middle-income 
status and is on the way to 
graduate from the Least 
Developed Countries (LDC) 
status. In this situation, 
it will be difficult to get 
concessional lending from 
the World Bank and other 
donor partners. Do you 
think, the country has 
developed the capability 
to take loans on harder 
terms?

I am very impressed by Bangladesh’s 
vibrant economy and resilience of its 
people. The country has laid a solid 
economic foundation and I believe 
she is well poised for next level of 
economic transition. However, the 
level of preparedness will depend on 
sustaining the right and timely policies 
and actions that will strengthen 
systems and institutions to address 
challenges, such as infrastructure 
gaps, rapid urbanization, and climate 
change. The World Bank is helping 
Bangladesh to continue its journey to 
overcome barriers to higher growth 
and create more and better jobs, a 
prerequisite for the country to achieve 
its vision of an upper-middle income 
country. This transition is natural, 
and given Bangladesh’s past record 
of growth I shall not be very worried 
about this as I believe the country 
will continue to implement prudent 

policies to maintain its macro-
economic stability.

Natural gas is depleting 
quickly, and the country 
is slipping to a LNG 
importing country with a 
risk to a big pressure on 
foreign exchange reserves, 
what do you think? In this 
case what is alternative 
options?

Heavy reliance on low cost domestic 
gas as major input for electricity 
generation as well as industrial 
and other uses of gas has led to 
overall gas demand far exceeding 
supply. This has created an urgent 
need for Bangladesh to diversify 
sources of primary energy. Increasing 
liquified natural gas (LNG) imports 
is being pursued as a solution, 
but to the extent it is not directly 
replacing expensive liquid fuels, it 
may increase energy cost and cost 
of industrial production. Therefore, 
efforts are needed to increase gas 
exploration, both on-shore and 
off-shore and make downstream use 
of gas more efficient. In addition 
to LNG, the country can also step 
up efforts on renewable energy, 
in particular solar, and explore 
increasing power trade with the 
neighboring countries. Both options 
can decrease supply cost effectively, 
compared to liquid fuels. Finally, 
demand side energy efficiency 
in cooling, lighting and other 
appliances and buildings can be a 
very cost-attractive way to save both 
energy and costs – resources that 
can be fed back into the economy to 
help it grow even faster. 

World Bank studies have 
identified the shortage 
of power as a binding 
constraint to Bangladesh’s 
growth. Are you providing 
financing to the power 
sector?

In recent times, our engagement 
in the power sector have increased 
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significantly. Our support in this 
sector so far has helped add 
about 2,500 MW electricity to the 
national grid. Currently, we have 
about $2.4 billion commitment 
in the power sector. We are 
supporting all segments of the power 
sector—generation, distribution, 
transmission, rural energy access, 
as well as expansion of renewable 
energy. We helped the country 
develop one of the world’s largest 
domestic solar power programs, 
which covers 14 percent of the 
population. We also support 
the government through a lot of 
technical assistance, capacity 
building and training, ranging from 
policies and regulations to latest 
technologies and market trends to 
assessment of feasibility of specific 
projects.  Further, all our energy 
infrastructure projects ensure climate 
co-benefits and reduce GHG 

emissions. In addition, the IFC, our 
private lending arm, is one of the 
largest investors in Bangladesh’s 
power sector and financed about 
3.5 GW electricity, which is about 20 
percent of the country’s total power 
generation. Last year, IFC financed 
the country’s first offshore Floating 
Storage Regasification Unit, which 
is expected to increase gas supply. 
MIGA, the political risk insurance 
arm of WBG has also provided 
support in adding another about 
2GW of capacity in the sector. 

Bangladesh’s ranking in 
the WB’s Ease of Doing 
Business is quite low. 
If Bangladesh wants to 
improve the rankings, what 
should it do?

From 2017, the government has 
been pursuing reforms to improve 

Bangladesh’s ranking 
in the Doing Business 
assessment. It has 
taken steps, including 
developing a Reform 
Memorandum that sets 
out short, medium, 
and long-term reforms 
critical for improvement 
in the ranking; and 
continuously following 
up by the coordinating 
agency BIDA. Already, 
BIDA, with support of 
relevant line agencies, 
have developed 
detailed reform action 
plans for all the ten 
indicators. 

Bangladesh is currently 
working to strengthen 
the capacity of its 
institutions. To connect 
the vision at the top 
level with the actual 
uptake of the Doing 
Business agenda at 
the departmental 
level would 
necessitate effective 
institutional structures 
for coordination 
and monitoring 

of implementation 
progress.  Implementation of priority 
policy reforms such as modernization 
of the companies act, bankruptcy 
act, arbitration act, and enforcement 
of subordinate rules for Rajuk 
Building Code, and Civil Procedure 
Code (for mandatory mediation) will 
significantly improve Bangladesh’s 
investment climate, with likely 
positive impact on its Doing Business 
ranking.

Do you think Rohingya 
influx can create pressure 
on Bangladesh’s economy, 
how?

I would like to take this opportunity 
to thank Bangladesh and its people 
for their remarkable generosity to 
the Rohingya people. Hundreds 
of thousands of lives were saved.  
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To help the country deal with the 
influx—a crisis of unprecedented 
scale and size—the World Bank 
has mobilized nearly half a billion 
dollars as grants, of which $240 
million grants that includes a $13 
million grant from Canada, has 
been already approved to provide 
for the health, learning, social 
resilience and basic service needs of 
the Rohingya in Cox’s Bazar District. 
The World Bank is supporting both 
the Rohingya people until they can 
safely return home as well as the 
host communities through new 
grants and from new and existing 
projects. Going forward, the World 
Bank support will take a regional 
development approach, focusing on 
strengthening the economy in the 
city of Cox’s Bazar, improving the 
productivity and human capital of 
both refugees and host communities, 

and improving social cohesion 
between them.  Also, the World Bank 
will commit $350 million this year to 
help with health and gender-based 
violence, social protection, and 
further strengthening climate and 
social resilience.

Since FDI flow into 
Bangladesh is low 
compared with other 
SAARC nations and 
also in ratio with GDP- 
investments ratio. Do 
you think it may have an 
impact in attaining SDG’s?

The government recognizes the 
agenda for action to improve 
Foreign Direct Investment and 
domestic private investment. As I said 
earlier, by making doing business 

easier, Bangladesh will be able to 
attract more FDI, which remains 
important for the country to diversify 
its export base and move up the 
global value chain. Specific areas 
for reforms include strengthening 
the investment promotion agency 
and streamlining the regulatory 
regime by adopting risk-based 
regulation and implementing the 
one-stop shop system.  In addition, 
the country needs to address the 
energy, infrastructure and the high 
cost of doing business while at the 
same time investing in education to 
create an improved skilled workforce 
as well as managing the cities a lot 
better. Further, to attract the firms 
and investors, the country will need 
to implement its plans to make 
available more special economic 
zones ready for investors to plug and 
play.
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Foreign Corrupt Practice Act (FCPA), 
a United States Law passed in 1977 
which prohibits U.S Companies from 
paying bribes to foreign officials 
for the purpose of obtaining or 
keeping business. FCPA cases often 
start when the United States Justice 
Department learns that a company 
was awarded new business in a 
foreign country after the company’s 
local agent arranged some favors for 
his friends in government. Under the 
FCPA, even the attempt to obtain a 
benefit is a crime. A violation occurs 
at the moment an offer is made, a 
payment is promised or something 
is just “authorized” if no money is 
actually paid. You don’t even have to 
be there to have committed a crime. 
The FCPA applies to U.S Citizens or 
U.S Companies wherever they are 
located.

It is also applied to:

• Non U.S Citizens employed 
by or affiliated with U.S 
Companies.

• U.S residents even if they are 
not U.S Citizens.

• Foreign citizens or entities when 
they are engaged in activities in 
the United States.

The law is much broader than you 
might imagine. The FCPA covers 
employees of foreign governments, 
government owned business and 
public international organizations. 
The law also covers political parties 
and candidates for public Office. It 
is not limited to those at high level 
policy positions such as ministers. In 
addition to prohibiting bribery, the 

Why FCPA is important 
to understand for U.S. 
companies?

FCPA requires 
companies to 
keep records 
that accurately 
and fairly 
reflect company 
transactions. It 
also requires 
companies 
to maintain a 
system of internal 
accounting 
control that 
provide 
reasonable 
assurances that 
transactions 
are properly 
recorded and 
executed in 
accordance with 
management’s 
authorization 
. Knowingly 
falsifying books 
and records is a crime.

WHAT TYPE OF PAYMENTS 
VIOLATE THE LAW?

Just about anything – including 
gifts, services, vacations or offers 
of future employment. It doesn’t 
even matter if the value offered is 
very small. Providing a government 
official with something at value in 
exchange for or even in the hope 
of favorable treatment can violate 
the FCPA. Tan evasion is often a 
part of a bribery scheme under the 
FCPA. Any corrupt payment made 
in order to obtain a commercial 
advantage violates the FCPA. You 
must be very careful when working 

with an agent or third party (this 
includes a distributer, consultant, 
partner or other middleman). Under 
the FCPA, if your agent offers 
bribes a foreign official, you and 
the company may be responsible. 
Before retaining or working with an 
agent, be smart; first exercise “due 
diligence” by conducting a thorough 
background. Check at the agent’s 
identity, methods of doing business 
and conduct. If there are many 
“red flags”, you must be especially 
through. Also get all agreements 
with your agent in writing and 
have them reviewed by company’s 
legal Counsel. Never be afraid or 
reluctant to challenge something that 
does not make sense to you or that 
appears suspicious.
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M Enamul Huq, PhD

Development: 
Nexus of Economic 
Crime

Traditional Asiatic culture had and 
continues to have a strong influence 
on concept of criminality and social 
response to offenders. The need 
to rely on community support and 
cooperation in crime prevention 
and offender rehabilitation requires 
active interaction with community 
entities. This may take form of 
public information program 
and the media and press can 
contribute more than any other 
to explain the legal system, family 
discipline, individual rights and 
obligations in achieving societal and 
governmental goals to bolster up 
the campaign for poverty alleviation. 
There have been research in 
social defense system and some 
of the developing countries have 

set apart quite a portion of its 
budget for assessing the impact 
of technological development 
in society. Unfortunately, in the 
developing countries of which 
Bangladesh stands as a unique 
example, the unusual population 

boom, dire poverty and innumerable 
jobless vagrants have posed a 
serious threat in normal life. But this 
has not drawn that much attention 
it deserved from pundits who are 
concerned in perspective planning 
and objective law enforcement. The 
civil and military bureaucracy which 
has continued to be de facto ruler 

even in the so called democratic 
process have not cared duly to 
ensure the maximum benefit for the 
general people, rather at times could 
not come up to the expectation often 
placing self-interest above public 
welfare.

Consequently, there have been 
instances of huge wealth for 
the privileged few at the cost of 
deprivation of the teeming millions. 
Thus the corrupt practices have 
helped them to utilize the ill gotten 
money and some of them have 
become godfathers of the community 
and tries to become above the law 
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and their muscle and money 
helped the criminalization of 
politics of development. Result; 
today we do not have the 
authority of the old guards who 
used to lead the family and the 
community per age old norms 
and practices. Elimination 
of poverty and inequality is 
Herculean task but that can 
be attained slowly and steadily 
if we can become the way to 
live together peacefully with 
motto for “Less Crime, More 
Justice, Security for All”-which 
is definitely a positive step 
towards the cherished goal of 
building a “BETTER GLOBAL 
VILLAGE”.

The contemporary world is 
divided into two groups of 
countries which rotate around 
the axis of different nature. 
The distinction between 
developing and developed 
countries is only one method 
of classification. Differences in 
levels of global development, 
wealth and poverty, economic 
strength, employment rate, 
educational and health 
conditions, for instance, 
illustrate these imbalances. 
The fruits of technological 
innovations and achievements, 
justly considered a major 
force of social change, often 
benefit only the privileged few 
developed countries. Economic 
growth, the traditional index of 
development, has slowed down 
in many developing countries 
and, more importantly, many 
of them are now undergoing 
severe economic crises. This 
is not to overlook the fact 
that. Developed countries do 
face very serious problems, 
which although they do not 
threaten survival, certainly 
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tent to influence the quality of 
life. Moreover, despite their many 
barriers and divisions, the members 
of international community 
are becoming more and more 
interdependent and optimistically 
speaking, perhaps they share more 
benefits than problems. 
 
Crime trend in the modern world 
substantiates the view that crime 
today is a major problem of society. 
This does not mean, however, 
that is was not of real concern in 
the past to citizens, scholars and 
policy makers. Crime used to be 
examined and studied in terms of 
social interaction, but there seemed 
little need to deal with it as a factor 
in development The relatively 
recent awareness of approach is 
more than an evolution in schools 
of thought and research’.‘ Despite 
the differences between countries, 
their increased international 
interdependence put crime and 
development in a stricter and for 
adequate international action. In 
fact, this august gathering under 
your dynamic leadership is a 
testimony of to this fact. Although 
crime and development should be 
considered in a transnational rather 
than simply a national context, 
it must be taken into account 
that both these phenomena are 
inseparably related to the economic, 
social, political and cultural 
conditions of each country. There 
is a recognition that changes in 
the process of development and 
the internationalization of crime, 
particularly organized crime, drug 
traffic, terrorism, economic crime 
especially diverse form of corruption 
demand appropriate international 
efforts in legislative action, 
implementation of international 
instruments and technical and 
scientific cooperation. 
 
The institutional ability to govern 
and control becomes less market 
dependent on the processes of 
development, the more closely 
it is linked to the social, political 
and cultural conditions of any 

given national system. If crime is 
seen in the context of institutional 
response to social imbalance and 
crime is considered to be an index 
of the letter, it becomes evident 
that relationship between crime 
and development are in large 
part determined by the peculiar 
social, political and cultural 
conditions prevailing in the countries 
concerned. Lately there has been 
clear recognition that development 
is not merely an economic process 
of growth, and that it cannot 
be put into effect only in terms 
of expansion of the indices of 
economic and social mobilization. 
Certainly, a broader understanding 
of development creates 
methodological complications in the 
search for interrelationship between 
crime and development, but at the 
same time, it permits the issue to 
be considered as a significant one 
for both developed and developing 
countries.

A welfare state pledged to tight 
inequality, exploitation, poverty, 
ignorance, disease, squalor and 
unemployment within the domain 

of rule of law and through legal 
process, has of necessity to undertake 
socio-economic legislation on an 
ever-widening scale. For our plain 
understanding, it means the aim of 
justice is to achieve equality in a 
given society, equality in political, 
social and economic field as far as 
possible and that ultimately boils 
down to equal opportunity for all 
economic, political, social life and 
equal justice under law. Since 
there is a great difference 
between developed and 
underdeveloped third world 
countries, it is better to refer 
to article 56 of U.N. Charter 
of International Bill of Human 
Rights as the guiding standard 
which may be said to be the 
Magna Carta for mankind.

We can now turn to the real picture 
where more than titty percent of 
the population live below poverty 
line even according to the third 
world standard; the magnitude of 
the problem can be well imagined, 
that is mainly of socio-economic 
nature of which the twin is Poverty 
and Inequality. Historically, the 
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bureaucracy in Bangladesh has 
not been able to come up to the 
expectation to play the role of 
development administrator. The civil 
military bureaucratic oligarchy had 
to continue to remain at the helm 
of affairs and happened to be de 

facto rulers in the absence of the 
stable democratic environment, a 
strong political leadership coupled 
with pragmatic statesmanship and 
public awareness and understanding 
on relevant issues. This has led 
to a phenomenon of unplanned 
underdevelopment with the 
bureaucracy and its dissection’s 
earning for themselves a lion share 
of profit for the privileged few 
at the cost of deprivation of the 
deserving millions. The colonial 
concept of multi-tier bureaucratic 
organizations affects transparency 
and leads to chronic red tap ism 
and unnecessary delays in decision 
making, of course, at times very 
quick motivated ones obviously 
resorting to evil practice of greasing 
through unfairness, specially 
corrupt and irregular procedures 
for wrought, personal gains and 
disproportionate assets at the cost 
of public interest. I feel tempted to 
quote from an author, “sincerity-
not dishonesty, transparency-not 

camouflage, quality-not quantity, 
honesty-not corruption, eminency-
not incompetence, independence-
not dependency, institutions-not 
imposition, discipline-not laziness, 
accountability-not indulgence, 
participation-not lethargy, 

decentralization-not centralism, 
democracy not autocracy and 
patriotism-not tyranny are the 
variables that are needed if we 
are to get positive results out 
of the bureaucratic exercise in 
development administration.

When authorities fail to provide 
adequate benefit for the public, or 
are able to provide as much as they 
would like to, there will always be 
an understandable urge for self-
help to be generated. Fear and 
absence of effective policy making 
and policing are the well-known 
precursors of the vigilance, public 
participation in apprehending 
offenders to keep the law and order 
is a common law tradition and duly 
fixed in the midst of time. The idea, 
of course, becomes inoperative 
if there is no concept of public 
awareness about their rights and 
obligations too. And more so in the 
field of evil practices like corruption, 
amassing wealth in Benami, partisan 

spirit and parochial decision to 
help somebody in anticipation of 
some consultancy after retirement 
or providing opportunity for 
foreign trips, undue employment 
of benefactor’s relations, lure to 
increase commission or some 
windfall resources and various 
diverse’ forms of white collar crime 
for pecuniary advantages need 
be brought to the notice of the 
concerned authorities by the victims 
in particular and public in general. 
But that does require the pre-
requisite of public awareness which 
has somehow been lacking in the 
underdeveloped countries to take 
shape in desirable manner.

There are, of course, anonymous 
petitions which often create 
embarrassment for the spirit 
of disseminating knowledge to 
the general people about their 
legitimate rights and obligations 
too in helping the enforcement 
agencies to be informed of the 
irregularities practiced in every 
strata of the society. For which 
erection of motivation for increasing 
awareness amongst the general 
people about their responsibilities 
not only for individual stake but for 
public interest too is badly needed. 
Perhaps, constructive journalists, 
unbiased reporters, reputed 
columnists, illustrious editors besides 
the mass communication media can 
make a sea change in this extremely 
important aspect of nation building.

Changes in society in recent years 
have weakened and disrupted 
community pattern. Mass 
unemployment, dire poverty, civil 
and industrial strife, political rivalry 
and inner squabbles, weakening 
influence of religion, negligence 
of guardians, friends, and well-
wishers and loosening of the family 
structures have all contributed to 
an air of uncertainty and frustration 
in our social structure and values. 
We must put back firmly into the 
hands of our citizen the problem of 
controlling their communities. The 
creation of communities able to 
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keep themselves free of crime and to 
keep their members from becoming 
criminals is a task for all of us and 
not the sole province of police 
service. Because no amount of 
police can enforce civilization where 
the normal casual enforcement 
of it has broken down and hence 
we must realize very earnestly that 
law cannot be enforced it is to be 
obeyed.

It is generally agreed that 
development has a decisive effect 
on the quality of life and other social 
problems are intimately related. The 
social and economic effects of crime 
on the evolution of quality of life 
deserve careful attention because 
the hidden cost is considerably 
higher than that of known crime. 
This is particularly grave matter 
for developing countries since the 
resources thus diverted are urgently 
needed elsewhere. Besides, the 
social cost of crime creates great 

inequities in the burdens of different 
social groups which in turn make the 
situation more confounded.

Thus time has come to reconsider 
our development strategy; to confess 
that development has to come from 
within, not from outside and there 
must be realization that community 
participation is a must to Checkmate 
the evil force within society to 
reconcile the constitutional ideals 
of public justice with novel social 
conditions to enlist the support of 
benefactors at its maxim. The basic 
problem in third world countries lies 
in application of equal law in an 
unequal society. More endemic and 
much more intractable problem is 
inequality, rich and poor, educated 
and illiterate, privileged elites 
and disadvantaged mass, urban 
and rural, male and female. In 
short, all these need be tackled 
steadily with benevolent attitude 
to allow maximum benefit to the 

majority through gradual check of 
exploitation and corruption through 
stem measures based on ethical-
legal philosophy. And in county like 
Bangladesh, the institutional setup 
is not wanting rather with minor 
adjustments they can deliver justice 
but access to justice ultimately 
depend upon the elimination of 
poverty and inequality and attitude 
to do good to the general people 
as a whole and sincere endeavors 
of all concerned for the positive 
attainments thereof. 

*The writer is a former Inspector 
General of Police, Bangladesh; 
former member, Law Commission 
Bangladesh;  
 •Ex Member, Executive Committee 
of INTERPOL;  
 •Visiting Expert of the UN;  
•Professor, Peace & Conflict Studies, 
University of Dhaka and President, 
Asia Crime Prevention Foundation, 
Bangladesh.
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Doing Business 2020: 
Bangladesh Improves 
Business Climate, but 
More Remains to Be 
Done- World Bank

Bangladesh carried out three 
business reforms during the past 
year, the most in a decade, and 
would need to accelerate the reform 
pace to further improve its regional 
and global competitiveness, the 
World Bank Group’s Doing Business 
2020 study says.

The country rose to a rank of 168th 
in the global ease of doing business 
rankings this year from 176th in the 
previous year.

The highlights of the three recent 
reforms include:

• Setting up a new business became 
less expensive with the reduction 
of registration and name 
clearance fees and removal  
of the certifying fee for digital 
certificates.

• In Dhaka, obtaining an electrical 
connection was made more 
efficient as the city invested in 
digitization and human capital. 

 At the same time, the country 
reduced the amount of the 
security deposit required for a new 
connection.

• Access to credit information was 
improved thanks to expanded 
coverage by the credit information 
bureau. This reform deliv 
ered Bangladesh’s most significant 
improvement.

“Improving the business environment 
is essential for Bangladesh to support 
private sector development, which 
will create more jobs and foster 
sustainable economic growth,” said 
Mercy Miyang Tembon, World Bank 
Country Director for Bangladesh. “It 
would be important for Bangladesh 
to build on the recent achievement 
and further accelerate regulatory 
reform efforts to continue to improve 
the business climate.”

The reforms enacted this year 
followed three years of inactivity. 
With 15 reforms since the 

inception of the Doing Business 
study in 2003/04, Bangladesh 
lags considerably behind other 
economies in South Asia.

Bangladesh ranks next to last 
globally on the enforcing contracts 
indicator and 184 out of 190 on 
the registering property indicator. 
Transferring a property title in 
Bangladesh takes on average 271 
days, almost six times longer than 
the global average of 47 days. 
Resolving a commercial dispute 
through a local first-instance court 
takes on average 1,442 days, 
almost three times more than the 
590 days average among OECD 
high-income economies.

To connect a new building to an 
electrical grid, a business needs 
to complete nine procedures, the 
most not only in the region, but also 
globally. Only two other economies 
in the world require nine steps to 
obtain a connection.

WORLD BANK GROUP
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At the end of 2019 there is 
considerable discussion of the 
exchange rate in Bangladesh and 
widespread opinions expressed that 
the Taka is overvalued and should 
be depreciated.  There are two 
separate arguments to consider:  
The first is how should the Taka 
exchange rate be managed? The 
second is whether an export led 
growth development strategy is 
appropriate for Bangladesh at this 
time?

A little history:  It is useful to 
recall the changes that have taken 
place in the way that international 
trade has been financed and 
exchange rates adjusted to meet 
changing economic conditions.  
The 20th century saw a struggle to 

The exchange 
rate problem for 
Bangladesh

establish an effective framework 
for international trade.  This effort 
continues to this day.

At the start of the 20th Century 
the world operated on a gold 
standard.  Different currencies were 
priced with respect to gold and 
exchange rates were determined 
from these gold prices. Trade was 
largely conducted in pound sterling 
and the Bank of England insured 
that this payment system worked.  
Exchange rates were rare changed. 
Economists believed that if a country 
ran a deficit balance of payments 
adjustment would be automatic as 
the volume of money would adjust 
the level of economic activity.  With 
World War 1 the gold standard 
broke down and governments 
controlled currency and trade 
directly according to their military 
requirements.  Following World 
War 1 the objective of European 
countries and the United States 
was to return to the gold standard.  
Now the rise of the American 
economy shifted more and more 
of foreign exchange transactions 
into dollars.  The establishment of 
the American central bank in 1914 
facilitated these developments.  The 
return to the gold standard was 
not smooth.  The UK in particular 
tried to establish the pre-war value 
for the pound sterling; this so 
over valued the pound that British 

exports lost competitiveness, and the 
value could not be sustained.  This 
triggered a series of depreciations 
and increases in tariffs among 
different countries each trying 
to regain competitiveness at the 
expense of others. [A depreciation 
is like a tariff, making imports more 
expensive in the domestic currency.]  
The resulting chaos reduced 
international trade and was a major 
factor in the great depression.

Under the Bank of England the 
gold standard had worked quite 
well in supporting the expansion 
of international trade and finance.  
After WW1 the basic problem was 
the rise of the American economy 
and to work out a way for the role 
of the Americans to be recognized 
and allowed to expand.  This 
turned out to be too difficult and 
no successful accommodation was 
made.  Everyone lost and the world 
depression was one important 
factor leading to the World War 2.  
National leaders were determined to 
establish a more stable international 
currency system that would both 
promote international trade and 
finance but allow adjustments to 
accommodate the changes coming 
in the post war world.

Following World War 2 the 
American Economy now dominated 
the rest of the world.  Britain was 

Forrest Cookson, PhD
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in serious economic difficulty.  
Nevertheless, a new system was 
agreed.  The US dollar was priced 
against gold and other currencies 
were priced against the US dollar.  
Exchange rates were considered 
fixed and countries were expected to 
conduct their economic policies to 
insure maintenance of the exchange 
rate.  The IMF was established; if 
a country found itself in balance 
of payments difficulties then the 
IMF would lend money to enable 
the country to make the necessary 
economic adjustments without 
having to depreciate their currency.  
If the economic situation was bad 
enough then the IMF could agree 
to the depreciation as part of the 
corrective process.  Most of the time 
a country faced difficulties; it was 
due to excess expenditures.  There 
is a more or less direct connection 
between large government deficits 
and balance of payments problems.   
In this so called Bretton Woods 
system, named for the town in 
American where the framework 
was negotiated, exchange rates 
were more or less fixed and were 
only adjusted after a serious effort 

was made to correct the underlying 
factors leading to the balance of 
payments problem. 

The agreements also allowed 
foreign exchange controls over 
capital flows.  The European 
nations, particularly the British were 
worried that without such controls 
there would be a large outflow of 
funds into dollars or gold and the 
exchange rate would depreciate.  
The spirit of the Bretton Woods 
agreements were focused on the 
current account, the trade in goods 
and services, and the capital flows 
were perceived as relatively small.  
Capital flows were particularly 
unstable for small economies 
where speculation and expectations 
of the future could lead to large 
movements of their currencies.  
Hence there was established 
Exchange Control Regulations 
in most countries.  These were 
supposed to be temporary but they 
lasted a long time into the 1980s for 
some industrialized countries.]  This 
is the origin of the dreadful Foreign 
Exchange regulations in Bangladesh 
that cause so much economic 

harm.  From the UK to India, then to 
Pakistan with the partition and then 
to Bangladesh 50 years ago.

This system lasted from 1946 until 
1972, a period of 25 years.  This 
was a very success period for the 
world economy.  The European 
countries and Japan recovered 
from the war, inflation was low, and 
the American economy performed 
quite well.  In the early part of this 
period the American economy ran a 
balance of payments surplus and the 
rest of the world was short of dollars 
to settle their deficits. To provide 
additional dollars and stabilize the 
trading system the United States lent 
large amounts of money to Europe 
[the Marshall plan] and spend a 
lot of money on the occupation of 
Japan and for the Korean war, all of 
which provided dollars to cover the 
deficits.   

By 1972 the United States was 
running large balance of payments 
deficits. There was no way to 
depreciate the dollar, although the 
US tried to do this by changing 
the price of gold in US dollars.  At 
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the same time came the first of the 
big increases in oil prices that also 
caused considerable disturbances 
in the international financial system.  
The United States then demanded 
the international financial system 
should be changed and the fixed 
rates [with occasional adjustments] 
should be replaced by freely floating 
exchange rates so that rates were 
established by markets not by 
arbitrary valuations from the past 
with occasional adjustments.  

European nations generally are 
against the floating exchange rates, 
arguing that uncertainty makes 
international trade more difficult.  
The Americans with a very large 
economy believed the foreign 
exchange markets were stable and 
small adjustments would suffice to 
keep the markets in equilibrium.  
Small countries were less certain 
fearing their small foreign exchange 
markets were subject to greater 
spikes in rates.  

The Europeans tried a number of 
schemes to reduce the variability 
among key European currencies.  
Eventually none of these worked 
very well and the Europeans decided 
to establish the Euro —the exchange 
rate was now fixed within the 
Eurozone among members.  Foreign 
exchange controls are gone from 

the Eurozone and the yen so the 
three major currencies all determine 
their values in markets.  These 
markets are very deep with large 
transactions and are essentially 
stable.

We remark here that in a world 
of floating currencies without 
exchange controls there is no need 
to hold foreign exchange reserves.  
Although in theory there is no 
intervention in these markets one 
only has to look at the changes in 

foreign exchange reserves to realize 
that there is intervention.  When the 
reserve levels rise the central bank 
is buying, i.e. intervening.  Thailand 
is a good current example where 
the central bank is buying dollars to 
keep the Baht from appreciating.

Countries like Bangladesh continue 
to control their exchange rate 
and have been reluctant to move 
towards the more market oriented 
system of Malaysia, Indonesia or 
Thailand. 

The end of this short history is to 
note that the rise of the Chinese 
economy may bring major changes 
to the international currency 
system.  As the American economy 
became dominant more and 
more economic transactions are 
made in dollars, replacing the 
pound sterling.  With the rising 

Chinese economy increasingly 
dominating international trade 
in Asia, we should expect the 
gradual rise of the Renminbi as the 
transaction currency.  Eventually the 
international system will be reshaped 
but in what way who can tell.

How should the Taka Exchange Rate 
be managed?

There are two questions that must 
be addressed:  What should be the 
level of the Taka and how should 
one determine the changes in the 
rate that should be allowed.

The current management of the 
exchange rate in Bangladesh is 
rather like the Matryoshka dolls that 
have smaller dolls nested inside 
larger dolls.  As you open them up 
you are never sure which the final 
doll is.

Officially Bangladesh Bank wants to 
explain that there is a market for the 
Taka and the value reflects supply 
and demand for foreign currency.  
Of course the central bank might 
admit to occasional interventions to 
smooth the day-to-day changes and 
prevent a spike up or down from 
some unusually large transaction.  
The story is that the Taka floats 
with modest interventions.  Foreign 
Exchange Controls continue with 
terrible consequences for the growth 
of the economy.  But the mind of 
Bangladesh Bank is completely 
against any easing of the exchange 
controls.  Sad as it is the worst 
system a country can follow and will 
hold back economic development.

But commercial bankers are clear 
that Bangladesh Bank sets the 
rate every day by instruction to the 
banks.  When there are changes 
in the exchange rate these are 
very small, resulting in a very slow 
depreciation of 7% over the past 
nine years.   Over the past eight 
years for five years Bangladesh 
Bank had to buy dollars to keep the 
Taka from appreciating; beginning 
at the start of 2012-2013 there 
were five years which added more 
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than $20 billion to the reserves, 
with the exchange rate virtually 
constant over that period after an 
11% depreciation of the Taka from 
2010-11 to 2011-12.  From the 
end of 2016-17 the reserve level 
has been more or less unchanged 
while the Taka depreciated 5.4%.  
While Bangladesh Bank purchased 
Taka from to time to supply more 
dollars, they repurchased dollars 
later so the reserve level was 
virtually unchanged.  In no way does 
Bangladesh Bank allow the Taka to 
find its market level.  

But Bangladesh Bank is not the final 
doll, there are certainly important 
influences from the political side in 
determine the exchange rate.  The 
level of the exchange rate is certainly 
not determined by the market.  In the 
period from 2011-12 to 2016-17 
the central bank was buying reserves 
to keep the Taka from appreciating;  
there was nothing special about 
the rate of Taka 80 per dollar.  The 
final doll reveals that the political 
authorities attempt to control the 
exchange rate.  This is never a good 
idea.  History tells us that political 
leaders have limited ability to make 
the right choices, and this should 
be left to the central bank.    When 
Winston Churchill brought the pound 
sterling back on the gold standard at 
the wrong price it was, as mentioned 
above, one of the important factors 
that led to World War 2.  Churchill 
was confident he knew the right 
step was to establish the pound as a 
strong currency reflecting the power 
and importance of Britain. He never 
grasped that this decision was a 
major factor in the breakdown of the 
world economy.

What are the ways to determine how 
the exchange rate should change?  
The one favored by economists is 
to keep the real effective exchange 
rate constant.  This is an exchange 
rate adjusted for the price changes 
in trading countries relative to 
Bangladesh and weights the different 
exchange rates by their importance in 
Bangladesh’s trade.  For example if 

Bangladesh’s inflation level is greater 
than the rest of the world Bangladesh 
becomes less and less competitive, 
exports stagnate and there is a deficit 
in the balance of payments.  In 
real terms the Taka is appreciating 
reducing competitiveness.  If one 
follows the real effective exchange 
rate then the Taka would be 
depreciated to offset the loss of 
competitiveness.  This is what 
happened in Bangladesh during the 
1980s when inflation undermined 
competitiveness, kept the balance of 
payments under continuous pressure 
and resulted in a steady depreciation 
of the currency.  

 The trouble with this measure is that 
the price indexes from all the trading 
partners may not really reflect 
the price levels.  Too much data 
is needed, much of it of doubtful 
quality  

Another useful system is to establish 
a basket comprising a few key 
currencies from those countries 
important for Bangladesh’s 
international trade  [e.g. USA, 
India, China, EU, Japan]; weight 
these currencies in some way to 

enable one to combine them and 
use that index as an indicator 
as to how much to change the 

Taka to keep from becoming over 
or undervalued.  In doing this 
some price index must be used 
to calculate the real value of the 
currency, i.e. real Taka per real 
dollar.  Restricting the calculation 
to the five currencies listed above 
keeps the data collection up to 
date and simple.   Of course one 
can select one currency —what 
Bangladesh claims it is doing 
now—focusing changes on a single 
currency rather than a basket of 
several.  

Indeed if the Taka is not depreciated 
the real value of the Taka 
appreciates in dollar term 3-4% 
per annum due to the difference in 
the inflation rates [1-2% in the USA 
and 5-6% in Bangladesh.]  This 
gives some rough indicator of the 
overvaluation of the Taka.  Over the 
past few eight years the depreciation 
is about 8% when it should have 
been about 30%.   This suggests the 
overvaluation is about 20%.  If a 
basket of currencies is used then the 
overvaluation will be somewhat less.

The purpose of different 
management systems is keeping the 

Taka from becoming undervalued 
or overvalued.  Surely it is time 
Bangladesh Bank to select and 
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announce a procedure for changing 
the exchange rate from time to time.  
The adjustment should be automatic, 
following the system adopted.  

To establish a level at this time a 
good strategy would be to let the 
foreign exchange market function 
without interference. At present the 
balance of payments appears to be 
strong so it should be simple for the 
market to establish an equilibrium 
rate.  That rate can be fixed as the 
benchmark on which to determine 
the starting rate.  

Once the starting position is 
determined and the rule for 
determining change specified, then 
Bangladesh Bank announces the 
exchange rate and requires the 
market keep within a ban of plus or 
minus 2% of its announced rate.  The 
central rate is specified say once a 
week and trading takes place staying 
within the ban.  If there is pressure 
against the ban, then BB must enter 
the market to maintain the rate within 
the allowed limits.  

Is export led growth a good 
strategy for Bangladesh?  

With the Bretton Woods system and 
its evolution into floating rates and 
no  or limited exchange controls, 
developing countries usually took 
an intermediate position of fixing the 
exchange rate but letting it adjust 
from time to time  Often foreign 
exchange controls remained in 
place to limit capital flows to those 
approved by the central bank.  Also 
whatever were claimed central banks 
in Asia generally were managing the 
exchange rate without admitting so.

Several Asian countries then took 
advantage of this system to develop 
their manufactured export sector 
at a very rapid pace.  While there 
are many aspects to an export led 
development strategy the key was 
to undervalue the exchange rate to 
make exports profitable resulting 
in large investments in export 
industries.

If you ask the question: How can a 
country develop rapidly, maintaining 
GDP growth rates above 7% for 
long periods of time?  There is only 
one answer:  Increase export growth 
by an undervalued exchange rate.  
This is what Japan, Taiwan, China, 
South Korea, Thailand, Indonesia, 
and Malaysia did.  There is no other 
development strategy that works.

When this strategy is undertaken 
one sees rapid export growth, the 
current account in surplus, and 
accumulation of large amounts of 
foreign exchange.  Usually there is 
a high level of foreign capital inflow 
either through FDI or by borrowing.  

Bangladesh has tried this strategy in a 
half-hearted way.  If one wants to really 
drive the economy at high growth rates 
then the Taka has to be depreciated 
substantially to encourage investments 
in export industries and to attract FDI.  
One breaks out of the market clearing 
approach for setting the exchange rate 
and takes advantage of other countries 
by a large currency under-valuation.  

To follow such a strategy other 
countries have to allow one to do so.  
The United States was the key here 
and allowed several Asian countries 
to carry out this strategy.  Japan was 
first and grew rapidly with an export 
led strategy until the United States 
forced a change in the so called Plaza 
agreement.  Apart from China other 
countries that followed this strategy 
continued until the Asian financial 
crisis, after which growth rates were 
below 7%.  China continued really 
breaking out to really rapid export 
growth about 2000.  Only in the 
past three years has the United 
States acted to limit Chinese export 
growth.  The exchange rates of all of 
these rapid growth economies have 
now adjusted more or less to market 
determined rates, although there is 
some increase of reserves for some 
countries.  

In the present atmosphere 
surrounding international trade and 
the sensitive of the United States to 
large trade deficits, can Bangladesh 

follow this strategy?  One cannot 
be sure.  The Bangladesh economy 
is still small.  Perhaps one might 
get away with 10 years of 8% 
growth of GDP and 16% growth of 
exports.  This would raise exports 
to about $175 billion and double 
the ratio of exports to GDP to 
a level of about 30%.  Such a 
growth target would require a large 
depreciation of the Taka.  This 
would lead to a major increase of 
RMG exports, up to $100 billion.  
Rapid expansion of footwear, 
IT products, light engineering, 
bicycles and motorcycles would all 
become feasible and competitive.  
White goods would also become 
competitive for Asian and African 
markets.  At the end of 2019 no 
export sector is really profitable; 
there is no interest in large scale 
investment in export industries.  To 
turn that around requires a large 
depreciation of the Taka.  Of course 
there are other actions needed but 
the necessary condition is to weaken 
the Taka.  Some claim that rapid 
export growth can be achieved 
without a substantial depreciation; 
there is no historical evidence that 
one can do this.  

It is not clear that the Government 
would be interested in such real 
export led growth.  But it is not 
possible to grow at 8% for 10-15 
years unless there is a large increase 
of export growth. Exports have to 
grow more rapidly than GDP.  At 
present this is not the case.

Looking back we see that several 
Asian countries managed to achieve 
rapid export led growth as the 
United States accepted the high 
deficits that would result.  That is 
changing.  India could not follow 
this strategy, But Bangladesh with 
skillful diplomacy and paying 
attention to issues that the EU and 
the US find important, might well 
be able to get a period when this 
strategy might work.  

The writer is an
Economist and Formal
President of Amcham                     
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(AmCham was proud to invite Sir 
Fazle Hasan Abed at its monthly 
lunch meeting on July 18, 2012 
where he spoke on necessity 
of education for economic and 
social development. We reprinted 
his speech in abridged form here 
as an invaluable memory of this 
great man.) 

Distinguished members of the 
American Chamber of Commerce in 
Bangladesh, Ladies and Gentlemen, 
good afternoon! 

Education for Economic 
and Social Development 
Sir Fazle Hasan Abed 
Founder and Chairperson, BRAC 

I was asked 
by the 
Chamber’s 
President 
Aftab ul Islam 
to speak on 
education 
for economic 
and social 
development 
on this 
occasion, 
and I am very 
happy to do 
so. Through 
all the years 
that BRAC 
has been 
involved 
in the 
development 
of 
Bangladesh 
- particularly 
through 
its poverty 
reduction 
programme 
- education 
has been 
an integral 
part of that, 

and one of the most important 
programs that BRAC has carried 
out over many years, initially 
starting with adult education and 
later concentrating its attention on 
education of children. 

If you look at the 7,000 year-
history of human civilization, we see 
education becoming important only 
in the last millennium. Before that, it 
was restricted to only a microscopic 
minority within the ruling elite, while 
the general public did not have 

much to do with it. At the beginning 
of the second millennium, we find 
China starting to provide education 
to its citizens and by the 12th 
century it was the first country to 
achieve almost 30% literacy rate. In 
other parts of the world, the literacy 
rate at the time was no more than 
5-10%. The lucky few belonged to 
the ruling elite and the Church. 

Although the constitution of 
Bangladesh places a similar 
responsibility on the state, it was 
not until 1990 that President H 
M Ershad made the first move 
to make primary education 
compulsory in Bangladesh. Then 
Begum Khaleda Zia passed 
compulsory primary education 
legislation for Bangladesh in 1991. 
So it is barely two decades now 
that our citizens are required to 
be in school between the ages 
of 6 and 10. The sad irony of 
course is that although Universal 
Primary Education legislation made 
primary education compulsory 
for all children, the state is as 
yet unable to provide a place in 
school for all the children. We 
cannot avail a right to education 
yet. India has recently passed a 
very progressive Right to Education 
Act. I hope Bangladesh will follow 
with similar legislation soon. …
when Bangladesh emerged, our 
first census in 1973 found the 
literacy rate to be 25 percent. So 
that was the scenario we inherited 
from Pakistan. From the 1973 
census, we further find that the 25 
percent of the population counted 
as literate comprised 32 percent 
of the male population and just 18 
percent of the female population. 
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In 1980, when BRAC forayed into 
primary education, we looked at 
the enrolment rate in Bangladeshi 
primary schools. It was about 60 
percent. That meant 40% of our 
children never enrolled in any 

educational institutions. We also 
found that of those that enrolled, 
almost half of them dropped out 
before completing 5 years of 
primary education. So, the system 
was only able to provide complete 
primary education to approximately 

30 percent of the population and 
literacy to probably about 40%. That 
was the situation in which we found 
ourselves in the early eighties, when 
BRAC started primary education for 
children in Bangladesh. 

Before starting to expand our 
One Teacher School system 
throughout the country, we had first 
experimented with 22 schools to 
ensure quality education for poor 
vulnerable children. Ten of these 
schools were in our project areas – 

meaning BRAC’s other programmes 
such as health care, microfinance, 
etc. were in operation there - and 
12 of the schools were located 
outside our project areas. We 
wanted to ensure quality education 

irrespective of the location. We 
wanted to develop a school system 
which would provide effective 
learning opportunities to fragile 
learners throughout the country. 

At BRAC, I remember at the time 

Fazle Abed: A Tribute to a Luck Star of the Soil

By Belinda Goldsmith

Fazle Abed, the founder of BRAC, the world’s largest non-governmental development 
organization, died on 20th December, 2019 at the age of 83 in his home country of 
Bangladesh. Abed founded BRAC in 1972 as a small rehabilitation project and over 
five decades built up the massive operation that worked in 11 countries in Asia and 
Africa, with offices in Britain, the United States and the Netherlands. Its goals were 
helping the landless poor by educating children, teaching women about health care, 
and funding small businesses. Ameerah Haq, its global board chairwoman, said Abed 
had “unfaltering dedication, focus and work ethic”. “He always put others before 
himself and let his work speak for itself,” she said in a statement. Educated in Dhaka 
and at the University of Glasgow in Scotland, Abed trained as an accountant before 
returning to East Pakistan, now Bangladesh, to join the Shell oil company. When a 
devastating cyclone hit the south of the country, killing 300,000 people, abed quit 
corporate life to set up an organization called HELP to aid victims. Then came East 
Pakistan’s nine-month fight for independence from Pakistan in 1971, when some 10 
million refugees flooded Bangladesh and 30 million other people were displaced. 
“The death and devastation that I saw happening in my country made my life as 
an executive in an oil company seem very inconsequential and meaningless. From 
then on I was committed to helping change lives,” Abed said. Abed founded BRAC, 
originally the Bangladesh Rehabilitation Assistance Committee, then the Bangladesh 
Rural Advancement Committee. Along with working on behalf of the landless poor, 
particularly women, BRAC tackled crucial problems such as infant mortality and 
illiteracy. BRAC staff went door-to-door to teach mothers in 16 million homes how 
to cope with dehydration caused by diarrhea, a major cause of child mortality, and 
ran a four-year program to encourage child immunization. The organization also 
developed sustainable business models that could be replicated, creating networks 
of self-employed micro-entrepreneurs using microfinance to build business. BRAC 
expanded its efforts beyond Bangladesh in 2001, as millions of refugees headed back 
to Afghanistan after the fall of the Taliban. It became the world’s largest development 
organization, serving an estimated 130 million people and employing a workforce 
of 100,000. Abed’s work earned him a string of awards including a knighthood from 
Britain in 2010. Abed said his proudest achievement was BRAC’s education programs. 
“My only regret is that I should have gone faster and maybe I should have gone 
abroad earlier because it took us 30 years to come out of Bangladesh,” Abed said.

The writer is the Editor-in-Chief of TR Foundation
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we were trying to develop our 
curriculum and materials for 
primary education in Bangladesh. 
So I thought, why not try and get 
a couple of teachers from New 
Zealand to learn how they teach 
mother tongue better to their 
children. What was the methodology 
they used that allowed them to teach 
their children better? Maybe we 
could learn something from them. 
So we sent one of our senior staff 
to meet Sir Edmund Hillary, who 
was then the New Zealand High 
Commissioner based in Delhi. He 
arranged for two language teachers 
from New Zealand to come to BRAC 
and work with us for a few months. 
At the same time, we collected the 
Math’s curriculum taught in Dutch 
schools, and got hold of a professor 
from England who had designed 
the Math’s curriculum in a number 
of African countries to come to 
Bangladesh and work with us on 
designing mathematics books and 
lesson plans in a way that children 
could learn to enjoy math lessons. 

So we gathered help from various 
countries to try and develop some 
of the best educational materials 
and deliver these effectively within 
our system, the BRAC system. Next 
we recruited young women with 
10 to 12 years of education in the 
villages, and provided them with  
two weeks of training. We followed 

up with supportive supervision twice 
a week. Every school was supervised 
closely. The teachers were brought 
into our local training facility for a 
refresher course every month and 
there was a parent-teacher meeting 
to report the child’s progress every 
month. 

Our first 22 One-Teacher schools, 
each with 30 students, were very 
successful. The first cohort came 
out and they were far superior to 
other primary school children in the 
sense that they were better in Math, 
in reading, writing skills and so on. 
We also found that there was no 
difference in the results of the two 
sets of schools located within our 
project area and outside. BRAC’s 
intensive supervision and monitoring 
was critical to the success of these 
schools. 

Encouraged by the success of the first 
22, we then started expanding the 
schools throughout the country, and 
by the turn of the millennium, we had 
36,000 one-teacher schools with 
1.2 million children in them. Over 
the years, these schools provided 
education to nearly 5 million children 
in Bangladesh and many of these 
children have transitioned on to 
secondary schools and beyond. 

Our success begged the question 
- were we competing with the 

government? We 
tried very hard 
not to. In order 
to ensure that we 
supplemented 
government efforts, 
we enrolled children 
who were at least 
eight years old. 
Those who haven’t 
attended any school 
by the age of 8 
are unlikely to be 
enrolled later. We 
also took children 
who were above 8 
and had dropped 
out from primary 
school. We wanted 
to give them a 
second chance. And 

we had two age groups: one was 
an 8-10 years group and the other 
one was an 11-15 years group. We 
wanted to provide older children an 
opportunity for primary education. 
So we designed an accelerated 
curriculum that allowed these older, 
more mature children to complete 
5 years of primary education over a 
three-year period. 

We were quite happy with the 
quality of our Primary Education 
Programme. We thought children 
coming from poor families would 
be quite content with primary 
education. But to our surprise, 
we found they harboured higher 
ambitions. Ninety four percent of 
the first cohort of our primary school 
graduates enrolled in High Schools. 
At the time Bangladesh had 8000 
High Schools providing education 
from class 6 to 10. Now the number 
has shot up to about 20,000. Apart 
from a couple of hundred located 
in urban areas, most government 
high schools, particularly in the rural 
areas, were of very poor quality. 
After graduating from primary 
schools, our children enrolled in 
high schools but started dropping 
out in large numbers because the 
quality of education provided was 
extremely poor. Unable to afford 
private tuition, many of our children 
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dropped 
out before 
completing 
the Secondary 
School 
Certificate 
examination 
even. So 
BRAC started 
looking at High 
Schools to try 
and determine 
what could 
be done. We 
selected 3000 
low-performing 
schools to help 
them improve 
the quality of 
education they 
provided. We 
started teachers’ 
training. This involved capacity-
building for teachers in Maths, 
English and Science to improve the 
quality of teaching in these schools. 
We also organised workshops for 
Headmasters and members of the 
school management committee to 
improve management and revitalise 
co-curricular activities. 

We also set up 3,000 rural 
libraries managed by local library 
committees. We are now supplying 
computers to these libraries with 
internet connections where possible. 
Our librarians have been trained to 
provide lessons to local youths on 
basic computer operations. 

Although we had provided primary 
education to more than 5 million 
children and many have gone on 
to complete secondary education 
and graduated from universities 
at home and abroad, we still felt 
dissatisfied with the outcome of our 
interventions. Our programmes 
had no impact on the government 
system. Our national education 
system was not improving. There 
was no effective teachers’ training, 
no supervision, no quality control. 
Nothing was being learnt from the 
BRAC experience. We were not 
being able to transfer anything to 

the government. This was a great 
disappointment for BRAC. 

BRAC University was set up in 2001. 
The First Postgraduate Institute we 
established at the University was the 
Institute of Educational Development 
(IED) - which is now working with the 
government to improve the Quality 
of Primary and Secondary Education 
in Bangladesh. Work is being done 
on curriculum and materials with 
the Bangladesh Textbook Board to 
improve educational outcomes. One 
of the courses we offer is an M.Ed in 
Educational Leadership, a year-long 
residential course primarily designed 
for District Education Officers. 

We have also set up an Institute of 
Governance Studies, and that is 
now offering an MA in Governance 
and Development (MAGD) to 
civil servants. A few years ago, 
Dr. Gowher Rizvi who was then at 
Harvard University lamented to me 
that Harvard’s flagship Kennedy 
School of Government admits only 
one Bangladeshi civil servant a year, 
some years none. If we really want 
to help Bangladesh improve the 
quality of its civil service, then we 
need to do much more. Appropriate 

training must be imparted to a 
critical mass of civil servants. Now 
understandably, it isn’t possible 
for everyone to go to Harvard, 
be it through their own means or 
government sponsorship. So at 
BRAC University, we thought - why 
not have collaboration with Harvard 
and do a course in Governance and 
Development similar to the Kennedy 
School’s celebrated MPA degree? 

And that is what we did. We started 
a residential Masters’ degree course 
in Governance and Development, 
in collaboration with Harvard, 
National University, Singapore 
(NUS) and Monash University in 
Melbourne, providing this MAGD 
for civil servants. At present, the 
fourth batch is enrolled going 
through their one year full time 
residential course. The University 
is providing education to improve 
governance in Bangladesh. …
Bangladesh government spends 
approximately 2.2% of its GDP on 
education. But most other countries 
spend more than that. For India, 
the corresponding figure is 3.1%; 
For Thailand, 3.8%. So we still 
don’t spend enough on education 
in Bangladesh and I think there 

Sir Fazle Hasan Abed is at an exclsuve moment with Serajul Islam Quadir, the Executive 
Editor (extreme right) of the AmCham Journal.
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has been quite a lot of demand for 
increasing educational outreach. 

…I don’t really foresee things 
changing dramatically in the near 
term. But one thing that could 
dramatically change the course 
of education in Bangladesh is 
the use of IT. If schools have 
internet connectivity, they could be 
connected with websites especially 
designed for education. We could 
then do away with the need for very 
high quality teachers. We could 
provide high quality educational 
materials on the web, and the 
children and their teachers could 
have access to great teaching 
materials taught by great teachers. 
Our teachers in the schools could 
then act as facilitators in the 
learning process. 

In 1993, I was getting an honorary 
degree from Queen’s University in 
Canada, and on the same day there 
was another grandaunt getting a 
degree in History. He was getting 
a PhD, and I asked him what he 
did his PhD on. He said sixteenth 

century European Institutions. So 
I asked him what he had learned 
about these institutions from his 
research. He said that he looked at 
five hundred 16th-century European 
institutions, and only 33 of them 
survived today. So I asked him, what 
are these 33? His answer was that 
apart from 2 churches, 1 parliament, 
and 1 business, all of the remaining 
institutions – 29 in total - are 
universities. Oxford, Cambridge, 
Sorbonne, Heidelberg, Uppsala and 
so on are just some of them. 

The Chinese are now worried 
about such a fate befalling them, 
and preventing them from making 
it to the high income bracket. 
My immediate reaction, which 
I transmitted to What I told him 
was that if China can create half 
a dozen Harvard, about a dozen 
Oxfords and Cambridge- basically 
a clutch of universities to match the 
quality of these great institutions, 
then China will make it to the high 
income level. To build such great 
universities, three things I told him 
were essential: adequate funding 

of course; complete intellectual 
freedom; and last but perhaps 
most importantly, they had to be 
self-governing. If your society can 
do that, I told him, it can avail 
that level of research and learning 
and teaching that marks out a 
high-income nation from a middle-
income one. I gave him examples 
from the countries which have 
attained University is a very high 
quality institution. Korea has been 
building its universities for very 
high level research and teaching. 
So it is important to realise that it’s 
not just quantity, or even quality 
in teaching and learning, but also 
research capacity that makes for 
the kind of academic powerhouses 
that help an economy and society to 
achieve high levels of productivity, 
innovation and enterprise. I share 
these remarks with you today 
because I think that the role played 
by universities in society is an 
important one, and we need to 
better appreciate the contribution 
of higher education in our societies. 
The universities that we are trying to 
build in this country, hopefully, will 
not only be good in teaching but 
also  De elopmen
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As an integral part of the ongoing 
activity of AmCham Bangladesh, 
through these actions, we present 
the views of the AmCham 
members to the government 
of Bangladesh, U.S.A and 
concerned stakeholders to come 
up with necessary solutions. The 
snapshots below cover highlights 
of AmCham activities during the 
timeline of this issue.

23rd Annual General 
Meeting

The 23rd Annual General Meeting of 
the American Chamber of Commerce 
in Bangladesh was held on September 
26, 2019 at 4:00 pm at the chamber 
“Abdul Monem Hall” located 
at  Pragati Sharani, Dhaka. The 
occasion marked a new beginning, 
as   AmCham held its AGM at the 
chamber’s own premises for the first 
time.

The meeting was presided over by 
AmCham President Md. Nurul Islam 
who termed the tenure 2018-19 
as a successful year despite various 
challenges and appreciated the 
dedication and contribution of the 
members of the Executive Committee 
along with its members in general. 
The major activities of the Chamber 
during the year included the annual 
US Trade Show, seminar, discussions 
on important issues, networking with 
other Chambers, representations 
in various forum etc. President 
also informed all members very 
briefly about the Chamber’s major 

activities during the period July 1st 
to September 11th, 2019 in addition 
to its annual report covering the last 
fiscal year. 

Among other usual businesses, 
the results of AmCham Executive 
Committee Election for 2019-20 were 
announced. The President offered 
profound thanks to  Aftab ul Islam, 
Chairperson of the Election Board 
and its members  Hasan Mazumdar 
and Ms. Meherun N. Islam, for taking 
time to successfully conduct the 
election. AmCham Executive Director 
Md. Shahadat Hossen served as 
the Secretary of the Election Board. 
He thanked and appreciated the 
role of the Election Appeal Board 
Chairperson Mahbub Jamil and 
members Habibullah N. Karim, and  
ASM Mainuddin Monem.

Following the president’s remarks, 
AmCham Executive Director and 
Secretary of the Election Board Md. 
Shahadat Hossen briefly informed 
the members about the election 
preparation and since the number 
of nominations did not exceed 
the required number of positions 
available , formal voting was not 
necessary and all candidates were 
elected unopposed.

Mr. Hossen then requested the Chair 
of the Election Board Aftab ul Islam 
to announce the results. Mr. Islam 
announced the names of the elected 
members of the Executive Committee 
of AmCham for the period 2019-20 
with positions as follows:

PRESIDENT:

Md. Nurul Islam, Chairman of 
Bangladesh, Nepal & Myanmar, 
American Life Insurance Company 
(MetLife).

VICE PRESIDENT:

Syed Mohammad Kamal, Country 
Manager, MasterCard Singapore 
Holding Pte. Ltd.

TREASURER:

Md. Shafiqul Azim, General 
Manager, R-Pac (Bangladesh) Ltd.

MEMBERS:

Syed Ershad Ahmed, Country 
Manager and Managing Director, 
Expeditors (Bangladesh) Ltd.

Showkat Ali Sarkar, Director, DuPont 
Bangladesh Limited

M. Rajashekaran, Managing 
Director & Citi Country Officer - 
Bangladesh, Citibank, N.A. 

Mirza Shajib Raihan, Country Head, 
Becton Dickinson India Pvt. Ltd. 

 Aftab ul Islam congratulated the 
President, Vice President, Treasurer 
and members of the Executive 
Committee and wished their success.

The President expressed his special 
thanks to the outgoing members of 
the Committee for their remarkable 
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contributions to the chamber and 
congratulated all the members of the 
new Executive Committee for 2019-
20. Mr. Islam greeted the new Vice 
President Syed Mohammad Kamal 
and said that AmCham would benefit 
immensely from the leadership of 
the new Vice President and other 
colleagues in the new Committee.

October Luncheon : 
“Improving Ease of Doing 
Business in Bangladesh: The 
Way Forward”

AmCham October Luncheon was 
held on 16th October, 2019 at The 
Westin Dhaka Hotel, where  Md. 

Sirazul Islam, Executive Chairman 
Bangladesh Investment Development 
Authority (BIDA) attended the meeting 
as the Guest of Honor and spoke on 
the subject.

In his remarks, AmCham President 
Md. Nurul Islam said, Bangladesh 
needed to improve its ranking in the 
World Bank’s Ease of Doing Business 
Index in order to attract local and 
foreign investment and retain overseas 
investors. “Improving the ranking is a 
pressing needed not only to increase 
local private investment, but also to 
attract and retain FDI”, he added.

Islam said that the economy of 
Bangladesh was largely dependent 
on the private sector and private 
investment would have been better 
if the ease of doing business could 

be improved. The ranking in the 
ease of business index should come 
below 100 and the BIDA needs to put 
serious efforts to achieve that.

“Despite Bangladesh has taken a 
series of initiatives to attract FDI, the 
inflow remained below expectation. 
On the other hand, we are hearing 
news about the exit of long-
established global companies from 
Bangladesh,” Islam said. For instance, 
SANOFI, a global healthcare leader 
exiting Bangladesh is not a good 
sign. Before SANOFI, GSK also left 
Bangladesh, he added. He cited 
regulatory and bureaucratic tangles 
as challenges which were acting as 

barriers to attract FDI. Inadequate 
road and communication systems, 
lack of human resource development, 
and poor public services need urgent 
attention, he said.  The AmCham 
president said the FDI is a key 
ingredient for sustainable economic 
growth of developing countries like 
Bangladesh.

Speaking at the event as Guest of 
Honor, Md Sirazul Islam, executive 
chairman of Bangladesh Investment 
Development Authority (BIDA), said 
the BIDA has done a lot to improve 
the ease of business in the country. 
“Bangladesh has ranked 176th of 189 
countries in the World Bank’s ease 
of doing business index, this doesn’t 
sound comfortable,” he said. “This 
situation must be changed improve,” 

he said. He sought suggestions from 
AmCham members on how to make 
doing business easier. 

In response to a question, the BIDA 
chairman informed they were going 
to create a database on foreign 
nationals working in the country. “We 
are trying to create a database on 
foreign nationals working here. This 
will be done as part of an initiative 
to promote local employment,” BIDA 
Chairman said. 

He said infrastructure has already 
developed a lot in Bangladesh. The 
construction of the Bangabandhu 
Bridge has changed the whole 
northern region of the country. 
Similarly, the implementation of the 
Padma Bridge will improve the lives 
of the people in the southern districts. 
BIDA Chairman said the investment 
environment in the country improved 
a lot at the policy level, but at the 
implementation level enough support 
was not visible.

Amongst others, Dhaka Chamber 
of Commerce and Industries (DCCI) 
President Osama Taseer, Bangladesh 
Enterprise Institute President Kamran T 
Mahmood also attended the program 
and made a brief comment on how 
to improve the business ecosystem 
and overall competitiveness in coming 
days.

Indo Pacific Business 
Forum: November 04, 2019, 
Bangkok, Thailand

Over 1,000 business and government 
leaders from the United States 
and across the Indo-Pacific region 
gathered on November 4 in Bangkok 
for the Indo-Pacific Business Forum to 
promote the value of high-standard 
investment, transparency, rule of law, 
and private-sector-led economic 
development.

AmCham Bangladesh delegation, 
jointly led by its president  Md. Nurul 
Islam & US Ambassador Earl R. 
MIller, also joined by its Vice president  
Syed Mohammad Kamal, Executive 
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Director as well as distinguished 
members in general. It helped ensure 
Bangladesh’s  prominent presence at 
the summit, gain insight of the new 
Trump administration, understand the 
potentials of neighboring economies 
of Asia-Pacific as well as various 
issues that include trends, challenges 
& opportunities and overall economic 
update of this region. APCAC 
Bangladesh members exchanged 
ideas across the Business Summit with 
its counterparts to advance American 
competitiveness in the Asia–Pacific 
region and to encourage economic 
growth of Bangladesh as well. 

The Indo-Pacific Business Forum 
was headlined by U.S. Secretary of 
Commerce Wilbur Ross, U.S. State 
Department Under Secretary for 
Economic Growth, Energy and the 
Environment Keith Krach, Export 
Import Bank (EXIM) Chairman 
Kimberly Reed, U.S. Trade and 
Development Agency (USTDA) Acting 
Director Thomas Hardy, Overseas 
Private Investment Corporation 
(OPIC) Executive Vice President 
David Bohigian, and U.S. Agency for 
International Development Deputy 
Administrator Bonnie Glick. The 
Forum was co-hosted by the U.S. 
and Thai governments, along with 
the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, the 
U.S.-ASEAN Business Council, and 
the Thai Chamber of Commerce. The 
U.S. officials and business executives 
at the Indo-Pacific Business Forum 

highlighted a range of commercial 
deals and new initiatives.

The nearly 200 U.S. business 
executives in attendance represented 
some of the world’s most innovative, 
influential, and trustworthy 
companies—with collective annual 
revenue of over $2.8 trillion. These 
companies contribute to an annual 
$1.9 trillion in two-way trade in 
goods and services between the 
United States and the countries in the 
Indo-Pacific region and help make 
the United States the largest source 
of foreign direct investment into the 
region. Over 600 business executives 
from other Indo-Pacific countries 
participated in the Forum.

USAID launches 
Comprehensive Private 
Sector Assessment (PSA) 
report at AmCham Premises

USAID Deputy Administrator Bonnie 
Glick and US Deputy Chief of 
Mission JoAnne Wagner attended 
a PSA launching ceremony held at 
American Chamber of Commerce in 
Bangladesh (Amcham) on Tuesday, 
November 5, 2019.

The United States, through the 
US Agency of International 
Development (USAID), will 
provide financial assistance to 
Bangladesh to help diversify exports 
and stimulate new streams of 

economic growth.  To materialize 
the objective, the USAID has 
identified six priority sectors. They 
are agribusiness (food processing), 
health care, information and 
communications technology and 
outsourcing, light engineering, 
pharmaceuticals and tourism 
as most promising industries 
beyond the ready-made garment 
(RMG) sector for private sector 
engagement and investment over 
the next course of development 
actions.

The PSA’s findings aimed to support 
the government of Bangladesh’s 
economic diversification reforms 
initiative and help the private sector 
deepen its engagement with the 
government and other stakeholders 
in order to further promote 
Bangladesh’s economic growth. 
The report suggests that more 
concentration should be given on the 
six sectors which have the potential 
to add value to the export basket 
to earn more than $60 billion by 
2023. The report suggests systematic 
diversification towards productive, 
value added, and export-oriented 
sectors are imperative to address the 
current state of unemployment and 
inclusive growth.

Executive Chairman of the BIDA 
Sirajul Islam and Bangladesh Mission 
Director of the USAID Derrick Brown 
also spoke on the occasion.
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AmCham Elected New 
President

The American Chamber of 
Commerce in Bangladesh (AmCham) 
elected Syed Ershad Ahmed, Country 

Manager & Managing Director, 
Expeditors (Bangladesh) Ltd. as 
the President for the period 2019-
2020 at its Executive Committee 
Meeting, held on November 26th, 
2019. His business leadership 
spans over 30 years starting from 
renowned multinational companies 
like Phillips and Singer followed by 
a US Fortune 500 company that is 
Expeditors. He served as president 
of American Chamber of Commerce 
(AmCham) from 2007-09, Foreign 
Investors Chamber of Commerce 
and Industries (FICCI), from 
2011 to 2013 and EC member of 

International Chamber of Commerce 
(ICC) Bangladesh Chapter.

The position fell vacant due to the 
retirement of Md. Nurul Islam who 
had successfully led the chamber 
since 2015. Later on,  Syed 
Hammadul Karim, General Manager 
- MetLife Bangladesh, Mr. Islam’s 
predecessor, joined the current ExCo 
for the year 2019-20.

AmCham Executive Committee 
met  Tipu Munshi, Commerce 
Minister: The newly elected Executive 

Committee Members of The 
American Chamber of Commerce 

in Bangladesh (AmCham) led by its  
President Syed Ershad Ahmed met  
Commerce Minister  Tipu Munshi, 
M.P., at his office on 4th December 
2019 and had a discussion with 
a view to identify the opportunities 
and recommend policy actions to 
overcome the snags on the way to 
improve investment and bi-lateral 
trade between Bangladesh & the 
U.S.A. They also discussed how 
AmCham could play a constructive 
role on these vital issues and build 
Bangladesh on its unique status of 
regional and global importance.

Commerce minister also made few 
inspiring remarks at the meeting and 
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shared aspects that might attract US 
entities to enter here in Bangladesh 
and how both the counterparts can 
work closely to improve the overall 
business environment in Bangladesh.

USAID meets Executive 
Committee members of 
AmCham

The United States Agency for 
International Development (USAID), 
Bangladesh chapter led by its Economic 
Growth (EG) Office Director John Smith 
Sreen,  Patrick E. Meyer Ph.D, Rebecca 
Robinson along with Private Sector 
Development team members visited 
AmCham office and met President 
and Executive committee  members to 
explore AmChma’s work in Bangladesh 
and see if there’s any general interest 
where these entities can collaborate 
or complement each other. They had 
an presentation about EG’s work in 
Bangladesh which is an independent 
agency of the United States federal 
government primarily responsible for 
administering civilian foreign aid and 
development assistance.

AmCham Executive 
Committee had a courtesy 
call with US Ambassador 
Earl R. Miller

The newly elected Executive 
Committee (Exco) members of 
AmCham met the Ambassador 
of the United States of America 
to Bangladesh Earl Robert Miller 
accompanied by other officials at the 
embassy on 17th December 2019. 

The ExCo members led by its 
President Syed Ershad Ahmed shared 

their overview of the existing business 
environment in Bangladesh and 
how it held potential for future US 
bilateral trade and investment. They 
also discussed how AmCham and US 
embassy work closely, starting from 
holding annual US trade show for 
more than 25 years in Bangladesh 
and try to promote economic 
cooperation between the two friendly 
nations, particularly in the private 
sector through support measures 
calculated to benefit and protect the 
interests of the members.

Ambassador Miller and his colleagues 
at the meeting appreciated the joint 
efforts and shared few concerns that 
the US entities face in Bangladesh 
and how can establish mutual 
cooperation to improve the overall 
business environment specially for 
future entrants from USA.

“Excellence in Stall Design” 
Award Presentation 
Ceremony for 26th US Trade 
Show 2019

Since beginning 
in 1992, this 
3-daylong 
exhibition has 
emerged as 
Bangladesh’s 
pristine annual 
business 
event which 
usually draws 
approximately 
10,000 visitors 
each edition. 46 Exhibitors from 
home and abroad (occupying 74 
booths) and representing over 150 

US brands, participated this 26th 
edition of this show. The participants 
included: US Embassy & its different 
sections, Coke, Pepsi, Boeing, 
Chevron, Microsoft, Caterpillar, 
FedEx, CITI Group N.A, MetLife, Nior 
Cosmetics USA, Apple – iPhone, John 
Deere Tractor, 3M , Kellogg, Mobil , 
Avery Dennison, Proctor & Gamble, 
MasterCard, Johnson & Johnson , 
Bell Helicopter, Burger King , Xerox, 
USA, different Universities represented 
via their Bangladesh counterparts, 
and few more.

For the first time, we did identify 
6 stalls for their excellent creative 
design, portraying the theme of the 
Trade Show, attracting the attention 
of the visitors and standing out of the 
crowd . The winners are: 

(i) Bangla Trac Ltd (BanglaCAT)   
(ii) Bangladesh Express Co. Ltd. 

(iii) Bank Asia Limited     
(IV) Flora Limited

(v) International Beverages Private Ltd  
(VI) Nior, LLC.

From visitors, the lucky winners were 
Abu Bakar Siddique,  Sarin &  Ziaul 
Haque.

We organized the Award Presentation 
ceremony for the winners of the Award 
as well as the Raffle Draw winners 
from the visitors of the 26th Trade show 
on Thursday, 19th December 2019, 
11:30am at “AmCham Abdul Monem 
Hall”. A crest for the participants, air 

ticket and smartphones for the visitors 
were handed over to the winners at the 
event.
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The American Chamber of 
Commerce in Bangladesh 
(AmCham) has inaugurated its own 
office  on 7th September 2019 
located at The Pearl Trade Centre 
(11th Floor), Plot # Cha - 90/3, 
Pragati Sharani, a high-quality 
commercial property nearby the 
Baridhara diplomatic enclave and 
the U.S. Embassy, Dhaka. This 
move obviously shows greater 
commitment of US companies & its 
affiliates working in Bangladesh, 
strengthening its presence and 
offering its members the opportunity 
to utilize the State-of-the-Art 
facilities. 

Since 1988, starting as American 
Bangladesh Economic Forum 
(ABEF), the predecessor of the 
American Chamber of Commerce 
in Bangladesh (AmCham since 
1996) housed in Sheraton and used 
to enjoy all the amenities of the 
leading 5 star hotel till 2018 located 
in Shahbag which later on converted 
into “Ruposhi Bangla” hotel and 
now “The Intercontinental” Dhaka. 
In this historical moment, AmCham 
thanks all the founding members, 
executive committee members, 
sponsors of the new premises and 
all members of AmCham and 
wishes to continue the distinction 
in coming days. With the support 
of our distinguished members, we 
were able to expand from a 
400+sqft office space to just over 
3150sqft. The additional space 
in the new premises, a futuristic 
architectural excellence equipped 
with all modern features will enable 
AmCham not only to run its daily 
operation from here but also allow 
us to better serve our members 

AmCham moves 
to its own office

more efficiently and effectively 
having more control of event 
space and costs, as well as design 
some more interesting programs. 
AmCham is also in a position to let 
members avail the opportunity as 
well, at its multi-purpose “AmCham 

Abdul Monem Hall” where the 
inauguration took place. 

The evening of the event turned 
out to be an occasion for the 
members and well-wishers of 
AmCham to catch up with the 
good old times. The whole building 
starting from the entrance was 
decorated with numerous artistic 
pieces commemorating the true 
friendship between these two friendly 
nations. H.E. Earl Robert Miller, 
the US Ambassador to Bangladesh 
attended the inauguration as the 
“Guest of Honor” which was hosted 

by former AmCham President 
Md. Nurul Islam. The event was 
also attended by current Executive 
Committee members, former 
Presidents and members of the 
Chamber, distinguished leaders 
from the business community, and 

eminent citizens of the country 
and members of the diplomatic 
community.

Md. Nurul Islam, in his welcome 
remarks recalled the rich history 
of AmCham in Bangladesh, the 
organization now the leading 
country chamber that included 
the early days of ABEF (American 
Bangladesh Economic Forum), 
nearly three decades ago since 
1988, the predecessor of AmCham 
and how it converted to the 
“American Chamber of Commerce 
in Bangladesh” in 1996 and hosted 
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significant dignitaries from the 
government and private sectors in 
its numerous programs. Mr. Islam 
recalled the progression of the new 
office premises starting from the 
Sheraton Hotel 
to its present 
location 
and many 
contribution 
made by its 
numerous 
committee 
members 
and thanked 
those who 
contributed in 
this move and 
recognized 
the members 
who supported 
the move 
financially 
through special 
contributions 
and 
sponsorships 
for its ground-
breaking 
advancement 
in pursuing 
the chambers 
core objective 
- promoting 
bilateral 
economic 
relations between the USA and 
Bangladesh.

The ABEF & AmCham in Bangladesh 
has been served by Syed Humayun 
Kabir, Dr. Forrest E. Cookson, Aftab 
Ul Islam, Andrew L. Fawthrop, Syed 
Ershad Ahmed & Md. Nurul Islam 
till date and except the first Mr. 
Kabir (deceased) and Mr. Fawthrop, 
all of the presidents were there to 
walk down the memory lane. Dr. 
Forrest E. Cookson who led ABEF & 
AmCham since 1994-99 first took 
the stage following Mr. Islam and 
shared his memoirs on the journey. 
In his remarks Cookson recalled 
how SH Kabir and Mahbub Jamil 
laid the foundation and established 
the principles and character of the 
finest chamber in Bangladesh. He 

also said Freedom, Responsibility 
and Service are the core aspects of 
US business within and beyond its 
territory and AmCham Bangladesh 
has not deviated from there since 

day one and he wished to uphold 
the same for the days to come.

Mr. Aftab Ul Islam , the longest 
serving President in the history 
of AmCham for five (5) terms, 
in his remarks paid tributes to 
the members of the chamber for 
offering him the opportunity to 
serve them that long. He exclaimed 
“History in the making” today as it 
had been long cherished dream of 
any chamber to have its own office. 
He recalled how it faced difficulty to 
fulfill the minimum requirement to 
be the signatories of Memorandum 
and Articles of Association which 
is now a chamber of 240+ 
members. He sincerely thanked 
the then Commerce Minister Tofail 
Ahmed M.P who had played an 

instrumental role in allowing ABEF 
to be registered as the “American 
Chamber of Commerce” in 
Bangladesh in his first term in office 
back in 1996. He also mentioned 

how AmCham 
pioneered 
in the single 
country Trade 
Show and 
to recognize 
performance 
of business 
personalities 
and entities 
from the 
private sector, 
introduced 
“The Business 
Executive 
Award” from 
1997 and 
“Outstanding 
American 
Company 
Award” from 
1999.

AmCham 
current 
President Syed 
Ershad Ahmed 
who had 
served as the 
President for 
first time in the 

year 2007-09, in his remarks 
mentioned that he had the privilege 
to witness and actively participate 
in the offing of ABEF followed 
by AmCham in Bangladesh from 
day one. He mentioned that the 
desire to establish and operate 
AmCham from its own premise 
was first initiated during 2007; 
however couldn’t conclude due 
to unavoidable circumstances. 
He congratulated Nurul Islam 
for making it happen finally. 
He specially emphasized on 
undertaking research on vital issues 
of economic interest with a view to 
identify the problems, opportunities 
and recommend action and 
policies to overcome the snags on 
the way to progress. He called for 
stimulating greater understanding 

Mahbub Jamil (former Managing Director of Singer Bangladesh 
Ltd. & Founder Member of AmCham) on how the chamber 
started:

The formation of AmCham has an interesting story. One can say that everything 
happened accidentally. It was late 80s and I was visiting Bangkok at that time. 
One morning the Vice President of Singer took me to a seminar, which was being 
hosted by the Thailand chapter of AmCham. I was amazed to see their activities and 
eventually after coming back, I communicated with Sri Lank and Pakistan chapter of 
Singer to inquire about the existence of the chamber in those countries. I was awe 
inspired by the fact that the chamber already existed in those countries …. Then I 
started talking with couple of like-minded people who were employed in various 
American companies. Aftab Ul Islam at that time was the country director of NCR; 
Md Nurul Islam was heading MetLife and we had Denis at Squibb. After talking 
among us, we decided that we would approach the then commerce ministry to form 
the Bangladesh Chapter of AmCham. Unanimously we agreed to make SH Kabir, 
the then Managing Director of Pfizer to be the President; though he initially turned 
down the proposal, but we eventually convinced him to take up the helm.

 After that, we met then Commerce Secretary Golam Mustafa with our Article of 
Memorandum. The existing law however allowed only one foreign chamber and 
since FICCI was there already, he suggested us to make some amendments in 
the memorandum so that it met the criteria of a business forum. This in the year 
of 1988, we formed American Bangladesh Business Economic Forum (ABEF). 
To be honest, we didn’t have detailed plans of what we would do; but there was 
tremendous enthusiasm among us, which propelled the journey of the chamber 
forward, for better. The rest is history…

(Extract from the 20th Anniversary, Special Issue,  AmCham Journal Jan’2017)
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readymade garment industry in 
Bangladesh, which is the second 
largest exporter of clothes in the 
world. “I truly believe Made in 
Bangladesh can someday be global 
gold standards for quality products, 
transparent business practices, ease 
in doing business and workers safety 
and rights.”

Since the beginning of AmCham 
in Bangladesh the bilateral trade 
volume increased in almost eight-
fold from less than USD$1 billion to 
more than USD$8 billion per annum 
making USA the single largest 
destination of Bangladeshi exports. 
It may be mentioned, USA is still the 
largest contributor to Foreign Direct 
Investment (FDI) in Bangladesh which 
is mostly lodged in energy sector 
responsible for lion share of the 
national supply.

Amongst others, International 
Chamber of Commerce (ICC) – 
Bangladesh, President  Mahbubur 
Rahman and AmCham Vice President 
Showkat Ali Sarkar also briefly 
recounted the beginning of the 
journey of the chamber which paved 
the avenue for other country specific 

about each other’s economic 
potentials and supports measures 
calculated to benefit and protect the 
interests of the members.

The US Ambassador Ear R. Miller 
addressed the attendees with his 
remarks, congratulating AmCham 
for opening its own premises and 
its contribution of excellence in 
bi-lateral trade and investment in 
Bangladesh. The US envoy said 
he is eager to continue working 
with AmCham and their partners 
in the government to address 
the challenges to bring further 
investment and trade flow from 
USA. Bangladesh is rising and 
rapidly developing to achieve 
middle-income country status, 
Miller said. “All the progresses 
made in the economic journey, US 
and Bangladesh are indispensable 
partners in this extraordinary 
progress”.  The US will continue this 
“strong support” for Bangladesh’s 
development. “We will focus on 
ensuing free and open Indo-Pacific 
region,” he said, adding that they 
will also support Bangladesh in 
addressing the challenges in the 
way forward. He referred to the 

and joint chambers establishment in 
Bangladesh. 

Between courses the musical 
entertainment delighted the guests 
with a celebratory plaque placed 
in the stage for a ceremonial 
inauguration. It was at this moment 
U.S. Ambassador Earl R. Miller, 
AmCham (former) President 
Md. Nurul Islam and Executive 
Committee members were joined on 
stage by M. Syduzzaman, Mahbubur 
Rahman, AmCham’s present & 
former Presidents, AmCham Vice 
President and Executive Committee 
members for their fellowship and 
determination to get AmCham to 
where it is today in Bangladesh and 
to take next level and beyond. 

We once again take this opportunity 
to thank our members for the 
wonderful support we have received 
and the Executive Committee 
members for their vision and 
relentless dedication and passion; 
without these the chamber would not 
have become it has today.

It’s Your Chamber: if you’re in the 
area, please feel free to drop by and 
we’ll be more than happy to take 
you for a tour!



42

 “Uttoron- skills for better 
life”, funded by Chevron and 
implemented by Swisscontact 
organized an event early of 
December, 2019 at a local hotel in 
Dhaka to launch the second phase 
of its project. The event titled as 
“Continuing the Momentum: Launch 
of Uttoron phase-II” had  K M Ali 
Azam, Secretary, Ministry of Labour 
& Employment as the chief guest 
while Earl Miller, Ambassador of the 
United States in Dhaka was present 
as the special gust. Neil Menzies, 
President, Chevron Bangladesh, 
Ismail Hossain Chowdhury, 
Director- Corporate Affairs, Chevron 
Bangladesh, Manish Pandey, 
Director - South Asia, Swisscontact 
and Anirban Bhowmik, Country 
Director, Swisscontact Bangladesh 
were present.

Mollah Jalal Uddin while 
announcing the launch  of Uttoron 
phase – II spoke of Uttoron’s success 

Seated from left right at the launch of Uttoron, Phase II, held at a local hotel yesterday: Ismail Chowdhury, Corporate Affairs Director, Chevron 
Bangladesh; Earl R. Miller, United States Ambassador to Bangladesh; Mollah Jalal Uddin ndc, Additional Secretary, Ministry of Labour and 
Employment; Neil Menzies, President, Chevron Bangladesh; Manish Pandey, Director – South Asia, Swisscontact.

CSR: CHEVRON FUNDED 
PROJECT “UTTORON” 
ORGANIZED LAUNCH 
EVENT

and achievements and said, “ More 
projects like Uttoron, which ensures 
increased female participation, 
utilizes innovative mechanisms 
such as boot camps and a well-
developed trainee selection process, 
putting high emphasis on post-
training employment and engaging 
stakeholders in every step, is needed 
in our country’’. 

Uttoron - skills for better life Phase-I 
was a three-year skills development 
project, which commenced its 
journey in August 2016 with an 
aim to enhance employment 
opportunities for 1,400 community 
members in Sylhet, Moulavi Bazar 
and Habiganj districts. The project 
is funded by Chevron under the 
‘workforce development’ component 
of its Bangladesh Partnership 
Initiative (BPI). Uttoron has 
completed its phase-I journey on July 
2019 and raised the awareness of 
around 53,000 community members 

on skills training while training 1449 
(21% female) youths in three sectors. 
983 graduates of these 1449 have 
successfully become employed in 
different industries. 

Phase-II of the project will also be 
a three-year (2019 – 2022) project 
which aims to enhance the skills and 
employability of community youths 
in Sylhet and Dhaka division, while 
generating sustainable provisions 
for skills training near Bibiyana 
area, and creating opportunities 
of advanced welding training for 
youths in Bangladesh. The project 
will support 2,000 community 
youths to acquire skills on different 
industry demanded occupations and 
position them in gainful employment. 
On receiving market-valued skills 
and rewarding jobs, the youths will 
have the opportunity to increase 
their income and improve their and 
families’ living standards.



43








