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Life Is Singing Again As 
Economy Is Picking Up 

Immediately after lockdown in 
March, people of the capital city 
were gripped with unknown fear 
and panic. Most of the residents 
preferred to remain inside their 
homes with almost deserted roads. 
The city of more than 20 million 
was almost dead as if it is a city of 
apparition and sinners.

With the appearance of dark 
immediately after dusk the 
scenario took quite a different 
look. Just the opposite of only 
a few days back, no man, no 
women, no children, no students 
dressed with school uniform and 
backpack, no vehicle, no rickshaw, 
only dogs barking meaninglessly 
making the environment more 
eerie.

Is that is slowly ending? It seems 
that life is again started to “sing” 
as Bangladesh’s economy is 
picking up.

 My residence is located downtown 
and adjacent to a very busy road. 
Thus I summed up the above 
paragraphs based on my own 
experiences.

I was accustomed to shop my 
daily necessities like vegetables 
and other groceries from a 
nearby small vendor. They are two 
brothers aged about 30 years, 
full of energy and enthusiasm to 
build a better life and future with 

prosperity by dint of honesty and 
hard labour.

I encouraged them and always 
bought almost all my necessities 
without bargaining as I have trust 
in their honesty, a rare virtue 
to grow up with in these days. 
Sometime between April and June, 
I witnessed a gloomy picture — the 
shop’s racks were almost empty 
and no buyer in front of the shop. 
The duo sat on the shop with a 
blank look.

I asked Mohammad Raihan, the 
elder brother, what happened. He 
murmured with a long sigh and 
dismay.

“Sir, for the last few months there 
is no buyer, no trading, but we 
have to clear house rent, electricity 
bill, water bill, our own food 
and other service charges. Our 
parents, who live in our village 
home, depend on our income; 
both of them are old, sick and 
need a funds to maintain their 
health…” 
There was a cobbler just beside 
the gate of our apartment and 
none of the residents of our 
apartment who was liked by all 
due to his good and humble 
manners. He is a middle-
aged man, loves to work with 
dedication, a perfectionist, no 
intention to cheat anyone and not 
into anything that can be termed 
as quibble. So all of us like him 
and allowed him to continue 
with his humble profession. I 

personally honour him for his 
virtues of sincerity and respect to 
his profession. But after April he 
disappeared.

A reversed and inverted scenario 
has started to appear with 
the advent of July when the 
government rightly and slowly 
started reopening the economy 
with cautious maintaining all 
health related safety and security. 
Life is synonymous with current as 
if it is a flowing river. I revisited 
that shop and witnessed a different 
look. The racks are full of grocery 
items, faces are illuminating and a 
huge smile on their faces.

“Sir, life has started to sing again, 
the volume of sell is gradually 
rising, and we have also started 
to gain some profit. We are 
grateful to the almighty Allah. The 
(Prime Minister Sheikh) Hasina’s 
government has taken a timely 
decision as to how many days 
will we be imprisoned, stopping 
all economic and life-saving 
activities?”

Suddenly I found the cobbler, 
sitting in his old small shop with a 
small box and other necessaries. 
I inquired how he was during this 
period, where was he, how he 
maintained his life.

The man with restraint stared upon 
me. His eyes replied most of my 
inquisitiveness, and I did not press 
and honour his pattern of laconic 
behavior. I found him busy with 
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PLAN TO ATTRACT FDI COMING

Task force on devising
plan to attract foreign
investment to meet
June 18, 2020

2,000 acres fof land
ready, another 2,000
acres being
prepared

Beza Hires Sumitomo
Corporation as consultant
to attract Japanese
investment

Tax holiday, land registration tax
reduction, effective one-stop
service, proper foreign exchange
rate, and corporate tax and tariff
cut could be offered

Sharp, Sony, Toyota,
Panasonic, and several
other companies plan to
withdraw investments
from China

Beza proposes tax
holiday for 10 years
for foreign
investors

work, polishing shoes, mending 
and cobbling shoes one after 
another, meaning the economy is 
starting to “sing” again.

Export bounces back

Bangladesh exports in July, the 
first month of the fiscal year of this 
year has recorded with earnings of 
$3.91 billion, and the highest ever 
export in a single month, thanks to 
increased shipment of readymade 
garments. 
According to the Export Promotion 
Bureau Bangladesh earned $3.88 
billion in the same period last year. 
In FY20, the country’s exports 
earnings registered a sharp decline 
of nearly 17% at $33.67 billion as 
the Covid-19 pandemic disrupted 
the global supply chain and slashed 
the demand for most goods. 
Exporters and economists welcomed 
the growth with concern whether this 
upward trend would continue as the 
global market has not yet recovered 
from the Covid-19 pandemic. 

“The positive trend in export is back 
after a few months. It is positive 
news for the country but we should 
remember that a recession has 
begun,” said Professor Mustafizur 
Rahman, distinguished fellow at the 
Centre for Policy Dialogue.

Bangladesh might be one of 
only two ASEAN (Association of 
Southeast Asian Nations) and 
South Asian economies to register 
positive growth in 2020 despite a 
global recession that is shaping up 
to be historic in scale, according to 
Standard Chartered Bank’s research 
team.

“The worst has passed,” said Saurav 
Anand, an economist of Standard 
Chartered for South Asia. Now, 
there are early signs of recovery in 
some pockets after the economy 
started opening up from June, he 
said at a webinar styled ‘Standard 
Chartered Global Research Briefing 
Media Engagement Session’ 
recently.

“Recent economic data have shown 
a good amount of improvement,” 
Anand said. 
Bangladesh’s economy grew 5.24 

per cent in the fiscal year that 
concluded on 30 June, much better 
than the grim forecasts made by the 
multilateral lenders.

Earlier the World Bank and the 
International Monetary Fund said 
that the economy would grow 
between 1.6 per cent and 3.8 per 
cent in fiscal 2019-20 while the 
Asian Development Bank forecast 
that the Bangladesh economy would 
expand at 4.5 per cent.

Standard Chartered Bank 
evaluation 

The Standard Chartered Bank taking 
U turn with all these forecasts said 
that Bangladesh’s economy would 
expand 5.6 per cent in fiscal 2020-
21; the government is expecting a 

V-shaped recovery. Banking on this V 
pattern shaped recovery Bangladesh 
government aims to achieve an 8.2 
per cent economic growth, which 
entails a leap back to the previous 
peak after a sharp decline. 
Economic activities plummeted quite 
a bit from the end of March to the 
end of May, Anand said. Exports and 
imports dropped significantly. 
Central bank measures: Economy 
bailout

The central bank has taken a 
number of measures to bolster and 
rejuvenate the slow down economy 
like rate cut in monetary policy for 
the first half of the current fiscal 
year to end June 2021. The room is 
there to do this measure. 
Bangladesh Bank has already 
cut 125 basis points. The cash 
reserve ratio has also been cut 
to inject liquidity. Let me briefly 
narrate what is the basis point for 
the understanding of our general 
readers: 
A basis point is one hundredth 
of a percent or equivalently one 
percent of one ten thousandth. A 
very rarely used term, permyriad, 
means parts per ten thousand, 
differing in meaning only in that 
basis points are normally used to 
express differences in parts per ten 
thousand.

The central bank cut basis points 
mainly due to receding inflation 
numbers. When the central bank 
cuts basis points then it reduces 
the consumer’s interest rate which 
means one customer or buyer 
has to pay a lesser amount of 
interest. This brings down the 
overall cost of consumer’s loan. 
Personal loans, home loans etc are 
expected to get cheaper due to the 
reduction in the repo rate.
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With the rate cut of Bangladesh 
Bank it is expected that it would help 
consumers save money by reducing 
interest rate. The monetary policy for 
the first half of the current fiscal year 
remains expansionary with a growth 
support without hampering inflation 
target of 5.4 percent.

It also proposes to cut in Repo 
rate to 4.75 percent from 5.25 
percent to make funds available 
to banks at a cheaper cost. Bank 
rate unchanged for the last several 
years reduced to 4 percent from 5 
percent. Public sector credit would 
expand by 44.4 percent and private 
credit by 14.8 percent.

The aim of the expansionary 
monetary policy is to pump money 
with cheaper prices into the 
economy for the post pandemic 
recovery and we hope it would bring 
fruitful impact on common life. 
 
As part of that objective, the central 
bank went for a 50 basis-point cut 
in its overnight repo rate to make 
cheaper money available to the 
banks for lending. 
At the same time, it has cut the 
reverse repo rate by 75 basis points 
so that it can also take money 
from banks at a lower rate and 
thereby influence the market in a 
downward direction. Both the steps 
will make funds less costly. A bank 
rate is the interest rate at which a 
nation’s central bank lends money 
to domestic banks, often in the form 
of very short-term loans.

“The prime objectives of the 
monetary policy stance and 
monetary programmes for FY21 
are the economic recovery from the 
adversity of the Covid-19 pandemic 
and rehabilitation of the production.

Despite all these positive and 
time be fitting steps by the central 
bank of the country the leading 
economists apprehended that 
further aggravation of the global 
recessionary economic condition 
due to the lingering novel 
coronavirus pandemic, along with 
the volatilities in oil price and 
ongoing geopolitical tensions in 
the Middle-East, might have a 
serious negative impact on future 

export earnings and wage earners’ 
remittance inflows to Bangladesh.

Bangladesh Bank’s expansionary 
and accommodative monetary 
policy stance along with the 
implementation of the various 
stimulus packages in the economy 
may intensify the unexpected 
inflationary pressure through 
creating price bubbles in the near 
future.

Another biting disadvantage for 
the economy is present natural 
calamities – like ongoing floods and 
cyclones that remain a potential 
risk factor because of the country’s 
nature-dependent agricultural 
sector. Some parts of the country 
are already hit hard by the seasonal 
floods, seriously affecting livelihoods 
of the people in those affected 
areas.

The private sector credit growth, 
which came down to 8.61 percent in 
June, is projected to improve to 14.8 
percent by the end of the fiscal year; 
a similar target was set in the last 
fiscal year.

The central bank has used 
its available monetary policy 
instruments – such as: cash reserve 
ratio (CRR), repo facility (interest rate 
and tenor), refinancing facility, and 
other monetary condition easing 
initiatives – to inject necessary 
liquidity into the market. This 
includes the recent formation of a 
credit guarantee scheme to support 
cottage, micro and small enterprises 
that lack adequate assets to pledge 
for bank loans.

We believe all these steps will put a 
positive footprint on the economy to 
bring relief on the life of common 
people including downtrodden people.

The low debt-GDP ratio provides 
much room to the government 
to come up with further stimulus 
measures. The world has been in 
the midst of an unprecedented crisis. 
At the same time, the governments 
have come up with unprecedented 
measures, both monetary and fiscal. 

Compared to the global financial 
crisis, the banking system is in a 

much better situation. But companies 
would not borrow much to invest if 
their demand is subdued, he said. 

The crisis has been unprecedented. 
But the truth is that the governments’ 
responses in terms of monetary 
and fiscal steps have also been 
unprecedented. The support is 
significant and this is a positive 
aspect.

As economies reopen, businesses 
and consumers need to adhere 
to standard operating procedures 
to ensure the sustainability of the 
recovery and minimize the risk of 
recurrence of infections.

The exchange rate of the taka 
against the US dollar will remain 
stable for the rest of the year.

The external balance situation is 
quite supportive. The balance of 
payment is likely to be in surplus. 
The record foreign currency reserve 
suggests that the central bank 
has ample dollars to tide over 
any difficulties. On most metrics, 
Bangladesh scores very highly on 
reserves adequacy.

Still, there is a lot the government 
can do to ramp up economic 
activities, particularly when it comes 
to ease of doing business. The 
government has taken steps to 
facilitate doing business in the last 
three to four years and there is a 
need to expedite the implementation 
in the current situation.

Bangladesh entered these turbulent 
times on a much stronger footing 
compared to many of its peers, due 
to low external debt, low overall 
public debt and comfortable debt 
service capability because of its 
healthy foreign exchange reserve, 
said Naser Ezaz Bijoy, chief executive 
officer of Standard Chartered Bank 
in Bangladesh.

“By working together across the 
board, we can leverage our solid 
economic fundamentals and the 
innate resilience of our communities 
to quickly regain lost ground and 
achieve all our ambitions and 
aspirations for our nation.
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“While global economic recovery 
seems gradual and there will be 
uncertainties, we need to have 
robust financial risk management 
practices and adopt a culture of 
hedging against adverse movements 
in interest, foreign currency and 
commodity prices,” he continued.

This will allow businesses to reduce 
uncertainties around volatility, he 
added. Government has adapted 
significant measures to address the 
crisis evolved for coronavirus, the 
business community is also trying to 
adjust and readjust with the changed 
situation, a wise decision for them 
to cope up with the requirements 

of the consumers and supply side 
with navigating the financial and 
operational challenges.

Thus, Bangladesh, unlike many 
other countries, has started to gear 
up for a shiny future with its people 
“singing” to celebrate life.

Need to have a close look 
on FDI

It is utmost necessary to focus on 
the Foreign Direct Investment (FDI)
to bolster the inner strength of the 
economy against the backdrop of 
a disfavor scenario emerging for 
the ongoing crisis both at home 
and beyond due to lingering of the 
pandemic. The American Chamber 
of Commerce in Bangladesh 
(AmCham) keeping this in mind 
has put forward a number of 
recommendations and identified 
three priority sectors to attract more 
FDI. These three sectors are: Value 
Added Agriculture Processing, 

Digital Ecosystems and Green 
Capital.

We all know the solid economic 
development of Bangladesh in 
recent years is mainly based on 3 
pillars: the growth of agriculture, 
export success of the textile industry 
and remittances from Bangladeshis 
abroad. The USA is connected with 
all three components; first of all 
it is the single largest market for 
Bangladeshi goods in the world.

 In 2019, the US - Bangladesh 
bilateral trade volume crossed $9 
billion, the largest contributor to 
Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) 

amounting more than $3.8 billion. 
Also very interestingly, USA overtakes 
UAE as 2nd biggest remittance 
hotspot for Bangladeshis since last 
month of 2020. 

There are 3C’s of attracting FDI 
in any destination: Cost of doing 
business, Cost of production and 
lastly Competitiveness.

We see Bangladesh government 
agencies have been working 
relentlessly in all these sectors. 
Bangladesh Investment Development 
Authority has recently published 
“Bangladesh Investment Hand Book: 
A Guide for Investors” and is going 
to offer an effective one-stop service 
to provide 154 services from 35 
different organizations on its OSS 
platform.

We would like to see a lower 
corporate tax similar to other 
emerging economies like Vietnam, 
Indonesia or India that offer 
attractive incentive and tax holidays 

2018-19

2017-18

2016-17

2015-16

2014-15

2013-14

2012-13

2011-12

2010-11

2009-10

3,888.99

FDI INFLOW
(in million $)

Source: BB

2,580.44

2,454.81

2003.87

1,833.87

1,480.34

1,730.63

1,194.88

779.04

913.02

to lure investment in the post 
Covid-19. As many as 27 US 
factories have already decided to 
shift to Indonesia from China amidst 
the spread of coronavirus.

Already lagging in infrastructure 
adequacy and implementation 
efficiency, coronavirus makes 
Bangladesh less attractive to the 
foreign investors, at least for the time 
being. 

World economy is gradually shifting 
to a knowledge based one and 
Bangladesh is not an exception to 
this, so it is crucial to focus more 
on FDI in high-tech industries and 
services instead of heavily dependent 
labor-intensive economies. More 
cooperation between the US and 
Bangladesh may attract more 
investment in these fields with the 
expectation of export diversification.

Whatever favorable policies 
and friendly rules for FDI exist 
in the country, it is the proper 
implementation that matters most.

Good policies in paper and 
verbal assurance of support by the 
policymakers will not allure foreign 
investors.

We hope in the coming days there 
will be less bureaucratic tangles, 
less hassle in investment, speed up 
ports automation and management, 
strong financial system and there will 
also be adequate developments in 
logistics policy and infrastructure.

We would appreciate it if the foreign 
investors cared much as they are 
already here in contrast to the new 
entrants so that they may go for 
further re- investment   and of course   
play the role of brand ambassadors 
for Bangladesh to bring new FDI.

We are grateful to our esteemed 
writers who have been continuously 
supporting us by contributing 
their well thoughts through their 
most valuable pens. Similarly 
we acknowledge the importance 
of the AmCham members and 
other business houses that have 
been supporting us by providing 
advertisements. We believe that 
the readers will find interesting and 
informative reading this Journal.
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As globalization took hold in 
the post-WWII era, developing 
economies have increasingly sought 
foreign direct investment (FDI) as 
an engine of economic growth and 
development. In pursuit of this goal, 
many governments around the globe 
have tried to attract FDI by offering 
generous financial and tax incentives. 
Bangladesh followed suit.

Attracting copious amounts of FDI 
is not just aspirational. It is a critical 

Critical Need 
for Bangladesh’s 
Development
Export Seeking FDI

Zaidi Sattar, PhD

need for Bangladesh’s 
development journey. 
Bangladesh faces an 
immediate challenge – 
of transforming from a 
Lower Middle-Income 
Country (LMIC) to 
an Upper Middle-
Income Country 
(UMIC) in a decade, 
besides shedding 
the ubiquitous title 
of a least developed 
country (LDC). For this 
to materialize, it will 
require FDI inflows into 
Bangladesh in volumes 
not seen before. Are we 
ready?

Our FDI inflows 
averaged US$2.7 
billion during FY2016-

19, with a total of stock of about 
US$18 billion. This may be seen 
in the context of US$1.54 trillion 
global FDI inflows in 2019, with the 
USA topping the list of recipients 
at US$246 billion. According to 
UNCTAD, China, which attracted the 
second largest inflows of US$141 
billion in 2019, has accumulated 
FDI stock of US$1.77 trillion – by far, 
the largest volume for a developing 
country. If the largest and second 

largest economies of the world are so 
vigorously courting FDI, it must be a 
prime mover in the global economy 
as well as in their respective national 
economies.

For developing economies seeking 
rapid growth, international trade and 
its consequential corollary, foreign 
investment flows,have become 
the quintessential handmaidens of 
transformation and growth. Quite 
apart from the capital that comes 
with foreign direct investment (FDI) to 
bridge the national investment-savings 
gap in a capital scarce economy, 
the more important aspects of FDI 
to be recognized and subsumed 
in policymaking include its role as 
a vehicle of technology transfer, 
facilitator of capacity building in 
human capital (e.g. management 
and worker skills) and job creation, 
stimulating domestic investment, 
bringing access to global markets, 
and contributing to strengthening 
business institutions. 

However, to extract all these 
consequential gains the key will be 
to ensure an atmosphere of FDI 
where the spillover effects to the 
domestic economy is maximum. 
For that to happen, the challenge 
is to develop an effective channel 
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for drawing and absorbing the 
maximum positive spillovers from 
FDI supplying multinationals into 
the domestic economy. Two spillover 
mechanisms could work. First, 
domestic firms can benefit from 
the presence of multinationals in 
the same industry, leading to intra-
industry or horizontal spillovers 
through the movement of workers 
within industries, demonstration 
effects, competition effects, and so 
on. Second, there may be spillovers 
from multinationals operating in 
other industries, leading to vertical 
spillovers, through backward linkages 
with upstream industries (e.g. RMG 
linked to primary textiles), or forward 
linkages with downstream industries 
(e.g. parts and components of 
mobile phones or computers linked 
to manufacturing plants of mobile 
phones or computers). 

Studies suggest that drawing FDI 
only into export processing zones 
(EPZ), which basically operate as 
free trade enclaves in Bangladesh, 
practically delinks FDI from the rest of 
the economy. This severely constrains 
the spillover transmission effects. 
Such limitation could potentially be 
overcome through the setting up 
of special economic zones (SEZ) 
or designated industrial parks 
(with country sourcing) that are not 
enclaves like EPZ but have closer links 
to the domestic economy, with policies 
designed to maximize spillover effects, 
like providing generous incentives for 
joint venture and setting minimum 
intake of local labor requirement. 

Fortunately, data reveal that bulk 
of FDI inflows into Bangladesh are 
invested outside EPZs, implying 
maximum possibilities of spillover 
transmissions. Of the US$354 million 
of FDI in FY2001, 84% were invested 
outside EPZ; that share rose to 94% 
in FY2019, thus presenting enormous 
scope for all the positive transmission 
effects of FDI into the domestic 
economy. Of course, at the end of the 
day, how much a country can absorb 
the FDI spillovers will be determined 
by the quality of initial stock of 

human capital and infrastructure, 
laws, institutions and capacities 
for public service delivery, and the 
prevalence of sound macroeconomic 
policies together with significant trade 
openness. 

Make no mistake, FDI is a business 
undertaking by the foreign investor. 
The quantum and destination of FDI 
inflows are singularly determined by 
the evaluation of returns and risks 
and the consequent attractiveness 

of investing in foreign lands. Higher 
the returns versus risks, greater the 
inflows of FDI. Attracting FDI then 
becomes a competitive enterprise in 
itself. Creating the ideal investment 
climate through the formulation of 
the friendliest rules and generous 
incentives make economies more 
attractive destination than others. 
Not to be ignored, in the post-Cold 
War world, there is always an overlay 
of geopolitics that could be either a 
deterrent or facilitating factor. 

Since the 1990s, Bangladesh laid 
out perhaps the most liberal FDI 
regime in South and East Asia 
for attracting foreign investment. 
There is a comprehensive list of 
incentives on offer including 100% 
foreign ownerships, full repatriation 
of invested capital and dividends, 
generous tax holidays, duty-free 

import of capital machineries and 
intermediate goods, no ownership 
limits in Joint Ventures, Partnerships, 
PPPs, Non-Equity Modes (Technology 
Transfer, Licensing, Franchising, 
Contracting, etc.), access to local 
financial institutions for working 
capital, legal protection to foreign 
investments in Bangladesh against 
nationalization and expropriation, 
equal treatment of both local and 
foreign investments. Although these 
policy commitments make up an 

extremely liberal FDI regime on 
paper, in practice they are not enough 
to result in a favorable investment 
climate that is welcoming of FDI. 
In comparison to other economies 
seeking FDI, poor infrastructure, 
bureaucratic logjams, pervasive 
corruption, weak legal system for 
enforcement of contracts, and 
perception of political instability, 
all add up to convey an investment 
climate that is all too prohibitive to 
bring massive inflows of FDI, away 
from other competing destinations in 
the region. In my view, that perception 
could be changing if we play our 
cards right in setting up the planned 
special economic zones (SEZs) in 
good time and with all the committed 
infrastructure facilities and incentives 
duly fulfilled. This is our chance to 
bid FDI away from other competing 
destinations that are eagerly courting 

JAPAN’S PRESENCE
IN BANGLADESH FOR JAPANESE COMPANIES

AT EPZS GOVT OKAYS

BANGLADESH

EASES JAPANESE

INVESTMENT

relaxing
bond
licence

Cancelling

10%
generator
use charge

Cancelling taxation
on old
machinery
disposal

Relaxing
mandatory
salary
increment

GOVT POSITIVE TO JAPANESE
INVESTMENT PROPOSALS

Cash incentive
for exports

Free of cost
imports

Sending money to parent
companies through TT for import

Bringing
motorcycle
registration
fee below

Dedicated
immigration
process at
Dhaka airport

Currently
Japanese firms

Investment until

2019 was $386M
300

87 Japanese firms
to relocate businesses
from China

10%
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scarce private capital, technology, 
and dynamic enterprise. 

Typology of FDI. In casting their net 
wider in the global economy, studies 
show that investors seek to fulfill a 
variety of objectives in putting their 
capital in a foreign country. Some 
of these investment objectives could 
be identified as export seeking, 
tariff jumping, resource or asset 
seeking with energy concessions, and 

enablingglobal value chain (GVC) 
integration. 

Export seeking FDI. It turns out that 
the largest investors across borders 
are multinational enterprise (MNEs), 
whose origins are no longer limited 
to North America and Europe. A 
rising number of MNEs are now 
located in East Asia and the Pacific. 
When MNEs are searching for 
investment destinations a major goal 
is to locate in an economy where 
they can produce at internationally 
competitive costs and reach global 
markets. According to UNCTAD, 
MNEs account for two-third of world 
exports which in turn generate the 
impetus for trade expansion. FDI 

flows and expanded trade go hand 
in hand. This is particularly true for 
FDI-driven manufacturing exports. 
Studies have found robust evidence 
for positive horizontal spillovers 
from export-oriented multinationals. 
Once grounded in a host country, 
export-oriented FDI brings adequate 
capital resources to leverage the vast 
global marketplace with unlimited 
demand delivering job creation and 
growth in the host economy. However, 

domestic-
market-oriented 
MNEs also 
generate positive 
spillovers through 
backward 
linkages for 
both domestic 
exporters and 
non-exporters. 
Backward 
linkages from 
FDI-driven 
exports or 
domestic 
sales serve 
as a conduit 
for positive 
productivity 
spillovers from 
foreign direct 
investment.

Bangladesh 
presents an ideal 
destination for 

such export-seeking FDI that ensures 
not only lowcost production but, given 
its LDC status, also opens markets 
with duty-free entry in Europe and 
elsewhere. Of course, the economy’s 
FDI-driven export potential is 
undermined by the weakness in 
overall investment climate and the 
degree of restrictiveness of its trade 
regime. 

Tariff-jumping FDI. A large market 
protected by high tariffs and other 
non-tariff barriers could pose a 
major incentive for foreign direct 
investment (FDI) with or without joint 
ventures. If production costs are low 
and complementary infrastructure 
and institutions are available, high 

protective tariffs create the incentive 
for MNEs to jump tariffs and set up 
production in the host country (e.g. 
automobile production in India). 
Output from such production could 
then be directed to sales in the local 
market or exports, or both. This sort 
of FDI could also be deemed as 
“market-seeking”. Provided the host 
country market is large enough to 
offer scale economies, and tariffs on 
intermediate inputs are sufficiently 
below output tariffs, tariff-jumping 
would make sense with the intention 
of targeting the domestic market. 
Note that higher the protective tariffs, 
higher the incentive for tariff-jumping. 
Major automobile producers of the 
world and other MNEs producing 
durable and non-durable consumer 
goods engage in such tariff-jumping 
FDI. Among developing countries, 
large economies like China and 
India are attractive markets for this 
kind of FDI though, as incomes rise 
resulting in substantial growth of 
MAC population (affluent middle 
class), many more developing 
economies are likely to become 
attractive destinations in the future. 
Which includes Bangladesh. The 
fact that input tariffs in Bangladesh 
are significantly lower than output 
tariffs, this could be a favorable 
condition for firms looking for greater 
trade openness to facilitate low cost 
importation of intermediate inputs. 
But, is the domestic market large 
enough and trade openness sufficient 
to offer seamless import-export and 
scale economies for higher returns? 

Resource exploitation or asset-seeking 
FDI. The presence or potential 
discovery of oil, gas, other minerals, 
or agricultural products (e.g. cocoa, 
coffee) could encourage FDI inflows 
with the goal of exploiting these 
resources for exports or meeting the 
demand for industrial raw materials 
in the source country or elsewhere. 
Asset-seeking FDI usually refers to 
those instances where the investor 
is looking for acquiring strategic 
assets like technology, management 
and innovation skills mostly found 
in developed countries or emerging 

BIDA WANTS TO MAKE DOING
BUSINESS EASY

A new business requires

Trade
licence

250 approval,
clearances

Service delivery process
Lengthy, not transparent

Bida’s recommendations

Suspension of trade
Licence requirment
for registration

National Payment Switch
to transfer Tk2 Lakh in
one transaction

Introduction
of single
Company ID

Implementation
of new Vat
Act

Quarterly Vat payments instead of monthly

Abolishing
other business
starting fees

Reducing
municipality
tax to 1%
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economies well advanced in ICT 
development. However, another 
form of asset-seeking FDI could 
involve partial or full ownership of 
energy related enterprises like gas 
and power generation projects. 
Because of mostly state-guaranteed 
contracts involved in such resource 
or asset-seeking FDI, analysts have 
suggested that the inflows of this 
type of FDI is not always constrained 
by an otherwise poor investment 
climate. The presence of proven or 
potential supply of exhaustible natural 
resources could be enough to attract 
FDI albeit a favorable investment 
climate could be a boon. 

GVC-seeking FDI. The fragmentation 
of production processes across 
different countries has given rise 
to global value chains (GVCs) 
creating opportunities for intra-
industry trade globally as well as 
between contiguous economies 
within a region. To exploit GVCs, 
entrepreneurs may exploit two specific 
options: (1) produce intermediate 
goods (parts and components of 
manufactured products); or (2) 
emerge as an ‘assembling’ hub. 
With regards to the first, a successful 
strategy would be to establish 
strategic partnerships with established 
multinationals who will assemble the 
final product in another location. 

In the past 25-30 years, trade in 
intermediate goods has become 
the fastest growing component of 
international trade. Multinationals are 
the repository of technical ‘know-

how’ needed for the production of 
an intermediate good in the GVC. 
In this context, a prudent strategy for 
local entrepreneurs is to opt for a 
collaborative production structure that 
builds long-run commitments between 
local and foreign actors, so that the 
technical ‘know-how’ needed by the 
local actors is obtained by inviting 
FDI. 

On the other hand, if local 
entrepreneurs are willing to devote 
resources to assembling activities, 
then they should choose a product 
where there is a high local demand 
in addition to high export demand. 
The security of sales in the domestic 
market will attract FDI from the 
foreign firm, and a collaborative 
production structure will diffuse the 
initial technical know-how needed. 
This option has worked well for China 
which succeeded in exploiting GVCs 
to emerge as an ‘assembling’ hub. 
East Asian countries have seized early 
opportunities from this development 
by linking up with China – the world’s 
assembling powerhouse. Notably, 
Vietnam, Indonesia, Myanmar, and 
Cambodia, have jumped on the 
bandwagon, creating an East Asian 
“hub-and-spoke” GVC and supply 
chain configuration for “just in time” 
delivery of intermediate goods. 
Covid-19 crisis dealt a serious blow 
to this regional arrangement which 

involved exclusive dependence on 
few selected suppliers, leading to 
new thinking in the direction of “just 
in case” configuration that now calls 
for wider distribution of supply chains 

across the globe. Recall that when 
Wuhan started as the epicenter of 
the crisis and factories were shut 
down, our RMG and textiles, which 
relied exclusively on Chinese supply 
of dyes and chemicals that came 
from Wuhan, experienced a supply 
shock even before Covid-19 struck 
Bangladesh. That is a clear signal to 
diversify supply chains in future. 

So where does Bangladesh stand in 
terms of the state of FDI inflows and 
its links to the economy’s dynamism 
and progress. Sadly, with US$2.8 
billion in FY2019 the quantum of 
FDI inflows (including reinvestment) 
has hovered around 1% of GDP for 
quite some time without showing 
signs of any upward trajectory.
Relatively speaking, this gives a poor 
picture of FDI role in the economy 
when comparators like Vietnam and 
Thailand are raking in US$15-20 
billion a year. 

Since FDI inflows from source 
countries fluctuate widely every year, 
taking averages for a 5-year period 
gives a better picture of how source 
countries stand with regard to their 
FDI presence (Table 1) in Bangladesh. 
China is now the clear leader 
averaging US$372.8 million during 
FY2015-19 with US$626 million 
invested in FY2019 alone. Next, UK, 
USA, Singapore, South Korea and 
Norway are the other countries with 
significant presence. With massive 
public and private investment being 
undertaken to create adequate power 
generation capacity in the country, 
it is no surprise that Energy (Power) 
attracted the most FDI, followed by 
manufacturing (textiles and food), and 
telecommunications. Are we getting 
the most out of FDI? 

As mentioned earlier, the fact that 
94% of FDI is outside EPZ, it is 
possible to infer that the predominant 
type of FDI has been geared to the 
domestic market – the market seeking 
FDI (power, telecommunications, 
food processing). In principle, 
transmission of spillover effects 
should be maximum in such a case. 

Table 1: Average Annual FDI FY2015-19 by Source Country (US$ Million)

Country
Average Annual 
FDI (FY2015-19)

Major Sectors
Average Annual 
FDI (FY2015-19)

China 372.83 Energy 690.42

United Kingdom 346.16 Manufacturing 543.91

Singapore 298.84 Services 410.25

United States 265.99 Telecommunication 333.41

Norway 146.87 Other Sectors 663.39

South Korea 118.53

Other Countries 1,092.17

All Countries 2,641.38 All Sectors 2,641.38
Source: PRI Staff estimates based on Bangladesh Bank data



11

Export-seeking FDI has been limited 
and largely confined to the EPZ. 
This corroborates the report that 
Bangladesh’s leading manufacturing 
sector, RMG, is still not welcoming 
of competition from foreign investors 
and de facto restrictions by the 
dominant associations discourage 
FDI presence in this sector which in 
turn constrains FDI in other forward 
and backward linkage activities. High 
protective tariffs notwithstanding, there 
is not much incentive for tariff-jumping 
FDI in view of the fact that trade 
policy and customs administration is 
still perceived as being restrictive for 
seamless movement of import-export 
goods and the domestic market is still 
not large enough to generate scale 
economies. It could be for the same 
reason that there is not much traction 
in GVC-oriented FDI for which a 
high degree of trade openness is 
an essential prerequisite. All in all, 
the entire package of trade and 
investment policy, trade infrastructure 
and relevant institutions, fall short 
in attracting FDI. Furthermore, the 
fact that much of our FDI is geared 
to the domestic market, its further 
proliferation is also limited by the size 
of the domestic market, unlike the 
vast global export market, which is the 
destination of export-seeking FDI. 

This is in sharp contrast to the FDI 
scenario in our neighborhood – if 
East Asia can be considered such. 
China and Vietnam have been 
in the forefront of FDI recipients 
like no other developing country. 
While China is out of our league, 
a closer look at the Vietnam trade 
and foreign investment experience 
would be worthwhile because this 
is an economy slightly smaller in 
comparison to Bangladesh, having 
a GDP of US$261 billion in 2019. 
Notwithstanding the fact that it is a 
socialist country, Vietnam launched 
its program of “Doi Moi” in 1986 
embracing a “Socialist-Oriented 

Market Economy” (SOME). Following 
radical market-oriented reforms 
the country has achieved extremely 
high level of trade integration with 
total trade reaching US$500 billion 

in 2019, almost twice its GDP of 
US$261 billion, and exports of 
US$263 billion1! What is notable is 
that FDI played a significant role in 
this exceptional export performance 
with inflows of US$16 billion in 
2019 and a stock of US$161 billion. 
Vietnam, a long-time ASEAN member, 
is an extremely attractive destination 
for export seeking FDI as its exports 
have almost duty-free access to large 
markets around the world due to 
its FTA arrangements with several 
regional blocs like Comprehensive 
and Progressive Agreement for 
Trans-Pacific Partnership (CPTPP), 
EU, Eurasian Economic Union (EEU), 
in addition to ASEAN Plus FTAs with 
Australia, China, Hong Kong, India, 
Japan, New Zealand and South 
Korea. Reciprocity is a fundamental 
requirement of FTA which takes a long 
time to materialize, from start to finish. 
To reach FTA deals with these blocs 
of countries, Vietnam had to open up 
its own economy to potential import 
competition from these economies. 

While China’s manufacturing 
industries experience rising costs of 
production and grimmer prospects 
due to US-China trade tensions, 
Vietnam is trying to position itself as 
Asia’s new manufacturing center, 
particularly in the electrical and 
electronics sector. In fact, the country 
exported high-tech goods worth 
US$43 billion in 2016 – higher 
than those of its neighbors Thailand 
(US$ 34 billion), Philippines (US$ 
32 billion) and Indonesia (US$ 3.9 
billion). In 2019, companies set up 
under FDI contributed to 71% of 
the country’s export revenue, with 
over 90% of manufacturing exports 
generated through FDI. 

While Vietnam’s FDI and export 
experience is worth emulating, 
Bangladesh has a long way to go 
when it comes to opening up. So, 
FTAs, bilateral or regional, look like a 
far cry with our current state of trade 
restrictiveness (e.g. tariffs are just too 

1 Total exports can be higher than GDP as the 
latter is the sum of all value added in the econ-
omy. Value added in exports is a fraction of total 
exports and is only one component of GDP. 

high). After the East Asia miracle of 
the 1970s-80s, and China’s export 
success over the past 25 years, 
Vietnam appears to be the new 
posterchild of export success, but with 
the distinctive feature of FDI-driven 
exports. This experience is something 
for Bangladesh to draw on. 

On the export front, Bangladesh 
now faces the dual challenge of 
post-pandemic export recovery 
together with getting traction on 
export diversification. Bangladesh’s 
trade and FDI regime are calling 
for a major overhaul if growth and 
job creation are to resume. Greater 
trade openness and removal of 
anti-export bias of policy is a priority. 
Business-as-usual policies will not be 
the answer. On the FDI front, clearly 
Bangladesh must position itself to 
attract much larger volume of FDI, 
which must be the export seeking 
type, to move the needle on export 
diversification. It is in the national 
interest for BGMEA and BKMEA 
(along with BTMA) to welcome FDI in 
their sectors, without conditions. As 
more FDI comes into Bangladesh’s 
leading sector, RMG, there will be 
spillover effects resulting in export 
seeking FDI going into non-RMG 
export production (e.g. footwear, 
plastics, bicycles, electronics, toys) 
where external demand is not a 
constraint because Bangladesh has 
only infinitesimal shares in the global 
market. PRI research has shown that 
competitiveness is not a binding 
problem, lack of export incentive is. 
Rationalizing the protection regime 
will make non-RMG exports more 
attractive. 

Bangladesh needs to ramp up 
production and export of non-RMG 
products. Infusion of export seeking 
FDI is critically needed for this to 
happen. 

......................................................

Dr. Sattar is Chairman, Policy Research 
Institute of Bangladesh (PRI)

PRI Sr. Research Associate, Promito 
Musharraf Bhuiyan, provided 
competent research support.
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Government 
contemplates to provide 
156 services from a 
single digital platform to 
entrepreneurs

•	 BIDA	to	provide	156	services	
across	55	government	
agencies

•	 FDI	has	to	correlate	with	
other	domestic	investment

•	 Significance	of	digital	
connectivity	proved	by	this	
pandemic	crisis

•	 Time	of	processing	must	be	
shorter	as	time	is	money

•	 Light	must	be	ensured	at	
the	end	of	tunnel	for	foreign	
investors

•		 Insurance	protection	
require	for	investment	in	

agriculture/green	sector
•	 Green	is	a	tool	for	
investment

•	 Need	solid	domestic	partner	
to	invest	in	the	agriculture	
sector

•	 Ensure	separate	economic	
zone	for	American	investors

•	 Government	focuses	to	
widen	tax	range	instead	
of	undesirable	burden	to	
honest	tax	payers

•	 Rail	links	to	be	strengthen
•	 Image	building	is	must	for	
more	FDI

Serajul Islam Quadir
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Salman	Fazlur	Rahman, the 
Private Sector Industry and 
Investment Advisor to the Prime 
Minister said that the government 
has been planning to bring all 
the 154 services required for 
investment for both domestic and 
foreign under a single digital 
platform.

“Honourable Prime Minister Sheikh 
Hasina has already asked to bring 
all these services that are now 
being provided by 55 government 
agencies under a single digital 
platform of the Bangladesh 
Investment Development Authority 
(BIDA) to ease business in 
Bangladesh,” Salman said early 

of September at a virtual panel 
discussion.

American Chamber of Commerce 
in Bangladesh (AmCham, 
Bangladesh) has organized this 
discussion on September 6, 2020 
on “FDI in priority sectors: Value 
added Agriculture Processing, 
Digital Ecosystems and Green 
Capital. 
Mohammad Sirazul Islam, Executive 
Chairman of the Bangladesh 
Investment Development Autority, 
(BIDA) attended the discussions as 
the special guest. Presided by the 
President of the American Chamber 
of Commerce in Bangladesh 
(AmCham) Syed Ershad Ahmed the 
discussion meeting was moderated 
by N. Rajashekaran, Citi Country 
Officer of Bangladesh Citibank 
N.A., while Country manager of 
Pepsico Bangladesh Debasish 

Deb, USTDA senior regional 
representative - South Asia Mehnaz 
Ansari, The Founder, Chairperson 
of SBK Tech Venture Sonia Bashir 
Kabir and IFC senior country officer 
Nuzhat Anwar joined the seminar 
as the panelists.

Diplomats, government officials, 
chamber leaders, businesspersons, 
experts and investors participated in 
the meeting.

Experts and entrepreneurs involved 
in the agriculture and ICT sectors 
and high officials of multinational 
development agencies were present 
at the virtual seminar.

They stressed the importance of 

adopting new technology and 
developing an efficient value 
chain in the agriculture and 
agro-processing sectors to attract 
foreign direct investment–utilizing 
the strong agricultural economy of 
Bangladesh. 
Experts have recommended 
the government strengthen 
the country’s image through 
developing infrastructure and 
abolishing other policy constraints 
to boost the inflow of Foreign 
Direct Investment in Bangladesh.

Policy makers and senior 
government officials said the 
government has established strong 
information and communications 
technology (ICT) infrastructure and 
it is on the right track to develop 
communications and transportation 
infrastructure. 
In the virtual panel discussion, the 
discussants laid emphasis on issues 

like enhancing knowledge of the 
farmers about modern farming 

technology, policies to attract 
overseas investors and protection of 
IPR (intellectual property rights).

Salman Rahman said Bangladesh 
has developed an ICT infrastructure 
by ensuring fiber optic backbone, 
data center, optical fiber 
connection at the union level, and 
sending a satellite to space. 
“The country is on the right 
track to develop transport and 
communication infrastructure 
with some mega projects like the 
Padma Bridge, third terminal of 
the Shahjalal international airport, 
metro rail lines, tunnel under the 
Karnaphuli River, and the deep sea 
port in Matarbari,” he said.

“There will be no infrastructure 
constraints after the completion of 
these projects,” he added. 
He said that Prime Minister Sheikh 
Hasina has announced a zero 
tolerance 
policy against 
corruption, 
terrorism and 
drugs. 
“These 
initiatives are 
also helping 
to boost the 
image of the 
country.”

Salman  Rahman also said, 
Bangladesh has the eighth largest 
consumer base in the world, which 
is an opportunity for American 
entrepreneurs to invest here.

INVESTMENTS IN TECH STARTUPS
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He asked the American 
entrepreneurs to invest in 
Bangladesh to explore the large 
and exponentially rising halal food 
market across the world. 
He said the economy of 
Bangladesh observed 6% annual 
average growth in the last decade. 
The country grew by 5.24 percent 
in the last fiscal year despite a 
shrinking world economy.

He identified lower revenue 
earnings of the government as a 
growing concern of the economy 
and said the ratio of revenue and 
gross domestic product (GDP) of 
Bangladesh is the lowest among 
all of the South Asian countries. 
It is even lower than Pakistan and 
Nepal.

Bangladesh’s agro-processing 
sector needs a governing body 
to represent its interests as both 
domestic and foreign entrepreneurs 
are coming up with various 
investment proposals for the 
industry, according to private 
industry and investment affairs 
adviser to the prime minister 
Salman F Rahman.

“We need to do this in a much 
more formal and broadway,” 
Rahman said while using Pepsico’s 
investment in the country’s agro-
processing industry as an example 
of the sector’s investment potential. 
 Foreign direct investment (FDI) has 
been coming in areas such as food 
processing and livestock, he added.

According to the prime minister’s 
adviser, Bangladesh needs to 

re-skill its people as new and 
emerging areas for investment 
and employment generation are 
being discovered regularly due to 
automation.

Freelancing is another important 
area for employment as it engages 
more than 1.2 million youths in the 
country, he said.

The government is trying to address 
two big contradictions in the 
economy - low tax-to-GDP ratio 
and stock market capitalisation-to- 
GDP ratio, Salman said.

He said these two indicators are 
not compatible with the country’s 
economic growth.

The country’s economy recorded 
growth at a rate of more than 
six percent during the past one 
decade, but its tax-GDP ratio is one 
of the lowest in the region. 
“…it is really 
ridiculous. So, 
what we need to 
do is to widen 
the tax net and 
lower the rate,” 
he said. 
Lowering the 
rate will not 
only help raise 
the tax-GDP 
ratio, but also 
give some 
respite to the 
good taxpayers 
like foreign 
investors as most problems faced 
by overseas investors relate to tax.

He said, the Securities and 
Exchange Commission (SEC) 
got a new set-up and they have 
been working well to bring back 
discipline in the market. 
“I talked with the SEC chairman 
the other day and said we should 
look into the supply-demand 
areas. We don’t have a bond 
market and we should start 
working on that. We will be going 
into the green bond,” he added.

Bangladesh Investment 
Development Authority (BIDA) 
Executive Chairman Md.	Sirazul	
Islam said BIDA has initiated many 
reforms to attract foreign investors 
through easing business.

“Framing 
policy and 
talking about 
it are not 
enough to 
attract foreign 
investors as 
they want 
effective 

implementation 
of those policies. We are not only 
formulating the policies, we are 
going to implement them as well,” 
he added.

There is a huge scope for 
investment in the agro-processing 
sector, which accounts for 1.7 

percent of the country’s GDP, said 
Mohammad Sirazul Islam. 
“BIDA is determined to include all 
154 services required by investors 
in its One Stop Service centre by 
next year as it will improve the ease 
of doing business in Bangladesh,” 
Islam said.

He said BIDA gave serious 
attention to the implementation of 
policies much to the liking of the 
investors. 
Referring to one stop service, he 
said a total of 21 services from 
seven government agencies are 

Bangladesh’s exports to and
imports from the US

Over the decade (in $b)
Source: US EMBASSY IN DHAKA, US CENSUS AND EPB
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Md.	Sirazul	Islam

GAP TO ENSURE QUALITY AGRO PRODUCTS
International agro-
market size Around
$1.6 Trillion

It is expanding
6% every year

Bangladesh tops in fish,
vegetable, fruit and
poultry production

Bangladesh’s agro export in
FY2019-20 FY was $862 MILLION

GAP is a common
standard for farm

management practice

All phases of agro
production - from

Farming to marketing
must maintain

GAP regulations

Farmers and
exporters must have

GAP certification

It was 23% less than
the previos year

But its export falls
behind because
of poor quality
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available under this system. 
“We’ll be able to add 20 more 
services by the end of this year. 
Our plan is to provide all 154 

services from 35 government 
agencies that the investors require 
under the digital platform,” he 
said.

AmCham president Syed	
Ershad	Ahmed	said inadequate 
infrastructure and implementation 
inefficiency has made Bangladesh 
less attractive for FDI at least for 
the time being amid the Covid-19 
pandemic. 
He said that the massive loss 
of human life has been a tragic 
consequence of the Covid-19, 
the effect on global and national 
economies cannot be understated.

We all know 
the solid 
economic 
development 
of Bangladesh 
in recent years 
is mainly 
based on 

3 pillars: the 
growth of agriculture, success of 
the export in the textile industry 
and remittances from Bangladeshis 
expatriates. The USA is connected 
with all three components; first of 
all it is the single largest market for 
Bangladeshi goods in the world,” 
he mentioned in the seminar.

In 2019, the US - Bangladesh 
bilateral trade volume crossed 
$9 billion, the largest contributor 
to Foreign Direct Investment 
amounting more than $3.8 

billion. Also very interestingly, USA 
overtakes UAE as 2nd biggest 
remittance hotspot for Bangladeshis 
since last month of 2020. Saudi 

Arabia and the UAE were the 
1st& 2nd destinations in terms of 
remittances for Bangladesh.

There are 3C’s of attracting FDI 
in any destination: Cost of Doing 
Business, Cost of Production and 
Competitiveness. 
“We see Bangladesh government 
agencies have been working 

relentlessly in all these sectors. 

BIDA has recently published 

“Bangladesh Investment 

Handbook: A Guide for Investors” 

and is going to offer an effective 

one-stop service to provide 

154 services from 35 different 

organizations on its OSS platform.” 

“Unfortunately, due to this 

pandemic, in January-March 2020, 

Bangladesh received a total $800 

million FDI which is 43 % less than 

last year’s first quarter and in the 9 
month period  it  dropped over 44 
%,” he added.

He said that we would like to see 
a lower corporate tax similar to 
other emerging economies like 
Vietnam, Indonesia or India that 
offers attractive incentive and tax 
holidays to attract investment in the 
post Covid-19. As many as 27 US 
factories have already decided to 
shift to Indonesia from China amid 
the quick spread of coronavirus. 
Already lagging in infrastructure 
adequacy and implementation 
efficiency, coronavirus makes 
Bangladesh less attractive to the 
foreign investors, at least for the 
time being.

“We know, Bangladesh government 
is looking for a 2nd satellite, new 
fiber optic connection, deep sea 
port and a few more initiatives 
on the cards to attain SDG and 
Middle-income status by 2027. 

For instance, tax incentives to 
encourage local manufacturing 
encouraged global market leaders 
like Samsung to manufacture its 
flagship smart device like Galaxy 
Note 10+ in their Bangladesh 
plant as we are the 9th largest 
mobile markets in terms of the 
number of subscribers in the 
world.”

The World economy is gradually 
shifting to a knowledge based 

A Digital Ecosystem is a group of
interconnected Information Technology (IT)
resources that can function as a unit.

What is a Digital Ecosystem Digital Ecosystem
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NBR

Major services introduced

Major services no yet introduced
20 agencies agreed to provide
43 services

e-TIN registration
EC Secretariat

NBR

CDR

Verification for
NID application

Security Services
Division

Sonali Bank

Security clearance
for foreign applicants

Online transaction

e-VAT registration

NBR
Income tax return
submission

Approving project
plans

Registrar of Joint Stock
Companies and Firms (RJSC)
Name clearance
of company 

RJSC
Company name registration

PDB, DESCO
Electricity connection

City corporations
Trade licence issuing

RJSC
Registration of foreign
companies

Only 5 agencies started
7 services

18 agencies yet to launch
36 services

Bida introduced its own
14 servicesSyed	Ershad	Ahmed
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one and Bangladesh is not an 
exception to this, so it is crucial 

to focus more on FDI in high-tech 
industries and services instead of 
heavily dependent labor-intensive 
economies. More cooperation 
between the US and Bangladesh 
may attract more investment in 
these fields with the expectation of 
export diversification. 
Whatever favorable policies and 

friendly rules 
for FDI exist 
in the country those matters a little 
without its proper implementation. 
Mere good policies in black and 
white and verbal assurance of 
support by the policymakers will 
not allure foreign investors. 
“We appreciate the dynamic 
leadership of our Honorable Prime 
Minister Sheikh Hasina. Strong 

monitoring of the economic zones, 
IT Park’s and mega Infrastructure 

projects under implementation will 
definitely contribute to a massive 
scale in our economy.

We hope in the coming days 
her Government there will be 
less bureaucratic tangles, less 
hassle in investment, speed up 
ports Automation & management, 

strong financial 
system and there 
will be adequate 
developments 
in logistics 
policy and 
infrastructure.

However, the 
existing investors 
are contributing 
to the country’s 
economic growth 
by creating job 
opportunities 
and bringing new 
technologies. We 
would appreciate 

if these Foreign Investors are 
cared much as 

they are already here 
in contrast to the new entrants 
so that they may go for further 
investment   and of course   play 
the role of brand ambassadors for 
Bangladesh to bring new FDI.

Moderating the discussions, 
Citibank Bangladesh country officer 

Bangladesh among bottom 10 countires in The Digital Quality of Life index 2020
Average mobile internet speed from April 2020 to July

10.49 Mbps

23.47 Mbps
In March
25 Mbps

More than 90% internet
subscribers are mobile
internet users

DOWNLOADING

40%

50% 2G users,
38%3G subscribers
and only
12% 4G subscribers
in FY2018-2019

Supplementary duty (SD) on internet raised to

15% from 10%

Internet use in January

1000Gbps

In August 

2100 Gbps

2G 50% 12% 4G

3G38%

11 Mbps
From December 2019 to January 2020

Broadband internet speed
in April

BUFFERING.....

N.	Rajashekaran said nobody 
knew how big the agricultural 
market of Bangladesh was; it is the 
fourth largest rice producer and 
fifth largest vegetable producing 
country in the world. 
Rajashekharan recognised the 
outstanding contribution of the 

agriculture 
sector to the 
economy.

“Despite 
floods, 
weather 
consideration 
and Covid-19 

pandemic, the sector has grown 
handsomely and it thus gives a 
message,” he said.

JoAnne Wagner, deputy chief 
of mission at the US Embassy in 
Dhaka, said Bangladesh needs to 
show more respect to intellectual 
property rights as potential foreign 
investors value such issues.

Wagner also said USAID was 
providing assistance in managing 
cool chain and cold storage 
facilities in a bid to expand 

local agro-
processing 
industries. 
The US is very 
interested to 
cooperate 
in areas like 
ICT, light 
engineering, 
tourism, 

healthcare and pharmaceuticals, 
she added. 
 JoAnne Wagner said Bangladesh 
has a vast prospect to boost FDI 
inflow in promising sectors like: 
agriculture, agro-processing, ICT, 
light engineering pharmaceuticals, 
and tourism.

American entrepreneurs also have 

identified these sectors and are 

seeking opportunities to invest 

here, but constraints regarding 

infrastructure and policies are the 

main obstacles in the way of their 

JoAnne Wagner

N.	Rajashekaran

Daily orders
rise to around

companies
retail gadgets
and fashion items

Number of 
e-commerce
companies

There are some 2,000 web-based and
50,000 Facebook-based retailers

Sector grew at
companies

companies

retail grocery
products

started online
sale services
in Jan-Aug

over the last
few months

1 LAKH

1,200

300

200-300%

E-COMMERCE BOOM DURING PANDEMIC

8%

85%

f
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finding local partners in the strong 

agricultural 

economy in 

the country. 

However, he 

expressed 

dissatisfaction 

over a longer 

lead time to 

import seeds 

in Bangladesh.

USTDA senior regional 

representative - South Asia, 

US Embassy Mehnaz	Ansari	
mentioned about the huge 

potentials of success in agro-based 

industry in 

Bangladesh.

Nuzhat	
Anwar, 
Senior 

Country 

Officer – IFC 

said that 

the risk of climate change was 

the opportunity for investment in 

the agriculture sector. She said 

that insurance protection is very 

necessary for the agriculture 

sector. It also requires a solid 

domestic 

partner 

as foreign 

investors can 

not alone turn 

the business 

in this sector 

as successful.

Syed	
Mohammad	Kamal, the Vice 

President of the AmCham also 

spoke at this event.

.................................................

The	write-up	is	summarized	and	
prepared	by	Serajul	Islam	Quadir,	
the	former	Bureau	Chief	and	
Chief	Correspondent	of	Reuters	in	
Bangladesh;	at	present	he	is	the	
Executive	Editor	of	this	journal.

entrepreneurship 

in Bangladesh.

“FDI is lower 

in this country 

and need more 

incentives and 

easy formalities 

to lure it. A 

level playing 

field between 

domestic and 

foreign investors 

is also required 

to provide 

a comfort 

feeling among 

the foreign 

investors,” she 

added. 

“Technology and 

ecosystem are 

now a major 

impediment in 

the agriculture 

sector. There 

are only three agritech startups in 

Bangladesh 

compared 

with 450 

in India. 

Agritech, 

along with 

fintech, has 

huge growth 

potential,” 

she said.

PepsiCo Bangladesh Country 

Manager 

Debasish	
Deb said 

they started 

agricultural 

business–

including 

selling 

seeds, farm 

machinery and setting up a 

mini-tuber production in a tissue 

culture lab–in Bangladesh, by 

investment,” she added. 

She further said although about 

40 percent of the employed labour 

force is engaged in agriculture in 

Bangladesh, producers are getting 

lower price due to less access 

to the market amid a shortage 

of cooling, storing and logistics 

infrastructure facilities.

She urged the government 

to abolish the infrastructure 

constraints through public private 

partnership (PPP) arrangements. 

Wagner also pointed out that the 

USA and Bangladesh have an 

opportunity to work together in the 

biotechnology sector–which could 

ensure mutual interest and transfer 

of technology in Bangladesh.

SBK Tech Venture Founder and 

President Sonia	Bashir	Kabir 
identified the lack of skilled 

manpower as the main obstacle 

behind the development of 

Mehnaz	Ansari

Nuzhat	Anwar

Syed	Mohammad	Kamal

Debasish	Deb

FAMERS SWITCH TO HIGH-YIELDING

VARIETIES FOR HIGH PROFITS

High-yielding

aromatic ric
varieties produce

448-821kg of
rice per 0.33acre

BRRI has

so far

developed 8
fine and aromatic
varieties

Indigenous
varieties can

yield 187-299kg
per.33 acre

Farmers cultivate BR-34 the most

Locally-produced aromatic

rice sells at Tk80-120per kg in Dhaka

DINAJPUR LARGEST PRODUCER OF AROMATIC RIC

EXPORT OF AROMATIC RICE

Ispahani, Square, Pran and some other companies
export packaged aromatic rice to 136 countries

There is a good demand for fragrant rice in Europe,
America and middle East

Annual export of aromatic rice has exceeded
10,000 tonnes

Production
in Dinajpur

Production more than

double every five years

since 2011 

61,471 tonnes in 2011-12

140,323 tonnes 2015-16

140,323 tonnes 2015-16

Sonia	Bashir	Kabir
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Over centuries, Bangladesh 
has been created by deposition 
of sediments, produced in the 
upper catchment and carried 
downstream by the major rivers. In 
successive years, in the monsoon 
months during flood period, land 
got raised, became suitable for 
agricultural activities and for 
setting up of human settlements. 
One has to remember that a river 
carry water as well as sediment 
load. In the monsoon month, 
the discharge of water as well as 
sediment, through the network of 
rivers, is very high. In the other part 
of the year, termed as lean flow 
period, water discharge is low and 
hence sediment carrying capacity 
also becomes low; and, thus the 
sediment gets deposited. When 

Flood Management 
and Bangladesh

Professor Emeritus Ainun Nishat, PhD

the level of flow is 
high, and submerges 
adjacent low lying 
land, called flood 
plain, it is called 
flood. The level of 
flooding is not same 
every year. Therefore, 
we have, high flood, 
normal flood and 
low flood years. High 
flood may occur after 
several years but 
normal flood may be 
an annual event.

At this stage, it may 
be prudent to find a 
definition of flood. 
For me,” inundation 
+ damage = flood”. 
In English language, 
we have the two 

words ----- inundation and flood. 
But in Bangla, there is one word, 
called Bonnya, to explain both 
“inundation” and “flood”. In the 
rural areas the expected level of 
inundation is called “Borsha”. 
To manage Borsha, villagers set 
up their homestead on earthen 
mounds and go for crops that 
can tolerate inundation. So, in 
the monsoon months, the entire 
flood plainmay go under water 
which is a normal event for the 
villager. If the water level is so high 
that their homes go under water, 
they would call it flood. In recent 
years, types of crops grown have 
been changed ----- farmers opt for 
high yielding varieties that cannot 
tolerate any submergence and 
thus a damage function is added 

to Borsha to convert it to a flood 
event.  The cropping system and 
the agricultural practice in the 
country had evolved considering 
the flooding characteristics, and 
three major cropping periods for 
rice cultivation namely the “Aush” 
( grown in early monsoon period), 
the “Aman”(grown in monsoon 
period)and the “Boro” ( grown in 
the lean flow period) is recognized.

Now, let us examine the elements 
of my definition of flood. The 
main controlling factor is the word 
“Damage. Damage depends on 
timing, location, extent, duration 
and depth of water. In the rural 
area, normal inundation or normal 
flood does not result into any 
significant damage because, crops 
to be grow used to be selected 
on the basis of expected level 
of inundation. Aush and Amon 
varieties of rice and jute are 
the crops grown in this period. 
The variety of Aush and Amon 
that are grown are called deep 
water varieties. The length of 
the plant of these varieties was 
function of depth of the water. 
The plant would elongate itself 
with increasing the depth of water. 
Same is the behavior of jute plant. 
In recent years introduction of 
flood management infrastructure 
to prevent water moving on the 
flood plain, to make them suitable 
for high yielding varieties (HYV) 
of rice, the advantage of deep 
water varieties of rice have been 
lost, The HYVs cannot tolerate 
any inundation.Therefore, even 
in rural setting, any submergence 
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of land has converted inundation 
into flood. But in urban and peri-
urban situation is totally different. 
Towns and cities if inundated 
there is serious adverse impacts 
on lifestyle and livelihood. Road 
communication is disrupted; 
offices and factories may have 
been closed and therefore any 
inundation in cities and towns is 
equivalent to flood. And this type 
of flood can happen anytime of 
the year and damage would be 
same. On the other hand, in rural 
setting, flooding in pre monsoon or 
post autumn season can cause very 
high level of damage as there are 
harvesting period of “Boro” and 
“Amon” season respectively. 

Now, let us move on to, another 
aspect of our original definition 
of flood. Inundation may happen 
from over flowing of river bank in 
the monsoon month and we call it 
river flood. This is the major type 
of flood that may affect up to 60% 
of the central part of the country. 
Then, there is a type of flood 
which may happen in the month 
of April, May and June, in the 
foot hill regions where onrushing 
water, the level of which rises very 
rapidly, (and also falls sharply) 
have the flashy character and is 
called flash flood. Flash floods 
damage almost ready to harvest 
Boro crop, and results are in big 
impact from economic as well as 
food security points of view. But in 
the same area, the depth of water 
may be two or three times higher, a 
month or so later, we do not call it 
flood anymore because then is no 
damage function attached to higher 
water level.

The third type of flood is often 
termed as drainage congestion. 
In most of the urban areas of 
the country, capacity of natural 
drainage system enjoyed by the 
urbanites, has been lost. This is due 
to encroachment of the drainage 
canals, both horizontally and 
vertically. Such drainage congestion 
results in a huge economic loss and 

this type of inundation are definitely 
a category of flood where flood 
management principles may be 
applied. Drainage congestion may 
also happen in rural settings. Rural 
road network if not provided with 

bridges and culverts of adequate 
capacity may result in drainage 
congestion.

Fourth type of flood is often termed 
as tidal inundation. The land 
surface of the coastal belt may 
get inundated twice a day, from 
tidal action if not protected. In the 
monsoon month especially during 
full moon and new moon period, 
the water level may be more than 
few meters or more compared to 
normal tide level. In the coastal 
plains of Bangladesh, protective 
dikes prevent coastal flooding. 

But the areas thus protected may 
be inundated due to drainage 
congestion. Further the coastal 
protection dyke may fail due to 
poor maintenance works and 
result in their failure resulting in 

onrushing of saline water and 
causing high level of damage. 
Thus, the coastal plains are 
susceptible to tidal floods.

The fifth type of flooding results 
from storm surges when a cyclonic 
event, caused by a depression in 
the sea, produces tidal waves that 
may over-top the coastal protective 
dikes also called polders and 
inundate the coastal plains with 
saline water. Breaches of the polder 
sections are very common in the 
event of major cyclonic events.

CONTINUED FLOODING
DEVASTATES
AGRICULTRE

30 LAKH PEOPLE
in 20 districts

affected so far

13 VARIETIES OF CROPS
in 1.6 ha of land

damaged by

back-to back floods

Damaged

currently, a third flood is

inundating newer areas

11 VARIETIES of

crops in 14 districts

3.5 LAJH
farmers ware

affected

Argicultural ministry
estimates crop  loss

of TK 496cr

In Sunamganj,
fish growers have
faced losse of at

Least TK 30CR

THE FIRST FLOOD

THE SECOND RUSH OF FLOODS

26 DISTRICTS

Submerged
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Now let us talk about the 
management options. One of 
the best options is to have dams 
and reservoirs in the upper part 
of the catchment of the river that 
causes the river flood. All most 
all our rivers are trans-boundary 
in nature, with the upper part 
of the catchment, lying in the 
neighboring countries. The options 
of construction of dams and 
reservoirs have to be achieved in 
collaboration with upper riparian 
countries. Inside Bangladesh, 
dam on the Kornofuly River, 
successfully controls the flooding 
characteristics of the river. The 
monsoon flood is impounded in 
the Kaptai Lake and floods are 
controlled in the vulnerable lower 
reaches. Through a collaborative 
approach, if dams could be built 
in the upper part then Bangladesh 
could have been made flood 
free which will not be easily 
achieved. Therefore, the choice 
of Bangladesh is to stop overflow 
from the river through provision 
of embankment/dike/ levy/polder.
(In Bangladesh, the term polder 
is used when an area is encircled 
using an embankment or dike). 
This is technically easy solution and 
mostly favored in Bangladesh but 
the embankments and associated 
appurtenant structures need 
regular maintenance. Otherwise 
there could be breaches and 
that causes unwanted flooding 

in the area protected.Another 
disadvantage of embankment or 
polder is water logging or drainage 
congestion inside the polder. But 
this is a technical problem that 
can be solved easily. Presently 
in Bangladesh, through this 
technology is widely practiced, is 
not responsive to fish and aquatic 
life. Therefore, the environmentalist 
and ecologist are at logger head 
with officials responsible flood 
management through polders of 
embankments..

Forecasts and warning mechanism 
is also an option for flood 
management. In Bangladesh, 
for both floods and cyclones, 
formulation of forecast, are well 
advanced. Whereas we need to 
work is warning dissemination 

and alerting people in time so 
that damage can be minimized. 
Globally, flood plain zoning 
and flood insurance mechanism 
are two major options for flood 
management. Flood insurance is 
a risk transfer mechanism. This 
mechanism works on fixation 
of premium based on level of 
vulnerability. Unless payment of 
premium is supported by somebody 
and support the poor farmers, its 
use in future remains uncertain.
Flood plain zoning is effective if 
the topography consists of lands 
at various levels. But in a low lying 
flat deltaic country like Bangladesh, 
its use may be limited. Still in my 
view, these options should be taken 
up by the government. The basis 
of my argument is the flood of 
2020, all the char lands of Tista 
and Jamuna, were inundated or 
the level of water in the river was 
definitely in an expected level. In 
a land hungry country, the shear 
pressure of population, forces 
them to live in the flood risk prone 
area and the local community 
are aware of it and thus have 
their own adaptive mechanism to 
face a river flood. A combination 
of flood forecasting system and 
flood plain zoning coupled with 

evacuation mechanism and shelter 

management system could be 

seriously pursued.Two other options 

for flood management practiced 

elsewhere is flood retention 

and flood bypass. The natural 

MONETARY POLICY

STATEMENT 2020-21

FIVE CHALLENGES TO ATTAIN GOALS

OVERVIEW

Repo rate
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4.75% from 5.25%

4% from 4.75%

8.6% in FY 20

Inflation projected
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Covid-19 pandemic
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coronavirus pandemic
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price bubbles in near future
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of the banking industry
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Private investment grew

Gross national savings rose to 30.11% from29.5%
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Agriculture saw a decline
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depression such as Haors, Baors 
and Beels are natural storage units. 
They have been silted up and also 
encroached upon. If these natural 
depression could be effectively 
used as flood retention basins and 
the intensity of damage could be 
controlled. The potential of flood 
bypass is not much. There are few-
flood bypasses constructed many 
years earlier could be rejuvenated. 
Another technical option is 
improvement of conveyance 
capacity of our rivers. Dredging 
or de-silting is the technical 
option for this. But one has to 
remember, rivers carry huge volume 
of sediment as a part of natural 
process. Sedimentation process 
that reduces the conveyance of 
the river network is also a natural 
process. Therefore, improvement 
of conveyance capacity of the 
river network must be coupled 
with sediment load management. 
Towards this, river training is an 
essential element of sediment 

management. Due to lack of 
management most of our rivers, 
have lost conveyance capacity and 
have huge funds are being spent 
on mechanical dredging without 
any durable solution. Effective 
watershed management and 
extensive afforestation may reduce 
sediment load in downstream 
reaches. 

As a concluding remark, let me 
state that in coming days, due 
to global warning phenomena, 
intensity and frequency of river 
flood as well as flash flood is 
likely to increase. Ten to fifteen 
percent additional rainfall in 
Assam may cause havoc in 
Bangladesh unless the flood 
management infrastructure are 
urgently redesigned or upgraded.
Short duration heavy intensity 
rainfall are likely to increase and 
therefore drainagecongestion 
type of problem both in rural and 
urban setting may increase in near 

future. Intensity and frequency of 
storm surges are likely to increase 
resulting in more storm surges. 
In Bangladesh, land use pattern 
as well as cropping pattern is 
changing. Flood protection with 
dikes and polders are also very 
extensive but their management is 
inadequate in terms of repair and 
maintenance. Also their planning 
is non-responsive to environmental 
concerns. Short term forecast 
with lead time of 3 to 5 days are 
reasonably accurate. But the lead 
time must be enhanced to support 
agriculture sector where longer 
term forecast would be essential.

..................................................

The author of this article is a 
Professor Emeritus of the BRAC 
University, a leading university in 
private sector in Bangladesh, also 
former Vice Chancellor of this 
university, a professor of the BUET 
and country representative of the 
International Union for Conservation 
of Nature and Natural Resources 
(IUCN).
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When the Group of Twenty 
industrialized and emerging market 
economies (G-20) finance ministers 
and central bank governors last met 
in April, the world was in the midst 
of the Great Lockdown forced by the 
outbreak of Covid-19. As they meet 
virtually this week, many countries 
are gradually reopening, even as the 
pandemic remains with us. Clearly, 
we have entered a new phase of the 
crisis—one that will require further 
policy agility and action to secure a 
durable and shared recovery.

Last month, the IMF reported a 
worsened economic outlook and 
projected global growth to contract 
by 4.9 percent this year. Some better 
news is that global economic activity, 
which posted an unprecedented 
decline earlier this year, has started 
to gradually strengthen. A partial 
recovery is expected to continue in 
2021. The exceptional action taken 
by many countries, including the 
G-20—through fiscal measures of 
about US$11 trillion and massive 
central bank liquidity injections—put 
a floor under the global economy. 
This extraordinary effort should not 
be underestimated.

But we are not out of the woods 
yet. A second major global wave 
of the disease could lead to further 
disruptions in economic activity. 
Other risks include stretched asset 
valuations, volatile commodity 
prices, rising protectionism, and 

IMF Feels Further 
Action Needed For a 
Resilient Recovery

political instability.On the positive 
side, medical breakthroughs on 
vaccines and treatments could lift 
confidence and economic activity. 
These alternative scenarios highlight 
that uncertainty remains exceptionally 
high.

Many countries will be deeply 
affected by the economic scars 
of this crisis. Severe labor market 

dislocations are a major concern. 
In some countries, more jobs were 
lost in March and April than were 
created since the end of the global 
financial crisis. School closings also 
impacted people’s—in particular 

women’s—ability to participate in 
the labor market. Though fortunately 
some jobs have since been regained, 
the employed share of the working-
age population stands much lower 
than in early 2020. Moreover, the 
full extent of the impact on the labor 
market is likely much higher as many 
employed people are facing reduced 
hours.

Bankruptcies also are becoming 
more common as firms exhaust their 
cash buffers.

And human capital is at risk: the 
education of over a billion learners 

An uncertain Outlook
Medical breakthroughs could accelerate recovery. Asecond wave of 
the virus could cause more disruption (index; 2019 GDP level= 100)
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across 162 countries has been 
disrupted, for example.

The bottom line is that the pandemic 
is likely to increase poverty and 
inequality, further painfully exposing 
weaknesses in health systems, the 
precariousness of work, and the 

challenging prospects for the young 
of accessing opportunities they 
desperately need.

For a more inclusive and resilient 

recovery, we need further action 

in two key spheres: (1) domestic 

policies and (2) collective efforts.

1. Domestic Policies: 

Sustaining Targeted 

Lifelines

Countries are at different 

stages of the pandemic, so their 

responses will differ as well. 

As the IMF has emphasized, 

emerging market and developing 

countries will be the hardest hit 

by this crisis—they face bigger 

challenges and steeper trade-offs 

than the advanced economies—

and they will need more support 

for longer. That said, there 

are several domestic policy 

imperatives that apply broadly.

Protect People and 
Workers. 

Across the world, countries have 
ramped up economic lifelines to 

individuals and workers. These safety 
nets must be maintained as needed 
and, in some cases, expanded: 
from paid sick leave for low-income 
families, to access to health care and 
unemployment insurance, to broader 
cash and in-kind transfers for those 
in the informal sector—with digital 
mechanisms often best for delivery. 
Encouragingly, countries with higher 
inequality have devoted larger shares 
of support to households, including 
vulnerable groups.

At the same time, many jobs lost 
will never come back with the crisis 
triggering long-lasting changes in 
spending patterns. So workers must 
continue to be supported, including 
through reskilling, to help them move 
away from shrinking sectors and 
toward expanding ones.

Support Firms. 

People and workers are also 
supported when lifelines are 
extended to viable businesses. 

Across the G-20, more firms have 
been supported through relief from 
taxes or social security contributions, 
grants, and interest rate subsidies. 
A significant portion was directed 
to small and medium enterprises 
(SMEs)—especially important 
since SMEs are a major engine of 
employment. Without such support, 
staff analysis suggests that SME 
bankruptcies could triple from an 
average of 4 percent before the 
pandemic to 12 percent in 2020, 
threatening to add to unemployment 
and harm bank balance sheets.

Increasing bankruptcies will leave 
governments with difficult choices 
on whether and how to support 
firms. Sound analysis of liquidity 
and solvency prospects of firms can 
help guide these choices. Liquidity 
provision might be enough for 
industries where revenue losses are 
temporary, for example, while equity 
injections may be needed for some 
insolvent firms that are essential for 
fighting the pandemic or on which 
many lives and livelihoods depend.

The fiscal costs of this support are 
substantial and rising debt levels 
are a serious concern. At this stage 
in the crisis, however, the costs of 
premature withdrawal are greater 
than continued support where it is 
needed. Of course, measures must 
be targeted and budgets assessed 
with an eye to cost-effectiveness—
and to medium-term debt 
sustainability.

Preserve Financial Stability. 

Job losses, bankruptcies, and 
industry restructuring could pose 
significant challenges for the 
financial sector—including credit 
losses to financial institutions and 
investors. Regulation and supervision 
should support the flexible use of 
existing capital and liquidity buffers 
in line with international standards—
which in turn would facilitate the 
continued provision of credit to 
viable businesses. Monetary policy 
should remain accommodative 

Employment dropped in many economies in some countries, more jobs were lost in
March and April than created since the end of the Global Financial Crisis. (percent of
working-age population)
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where output gaps are significant 
and inflation is below target, as is the 
case in many countries during this 
crisis.

An important domestic priority 
for policymakers is to ensure that 
money markets, foreign exchange 
markets, and securities markets can 
function effectively. Coordination 
across central banks and appropriate 
support from international financial 
institutions will also continue to be 
essential in that regard.

2. Collective Efforts: 
Capturing Opportunities for 
a Better Future

Indeed, international cooperation is 
vital to minimize the duration of the 
crisis and ensure a resilient recovery. 
Areas where collective action is key 
include:

•	 Guaranteeing adequate health 
supplies: through cooperation 
on the production, purchase, 
and fair distribution of effective 
therapeutics and vaccines, 
including across borders.

•	 Avoiding further ruptures in the 
global trade system: countries 
should do their best to keep 
global supply chains open, 
accelerate efforts to reform 
the World Trade Organization, 
and seek a comprehensive 
agreement on digital taxation.

•	 Ensuring that developing 
countries can finance 
critical spending needs and 
meet debt sustainability 
challenges: continued 
progress on the G-20 Debt 
Service Suspension Initiative is 
especially important.

•	 Strengthening the global 
financial safety net: including 

consideration of further 
extensions to swap lines and 
enhanced use of the IMF›s 
special drawing rights (SDRs).

The IMF, for its part, has responded 
to this crisis in an unprecedented 
way—including emergency financing 
for 72 countries in three months. 
With the support of our 189 member 
nations, we aim to do even more in 

this next critical phase.

We can take inspiration from the 
great Lebanese poet, Khalil Gibran, 
who once said: “To understand the 
heart and mind of a person, look not 
at what he has already achieved, but 
at what he aspires to.”

 I believe that despite the pain and 
suffering that the pandemic has 
caused, we can aspire to transform 
our world. We have a once-in-a-
century shot at building forward 
better: a world that is fairer and 
more equitable; greener and more 

sustainable; smarter and, above all, 
more resilient.

To seize this opportunity and 
achieve greater resilience, action is 
needed to: (1) invest in people—in 
education, health, social protection, 
and in preventing the sharp increase 
in inequality this crisis could produce; 
(2) support low-carbon and climate-
resilient growth, including through 

smart allocation of public spending; 
and (3) take advantage of the 
digital transformation, whether 
through greater use of e-government 
platforms to enhance efficiency and 
transparency while cutting red tape, 
e-learning, or remote work.

G-20 policymakers—and all of us 
working together—must seize the 
opportunity to make this future a 
reality.

......................................................

Source of the article is from IMF blog.

Economic Lifelines Some economies with high income inequality have
focused their support on households. (index; unless otherwise noted)
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After independence in 1971, all 
the banks were nationalized. It 
is interesting to note that India 
nationalized banks during 1969- 
70. Bangladesh and Pakistan 
simultaneously followed in 1972. 
At that time, there was strong 
public demand in favour of 
nationalization. During the 50s and 
60s, all the banks were owned by 
rich families. These banks operated 
and mobilized deposits in East 
Pakistan, and invested largely in 
West Pakistan. Bangladesh was 
vocal against 21 rich families. 
Against this backdrop demand for 
nationalization of banks gained 
ground.

Banking 
Environment In 
Bangladesh

Khondkar Ibrahim Khaled

Paid-up capital of 
each bank was fixed 
between Tk. 1 crore 
and 3 crores. Banks 
were practically 
empty. Investments 
were in West Pakistan. 
Hence deposits 
remained unsecured. 
Non- Bengali officers 
dominated and they 
all left for Pakistan on 
independence. Only 
bank premises, mostly 
on rent, remained in 
Bangladesh.

New Government 
of Bangladesh was 
unable to pay even 
the little amount 
of capital. Bengali 
bankers adopted 

unique system of capital building, 
which remained as an example for 
all time to come.

Each bank sanctioned a loan to the 
government equal to its proposed 
paid-up capital. Government 
instructed banks to utilize their 
respective loans as their paid-up 
capital. These loans were gradually 
recovered out of profit of each 
bank.

Nationalized banks quickly spread 
branches in rural areas and created 
new service for rural banking. 
Extending credit for agriculture by 
commercial banks was prohibited 
during pre-independence time. On 

independence, agro-credit was 
declared as priority service. Banks 
had to learn norms and techniques 
for agro-credit. Initially, it involved 
only crop-finance. Gradually it 
extended to include fishery, poultry 
and cattle raising. Banks did a 
great job in developing rural 
sector finances and consequent 
development.

After 1975, corruption crept in. 
Banks faced large scale public 
criticism for corruption, fraud, 
forgery and gross negligence 
in customer service. Lack of 
good governance was evident. 
Many people considered it as a 
conspiracy to create grounds for 
privatization. Pubali Bank and 
Uttara bank were de-nationalized 
and new private sector banks 
were established. Gradually 
private banks gained ground and 
flourished.

Private Banks concentrated their 
operations mainly in city and urban 
areas. They were reluctant to go for 
agro-finance in particular and rural 
finance in general. Government-
owned banks remained dominant 
in rural banking. This scenario did 
not change much even today. 

Let us observe the present day 
scenario in the banking arena. 
At present, 60 banks operate 
in Bangladesh. This is an 
uncomfortable scenario. Because, 
the present financial position does 
not demand so many banks, and 
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new banks find it difficult to sustain 
against uneven competition from 
old and strong banks. Moreover, 
many private banks were issued 
licenses on political consideration. 
A political person is not necessarily 
a good professional. Hence, these 
banks lack professionalism. Instead, 
biased political considerations 
erode financial strength of the 
banks endangering safety of public 
deposits. Government view is 
however different. It argues that 
new banks have been allowed for 
unbanked areas. This is not factual. 
Because new 

Banks generally do not operate 
in unbanked areas. They are 
concentrated in the city and urban 
area. Owners of some banks are 
corrupt. They go out of the way to 
swindle public money. Some of the 
smaller banks are facing critical 
positions because of corruption of 
chairman and directors. Former 
‘Farmers Bank’ is an example. This 
bank was given license on political 
consideration. Its chairman was 
a minister and a member of the 
national parliament (M.P) of the 
ruling party. Some directors also 
belong to the ruling party. It has 
to change its name to earn the 
confidence of people. New name 
is the Padma Bank. The bank is not 
yet normal. Once Basic Bank was 
one of the best banks with less than 
1.5% classified loan. A chairman 
was appointed by the government 
on political consideration. He 
changed the Managing Director 
to appoint a man of his choice. 
Then looting started. Classified 
loans reached almost 80%. 
Neither Bangladesh Bank nor the 
government took any action. The 
chairman completed his office 
term and is freely moving. He has 
not been asked by any authority 
to explain his position. Suspicion 
arises about involvement of very 
important persons in this swindling 
game.

Question arises about the position 
of Bangladesh Bank, the central 

bank of the country. Bangladesh 
Bank Act and Bank Company 
Act provide 
absolute 
authority to 
Bangladesh 
Bank. Sec.7 
of Bangladesh 
Bank allowed 
the government 
to consult 
Bangladesh 
Bank only on 
very important 
matters of 
public interest. 
Sec.7 was 
abolished 
in 2004, 
restraining the 
government 
to advise 
Bangladesh 
Bank. Instead, 
ace-iodinating 
committee was 
designed to 
deal with matters of mutual interest. 
Law remained in books. In practice, 
government started dictating terms 
on even petty matters. Bangladesh 
Bank has become subservient 
to government dictations. Co-
ordination committee is defunct. Let 
us review a few glaring examples. 
Government changed the Bank 
Company Act allowing four family 
members to sit on a bank’s board. 
Previously law allowed only two 
family members. New law protects 
family interest against public 
interest. Later on, Bangladesh 
Bank was advised by the Ministry 
of Finance to unclassify sticky 
loans of even bad borrowers by 
accepting only 2% down payment. 
Similar unprofessional decisions 
were accepted by Bangladesh 
Bank, under instructions of the 
government. While law delegates 
authority to Bangladesh Bank, 
the central bank has practically 
surrendered to the Ministry of 
Finance. Bangladesh Bank has little 
control over the banks. This is one 
major reason for bad governance in 
banks. 

A comparison between government 
owned banks and private banks 

reveals that the percentage of bad 
loans in government banks is much 
more than that of private banks. 
This indicates poor governance in 
government banks. Employment 
position indicates that the number 
of employees per branch is much 
higher than that in private banks. 
Employees per volume of business 
is also more in government banks. 
Corruption and irregularities 
in government banks, are also 
much more in comparison to 
those in private banks. All these 
factors signify poor governance in 
government banks. Government 
bank’s Board of Directors consists 
of mainly government officials. 
Board is appointed by the 
ministry of finance. Board is fully 
empowered and is accountable to 
the government. But the Board’s 
accountability is hardly established. 
Board and executives are unable to 
restrain political interference. 

Private Banks do not have such 
constraints. But some corrupt 
owners are responsible for 
swindling public money. Vast 

BANKS’ BUSINESS COLLAPSE
AMID COVID-19 PANDEMIC

Overdue in credit card
bills rises 50%

Banks’ operating profit
fo drop by
Tk10,000cr
in 2020 due to
9% lending
rate cap

No CSR and donation too Some banks have decided
to cut staff salaries

No hiring and
replacement in 2020

Earnings from frees
on LCs fall
35%-40%
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majority of owners are good and 
non-interfering. Hence most of the 
private banks are well managed. 
But a few private banks are the 
worst examples of corruption and 
mismanagement. This could have 
been averted by a strong central 
bank, which is absent at present 
in Bangladesh. Bringing 
back sound banking 
practices for improving 
the health of banks largely 
depends on reforming 
Bangladesh Bank as a 
strong, autonomous and 
capable central bank. This 
does not require new laws. 
Present laws are good 
enough and adequate. 
But the Laws are recorded 
only in books. Law is 
not practiced. Strong 
forces within and outside 
the government stand 
in the way of obeying 
law. Hence onus lies 
with the government. 
The government and its 
political forces must stop 
advising the central bank. 
Towards this end, the 
Banking Division within the 
Ministry of Finance should 
be abolished to stop 
parallel administration. 
Simultaneously, the 
government must stop 
interfering with the 
operation of Bangladesh 
Bank, which should 

be manned by trained and 
skilled personnel, capable of 
avoiding outside interference 
and maintaining professional 
independence. All these require 
political commitment of highest 
order.

..................................................

The writer is a former Deputy 
Governor of the Bangladesh Bank, 
former chairman of the Bangladesh 
Krishi Bank and former chair 
professor of the Bangladesh Institute 
of Bank Management (BIBM).

BIGGEST BANK SCAMS IN 10 YEARS

BASIC BANK TK4,500CR CRESCENT GROUP TK3,443CR FARMERS BANK TK160CR

BISMILLAH GROUP TK1200CR

FROM 4 BANKS

FROM JANATA BANK

HALL MARK GROUP TK4,357CR
FROM SONALI BANK

ACC in 2015 filed 56 cases

ACC in 2019 filed 4 cases, no

charge-sheet submitted yet

Charge-sheet submitted in

April 2019, trial yet to begin

Key accused Mahbubul Haque

Chisty in jail

Chisty accused in 12 more

cases, no charge-sheet yet

BANKS LOSE, GOVT FILLS IN

TK17,521cr to help
state-owned banks overcome

capital shortfall

TK1500CR kept aside for
recapitalisation in FY20

ACC in 2014 filed a case

Imprisoned Group Chairman

MA kader, his brother

Abdul Aziz obtained bail in

4 cases on Feb 25

ACC in 2012 filed 11 cases

submitted charge sheets in
ACC in 2013 filed 12 cases

Between 2010 and 2019,

government pumped inOnly one verdict

delivered in 2018

Solaiman and Nowrin

are absconding

Court is hearing depositions in

4 of the remaining 11 cases

submitted charge sheets 

in 20152013, charges framed in

2015 and 2016

Trial in 2 cases at final stage,

proceeding in 9 cases slow

Group Magaging Director

Tanvir Mahmud, his wife and

group Chairman

Jasmine Islam in jail

ACC detained 34 of the

accused but all

released on bail

Not a single probe

completed in 5 years

against 120 people
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Bangladesh has the reputation of 

having limited success with attracting 

Foreign Direct Investment.  This is a 

misunderstanding of the role the FDI 

has played. This article reviews some 

of the history of FDI in Bangladesh 

and draws some conclusions from 

this history.  We then examine the 

accelerated efforts to bring more 

foreign investment to Bangladesh 

in 2020.  Finally, we reflect on the 

experience we have gained on these 

issues from the viewpoint of investors.

Is FDI good for 
a developing 
economy?

There are three 
arguments for the 
benefits of FDI:

The volume of 
investment increases 
using saving from 
sources outside the 
country.  In a closed 
economy the amount 
of investment is 
determined by the 
willingness of the 
nation to save.  The 
availability of FDI 
enables investment 
to be financed 
by foreign savers 
accelerating growth 
beyond what the 

domestic saving will support.  In 
Bangladesh the best examples of 
this are the investments in the gas 
fields and power stations.  These 
investments, starting in the 1990s, 
required large amounts of capital 
that was provided by the foreign 
private companies involved.  Another 
example, discussed below, is the 
foreign financing of the inputs into 
the garment sector.  For Bangladesh 
a target of 2-3% of GDP means 
gross FDI of $6-10 billion.  Private 
investment is currently above 22% 

of GDP with gross FDI loss than 1%.  
So 2% means on increase of private 
saving investment almost 10%. 

The FDI brings new technologies and 
creates opportunities for supporting 
enterprises that would not be present 
without the foreign investment.  
Without such foreign investment 
the domestic entrepreneurs would 
not be able to produce the product 
on a competitive basis.  Industrial 
knowledge has many components: 
choice of machines; processes 
and procedures for quality control; 
for exports marketing knowledge.  
Modern manufacturing is a complex 
undertaking and knowledge rests 
with experience.  This is what FDI can 
bring.  The great example of this is 
the RMG industry.  

Training of workers and 
management: The training effect 
enabled local entrepreneurs to build 
new factories replicating the basic 
production technology introduced 
by the FDI investors.  There are 
two examples of this:  First, in the 
RMG sector the Korean company 
Youngone trained numerous people 
in technical and commercial 
procedures who left Youngone 
employments to start their own 
companies or to work with local 
companies. Youngone runs its large 
operations largely with Bangladeshi 
middle and upper management 

Foreign Direct 
Investment in 
Bangladesh

 Forrest Cookson, PhD
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so that over the course 40 years 
the industry is full of officers who 
began or spent part of their career 
at Youngone.  Our second example, 
and less well known is in the banking 
sector.  ANZ Grindleys and Standard 
Charter trained many bankers 
who spent years in international 
assignments outside of Bangladesh 
and learned banking from a 
different, modern viewpoint.  A group 
of 15-20 of these men returned to 
Bangladesh and have run many of 
the private banks that have driven the 
economic success of the past thirty 
years. The efficiency of the banking 
sector over the past 20 years has 
resulted from these men.  We can 
conclude that the technology and 
training in the banking sector, and 
the RMG sector were absolutely 
essentially to Bangladesh’s success. 

1. A little history:

Contrary to popular opinion FDI 
has played a very important role in 
the development of Bangladesh.  
We discuss five sectors: gas, 
power, telecommunications, 
pharmaceuticals, RMG.  These 
five little stories are enlightening 
and also sad.  These stories begin 
around 1990 when the military 
regime of Ershad was driven out of 
power and a new start was made 
to get the economy moving.  There 
was uniform agreement that this 
new start was dependent on the 
private sector and the two men who 
were to guide the economy for the 
next fifteen years, Mr. Shah A.M.S. 
Kibria and Mr. M. Saifur Rahman, 
both believed this.  The Awami 
League was explicit in moving away 
from its prior socialist approach 
to organizing the economy [The 
government owns the heavy industry, 
infrastructure companies, and 
financial institutions.].  There was a 
great deal of excitement that foreign 
direct investment would support 
this newdevelopment path.  The 
American Chamber of Commerce 
and its predecessor organization, 
the American Bangladesh Economic 
Forum were very active in this period 

in attempting to attract and support 
foreign direct investment.    In each 
of these five sectors AmCham played 
a major role.

Natural Gas:  Geological studies 
indicated that there were substantial 
natural gas 
resources in 
Bangladesh.  It 
was clear that 
Petrobangla 
did not have 
the experience 
and capital to 
exploit these 
resources and 
the Government 
introduced the 
key investment 
vehicle of the 
Production 
Sharing Contract 
[PSC] to attract 
investors.  Under 
this arrangement 
the Government 
would receive a 
proportion of the 
gas produced, 
free of cost, and 
would purchase 
the rest at an 
agreed price.  
Initially, with the 
advice of the 
World Bank, 
four companies were awarded such 
PSC agreements.  We concentrate 
on two of these contracts, one with 
Occidental and one with Cairn.  
Negotiations on the PSCs went on 
and on.  The first BNP government 
was unable to reach an agreement.  
After the AL came to power in 1996 
contract agreements were reached.  
Sheikh Hasina directing her, 
Secretary M. A. Alamgir, overcame 
the reluctance of the bureaucrats 
and rather rapidly gas was provided.  
The United States Ambassador at the 
time, the Honorable David Merrill, 
is the source of this statement.  The 
terms of these contracts were such 
that this was about the cheapest 
natural gas anywhere in Asia.  For 
years these two contracts provided 

Bangladesh with plenty of low cost 
gas.  During the years of bountiful 
gas large RMG and other major 
companies were able to purchase 
gas to generate electricity for their 
plants at a much lower cost than 

they could obtain from the various 
Government power companies.  
Ultimately Unocal took over from 
Occidental and carried out major 
exploration and drilling programs 
enabling a large increase in the 
gas supplied to the Bangladesh 
economy.  The other contract with 
Cairn was eventually expanded 
to include investments from Shell 
and Halliburton.  This project was 
ultimately closed down after many 
years of success. There are many 
stories about this closure but the 
ultimate version is that exploration 
failed to find reasonably sized 
additional gas fields.  Perhaps there 
was room for further exploration but 
the risks and costs were assessed 
by Cairn as too high within the 
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compensation terms of the PSC.  
Petrobangla was unwilling to make 
changes in the PSC.  The Occidental 
project ultimately was taken over 
by Chevron when that company 
purchased Unocal.

Subsequent bidding rounds for 
natural gas produced no good 
contracts.  In the end Bangladesh 
has one foreign investor able to 
provide cheap natural gas.  The 
exploration of other potential gas 
resources has made little progress. 

The execution of these contracts was 
not without its difficulties.  We will 
give our ideas of the lessons one can 
learn.  

(1) The Bangladesh Government 
organizations responsible 
for dealing with the foreign 
companies did not have the 
necessary depth of technical 
and business knowledge.  This 
is not unexpected.  However 
the companies contributed to a 
fund for the Government to use 
for training.  Unfortunately this 
fund was not used appropriately 
and little useful training was 
achieved.   Petrobangla failed 
to develop the accountants, 
business managers, field 
engineers, and lawyers to deal 
with PSCs and the large oil 
companies.

(2) The government seems to not 
want any further development 
of gas fields on land or 

shallow water apparently 
believing that they can do this 
themselves.  Petrobangla did 
not want the existing foreign 
companies to become larger.  
The unwillingness to allow 
higher prices for gas from new 
discoveries and the decision 
to restrict foreign investment 
to deep water has proven 
disastrous.   No further gas 
fields have developed.  Some 
officials say there is no more 
gas.  However of private 
companies of good reputation 
are willing to explore with 
their own resources, why 
not?  Gas is in short supply, 
hampering the development 

of manufacturing.  Instead 
Bangladesh is importing LNG 
at prices that are multiples of 
what Enron charges.  The cost 
of gas is going up along with 
electricity.    In our opinion the 
bureaucrats have subverted the 
free market approachdirected 
by their political masters.

(3) A good example of this arose 
when Chevron decided to 
sell its Bangladesh company 
to someone else.  The 
Government should have 
dealt with this as follows: 
Chevron can advertise and ask 
for bids. Petrobangla would 
announce its right to review 
these bids to insure that the 
buyer was acceptable and 
that financial arrangements 

met with Bangladesh law. 
But the free market principle 
means that Chevron should 
be able to sell its rights to an 
acceptable alternate company.  
If Petrobangla had taken over 
the Chevron fields the costs 
would rise and output decline.  
Disaster was avoided as oil 
prices rose and Chevron no 
longer felt the pressure to sell 
assets.  But it could happen 
again.  Petrobangla should 
be prepared to manage the 
Production Sharing Contracts 
in a modern way, following the 
principles that the Government 
has laid down.   

(4) Our final point deals with 
prospects.  Petrobangla 
has concentrated on off-
shore contracts.  Despite 
years of efforts nothing has 
been accomplished.  In our 
view the evidence points to 
continuing prospects for on 
shore fields.  Three steps can 
be undertaken:  (1) Select 
an experienced international 
consultant to advise on a new 
on shore production sharing 
contract.  (2) Have another 
bidding round that covers 
most of the country using this 
revised PSC.  (3) Negotiate with 
Chevron for an adjusted PSC 
for additional exploration and 
production.  We are confident 
that Chevron will find significant 
new gas resources in its area 
of operation.  We also believe 
other on shore resources will 
be identified and successfully 
developed.  But this is 2020, 
not 1996 and prices of staff 
and equipment have increased.  
The terms of a 1996 PSC are 
obviously inappropriate for 
2020. 

(a)  Electrical power:  Foreign 
Direct Investment in the 
power sector is another 
contentious issue.  The 
Power Development Board 
has never shown much 

In FY2019-20, total goods export was USD33.67 billion which is 25.99% less than export
target and 16.93% less than FY2018-19.

Export declined in  March, April, May and Hune of 2020 by 18.3%, 82.9%, 61.6% and 2.5%
respectively. 

In  March - June of  FY 2019 - 20, export to USA and EU decreased by 40.15% and 44.93%
respectively.

Import during July-May of FY 2019-20  fell by 10.81% and stood at USD 49.98 billion against
USD56.03 billion of July-May, FY2018-19.

Trade balance recorded a larger deficit of  USD16.07 billion during July -May, FY 2019-20 as
compared to USD14.98 billion in July - May FY 2018-19 

Large sacle  order cancellation and  deferment of  export order have  created challenge for
sustainability for export oriented sectors-especially RMG and leather & footwear.

Cross-border Trade Perspective of Bangladesh
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interest in foreign direct in-
vestment in this sector.  PDB 
has long operated under 
the delusion that they have 
the capacity to contract for 
and operate large power 
plants.  However, encour-
aged by the World Bank 
and ADB two bids were 
offered for gas fired power 
plants of around 350MWs.  
There were large plants 
and required investment 
of about $700 million; 
of which perhaps $210 
million was required as 
equity, while the rest could 
be borrowed internationally.  
The private company win-
ning the project would have 
to arrange the international 
borrowing as well as pro-
viding the equity.  No pri-
vate Bangladesh company 
had the financial strength 
to bid for such projects so 
international companies 
would be required handle 
this project.  

(b)  Bidding took place with 
a lot of competition from 
European, Japanese and 
American companies.  An 
American company AES 
won both bids with very 
competitive prices.  Indeed 
this was essentially the 
lowest cost electricity in 
South Asia.  Every bidder 
was associated with one 
or more very important 
Bangladeshis and all losers 
cried foul.   The Enron ana-
lyst working on Bangladesh 
argued to one of us that 
the AES price was impossi-
ble.  The World Bank and 
ADB declared the bidding 
was properly conducted 
and the outcome was as 
announced.  The Govern-
ment was trying to figure 
out what to do.  Back in the 
USA the Chairman of AES 
was playing golf regularly 
with President Clinton.  So 
the US Government made 

its view clear, the winner is 
the winner.

(c)  What happened?  AES went 
to work, built the plants 
on schedule and started 
delivering electricity.  This 
was high quality electric-
ity with stable frequency 
and voltage and it is 
cheap.  PDE can sell this 
for a higher price than they 
purchased it.  Suddenly the 
power position changed.  
Bangladesh has no more 
power outages from failure 
to generate electricity.  Ev-
ery enterprise in the private 

sector is better off.  Every 
household with electricity is 
better off.  More and more 
households could obtain 
electricity. 

(d)  One might have expected 
that PDB would realize 
that this was how to supply 
cheap electricity.  After a lot 
of foot dragging another 
International bid was issued 
for a plant of similar size as 
the two AES plants.  Offers 
were evaluated with close 
attention by the World 
Bank, that planned to 
assist in the necessary loan 
financing.  Bangladesh is 
growing rapidly and needs 
more electricity.  The winner 
is a joint venture of GE 
and Summit.  The World 
Bank adds their chop of 

approval, all bidding rules 
followed.  When the project 
reaches the Prime Minis-
ter’s office for approval 
there is dismay.  The head 
of Summit is the brother 
of a senior Awami League 
member. The PM refuses 
to approve the bidding 
and calls for a rebid.  The 
World Bank says “do what 
you want but if you do not 
approve this project which 
was properly bid count us 
out.”  No project followed. 

(e)  The successful IPP model, 
that Hasina had approved 

overruling all kinds of ob-
jections from within the PDB 
and AL, was abandoned.  
The World Bank and ADB 
backed off.  It took a de-
cade to repair the damage 
and build enough generat-
ing capacity to relieve the 
outages.  The international 
financial agencies that were 
ready to provide or assist 
in providing financing for 
the power sector were no 
longer interested. 

(f)  The point is clear, an FDI 
based model was success-
ful in providing the needed 
power.  Continuation of 
this model was rejected 
and Bangladesh had 10 
years of a power shortage 
holding up economic de-
velopment.  Large compa-

In FY2019-20, total goods export was USD33.67 billion which is 25.99% less than export
target and 16.93% less than FY2018-19.

Export declined in  March, April, May and Hune of 2020 by 18.3%, 82.9%, 61.6% and 2.5%
respectively. 

In  March - June of  FY 2019 - 20, export to USA and EU decreased by 40.15% and 44.93%
respectively.

Import during July-May of FY 2019-20  fell by 10.81% and stood at USD 49.98 billion against
USD56.03 billion of July-May, FY2018-19.

Trade balance recorded a larger deficit of  USD16.07 billion during July -May, FY 2019-20 as
compared to USD14.98 billion in July - May FY 2018-19 

Large sacle  order cancellation and  deferment of  export order have  created challenge for
sustainability for export oriented sectors-especially RMG and leather & footwear.

Cross-border Trade Perspective of Bangladesh
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nies purchased the gas and 
made their own electricity; 
small enterprises just suf-
fered.

(a)  But the FDI approach 
was successful.  We think 
that the model was aban-
doned not because FDI 
was unwelcome, but due 
to domestic politics.  Later 
efforts to use the IPP model 
[Independent Power Project] 
were implemented with a 

few large power plants and 
many smaller ones.  

(g)  The two original IPP proj-
ects built and operated by 
AES were eventually sold 
and resold to other foreign 
companies.   But this was 
an FDI project that was 
very successful and gave a 
needed boost to the econ-
omy.  It is also an example 
of how difficult major FDI 
projects can be.  

(h)  AmCham can take pride 
in its role in both the gas 
and power projects of the 
1990s that provided the 
boost in energy supply 
enabling economic growth 
to accelerate. 

(i)  Telecommunications:  
Readers who are old 
enough will remember 
the telephone situation 
in the early 1990s.  One 
remembers the anguish 
and difficult it took to make 

telephone calls.  The land 
line system was terrible 
and expensive.  Apart from 
personal calls, business 
calls were difficult with 
low connection rates and 
often poor quality sound.  
A mobile phone company 
was established with the 
American company Mo-
torola.  Pacific Telephones 
was owned by one of the 
leaders of the BNP.  The 

business strategy was to ex-
ploit the monopoly position 
with high prices, the correct 
strategy for maximum profit 
if one has a monopoly.  
Professor Yunus founder 
of Grameen Bank and 
designer of micro-credit, 
had conceived the idea of 
a network of mobile phones 
in every village that would 
provide a way for families 
to speak with those abroad 
working in the Middle East.  
In addition information on 
agricultural prices could 
be determined and limit 
the under pricing of buyers 
coming to the village.  The 
village was cut off from 
information, a few mobile 
telephones would do a 
great deal to reduce this 
information desert.  

(j) Grameen Bank had a good 
relationship with NORAD, 
the aid agency of the 
Norwegian Government.  A 

joint venture was eventually 
formed between Telenor, 
the telephone company 
in Norway and Grameen 
Telecoms, a local company 
established under Grameen 
Bank auspices.  The AL 
Government wanted more 
competition in the mobile 
phone sector and grant-
ed a license to this joint 
venture, Grameen Phone.  
Subsequently more licenses 
were issued and ultimately 
through sale and mergers 
there are two additional 
companies, Banglalink and 
Robi.  Pacific Telephone 
faded away as it had an 
obsolete technology.  The 
Government started its 
own mobile phone com-
pany Teletalk but this never 
amounted to much.  The 
land line systems were too 
small and never managed 
to find a place.  Telenor 
had ambitious for exceed-
ing Professor Yunus’s vision.  
Instead of a scheme for few 
hundred thousand village 
phones Telenor wanted to a 
network of tens of millions. 

(k) These foreign investment in 
this sector provided a good 
quality telephone system 
to Bangladesh that literally 
changed everyone’s life.  
No one can imagine living 
without a mobile phone.  

(l) This success arose from a 
series of unique situations.  
The officers of Telenor were 
trying to build up a large 
international company, 
after all Norway has a 
population of only 5.4 mil-
lion. Telenor saw a market 
of 150 million as a real 
challenge.  I do not think 
that the Bangladesh Gov-
ernment saw the solution 
to the telephone problem 
in Pacific telephone and 
Grameen Phone.  But like 
a miracle introducing ad-
ditional licenses ended up 

Major Export And Import Sector State Due To Covid-19
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with the very good outcome 
that we have today.  

(m) The management of this 
mobile phone network 
has had recent danger-
ous developments.  The 
regulator, BTRC, shifted its 
objective of oversight of the 
development of a better 
quality telephone system 
and improving the internet 
quality to trying to obtain 
as much money in fees and 
taxes from the telephone 
companies as it could.  
The perception developed 
that the mobile companies 
were very wealthy and were 
not paying enough to the 
Government.   This has 
led to serious disputes in 
the industry not yet really 
resolved but put aside due 
to the Covid-19 epidem-
ic.  As a resultadditional 
investment in the mobile 
phone industry will be slow 
in coming.

(n) The major lesson that 
can be draw here is the 
problem that arises when 
there are serious con-
flicts between the foreign 
investor and the regulator 
which appear suddenly and 
without warning.  Existen-
tial warnings do little good 
except to discourage further 
investment and leave little 
interest in cooperation.  
Some argue other inves-
tors are waiting to come 
in.  How can one be sure 
that BTRC will not change 
direction? 

(o) Pharmaceuticals: FDI in the 
pharmaceutical sector goes 
way back to when Bangla-
desh was East Pakistan and 
companies like Pfizer were 
established in Pakistan to 
provide for the local mar-
ket.  Manufacturing was 
limited in the early years.  
Over time these invest-
ments prospered through 
in the growing demand 

for medicines and other 
pharmaceutical products. 
New local companies were 
established and drew heav-
ily on the staff of the foreign 
investors companies.  
Other foreign compa-
nies sold their business to 
Bangladeshi entrepreneurs 
that they found acceptable 
continue the established 
quality standards The FDI 
provided the foundation for 
the excellent contemporary 
industry.  

(p) RMG:  The success of the 
RMG sector is well known.  
Many factors contributed to 
the success of the emer-
gence of this sector:  The 
international quotas led 
several Korean compa-
nies to establish a base in 
Bangladesh as export of 
garments produced within 
Korea were limited by 
quotas.  These companies 
brought with them knowl-
edge of the industry and 
contacts with European 
and American buyers.  The 
development of the system 
of bonded warehouses 
enabled RMG factories to 
avoid paying import duties 
and taxes on imported raw 
materials.  The develop-
ment of back to back L/C 
systems enabled manu-
facturers to defer payment 
for imported raw materials 
until exports shipped.  The 
quite generous issuance 
of quotas by the US Trade 
Representative enabled the 
industry to grow steadily. 
A very important condition 
that enabled the industry 
to develop arose as the 
Bangladesh Government 
never took this sector very 
seriously and did not visu-
alize that this was the sector 
that would lead the industri-
alization of Bangladesh.  As 
a consequence no attempt 
was made to regulate the 

industry.  We have already 
mentioned the technology 
transfer and training impact 
of the original foreign 
investors in RMG.  But 
there was another foreign 
investment in the sector that 
is rarely mentioned.  This 
is the financing of the back 
to back L/Cs.  Usually we 

think of FDI as the financ-
ing of capital machinery or 
the salaries of managers 
and technicians brought in 
to run the factories.  The 
RMG sector is unusual 
in that it has a very large 
amount of working capital 
needed for raw materials 
requiring foreign exchange 
to purchase.  Bangladesh 
did not have the foreign 
exchange resources to fi-
nance this working capital; 
the back to back LCs meant 
that foreigners were paying 
for these imports and then 
being paid by the Bangla-
desh manufacturer only on 
shipment of the garments 
to the foreign buyer.  When 
RMG exports were $10 
billion the imported raw 
materials were $7.5 billion 
and this was used in a 
production cycle about four 
months so $2.5 billion of 
foreign capital was needed 
for the industry’s raw mate-
rials.   As time passed this 
became less important as 
backward linkage industries 

Bangladesh’ exports to and imports
from the US over the decade (in$b)

SOURCE: US EMBASSY IN DHAKA, US CENSUS AND EPB
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grew up and as Bangladesh 
Bank established the export 
financing facility.  Never-
theless this hidden FDI was 
critical for the RMG sector 
in the 1990s. 

(q) We would argue that 
the enhanced growth of 
Bangladesh rests on the 
success of the RMG sectors, 
which in turn rested on the 
Korean investors. 

The lessons we draw from these 
five little histories are;

a. FDI has been extremely 
important for Bangladesh 

particularly in the 1990s.  

b. There has been a tendency to 
abandon a successful model 
as happened with the Produc-
tion Sharing Contract and the 
IPPs.

c. Major FDI emerged in unex-
pected ways.  There is little 
systematic policy relevant to 
what happened. 

d. The excellent efforts of BIDA 
to reduce the cost of doing 
business and to move towards 
a “one stop shop” have little 
to do with the history of the 

above five cases.

e. Major FDI projects will be suc-
cessful when the Government 
decides it wants the private 
sector to carry out the project 
or perhaps a public-private 
partnership.

f. In each of these five cases 
competition was of vital im-
portance.  FDI dried up when 
competition was suppressed. 

2. The accelerated program 
to attract FDI: 

 In the past three years the 

Government has taken many actions 
to attract more FDI.  Strengthening 
the management of FDI by creating 
BIDA to replace the Board of 
investment was an important step 
to bring fresh attention to issues 
that have plagued the attraction of 
FDI.  The appointment of a powerful 
Adviser to the Prime Minister,Mr. 
Salman F. Rahman,to ramrod the 
programs has given much greater 
relevance to the efforts of attracting 
FDI.

There are a few truths about FDI that 
should be understood.

a. Attitudes towards FDI in the 
minds of the bureaucracy are 
quite negative.  This arises from 
a fear of surrendering control.  
Businessmen in general are 
perceived as inferior.  This 
reflects a centuries long view 
in all Asian countries that 
perceive a ladder of quality.  
The businessman is a lesser 
creature that could not master 
the examinations and climb 
whatever steps to achieve merit 
the society establishes.  The 
foreign investor is inferior in two 
ways—he is a foreigner and 
he is a business person.  The 
bureaucrat working on foreign 
investors wants to do his job 
well requiring that the efforts 
to increase FDI succeed, but 
be is burdened with this belief 
in his superiority.  This attitude 
is immediately sensed by the 
foreign investor.  Bangladesh is 
no different than India, China, 
and Japan. 

b. The Bangladesh businessman 
is usually uneasy if not directly 
opposed to foreign investors.  
The key argument is that the 
foreign investor represents 
unfair competition.  The 
garment business covers a vast 
array of products some quite 
complicated.  The Bangladesh 
entrepreneurs in the RMG 
sector believe that the foreign 
investor is unnecessary and 
have tried to limit investment by 
foreigners in the sector. There 
is much discussion of Chinese 
investment in the RMG sector; 
but we believe the Bangladesh 
industry wants the orders, not 
Chinese firms establishing their 
presence here.

c. It is useful to divide potential 
FDI into three groups:  
Infrastructure investment; 
exporting industries; and 
enterprises focused on the 
domestic market.  The most 
successful examples of FDI fall 
in the infrastructure category.  
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Opposition to such investors 
rests in the bureaucrats who are 
concerned with losing control 
and prefer state enterprises 
even when their performance 
is inferior.  Is Chevron too 
powerful?  There is no reason 
for state enterprises in the 
electricity and natural gas 
sectors; greater use of foreign 
investors would improve 
the performance, increase 
Bangladesh employment, and 
result in greater taxes for the 
Government.  Opportunities 
exist not only in the generation 
of electricity but in the 
transmission systems and 
the distribution systems both 
of which would benefit from 
increased investment and 
improved management.  Money 
might come from donors but 
management skills will not 
emerge from the civil service.  
This is why FDI is superior, the 
development banks do not 
know how to manage gas and 
oil projects. 

Encouraging foreign investment for 
export industries is a priority of the 
Government.  The difficulties with 
developing export industries are as 
follows:

1. How to allow imports 
of raw materials without 
paying duties.  We do not 
prescribe solutions here but 
point out this is a critical 
problem and no general 
solution is in hand.  One 
reason this is so difficult 
is due to the split market 
problem: Many industries 
want to sell to the  domestic 
market as well as the export 
market, resulting in major 
problems to handle taxes 
on imported raw materials 
used for the domestic mar-
ket.  There are theoretical 
solutions to this problem 
through Economic Zones 
but limited experience.  
Bonded warehouses work 

for some industries but not 
for all. 

2. The exchange rate: The 
main reason that foreign 
companies may want to 
produce in Bangladesh is 
the low cost of labor.  But 
ultimately for the export 
industry where low cost 
labor may reduce the 

production cost 20%, if the 
exchange rate is overval-
ued the industry will not be 
competitive.  South Asia 
was notorious for maintain-
ing overvalued currencies 
resulting in limited exports 
and a constant struggle for 

foreign exchange handed 
over by the donors.  This 
folly kept India, Pakistan 
and then Bangladesh poor.  
Limited foreign exchange 
results in complex rules 
that encourage corruption, 
discourage foreign invest-
ment, and resulted in weak 
economic growth.  In Ban-

gladesh export growth was 
quite rapid for sometime; 
but in addition the volume 
of remittances increased 
sharply causing the Taka 
to be strong.  The RMG 
sector survived this due to 
the quota system but the 
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overvalued exchange rate 
blocked the diversification 
of exports. As time passed 
export growth slowed but 
the inflow of remittances 
kept the Taka strong and 
blocked new exports from 
developing.  The prospec-
tive investor studies the 
profitability of investing in 
Bangladesh and said no.  
The most important reason 
for the poor outcome of the 
investment study was the 
exchange rate.  

3. The availability of land was 
another key issue.  The 
Government fully recogniz-
es this and has the problem 
more or less solved.  But 
when one is discussing land 
there is a deep suspicion by 
many foreign investors of 
what might happen based 
on the actions taken by the 
land authorities with respect 
to land purchased by Youn-
gone for which clear title 
was never provided.  Poten-
tial foreign investors worry 
about this case.  Large 
investors will avoid Bangla-
desh if they need large land 
areas due to the above 
mentioned occurrence.   

There is one approach that might 
work. The present team working 
on FDI could make a success of 
this approach.  One selects an 
industry or two and then looks at 
the products and the manufacturer 
and goes to one foreign companies 
with a deal.  For example if one 
comes to know that Sony is going to 
construct a new factory for one of its 
Play Stations, then one approaches 
Sony at the highest level and 
discusses what they want to place 
this investment in Bangladesh.  One 
insists that over time Sony use parts 
made domestically so that local 
manufacturers can go into business 
to supply the Sony factory.  This 
would be an export factory requiring 
a lot of land but the authorities 
would work that out.  This targeted 
approach can be made to work; 

it is not a sure thing but it the only 
way to attract major investments 
in sectors that will generate many 
small suppliers.  Another place to 
work is in upscale 
White Goods 
such as dish 
washers, large 
refrigerators, 
complex 
programmed 
cloths washers, 
etc.Items that 
have a very 
limited market in 
Bangladesh but 
provide a step 
towards industrial 
development.     

Rather than wait 
for the investor 
to come one 
reverses this 
and identifies 
companies 
considering 
investment and tries to persuadethat 
should work in Bangladesh. 

Foreign investment for the 
domestic market:

During Pakistan times most foreign 
investment took this form.  A sector 
was given a lot of protection and 
could charge high prices.   But 
markets were limited in size and 
investment small.

Bangladesh investors will believe, 
correctly that they can do most of 
these projects and provide goods 
and services at lower prices.  
Sometimes the name of the foreign 
investor makes a difference so hotels 
will make modest investments relying 
on domestic investors for the large 
construction costs.  Investments for 
the domestic market are increasingly 
profitable as the size of the market 
increases so that Honda can invest 
to make motorcycles for the domestic 
market.  But for a wide range of 
products Bangladeshi businessmen 
can provide for these markets.  
Automobiles are the most obvious 

of these markets but the domestic 
market is still small and exports are 
not feasible until a domestic market 
is established.  In this example the 

Government must control the market 
for the first few years until a second 
producer can be profitable.  If 
automobiles can be exported then 
there is a chance to build a much 
large market.  But with 170 million 
people and rapid echoic growth the 
domestic market will absorb all that 
can be produced.    

Critical Issues:

We suggest then that more attention 
is needed to a handful of critical 
issues:

• Allow infrastructure investments 
to be made by the private 
sector with reasonable levels 
of regulation.  This will attract 
large amounts of FDI.  State 
owned enterprises have not 
been successful in the key 
infrastructure sectors, let FDI 
provide these services.

• Major export investments will 
not come without reasonable 
expectations of profitability 
and current management of 
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the exchange rate suggests 
there will be little success.  
For success in attracting FDI 
for export the exchange rate 
management is a key aspect of 
profitability. 

• Searching for a key large 
investment that will generate 
small suppliers is an excellent 
approach if it can be made to 
work.  A sharply focused search 
for potential major investors 
hasbeen missing from past 
efforts.

• The large number of 
improvements in the 
management of FDI applicants 
being made will we believe help 
but are not the critical factors in 
the mind of the foreign investor. 

• Insuring that there is labor force 
available to do the work.  We 
discuss this in detail in the next 
section.

• Existing investors are the 
advertisement for potential 
investors. 

3. What do investors 
really care about and what 
can be done to smooth the 
way? 

In this section we discuss some of 
the issues facing investors who are 
in Bangladesh already.  The best 
advertisement for Bangladesh is 
the reports and attitudes of existing 
investors.  

(a) Labor issues:  In early 
work on FDI carried out by 
one of us mangers in FDI 
companies were scathing in 
their attitude towards labor 
unions and labor leaders.  
Many foreign investors 
reported that labor leaders 
were focused on using their 
power for their personal 
economic welfare and not 
working for the benefit of 
the workers.   However, 

foreign companies were 
compelled to follow the 
orders of their head offices 
and allow labor unions 
to be established.   In the 
1990s this was a disas-
trous way to manage labor 
problems.  One way that 
this has been handled is to 
sub-contract many aspects 
of the operation passing 
compliance with labor laws 
to the sub-contractor; but 
this results in a sense of two 
type of workers and does 
not encourage labor peace.  
There is no easy solution to 
the labor problem.

 Despite the illusions of the 
western governments labor 
unions do not work well 
in Bangladesh.Western 
government have been 
intervening in labor affairs 
largely in the RMG sector.  
These conflicts take place 
largely outside of the EPZs 
where the foreign investors 
are located.  However, 
the western governments 
like to make a big thing of 
the EPZs as they believe 
there are no labor unions 
allowed there.  One foreign 
investor who allowed a 
union to be established 
found her company de-
stroyed by the behavior 
of the union leaders.  Of 
course worker conditions in 
the EPZs are much better 
than in the domestic tariff 
area, but that means noth-
ing to the labor agitators 
in Washington and Brus-
sels who have no concern 
for the workers welfare at 
all.  Meaningless concepts 
such as a “living wage” are 
tossed about as important 
policy objectives.  The 
consequences of trying to 
pay a “living wage” worked 
out by some EU or USTR 
bureaucrat is to reduce the 
number of jobs available.  
So some workers have 

no jobs and others take 
more than they contribute 
to the company they work 
for.  The RMG sector is 
competitive so the wage 
will adjust to the economic 
market wage.  Again for-
eign investors may have to 
bow to these “living wage” 
demands while domesti-
cally owned companies 
find ways to stick with the 
market wage.  

(b) Manpower:  A regular com-
plaint of foreign investors 
is the shortage of skilled 
manpower.  The foreign in-
vestors is anxious to reduce 
imported expensive labor 
replacing such persons 
with lower cost Bangladesh 
staff.  One important role 
for Government is to insure 
that the investor has an 
adequate supply of workers 
able to carry out the tasks 
of the production process.  
Recently in Thailand many 
Japanese investors reported 
that they wanted to expand 
their investments but could 
not find workers; this has 
held back the industrial 
development of Thailand.  
This is an area in which the 
teaching is divided into two 
levels:  First what should be 
learned in the classroom 
or student laboratory and 
second what is taught by 
the employer specific to the 
industry in the investors own 
factory.  For example in the 
sweater industry the knitting 
machines need to be pro-
grammed.  At the first level 
a person is needed with 
general programming skills 
at   reasonably high level; 
the second level would 
cover the specific machines 
being used in the factory 
and the rules for program-
ming them.  In helping 
investors with new technol-
ogies it is important that 
there be sufficient potential 
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employees. 

 There is often a belief 
expressed that there are 
sufficient well trained per-
sons.  That indeed might 
be true but such conclusion 
is reached only after a 
very careful review of the 
investors requirements Such 
a review is an important 
task for BIDA to undertake.   
The universities and tech-
nical colleges may not be 
providing the basic needed 
training. 

 Despite all the noise about 
availability of Bangladesh 
manpower, there are 
reported to be $3-5 billion 
paid to foreign workers 
from India, Sri Lanka and 
Pakistan.

(c) Stability of tax policy.  A 
regular complaint of 
foreign investors as well as 
Bangladesh businesses is 
the instability of tax policy 
with the frequent changes 
in the rules.  The potential 
foreign investor will work 
out the profitability of his 
investment with the existing 
tax regulations and rates.  If 
these are changed fre-
quently then is impossible 
to determine the profitability 
of an investment.  One has 
to treat domestic and for-
eign investors equally and 
for both the importance of 
stability is a critical factor.  

 NBR needs a tax policy unit 
tasked with advising the 
Board on tax policy taking 
into account the impact on 
revenues, stability of tax 
policy and the objectives of 
having a level playing field 
for investors to be able to 
estimate their tax liabilities.

(d) Implementation of tax 
regulations.  It is a constant 
complaint of foreign inves-
tors that the implementa-
tion of the tax regulations 
is inconsistent and raises 

many disagreements.  This 
arises from a lack of detail 
in the regulations sufficient 
for alternative interpreta-
tions to be held.  To some 
extent this is inevitable as 
issues are complicated.  But 
as decision are made by 
NBR these must be put into 
writing so that the range of 
potential disagreements is 
narrowed.  If the disagree-
ment is resolved by a Tax 
Tribunal then this conclu-
sion should be explicit in 
the regulations.

 Experience reveals that in 
many instances the assess-
ing officer at NBR under 
pressure to collect revenue 
makes an interpretation 
that is really inconsistent 
with the regulations leading 
to protracted disputes.  This 
drive for revenue regard-
less of the actual rules is a 
very dangerous approach 
to taxation.  Complaints 
of foreign investors largely 
are along those lines—“this 
is not what the regulations 
say.”

(e) Foreign Exchange Regula-
tions.  After World War II 
the British were very short 
of dollars and imposed on 
the Empire draconian laws 
governing foreign ex-
change.  These regulations 
did immense harm to the 
British economy as well as 
the Indian economy.  The 
fear of a shortage of dollars 
led to these ridiculous reg-
ulations that encouraged 
more criminal offenses than 
any other law on the books.  
Overtime Bangladesh has 
continued to employ as 
version of these regulations 
slowing down the econo-
my, discouraging foreign 
investment and promoting 
criminal activities every-
where. Despite the foreign 
exchange laws Bangladesh-
is elites move any funds 

they wish across over the 
border, almost always out-
bound.  The result is capital 
flight that would better be 
invested in Bangladesh.   
Interest rate controls, and 
over valued exchange rate 
and controls on capital 
flows out of the county all 
result in less investment and 
a lower return on capital.  

 Foreign investors find deal-
ing with Bangladesh Bank 
on foreign exchange issues 
an endless paper chase.  
Of course they will not ad-
mit this but our experience 
reflects their views from 
hundreds of conversations 
over the past thirty years.  
All over the world business-
es learn if they consider 
investing in Bangladesh 
that the foreign exchange 
regulations are a major 
negative consideration.  

 Some type of dispute reso-
lution system is needed that 
is really objective and is not 
part of Bangladesh Banks’s 
policy of hanging onto 
every dollar that appears.  
In fairness to Bangladesh 
Bank things are much 
better than in 1990.  But 
progress to reduce un-
needed controls has been 
very slow in the past few 
years harming the general 
economy as well as foreign 
investors.

 The truth that Bangladesh 
Bank does not want to 
hear is that nobody except 
the foreign investors pay 
attention to these rules.  
Bangladeshis happily move 
$1,000 or $1,000,000 as 
suits their needs.  The poor 
foreign investor is trying to 
follow the rules.  

 Western and Japanese 
foreign investors are not 
allowed to pay bribes.  Chi-
nese investors have no such 
laws against bribery and 
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corruption to obey.  The 
consequences are obvious. 

(f) Contract issues:  Foreign 
investors are required 
by their owners to follow 
the rules and laws of the 
country in which they 
operate.  To behave in 
such a why requires that 
the judicial system handle 
contract disputes fairly and 
quickly.  The World Bank 
has estimated that Bangla-
desh is one of the weakest 
countries in the world at 
enforcing contract dis-
putes.  We have repeatedly 
seen Bangladesh compa-
nies deliberately violating 
contract laws confident that 
the could get away with 
it.  Actually in numerous 
cases that we have come 
across the court is usually 
fair and follows the rules on 
contracts.  But appeals and 
delays turn simple matters 
into decade long disputes.  
This is no different from no 
contract law at all.  

Conclusions:

• Foreign Direct Investment has 
made a vital contributor to 
Bangladesh’s economic growth.  
Its contributions have declined 
in recent years.

• The largest FDI projects will 
come through infrastructure.  
This requires that the 
Government shift more 
infrastructure investment to 
the private sector and reduce 
the role of state enterprises.  
Alternatively one can use Public 
Private Partnerships, but so far 

this has made limited progress.  
Important areas are power 
distribution and distribution 
systems for which there is no 
reason for these to be State 
Enterprises.  it is the same with 
the natural gas pipelines and 
distribution systems.  

• FDI aimed at exporting can best 
be based on directed efforts for 
promising industries where a 
negotiated package of benefits 
can be worked out.  One hopes 
that Japanese, American, 
Korean and Chinese companies 
will shift plants manufacturing 
exports from China to 
Bangladesh.  We think that this 
will be a long wait but we hope 
we are wrong.  BIDA has a very 
limited marketing capability.  
Progress must rely on attracting 
investors who understand the 
realities of Bangladesh.

• There are certain areas where 
a carefully crafted policy is 
needed to develop FDI.  First 
is an automobile producer that 
would produce a range of cars 
and trucks for the domestic 
market for say ten years 
before serious competition 
was allowed.  This would likely 
develop to a market of one 
million cars per annum at the 
end of ten years.  This company 
may well be able to export to 
selected markets after building 
a reputation.  A second 
example is an air cargo airline 
combined with warehousing 
facilities for products for South 
and South East Asia.  An 
international logistics company 
such as FedEx might be 
attracted.  

• We have noted some well 
understood generic issues:  
Stability of policy related to 
foreign investment; a stable 
and reasonable tax regime.  
The authorities must recognize 
that western and Japanese 
investors will not pay bribes or 
engage in corrupt practices.  
Better foreign exchange 
regulations are needed that do 
not leave the foreign investor 
with the idea he has fallen 
into a rabbit hole from Alice in 
Wonderland.  Management of 
contact disputes that is timely 
and fair.   If one wants FDI to 
support exports then a better 
and more realistic exchange 
rate management system is 
needed. 

• These generic issue are the 
front line for BIDA.  This 
is where the action is for 
major foreign investors.  The 
authors have worked on these 
problems for 30 years.  We 
have had victories and defeats 
in our efforts through AmCham 
and otherwise to promote FDI.  
We believe there is immense 
potential from FDI that will 
bring major economic progress 
to Bangladesh.  We also think 
the current government team is 
the strongest that we have seen 
and have high hopes for an 
enhanced flow of investment, 
particularly if the directions 
that we have outlined in this 
paper are followed.

---------------------
The writer is an economist and a 
former President of AmCham in 
Bangladesh
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Like many emerging nations in the 
world, Bangladesh has suffered 
what the IMF has characterized as 
a ‘triple blow’, domestic slowdown 
in efforts to contain the spread of 
the Coronavirus, a drop in exports 
and a decline in remittances. While 
the government and institutions 
have been instrumental in mitigating 
this crisis, it is inevitable that the 
Private Sector will have to play 
a significant role in filling in the 
gaps in the current response. 
In accordance with USAID’s 
continuous commitment to develop 
and strengthen the private sector 
of Bangladesh, Inspira Advisory 
and Consulting Limited conducted 
a deep dive analysis of six sectors, 
1) Tourism, 2) Light engineering, 3) 
ICT & Outsourcing, 4) Automotive, 
5) Telecommunication and 6) 
Agribusiness under the study titled 
Private Sector Assessment: Exploring 
Markets and Opportunities. 
However, in the wake of Covid-19, 
shifting dynamics in the economy, 
livelihoods, and supply chains has 

Pandemic pushes 
Bangladesh with 
triple blow: USAID

significantly affected the six sectors. 
The goal of this assessment is to 
explore the negatives (and positives) 
of the effect of the Coronavirus 
outbreak on these six sectors. 

This assessment was based on how 
a few key parameters affected the 
selected sectors, and how USAID 
may partner with different private 
sector actors to mitigate the fallout 
of COVID19. The first parameter 
was the effect of Covid-19 on the 
macro-economic environment 
and the general business outlook 
of Bangladesh. The second 
parameter was the current situation 
of the selected six sub-sectors. 
The third parameter was how 
the recommendations suggested 
in PSA2 can be contextualized 
or modified keeping the effects 
of Covid-19 in mind. Lastly, 
critical considerations were made 
regarding the situation of the 
private sector, including women’s, 
and youth’s participation in the 
sectors analyzed. 

Major findings from the study 
revealed that the tourism sector 
needs an immediate and substantial 
stimulus as soon as the country 
eases movement restriction and 
finally comes out of the pandemic 
situation. As the tourism sector 
in Bangladesh, especially in 
Cox’s Bazar, comprises several 
thousand small and medium 
enterprises and entrepreneurs; 
they have been badly hit from the 
lockdown and general holidays in 
Bangladesh due to Covid-19. The 
light engineering sector is at risk 
from a massive livelihood-loss. 
However, there is a potential to 
bounce back following expected 
growth in forward markets such 
as agri-machineries, electronics, 
and small manufacturing. Similarly, 
ICT and outsourcing has seen a 
livelihood loss from freelancers and 
small BPO companies alike, but 
there is a potential for growth as 
the world moves towards a no-
contact economy which will only 
encourage more business process 

Curtsey by USAID Private 
Sector Assessment-2
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outsourcing. The automotive sector 
has seen its growth slowed down, 
and industry insiders anticipate 
the two-wheeler market to take 
at least 2-3 years to get back to 
pre COVID phase. With restricted 
movement during the lockdown 
and limited number of vehicles 
allowed in ridesharing platforms, 
vehicle sales have stagnated. In 
the telecommunications sector, the 
assessment revealed that major 
telecom players saw an increase 
in their average data per user per 
month but saw a decrease of the 
number of users. The sector is 
anticipating the current tax regime 
introduced in the budget FY 2020-
21 will make its services more 
expensive for consumers, which may 
negatively affect the sector. In the 
agri-business sector, the selected 
sub-sectors dry-fish, fish fillet, cold 
storage technology 9 up gradation, 
rice bran oil and cashew nut 
revealed a host of challenges mostly 
stemming from the collapse of the 
local and international supply chain 
following a decrease in demand. 

In terms of the recommendations, 
Inspira Advisory and Consulting 
Limited has reviewed the PSA2 
recommendations to include primary 
and secondary impacts of Covid-19. 
The assessment team analyzed 
international best practices, health 
and safety measures, the pulse of the 
private sector stakeholders in those 
analyzed six sectors and the potential 
for those sectors to bounce back. 
Quite several recommendations 
from the Private Sector Assessment: 
Exploring Markets and Opportunities 
(PSA2) were based on the industry’s 
need for standardization and skilled 
workforce. Keeping in line with 
post-COVID growth trajectory, 
those recommendations remain 
unchanged. 

The following section provides a 
brief overview of some of the key 
recommendations by subsector: 

Tourism: In pre Covid-19 scenario, 
Cox’s Bazar contributed more 
than two-third of the domestic 

tourism revenue however local 
communities had limited livelihood 
options with one-third of the 
population was living below the 
poverty line and fighting the 
additional economic vulnerabilities 
caused by the Rohingya influx. In 
Covid-19 scenario, these issues 
are intensified as tourism sector 

got the worst hit due to lack of 
mobility and tourists. Keeping 
these two contexts in mind, the 
study team has suggested creating 
an online version of previously 
suggested tourism business 
accelerator in an immediate time 
frame to provide online training 
to youth so that they can launch 
innovative online businesses and 
can build capacity on different 
managerial techniques.

The previous recommendation of 
PPP for heritage site management 
approach can be shifted to a long-
term time frame as the private sector 
is experiencing losses and is focused 
to invest its CSR in critical areas like 

Healthcare, WASH etc. 

The tourism sector is fragmented 
and not in a position to avail the 
Government stimulus. To survive 
the pandemic, the study team 
recommends that facilitation of the 
process of joint preparation of a 
whitepaper by the different industry 

associations 
under the 
tourism sector. 
Additionally, 
collaboration 
with Bangladesh 
Tourism Board 
to launch an 
integrated 
behavior change 
campaign is 
suggested to 
mitigate the 
possibility of a 
second wave of 
infection caused 
by gatherings 
in tourist spots 
during reopening 
of the economy. 

In addition, 
facilitation of 
capacity building 
of tourism 
entrepreneurs 
in line with 
future skill 
needs through 
collaboration 

between Tour Operators Association 
of Bangladesh (TOAB) and 
Facebook & Google’s regional 
market development teams is 
recommended to stay relevant 
during the post Covid-19 tourism 
sector spike through digital 
marketing and branding. 

Light Engineering: Launching 
of a supplier development 
program and connecting with 
large conglomerates operating in 
automotive, consumer electronics 
and agricultural machinery 
manufacturing verticals was 
previously recommended. The 
recommendation does not involve 
physical interaction and should 
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occur in a regular as well as 
Covid-19 scenario. Therefore, 
the recommendation is kept 
at an immediate time frame 
implementation timeline without any 
substantial change.

Skill grading system for non-
RMG workers through advocacy 
support is also unchanged however 
implementation timeline is shifted 
to a midterm implementation time 
frame as more focus on health 
safety is needed during Covid-19. 
Trying to attract vocational 
training institute graduates into 
becoming entrepreneurs in the Light 
Engineering sectors remains a viable 
prospect as post Covid-19 scenario 
will see a shrinking in traditional 
jobs for these graduates. 

ICT & Outsourcing: Due to 
major shifts in the global BPO 
industry following Covid-19, CXO/
CPO1 survey with large scale BPO 
service buyers is more imminent. 
Additionally, in a mid-term scenario, 
collaboration with the private 
sector association to prepare a 5G 
readiness strategy paper for the 
ICT companies to outline imminent 
digital transformation and changes 
in multi-sector service demand/
delivery landscape. However, 
Capacity development programs for 
TSPs2 (training service providers) 
around GoB  HiTech Parks and 
Private STPs can be shifted to a 
longer time-frame scenario.

 In addition, Inspira study predicts 
that after the pandemic, emerging 
sectors such as Education 
Technologies (EdTech), Health 
Technologies (Health-tech) and 
Financial Technologies (FinTech) will 
be a mainstay in our digital lives. In 
such a predicted future, partnership 
with BASIS (ICT sector association) 
can set up a Health-tech/Fintech/Ed-
tech Incubator which will allow the 
early stage startups in these domains 
to be investment and growth ready.

Automotive: To maintain 
safety protocol and social 
distancing due to Covid-19, 

the study team suggests that 
previously recommended capacity 
development program can be 
implemented through remote 
session in an immediate time 
frame by adding a Covid-19 safety 
training module. The immediate 
implementation of the program with 
additional safety training module is 
crucial as there is no alternative to 
public transportation system. 

Testing lab facilities to ensure 
standard certification process is 
moved to a mid to long term time 
frame as four-wheeler industry 
growth is predicted to remain low 
during and after Covid-19.

Telecommunications: Number 
of internet user has decreased 
due to Job loss of lowincome 
population, predicted increase 
in internet package cost and 
migration users. In this context, 
safe internet usage training which 
was previously recommended is 
been shifted to a 1 CPO: Chief 
Procurement Officer, CXO: 
C-level Executive Officer 2 TSP: 
Training Service Providers 24 
11 long-term implementation 
timeframe. Additionally, the 
module could be changed into 
Covid-19 related public safety 
awareness content to increase 
awareness and decrease the 
spread of misinformation.

The ongoing lockdown in Cox’s 

Bazar is impeding the fishing 

activities of deep-sea fishermen. 

In this context leveraging deep sea 

network capacity to ensure effective 

security of sea fishermen can be 

implemented in a long-time frame 

scenario as telecom operators will 

prioritize on the immediate need to 

address network disruptions caused 

by Cyclone Amphan and Covid-19. 

Deployment of IoT in agribusiness 
can also be shifted to a long-term 
time frame as both agribusiness and 
partner actors are emphasizing on 
the immediate needs to address the 
pandemic. 

Work from home and study from 
home has become a standard 
practice during Covid-19. However, 
a lot of employees and students 
alike have been facing challenges 
with quality internet connection and 
the cost of data. For this reason, 
Inspira team suggests a partnership 
with Telecom service providers to 
create cheaper data and device 
bundles for professionals and 
university students.

Cold Storage Technology 
Up gradation: Majority of the 
small-scale actors in this sector, 
in the current pandemic situation, 
shifted their primary focus towards 
protecting their livelihood. 
Since, most of the suggested 
recommendations in the Cold 
Storage Technology Upgradation 
section are non-essential in terms of 
business survival, these should be 
implemented in the midterm to long 
term time frame. 

Fish Fillet: The recommendations 
of PSA2 regarding fish fillet sub 
sector is based on a regular growth 
scenario. Fish fillet sub sector is 
predominantly export oriented 
and due to a decrease in exports, 
the sub sector is operating at 
a low activity level. Because of 
these reasons, all the previous 
recommendations have been shifted 
to a mid to long time frame. 

Dry Fish: Due to the decrease of 
sea bound fishing, the production 
has been reduced by a significant 
amount. In this context majority of 
the small-scale actors in this sector 
are currently focusing on protecting 
their livelihood. Since most of the 
recommendations are non-essential 
in terms of business survival, these 
should be implemented in the 
midterm to long term time frame. 

Additionally, Inspira study team 
suggests assisting low income 
people and small businesses to 
access the applicable stimulus 
packages as well as health safety 
kits during Covid-19. 



43

Rice Bran Oil: Much like fish 
fillet sub sector, rice bran oil 
exports have decreased by 80%. 
This has caused significant activity 
loss in this sub sector. Since the 
previous recommendations 12 
were formulated keeping a general 
growth scenario in mind, they study 
team suggested to move them in a 
mid to long term implementing time 
frame. 

Cashew Nut: Research on higher 
yield was previously proposed which 
is still relevant and is not strongly 
dependent on physical or frequent 
logistic transportation. However 
due to Covid-19 the study team is 
shifting the implementation timeline 
from immediate to midterm due to 
export dependency of the sector. 
Due to the previously mentioned 
reason FFS (Farmers Field School) 
is also shifted to a long-term time 
frame implementation scenario.

 Additionally, Inspira study team 
suggests a partnership with private 
sector conglomerates as well as 
initiating a capacity development 
program as Large private sector 
conglomerates are getting interested 
in cultivating and processing 
and The Ministry of Agriculture 
is interested in promoting and 
increasing the popularity of cashew 
nuts.

Cross Sectoral: The implications 
surrounding Covid-19 are far-
reaching and volatile, making 
long-term strategies harder to 
envision. To ensure evidence-based 
decision making, Inspira study 
team suggests partnering up with 
Industry Associations to create a 
stream of monthly tracking data on 
different indicators such as industry 
size, growth, revenue, sales volume 
and sales value, customer footfall 
etc. Platforms such as Mapped in 
Bangladesh is already charting the 

apparel sectors road to recovery 
with an interactive map and rapid 
series of surveys, and a similar 
approach is needed for the other 
nascent sectors.

As Bangladesh prepares to mitigate 
the Covid-19 fallout and plan for 
an economic recovery, prudent, 
inclusive and adaptable plans 
are required to prepare nascent 
and mature sectors alike for the 
changes in the post-pandemic 
world.

We attached the link for our valued 
readers who want to read the full 
report of the USAID PSA 2

https://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/
PA00WRT7.pdf & https://pdf.usaid.
gov/pdf_docs/PA00WRT8.pdf
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Bangladesh has a small land area 
of only 148,460 sq. km (land: 
130,170 sq. km; water: 18,290 sq. 
km); but with a huge population 
around 170 million with one of the 
highest population densities in the 
world (about 1,100 per sq. km.). 
The rural population comprises 
70% buturbanization is speeding. 
The country is the world’s worst 
and most innocent climate victim 
showing extreme climatic conditions 

Theory of Change: 
From Business to 
Care in Health of 
Bangladesh 

Professor Be-Nazir Ahmed

like cyclones, floods, 
draughts, landslides, 
etc. almost every year. 
Bangladesh owned 
a very rudimentary 
form of health system 
for 75 million people 
from its predecessor, 
Pakistan which was 
mainly urban based 
and with almost no 
health service based 
on medical science 
in over 80% of its 
rural population. 
The country had few 
Medical College 
Hospitals mostly 
providing secondary 
care and few district 
and sub-district 
(Mohkuma) hospitals 
providing primary 

health care. There were few 
public health programs including 
that for malaria and smallpox. 
Following independence, in its 
first 5-year plan, the country laid 
the foundation stone of extensive 
rural health services through 
establishment of multipurpose 
health complexes in over 300 block 
level administrative units known 
as Thana. Under the leadership 
of Bangabandhu Sheikh Mujibur 

Rahman following one of the 
four pillars of policy direction, 
socialism pro-people care based 
health system started to groom 
in both preventive and curative 
services with mostly free of cost 
care through a cadre of healthcare 
providers with medium quality 
having feelings for the people 
and serving over 80% people with 
need of healthcare. The preventive 
sector also started to take shape 
with emphasis on safer water, 
improved sanitation and prevention 
and control interventions for some 
communicable diseases through 
vaccination and intensified case 
management. The contribution 
of the private sector in science-
based health was negligible and 
the existing ones were not that 
much business oriented. Following 
killing of Mujib, abusiness-based 
health system starts to grow mainly 
for profit along with the state-
owned health care especially in 
the curative sector during the 70s 
and 80s of twentieth century. With 
the shift of the country politics 
towards capitalism, business in 
curative health service started 
to gain more importance over 
care, with planned undermining 
of the government health services 
and highlighting the importance 
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of private sector. People having 
money started to invest in private 
healthcare ranging from drug 
store, diagnostic centre, clinics 
and hospitals. Millions of people 
earning from abroad chose health 
as the best sector for investment. 
Others who earned through a 
grey area also found private 
health, the most profitable area. 
As almost all healthcare providers 
were serving in the government 
sectors, the whole private health 
depends upon the government 
healthcare providers, serving 
both the government and private 
sectors. To lure the government 
healthcare providers, the private 
hospitals started to satisfy them in 
the form of commission, and they 
started to provide more time and 
care for patients of private sectors, 
sometimes sharing government 
MSR and equipment with private 
sectors. During and following 
90s of the last century there were 
concerted and orchestrated efforts 
of flourishing the private health 
sectors through politicians, business 
magnets and the development 
partners transforming the curative 
health service from a care 
approach to business approach 
dragging over 80% of services 
from government to private sector. 
Now the curative health service of 
Bangladesh has been established 
as one of the best businesses in 
Bangladesh from rural to urban 
areas, from small clinics and 
diagnostic centers to the largest 
hospitals, diagnostic Moghuls and 
flourishing pharmaceutical industry.  

Paradoxes exist in health of 
Bangladesh; one of the best in 
preventive health and one of the 
worst in curative health, in one 
WHO standing Bangladesh ranked 
88 superseding neighbors India 
(112) and Pakistan (138). The 
country has achieved elimination 
of leprosy, maternal and neonatal 
tetanus, Visceral leishmaniasis 
(Kala-azar) and Lymphatic filariasis 
(almost) and significant reduction 
in STH (intestinal worms), malaria, 

pertussis, measles, diphtheria, 
cholera, rabies, IMR and MMR and 
has achieved 
eradication of 
small pox and 
polio along 
with other 
countries with 
significant 
increase in life 
expectancy 
(72 years). 
The country 
has several 
innovations 
and quiet 
revolution: 
ORS, HIS & 
eHealth, ‘Little 
Doctors’: 2.5 
million in 1.5 
million primary 
and secondary 
schools, 
serving 40 
million children 
& adolescent 
in 1.5 
lakhs school with twice yearly 
deworming and health checkup 
along with child to child health 
education. There have been 
transformations and critical issues 
in health including epidemiological 
transition: from communicable 
disease to non-communicable 
disease; sharp rise in deaths due 
to traffic accident, drowning, 
thunderstorm; public health threat 
of climate change; unprecedented 
outbreaks of  communicable 
diseases like chikungunya, dengue 
and recently facing the havoc of 
Covid19; financial issues: low 
government health expenditure, 
high OOP and catastrophic health 
expenses; service delivery issues: 
compromised quality,  inefficiency 
in management and corruption 
from ministry to DGHS,from all 
levels of hospital to field; inequity 
&incoordination;recent staggering 
MMR, low institutional delivery,  
unnecessary cesarean sections and 
avoidable maternal deaths  due 
to PPH, eclampsia and puerperal 
infection.

In general, mismanagement 
becoming the Frankenstein over 

decades in health has become the 
most important impediments for 
good curative health outcome in 
Bangladesh; this ‘Mismanagement 
Frankenstein’ has been devouring 
not only the government but 
private sector also. Inefficiency, 
ranging from the ministry down 
to the directorates and down to 
the lowest level hospital are now 
unable to tackle this Frankenstein; 
the bureaucrats from the entry 
point to the highest level have in 
general non-medical background 
and working experience of non-
health ministries have to deal 
with important policies and plans 
without proper training during 
their short duration in the health 
ministry with negative impact 
on all eight building blocks 
healthcare. The health managers 
in the directorate, district and 
sub-district level although have 
medical background are wrongly 
selected, not trained or properly 
supervised perform inefficiently all 
through their positions. This mix 
of inefficient ‘policy-planning and 

Covid - 19 positivity rate was 12.15% on September 11

- Lowest since 11.64% reported on May 9
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DAILY INFECTION RATE DECLINING

June July August September

22.91
25.23

21.87

17.46

12.15

31.91

Highest daily infection rate was 31.91% on August 3

If infection rate falls below 10%, it can be assumed
that the situation is imroving

If infection rate goes below 5%, it can be assumed
that the infection is under control
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implementation’ has been at the 
root of poor quality, irregularities, 
corruption and gross patient 
dissatisfaction, incremental 
OOPs and catastrophic health 
expenditure.
In recent 
times, 
corruption in 
healthcare 
especially 
in large 
procurement 
and 
construction 
has been the 
talk of the 
country. This 
has negative 
impact on 
the private 
healthcare 
also including 
poor quality, 
unnecessary 
tests, 
interventions 
and drugs 
with high 
unaffordable 
cost 
especially for 
the lowest 
quintile 
people. 

Along with healthcare service, 
quality in medical professional 
education has become a great 
concern both in graduate and 
diploma courses. Of over hundred 
medical colleges, those established 
in recent past in general lack 
in teaching staff grossly with 
inadequate physical and laboratory 
facilities. Most importantly, during 
graduation most of the medical 
students of many of the newly 
private medical colleges have rare 
chance of patient examination 
and practice of diagnosis and 
management. Also, admission of 
poorer quality students leads to 
poor understanding of the ever-
increasing complex medical science 
all through their education and 
professional lives. The quality of 

education of paramedical and 
nursing courses are even worser 
with thousands of private institutes 
with minimal or no facility at all 
for the technical courses. Due to 

poor quality of the undergraduate 
and diploma course, the quality 
of post graduate courses is also 
deteriorating, producing experts 
with huge deficiency.    

With all these odds in healthcare 
system, the solution may be the 
Theory of Change (ToC) from 
‘Business to Care’ in health service 
of Bangladesh ensuring universal 
health coverage for attaining 
sustainable development through 
a healthier nation. A national 
consensus must be attained 
at to transform health from a 
commodity to care, from private 
business to government owned 
care with the highest allocation of 
budget for health and free health 
services for at least 80% of the 

WASTING VALUABLE MEDICAL EQUIPMENT

Items Left unutilised

70, 000
PCR kits

ICU beds
3-function/5-function beds

PPE,
N-95 masks, gloves

Unused equipment may be damaged if not used

PMO asks for hospital list for their supply

Moving away from protection activities

250-bed covid hospital
in Mohakhali cancelled

Instead of
189, 100 PCR machines to be bought

Setting up medical centres at 26 land ports annulled

Ventilators

population. The high investment 
in health will be proved to be the 
best investment and have long 
term impact in promotion of health 
of the huge growing population 
and dreamed sustainable 
development. A separate health 
department must be established 
with skilled health professionals 
both in the ministry including 
the minister and secretaries and 
directorates. Without skilled 
dedicated health professionals 
in the policy and planning 
level gross inefficiency and the 
Frankenstein of mismanagement 
can not be overcome. During 
Covid19, long prevailing 
ice berg of mismanagement, 
inefficiency, corruption and 
national dissatisfaction have 
surfaced with development of an 
apparent overall attitude among 
political arena, civil society and 
policy makers for ToC in health 
that needs to be catered to a 
gross transformation of health to 
achieve universal health coverage 
from profit driven capitalist 
trend to a pro-people socialistic 
management. Bangladesh has 
been performing outstanding in 
preventive health including control 
and elimination of a dozen of 
serious health problems of much 
public health importance even 
over the mismanagement. Along 
with this trend of achievement, 
curative service has to be brought 
mostly under the government 
sector with substantial incremental 
budget allocation, leaving no 
one behind (LNOB), continued 
improvement of quality and 
efficiency and prevention of 
irregularities and corruption with 
the highest effort for value for 
money (VfM) and goalsetting for 
promotion of health.

------------------------------------------------------ 
The writer is an infectious disease 
specialist and former Director of 
Disease Control and Line Director, 
Communicable Disease Control of 
Bangladesh
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It could be asked, “What happened 
to the Armenian community in 
Dhaka?” People naturally left, 
either for better job prospects in 
other cities, or to migrate to other 
countries.

Martin and his family were the only 
active Armenians in Dhaka for many 
years. It is because of his selfless 
actions that the Armenian Church still 
stands today.  He was a lone voice, 
a man proud of his background and 
heritage, someone who voluntarily 
took on the responsibility of trying 
to preserve the church during some 
extremely difficult and challenging 
times in the 1980s and 1990s. The 
enormity of what he did will never 
be forgotten and it is something that 
the current church management 
are striving to uphold. With Martin’s 
legacy always in the back of their 
minds, the management committee 
are continually looking at ways of 
conserving, preserving and improving 
the church and surrounding areas.

Indeed, the community’s legacy is 
far from lost and the church is not 
adrift. There’s a strong structure 
with international support preserving 
and upholding the church and the 
community’s heritage.One of the 
Church’s most important projects is 
the Michael Martin Food Assistance 
Programme. They regularly provide 
food for around 400 local families. 
When the current situation regarding 
COVID has stabilised, they hope to 
increase the frequency and quantity 
of help they provide.

About five years back we on behalf 
of the NATco commenced an 

CSR CORNER 
NATco Supports Armenians 
revive their Roots in Dhaka

ambitious renovation and restoration 
programme. With the Bangladesh 
climate unforgiving towards historical 
structures, we regularly undertake 
large scale repairs and maintenance 
to the church. Only last year, we 
stripped out the entire interior, made 
well the areas of deterioration, 
and repainted. Two years ago, we 
undertook the sensitive restoration 
of the altar paintings in the church. 
To give our visitors an authentic 
experience within our church, 
we have also installed Armenian 

liturgy music that is played through 
a recently installed sound system, 
recreating part of our bygone era.

It is hoped that one day we will 
be able to obtain UNESCO 
heritage status on the Church; this 

is something that will be looked 
into and progressed by the church 
management with their patrons 
when the current world health crisis 
subsides.The Church is a heritage 
structure that has a very bright and 
secure future and we are all working 
towards keeping it very much in the 
forefront of Bangladesh history. 

All of these above activities are 
actively supported by the local NATco 
team with all their means & efforts. 
There is also a plan to set-up a 

medical centre offering necessary 
medical service to the needed people. 
The team of NATco is working with 
Armen to return back as much 
support possible to the community 
& uphold the legacy of Armenian 
contribution in the history of Dhaka.
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Like communities across the world, the 
Covid-19 global pandemic has had 
a significant impact on the lives and 
livelihoods of many people, including 
those that live around Chevron’s gas 
fields in Bangladesh. Recognizing the 
importance of standing by its fence line 
communities during this challenging 
time, Chevron’s Bangladesh 
companies have implemented a multi-
phase relief distribution effort. 

Chevron has distributed 5,500 relief 
packages (containing soap and 
essential grocery items like rice, lentils, 
cooking-oil, etc.) for families of three 
Unions under Nabiganj Upazila, 
located near the Bibiyana Gas Field. 
On one such occasion, among the 
notables that attended the ceremonial 

Chevron Distributes 
8,800 Relief Packs to 
Communities in Covid-19 
Response Effort

handover of the relief packs were 
Shahnewaz Milad Gazi, Member of 
Parliament for Nabiganj-Bahubal and 

Biswajit Kumar Paul, Upazila Nirbahi 
Officer, Nabiganj. 

Meanwhile, in Sylhet, 3,000 relief 
packs were distributed amongst 
families of two Wards near Jalalabad 
Gas Field. The official handover event 
was held at the offices of the Sylhet City 
Corporation, which was represented by 
Ariful Haq Chowdhury, Mayor and Dr. 
Zahidul Islam, Chief Medical Officer, 
among others. 

In Dhaka, 300 packs were distributed 
amongst underprivileged children of 
nine charity schools (“Kushum Koli” 
schools) run by the Social Welfare 
Committee of the Dhaka Ladies Club. 
Chevron’s Bangladesh Corporate 
Affairs Director, Ismail Chowdhury 
attended the Dhaka event, during 
which he handed over the bags to 
Fyzunnessa Muna, the Club’s Social 
Welfare Secretary.

(3,000 relief packages were distributed amongst families of two Wards under Sylhet City Corporation, located near 
Chevron’s Jalalabad Gas Field. Seen left to right at a handover event are Jongi Ferdous, Government Affairs & Social 
Investment Specialist, Chevron Bangladesh; Gazi Tajrin Afza, Security Coordinator, Jalalabad Gas Plant; Imam Hasan 
Akan, Field Corporate Affairs Manager, Chevron Bangladesh; Dr. Zahidul Islam, Chief Medical Officer, Sylhet City 
Corporation; Ariful Haque Chowdhury, Mayor, Sylhet City Corporation; Shahana Begum, Ward Councillor, Ward #s 
16-18, Sylhet City Corporation.)

Jalalabad,	Sylhet	event

(Pictured here on the right is Ismail Chowdhury, Chevron’s Bangladesh Corporate Affairs Director, who handed 
over the supplies at an event held at the Club premises. Also seen are Fyzunnessa Muna, Social Welfare Secre-
tary of Dhaka Ladies Club, and other key school officials.)
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Experience shows that the growth 
of any developing country like 
Bangladesh depends on effective 
and efficient utilization of its 
talent.

Bangladesh is very fortunate 
to have that demographic 
dividend today. Since 2011, 
the Bangladesh economy has 
slowly grown after a period of 
adjustment. After companies 
realize the Bangladesh 
economy is on an upswing, 
organizations have to extend 
the industrial chain ends 
toward intrinsic motivation. 
Meanwhile, with the 
growing diversity customer’s 
demand and the increasingly fierce 
market competition, technological 

HR Breakthrough to 
Excellence

Md. Musharrof Hossain

innovation in 
organizations has 
become a necessary 
enterprise. Research 
and development 
also has become an 
important weapon 
for business success. 
Therefore, successful 
enterprises must 
concentrate on two 
fronts. First, companies 
must closely track the 
latest technology at 
homeland and abroad 
and consider how to 
imitate it or use it.

Second, companies 
need to develop 
ground breaking 
technologies 
and enhance 

their capabilities to innovate 
independently. The growth 
process, internal management and 
organizational capacity play a central 

role in high-performance businesses 
in Bangladesh. Enterprises must 

continue to grow, achieve high-
performance and polish their core 
competitiveness. The human resource 
profession holds a critical role for 
companies as they move toward 
implementing innovative strategies. 
Innovative companies need people 
who are constantly thinking, who 
love innovation and the pursuit of 
novelty. Companies should embrace 
an organizational structure that 
allows teams to be highly innovative. 
They must create excellent product 
development and product launch 
processes, develop new products 
with unique features, and quickly 
promote their products to market. 
An innovative enterprise business 
strategy requires creative employees. 
Employees need to be given comfort, 
freedom and a relaxed working 
environment in order to innovate. 
Therefore, innovative organizational 
structure should be flexible and 
adaptable. A flat organizational 
structure is more suitable for such 
enterprises. Innovative enterprises 

adopt different strategies and 
business models than the traditional 
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ones. Innovative companies need 
innovative human resource (HR) 
strategies that are supported by the 
C-suite. These strategies must:

1. Include an innovative hiring 
process. Don’t implement strict 
control over the HR process. Instead, 
institute new models to create new 
jobs and find superior talent.

2. Focus on joint training of 
employees. Develop joint training 

programs through innovative 
mechanisms, in particular the 
establishment of joint training with 
line managers.

3. Focus on long-term incentives, 
team evaluation and rewards. 
Advocate and pay attention to 
internal motivation as a way of 
encouraging innovative teamwork. 
Focus on long-term business results 
and results-oriented team incentives 
while giving full recognition through 
incentives.

DO GOVT JOB AND
CHILD OUT!

GOVT OFFICIALS AT PRESENT

1st class
146,791

25% doing office since July General Holidays: aa

2nd class
117,761

Source: Statistics of civil officers and staff, Statistics and research cell,
reforms and research wing, Ministry of Public Administration

3rd class
826,517

4th class
251,234

Total
1,342,435

GOVT EMPLOYEER’
BENEFITS IN PANDEMIC

TK5-10 LAKH
in infected,
TK25-50 LAKH
if dies

3,608 officials
got Tk50,000
each for
car maintenance

5% increment
in yuly

Eid bonus on 
increased
basic oay

TK30 lakh
interest - free loan;
Tk75 lakh loan at 5%
interest to
buy plot, flat

123 OFFICIALS
promoted to joint
secretary rank

Promotion for
27th BCS officials
in the offing

4. Cultivate a breakthrough 
innovation culture. Culture is one 
of the genes engraved in the bones. 
Companies must emphasize the 
role of talent plays in their company 
culture. Encourage eclectic talent 
and provide opportunities for 
employees to participate in or be 
responsible for a project.

5. Focus on results-oriented 
performance and micro-innovation. 
Recognize and create incentives 
to create a comprehensive micro-
innovation culture. 

Businesses can improve by 

supporting employees’ knowledge 

and expertise, and by increasing 

the inter-disciplinary cooperation 

of employees on innovative teams. 

Cross-discipline innovation will pay 

off. Innovative micro-enterprises 

can establish a dedicated in-house 

system of information sharing and 

access channels. This will lead to 

gathering an extensive collection 

of customer needs and feedback. 

At the same time, micro-innovation 

allows for a “grassroots economy,” 

one in which front-line employees 

grasp market and customer needs, 

perhaps even more so than the 

managers. Micro-enterprises allow 

employees to explore innovation 

and stress the importance of 

knowledge. An innovative staff, 

given full discretion, can create their 

own culture of learning and growth. 

...................................................

Md. Musharrof Hossain is the Founder 

President of the Federation of Bangladesh 

Human Resource Organizations 

(FBHRO) and also  President of the Asia 

Pacific Federation of Human Resource 

Management (APFHRM).
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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.

AmCham Support for the 
Farmers during COVID – 19 
Pandemic :

 The American Chamber of 
Commerce in Bangladesh (AmCham) 
has inaugurated the initiative on July 
05, 2020 at 11.00am. Considering 

the safety measures amidst the 
ongoing spread of Covid-19 
pandemic, the program was 
arranged via video conferencing. 
Besides online, the event concurrently 
took place in the D.C office of 
Sirajganj where a number of farmers 
were present and received the grant 
during this difficult time.

Dr.	Muhammad	Abdur	Razzaque,	
M.P., Honorable Minister of 
Agriculture, Government of the 
People’s Republic of Bangladesh, 
attended the ceremony as “CHIEF 
GUEST” and formally inaugurated 
AmCham’s support for marginal 
farmers at Sirajgonj District. 
Professor	Dr.	Md.	Habibe	
Millat, Member of the Parliament, 
Sirajganj-2 participated the program 

as “SPECIAL GUEST”. H.E.	Earl	R.	
Miller, Ambassador of the United 
States of America to Bangladesh 
and Dr.	Farook	Ahmed, Deputy 
Commissioner of Siraganj were 
present as “GUESTS OF HONOR”. 
The program was chaired by the 
AmCham President, Mr.	Syed	
Ershad Ahmed while Vice President 
Mr.	Syed	Mohammad	Kamal	
moderated the program and briefed 
the participants about the Project.

Following up early instances to 
support the society and as part of 
AmCham’s responsibility, the project 
was initiated to help the Pandemic 
affected marginal farmers and their 
families to address the immediate 
economic needs. AmCham with the 
generous support of its members 

and in association with 
SAJIDA foundation will 
help 1000 farmers and 
their families by providing 
financial resource to invest 
in agriculture and other 
sustainable livelihoods 
with objectives to :

 - Strengthening 
income generation 
through agricultural inputs

 - Integrating 
marginal farmers into 

local economies

In addition, these support measures 
will aim to facilitate linkages 
between farmers and Government 
agricultural institutions for 
further advice and support. 
This will further increase 
the resilience and improve 
protection of both participants 
and non-participants in terms 
of improving aids, financial 
services, and capacity 
enhancement initiatives.

Executive Committee of 
AmCham has evaluated the 
pandemic situation very closely 
& took a conscious call to 
support the Marginal Farmers, 
who ensure food safety for the 
country. This initiative will be a token 

contribution from AmCham for a 
sustainable food security for the 
people of Bangladesh.

A good number of AmCham 
members including the Executive 
Committee Members, foreign 
dignitaries, business leaders, 
media representatives and other 
distinguished guests attended the 
inauguration ceremony.

AmCham Executive 
Committee Meetings: 

Considering the current situation 
of viral outbreak the committee 
members decided to convene the 
meetings on 7th July & 9th	August	
2020 via video conferencing, as 
earlier.  The committee discussed 
about development of the Business 
environment amidst the Pandemic 
and how chamber programs could 
benefit members and the overall 
economy gain the momentum 
in term of trade and investment, 
specially from USA going forward. 
The committee also discussed 
alternative ways of upholding 
member service and its regular 
programs in collaboration with 
concerned stakeholders.

AmCham Frontline 
Journalism Award: 

In the backdrop of The Global 
Pandemic, the event took place on 
Tuesday 22nd July 2020 at 11.30am. 

This initiative aims to recognize & 
honor the valiant journalists working 
as the front liners in the current 
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Covid-19 pandemic, in association 
with Masthead PR. With all the 
uncertainties, journalists around the 
world are facing many challenges 
of covering the news during this 
Pandemic - including health risks 
to reporters in the field, spreading 
awareness and cautionary measures 
during confusion and combating 
misinformation— while not fueling 
panic.

Dr.	Mohammed	Hasan	Mahmud,	
M.P.	Hon’ble Minister of Information, 
Government of the People’s Republic 
of Bangladesh was the chief	guest 
of the program while Ms.	JoAnne	
Wagner,	Deputy Chief of Mission, 
the United States Embassy in Dhaka, 
Bangladesh has attended as the 
Guest	of	Honor. The program was 

chaired by the AmCham	President,	
Mr.	Syed	Ershad	Ahmed and Vice 
President,	Mr.	Syed	Mohammad	
Kamal moderated the program and 
briefed the participants about the 
‘AmCham	frontline	journalism	
Award’. Also spoke in the occasion 
the Founder and CEO of Masthead 
PR, Mr.	Ziauddin	Adil and Vote 
of Thanks was given by AmCham 
Executive Committee member Mr.	
Showkat	Ali	Sarkar .

Covid-19 is casting a shadow 
around the world and till date, 
the fatalities from the deadly virus 
have surpassed half a million 
people worldwide, with thousands 
getting affected daily. In this dire 
situation, journalists are working in 

the frontlines by bringing the latest 
news & views to keep the citizens 
updated about Covid-19 as well as 
helping concern authorities to make 
right decisions.

Reporters & TV camera persons from 
media houses (National) will be able 
to submit their pandemic related 
generic/business reports, which 
are focused on two perspectives- 
the impact of the pandemic the 
humanitarian ground, i.e.-impact 
on lives and livelihoods and in the 
business sector, published from 1st 
March to 31st August, 2020 and 
the winners will be selected after 
a careful assessment by a highly 
reputable selection committee and 
awarded in another program. 

We believe this initiative will motivate 
the journalist community and further 
pinpoint their irreplaceable efforts 
in helping the nation in its fight 
against the Covid-19 pandemic. 
A good number of AmCham 
members including the Executive 
Committee Members, foreign 
dignitaries, business leaders, 
media representatives and other 
distinguished guests attended the 
announcement program.

Webinar in collaboration 
with ICC on the life and 
achievements  of Late Mr. 
Latifur Rahman: 

The International Chamber of 
Commerce (ICC) together with 
AmCham, Bangladesh and 

major Chambers of Commerce, 
Associations, Trade Bodies organized 
a brief discussion on the life and 

achievements  of the Legendary 
Business Icon Late Mr. Latifur 
Rahman, followed by a  Milad & 
Doa Mehfil on a Virtual Platform on 
Thursday, 13 August 2020 at 4.00 
p.m.

The AmCham President, Mr. Syed 
Ershad Ahmed in his remarks 
recalled loving memory of Late 
Mr. Latifur Rahman who had 
been a symbol of successful 
entrepreneurship with exceptional 
integrity in Bangladesh and beyond 
as the Chairperson of the Transcom 
Group that had been a member 
of AmCham as well since 2000. 
He gratefully remembered that  
AmCham Bangladesh recognized 
him long before the rest & proud to 
award this outstanding entrepreneur 
of Bangladesh “AmCham Business 
Executive of the Year 2001”. He 
also wished eternal peace for the 
departed soul and that almighty give 
the rest of the family the courage to 
withstand the irreparable loss and 
uphold the Flagship he left behind.

“Implications of 
Covid-19 on FDI Inflow to 
Bangladesh: Challenges 
and Way Forward”:

The COVlD-19 has devastatingly 
affected world economic order 
shrinking the world GDP featured 
by slump in FDI, international trade 
flow, shattered supply chain system, 
job loss rate hike, extreme poverty 
height and global manufacturing 
productivity fall. Taking this situation 
into account, Dhaka Chamber of 

Commerce & Industry 
(DCCI) organized the 
Webinar on 22nd 
August 2020 where Mr. 
Syed Ershad Ahmed, 
Honorable President – 
AmCham participated as 
a designated Discussant 
to spoke on the 
perspective of FDI from 
USA and overall business 
environment in the post 
pandemic era. In his 

remarks, AmCham President spoke 
about the contribution USA is making 
in term of bi-lateral trade and FDI 
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”Lives Vs. Livelihoods - 
Challenges, Opportunities 
and Way Forward” : 

Federation of Bangladesh Human 
Resource Organizations (FBHRO) 
hosted the dialogue on Saturday 
4th July 8pm online. The veteran 
Human Resources management 
and development specialists in that 
program  discussed about the Impact 
of Covid-19 on one of the major 
driving forces of Bangladesh that 
the business community can bank 
upon going forward where AmCham 
President, Syed Ershad Ahmed and 
Bangladesh Bank Director and 
former President of AmCham Mr. 
Aftab Ul Islam partook as panelists 
and shed some light from their 
long experience developing the 
ecosystems between Bangladesh and 
the United States of America.

FDI in priority sectors : 
Value Added Agriculture 
Processing , Digital 
Ecosystems and Green 
Capital: 

The American Chamber of 
Commerce in Bangladesh 
(AmCham), following 
up early instances to 
boost cross-border 
trade and investment 
facilitation, improved 
policy design, and 
reforms for conducive 
industrial and business 
eco-system of 
Bangladesh arranged 
the event online 
accommodating 
specialists from both 
Public and private 
sectors . The discussion mainly 
focused on identifying opportunities 
for businesses in Bangladesh 
specifically those three priority sectors 
that include Value Added Agriculture 
Processing , Digital Ecosystems and 
Green Capital during and after the 
pandemic, expectations of business 
entities for developing strategic policy 
recommendations to identify and 
overcome persisting challenge, and 
prospects for enhanced inflow of FDI 

and hope that the government 
of Bangladesh will look into the 

issues pertaining to IPR, OSS law 
implementation by BIDA and BEPZA 
to attract FDI inflow into Bangladesh 
in the post-COVID era. 

Bangladesh Forward 
(Future of Digital 
Connectivity, Commerce and 
Payments:

 U.S. Chamber of Commerce 
- Bangladesh Working Group 
(USBWG) and Visa hosted Hon. ICT 
Affairs Advisor Mr. Sajeeb Wazed, 
Hon’ble State Minister for ICT Mr. 
Zunaid Ahmed Palak, Hon. Amb. 
Ziauddin and Principal Secretary 
to the Prime Minister Dr. Ahmad 
Kaikaus for a conversation on the 
role of the digital ecosystem in 
Bangladesh and key policy areas 
for cooperation and discussion to 
further enhance this sector’s growth 
in Bangladesh. They organized the 
webinar at  6:30 pm Bangladesh 
time on 26th August 2020 where 
AmCham, Bangladesh participated 
along with the different government 
bodies of Bangladesh, diplomats, 
senior leaders of business community 
from both the countries. The session 
was moderated by Nisha Biswal, 
Senior Vice President-South Asia, 
U.S. Chamber of Commerce .

from the United States of America 
and the other developed economies 
across the globe.

We held the virtual panel discussion 
on September 6th at 3pm where 
Mr. Salman Fazlur Rahman, M.P., 
Honorable Adviser to the Prime 
Minister on Private Sector Industry 
and Investment, Government of the 
People’s Republic of Bangladesh, 
attended the ceremony as “Chief 
Guest”, Mr. Md. Sirazul Islam, 
Executive Chairman, Bangladesh 
Investment Development Authority 
(BIDA), attended as “Special 
Guest” and Ms. JoAnne Wagner, 
Deputy Chief of Mission (DCM), the 
United States Embassy in Dhaka, 
Bangladesh was present as the 
“Guest of Honor”. 

The session was chaired by the 
AmCham President, Mr. Syed Ershad 
Ahmed while Mr. N. Rajashekaran, 
AmCham Executive Committee 
member and Managing Director & 
Citi Country Officer - Bangladesh 
Citibank, N.A. moderated the panel 
discussion where Ms. Mehnaz 
Ansari, United States Trade and 

Development Agency (USTDA) 
- Senior Regional Representative- 
South Asia, US Embassy – India, 
Mr. Debasish Deb , Country 
Manager, PepsiCo Bangladesh, Ms. 
Sonia Bashir Kabir (The founder, 
chairperson, SBK Tech Ventures), 
Ms. Nuzhat Anwar, Senior Country 
Officer – The International Finance 
Corporation (IFC), the World 
Bank Group,  participated as the 
designated panelists.
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While the massive loss of human 

life has been a tragic consequence 

of Covid-19, the effect on national 

economy cannot be understated. 

This pandemic is casting a shadow 

around the world economic order 

shrinking the world GDP featured 

by slump in Foreign Direct 

Investment (FDI), international 

trade flow, shattered supply chain 

system and global manufacturing 

productivity. Hence, the economy 

of Bangladesh has not been 

immune from the pandemic 

induced global economic fallout. 

If the contraction in the FDl inflow 

lasts for a while, the consequences 

for Bangladesh will be severe in 

various economic avenues.(Details 

of the discussion : pg 12)



The American Chamber of 
Commerce in Bangladesh (AmCham) 
with the generous support of its 
members and in association with the 
SAJIDA Foundation has instigated a 
project to help the affected marginal 
farmers and their families to provide 
a grant to address the immediate 
economic needs. The plan was to 
help 1,000 farmers by providing 
financial resources to invest in 
agriculture and other sustainable 
livelihoods with an objective to 
strengthen income generation 
through agricultural inputs and 
integrating marginal farmers into 
local economies. In addition, the 
project will aim to facilitate linkages 
between farmers and government’s 
agricultural institutions for further 
advice and support.

AmCham 
Initiative on 
Covid-19

The grant handing program took place at the Deputy Commissioner’s (DC) office of Sirajganj dis-
trict where Dr. Farook Ahmed, the DC of this district was present as the guest of honor and handed 
over the grant to a number of farmers.
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