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With an aim to bolster economic 
relations between Bangladesh and 
the United States of America, a 
small group of people representing 
the American companies based 
in Bangladesh constituted the 
American-Bangladesh Economic 
Forum (ABEF) in 1988. Subsequently 
the ABEF was converted to the 
American Chamber of Commerce in 
Bangladesh (AmCham) in 1996 with 
sincere support from the Bangladesh 
government and officials of the U.S. 
embassy in Dhaka.

 The major purpose of AmCham in 
Bangladesh, like other AmChams in 
the world, particularly the AmChams 
of the Asia-Pacific region, has been 
to make contribution towards the 
acceleration of US-Bangladesh 
economic and commercial 
relationships. The key areas have 
been to work hand in hand with 
the government of Bangladesh as 
a partner of progress, and also to 
closely work with the US embassy 
in Bangladesh, US government 
and Asia-Pacific Council of American 
Chambers of Commerce (APCAC) to 
maximize bilateral economic and 
commercial interests. It has also 
been a priority for AmCham to 
work together with other business 
chambers, members of the business 
community, economists, intellectuals, 
media, opinion leaders, etc. 
Participation in the events of APCAC 

in the Asia-Pacific region and in 
Washington, D.C., was found adding 
a huge value to its purpose.    

AmCham introduced the prestigious 
AmCham Business Awards to 
recognize business persons 

and entities which create a very 
positive impact in the society. The 
“Business Executive of the Year” 
award was established in 1997 to 
recognize outstanding performance 
of the country’s top business 
personalities. The purpose of the 
award has been to encourage the 
business community to contribute 
to the society through professional 
excellence and practice of high 

ethical standards in businesses.

In 1999, AmCham introduced an 
annual award called “Outstanding 
American Company of the Year in 
Bangladesh.” It was a very difficult 
task to find the right persons and 

organizations for this inspiring 
award. But AmCham was able to 
recognize a number of distinguished 
personalities and organizations in 
this pursuit, and announced those 
awards through public events.

AmCham believes that recognition 
of great business accomplishments 
and public approval of successful 
entrepreneurships are important 

Some Key Issues Requiring Attention Growth of Digital
Economy in Bangladesh

Despite vibrant Digital Bangladesh Policies, (e.g., contactless payment) 
lack of awareness is predominant in the market
Emphasis on broader ‘Service Exports’ Strategy

Tax barriers for start-ups is considered a hindrance for the sector 

Growth of mobile phones and internet are not paralleled with 
reduction int the tariff barriers for usage of usage of both 
smartphone and data, which are limiting the scale of digitalization 
of the consumer economy

Global Market penetration is constrained by lack of 
domestic skill set on software and hardware development

The existing Digital Economy regulations are perceived to 
be favoring large scale companies; IPR Framework non-conducive  
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to promote private enterprises. 
AmCham Business Awards are 
humble endorsements of the 
great contribution of business 
entrepreneurs who created wealth 
for Bangladesh through relentless 

efforts and innovations. For any 
nation, people who are engaged 
in creating wealth and generating 
employment are regarded as heroes. 
Employment generation is one of 
the most critical challenges for any 
nation. AmCham feels honored 
to recognize the people who are 
involved in generating employment 
and advancing the nation through 
their talent, hard work, efficiency and 
honest means.

AmCham’s monthly luncheon 
meetings have turned out to be 
among the most desired places for 
open discussions and an attractive 
event for distinguished guests 
irrespective of political ideologies, 
thoughts and professional identities. 
These events are classical examples 
of a neutral platform that only 
focuses on further improvements of 
economic and trade cooperation 
between the two countries. The 
American Chamber has proved 
its solid strength as a business-
only, entirely non-political entity, 
drawing politicians from both the 
government and opposition camps, 
opinion leaders, intellectuals, 

journalists, educationists, economists, 
sociologists, scientists and members 
of the civil society.

US Trade Show, a collaborative effort 
of the US embassy and AmCham, 

is another mark of cooperation 
between Bangladesh and the USA, 
which has been playing a vital role 
in promoting bilateral trade through 
innovations and new outlooks. We 
must mention that the US trade show 
is the first kind of culture of trade 
show that AmCham introduced in 
Bangladesh.

It is worth mentioning that the 
American Chamber is a unique 
multilateral body, unlike other 
bilateral chambers, as AmChams 
exist in 60 countries across the world.

While Bangladesh is celebrating the 
Golden Jubilee of independence 
this year, the American Chamber 
of Commerce in Bangladesh is 
celebrating its Silver Jubilee with 
a fresh enthusiasm to achieve 
more economic development 
and cooperation. We are about 
to graduate to a middle-income 
country that will expose us to both 
challenges and opportunities in the 
international arena. It is obvious that 
we have to focus on hard-working 
entrepreneurs and stand beside 
them as facilitators so that they can 

grow fast overcoming red-tape in 
bureaucracy.

The present government under 
the dynamic leadership of Prime 
Minister Sheikh Hasina has achieved 
multi-dimensional successes in 
infrastructures including a rapid 
transformation to the digital era. 
But unfortunately there remain 
some governance issues which led 
to some recently-revealed mass-
scale deception in the name of 
e-commerce. Along with good 
governance issue we also should 
need to focus on efficiency and 
skill to become more competitive in 
the global market. We also require 
developing time befitting logistic 
capabilities. 

It is appreciated that Commerce 
Minister Tipu Munshi has come 
down hard on such fraud and 
announced that a separate 
regulatory body will be formed 
and law enacted to bring discipline 
and check fraudulence in the 
e-commerce domain, alongside 
establishing a central complaint cell.

Service sector now shares over 
54% of Bangladesh’s GDP 
and it is growing both in size 
and importance, requiring the 
government to formulate time-
befitting labour law and outsourcing 
rules.

At last we express our deep 
gratitude to writers, AmCham 
members, contributors and 
American companies for their 
sincere efforts and active support 
to bring out this special issue on 
the occasion of the Silver Jubilee of 
AmCham.

Serajul Islam Quadir
Executive Editor

Digital Bangladesh in a Snapshot

 106% mobile penetration rate
 83%of the mobile phone users are smartphone users
 103 million internetusers (60% of population):55%Mobile Internet penetration
 5865 Digital Centers serving 116 public and private services-E-filing platform in more than
 2000 govenment offices with 70 million files processed
 50% of population above 15 years have an account in a financial instiution
 36% female above 15 years haveaccount in a finanial institution
 14% of merchants accept mobile money on a regular basis
 36.72 POS machines per 100,000 adults
 Mobile Financial Service (MFS)providers:15
 34 million active MFS accounts,
 MFS services processes approximately BDT20 billion per day in Bangladesh
 24Banks with agent bankng
 14,016 Agent banking outlets  
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Dear AmCham members,

Responsible American businesses embody American values around the world. They generate progress and foster 
economic and social development through innovation, workforce training, and investment.  The very best American 
companies demonstrate respect for the rule of law, adherence to the highest standards of conduct, and belief in the 
rewards of investing in people.  I am proud of the role U.S. businesses play in Bangladesh in the growth and progress of 
this remarkable nation.

For 25 years the American Chamber of Commerce has promoted the growing trade, investment, and commercial ties 
between the United States and Bangladesh.  Equally important, AmCham has been a strong proponent of improvements 
to the business environment in Bangladesh, advocating for the essential building blocks of a flourishing economy.  
Recent AmCham events, such as discussions focused on women entrepreneurs and the protection of intellectual property 
rights, highlight the values we share that are the foundation of a vibrant economy.

Congratulations to the American Chamber of Commerce on your 25th year of serving U.S. businesses and the people of 
Bangladesh.  The U.S. Embassy looks forward to building on our many successes of the past with an even more fruitful 
future partnership. 

Sincerely, 

Earl R. Miller 
U.S. Ambassador to Bangladesh 

Greetings

A Greetings from the US Ambassador on 
AmCham’s Silver Jubilee

Earl R. Miller 
U.S. Ambassador to Bangladesh 
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Securing Sustainable 
LDC Graduation: 
Next Challenges for 
Bangladesh

Mustafi zur Rahman, PhD

The Context

At the 2021 review meeting of the 
UN Committee for Development 
Policy (UN-CDP) Bangladesh was 
recommended for graduating out 
of the group of Least Developed 
Countries (LDCs) in 2026. This 
landmark is going to be achieved 
following five decades of the country’s 
existence as an LDC (Bangladesh 
became a member of the LDC group 
in December 1975). Without doubt, 
graduation is indeed a proud moment 
in its post-independence journey. 
Bangladesh’s distinction is that it 
has been able to prove itself as a 
frontline performer among the cohort 
of graduating LDCs. A graduated 
Bangladesh will hopefully benefit from 
improved branding and image, which 
in turn will have positive implications 
in terms of ability to attract FDI, 

conduct and negotiate business 
deals and dealings on favourable 
terms, receive better credit rating and 
enhance the country’s ability to raise 
funds in the international financial 
markets, among others. 

* Graduating LDCs which have also 
achieved the income only criteria 
(GNI per capita double the   threshold 
is equal to or greater than US$2460)

Note: 1. Vanuatu has graduated in 
2020

2. Myanmar and Timor Leste were not 
recommended at the CDP review of 
2021

As can be seen from Figure 1, at the 
time of 2018 review by the CDP, only 
two graduating LDCs (Bangladesh, 
and the other is Myanmar) could 
claim the distinction of meeting all the 
three graduation criteria: per capita 
Gross National Income (GNI per 
capita which is a moving average), 
and economic vulnerability index 
(EVI, with the graduation threshold 
fixed at 32 and below) and human 

asset index (HAI, with the graduation 
threshold fixed at 66 and above).

Bangladesh’s impressive track 
record is particularly manifested 
in its performance as regards the 

Angola

GNI
Per capita

HAI

Nepal

EVI

Bangladesh
Myanmar

Bhutan
Kiribati*
Lao PDR

Sao Tome and Principe
Solomon Island

Timor-Leste*
Tuvalu*

Vanuatu*

Figure 1: Graduating LDCs and Graduation Criteria: Pre-pandemic Scenario

Source: Rahman and
Bhattacharya, 2020. 
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various sub-indicators of HAI and 
EVI depicted in Chart 1 and Chart 
2. Bangladesh’s performance as 
regards improving nutrition, bringing 
down child and maternal mortality 

rates, adult literacy and secondary 
enrollment, meeting natural disasters 
and raising agricultural production 
have contributed significantly in 
meeting the HAI and EVI thresholds 
and attaining the eligibility for 
graduation). Bangladesh was also 
able to meet all the three graduation 
criteria, for the second time, at the 
February 2021 triennial review by the 
CDP. Projections made by the Centre 
for Policy Dialogue (CPD, 2018) 
prior to the pandemic indicated that 
Bangladesh was on way to graduate 
in 2024 by maintaining considerable 
comfort zones in terms of all the 
three graduation criteria. While the 
pandemic has added new challenges, 
Bangladesh will hopefully be able to 
graduate in 2026 by meeting all the 
three graduation criteria.

However, it can not be ignored that 
Bangladesh’s graduation out of the 
LDC group will be taking place under 
the long shadow of the ongoing 
pandemic. As may be recalled, 
the earlier graduation timeline for 
Bangladesh, 2024, was deferred by 
two years, taking into cognisance 
the additional challenges facing 
the country in view of the ongoing 
pandemic. It was recognised that the 
pandemic has further accentuated the 

embedded weaknesses confronting 
the LDCs such as Bangladesh. The 
CDP took into cognisance the fact 
that, for LDCs and graduating LDCs, 
the path to economic recovery will 

be fraught with many new obstacles, 
because of the pandemic and also 
the emerging global scenario, which 
will make the graduation journey 
even more daunting.

In this backdrop, designing 
appropriate strategies, to be 
implemented over the next five 
years, towards smooth graduation, 
graduation with momentum and 
sustainable graduation, has emerged 
as a task of utmost importance and 
urgency for Bangladesh. This will 
call for close attention and proactive 
engagement of all concerned 
stakeholders in the country. The 
measures to be pursued in view of 
this ought to be also aligned with 
the strategies and targets set out in 
the ongoing Eighth Five Year Plan 
(8FYP), the goals and targets of 
Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) and the Perspective Plan 
of Bangladesh 2021-2041 (Vision 
2041). Thus, LDC graduation 
strategy should be seen as an 
integral part of Bangladesh’s 
aspiration to be an economically 
developed, socially inclusive and 
environmentally sustainable country 

as has been articulated in the Vision 
2041 document. 

The Emerging Scenario

As the UNCTAD Vulnerability Profile 
report testifies, many graduating 
LDCs have been relatively more 
severely affected by the pandemic 
compared to other countries. The 
adverse impact of Covid on their 
trade performance has emerged as 
a major concern, with disruptions in 
global transport linkages and value 
chains having further accentuated 
the difficulties (UNCTAD, 2021). 
Bangladesh’s export earnings in 
FY2020-21had remained below the 
pre-pandemic level of FY2018-19. 
As may be noted, poverty levels, 
employment, income and overall 
economic growth rates of Bangladesh 
have been significantly and adversely 
impacted by the pandemic. The 
projected growth rate for FY2019-
20 was brought down from 5.2 per 
cent to 3.5 per cent when compared 
to the previous year. The preliminary 
projection for FY2021 is also lower, at 
5.5 per cent, compared to the trend 
GDP growth rate of Bangladesh. 
Share of people below the national 
poverty line went up from 20 per 
cent to 35 per cent following the 
first wave of the pandemic. Many 
people had lost jobs and households 
experienced significant income 
erosion. Although prior to the second 
wave, midway through 2021, the 
economy was on way to recovery, the 
nature of economic growth was rather 
K-shaped (meaning not all sectors 
were experiencing the same pattern of 
recovery from the worst affects of the 
pandemic). Bangladesh’s graduation 
with momentum, as the country 
move towards 2026, will hinge on 
how effectively the country is able to 
recover from the negative impacts 
of the pandemic, how quickly major 
development indicators get back to 
the pre-pandemic levels and to what 
extent the economy and private sector 
investment are able to regain the lost 
momentum. Indeed, rebound and 
recovery of the economy from the 
pandemic, in the context of building 
back better, will need to be factored 

Under-five mortality rate
(1/4)

Chart 1: Human Development Index

Percentage of populatlon
undemourished

(1/4)

Gross secondary school
enrolment ratlo

(1/4)

Adult literacy rate
(1/4)

Human assets
index

Source: UN-CDP (n.d.)



11

into the sustainable LDC graduation 
strategy to be implemented over the 
coming years. 

It is also to be noted that the 
emerging global scenario is fraught 
with many disquieting trends: the 
multilateral system of trade under 
the WTO is facing an existential 
crisis; mega-regional trading blocs 
are posing threats to the competitive 
edge of the excluded countries, 
particularly LDCs such as Bangladesh; 
the Istanbul Programme of Action 
in support of the LDCs (IPOA, the 
decadal programme adopted at 
LDCIV in 2011 in Istanbul) has failed 
miserably to deliver the pledged 
outcomes. Not attaining the target 
of doubling the share of LDCs in 
global exports, through concrete 
supports from development partners 
and international institutions and 
multilateral agencies, may be cited 
as one of these failures. In this 
backdrop, for the graduating LDCs, 
the loss of LDC-specific international 
support measures is likely to make 
the graduation journey even more 
daunting.

ISMs and Implications of Loss of 
ISMs

It needs to be appreciated that 
LDC-specific ISMs have played 
an important role in the economic 
development and trade and global 
integration of Bangladesh and other 
graduating LDCs. These measures 
broadly fall into two categories: (a) 
Special and Differential Treatment 
(S&DT) provided to the LDCs under 
various provisions in the WTO 
Agreements and (b) preferences 
provided to the LDCs under the aegis 
of unilateral and regional initiatives 
particularly in the form of preferential 
(often duty-free, quota-free) market 
access, which are allowed by the 
WTO as part of the Enabling Clause 
of 1979.

Chart 3 depicts the key groups 
of ISMs in place for the LDCs. 
Graduation will entail loss of benefits 
accrued under the LDC-specific 
ISMs. In this context, the Chart 

shows the various ways how loss of 
ISMs will impact on Bangladesh’s 
economic and trade performance 
once Bangladesh graduates out of 
the LDC group. It is to be noted in this 
connection that the adverse impacts 
will be most acutely felt particularly 

by Bangladesh since among the 
graduating LDCs it was Bangladesh 
that was able to take advantage of 
the ISMs the most.

S&D treatment, extended to the LDCs 

as part of various WTO Agreements, 
take multiple forms: (a) extended 
periods for implementation of 
obligations; (b) flexibilities in pursuing 
trade-related policies and undertaking 
obligations; (c) relaxed disciplines 
as regards subsidies; (d) trade-

related technical, legal and financial 
support; and (e) voluntary notification 
requirements. As was pointed out 
earlier, the Enabling Clause allows 
the GATT/WTO members to grant 
preferential treatment to other 

Size
Subindex

(1/8)

Population
(1/8)

Remoteness
(1/8)

Share of population in low
elated coastal zones

(1/8)

Share of agriculture,
hunting,forestry and fishing

(1/16)

Merchandise export
concentration

(1/16)

Victims of natural disasters
(1/8)

Instability of exports of
goods and services

(1/4)

Instability of agricultural
production

(1/8)

Location
Subindex

(1/8)

Shock
Index
(1/2)

Exposure
index
(1/2)

Economic
vulnerability

index
(EVI)

Natural shock
subindex

(1/4)

Trade shock
subindex

(1/4)

Environmental
subidex
(1/8)

Economic
Structure
subindex

(1/8)

Source: UN-CDP (n.d.)

Chart 2: Economic Vulnerability Index (EVI)

Chart 3 : Graduation and Loss of Preferential Treatment 

Source: Developed by the author

ISMs for the LDCs  

As part of S&DTs in 
WTO Agreements

Unilateral Schemes 
for LDCs

Bilateral and 
Regional FTAs

Concessional 
Financing

Loss of Preferential Treatment on Account of Graduation

Erosion of 
Preferences in 
View of Market 
Access Provided 

Unilaterally

More Stringent 
Requirements 

for Rules of 
Origin

Loss of 
Preferences in 
BFTAs/RTAs 
Accorded for 

the LDC

Finance (primarily
because of the 
middle income 

graduation)

Loss of Special 
and 

Differential 
Treatment in 
the WTO for 

LDCs



12

members, on a unilateral basis. 
Many non-LDC WTO members, both 
developed and developing, have 
preferential (duty-free, quota-free) 
market access programmes in place, 

as part of respective Generalised 
System of Preferences (GSP) schemes 
or in the form of dedicated LDC-
specific GSP schemes. Graduation 
will mean that Bangladesh will no 
more be eligible to benefit from LDC-
specific S&DTs in the WTO and the 
preferential treatment allowed by the 
WTO members to the LDCs.

It is reckoned that the impacts of 
graduation, in view of the S&DTs, will 
have important implications for the 
graduating LDCs in both domestic 
space and global space, as depicted 
in Figure 2. These will likely relate 
to four areas: (a) policymaking and 
policy flexibilities; (b) obligations, 
compliance and enforcement relating 
to various WTO Agreements; (c) terms 
of market access; and (d) degree of 
reciprocity in dealing with partners.

Figure 3 shows how average tariffs 
are expected to rise significantly for 
some of the graduating LDCs, once 
these countries lose the preferential 
market access facility on graduation. 
As can be seen, for some graduating 

LDCs, particularly for Bangladesh, 
average tariffs are expected to rise 
significantly (by, on average, 9 per 
cent) once LDC-specific preferences 
are no longer there. Indeed, the 

margin of preference erosion will be 
the highest for Bangladesh among all 
the graduating LDCs. 

Consequently, the likely losses on 
account of loss of preferences is 
estimated to be the highest for 
Bangladesh, among the graduating 
LDCs. This is estimated to be 

equivalent to about 8-10 per cent 
of Bangladesh’s export earnings 
(in 2018 terms) (Rahman and Bari, 
2018).

While it is true that the graduated 
LDCs will be eligible for preferential 
access as provided under the 
GSP schemes in place for the 
developing countries, these are 
considerably shallower on three 
counts: (a) narrower coverage of 
products; (b) lower depth of tariff 
cuts1 and (c) more stringent Rules 
of Origin.2Most of the preferential 
market access facilities will not be 
available beyond 2026, although 
the European Union has offered 
an extension of three years for 
market access it offers under 
EU’s Everything But Arms (EBA) 
initiative. Furthermore, it is unlikely 
that Bangladeshwill be eligible 
for EU’s GSP plus scheme in view 
of the prevailing procedures and 
requirements3.It is in this backdrop 
that the idea of putting in place a 
new set of ISMs to compensate for 
loss of LDC specific ISMs and in 

Figure 3 : Projections as regards impact of LDC graduation on tariffs  

Source: Extracted from WTO_IDB database, (n.d.).
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Figure 2 : Impact of LDC Graduation on Policy Space 

Source: Author’s elaboration 
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1 For, example, in the EU, for apparels the tariff reduction as applicable for developing countries is only 15 per cent, as against 100 per cent under the 
Everything But Arms (EBA) initiative for the LDCs.
2 For apparels, the general GSP scheme of the EU requires a two-stage transformation (yarn to fabrics to RMG).
3 The EU GSP plus initiative allows non-LDCs preferential duty-free market access for a large number of items. However, Bangladesh may not be considered 
for this because of the eligibility threshold in terms of share (6.5 per cent ceiling as share of total imports entered under the EU-GSP Schemes). Bangladesh’s 
share at present is about 20 per cent. More stringent RoO and lower coverage of products are the other factors. It is also to be noted that eligibility for the 
EU-GSP plus also calls for higher compliance enforcement requirements particularly in view of the 27 Core Labour Conventions of the ILO.
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support of efforts being made by 
graduating LDCs on their own, to 
make graduation sustainable, is 
gaining increasing traction. 

Preparing for Sustainable 
Graduation 

There is no denying that, on their 
part, the graduating LDCs must 
do their homework as part of their 
sustainable graduation strategies. 
As a matter of fact, the graduating 
LDCs, without exception, have set in 
motion this process in preparation of 
their post-graduation future. The GoB 
has set up a high-level committee to 
coordinate the various activities being 
undertaken in view of the country’s 
LDC graduation. The various sub-
committees set up under its aegis 
include representatives from different 
stakeholder groups including the 
business, trade bodies and private 
sector. Much will depend on the 
quality and timeliness of Bangladesh’s 
homework in this regard which 
will need to include designing and 
implementing appropriate mitigating 
initiatives as also taking up actions 
to address the post-graduation 
challenges and undertaking initiative 
to take advantage of the emerging 
windows of opportunities.

Bangladesh will need to reposition 
itself to make the transition from 
predominantly preference-driven 
competitiveness to productivity and 
skills-driven competitiveness. The 
country’s comparative advantage 
will need to be translated into 
competitive advantage by reducing 
cost of doing business, improving 
quality of outputs and enhancing 
value addition, reducing lead time 
and by taking advantage of better 
logistics, trade facilitation and trade-
related services. Significant product 
and market diversification will be 
called for. Regional integration must 
be seen as an integral component 
of strengthened global integration 
of the Bangladesh economy. 
Bangladesh will need to aggressively 
pursue negotiations to enter into 
Free Trade Agreements (FTAs) 

and Comprehensive Economic 
Partnership Agreements (CEPAs) 
with partners that matter (e.g. 
India, China, ASEAN, Japan). A 
Negotiating Cell should be set 
up (similar to the WTO cell at the 
Ministry of Commence), endowed 
with adequate professional and 
financial resources. The Cell should 
be mandated to design medium term 
trade-related strategies and identify 
give and takes and prepare offer and 
request lists in view of the reciprocal 
nature of the future negotiations 
(as against non-reciprocal benefits 

enjoyed as an LDC). Development of 
Regional Value Chains (RVCs) and 
production networks by attracting 
more foreign direct investment 
which are geared to domestic, 
regional and global markets, will 
be crucially important. Here the 
Special Economic Zones (SEZs) 
could play a defining role. Along 
with needed infrastructure, operation 
of SEZs must be supported by 
implementing the One Stop Service 
(OSS) Act and through delivery of all 
needed services to the investors and 
entrepreneurs. Building the needed 
human resources both concerning 
workers and professionals, for 
servicing the needs of the SEZs, 
the FDI and demands of domestic 
entrepreneurs, will be crucially 
important. Trade-related institutions 
will need to be more effective and 

the current incentive regime will have 
to be redesigned to promote the 
cause of technological upgradation 
and harnessing skills endowments at 
enterprise level. 

Upcoming MC12: Proposals for 
New ISMs for Graduating LDCs

As Bangladesh prepares to undertake 
the needed homework, it will need 
support of the global community 
to help address the challenges of 
graduation. The upcoming WTO 
Ministerial Conference should be seen 

as an opportunity to pursue the cause 
of a new set of ISMs in support of 
graduating LDCs such as Bangladesh.

Bangladesh will need to be engaged 
in the MC12 discussions by wearing 
three hats: as LDC, as graduating 
LDC and as a future developing 
country (Figure 4).

Bangladesh has at its disposal 
another five years, a window when 
it will be able to take advantage of 
the LDC-Specific ISMs in place. It 
should make best use of this window 
of opportunity to prepare for the 
post-graduation future. Bangladesh 
should also take advantage of the 
benefits which it will be able to 
enjoy after graduation, for some 
additional years. For example, 
additional three years of benefits 

Source:

As a Graduating
LDC 

As a Future Developing Country

As an LDC 

Three
Perspectives 

Figure 4: Three Perspectives Informing the Design of Graduation Strategies  
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under the EU-EBA and support 
from WTO’s Enhanced Integrated 
Framework (EIF) and Technology 
Bank for an additional five years 
following graduation.

As a graduating LDC it will need 
to pursue policies to prepare for 
the post-LDC future and at the 
same time search for avenues for 
extension of LDC-specific ISMs. As 
may be recalled in this connection, 
a proposal has been floated in the 
WTO General Council meeting of 
December, 2020 to extend the LDC-
specific ISMs to LDCs for 12 years 
following graduation from the group. 
It is expected that this proposal will 
be put on the table for discussion at 
MC12. Thus, Bangladesh will need 
to pursue the cause of extension of 
LDC-specific ISMs andat the same 
time, prepare for addressing the likely 
adverse implications of loss of ISMs. 
Simultaneously, Bangladesh will have 
to take necessary steps to prepare for 
its post-graduation journey as a non-
LDC developing country. 

As a future developing country 
Bangladesh should be ready to 
make best use of the ISMs in place 
in the WTO and the preferences 
accorded to the developing countries. 
Bangladesh will need to participate 
in WTO and other global for a by 
keeping in the perspective its concerns 
and interests as a future developing 
country. In view of this future role, it 
will need to keep in the perspective 
the interests of the developing 
countries, for example in view of the 
current WTO negotiations on Fisheries 
Subsidies Agreement, Agreement on 
Agriculture and as also in connection 
with the member-driven discussions 
on e-commerce, investment 
facilitation and micro and small and 
medium enterprises (MSMEs), among 
others. Coalition with developing 
country groups in the WTO, to secure 
interest of these countries, ought to 
receive due attention in Bangladesh’s 
strategy and stance in the context of 
negotiations in the WTO and other 
fora.  

Thus, as is depicted in Figure 5, 
Bangladesh should focus on four 
areas: (a)Mitigation of adverse 
impacts originating from graduation; 
(b) Retention of current international 
support measures; (c) Preparation for 
the future as a developing country; 
and (d) Realisation of potential 
regional and global opportunities.

As will be appreciated, Bangladesh 
and other graduating LDCs will 
need global support in implanting 
the above tasks. As a UN Resolution 
mentions: Graduation is not the 
final destination for the LDCs, but 
a milestone in their developmental 
journey. 

Elements of a Graduation Support 
Package For Consideration at MC12

Taking cognisance of the above, at 
MC12, members should consider a 
package of ISMs in support of the 
graduating LDCs. Elements of the 
support package could include the 
followings: 

Argue for Implementation of 
UN Resolutions in Support of 
Graduating LDCs: 

Successive UN resolutions have 
talked about extending the 
necessary support to graduating 
LDCs towards smooth graduation. 
In one of its resolutions concerning 
graduation, the General Assembly 
of the United Nations (UNGA) has 
urged for phasing out of the LDC-
specific ISMS to be carried out ‘in 
a gradual and predictable manner 
following the final exit of countries 
from the list’. While the UNGA 
resolution has introduced the term 
‘smooth transition’ in its resolution, 
there is no clarity as regards what 
smooth transition would entail in 
practice. Concrete measures in 
support of graduating LDCs will 
help give shape to the many UN 
Resolutions that were passed by 
members, the vast majority of which 
are also WTO members, in this 
context.

Take Action in Support of LDC 
Proposal at WTO-GC

At the General Council (GC) Meeting 
of the WTO, LDCs have floated a 
proposal asking that they be allowed 
to enjoy LDC-specific ISMs (S&DT 
and preferential market access) for 
12 years after an LDC has graduated 
from the group In view of the above, 
the following arguments may be put 
forward: (a) Graduation of current 
slot of LDCs is taking place under the 
long shadow of the pandemic; (b) The 
requested support is not being sought 
by ‘graduated LDCs’ but by LDCs, a 

group recognised in the WTO, which 
will be graduating over time depending 
on meeting certain eligibility criteria;(c) 
There is already support measures in 
place within the ambit of the WTO 
(EIF, Technology Bank) which extend 
support to LDCs following their 
graduation. These allow LDCs to enjoy 
benefits for additional periods (for 
an additional five years in both the 
aforesaid cases, following graduation); 
(d) It is not that WTO does not 
recognise differentiation among the 
developing country. For example, 
the WTO-SCM (subsidies and 
countervailing measures) Agreement 
(Annex VIIb) allows for derogation 
from obligations on grounds of per 
capita income (US$1000 in 1990 
terms). Also the WTO Agreement on 
Agriculture (AoA) offers flexibility to net-
food importing developing countries 
(NFIDCs) (e) There is precedence in 
the WTO as regards extension of time 

Source: Author’s elaboration

Figure 5: Strategic Focus of Graduating
              LDCs in View of Graduation  
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for graduating LDCs (for example, 
deferment of TRIPS implementation 
by 3 years when Maldives graduated 
in 2004); (f) At the least, currently 
graduating LDCs should be allowed to 
enjoy the flexibilities that are already in 
place, for a time-bound period (e.g., 
TRIPS patent waiver till 2032; GATS 
Services Waiver till 2030); (g) The 
scores for HAI and EVI (which were 
moving averages earlier) have been  
fixed in 2012 (at 66 and above and 
32 and below) leading to many LDCs 
becoming eligible for graduation; (h) 
The EU has already offered that LDCs 
will be  allowed to enjoy preferential 
market access under the EBA for three 
years following their graduation from 
the group. Other countries can offer 
similar extension.

Harnessing support for the proposal 
from key groups in the WTO, 
including the Africa group, the 
ACP group and the G-90 will be 
crucial, as also the support of the 
largest group, the informal group of 
developing countries in the WTO4. 
The need for additional time to 
mitigate the adverse impact of the 
Covid pandemic on the graduation 
indicators in particular, and improve 
economic performance by addressing 
structural weaknesses, in general, 
must be forcefully underscored.

Identify the modality of support: 
As has been argued above, there are 
strong arguments for the Ministers at 
MC12 to take a decision in support 
of the graduating LDCs, by extending 
the S&DTs in place for the LDCs in the 
various WTO Agreements, for a time-
bound period. It is understood that 
this can be provided through a waiver 
decision which is consistent with the 
WTO procedures. The Plan B is for 
the Ministers to agree to a dedicated 
Work Programme for the graduating 
LDCs, with some concrete timelines 
for coming up with recommendation 
for subsequent decision.With regard 
to the preferential market access 
provided on autonomous basis, 

here also Ministers from providing 
countries should be urged to take 
initiative to support and incentivise 
graduation. This can be done by 
extending preferential access for a 
time-bound period, as a commitment 
towards supporting the cause of 
sustainable graduation. These 
supports may be extended, if not for 
12 years as proposed in the LDC 
proposal then by an agreed (lower) 
period, perhaps by 5-7 years.

Put in place a Graduation Support 
Fund: The EIF is the only multilateral 
partnership dedicated exclusively 
in support of LDCs in the areas of 
trade, towards strengthened global 
integration of their economies. 
The areas that were identified in 
the vulnerability profiles prepared 
by various entities including 
UNDESA and UNCTAD, as critically 
important from the perspective 
of sustainable LDC graduation, 
included productivity enhancement, 
technology upgradation, skills 
development, export product and 
market diversification and undertaking 
trade-related negotiations by building 
required human resources. A 
dedicated fund may be established to 
help address the aforesaid identified 
needs of graduating LDCs such as 
Bangladesh, including support for 
strengthening negotiating capacities. 
Assistance of development partners 
such as UNDP, ADB, the World Bank, 
the EU, bilaterals including FCDO 
and others may be sought towards 
this. 

Design a debt relief initiative for 
LDCs and Graduating LDCs: The 
pandemic is having severe adverse 
implications in the form of income 
erosion, rising unemployment, falling 
GDP growth rates, declining exports 
and rising debt-burden for many 
LDCs and graduating LDCs. A large 
number of graduating LDCS have 
been experiencing rising savings – 
investment gap, growing fiscal deficit 
and increasing balance of payments 

shortfall even before the pandemic 
(Rahman and Bhattacharya, 2020). 
Many of these countries are having 
to incur higher amount of debt in the 
backdrop of lower foreign exchange 
earnings, lower domestic resource 
mobilisation and higher expenditures 
consequent to the pandemic. Indeed, 
many LDCs could fall into debt trap 
and graduating LDCs may fall into the 
dreaded middle-income trap. A debt 
relief initiative could release much-
needed forex resources for addressing 
the immediate developmental needs 
of LDCs and graduating LDCs.

Make trade work towards 
addressing the pandemic 
impacts: It needs to be reiterated 
that the ongoing Covid pandemic is 
adversely affecting LDC economies 
through deepening of poverty, 
loss of income and employment 
opportunities and debt distress, 
not to speak of the increasing 
health risks facing the people 
in these countries. At the recent 
review by the CDP, a number of 
LDCs slated for graduation, have 
asked for deferment of graduation, 
while others were not found to 
be eligible for graduation by the 
CDP. As was noted earlier, the CDP 
has recommended graduation of 
Bangladesh and Nepal to take 
place in 2026, instead of the earlier 
scheduled 2024.5 It is also pertinent 
to recall here that India and South 
Africa, subsequently supported 
(for a revised proposal) by more 
than 60 other WTO members, 
have floated a proposal in the 
TRIPS Council to waive intellectual 
property protection for Covid 19 
vaccines and therapeutics. Inspite 
of initial opposition by powerful 
countries, led by USA and the EU, 
on a welcome development, WTO 
members have now come to an 
agreement to commence text-based 
negotiations. This is a significant 
development by any measure.6 
At MC12, trade Ministers from 
Bangladesh andall other LDCs 

4  Philippines is currently the Chair of this group.
5 At the February 2021 review of the CDP, two earlier-slated graduating LDCs from the region, Timor Leste and Myanmar, were not recommended for 
graduation.
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must come out most strongly in 
favour of the TRIPS waiver proposal 
as also other initiatives geared to 
helping members address Covid-
related emergencies through 
trade measures. A TRIPS waiver 
decision ought to be one of the key 
deliverables of MC12. 

Concluding Remarks

It will be wrong to interpret the 
demand for a new package of ISMs 
for graduating LDCs as an attempt by 
these countries to avoid graduation 
or defer it for an indefinite period. 
Graduating LDCs are willing and 
ready to embrace their future as a 
developing country. As was noted at 
the outset, in the introductory section, 
Bangladesh looks at graduation as a 
recognition of its success and progress 
in terms of key socio-economic 
indicators as a national achievement 
and a global recognition.  There 
is a broad understanding that all 
current LDCs will come out of the 
LDC group and graduate at some 
point. Bangladesh is cognisantof the 
fact that it will need to be competitive 
based on skills and productivity rather 
than depending perennially on ISMs 
and market access preferences. 

However, economies of graduating 
LDCs such as Bangladesh will be 
making this crucially significant 
transition under the protracted 
shadow of the pandemic and 
will need to overcome significant 
structural weaknesses. What 
Bangladesh and other graduating 
LDCs are calling for is a set of 
support measures, for a time 
bound period, to help them make 
graduation sustainable,once they 
have made the crucial transition. 
It is to be noted in this connection 
that graduating LDCs are not 
asking for further deferment of 
graduation. They are ready to make 
the transition, as recommended by 
the CDP, and they do see their future 
as developing countries. They are 

trying to anticipate the challenges 
and asking for a breathing space 
and support to embark upon the 
post-LDC journey from a position of 
strength. Having made the crucial 
transition, they need some additional 
time to implement the needed 
measures for the path ahead as non-
LDC developing countries, towards 
sustainable graduation. These 
countries deserve to be supported 
by the international community to 
realise their aspirations.

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

The author of this article is a 
former professor of the Dhaka 
University and Distinguished 
Fellow of the Centre for Policy 
Dialogue (CPD), the leading think 
tank in Bangladesh

...................................................
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The Bangladesh-US Bilateral 
Relations:Rethinking through the 
Blurring Space between Geopolitics 
and Geoeconomics in the Indo-
Pacific Region

Professor Shahab Enam Khan, PhD

The year 2021 marks the second 
year since the World Health 
Organization declared the Covid-19 
outbreak as a global pandemic. 
We are, to some extent, now able 
to understand this pandemic better 
than the last year, yet the toll is 
astronomically high. Moreover, the 
failures of detection, preparation, 
global or regional economic 
and political cooperation and 
collaboration, political and social 
fallouts, and scientific missteps and 
advancements have overhauled 
the global systems, globalization, 
and international mobility that we 
were familiar with. As a result, the 
international economy remains 
uncertain, international markets 
are volatile, and the international 
strategic environment continues to 
be fluid owing to a critical question 
– whether the world will be better 
prepared for the next pandemic 

or catastrophe that can stem 
from another economic shock or 
natural disaster or even a strategic 
miscalculation. 

Amid such a situation, Bangladesh 
remains one country that continues 
to grow, so far, with a stable 
economy and regional strategic 
autonomy. Bangladesh is in the 
midstof the most consequential 
rethinking of its foreign policy and 
strategic transformations since 
its independence in 1971. It is 
happening at a moment when 
most of its South Asian neighbors 
are plagued with bitter issues 
ranging from public health crises to 
economic slowdown to geopolitical 
entanglements. The United Nations 
Committee for Development 
Policy (CDP) has confirmed that 
Bangladesh is eligible to exit from 
the Least Developed Country 
category, having crossed the 
threshold of three defining criteria, 
namely per capita GNI, Economic 
and Environmental Vulnerability 
Index (EVI), and Human Assets 
Index (HAI)(Bhattacharya, 2021). 
However, given the COVID-19 
pandemic and taking note of 
a request by the Bangladesh 
government, the graduation year 
was deferred by two years, i.e., in 
2026(Bhattacharya, 2021).

Bangladesh’s economic success 
and political stability have 
made it a confident country to 

seek for increasedparticipation 
in international trade and 
foster international strategic 
ties. The World Bank projects, 
“In  Bangladesh,  the recovery 
[pandemic]  is expected to be 
gradual,  with the growth of  3.6%  
in FY 2020/21,  which starts in July,  
and  5.1%  in FY 2021/22,  as 
private consumption is supported 
by normalizing activity,  moderate 
inflation,  and rising garment 
exports”(The World Bank, 2021). 
Moreover, as part of its effort to 
ensure regional economic stability 
during the pandemic, the country 
extended its support to the Sri 
Lankan government by providing 
a US$200 million bilateral loan in 
the form of a currency swap. The 
US$200 million currency swap is 
part of a larger scheme of foreign 
exchange swaps amounting to $500 
million. This is effectively a loan 
Bangladesh is providing to Sri Lanka 
in dollars, under an agreement that 
the debt will be repaid with interest 
in Sri Lankan rupees (The Daily Star, 
2021). Such an initiative clarifies 
that the country has emerged as 
an influential regional power and 
increasingly becoming a key factor 
in the Indo-Pacific region (Brewster, 
2021).  

The Indo-Pacific region, a core 
of the US national interest and 
foreign policy, is now linked with 
Bangladesh’s economic growth 
and geopolitical interests. This 
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coincides with the US interests in 
the region. Given Bangladesh’s 
economic stability and the rising 
role in South Asia, US Deputy 
Secretary of State Mr. Stephen 
Biegun, during his visit to Dhaka 
in October 2020, mentioned that 
“Bangladesh will be a centrepiece of 
our work in the region”(US Embassy 
in Bangladesh, 2020). Denoting 
continuity in US foreign policy, US 
Ambassador Earl Miller mentioned 
that the Bangladesh-US relations 
would only get stronger with no 
significant changes under the 
new Biden administration (United 
News of Bangladesh, 2021). This 
means the relationship between 
these two countries should be 
seen through greater geostrategic 
context along with geo-economic 
determinants. Bangladesh’s foreign 
policy and economic choices 
are no longer determined by its 
geographical compulsions; rather, 
these are influenced by growing 
domestic consumptions, competing 
international forces such as China 
and the US, and technological 
advancements leading to the rise 
of new service sectors and social 
contracts.

The Bangladesh-US bilateral 
relations are influenced by distinctive 
elements such as domestic trade 
regimes,geo-economic dilemmas, 
and geostrategic realities. The 
first important determinant for 
Bangladesh is improving the 
mass infrastructure required for 
investment. In terms of ease of 
doing business in Bangladesh, 
the country ranks 168, yet the 
country has seen rising foreign 
investment in recent years, mainly 
driven by inflows from China, India, 
Singapore, South Korea, Egypt, the 
UK, the UAE, and Malaysia(HSBC, 
2020). To improve its infrastructure, 
the government has undertaken 
massive projects. The vital ongoing 
projects are 6.15 kilometer 
Padma multipurpose bridge from 
domestic revenue sources, 128.74 
kilometerDhaka Metro Rail Transport 
System to facilitate mass rapid 

transport system in the capital city, 
46.73 kilometerDhaka Elevated 
Expressway, 49.39-kilometer 
Karnaphuliunderwater expressway 
tunnel in the port city of Chittagong, 
partially financed by the Exim 
Bank of China, expansion of 
the main international airport of 
the country with the support of 
Japan International Cooperation 
Agency, 2.4GWe Rooppur nuclear 
power plant in collaboration 
with the Russian Rosatom State 
Atomic Energy Corporation, and 
Matarbari Deep Seaport and Coal 
Powerplant in collaboration with 
Japan International Cooperation 

Agency. These projects will cost 
approximately US$32 billion to 
complete. Upon completion of 
these projects, the country will 
further offer better investment 
regimes that will be supplemented 
by existing advantages such as 
growing middle-class, a large 
domestic population, and improving 
education. In addition, steps to 
manage the country’s vulnerability 
to natural disasters and financial 
incentives to support investment are 
also positives(HSBC, 2020).

The second key determinant is 
linked with its export portfolio. 
Bangladesh’s trade regime is further 
influenced by its single-product 
export base – the readymade 

garment sector (RMG). The 
Economic Relations Division (ERD), 
in a study, finds that US$18.34 
billion worth of export potentials 
remains unexplored in the top 
ten export destinations(Uddin & 
Hossain, 2021). This can further 
strengthen Bangladesh’s economic 
growth making it more resilient 
against future economic shocks 
or losing its competitive edge in 
global trade. By improving its export 
diversification portfolio, improving 
measures to ensure standards and 
certification, and accountability and 
transparency in the public trading 
bodies, Bangladesh has scope 

to export an additional US$3.2 
billion worth of goods to the US 
market(Uddin & Hossain, 2021). 
This means that Bangladesh-US 
technical collaboration, focusing 
on accountability and transparency 
in trading regimes, can further 
solidify bilateral economic relations.
Hence it coincides with a vision for 
a rules-based trade and investment 
framework in the Indo-Pacific that 
both countries aspire to see.

The third important determinant 
in its bilateral relations stems 
from balancing import and export 
destinations. Bangladesh sees 
geo-economic dilemmas posed 
by diametrically opposingtrade 
preferences, policies, and values 
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pursued by the US and China – two 
of the dominant economic blocs in 
the contemporary international trade 
architecture. However, Bangladesh’s 
economy is intrinsically linked with 
China being its top import partner, 
followed by India and Singapore, 
and the US as its key export 
destination, followed by Germany 
and the UK. The US$12.09 bilateral 
trade between the two countries 
heavily favors China, in which 
Chinese export to Bangladesh 
accounts for US$ 11.49 in FY2020 
(Dhaka Tribune, 2021). As part of 
its unilateral market access schemes 
for LDCs, China has allowed 
duty-free access to Bangladesh 
for 97% of its tariff lines which 
became effective from July 1, 2020, 
under which 8,256 Bangladeshi 
products enjoy zero tariff facility for 
exports to the Chinese market(Star 
Business Report, 2021). In the 
case of the US, the bilateral trade 
between Bangladesh and the US 
reached US$9.0 billion in 2019, 
in which US export accounted 
for US$2.3 billion, and imports 
totaled $6.7 billion. The US goods 
trade deficit with Bangladesh was 
$4.3 billion in 2019(United States 
Trade Representative, 2020).In 
2019, Bangladesh received a net 
FDI of US $1.159 billion in FY19 
from China and US$493 million 
from the US ((United States Trade 
Representative, 2020)(Samsani, 
2021). Henceforth, Bangladesh’s 
Indo-Pacific engagement will largely 
be influenced by its economic 
priorities in the cases of geo-
economictensions between Beijing 
and Washington.

The fourth important determinant 
is ’ ‘Bangladesh’s aspiration to 
ensure its strategic autonomy in the 
Bay of Bengal, which is essential 
forits economic development and 
advancement. The Bay of Bengalis 
a geographicpivot that coincides 
between the Chinese Malacca 
dilemma and the US Indo-Pacific 
geostrategic interest. Therefore, 
Bangladesh has to balance its 
strategic autonomy and the great 

power game unfolding in the Bay 
of Bengal. The Bay of Bengal draws 
together three power equations: 

● China-Myanmar-ASEAN power 
relations: The Bay of Bengal 
is centrally located between 
South and Southeast Asia 
and influences the Chinese 

Southern landlocked region. 
Myanmar and the ASEAN 
countries such as Myanmar 
and Thailand are critical for to 
access the Bay of Bengal. The 
Bayacts as a conduit between 
the Western Indian Ocean 
and the South China Sea, 
and strategic and economic 
supply lines too. The China 
Myanmar Economic Corridor, 
the Kyaukpyu port, and naval 
presence in the Bay of Bengal 
region are critical for China 
in ensuring its national and 
economic interests. Moreover, 
Myanmar remains a major 
national security concern 
for Bangladesh due to the 
persistent Rohingya crisis and 
seemingly lack of interest in 
NawPyi Taw to resolve the 
armed conflicts in the Rakhine 
and repatriation of 1.1 million 
Rohingya refugees living in 
Bangladesh. 

● Regional Comprehensive 
Economic Partnership 
(RCEP):RCEPhas become a 
flagship trade arrangement 
in the Indo-Pacific, 
allowingwidespread tariff 
cuts for China for its regional 

economic partners. Unlike 
the TPP and other U.S.-led 
trade deals, the RCEP does 
not require its members to 
take steps to liberalize their 
economies and protect 
labor rights, environmental 
standards, and intellectual 
property (The Washington 
Post, 2020). Two of the 
fourcountriesof the Quad, 
namely Australia and Japan, 
have joined RCEP. The other 
critical India, which is a 
crucial stakeholder in the Bay 
of Bengal, remains the only 
geostrategic partner for the US 
in the case of a geostrategic 
power play against China. 

● The Arms Race in the Indo-
Pacific Region:The underwater 
arms and unarmed technology 
competition in the Indo-Pacific 
region are being played out 
between three great powers, 
namely the United States, 
China, and Russia, but with 
increasing involvement by 
regional powers such as Japan, 
Vietnam, and India(Kajiwara, 
2020). After delimitations of 
its maritime boundaries with 
India and Myanmar through 
international tribunals in 2014 
and given the rising arms 
race, Bangladesh requires to 
reinforce its maritime strategic 
autonomy in the Bay of Bengal. 
The Bay of Bengal water now 
has the presence of a Russian-
built Kilo-class submarine 
procured by Myanmar acquired 
from India; two Ming class 
submarines procured from 
China by the Bangladesh Navy; 
and multiple nuclear powered 
and diesel-electric submarines 
of the Indian Navy.The strength 
of submarines is that they 
are invisible and thus can be 
deployed anywhere in the open 
sea.

Hence, Bangladesh’s strategic 
interests will primarily be linked 
with its “strategic autonomy” and 
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“national interest.” That means the 
strategic tie between Bangladesh 
and the US will largely dependon 
multilateral solutions to its refugee 
crisis, technological solutions 
to itsblue economy concerns, 
and cost-effective but advanced 
defense systems to protect its 
national interests in the maritime 
domain.The US government has 
US$130.59 million in active 
government-to-government sales 
cases with Bangladesh under 

the Foreign Military Sales (FMS) 
system(US Department of State, 
2021a).  However, in FY 2019, 
the US authorized a permanent 
export of over US$6 million in 
defense articles to Bangladesh 

via the Direct Commercial Sales 
(DCS) process. The top categories 
of DCS to Bangladesh include 
aircraft and related articles; 
materials and miscellaneous 
articles; and fire control, laser, 
imaging, and guidance equipment 
(US Department of State, 2021a)
The focus, however, can be 
on unmanned and artificial 
technologies to enhance 
Bangladesh’s border, air, and 
maritime security, freedom of 

navigation, and humanitarian 
assistance and disaster response 
capabilities.

Meanwhile, the government of 
Bangladesh has deeply appreciated 

the US government’s announcement 
to provide US$155 million, as a 
part of the 2021 Joint Response 
Plan for the Rohingya Humanitarian 
Crisis, to sustain critical efforts to 
support Rohingya refugees and host 
communities in Bangladesh (US 
Department of State, 2021b). The 
bilateral cooperation should also 
aim toward multilateralism in the 
case of the Rohingya crisis, and 
Bangladesh can lead the stability 
dialogues in the Bay of Bengal 
region as it is a key country with 
“no strategic baggage” attached. 
Perhaps, Bangladesh’s track record 
with the UN Peacekeeping mission 
can be a valuablereference for 
future Bangladesh-US strategic 
collaboration.

The fifth key determinant is the issue 
of climate change. Bangladesh 
and its neighboring countries’ 
sustainable development are 
dependent on adaptability to 
climate change and a sustainable 
environment. This issue of human 
survival requires international 
collaboration, coordination, and 
investment regardless of geopolitical 
tensions or geoeconomic dilemmas. 
Bangladesh’s Prime Minister Sheikh 
Hasina has repeatedly stressed 
Bangladesh’s commitment to 
Sustainable Development Goals 
and active participation in global 
climate initiatives. Both President 
Biden and Chinese President Xi 
Jinping made important pledges at 
the Leaders Summit on Climate in 
Washington in April 2021 (Geall, 
et al., 2021). Biden promised that 
the United States would reach net-
zero carbon emissions by no later 
than 2050; Xi reiterated China’s 
commitment to achieving carbon 
neutrality by 2060 (an ambitious 
target) and insisted that China 
would begin to cut its coal-fired 
power generation by 2030(Geall, 
et al., 2021). Since Bangladesh 
maintains balanced foreign policy 
relations with both Beijing and 
Washington, Dhaka’s camaraderie 
in the climate forums can be a 
useful tool in bolster Bangladesh-
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US ties in global climate change 
movements. On the domestic front, 
on the one hand, Bangladesh needs 
new technologies for renewable 
energy and harnessing sustainable 
natural resources from the Bay of 
Bengal; on the other, in the Indo-
Pacific region, Bangladesh-US 
can work together for rules-based 
maritime governance that can help 
in maintaining sustainable marine 
ecosystems and preventing water 
pollution. 

The sixth crucial determinant 
is public health. The politics 
of vaccine, leading to vaccine 
nationalism versus vaccine 
multilateralism, has put the countries 
to capitalize on the politicization of 
supplies of Active Pharmaceutical 
Ingredients (APIs) and vaccines 
as a finished public good(Khan, 
2020a). A report published by 
the Council on Foreign Relations 
identified that “97 percent of all 
antibiotics in the United States 
came from China”(Huang, 2019).
However, since the vaccine was 
administered in Bangladesh on 
February 07, 2021, the largest 
vaccination campaign in its history, 
the rollout has been stifled byan 
intermittent supply of vaccines from 
external sources and affected by 
deep global inequity. Bangladesh 
has received 5.5 million doses of 
Moderna’s Covid19 vaccine from 
the US (US Embassy in Bangladesh, 
2021). Bangladesh now prioritizes 
global health alliances and pledges 
for multilateral responses for future 
pandemics and public health crises. 
Interestingly, of the 72 countries to 
which China has pledged doses, all 
but two participants are members of 
its BRI(Kiernan, et al., 2021). China 
is now offering a “corridor for life-
saving supplies” under its “Health 
Silk Road” since 2015 (Kiernan, et 
al., 2021). 

The seventh crucial determinant is 
regional economic stability. South 
Asia remains the least integrated 
economy in the world, with 
approximately 5% intraregional 

trade. With the US withdrawal from 
Afghanistan, the region’s stability 
has become fluid, at least for a year 
or so. The new geopolitical and 
geostrategic reality has unfolded in 
which the Chinese-led power politics 
will dominate the South Asian 
political and strategic environment 
for a foreseeable period. Hence, 
Bangladesh’s geopolitical ties 
with China and the US should be 
seen through a wide spectrum. 
Bangladesh is the leading trading 
partner for India in South Asia. In 
a recently published data by the 
Indian Ministry of Commerce, it has 
been revealed that India’s exports 

to Bangladesh rose 46% on an 
annualized basis at $3.16 billion 
in January-March 2021, securing 
it the fourth position after the US 
(US$15.41 billion) overtaking Hong 
Kong, China (US$5.92 billion) and 
UAE (US$5.34 billion)(Jayaswal 
& Laskar, 2021). That means 
Bangladesh has become one of the 
critical factors in Indian domestic 
economic stability. 

Moreover, with a bilateral trade 
of US$86.4 billion in fiscal 2021, 
mainland China has emerged as 
India’s largest trading partner, 
overtaking the US in the process 
and registering 5.53 percent 
growth (Banerji, 2021). China was 
the only major country to post a 
growth in trade with India in the 
fiscal when the latter’s overall 
trade declined over 13 percent to 
US$684.77 billion (Banerji, 2021). 
India’s bilateral trade with China 
had contracted in each of the two 

previous fiscals. In fiscal 2021, 
Indo-US bilateral trade contracted 
by 9.5 percent to US$80.5 
billion (Banerji, 2021). The US is 
India’s crucial strategic partner 
in economic and strategic affairs 
as stated by the Indian Foreign 
Minister S Jaishankar,”Given the 
comprehensive and global nature 
of our strategic partnership, it 
is to be expected that our two 
countries would engage on 
major contemporary issues” 
and by Secretary A Blinken said, 
“the friendship between India 
and the United States is one of 
the most consequential in the 

world”(US Department of State, 
2021c). Therefore, given the 
current economic, security, and 
strategic perimeters, the largest 
economy of South Asia’s stability 
from Afghanistan to Myanmar will 
require coordinated support of 
China, the US, and Bangladesh. 
Therefore, Bangladesh should not 
be seen through the prism of Delhi 
or Beijing;instead, Dhaka should 
be viewed through its strategic 
capabilities.

Hence, Bangladesh’s economic 
contribution in maintaining regional 
stability is of critical importance for 
the Indo-Pacific region. Investment 
in critical infrastructure, regional 
connectivity, and access to 
regional markets can significantly 
improve Bangladesh’s economy, 
which, in turn, can promote 
better regional cooperation in 
South Asia. Being the pioneer of 
the South Asian Association for 
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Regional Cooperation (SAARC) 
and an active advocate of the only 
South-Southeast Asia platform - 
Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multi-
sectoral Technical and Economic 
Cooperation (BIMSTEC), the 
country seeks to strengthen these 
two regional bodies further. The 
SAARC comprises of 1.7 billion 
population, which is equivalent 
to 21% of the world’s population, 
covers 3% of the world’s area 
and 4.21% (US$3.67 trillion) of 
the global economy(International 
Monetary Fund, 2019). BIMSTEC 
covers around 1.5 billion people 
and constitutes around 22% of the 
global population, with a combined 
gross domestic product (GDP) of 
2.7 trillion(BIMSTEC, 2021). These 
two regions combined present the 
possibility of becoming a US$10 
trillion economy over the next 
decade. New technologies and 
economic opportunities, changing 
consumer attitudes, aging, women 
empowerment, and pandemic 
impacts are rapidly diversifying and 
segmenting the markets in these two 
regions (McKinsey Global Institute, 
2021). Therefore, reforming SAARC 
and BIMSTEC, taking the business 
chambers and private sector on 
board, is necessary to deliver better 
regional cooperation.

While these determinants will 
continueto influence Bangladesh-
US ties and Bangladesh’s foreign 
policy over the years to come, 
Bangladesh’s impressive economic 
track record comes with several 
risks(Khan, 2020b). The internal 
risks mainly stem from rising 
inflation due to higher food prices, 
nonperforming loans, weak banking 
sector governance, and a decline 
in the financial credibility of state-
owned and private commercial 
banks. This is where international 
best practices and technical 
support are required. The high 
prevalence of Non-Tariff Barriers 
(NTBs), inadequate connectivity, 
and poor environmental compliance 
mechanisms in South Asia are the 
critical barriers to ’ ‘Bangladesh’s 
trade with the regional countries. 

Removal of these barriers at 
both bilateral and multilateral 
levels could have augmented 
Bangladesh’s economy to a great 
extent. However, under the South 
Asian Free Trade Area (SAFTA), India 
has provided duty-free access to 
Bangladesh as a Least Developed 
Country (LDC) for all tariff lines 
except the 25 lines related to 
liquor and tobacco(Khan, 2020b). 
Bangladesh has also granted duty 
concessions to India under APTA, 
SAPTA, and SAFTA. Bangladesh 
currently avails Generalised System 
of Preferences (GSP) from 38 
countries, including 28 countries 

of European Union, Australia, 
Belarus, Canada, Liechtenstein, 
Japan, New Zealand, Norway, 
Russian Federation, Switzerland, and 
Turkey(Export Promotion Bureau, 
2016).

In June 2013, the US suspended 
GSP for Bangladesh after the Rana 
Plaza collapse that killed more 
than 1,135 workers and injured 
2,500. The US issued 16 conditions 
to be complied with by theprivate 
sector factories in Bangladesh 
to avail GSP.The garments 
sectorhas satisfactorilyfulfilled 
all 16 conditions in the areas 
ofthe workplace, labor rights 
issues, factories inspection,and 
remediation issues(The Financial 
Express, 2020). However, as per the 
Ministry of Commerce, Government 
of Bangladesh, Washington has 
assured Dhaka of reconsidering the 
GSP facility for Bangladeshi goods 
to the US market (The Financial 

Express, 2020).Indeed, lifting of 
GSP ban and providing technical 
assistance to Bangladesh would 
be critical to ensure Bangladesh 
remains a centerpiece of the Biden 
administration in the coming 
months.One may recall that the 
foreign Minister of Bangladesh, 
Mr. AK Abdul Momen mentioned 
to the press that, “As the US is 
deepening its friendship [with 
Bangladesh], we would like it to 
invest in infrastructure. The US 
has no investment in infrastructure 
development, which we need very 
much here”(The Daily Star, 2020).

During the Fifth United States-
Bangladesh Trade and Investment 
Cooperation Forum Agreement 
(TICFA) Council meeting, held 
on March 5, 2020, in Dhaka, 
Bangladesh, both the countries 
“stated their intent to boost trade 
and investment opportunities and 
facilitate the existing flow of goods 
and services”(Office of the United 
States Trade Representative, 2020b). 
The meeting stressed improvements 
to the Bangladeshi investment 
climate needed to achieve this, 
including adequate protection of 
intellectual property rights; clear 
regulation and monitoring of 
the tradein pharmaceuticals and 
medical devices; commitment 
to enable the digital economy; 
support for investors’ right to fair 
and prompt dispute resolution 
and arbitration; enforcement 
of obligations and notifications 
under WTO agreements; and 
transparency in government 
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procurement (Office of the United 
States Trade Representative, 
2020b). Technical supports for 
these issues to be resolved can 
be channeled through trade 
bodies and think tanks working in 
Bangladesh. USAID has worked as 
an essentialpartner in promoting 
transparency and accountability 
in the public sector Bangladesh, 
along with its mandated work 
as a vital development partner 
in ’ ‘Bangladesh’s growth.For 
an example, USAID and the 
Bangladesh Enterprise Institute 
(BEI) worked together to assist 
the government in strengthening 
transparency in the public sector. 
Greater collaboration among 
Bangladesh-US think-tanks, trade 
bodies, and tech bodies will create 
better understanding about the 
new political realities, economic 
opportunities, and market access 
unfolding in Bangladesh and 
beyond. This is also crucial for 
setting right discourse and informed 
narratives for foreign policy 
continuity.

This article shows that Bangladesh 
is crucial for stability in South 
Asia, the Bay of Bengal region, 
and beyond. Ceteris paribus, the 
blurring space between geopolitics 
and geoeconomics attests that 
the country is gradually, if not 
already,assuming political and 
economic leadership in the region. 
While manydeveloping countries 
have trumpeted balancing act 
between superpowers, in most 
cases, the political economy 
did not meet the rhetoric, and 
geostrategic conundrum gave way 
to compromises with either East or 
West. Bangladesh has shownan 
independent international stance. 
Therefore,Bangladesh and the 
US are in a unique time to make 
the Indo-Pacific region work 
betterthrough political balance 
and legitimacy. In the economic 
realm, further strengthening the 
Bangladesh-US relations within 
theIndo-Pacific context would mean 
ensuring a rule-based system that 

will deliver economic goods to 
the Indo-Pacific countries, even as 
China has emerged as sophisticated 

power and is seen as an inevitable 
tradingpartner for the region. 
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In the strategic realm, for 
Bangladesh, Indo-Pacificcooperation 
(or known as Indo-Pacific Strategy)
would meanstrengthening 
Bangladesh’s strategic autonomy 
in the Bay of Bengal through 
economic, technological, and 
institutional cooperation that will 
help Bangladesh keep its water 
clean – both from pollution and 
catastrophe of any form. This will 
have a positive economic spillover 
effect on its neighboring countries 
too. Bangladesh is aware that 
negotiating Beijing’s role in the 
Indo-Pacific will be no option, 
although some Indo-Pacific states 
may seek US help to preserve their 
strategic interests in the face of 
China’s rise (Campbell & Doshi, 
2021). That meansBangladesh-
US relations should be free from 
prejudices linking “choose” 
between the two superpowers. 
Hence, the task is colossal too. It 
will not be a de trop to mention 
that Bangladesh, being a credible, 
stable, and risingcountry in the 
South Asian theatre, can help the 
Biden presidency balance the US 
interestsin the region. After all, 
Bangladesh is a country of 170 
million resilient and generous 
population aspiring to share the 
benefits of their growth and market 
with the global community. Hence, 
Bangladesh’s unique geo-geo 
stability and the steady rise, which is 
rare in South Asia, can be a win-win 
factor for the policy communities in 
Bangladesh and the US.
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Forrest Cookson, PhD

AmCham’s Role in 
Bangladesh

There are many views as to the 
role of the American Chamber of 
Commerce in Bangladesh. In this 
article I look back on the ideas that 
were in the minds of the founders of 
the AmCham, the struggle to actually 
form a chamber, and the early years 
and activities.  Then the objectives of 
a foreign chamber of commerce are 
discussed and how this has worked 
out in Bangladesh.  Finally, briefly the 
current role of the United States in 
the Bangladesh economy and several 
issues on which AmCham may focus.  

Part 1:  Early years

There were only a few American 
companies that had invested in 
Bangladesh by 1990.  Most of these 
were focused on manufacturing and 
supplying to the domestic market.  
Most had been established in 
Bangladesh during the Pakistan era 
and were branch offices of a main 
office located in West Pakistan.  

Before 1990 the Government was not 
very interested in attracting foreign 
investment.  There were several 

reasons for this:  Most important 
was the absolute priority that the 
Bangladesh civil service attached to 
control.  This priority continues to 
this day and is the primary reason 
that foreign investment is so limited.  
Despite many words about FDI the 
reality is in the results.  Control has a 
special meaning in the Bangladesh 
regulatory environment:  It means 
government controls as of today.  
History and precedent have little 
influence.  The Government insists 
on the power to change the rules at 
a moment’s notice without regard 
to previous rules.  Such changes 
may take place without warning or 
discussion.  The instability of policy 
makes it difficult for an investor 
to forecast future profitability and 
discourages expansion of investment 
or green field investors.  Unless the 
investor believes that policy changes 
can be discussed the investor will look 
elsewhere. This is the experience of 
FDI everywhere. 

Bangladesh is not the only country 
where control dominates the desire 
for FDI, but over the past fifty years 
it has been a leading practitioner of 
promoting policy instability.  AmCham 
can play two important roles:  First, 
protesting such arbitrary changes in 
policy when they surface and call for 
discussion and negotiation.  This does 
not have to be only for American 
investments, indeed AmCham can 
join with other foreign chambers to 
present the case for policy stability 
and maintaining the position that 
the Government should follow its 
own rules.  Given the legislation 
that controls foreign investors it is 
the responsibility of the Government 
to demonstrate that their policy 

adjustments fall within the scope of 
that law.  AmCham should politely 
confront the Government when it 
violates its own laws.  

Second, a record of these policy 
changes should be kept and made 
a part of the public record available 
to all to see.  Actions of Government 
with respect to regulation of private 
sector companies are not secrets.  
Giving publicity to these and allowing 
the accumulation of such changes 
to be on the record will result in a 
reduction of whimsical changes in 
policy. 

Some changes in policy are always 
necessary.  The point is that when 
these apply to foreign investors 
there should be discussions and 
consultations.  The bureaucratic 
stance is: “we can do anything we 
feel necessary, the laws cannot keep 
us from so acting.”It is these attitudes 
and behavior that have resulted in 
limited inflow of FDI.  

As an example, prior to the Pandemic 
there was a major conflict between 
two of the three foreign mobile phone 
companies and the Bangladesh 
Telecommunications Regulatory 
Commission (BTRC).The BTRC had 
commissioned two audits of the three 
foreign investors; these audits made 
claims that were inconsistent with 
BTRC’s previous rulings; the audits 
were contested but the rejoinders of 
the investors were ignored.  There 
was little negotiation.  International 
arbitration was beginning but the 
pandemic caused most of this conflict 
to go away.  Nevertheless, a large, 
questionable claim was made and 
partly paid.  Interest in developing the 
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telecoms business in Bangladesh fell.  
The Boards of the foreign companies 
will not forget the abrupt changes in 
policy without consultation resulting in 
large demands for payment that they 
believed were inconsistent with the 
laws and regulations.   

The long rule by military officers 
that continued until 1991 combined 
with the civil service’s deep fear 
of losing control resulted in a bias 
against exports.  Export expansion 
required foreign investment and new 
knowledge of technologies. 

Investments that focused on the 
domestic market were easier 
to control than exportoriented 
investments.  Export opportunities 
were limited due to government 
rules and regulations.  The garment 
industry grew up unexpected by the 
government and denigrated by the 
socialist leaning economists who 
had dreams of steel plants, chemical 
industries all under the control 
of the government.  The private 
sector was scorned.  This inward 
looking bias prevented the growth 
of exports leaving the nation at the 
mercy of foreign aid donors.  By 
1990 the economy was doing badly.  
Infrastructure was generally very 
poor other than a good road system 
that connected different parts of the 
country.  The civil service continued to 
smoke the opium that they were able 
to manage industrial establishments 
despite the fact that almost every 
government enterprise was losing 
money if realistic accounting 
standards were implemented.  On the 
horizon were four reform programs: 
Agriculture to open agricultural inputs 
to the private sector; trade policy 
to reduce high tariffs; introduction 
of the VAT; and financial reform 
to modernize the regulation of the 
banking system.  Finally, the RMG 
sector was reality growing rapidly, 
supported by sound government 
policies and a few Korean investors.

The handful of American companies 
believed that it was necessary to 
present a joint stronger front to the 
Government to limit the growing 

regulation and never-ending search 
for greater control.  It was clear to the 
American companies attempting to 
manufacture and provide services that 
the hand of the Government, growing 
heavier by the day, was going to 
destroy such foreign investment that 
existed.  Indeed, at this point many 
American companies decided to 
leave Bangladesh; the managers in 
the United States saw companies 
while largely managed by first 
class Bangladeshis of integrity and 
toughness that earned little profits and 
were coming under rising harassment 
from the regulatory authorities.  “Why 
are we in Bangladesh?” often led to 
the conclusion— “let’s get out”.

There were a handful of senior civil 
servants who understood that things 
were not going well.  The government 
felt the heavy hand of the new 
imperialism of the World Bank and 
the IMF limiting their control; yet the 
terrible shortage of foreign exchange 
and the limited export proceeds 
resulted in the foreign countries and 
organizations that provided foreign 
exchange demanding policy changes 
that resulted in more private sector 
activities and less regulation.

It was this environment that led a 
small group of Bangladesh general 
managers of the foreign company’s 
local branches to decide to establish 
an American Chamber of Commerce.  
Such organizations existed in almost 
all Asian countries and were known as 
AmChams.  

The small group led by S. H.  Kabir, 
who ran Pfizer’s operations in 
Bangladesh and Mahbub Jamil who 
led Singer’s, two outstanding men of 
integrity and experience. A request 
was prepared for the Ministry of 
Commerce and Industry to approve 
the establishment of AmCham in 
1988.  The request was rejected.  

The bureaucracy of the Ministry of 
Commerce and Industry argued 
that the Foreign Investor’s Chamber 
was enough.  The fact that most 
Asian counties permitted the 
American companies to establish 

an AmCham had no influence.  The 
Ministry of Commerce and Industry 
was desperate to maintain what 
they thought of as control.  The 
interpretation of the law was that 
there was no room for a Chamber of 
Commerce based on the nationality 
of the member companies.   A legal 
opinion was obtained that concluded 
that the Ministry’s interpretation of 
the law was wrong.  But there was no 
future in going to court that would 
be a long-complicated undertaking 
with uncertain results.  The founding 
group had little confidence that the 
court route would come to a real 
conclusion.  If we lost then we were 
stuck with a court ruling; if we won we 
would face a Ministry of Commerce 
and Industry that would cause trouble 
for the AmCham every day. “How 
dare these people challenge us?” The 
bureaucracy’s need for control led to 
constant decisions that harmed the 
progress of the economy.  Remarkably 
generations of civil servants never 
understood what this kind of behavior 
does for economic development, 
not just for foreign investor’s but for 
domestic investors.  The Bangladesh 
people remained in poverty. 

One has to mention that there was 
widespread belief that the United 
States, identified through Russian 
propaganda, was an imperialistic 
country.  The objectives of American 
investors were perceived to take 
over Bangladesh and exploit the 
Bangladesh people.  Hence one 
should do everything to keep out 
such influences.  Fear that a mighty 
AmCham would lead to American 
dominance of Bangladesh was 
actually rather odd since the flow of 
resources was at the time from the 
United States to Bangladesh as it has 
always been.  The balance of trade in 
goods and services was far in favor 
of Bangladesh; capital inflows were 
from the United States to Bangladesh 
[to say nothing of the flow from the 
World Bank which as we all know 
is a front for American economic 
policy.]  Every definition of imperialism 
I know argues the opposite:  The 
mother country runs a balance of 
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trade surplus with the colony and the 
whole idea is to bring capital out of 
the colony. 

The identification of a prospective 
AmCham as an arm of an 
imperialistic United States was 
laughable.  Little did anyone realize 
what was to come?  We sought 
the assistance of the United States 
Embassy but this to no avail.  After 
1991 when the BNP was elected to 
form the government, we tried again 
with the help of the U.S.Embassy.  
This came to nothing.  After failing 
to establish an AmCham in 1988 
the American Bangladesh Economic 
Forum was established.  This 
organization carried out some of the 
functions of a Chamber.  

The period 1991-1996 was a 
period of great interest by American 
companies in Bangladesh.  The 
establishment of a new non-military 
government through democratic 
processes opened the eyes of 
many companies to investment 
opportunities.  By this time the RMG 
sector was expanding rapidly with the 
formation of many new firms. Export 
prospects were very favorable. The 
growing garment industry needed 
electricity and gas as well as improved 
port facilities. 

The BNP government signaled that 
there would be a turn to private 
investment, foreign or otherwise, 
to build the gas sector and to 
construct new electricity generating 
capacity.  The nation was desperate 
for additional gas supplies and 
for greater generating capacity.  
The gas would fuel the electricity 
generation.  The port facilities were 
inadequate to the growing flow of 
imports and exports associated with 
the RMG sector.  The large American 
market for garments was opening 
to Bangladesh and the government 
sought foreign investment to insure 
the infrastructure was there.  It was 
recognized that the Bangladesh 
Government had neither the financial 
resources not the management skills 
to deal with the explosive growth in 

exports and subsequently the whole 
economy.  

The American Bangladesh Economic 
Forum played a central role in the 
transition period as major foreign 
gas and power companies came to 
Bangladesh to participate.  By 1996 
much work had been done, but there 
were no decisions.  

With the election of the Awami 
League Government in 1996 things 
changed.  There were several 
major Production Sharing Contracts 
dealing with gas under negotiation.  
This was going very slowly.  The AL 
government assigned a secretary from 
the PM’s office to look into this.  The 
different organizations concerned 
made known their objections to the 
existing framework of the PSCs but 
it was apparent that there were no 
serious issues.  The departments 
and Ministries were afraid to give 
their approval.  Stalemate!  Dr. 
Muhiuddin Khan Alamgir, the 
Secretary assigned to this problem, 
took up the negotiations and actually 
negotiated with the oil companies 
instead of dictating terms.  The 
departments generally stood their 
ground and insisted on their way.  
Ultimately a position was reached 
where the various departments had 
no more objections but they were 
still reluctant to approve the PSCs. 
Alamgir essentially told them to sign 
if there was no objection to the draft 
contract.  Reluctantly the different 
government organizations signed.  
The PSCs were now completed and 
the search for and development 
of gas resources commenced.  As 
it turned out about 65% of the 
production of domestic gas comes 
from one of these PSCs.  About 50% 
of the total current use is from the 
PSCs.  Without this gas Bangladesh 
would not have been able to develop.  
One of these PSCs was developed by 
Occidental an American company; 
the second involved Cairn, and Shell, 
well as Halliburton.  Halliburton is an 
American company, at that time led by 
Dick Cheney, later US Vice President.  
This FDI in the PSCs was the most 

important made in Bangladesh.  The 
then United States Ambassador to 
Bangladesh David Merrill stated 
that: “without Alamgir there would 
have been no PSCs.”   The Ministry 
of Energy just did not believe in any 
role for the private sector.  Unhappily, 
since these events there has been no 
successful expansion of natural gas 
reserves.  The bureaucratic attitude 
remained anti-FDI leading us to the 
position that natural gas reserves are 
available for an additional 5 or 6 
years; after that the gas requirements 
will be supplied by imported LNG.  
Serious on land exploration for gas 
is urgent.  Domestic gas cost less 
than $5/thousand cubic feet against 
a current LNG cost of $20/thousand 
cubic feet; or $10/thousand cubic 
feet for multi year contracts.  Here is 
an area where the existing American 
PSC holder may be able to carry out 
immediate exploration drilling.

While these exciting events dominated 
the gas sector another incident was 
taking place with the first Independent 
Power Producers.  Two large projects 
to generate electricity both to be 
fueled with natural gas were bid for 
construction and operation by the 
private sector. Many of the major 
power companies in the world bid 
on these projects.  Again the Awami 
League Government was going to 
complete the first real investment 
by foreigners in the power sector.  
The ADB and World Bank were not 
willing to finance these projects; 
the World Bank chief at the time 
said that the Ministry of Energy was 
not able to manage projects of this 
size and it would take forever to 
construct one under Government 
management.  The former supporter 
of Bangladesh’s power projects, the 
Soviet Union had vanished.  The 
bidding was successfully completed; 
the unexpected outcome was that 
an American company AES had 
presented the low bid for both 
projects.  A battle followed as to 
whether one should have one foreign 
company building and operating both 
projects.  In an IPP project the plant 
is financed and constructed by the 
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private company; then the company 
operates the plant and makes profits 
to pay off loans and investors.  The 
“bid” is the price at which the 
Government would buy the electricity.  

Further trouble now emerged as AES 
announced that the site preparation, 
carried out by a Chinese company 
had done a poor job and AES wanted 
the Bangladesh Government to 
pay them to enable the American 
company to do the job correctly.  This 
of course led to long arguments.  A 
British company had certified that 
the site preparation was correctly 
done.  AES prevailed.  The Ministry of 
Energy paid AES to correct the work.  
AES held all the cards; the ADB and 
the WB were supporting the projects 
and provided financial support to the 
foreign private banks financing AES.  
The Chairman of AES was a golfing 
companion of President Clinton.  This 
is the way the world works both in 
the USA and in Bangladesh.  The 
British company was blackballed but 
eventually returned to work again in 
Bangladesh.

The third effort by an American 
investor to come to Bangladesh 
proposed to construct a container 
terminal in Chattagram and develop 
a system of river barges to move 
containers from the factories around 
Dhaka to the ocean-going vessels in 
Chattagram with imported fabric and 
accessories in the other direction. At 
that time the Chattagram highway 
was jammed with vehicles.  There 
were still some ferries operating on 
the road to Chattagram so that the 
time to travel from the areas where 
there were many garment factories 
to the Chattagram port was long.  
The railway took a week to move a 
container, so the river barges look 
like a reasonable solution.  A major 
effort was made to persuade the 
Awami League Government that this 
would be beneficial for the RMG 
sector.  However, a few influential 
people inChattagram did not want 
foreign investment and the project 
died.  During the subsequent BNP 
government, no progress was made 
on expanding gas exploration, 

constructing new power plants or 
raising the efficiency of the port.  
Further IPP projects supported by 
the World Bank were improperly bid 
and rejected. Efforts to increase the 
number of cranes in Chattagram 
port were not successful due to 
improper bidding and trying to 
qualify domestic companies with no 
experience in operating container 
quays.  

The great wave of United States 
interest in FDI delivered an energy 
sector that greatly improved the 
economy and supported the explosive 
growth of the RMG sector.  The port 
improved only after 1/11 when the 
army reorganized the port and raised 
its efficiency.  

Alongside these activities, Telenor the 
Norwegian telecoms company came 
to invest in Grameen Phone.  Telenor 
was a Norwegian company but at 
that time was listed on an American 
stock market.  One can say that even 
in the telecommunications area it was 
American resources that supported 
the Telenor investment.

During this period when the Awami 
League formed the Government the 
Ministry of Commerce and Industry, 
Mr. Tofail Ahmed met and discussed 
with the American Ambassador 
David Merrillthe question of the 
formation of the AmCham.  Minister 
Tofail overruled the bureaucrats 
in his Ministry and approved the 
establishment of AmCham.

Part 2:  The role of the foreign 
chamber

Remarkably since the early years of 
the AmCham the FDI from American 
sources fell away.  General Electric 
continued to participate in power 
projects but it was a decade before 
there was any successful large power 
plant constructed.  A Business Council 
for Bangladesh established by the 
U.S. Chamber in Washington closed 
down as investor interest faded.  
After a strong start the use of PSCs 
was effectively discontinued.  There 
were many new IPPs but smaller than 

the two AES projects and based on 
domestic financing.

AmCham’s attention turned away 
from green field Foreign Direct 
Investment and instead focused on 
problems of existing investors.  There 
were some important problems to be 
tackled.

The congestion of the port continued 
to be a major problem.  Improving 
efficiency inside the port was difficult 
due to squabbles over crane 
operating contracts and extremely 
crowded conditions in the port with 
containers stuffed inside the port.  The 
introduction of “off-docks” facilities 
that enabled containers to be stuffed 
outside the port under customs 
supervision had a magical impact and 
congestion from export operations 
stopped.  Years of efforts to extend this 
to air cargo exports have failed. But 
the impact on Chattagram port of the 
off docks was remarkable.

Another area of importance was 
equal treatment of foreign countries 
exporting to Bangladesh and stopping 
money laundering.  Popular opinion 
is that American imports are too 
expensive for the Bangladesh market.  
This is a complete misunderstanding 
of what is going on.

Many Bangladesh importers make 
a side agreement with their foreign 
supplier to under invoice the L/C 
payment enabling a reduction in 
revenue earnings from customs 
duties and associated VAT.  The 
remainder of the cost of the import 
is paid through the diversion of 
remittance inflows. To arrest this 
practice and to increase the earnings 
from import duties and VAT we 
made a big effort to persuade the 
Government to hire Pre-shipment 
Inspection companies. These 
companies inspect the import in the 
exporting country and verify the price 
on the L/C.  The main offenders of 
under invoicing were China and 
a few Asian countries.  The results 
from the PSI work clearly showed 
how pervasive this practice was.  
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American companies who would not 
participate in this illegal activity were 
at a competitive disadvantage.  

The PSI companies were hired by 
NBR over the screaming protests of 
Customs.  For several years these 
companies worked to limit the 
under invoicing with some success.  
At least they identified it.  Actual 
imports in 2018-19 were probably 
$10-15 billion dollars greater than 
the official record [and official 
remittances were equally much less 
as these were diverted to cover the 
under invoicing.]  In the event the 
impact was reduced as so many of 
the attempts by NBR to impose these 
understated costs were blocked by 
the tribunals and courts. Bangladesh 
failed to collect a considerable 
amount of revenue [at least 1% of 
GDP] and also paid more for its 
imports than it needed to.  Countries 
such as the United States found 
their competitiveness in exporting 
to Bangladesh undermined.  U.S. 
exports continue to face unfair 
competition due to continuing under 
invoicing by China and India.  Japan 
is also involved in this but to a lesser 
degree.  AmCham’s efforts failed in 
this attempt to improve trade to the 
advantage of both Bangladesh and 
the United States.  There was little 
interest achieving the potential gains 
from trade.

A critical area where the AmCham 
took a position dealt with the 
conflict over labor conditions in 
the Export Processing Zones.  The 
AFL-CIO following their ideological 
position uninformed by the reality 
of Bangladesh has consistently 
challenged the labor rights position 
in Bangladesh and called for the 
cancellation of the GSP program for 
Bangladesh exports to the United 
States.  This of course had no 
relationship to tariffs on ready-made 
garment imports to the United States 
but it has a clear negative impact 
on export diversification. At the time 
that we worked on this and argued 
with the Office of the U.S. Trade 
Representative the GSP continued.  
But the unending pressure by the 

American trade unions eventually led 
to the cancellation.

This incident has the following 
impacts:  Trade relations between 
the two countries deteriorated with 
reduced imports from the United 
States.  It had a negative impact 
on the wages of RMG workers as 
demand for labor weakened; all 
of this over the right to form labor 
unions.

It is remarkable how no one is 
interested in reality and prefers to 
listen to them own ideological beliefs.  
Unfortunately, you hear this every 
day in the USA now, where opinion 
trumps fact.  The wage formation in 
the RMG sector at this time [2000] 
took place in a competitive market.  
Interference by a labor union cannot 
actually raise the wage, it can only 
destroy a company whose workers 
have formed a labor union and raised 
wages above the market level.  That 
indeed was happening and perfectly 
good factories were destroyed by the 
demands of the labor unions.  

It was all a little puzzling. In Vietnam 
which has government organized 
and controlled labor unions the U.S. 
Trade Representative apparently 
believed that the workers’ rights 
were protected!  So, Vietnam with its 
communist party-controlled unions is 
allowed to have GSP but Bangladesh 
with a free competitive labor market 
is punished.  It is a little difficult for 
me to understand this.  What I know 
is that diversification of exports by 
Bangladesh is undermined by an 
ideological position of the American 
labor movement.  Measured by the 
number of workers in labor unions at 
private companies this organization 
has little support in the United States.  

The investment objectives of the 
AmCham are at two levels: first, to 
support the interests of the American 
investors in policy conflicts with the 
Bangladesh Government.  Equally 
to encourage the Bangladesh 
Government to follow policies that will 
attract FDI by American companies.

A second objective is to promote trade 
between the two nations.  AmCham 
sponsors a Trade Show every year to 
provide an opportunity to draw public 
attention to American products.  

There are many policy issues related 
to expansion of trade.  Trade has the 
characteristic of generating more 
trade.  The greater the Bangladesh 
exports to the USA, the greater will be 
imports from the United States.  

There is also the potential of 
interesting American portfolio 
investors in the Bangladesh stock 
market.  This is a rather complex 
area and in the early years there 
was a great deal of interest by 
American institutional investors in 
the Bangladesh capital market.  That 
interest faded but currently there are 
substantial opportunities for equity 
investors by American institutional 
investors.  This investment is highly 
concentrated in a few companies 
where foreign investors have 
confidence in the auditors.  

These are all areas that AmCham 
has a role to play, not only in 
supporting the American companies 
that have invested in Bangladesh, but 
also improving the trade relations, 
protecting the American exporters 
from the illegal money laundering 
associated with so much of Indian 
and Chinese exports to Bangladesh.  
Finally, the AmCham should fight 
for the reinstatement of the GSP 
and resolving the conflict over labor 
rights.  Certainly, the current situation 
is incomprehensible and unfair to 
Bangladesh.

Part 3:  The economic relations 
between Bangladesh and the 
United States.  

There is a lot written on this subject 
and it is not the intention to review 
all of this material.  Instead we will 
examine the current relations as 
recorded in the Balance of Payments.  
The balance of payments presented 
here in principle contains all the 
financial transaction between the two 
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countries.  Table 1 gives the balance 
of payments for 2018/19, the last 
year of normality.  The second table 
give the data for 2019/2020 so 

includes the initial impact of the 
Pandemic.

The tables are presented with credits 
[dollars coming to Bangladesh] 
and debits [dollar going out from 
Bangladesh.]

In 2018-19 exports of goods from 
Bangladesh to the USA were $6.9 
billion, while imports were $2.2 
billion.  The next financial year saw a 
decline of exports to $3.5 billion and 
an increase of imports to $2.6 billion.  
The balance of trade with the United 
States declined from $4.7 billion 
to $0.8 billion, a very sharp shift, 
causing a decline of Bangladesh GDP 
by about $8 billion.  Primary income, 
transfers of profits and interest to 
the United States increased on a net 
basis by about $200 million dollars.  
Secondary income largely remittances 
flows increased from $2 billion to 
$2.6 billion.  The current American 
account deficit with Bangladesh that 
includes all exceptcapital transactions 
decreased from minus $6.6 billion to 
minus $2.8 billion.

The financial account shifted from 
an outflow of $1.8 billion from 

Bangladesh to the USA to an inflow of 
$1 billion.  

Looking at the year 2018-19 we see 

that on the current account the United 
States made a large contribution to 
the Bangladesh economy running a 
current account deficit [from the US 

view] of $6.6 billion [both India 
and China had large surpluses on 
current account and had a strong 
negative impact on the Bangladesh 
economy].

When the pandemic struck, export 
sales tumbled while imports 
continued and remittances 
increased.  Nevertheless the overall 
impact of Bangladesh-US relations 
were still expansionary but reduced.

Table 1

Balance of Payments Bangladesh and the United States of America 2018-19

Million $

Items Credit Debit Net

Current Account 9830 3208 6622

Good 6938 2192 4746

Services 843 497 346

Primary Income 65 508 -443

Secondary Income 1984 11 1973

Financial Account 3571 5334 -1763

Direct Investment -158 -21 -137

Portfolio Investment -97 -252 155
Source: Bangladesh Bank, Balance of Payments, 2019
Converted to US dollar at average exchange rate.

The current account deficit is on 
the road to a much longer negative 
levels [as seen from the USA] thus 
contributing to the recovery of 
Bangladesh from the Pandemic.  The 
China and Indian current accounts 
will remain strongly position thus 
having a negative impact on the 
Bangladesh economy. 

Continued strong growth of the 
Bangladesh economy depends on 
the expansion and diversification 
of exports.  The main markets are 
the EU and the United States.  The 
main product will remain ready 
made garments.  The resolution 
of disputes is important.  Far more 
important is increasing value added, 
the use of a greater range of fabrics, 
research to raise productivity, 
worker training and much better 
infrastructure.  Government must 
face up to the impact of exchange 
rate management and move to 
facilitate exports.  AmCham has 

an important role in supporting 
increasing Bangladesh exports to 
the United States and thus induced 
US exports to Bangladesh.

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

The author of this article is 
the Former President of the 
AmCham Bangladesh and a noted 
Economist.

Table 2

Balance of Payments Bangladesh and the United States of America 2019-20
Million $

Items Credit Debit Net

Current Account 6750 3901 2849
Good 3481 2632 849
Services 591 579 12

Primary Income 58 673 -615
Secondary Income 2620 17 2603
Financial Account 5196 4173 1023

Direct Investment -250 0 -250
Portfolio Investment -133 -212 80

Source: Bangladesh Bank, Balance of Payments, 2020
Converted to US dollar at average exchange rate.
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Introduction:

At the outset, I would like to express 
my deepest gratitude to Almighty 
Allah, our Creator, for his Kindness to 
provide me this unique opportunity to 
write a brief history of the evolution of 
the American Chamber of Commerce 
in Bangladesh, on the occasion of 
its Silver Jubilee celebration, which 
I was able to closely witness by my 
active and direct involvement to 
this great organization for over two 
decades. I take tremendous pleasures 
to expressing my profound thanks, 
appreciation, and gratitude to 
distinguished AmCham Bangladesh 
Presidents, Executive Committee 
Members, and all classes of Members 
for their extraordinary love, affection, 
and support extended to me all the 
time during my service to AmCham. 
I feel it was a wonderful privilege for 
me to work for this nation building 
organization, operate freely enjoying 
the required ownership, through the 

A Gafur

From ABEF to AmCham 
Bangladesh - A Glorious 
Journey of Excellence

supervision and guidance of the 
AmCham Boards, one after one, 
and make contribution for the rapid 
growth and development of AmCham 
in Bangladesh and heighten its 
status at home and abroad. It is 
practically impossible to describe all 
my memories and emotions through 
this small write-up, as I had the 
opportunity to get myself involved 
with so many diversified activities, 
inside and outside the country, during 
my services to AmCham for such a 
long period of time. I have tried to 
bring before the distinguished readers 
an untold story of excellence of the 
remarkable evolution from ABEF to 
AmCham Bangladesh, which has 
significantly impacted the building 
of our beloved nation, Bangladesh, 
through the nonstop accelerated 
economic relations between 
Bangladesh and the United States. 
It has been a wonderful journey of 
brilliance, excellence, innovation, 
openness, and positive actions.   

Brief Thoughts on Bangladesh: 

I believe that Bangladesh is a 
country having potentials for rapid 
economic development strongly 
desired by the people. Bangladesh is 
blessed both by natural and human 
resources. Although Bangladesh 
has made considerable progress 
in certain areas, but the moment 
we compare our achievements with 
the achievements of neighboring 
and other nations of Asia, it is felt 
that Bangladesh has got to do 
much more to stay competitive and 
eventually thrive in a systematic 

manner. We are far behind in 
terms of education, infrastructure, 
work speed, friendlier bureaucracy, 
governance, and overall economic 
development. Bangladesh is not a 
poor country; it’s unfortunately a 
poorly managed country in multiple 
areas. Bangladesh is practically a rich 
country with its hard working friendly 
people and its untapped human and 
natural resources. The challenge 
before the nation today is to create 
honest, proactive, and effective 
leadership at all levels. I believe 
Bangladesh can attract foreign 
investments of billions of dollars if the 
Government becomes increasingly 
more supportive by prompt decisions 
and implementation. In ports, 
power, phone, gas, other physical 
and soft infrastructures, garments 
and agribusinesses, public health 
services, economic zones, etc., 
timely implementation of existing 
promotion policies will attract huge 
investments, raise the economic 
growth substantially and increase 
exports. What is needed today and 
for the future is the serious political 
commitment of the Government in 
implementation of its pledges and its 
policies to realize the potentials of the 
country. 

1988-ABEF: 

In the year 1988, a small group 
of people, representing the 
American companies in Bangladesh 
had established the “American 
Bangladesh Economic Forum” 
(ABEF) aiming to foster the economic 
and commercial relations between 
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Bangladesh and the United States. 
Although the initial objective has 
been to create an American Chamber 
of Commerce in Bangladesh 
(AmCham Bangladesh), like the 
other members of the Asia-Pacific 
Council of American Chambers of 
Commerce (APCAC), it could not 
be done as the Bangladesh laws did 
not allow it to happen. However, 
the ABEF had begun a humble 
journey having the similar objectives 
of the APCAC members, focusing 

on steady and sustainable growth 
and promotion of Bangladesh-US 
business relationships. The first ABEF 
Board was consisted of the following 
distinguished persons. 

1992:

I respectfully remember Dr. M 
Mosharraf Hossain, Chairman 
and Managing Director of Rapport 
Bangladesh Limited who introduced 
me to ABEF leadership, as ABEF was 
looking for a permanent executive 
for its operation. I was based in 
Chittagong and I was requested 
to come to Dhaka to attend a 

pre-planned discussion, and I was 
formally interviewed by Dr. Forrest 
Cookson and Mr. Mahbub Jamil 
on 23 August 1992, at the office 
of Singer Bangladesh Limited at 
Dilkusha, Dhaka. Following the 
interview both Dr. Cookson and Mr. 
Jamil had expressed their satisfaction 
to me, but I was advised to meet 
Mr. Jeffrey Beller, Economic Officer 
at the US Embassy for the Embassy  
concurrence, as one of my specific 
tasks would be to organize the US 

Trade Show, in addition to ABEF 
activities. On 24 August 1992, I 
met Mr. Beller at the Embassy and 
we had a long discussion on various 
issues. Subsequently I received my 
appointment letter dated 26 August 
1992, issued by Mr. Mahbub Jamil, 
Executive Director of ABEF.  I joined 
the ABEF on 1 September 1992, as 
the first full-time paid executive, to 
look after the operations of ABEF as 
its Executive Secretary. Before that, I 
was involved with Reckitt Benckiser 
for several years and around a 
year with a large garments group. 
One thing I would like to mention 
here, just after my joining to ABEF, 

Mr. Jamil had sent me to the office 
of Mr. Aftab ul Islam, Treasurer-
ABEF to meet him. At the first sight 
the way Mr. Islam received me so 
cordially was extremely inspiring and 
encouraging for me, which I could 
never forget.  It was a very modest 
beginning for me with the ABEF. As 
ABEF had not its own office, I had 
started doing the office work from 
the office of Singer Bangladesh. 
At that time, Mr. Mahbub Jamil, 
Chairman and Managing Director of 
Singer Bangladesh Limited, was the 
elected Executive Director to ABEF. 
I served from the office of Singer 
for the initial 7 months. During the 
1st half of 1993, ABEF office was 
moved to Dhaka Sheraton at Room 
No. 319, first formal office of the 
ABEF, inaugurated by the then US 
Ambassador to Bangladesh Mr. 
William B. Milam, along with ABEF 
President Mr. S. H. Kabir, ABEF 
Executive Committee members, and 
the general members of the ABEF. 
Dhaka Sheraton made a wonderful 
gesture to ABEF/AmCham providing 
its Room No. 319 to this growing 
organization, free of cost. This small 

Sheraton space would remain as 
an unforgettable memory towards 
building AmCham in Bangladesh, 
being the witness of many remarkable 
occurrences surrounding AmCham, 
a big name in making a glorious 
history.            

US Trade Show:

The first US Trade Show was held 
in 1992, inaugurated by the then 
Prime Minister of Bangladesh Begum 
Khaleda Zia. It took place before my 
joining to ABEF. While I joined ABEF 
during the second half of 1992, Mr. 
Jeffrey Beller, Economic Officer at the 

Name Company 

Mr. Syed Humayun Kabir Managing Director,  Pfizer Laboratories (Bangladesh) Ltd.

Mr. Mahbub Jamil Managing Director,     Singer Bangladesh Limited

Mr. Dannis Reynard Country Head & FVP,  American Express Bank Ltd.

Mr. Shawkat Anowar Managing Director,     Squibb of Bangladesh Ltd.

Mr. Aftab-ul-Islam Resident Manager,     NCR Corporation

Mr. Nazmul Huq Chowdhury Managing Director,     International Tank Terminal (Bangladesh) Ltd.

Mr. Forrest E. Cookson Project Director,         Robert R. Nathan Associates

The leader of the Opposition Sheikh Hasina attended her first ABEF lunch event in 1994.
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US Embassy was the US Trade Show 
Manager, and I was engaged as the 
US Trade Show Coordinator for the 
future trade shows. We organized a 
very successful trade show in 1993, 
and then I was made the US Trade 
Show Manager in Bangladesh. The 
regular annual US Trade Show, jointly 
organized by the US Embassy and 
the ABEF, made a significant impact 
in the business community and 

contribution to the growth of ABEF, 
subsequently to the establishment of 
AmCham in Bangladesh, as well as 
the overall US business development 
in Bangladesh. The US Trade Show 

has several components, three-day 
trade show itself, welcome reception/
dinner, opening program, three-
day colorful breakfast sessions with 
speakers and trainers, discussion 
meetings, best booth awards, etc. 
This world class trade show was 
able to draw the show participants 
from inside and outside of the 
country to showcase their products 
in Bangladesh marketplace. In fact, 

the US Trade Show became an 
exciting and sophisticated brand 
which inspired many others to follow 
it and organize the trade shows in 
Bangladesh.    

1993-1994: 

Three key members of the ABEF 
Executive Committee; Mr. S.H. 
Kabir-President, Mr. Mahbub Jamil-
Executive Director, and Mr. Aftab ul 
Islam-Executive Director (Treasurer, 
before becoming ED) left the 
Executive Committee because of the 
changes in their respective American 
companies in Bangladesh, which 
created a visible challenge. However, 
Mr. Kabir had told me then, Quote, 
“Just keep holding ABEF tightly; it has 
the potentials to become a major 
rewarding chamber in Bangladesh” 
Unquote. Following Mr. Kabir, Dr. 
Forrest Cookson became the elected 
President, who led the organization 
for eight years and ABEF/AmCham 
became a highly respected and 
contributory organization in and 
outside the country during that 
formative phase.            

1996:

 In the year 1996 when Awami 
League came to Power the then US 
Ambassador Mr. David N. Merrill met 
the Commerce Minister Mr. Tofail 
Ahmed in his office and requested 
to see if an American Chamber of 
Commerce could be established 
in Bangladesh, which had been in 
the process since 1988. Mr. Ahmed 
in the presence of Ambassador 

M Saifur Rahman, former Finance and Planning Minister being received at AmCham Lunch Meeting. 
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Merrill made a phone-call to the 
then Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina 
and requested her guidance in 
this matter. Prime Minister Sheikh 
Hasina responded instantly saying 
that she wants the creation of an 
AmCham in Bangladesh within next 
48 hours, and asked the Commerce 
Minister whatever needed to do 
in accomplishing the task in that 
respect. We got a letter in this 
connection from the Ministry of 
Commerce before the end of 48 
hours following the directive of 
the Prime Minister. A full pledged 
American Chamber of Commerce 
in Bangladesh was established 
replacing ABEF. Thus AmCham 
Bangladesh became the first foreign 
country chamber in the country. Mr.  
Tofail Ahmed happily mentioned this 
unprecedented matter a number 
of times to the deliberations of 
Bangladesh Parliament. Dr. Forrest 
Cookson became the first President of 
AmCham Bangladesh, and I became 
its first paid Executive Director, in line 
with the AmChams of the Asia-Pacific 
region. Also I started performing 
as the US Trade Show Director. The 
same year AmCham Bangladesh 
became the full member of APCAC, 
and began making contribution to 
the diverse activities of APCAC in full 
force, keeping it ahead in the race 
than other South Asian AmChams. 
APCAC represents 29 American 
Chambers of Commerce throughout 
the Asia-Pacific regions from Australia 
to Uzbekistan engaged with various 
activities with access to all their 
services and privileges, including the 
Washington Doorknock program. 

Purpose of AmCham 
Bangladesh:

The major purpose of AmCham 
Bangladesh, like other AmChams in 
the world, particularly the AmChams 
of the Asia-Pacific region has been 
to make contribution towards the 
acceleration of US-Bangladesh 
economic and commercial 
relationships. The key area has 
been to work hand in hand with 
the Government of Bangladesh as 
a partner of the progress, and also 
to closely work with US Embassy 
in Bangladesh, US Government, 
and APCAC to accelerate and 

maximize the mutual economic and 
commercial interests between the two 
countries. It has also been a priority 
for AmCham to work together with 
other business chambers, members of 
the business community, economists, 

intellectuals, media, opinion leaders, 
etc. Participation in the events of 
APCAC in the Asia-Pacific region 
and in Washington, D.C., was found 
adding a huge value to its purpose.     

1997: 

In December, 1997, AmCham 
Bangladesh actively participated at 
the U.S. Investment Summit held in 
Calcutta. The number of participants 
from Bangladesh was over 50, 
including a number of Ministers 
from Bangladesh. This delegation 
was led by Dr. Forrest Cookson, 
AmCham President, which allowed 
the Bangladeshi participants to 
interact with the American investors 
based in India, and also with them 
who came from other countries, 
including the United States. This 
investment summit opened a new 
horizon for Bangladesh to become 
an investment destination for the 
interested American companies. 
After the conclusion of the summit 
in Calcutta an influential group of 
American investors came to Dhaka 
and met the members of AmCham 

Bangladesh, senior Government 
officials and discussed the investment 
opportunities in Bangladesh, which 
was held at Dhaka Sheraton. A 
new momentum in US-Bangladesh 
commercial relations unfolded. 

William M. Daley (3rd from right), U.S. Secretary of Commerce, seen at a business conference, 
organised by AmCham Bangladesh in the year 2000. Former Commerce Minister Mohammad 

Abdul Jalil also here in the picture in extreme left.

1st ABEF President Late SH Kabir is here (extreme left)
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Though it was then thought that 
a huge US FDI would come to 
Bangladesh during that period, 
unfortunately it did not happen, 
the way it was expected. 

2000: 

A historic Business Conference 
including a Lunch program 
was organized during the visit 
of US President Bill Clinton 
to Dhaka on 20 March 
2000, where US Commerce 
Secretary William M. Daley 
and several US Congressmen, 
Bangladesh Ministers, AmCham 
members, and the leaders 
of the Bangladesh business 
community took part. The event 
was held at Dhaka Sheraton where 
over 300 people participated. The 
theme of the conference was “US-
Bangladesh Economic Relations: 
Prospects and Challenges”. US 
Commerce Secretary Bill Daley 
hoped that with the start of a new 
century, Bangladesh and USA will 
redouble their efforts to trade more, 
to build Bangladesh’s industrial 
base, so that it can produce quality 
products. The conference was also 
addressed by AmCham President Dr. 
Forrest Cookson, US Congressmen 
Frank Palone and Edward Royce. 
Speaking on the occasion, the then 

Finance Minister SAMS Kibria talked 
about the excellent opportunities for 
private investment. The then Industries 
Minister Tofail Ahmed, Commerce 
Minister Mohammad Abdul Jalil, 
FBCCI President Abdul Awal Mintoo, 
and BGMEA President Anisur Rahman 
Sinha also made remarks in that gala 
event.     

First APCAC meeting in 
Bangladesh:

In October, 2000, the prestigious 
APCAC meeting was held for the 
first time in Bangladesh at Dhaka 
Sheraton, also for the first time 
in South Asia, where around 40 

American business representatives 
from the Asia-Pacific region and the 
US Chamber actively participated. 
There were several meetings with the 
AmCham members, US Embassy, 
which elevated the position of 
AmCham Bangladesh to APCAC and 
US Chamber.   

2001:

Following the successful completion 
of AmCham presidency by Dr. 
Forrest Cookson, Mr. Aftab ul 
Islam stepped in as a newly elected 
AmCham Bangladesh president, who 
brought with him a lot of rewarding 
experience as a business leader. His 
extraordinary public relations opened 
up a new horizon in the growth 
and development of AmCham in 
Bangladesh. AmCham took its events 
to important business cities and 
elsewhere, for example Chittagong, 
Khulna, and Sylhet in association with 
the business chambers in those areas. 
Through this innovative idea and its 
successful implementation AmCham 
practically got the opportunity to 
come much closer to the business 
community of Bangladesh, at large. 

2005:

At the end of 2005 Mr. Andrew 
Fawthrop, Managing Director 
and CEO of Chevron Bangladesh 
became the elected president and 
he brought about a new direction 
to AmCham. However, in the year Meeting with Thomas J. Donohue, President and CEO of the U.S. Chamber of Commerce and 

Myron Brilliant, Vice President U.S. Chamber, in Washington, D.C.
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2007, Mr. Fawthrop was relocated 
to the US by Chevron, and as per 
decision of the AmCham Board the 
then vice president Mr. Syed Ershad 
Ahmed took over the responsibility as 
president, who later in 2007 became 
the elected president for a two-year 
term. Mr. Ahmed was somehow 
involved with ABEF/AmCham from its 
birth and continued his involvement 
unbroken.     

2008-AmCham Journal:

Mr. Syed Ershad Ahmed brought a 
new focus to AmCham. In addition 
to regular activities he showed a 
keen interest to regularly publish 
the AmCham newsletter, which was 
used to get published from time to 
time. Following up his idea AmCham 
Board took a decision to publish 
a quarterly AmCham Journal of 
international standard, which made a 
breakthrough having been published 
and circulated as the most valuable 
mouthpiece of AmCham Bangladesh, 
covering the highly interesting 
and critical social, business, and 
economic issues, written by the 
economists, businessmen, social 
thinkers, and many other opinion 
leaders, and also covering the 
AmCham activities in details, which 
was deeply admired by all classes of 
people, particularly by the business 
community. Dr. Khalid Hasan, 
AmCham Treasurer, became the first 
honorary editor of this prestigious 
publication “AmCham Journal”, who 
gave a lot of time and energy to 

make it better from quarter to quarter. 
The first formal AmCham Journal 
Volume 1-No.1.Issue February 2008, 
was published in February, 2008.      

Accreditation with U.S. 
Chamber in 2008: 

The necessity of having an 
Accreditation with the U.S. 
Chamber was felt, so that AmCham 
Bangladesh can directly work with 
a much bigger globally acclaimed, 
recognized, and respected business 
organization. But it was not an easy 
task. We applied for the accreditation 
with the US Chamber, which wanted 
to know many things about AmCham 
Bangladesh and raised several 
issues to be answered. At one stage 
in 2008, AmCham Board sent me 
to the U.S. Chamber of Commerce 
in Washington, D.C., to face the 
US Chamber executives and their 
lawyers, which went very well and in 

a close meeting of a few hours they 
became convinced and agreed to 
provide accreditation to AmCham 
Bangladesh, and subsequently we 
got a formal accreditation letter from 
the U.S. Chamber in 2008. The U.S. 
Chamber of Commerce is the largest 
business organization representing 
companies of all sizes across every 
sector of the economy in the United 
States. The members range from the 
small businesses and local chambers 
of commerce that line the Main 
Streets of America to leading industry 
associations and large corporations. 
Accreditation with the U.S. Chamber 
opened up a new chapter for 
AmCham Bangladesh.  

2009:

Mr. Aftab ul Islam was again 
elected as AmCham president, 
and he continued this distinguished 
leadership position till 2015 through 
the process of election. During this 
period AmCham reached a new 
height of pinnacle, in terms of nation 
building activities, publicity, and 
reputation for AmCham Bangladesh 
at home and abroad. 

APCAC and Washington 
Doorknock:

AmCham leadership and its 
members began participating in 
almost all the events of APCAC 
at different locations of the Asia-
Pacific region and at the annual the 
APCAC Doorknock programs in 
Washington D.C. APCAC Washington 

Honorable Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina speaking at the AmCham Lunch Meeting.
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Doorknock provides to Access Key 
Decisions Makers and Thought 
Leaders. This is an unparalleled 
opportunity for business leaders to 
meet in person with the decision 
makers in Washington, DC. Even 
if your business has government 
relations experts in the US, this is 
still an important opportunity for 
business people from the APCAC 
community to take their place at 
the policy table and come face-to-
face with key industry leaders and 
agencies including the Department 
of Commerce, and some of the most 
influential players in Congress. It 
also offers the opportunity to meet 
with experts and analysts from major 
think tanks, the U.S. Chamber of 
Commerce, counterparts from other 
Asia-Pacific AmChams, relevant 
Ambassador to the US and his 
Washington team, and more.  It 
opened up increasingly new 
opportunities to take Bangladesh 
to Asia-Pacific countries and to 
the leadership level at the U.S. 
Chamber, meeting with the Members 
of the Congress at the Capitol Hill, 
meetings with the important officials 
of the US Departments of State, 
Commerce, Energy, Education, etc., 
regular meetings with the Bangladesh 
Ambassadors and other high officials 
at the Bangladesh Embassy in 
Washington, D.C. AmCham seized 
the opportunity to represent and do 
advocacy for Bangladesh in those 
top level meetings which eventually 
helped to create a positive perception 
about Bangladesh.      

Partnership with AAFA:

AmCham organized a number of 
events in Dhaka, as a valuable 
partner of the American Apparel 
and Footwear Association (AAFA), 
based in Washington, D.C., one 
of the largest associations in the 
world. Those world-class events 
concerning training, trade updates, 
discussion on the use of technology, 
and exchange of thoughts for the 
future to remain competitive at the 
business place were able to attract 
over 300 participants in each 

program, including the stake holders, 
representatives and employees of 
the local Ready Made Garments and 
Textile industries and trainers, and 
speakers from the AAFA headquarters 
and other locations. 

Letter of Appreciation from 
AAFA

4 December 2011

A Gafur
Executive Director
American Chamber of Commerce
Dhaka, Bangladesh
Dear Gafur:

On behalf of the American Apparel 
& Footwear Association (AAFA), its 
members and staff, we would like to 
again express our appreciation and 
gratitude to AmCham as our partner 
in AAFA’s International Product 
Safety and Restricted Substances 
Conference in Dhaka. Our first time 
in Bangladesh proved to be a huge 
success and we definitely foresee us 
returning in 2012. This conference 
marked a giant leap towards AAFA’s 
goal of educating our industry’s 
global supply chain about the 
implementation and use of chemical 
management programs as well as the 
benefits of sustainable manufacturing 
practices.   

Attendees gained important 
insights on industry standards and 
compliance to incorporate into their 
future operations. We have received 
numerous positive comments 
regarding the program.

It was our great pleasure to work 
with you and your staff, and I must 
say that we make a great team! We 
welcome your thoughts on potential 
dates for next fall, 2012.

Sincerely,

                                            

Susan Lapetina                                                        
Nate Herman

Senior Director, Industry Relations                    
Vice President, International Trade 

 Susan Lapetina

Senior Director, Industry Relations

American Apparel & Footwear 
Association

1601 North Kent Street, Suite 1200
Arlington, VA   22209
Office: (703) 797-9055
Cell: (571) 332-6475 
www.wewear.org

AmCham Awards, 1997 to 
2004:

AmCham introduced the prestigious 
AmCham Business Awards to 
recognize the contribution of the 

APCAC Meeting in Singapore
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businesspersons and business entities 
which created a very positive impact 
in the society. The “Business Executive 
of the Year” Award was established 
in 1997 to recognize the outstanding 
performance of the top business 
personalities of the country for 
excellence, commercial success, and 
public responsibility. The purpose of 
the award has been to encourage the 
pursuance of professional excellence, 
practice of high ethical standards, 
and contribution to society and 
country by the business community. 
AmCham had also established an 
annual award called “Outstanding 
American Company of the Year in 
Bangladesh” in 1999. It was a very 
difficult task to find the right persons 
and organizations for this inspiring 
award. But AmCham was able to 
recognize a number of distinguished 
personalities and organizations in this 
pursuit, who were given these awards 
through public events. 

AmCham awarded Mr. H.R. 
Khan, Chairman, Monno Group 
of Companies, Mr. Samson H. 
Chowdhury, Chairman, Square 
Group, Mr. Kihak Sung, Chairman 
and CEO, Youngone Corporation, 
Mr. Syed Manzur Elahi, Chairman, 
Apex Tannery Group, Mr. Latifur 
Rahman, Chairman, Transcom 
Group of Companies, Mrs. Rokia 
Afazl Rahman, Chair and Managing 
Director, R.R. Cold Storage Limited, 
Mr. Sanjiv Mehta, Chairman 

and Managing Director, Unilever 
Bangladesh Limited, and Mr. Mirza 
Salman Ispahani, Managing Director, 
M.M. Ispahani Limited.

AmCham gave awards to Unocal 
Bangladesh Ltd., American Life 
Insurance Company, Expeditors 
Bangladesh Limited, Dhaka Sheraton 
Hotel, Elpaso, and Citibank, N.A. 
Bangladesh as Outstanding American 
Companies. 

In awarding the recipients of 
AmCham Business 
Award, AmCham 
recognizes 
great business 
accomplishments. 
Recognition 
and rewarding 
are critical to 
the success of 
any nation. It 
is important to 
promote private 
enterprise and 
building public 
approval of profits 
and successful 
entrepreneurship. 
AmCham honored 
the AmCham 
business Award 
recipients who 
created wealth in Bangladesh, 
recognizing their excellent and 
exemplary accomplishments. This 
recognition of entrepreneurship seeks 

two points: First, outstanding business 
accomplishment and second, 
recognition that business persons/
companies have responsibilities 
beyond earning profits. For any 
nation, those people who are 
engaged in creating wealth and 
generating employment are the 
heroes of that nation. Employment 
generation is the most critical 
challenge for any nation. AmCham 
strongly considers that those people 
who are involved in generating 
employment, in advancing the 
nation through their talent, hard 
work, efficiency and honest means 
should be publicly recognized so 
that they feel honored and others 
feel encouraged to contribute for the 
nation.

2012:

In the year 2012 a 25-member US 
based business delegation from Hong 
Kong visited Bangladesh to explore 
business opportunities in Bangladesh. 
We organized several meetings 
for them, including the meetings 
with AmCham Members, the then 
Finance Minister, Commerce Minister, 
BGMEA leadership, BEPZA, American 

Embassy, and a gala dinner meeting 
at the house of AmCham president 
Mr. Aftab ul Islam. The group was 
extremely happy visiting Bangladesh, 

Latifur Rahman, an accomplished businessman receiving AmCham 
Business award for his extraordinary contribution to the growth of the 

economy of Bangladesh.

Nobel Laureate Professor Muhammad Yunus speaking at AmCham Lunch Meeting. 
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meeting policy makers and friendly 
businesspeople of Bangladesh, 
and was impressed seeing the 
opportunities in Bangladesh. While 
leaving Dhaka the delegation leader 
told me that everything was fine, but 
the traffic jam they had witnessed 
was discouraging. He said they 
could do at least 10 meetings a day 
as per schedule in Hong Kong or 
in Singapore, while in Dhaka if you 
have two meetings one in Gulshan 
and another one in Motijheel, you 
lose the entire day, and you can’t 
return to office to look after your 
other daily activities. That was the 
frustration, and this group never 
returned to Dhaka though in the 
beginning they were keen and excited 
to visit Dhaka.        

AmCham Luncheon Meetings:

AmCham was able to make its 
monthly lunch meetings as the most 
desired place for open discussion 
and an attractive event for all 
kinds of people in Bangladesh. 
The solid strength of AmCham was 
that it was able to keep AmCham 
entirely a non political chamber, 

which generated great enthusiasm 
for participation at its monthly 
lunch meetings to politicians (both 
government and opposition), 
opinion leaders, intellectuals, 
journalists, educationists, 
economists, sociologists, scientists, 
members of the civil society, and 
so on. People considered it as an 

honored place for attendance, 
participation, and creative 
discussion. The participants were 
found happy that they have been 
invited, AmCham was happy that 
all were participating at its lunch 
meetings with great enthusiasm. It 
became a central meeting place 
for the dignitaries interested. This 
also allowed the members of 
AmCham for valuable interactions 
among the members and with 

the high profile guest speakers 
and other distinguished invitees. 
AmCham lunch meetings became 
an unparallel platform for open 
and free discussion. AmCham 
lunch meetings were glorified by the 
participation of the Prime Minister 
Sheikh Hasina for four times, Prime 

Minister Begum Khaleda Zia for 
one time, Nobel Laureate Professor 
Muhammad Yunus for two times, 
US Commerce Secretary Bill Daley, 
Ms. Christina B. Rocca, US Assistant 
Secretary of State for South and 
Central Asian Affairs, Mr. Robert 
O. Blake, Assistant Secretary, US 
Department of State. Prominent 
among others who graced the 
AmCham Lunch meetings were, Sir 
Fazle Hasan Abed, Founder and 
Chairperson of BRAC. Mr. Sajeeb 
Wazed, Special Advisor to the 
Prime Minister of Bangladesh, Mr. 
Jack Garrity, Executive Director, 
Asia Society, Dr. Gustav Papanek, 
President, Boston Institute for 
Developing Economies, Mr. Michael 
J. Delaney, Assistant United States 
Trade Representative for South 
Asia, Professor Rehman Sobhan, 
Chairman, Centre for Policy 
Dialogue. Additionally, these lunch 
meetings were graced as Speakers 
by the honorable Ministers, 
Opposition Leaders, Ambassadors, 
particularly the US Ambassadors 
on a regular basis, heads of the 
World Bank, ADB, IMF, OPIC, Anti 
Corruption Commission, opinion 
leaders, economists, intellectuals, 
dignitaries from the United Sates 
and other locations, which were 
used to get a tremendous amount 
of publicity by print and electronic 
media and make a positive impact.         

US Ambassador William B. Milam, former foreign Minister ASM Mustafizur Rahman and ABEF 
Executive Director Mahbub Jamil inaugurating the US Trade Show.

BOI Chairman Dr. SA Samad speaking at an AmCham Event during the visit of a US-based 
business delegation from Hong Kong in 2012.
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Seminars, Meetings, Public 
Relations:

AmCham organized many large 
and small seminars and meetings 
that helped to mobilize public 
opinion in a forward looking 
spirit and clear understanding. Its 
seminars on good governance, 
Public Private Partnership (PPP), IPR, 
FDI, Branding Bangladesh created 
a lot of positive sensitivity in the 
society. AmCham developed a long 
term partnership with the American 
Alumni Association (AAA), based in 
Bangladesh. I had the opportunity 
to represent AmCham at AAA Board 
as a treasurer for a couple of years 
and as a member for several years. 
I remember with great respect 
Dr. Hafiz G.A. Siddiqi, AmCham 
member representing the North 
South University (NSU), which he 
had served as the Vice Chancellor 
for a few decades. Dr. Siddique 
served the AmCham Election Board 
for many years as its Chairman.    

The seminar on Public Private 
Partnership (PPP) held on 16 August 
2009 discussed the role of PPP as 
to how to play a pioneering role 
in attracting investment in various 
sectors, especially in the badly 
required power sector, roads, 
highways, ports, railways and in 
other infrastructural projects. The 
seminar analyzed PPP from different 
perspectives and thereby attempted 
to stimulate and encourage 
investment through public private 
partnership. The seminar also 
contributed towards developing 
useful recommendations for action 
for the government, policy makers, 
thinkers, economists, private sector 
stakeholders and for all concerned 
and interested in PPP. 

The Branding Bangladesh seminar 
AmCham Jointly organized with 
Eastern Bank Ltd. (EBL) on 2 
June 2010 analyzed Branding of 
Bangladesh from different angles 
and perspectives and thereby 
attempted to focus how best 
Bangladesh can be showcased. It 
also made useful recommendations 

for action by the government, 
policy makers, thinkers, economists, 
private sector stakeholders, 
journalists, and all concerned and 
interested in Branding Bangladesh.

TICFA:

AmCham Bangladesh and Dhaka 
Chamber of Commerce & Industry 
(DCCI) jointly organized a Lunch 
Meeting on the occasion of the 
first formal meeting of the “Trade 
and Investment Cooperation Forum 
Agreement (TICFA)” at the DCCI 
Auditorium on 27 April 2014. 
The Lunch Meeting was graced by 
Mr. Michael J. Delaney, Assistant 
United States Trade Representative 
for South Asia and Head of U.S. 
delegation, as Chief Guest and 
Speaker. This meeting was followed 
by another two business sessions; 
first meeting took place between 
Bangladeshi Private sectors and 
joint USG/GOB delegations, 
and the second meeting was held 
between U.S. Private Sector and 
USG/GOB delegations. AmCham 
President Mr. Aftab ul Islam and 
DCCI President Mr. M. Shahjahan 
Khan welcomed everyone present 
to the event. U.S. Ambassador 
Dan Mozena was present in the 
audience and addressed the 
gathering. The Lunch Meeting 
and the business sessions were 
moderated by AmCham President.

Intellectual Property Rights 
(IPR):

Jointly Organized with FBCCI on 
15th September 1997, with the US 
Embassy Dhaka, 20-21 July 2005. 
Since Bangladesh economy was 
growing, Protection of Intellectual 
Property Rights became a significant 
factor in productivity and economic 
growth. Strong and effective IP 
protection has been a powerful 
incentive for firms to invest in 
generating new technology and 
ideas in sectors where the returns to 
technological investment are very long 
term, involve high risks and are easy 
to copy.

Corporate Social Responsibility 
(CSR): 

The CSR received a very important 
focus at AmCham activities. The 
following events demonstrated those 
efforts:

* PM Flood Relief Fund in 1998
* Rotary International Flood Relief 

Fund in 2004 
* Baby Food to Rotary Club of Dhaka 

Central in 2007
* Rotary International Flood Relief 

Fund in 2007

Advocacy:

AmCham Bangladesh has remained 
actively engaged in advocacy 
concerning regular post budget 
discussions, necessary advocacies for 
the interested American companies, 

Former Honorable Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina at AmCham Lunch Meeting as 
Leader of the Opposition.
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licensing for the logistics companies, 
meetings with the Regulatory Reform 
Commission, important ministers, 
secretaries, etc. These are all the 
continuing programs.

Partnership with the US 
Embassy:

The partnership between the 
US Embassy and AmCham 
Bangladesh could be considered 
as a milestone in the growth of 
AmCham in Bangladesh. Starting 
with joint annual US Trade Show, 
America week, seminars, large and 
small discussions, hosting visiting 
senior US government officials 
at AmCham events, and many 
other collaborative events would 
remain as a great manifestation 
of rewarding partnership. We had 
the opportunity to closely work with 
all the distinguished Ambassadors, 
officials of all sections of the 
Embassy, particularly, Economic 
and Commercial section, Public 
Affairs section, Security Section, 
USAID. AmCham Bangladesh joined 
Ambassador Dan Mozena at a 
Business Delegation led by him to 
Hong Kong from December 8-11, 
2013. Among other several meetings, 
Ambassador Mozena addressed 
the members of AmCham Hong 
Kong on “Investing in Bangladesh: 
Apparel & Beyond”. The following 

distinguished US Ambassadors to 
Bangladesh extended their cordial 
help, support, and cooperation to 
ABEF/AmCham since its birth in 
1988. The collaboration was based 
on trust, respect, and coordinated 
mutual interest towards achieving 
the objectives of AmCham in 
promoting US-Bangladesh 
economic, commercial, and cultural 
relationships.

Ambassador Willard Ames De Pree
Ambassador William B. Milam 
Ambassador David Nathan Merrill 
Ambassador John C. Holzman 

Ambassador Mary Ann Peters 
Ambassador Harry K. Thomas 
Ambassador Patricia A. Butenis 
Ambassador James F. Moriarty 

Ambassador Dan Mozena 
Ambassador Marcia Bernicat 
Ambassador Earl R. Miller

I had the opportunity to work with all 
the above mentioned distinguished 
Ambassadors except Ambassador 
Willard Ames De Pree.       

30 September 2015:

 Whatever we do in our lives there 
is always an end, a hard reality for 
everyone. After serving long 23 
years and 1 month at a stretch my 
time for retirement had arrived on 
30 September 2015. This day was 
coincided with the Annual General 
Meeting of AmCham Bangladesh. 
Also, this was the last day of the 
colorful AmCham presidency of 
Mr. Aftab ul Islam, who contributed 
immensely to the growth of AmCham 
in Bangladesh. I was accorded a 
warm farewell from the AGM (last 
AmCham event for me), which had 
touched my heart. I was alone during 
the first four years of the operation at 
ABEF/AmCham. Later a few executives 
joined me to assist me. It was a very 
small team, but very effective one. We 
worked very closely and made things 
happen efficiently enjoying the love 
and affection of AmCham members, 
guests, and everyone who visited 
AmCham office and participated at 
AmCham events. I must mention two 

names here Basher and Reaz who 
had assisted me for a long time, and 
it is my pleasure to recognize their 

Honorable Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina receiving contribution from AmCham for the flood 
affected people in 1998.

A Gafur, Executive Director-AmCham Bangladesh, receiving a Farewell Crest from AmCham 
Bangladesh President Aftab ul Islam during the AmCham AGM on 30 September 2015.
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dedicated services and contributions 
for the growth of AmCham in 
Bangladesh. I enjoyed every moment 
during my time at AmCham and 
could not realize how my 23 years 1 
month flew so quickly. After hearing 
my retirement news, the way the 
AmCham Bangladesh members, and 
my longtime colleagues at APCAC and 
US Chamber reacted expressing their 
unlimited love, admiration, and respect 
for me in writing and by telephone, I 
was deeply overwhelmed, which would 
remain as a golden memory and 
precious treasure for me to the rest of 
my life.    

Post AmCham period:

As I mentioned at the above paragraph 
my retirement was coincided with 
AmCham AGM on 30 September 
2015. While I was leaving the AGM 
venue after completing my most 
memorable time with AmCham some 
kind hearted and very distinguished 
AmCham members whispered to me 
requesting to stay in touch with them. 
I express my special gratitude to them. 
I did not know what I would be doing 
next. During that final emotional part 
of my separation from AmCham one 
of my great well-wishers and friends, 
Mr. ASM Mainuddin Monem, the 
then Deputy Managing Director of 
Abdul Monem Limited (AML), now the 
Managing Director of AML, requested 
me help him at his new company 
Abdul Monem Economic Zone Limited 
(AMEZ) from 1 October 2015, and 
I joined the AMEZ as its Director. My 
instant decision to join AMEZ was 
because as I thought I would be able 
to make contribution to this nation 
building organization, using my 
experience, which was involved in the 
economic zone development that has 
been a top priority for the government 
of Bangladesh, engaged to attracting 
mainly the FDIs. Simultaneously I was 
also appointed the Country Adviser for 
Bangladesh by the American Apparel 
and Footwear Association (AAFA) 
from 1 October 2015 to look after 
its growing programs in Bangladesh. 
Because of these quick developments, 
I could not enjoy my retirement even 
for a day and I began a new journey 
with AMEZ and AAFA. By the way, 

Mr. Mainuddin Monem has been 
very much involved with AmCham 
activities participating in its various 
activities at home and abroad and 
played a significant role in multiple 
ways to the growth of AmCham. AML 
made a huge contribution to the newly 
owned AmCham office inaugurated 
in 2019, and the single meeting room 
of AmCham was named as ABDUL 
MONEM HALL in the name of the then 
illustrious Chairman and Managing 
Director of AML, Mr. Abdul Monem, 
who died in 2020, and unfortunately 
could not see this Hall, though he was 
very much willing and interested.                 

Though I had retired from AmCham 
Bangladesh I stayed very much 
involved with AmCham activities, 
participating in its various events time 
to time and I am grateful to AmCham 
for keeping me invited as its former 
Executive Director in their programs. 
Mr. Nurul Islam became the newly 
elected president since the 2015 AGM 
and led AmCham with distinction 
for the next four years. He was the 
vice president to ABEF and AmCham 
for eight years in the past while Dr. 
Forrest Cookson was the president. 
During Mr. Islam’s presidency the 20th 
anniversary celebration of AmCham 
was organized on 17 January 2017 at 
the US Embassy in Dhaka. Mr. Tofail 
Ahmed, M.P. attended the program 
as the guest of honor along with the 
U.S. Ambassador Mercia Bernicat, 
members of AmCham, business 
leaders and eminent citizens of the 
country. 

Following Mr. Nurul lslam, Mr. Syed 
Ershad Ahmed took over as the 

president for the second time. We 
all know that the world has totally 
changed after the emergence of 
the Coronavirus Pandemic at the 
end of 2019, terribly impacting 
the world order. But what drew my 
close attention is that Mr. Ahmed 
together with the AmCham Board, 
and other team members, continued 
the regular AmCham events virtually, 
featuring the esteemed guest speakers, 
seminars, regular publication of 
AmCham journal, CSR activities 
named COVID-19 initiatives (Farmers/
Journalists/Hospital) and many more, 
even providing support to recent Road 
Shows in the US (July-August, 2021), 
faced with the unprecedented situation 
as created following the COVID-19. 
That is the glory of AmCham, and I 
hope it would continue……The Sky is 
the Limit!   

As I had the opportunity to work very 
closely with AmCham Bangladesh, 
APCAC, and Washington Doorknock 
programs for a long time, I wished to 
share some of my strategic thoughts 
for the consideration of AmCham for 
the future:

Rethinking and Innovation: 

1)   US Trade Show: The collabora-
tive US Trade Show between the US 
Embassy and AmCham has been 
a resounding success and has be-
come an institution itself. I believe 
time has come to rethink towards 
bringing innovation and new out-
look for the growth and sustainabil-
ity of this great joint initiative.  

2)   AmCham Quarterly Journal: 
AmCham can actively consider 
including the success stories of 

AmCham Hong Kong delegation met Finance Minister AMA Muhith in his office during their 
Bangladesh visit in 2012.
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Bangladesh and American com-
panies operating in Bangladesh in 
its prestigious journal.

3)   Seminar on Branding Bangladesh: 
AmCham organized events on this 
subject in the past, which could be 
continued for improving the image 
of Bangladesh.

4)   Public Relations: AmCham needs 
to do much more to promote our 
relationship with the Government 
of Bangladesh and the Govern-
ment of the United States. 

5)   Delegation abroad: This is critical 
to change the wrong perception in 
the minds of the foreign investors, 
particularly the American investors.  

6)   Research: AmCham may consider 
to undertaking research on the 
following areas towards stimulat-
ing the growing US-Bangladesh 
partnership: 

1.   US-Bangladesh Economic Rela-
tions

2.   Foreign Direct Investment
3.   Ports; Chittagong port, Mongla 

port, airports and deep seaport
4.   Power and Energy
5.   ICT-Digital Bangladesh-Digitized 

Communication
6.   E-Commerce
7.   E-Governance
8.   Ready Made Garments
9.   Public Health Services, world class 

hospitals 
10.  Growth of Remittance  
11.  Existing Investors-Success Stories
12.  Sectoral study on Education, Phar-

maceutical, Shipbuilding, Leather, 
  Agriculture, ICT, Export diversifica-

tion, Economic Zone Development 
13) Periodic Economic updates coun-

tries similar and in competition 
with Bangladesh

14.  Capital Market Development
15. Overall Infrastructure Development
16.  Vision 2041 of the Bangladesh 

Government to make Bangladesh 
a developed country

Modalities:

1)   Detailed Study 
2)   Brief Position Paper>Issue>Present 

Position>Recommendations 

These proposed research work can be 
initiated by outsourcing. 

Publication:

Doing Business in Bangladesh  
(Providing extensive information of 
Bangladesh)

Expansion of activities:

1)   Corporate Social Responsibility
2)   AmCham Scholarship Foundation
3)   AmCham Capacity Building Foun-

dation
4)   Young Business Leaders/ Entrepre-

neurs Forum
5)   AmCham Public Image/Press 

Conference
6)   Corporate Visa Program
7)   High level Training Program
8)   Entertainment for Members

Conclusion: 

We all are interested to see the 
fulfillment of the vision of Bangladesh 
to become a developed country 
by 2041. If we look at the growth 
scenario of Bangladesh economy 
over the past several years, we can 
see a very positive picture. Witnessing 
the success story of annual GDP 
growth ranging from 6 to 8 percent 
is quite encouraging, and it can well 
demonstrate the rays of hope for the 
future. We must also keep in mind 
that we are increasingly facing a 
tough competitive world. The rapid 
technological advancement has 
brought the nations of the world 
very close. Each interested individual 
has the opportunity to see what’s 
happening around the globe through 
her or his laptop or smart phone. 
Therefore, we should be prepared 
with the convincing answers of 
the questions over the table, why 
businesspeople or investors around the 
world would consider Bangladesh. The 
question is, WHY BANGLADESH? If 
we look at the ease of doing business 
index of the World Bank for 2020, we 
can see that Bangladesh ranked at 
168th position out of 190 countries, 
which is not a good sign at all, that 
instantly create a negative perception 
about Bangladesh, which we need 

to break by our deeds, not only by 
promises and commitments. I am 
fully convinced that Bangladesh is 
a country full of opportunities and 
possibilities, where ROI is still very 
lucrative. The difficulty arises while 
one tries to start a new business; 
various unanticipated hurdles, 
barriers, and inordinate delays cause 
frustration and make the dream 
unattainable. We must realize that 
delay has a huge cost. I believe it is 
possible to break this difficult chain, 
but we need to work much harder 
through aspiration, new ideas, 
innovation, integrity, and the use of 
technology. While we think about the 
FDI, we must first should take care 
in true sense of the existing Foreign 
Direct Investors, make them happy, 
and in return they could be our 
precious ambassadors for attracting 
FDI towards achieving the desired 
economic growth and development. 
Undoubtedly, there are endless 
difficulties on our way to make 
progress, but my firm belief is that 
still the opportunities are much larger 
than the challenges, and I am hopeful 
of a highly prosperous and dignified 
Bangladesh ahead. The increased 
level of US-Bangladesh economic/
commercial partnership can play a 
vital role to make this desired positive 
change possible.                                

The views expressed in this article are 
of the author, not necessarily of his 
organization. The writer is the Director 
of Abdul Monem Economic Zone 
Limited and former Executive Director, 
American Chamber of Commerce 
in Bangladesh. (As I have written 
this piece mostly depending on my 
memory, if there are any unintentional 
mistakes found, for example, in the 
spelling of name of any person, or 
in the mentioned date, or if I have 
missed any important matters and 
events, I offer my sincere apology).

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

The author of this article is a director 
of the Abdul Monem Economic 
Zone Limited and former Executive 
Director of the American Chamber of 
Commerce in Bangladesh.
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COVID Decelerates 
Bangladesh’s Robust Private 
Sector-led Growth 

The Coronavirus pandemic has inflicted 
twin crises over the past year- massive 
toll on health and human lives across 
the world and severe negative impact 
on the global economy. The World 
Bank (2020a) predicted that most 
countries would plunge into a recession 
in 2020, leaving lasting scars on the 
economic and financial indicators of 
the global economy. The International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) reported that 
the world economy contracted by 
3.5% in 2020. The detrimental effects 
of the pandemic were felt all across 
the board with advanced economies 
contracting by a whopping 4.9%. 
The global economy is also facing its 
fastest and steepest downturn in terms 
of growth since the 1990s.  The World 
Trade Organization (WTO) projected 
that the slump in international trade 
could be between 13 to 32 percent. 

M. Masrur Reaz, PhD

Building Back Better from COVID 
Disruptions: Revitalizing Private 
Sector Economy and Policy 
Options for Bangladesh

This will have severely affected all the 
export-oriented businesses and the 
small factories catering to them locally. 
The ILO has forecasted that 25 million 
people would lose their jobs around the 
world due to the Pandemic.

The pandemic has forced governments 
across the world to step in and 
undertake massive monetary and 
fiscal interventions in their respective 
economies. The Government of 
Bangladesh has been no exception, 
and has taken steps to counter the 
backward slide. It has initiated 23 
stimulus packages worth about Taka 
124,053 Crore in total, accounting 
for 4.4 percent of Bangladesh’s GDP. 
These packages were designed to help 

the export-oriented industries, shipment 
credit, agricultural sector, and low-

income groups, including farmers and 
micro and small enterprises to survive. 
The bulk of the support is disbursed in 
the form of working capital loans. 

One and half year since the lockdown 
and several months into gradual but 
disrupted reopening, Bangladesh has 
somewhat cushioned the blow of the 
pandemic and has been able to register 
a respectable growth rate compared 
to the dire state of the global economy 
a year ago. Efforts by the Government 
in the form of a stimulus package, 
backed by the nuances in monetary 
and fiscal strategies, and assistance 
from multilateral banks and bilateral 
partners have provided much needed 
support for the Bangladesh economy. 

Additionally, record remittances this year 
have provided vital assistance to family 

Figure 1: Critical Drivers for Economic Revival   

Domestic
consumption  

Employment

Private
investment  
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members teetering on the poverty line 
in the pandemic. The UK-based Centre 
for Economics and Business Research 
states that Bangladesh managed 
to avoid the contraction most other 
economies encountered. 

While the economy continues to 
perform better than anticipated, 
primarily building on stimulus and 
remittance led liquidity, it is still far from 
securing pre-pandemic vibrance in 
domestic demand, consumption, jobs, 
and particularly private investments.
The RMG sector and large businesses 
have been able to make good use of 
the packages, while orders have also 
picked up recently. However, stimulus 
payments to non-RMG and small 
businesses have been slow, and rather 
inadequate.Micro, Small and Medium 
Enterprises (MSMEs) have not largely 
benefitted due to their lack of capacity 
in influencing the disbursement by the 
banks, and a lackluster incentive for 
banks to reach out to them due to the 
ceiling on lending rates. A particular 
concern is the rise in unemployment 
and poverty, which has created an 
atmosphere of depressed demand and 
low business confidence for investment. 
Trade and Commerce has not returned 
to pre-pandemic level, as signified by 
the low revenue collection. It is vital 
to increase domestic demand and 
investment which is the major driving 

force behind the economy. Policy 
has to be steered towards increasing 
private investment, consumer demand 
to continue the growth trajectory of the 
past two decades.

Pandemic-induced Challenges: 
Early Effects in 2020 

The lockdown-led movement and 
supply chain restrictions generated 
significant anxiety around how 
export revenue and remittance, 
predominant growth drivers of 
the Bangladesh economy, would 
perform.As Covid-19 spread across 
the globe, countries were forced 
to go into mandatory lockdown 
to prevent the spread of the virus. 
As such, footfalls in city centers, 
and retail chains all across the 
globe came to a drastic fall to zero 
as people avoided discretionary 

spending. This led to huge losses 
for fashion retail companies 
and subsequent cancellation of 
orders worth US$ 3.7 billion (as 
recorded on June 26, 2020) from 
Bangladesh garment factories.The 

subsequent loss in revenues would 
render many garment factories 
unable to pay wages to a significant 
portion of their workers, resulting 
in large unemployment henceforth. 
The Department of Inspection for 
Factories and Establishments (DIFE) 

reported that over 1,55,010 workers 
have been retrenched since the 
onset of Covid-19. Although some 
of the workers have been recalled 
since then due to restoration of orders, 
many still are jobless. 

The banking sector has taken a hit due 
to fall in demand for loans, moratorium 
on loan servicing payments,  and its 
heavy reliance on RMG financing.
Foreign remittances (US$ 18.2 billion 
in FY20) initially declined around the 
onset of the pandemic but picked 
up during the fiscal year. The second 

wave, in the economies of the major 
trading partners, is expected to 
dampen the recent pick up in export 
demand. Inflows of remittances have 
been increasing steadily starting FY21, 
partly reflecting the Bangladesh Bank’s 
incentives to repatriate funds through 
official channels.

Impact on Exports: Sharp Fall Followed 
by Some ‘Unstable’ Recovery

Export-led growth is an important 
growth driver for Bangladesh, and the 
significant impact on RMG export has 
been one key gateway for Covid-led 
economic challenges for Bangladesh. 
Europe and Americas are the key 
markets for the Bangladeshi exports, 
regions which are heavily affected by 
the virus. Bangladesh exports, which are 
predominantly Ready-made-garments 
will continue to suffer until a permanent 
solution to the virus is found, as they 
are heavily dependent on footfalls in 
city centers which have gone null due to 
worldwide lockdowns. 

Falling exports created risks for fall 

Figure 2 : Export earnings of Bangladesh in 2020  

Source: CEIC data
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Figure 3 : FDI performance in Bangladesh, compared to key regional competitors 

Source: World Bank
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in jobs and drop in consumption in 
the domestic economy due to loss in 
income.Export earnings for the year 
fell by 14.57 per cent to USD 33.60 
billion from USD 39.33 billion in the 
previous year due to a lower shipment 
of readymade garment products. 

Overcoming an unprecedented 
supply chain disruption in March-May 
of 2020, export earnings began to 
increase from June but the second 
wave of Covid 19 started taking its toll 
on the earnings from October 
. According to the EPB data, export 
earnings from woven garments fell by 
10.22 per cent to USD 7.02 billion 
in July-December of FY21 from USD 
7.81 billion in the same period of the 
previous fiscal year. The earnings from 
knitwear export in the first half of FY 
21, however, increased by 3.90 per 
cent to USD 8.52 billion from USD 
8.20 billion in the same period of 
FY20. Other export items that saw a 
fall in their earnings are leather and 
leather goods. While items such as 
agricultural goods, home textiles, 
engineering goods, jute and jute 
goods saw and increase in imports. 

Impact on Private Investments: 
Sluggish Global Trend, Steep 
Drop in Bangladesh 

The pandemic led to a slowdown of 
existing projects and the impending 
recession allowed multinational 
companies the opportunity to reassess 
new projects. Private investment, both 
local and foreign have been in a slump 
even before the pandemic. Foreign 
and domestic investment proposals 

dropped by 39% in FY 20 compared 
to FY 19. 

To counter the unemployment caused 
by the lockdown due to the pandemic, 
the government put their emphasis on 
boosting employment opportunities by 

increasing investments. The proposed 
investments were marred by the steady 
decline in exports, imports and private 
sector credit growth, even before the 
spread of the virus. A BIDA report 
revealed that investment proposals 
in 28 industrial units dropped by Tk. 
10,232 crore in the span of just three 
months. According to Bangladesh 
Bank (BB)’s provisional data, during 
the January-June period of 2020, net 
inflow of overseas investment stood at 
$1.15 billion, down by 31.79%, which 
was $1.69 billion in the same period 
last year. 

FDI inflow in Bangladesh has been 
sluggish as has been the case with 
Pakistan and Sri Lanka as well. 
However, Bangladesh should look 
towards India and in particular 
Vietnam and Indonesia, in terms of 
policies which adhere to maximizing 
the outcome of an economy driven by 
export growth and foreign investment. 

Quick Re-opening and 
Comprehensive Stimulus 
Support: How do Private Sector 
Growth Drivers Fare? 

Since the reopening of the economy, 
backed by the government’s 10 
thousand -crore stimulus package, 
Bangladesh began its journey towards 

recovery. Agricultural sector and the 
farmers remained the bedrock, as they 
continued to feed the country. The 
strong influx of remittance lifted the 
country’s foreign exchange reserves to 
record highs and put the country on a 
firm footing. 

Bangladesh’s GDP growth dropped 
to 5.2 percent in 2020, compared 
to 8.2 percent in the previous year. 
Despite the fall, it is quite remarkable 
how the economy has turned around, 
as Bangladesh is set to post the third-
highest growth in the world and the 
highest in Asia in 2020, according to 
the International Monetary Fund. The 
Asian Development Bank reported 
that the economic comeback was 
encouraging. It is forecasting the 
economy will grow at a robust 6.8% 
annual pace in the fiscal year that ends 
in June if current conditions persist.

The above projections make the 
outlook much brighter than previously 
anticipated throughout the initial 
few months of lockdown. Special 
credit must be given to agricultural 
production and the Government’s 
special package of buying paddy rice 
at higher prices, which has further 
incentivized the farmers. Last year’s 
flood has also come as a blessing in 
terms of land fertility, which has helped 
increase production. During July-
December last year, LC openings for 
seed imports increased by 18% over 
the previous year, while settlement has 
also been high at 97%. 

Private Investments Continues 
to be Sluggish  

With the view to steering the economy 
away from a steep downturn, 
Bangladesh Bank rolled out a vastly 
expansionary monetary policy for 
fiscal 2020-21 in July last year, which 
flooded the market with liquidity. 
However, despite the low interest 
rate, facilitating policy measures and 
high liquidity, private sector credit 
growth stood at 8.2% in November, 
which is the lowest in recent years. In 
December, it rose slightly to 8.37% 
which was still short of the allocated 

Figure 4 : Key takeaways on state of private investment
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Table 1 :Policy Response by various countries to stimulate economic drivers 
Germany Usa India

Employment 
Protection 

Expanded Access To Short-Term Work 
Subsidies To Preserve Jobs

Paycheck Protection Program 
(Ppp) To Help Businesses Contin-
ue Paying Their Workers

New Employees Under The Employ-
ees’ Provident Fund Organization 
(Epfo) Given Subsidy Support

Direct Transfers To Companies And 
Employees

Possibility Of Loans To Be Be 
Partially Or Fully Forgiven If 
Employee Counts And Employee 
Wages Kept Stable

Epfo Expected To Cover 65% Of The 
Employees And 95% Of The Formal 
Sector

Firms With Fewer Than 500 Em-
ployees Given Funds To Provide 
Their Employees With Paid Leave

Gov Will Pay The Provident Fund The 
Contribution Of Both The Employer 
And The Employee If Firm Employs 
100+ Employees

Under The Employee Retention 
Credit Scheme, Certain Employ-
ment Taxes Equal To 50% Can 
Be Refunded

CONSUMP-
TION SUPPORT

Expanded Access To Short-Term Work 
Subsidies To Preserve Workers Income

One Time Payment To Individu-
als Who Filed Their Tax Returns 
With The Irs

Government Is Doubling Collater-
al-Free Loans To Rs 200,000 For 
630,000 Self Help Groups 

Easier Access To Basic Income Support 
For The Self-Employed

$1200 To Single Adults Daily Wages Have Been Increased

Direct Transfers To Companies And 
Employees

$1500 To Families With Children
Employees Who Contribute To The 
Epf Allowed To Withdraw Up To 75 
Percent Of Their Account Balance

A Three-Month Payment Moratorium On 
Consumer Loans

$600 As Unemployment Benefits Support In Kind (Food/ Lpg Cylin-
ders, Etc)

Social Security And Unemployment Ben-
efits As Usual

$120 Bn Added To Extend Un-
employment Benefits  

Child-Care Benefits Were Increased For 
Low- Income Parents

PROMOTING 
INVESTMENTS

Loans Issued Are Exempt From Lenders’ 
Own Funds Requirement, Leverage Ratio, 
And The Large Exposure Limit

$500bn Allocated For Easy 
Loans

$41 Bn Collateral Free Loans Being 
Disbursed With A 100% Credit 
Guarantee.

To Interest-Free Tax Deferrals Until Year 
End For Small Business (50 Bn Allocated)

Loans Limited In Terms Of Max-
imum Disbursement By Industry 
–Us$ 25 Billion For Passenger 
Air Carriers, Us$ 4 Billion For Air 
Cargo Carriers, Etc

A Partial Credit Guarantee Scheme 
Of Rupees 45,000 Crore (Us$ 6.2 
Billion)

2 Bn Eur To Support Startups Additional Us$ 325 Billion To 
Small Businesses 

$6.9 Bn In Equity For Smes

Expansion Of Available Public Guaran-
tees For Firms Of Different Sizes

Allowed To Defer Paying Share 
Of The Social Security Tax For 
Up To 2 Years

$3.4 Bn Aimed To Help The Msmes 
In Carrying On Their Day-To-Day 
Business Activities.

Source: Policy Exchange Bangladesh and BUILD Report covid stimulus and links to employment, consumption, and investment (2021) 

target of 11.5%, before falling againin 
January 2020, to 8.32%. 

The pandemic has hit the import of 
raw materials for capital machinery 
and industry. Compared to the same 
period of 2019, in July-December last 

year, LC openings and their settlements 
in the sector decreased a lot, which 
signifies the low level of investments 
being made. Overall imports dropped 
13 percent y-o-y to $15.8 billion in 
the first four months of fiscal 2020-21. 
This is in-line with the disbursement of 

industrial loan, which dropped about 
12.9 percent y-o-y in September of 
the same quarter. Although the 27.7% 
rise in July-September period from the 
previous quarter shows some recovery, 
the y-o-y decrease shows that firms 
are withholding from investing due to 
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Table 2 :Comparative Analysis with regard to how countries linked stimulus and policy support to 
employment, lifting consumer demand and generating investments:

Program 
objectives

Package design/focus Bang-
ladesh

USA China Ger-
many

Viet-
nam

In-
dia

Employ-
ment link

Cheap working capital loans and 
moratoriums 

✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Directly linking supports to employ-
ment retention

 ✓ ✓ ✓  ✓
 

Refund of unemployment insurance 
premium

  ✓   ✓
 

Reimbursement (partial) of lost reve-
nue and funds for paid leave

  ✓  ✓   

 
 
 
Consum-
er de-
mand

Direct cash payment ✓ ✓  ✓ ✓ ✓

Increase in wages      ✓

Favorable consumer loans and 
insurance fees

 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Child support and Unemployment 
benefits

 ✓  ✓   

Deferring tax (up to 2 years) and 
moratoriums in foreclosures/eviction

 ✓     

Invest-
ments

Interest, CRR and Prime rate reduc-
tion

✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Funds allocated to startups ✓ ✓  ✓   

Reduction of land-lease cost     ✓  

Effective collateral-free loan with 
100% credit guarantee

   ✓  ✓

Funding projects that mitigate Cov-
id-19 effects

   ✓   

Early execution of planned projects   ✓ ✓   

Source: Policy Exchange Bangladesh and BUILD Report covid stimulus and links to employment, consumption, and investment (2021) 
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low demand, both home and abroad. 
Consumers are holding back from 
spending, and only opting for the 
necessities. 

Figure 4: Key takeaways on state of 
private investment

In such a situation, the government’s 
borrowing from them would have 
helped, but that too has waned 

extraordinarily. In the first six months of 
fiscal 2020-21, the government’s net 
borrowing from the banking system 
stood at Tk 2,203.85 crore, which 
was only 2.59 per cent of the target 
set for the full year, according to 
data from the central bank. 

The low dynamism gets worrying when 
looked upon from the perspective 
of employment creation needs and 
prospect, for the 2 million youth 
entering the job market every year. 
Furthermore, instead of creating new 
jobs, the low demand might enforce 
further job crunches in the economy 
as firms adapt to the new situation, 
shrinking consumption further. 

Disbursement of industrial loans dropped 12.9 % y-o-y Small Businesses Fall Behind Overall 
Recovery according to a BIDS report, 
there has been an overall decrease in 
revenue in the SME sector of about 66 
percent (FY 2019-20). In a recent UIU 
survey, SMEs have reported that they 
are facing a severe liquidity crisis and 
are even failing to meet their day to 
day operational expenses. Additionally, 
the survey outcome demonstrated 
that about 33% of SMEs are facing 

overflows of inventory and hence are 
incurring additional costs. In terms of 
SME workforce, the survey findings 
show that 39 percent of the SMEs have 
cut down their salary costs by 25-20 
percent. This alludes to the fact that 
SMEs have laid off employees in order 
to keep afloat.1

Only 58% of the cheap working capital 
support to small business has been 
availed till January 2021. The risk that 
banks face in disbursing loans to the 
SME sector is identified as one of the 
major reasons for low disbursements 
to SMEs, besides the high cost and low 
interest rate spread. More than 10% 
of total default loans by SMEs also 
contribute to low preference and high 

precaution in disbursing the amount. 

While some large firms in 
pharmaceuticals, electronics, 
construction, and plastic industries 
have overcome the initial hurdles and 
already passed break-even, most small 
firms are yet to access the government 
stimulus packages allocated for 
them. The cash shortage, and low 
revenue has caused many to close 
business altogether. Only 58% of the 
funds allocated for SMEs have been 
disbursed so far, compared to bigger 
firms who have used up more than 
90% of the working capital support 
presented, who have further benefited 
from the strong supply chain system, 
marketing network, recognition and 
bargaining power. The unequal 
recovery is not only a concern for 
healthy competition in the future, 
but a question of the small firms’ 
survivalasSMEs’ capacity to absorb 
shock is limited, and any disruptions 
in production, sales, and cash cycle 
beyond a few weeks can wreak havoc 
to these firms’ capacity to survive. 
Like many already have, prolonged 
constraints in demand and supply will 
lead to further shut downs, escalating 
the unemployment problem. 

Cross Country Assessment of 
Policy Support /StimulusProgram 
UnderscoresImportance of Jobs 
and Investments

To understand the early effects of policy 
support rolled out to revive private 
sector dynamism, this paper looks 
into what programs some countries 
have taken to cushion the blow of the 
pandemic and tackle the economic 
downturn. The key measures some of 
the countries have taken, particularly 
to retain jobs and consumption 
to previous levels, and promote 
investment, are outlined below. 

Holistic Policy Support and Bold 
Reforms Required for Sustained Revival 
of Private Sector Dynamism 

Eighteen months since the lockdown 
and more than six months into gradual 

Figure 5: Key takeaways on the State of Small Businesses 
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66%

80%

94%

60%

Overall decrease in revenue
in the SME Sector (BIDS) 

Only 57.82% of the funds
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 1  https://www.tbsnews.net/economy/small-companies-suffer-most-due-pandemic-212518
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reopening, Bangladesh has somewhat 
cushioned the blow of the pandemic 
and perform better than anticipated. 
However, it is still far from securing 
pre-pandemic vibrance in domestic 
demand, consumption and particularly 
investments.Micro, Small and Medium 
Enterprises (MSMEs) have not largely 
benefitted due to their lack of capacity 
in influencing the disbursement by 
the banks, and a lackluster incentive 
for banks to reach out to them due 
to the ceiling on lending rates. A 
particular concern is the rise in 
unemployment and consequent 
poverty due to most firms settling for 
employee retrenchment to keep costs 
low, leading to a state of depressed 
demand in the economy. It is thus vital 
to increase domestic demand and 
employment which is the major driving 
force behind the economy. Policy 
has to be steered towards retaining 
employment and increasing consumer 
demand and private investmentto 
continue the growth trajectory of the 
past two decades.

Health Initiatives for Safeguards 
Against Health-led Economic 
Disruptions  

a. Make sure most of the population 
is vaccinated to prevent another 
large Covid outbreak and 
prevent the need for further 
restrictions. Although there is 
hope of economic recovery 
around the world with the arrival 
of vaccines for Covid-19, the 
fact remains that a significant 
portion of the global population 
are yet to be vaccinated and 
thus still remain vulnerable to the 
Virus. Here in Bangladesh, the 
minimum age for receiving the 
vaccine is still 40 years. In this 
context, the Government must 
keep in mind the socioeconomic 
impacts of the vulnerability on 
the population that has not 
been vaccinated, and increased 
infection rates. 

b. Ensure proper implementation of 
the budget allocated to Health 
Sector: Proper implementation 

remains a huge challenge given 
the capacity within the ministry, 
and the lack of monitoring and 
accountability. The Government 
of Bangladesh should take lead 
by appointing capable people 
within the ministry and DGHS, 
and replacing any inefficiency or 
impediment. Setting up a culture 
of accountability and integrity is 
a necessity, and it is appropriate 
to start with the health sector at 
a time of an international health 
crisis. 

Rethinking StimulusApproach 
to Stimulate Employment and 
Domestic Consumption 

a. Having a limit on the amount 
of working capital support can 
help ensure fair and inclusive 
selection. In the USA, the loans 
disbursed are typically 2.5 
times the applicant’s average 
monthly payroll costs. This 
helps maintain a fair system of 
allocation and inclusive use of 
the funds available, making sure 
medium sized firms do not take 
sole advantage of the allocated 
support to SMEs, while leaving 
plenty behind for the smaller 
firms. 

b. Supporting revitalization of self-
employment: Several economic 
stimuli around the globe are 
offering such support e.g. USA 
providing deferral of social 
security tax, Singapore providing 
up to S$ 9000 over nine months 
to each such self-employed 
individuals. Cash and non-cash 
fiscal support for self-employed 
merits strong attention in order 
for the package to support this 
important group in the workforce. 

c. Concessional financing for Small 
Businesses:  Policymakers should 
support soft loans/working 
capital loan, so that SMEs 
are able to   survive the crisis. 
Banks and financial institutions 
may sanction up to BDT 25 
lacs to women entrepreneurs 

against personal guarantee. 
Entrepreneurs’ credit limit may be 
ranged from BDT 50,000 to BDT 
50 lacs. 

d. Tax reductions and grants for 
SME revival:The Government 
can consider reducing the tax 
rate and offering grants to 
businesses in hard-hit sectors in 
an effort to help reduce costs and 
boost the bottom line. Moreover, 
specifically for SMEs, expenses 
for current and next fiscal year, 
exemption (or deferral) of 
withholding tax payments can be 
a timely initiative.

f. Furthermore, many entrepreneurs 
have noted that their lack of 
business relationship with the 
bank officials, have deterred 
them from availing the stimulus, 
whereas medium firms are 
breezing through the process. 
To ensure fairness and inclusive 
use of the funds, the above-
mentioned guideline to only 
disbursed loans that are 2.5 
times the applicant’s average 
monthly payroll costs, could be 
brought into play, similar to the 
US.

Policy Actions /Reforms for 
CompetitivenessEnhancement

a. Reviving dynamism in 
employment and exports, 
diversifying economic base, 
and provide the much-needed 
lift to the SMEs, enhancing 
private Investment, FDI 
will be critical:Bangladesh 
must capitalize on this 
emerging advantage of many 
investors contemplating 
expansion beyond China, 
and diversification of supply 
chain - but to do so it requires 
to put in place a targeted 
investment promotion strategy 
and its operationalization at the 
soonest. 

b. Improvement in Investment 
Climate: The business 
environment in Bangladesh is yet 
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to support its vision for an upper 
middle-income country by 2021. 
Modernizing archaic laws such 
as Companies Act, Bankruptcy 
Act, Intellectual Property Rights 
Act, improving government 
service delivery through 
establishing effective One-
Stop-Shop (OSS), strengthening 
contract enforcement through 
introduction of Alternate Dispute 
Resolution (ADR) and faster 
disposal of commercial cases, 
and strengthening regulatory 
governance through the 
introduction of systematic tools 
such as Regulatory Impact 
Assessment (RIA), are some of 
the critical policy measures to 
improve the business operating 
environment of Bangladesh. 

c. Systematic, and Targeted 
Investment Promotion 
Efforts:Bangladesh must 
capitalize on this emerging 
advantages from COVID (e.g. 
shifts in global supply chains, 
international production centers 
etc.)  but to do so successfully, 
the policy makers will need to 
quickly, and proactively, put in 
place a holistic effortintegrating 
targeted investment promotion 
strategy, and strengthening 
the institutional capabilities 
to respond to investor needs, 
both with regard to timely 
policy response, and investor 
facilitation.Such endeavor 
needs to start but laying out 
a comprehensive, targeted 
investment promotion strategy 
and its operationalization at the 
soonest. 

 This calls for preparing and 
implementing a targeted, 
time-bound, and focused 
Investment Promotion plan 
that will help identification and 
targeting of the investors group, 
outreach with Bangladesh’s 
value proposition, making rapid, 
sustainable improvements in 
its investment climate to allay 

concern of the targeted investor 
group, and putting in place an 
effective investors facilitation 
and after care process.

 The efforts, hence, needs to be 
very specific/tailored rather than 
being traditional  open ended 
investment promotion efforts. 
Three aspects can help in this 
regard – i) benchmarking of 
sectors to identify focus sectors 
or sectors of interest by the 
target groups for attracting FDI 
including new sectors which 
have potential for growth 
in the context of COVID-19 
disruption, ii)  Profiling industrial 
infrastructure in the focus 
sectors as potential locations for 
new investment and regulatory 
reform needs, iii) Identification 
of target countriesbased on 
focus sectors, FDI trends, 
relocation potential  and past 
engagements with Bangladesh.

a. Strengthening Export 
Competitiveness: Developing 
broad-based global value 
chain capabilities are critical. 
Some of the areas where 
Bangladesh needs a renewed 
focus are- reducing average 
rates of protection and 
harmonizing tariff schedules 
across all intermediate and 
final goods, facilitating easier 
and faster  imports for exporters 
(e.g. through better functioning 
bonded warehousing 
schemes), introducing better 
standards and product market 
regulations, adopting a 
national environmental and 
social compliance framework 
for high potential export 
sectors and strengthening 
trade logistics, developing new 
ports such as Bay and Patenga 
Terminals to reduce customs 
clearance and transit times. 

b. Corporate and income tax rate 
could be lowered in the short-
term, to kick-start investments’ 

momentum. High tax-rates 
has been a major constraint 
in promoting self-employment 
in the country, which functions 
as disincentives for many small 
firms from officially registering 
with the authorities and 
banking system. Thus, those 
firms have missed out from 
the government stimulus as 
they do not have the necessary 
documentation. Reduction 
of the tax rates will help the 
NBR to expand its collection 
pool as many small firms and 
unregistered businesses will 
deem it fair and voluntarily join. 

c. Alternate credit assessment and 
digital credit: Traditionally, large 
banks have controlled capital 
investments in Bangladesh. 
Most financial institutions 
have been reluctant to lend 
beyond large corporates. 
One prevalent reason is 
complexities associated with 
assessing the creditworthiness 
of SMEs. To address this issue 
-financial sector policy makers 
could consider introduction 
of digital methods of credit 
assessment and disbursement 
of loans. Many countries 
have successfully used mobile 
applications that help gather 
thousands of data points about 
a consumer and this allows one 
to assign a financial identity to 
an unbanked person, allowing 
mobile phone or gateway-
based money lenders to lend 
them, often within five minutes 
of an assessment. Many 
successful examples now exist 
in Southeast Asia and in Africa 
including Philippines, Kenya, 
and Tanzania, which concerned 
authorities can explore.

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

The author of this article is the 
Chairman and CEO of the Policy 
Exchange Bangladesh, a leading 
think tank in the private sector in 
Bangladesh
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Syed Ershad Ahmed, FCILT

National Logistics Strategy 
– Key to Sustainable 
Economic Development of 
Bangladesh

Logistics is the subset of the supply 
chain that refers to the planning, 
management, and control of both 
tangible and intangible flow of 
goods. The term Logistics derives 
from the military, the activity of 
organizing the movement of 
equipment and resources of the 
troop and became popular since the 
second world war. Business logistics 
is a business planning framework that 
includes the inbound and outbound 
movement of inventory and supplies. 
Logistics plays a crucial role in 
maintaining a balance between 
supply and demand. Logistics bring a 
competitive advantage for customers 
by reducing transportation cost 
through consolidation, ensuring 
quality and timely delivery, and giving 
end-to-end visibility. Disruption in 
logistics services affects the economy 

concerning higher inflation, low 
productivity, and related economic 
aspects.

The logistics industries in Bangladesh 
have been thriving for years in line 
with the steady growth of exports 
and imports. The logistics sector of 
Bangladesh exploded in the late 
1980s without any experience. Thus, 
it struggled initially with inadequate 
knowledge relates to the industry and 
an incompetent workforce. Despite 
unfledged government regulations, 
inexperienced exporters, and 
importers, the industry has grown 
and made its place in the world 
market. In Bangladesh, the industry 
came into being in 1991-92. 
Initially, there was no guideline and 
policy regarding the industry. Even 

government officials, exporters, and 
importers had hardly any idea how to 
run this vast operation.

Global logistics companies started 
penetrating the Bangladesh market 
to support the business growth 
of their respective international 
customers of readymade garments. 
Both the foreign and local logistics 
companies have been contributing to 
the country’s economic growth since 
then. Currently, Bangladesh is one of 
the major emerging markets in the 
world. It indicates that Bangladesh’s 
logistics industry is highly progressive. 
Yet Bangladesh needs to address 
some key challenges. Infrastructure 
development, process improvement, 
and increased management 
efficiency are the core areas to 
address. Automations of ports 
activities, implementation of the 
concept of a modern warehousing 
management system, allowing 

logistics service providers to manage 
bonded warehousing facilities and 
creating a sophisticated cold chain 

Fiscal Year

2020-2021 11,37,29,373 30,97,236 4062

2019-2020 10,15,65,272 30,04,142 3764

2018-2019 9,82,40,655 29,19,023 3699

2017-2018 9,29,23,228 28,09,354 3664

Cargo (MT)
Container

(TEUs)

Container & Ship Handling in Last 4 Years at Chittagong Port

Economic Growth in 2020-2021: Cagro-11.98%
Container-3.09%, Ships-7.92%

Ships
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system are a must. Though inland 
connectivity through railways and 
waterways is highly potential, yet it is 
underutilized. 

The country is still highly dependent 
on readymade garments export. 
Bangladesh needs to diversify 
its industrial products to other 
manufacturing segments to remove 
the dependency on a single product 
and create a balance in trade. 
Bangladesh has already showcased 
its potential in agriculture, ceramics, 
processed & frozen foods, handicrafts, 
healthcare, footwear, leather goods, 
light engineering and pharmaceutical. 
It needs to target these industries 
to grasp record exponential market 
share in the future. The government 
must also improve strategies to 
bolster its transportation and logistics 
networks to satisfy the increasing 
economy’s demands and export 
development. Bangladesh’s economic 
development journey has so far been 
a successful one. There must be an 
increase in the number of investors 
committing long-term investment 
to the market for development to 
continue. Regulatory uncertainty, lack 
of communication between regulatory 
bodies, and inconsistencies in policy 
implementation also contribute 
to risky market conditions for 
commercial investors. By eradicating 
all the trade barriers, paving the way 
for smooth logistics activities, and 
bringing more efficiency, Bangladesh 
can significantly promote investment 
and international trade.

India, Sri Lanka, Indonesia, Vietnam 
and most of the other competitive 
countries have already developed 
National Logistics Strategy. 
Bangladesh also needs pragmatic 
and effective policies and set a 
comprehensive national strategy to 
improve the logistics performance in 
the country. 

Foreign Trade Statistics of 
Bangladesh in 2019-2020 
(Source: BBS)

Import value was 64,186 Million 
USD. Total Imports value decreased 

by 4.91%, in 2019-20 comparing 
to that in 2018-2019. Major import 
commodities are Milk and cream, 

Sugar, Rice, Wheat, Raw cotton, 
Petroleum oil (crude) and products, 
Fertilizer, Plastics and articles, 
Edible oil, Iron and steel, Machinery 
equipment including Electrical 
appliances, Textile yarn (cotton and 
synthetic), Garments accessories, 
and Automotive

● 10 major Import countries 
from top to bottom are China 
(20.64%), India (12.07%), 
Singapore (7.74%), Indonesia 
(4.69%), Malaysia (4.04%), 
Hong Kong (3.98%), Japan 
(3.30%), South Korea (2.37%), 
Germany (1.60%), Kuwait 
(0.98), and others (38.59%)

Export value was 33,164 Million 
USD

● Total Exports value decreased 
by 19.24%, in 2019-20 
comparing to that in 2018-19. 

● Major export commodities are 
Readymade garments (RMG), 
Jute and jute goods, Footwear 
and leather, Fish, Hats & 
Headgear, Pharmaceuticals, 
Ceramic table ware, Home-
textiles, Vegetable, Tea, 
Electronics, and Plastic products

● 10 major Export countries from 
top to bottom are Canada 
(18.99%), USD (16.30%), 

UK (9.09%), Spain (5.78%), 
France (4.61%), Italy (3.51%), 
Netherlands (2.92%), Belgium 
(1.94%), Turkey (1.13%), and 
others (34.38%)

In 2019-20, the trade gap between 
Export and Import had been 
increased. It was 26,443 Million 
USD in 2018-19, which had been 
increased to 31,022 Million USD in 
2019-20 (Ratio of Export to Import in 
2019-20 was 1:1.94).

Contribution of Logistics in the 
National Economy 

The contribution of logistics sectors 
to the economy of Bangladesh 
is highly significant. They have 
been investing in infrastructure 
development and technological 
advancement, adding value to the 
locally produced commodities, and 
playing a critical role as a catalyst 
in enhancing FDI. Altogether, 
logistics companies play an active 
role in supporting local investment, 
international trade, human resource 
development, and job creation. 
According to the Bangladesh Bureau 
of Statistics, the GDP contribution 
of the Transport sector was 12,430 
million BDT in the year 2020. 
Altogether estimated employment, 
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in the logistics & Transport sectors 
is around 4 million, including over 
1100 freight forwarders, 5000 C&F 
agencies (customs broker), and 
several thousand workers in different 
services, including ports handlings, 
air, ocean, road, rail, and waterways.

Global Ranking: 

Bangladesh has emerged as one 
of the lazy performers in providing 
logistics services. In the World Bank 
Logistics Performance Index (LPI), 
Bangladesh ranked 100 among 160 
countries in 2018 (slipped from 82nd 
position in 2016). The index applies 
six criteria, viz Infrastructure, customs 
clearance efficiencies, the process 
of arranging shipments, quality 
of logistics services, tracking and 
tracing of the shipments (security/
safety), and timeline. Among the 
South Asian countries, the country’s 
ranking is 38th (Emerging Market 
Logistics Index), much behind 

compared to India, Sri Lanka, and 
Pakistan.  

According to the 2021 edition of the 
Lloyd’s List, Chattogram port ranked 
67th out of 100 top ports across the 
world slipped nine notches from 
2020 ranking of this list. 

It is true that currently, the 
Bangladesh government is focusing 
on the development of logistics 
infrastructures, but there are still 
many avenues that need massive 
improvement. Bottlenecks include 
outdated legislation, lack of 
automation in the ports& airports 
, inadequate warehousing, and 
nonexistence  of a cold chain.

Infrastructure: 

The logistics companies have been 
providing freight transport services by 
sea, land and air. In Bangladesh, rail 
transportation to carry international 
freight is still a rarity. Due to the 

existing challenges in the Dhaka 
airport, the Chattogram and Mongla 
are the two operational seaports of 
Bangladesh, playing a significant 
role in handling international freight 
movement followed by Dhaka 
airport.  

With average annual container 
handling growth of more than 10%, 
the Chattogram port yard faces acute 
congestion throughout the year from 
container storage. Moreover, during 
festival-linked holidays the number of 
containers at the port yard exceeds 
storage capacity.

Chattogram port handles around 
85% of county’s seaborne trade, 
handled 11,37,29,373 MT, 
30,97,236 TEUs (Twenty-feet 
equivalent unit), 4,062 vessels during 
FY 2020-2021. The 19 private 
sector inland container depots (ICDs) 
provide some storage container relief 
for Chittagong port; the ICDs can 
handle nearly 1.56 million TEUs per 
year.

Mongla Port, the second busiest 
seaport of Bangladesh, is an 
environmentally friendly port. It 
stands in the southwestern part of 
the country at the confluence of 
the Possur river and Mongla Nulla, 
approximately 71 nautical miles 
upstream of the Bay of Bengal, 
located at Latitude 22.48867, 
Longitude 89.59283. Sundarbans, 
the world’s largest mangrove 
forest, protects the port. Mongla 
Port provides facilities and services 
to the international shipping lines 
and other concerned agencies 
providing shore-based facilities 
like jetties, warehouses, cargo 
handling equipment. It is maintaining 
adequate water depth in the channel 
and making provisions for safe day 
and night shipping. A 60-40 split 
between Chattogram and Mongla 
is theoretically possible; however, 
the reality is somewhat different. 
Chattogram port accounting for 85 
percent of the country’s international 
commerce.
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During FY 2020-21, Mongla port 
handled 1,18,24,373 MT, 1,19,412 
TEUs, mainly food grains, fish and 
shrimp, jute, fertilizers, LPG, Vehicles, 
Project Cargos, and other bulk 
cargoes.

Recently, the government has opted 
against developing a deep seaport 
at Payra and instead decided to 
build a normal seaport in its place. 
Accordingly, the port site has been 
relocated from its original offshore 
location by 65 kilometers to an 
onshore point at the mouth of the 
Rabnabad channel. Downgrading 
the project from deep seaport 
means, Payra would no longer host 
any mother vessel or large ship, but 
smaller vessel like the ones handled 
by the Chattogram and Mongla 
ports.

The government has taken up 
another project to develop a 
deep seaport at Matarbari near 
Maheshkkhali, which will have an 
18-meter draft and accommodate 
mother vessels birthing. This project 
is under a Japanese loan side by side 
with the Matarbari 1200-megawatt 
coal power project. Government has 
a plan to run lighterage ships from 
Matarbari to Chattogram, Payra, and 
Mongla ports in the future.

The situation of Hazrat Shah Jalal 
International Airport Dhaka at 
present is messy. Stuffing of ULDs 
(containers & pallets for air cargo 
transportations) occurs mainly inside 
the airport, where facilities are 
very crowded, resulting in delays 
and cargo pilferage. The Explosive 
Detection System (ED’s facility) is 
quite troublesome. A long queue 
prevails due to slow scanning 
movement and tight opening space 
in the adjacent area. Most of the 
time nonfunctioning of old machines 
are a regular phenomenon. The 
growth of air cargo exports is 
hampering because of prevailing 
situation. Outgoing air cargo related 
to manufacturing includes RMG, 
footwear, pharmaceutical products, 
fresh fruits, and vegetable. As 
industrial development continues, air 
cargo will be essential for shipping 
high-value industrial export products. 
Incoming air cargo is in a state 
of pandemonium, according to 
importers and logistics companies. 
There is no proper warehousing, 
and the identification of goods is 
difficult. Many consignments are  left 
in open air and strewn around the 
apron area. Almost all industries 
depend on air cargo imports. There 
are widespread complaints of 
harassment, and troublemaking by 

some unscrupulous individuals inside 
the management. 

Bangladesh declared 24 land 
customs stations as land ports, 
while 12 are now operational under 
Build-Operate-Trade (BOT) basis 
through private operators and the 
other 12 under construction. Only 
one land port conducts trade with 
Myanmar and the rest with India. 
The total land border of Bangladesh 
is 4,366 km; 4,096 km with India 
and the remaining 270 km with 
Myanmar. The Roads and Highways 
Department (RHD) is responsible for 
maintaining proximately 21,483 km, 
comprising of 3 categories of road 
classes (National, Regional, and Zilla 
road). However, the quality of roads 
and highways are not adequate 
for smooth logistics operation. The 
stretch of Bangladesh rail lines was 
2,955 km in 2018. The length of 
inland waterways is 24,000 km, and 
the navigable waterways are 5,968 
km in Monsoon and 3,865 km in Dry 
season.

Market Dominated by 
Commodity Segments: 

Industries that spend the most on 
logistics services include RMG, 
textile, automotive, fast-moving 
consumer goods (FMCG), leather 
and leather goods, pharmaceuticals, 
agricultural, processed food, 
project cargo, engineering, and 
industrial raw materials are the 
largest spenders on logistics services. 
Pharma and agriculture have 
delivered sluggish growth in the 
past couple of years due to a lack 
of proper storage facilities and cold 
chain infrastructure.

Impact of Covit-19 Pandemic: 

‘Coronavirus’ has emerged as a 
deadly pandemic and a devastating 
catastrophe. Countries in every 
corner of the globe have been 
suffering from the impact of this 
unprecedented condition. Its 
destroying force not only creates a 
health crisis but results in substantive 
economic, social, political, and 
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environmental consequences. There 
is a need for academics to influence 
both the theory and practice of 
logistics for more resilient and 
sustainable supply chains. The core 
purpose of future research should 
focus on creating a firewall to 
protect the economy from disaster 
by absorbing or lightening any 
shockwave from such a situation.

The interconnected world trade is 
disrupted due to persisting long 
pandemic. The COVID-19 pandemic 
has created pressure points on both 
sides of the supply and demand 
equation, and injected tremendous 
unpredictability into the ecosystem 
and even the sudden rise has created 
warehousing and transportation 
problems.

Port congestion caused by the 
pandemic remains one of the top 
challenges for the world’s supply 
chains. Port owners, carriers, and 
shippers have been scrambling 
collectively to find a viable 
solution to get out of this problem. 
Congestion occurs whenever a ship 
arrives at a port but cannot load 
or unload because that station 
is already at capacity. Although 
the loading or unloading process 
typically goes according to plan, 
labor shortages and social distancing 
associated with the pandemic have 
notably steered things off course, 
creating bottlenecks at several busy 
global docks. Most airlines also 
have reduced the number of fights 
considering the prevailing situation. 
The freight cost of both air and sea 
transportation has elevated to sky-
high levels, which no one has ever 
experienced in the past.

Due to these challenges, numerous 
companies have failed to let goods 
out of the door on time. Carriers 
are also unable to adhere to their 
specified delivery commitments due 
to severe space problems. Suppliers 
and manufacturers worldwide 
have been facing the severity of 
the situation, resulting in massive 
stock shortages, fulfillment delays, 

and lengthy backorders on regular 
inventory items.

COVID-19 has indeed caused some 
heavy damage to the economy 
of Bangladesh and slowed down 
the projected rate of GDP growth. 
Export figures have dropped by 15% 
from the previous year due to a fall 
in global demand, illogical order 
postponements, and cancellation 
of major export items in the RMG 
industry. Import figures have also 
tumbled. It has also slowed down the 
physical infrastructure development 
works drastically. However, the 
Bangladesh government deserves 
applause for the exceptional support 
throughout the 
pandemic to 
help the RMG 
sector and other 
manufacturers 
stay on the 
sequence. 
While the 
manufacturers 
are trying to 
recuperate and 
turn around 
gradually, a 
new layer of 
complexity 
to the supply 
chain of many 
companies of 
Bangladesh has 
overshadowed 
the spirit in 
the middle 
of the global 
pandemic. Like 
other countries, 
logistics service 
providers of 
Bangladesh 
are struggling 
in managing 
equipment, 
space, and cost besides other local 
problems.  

Recommendations:

Develop a National Logistics Strategy 
without further delay.

Coordination among all stake 
holders such as port authorities, 
customs, ports users, banks are 
critical to run logistics operations 
in Bangladesh in a congenial 
atmosphere.

The Customs Act of Bangladesh has 
been amended several times since 
its inception in 1969. However, the 
amendments were not sufficient 
and effective enough to support the 
International standards to secure 
and facilitate Global trade. This 
is one of the major reasons for 
Bangladesh to stay at a much lower 
rank in the Global Logistics Index. A 
new Customs Act in synchronization 

with time has been drafted a couple 
of years ago. It is frustrating that 
the inclusion and implementation 
became uncertain. The government 
must bring the new Customs Act 
in light. Mentionable may be here 
that the Customs authority has to 

Pangaon container terminal within
45 Kilometes of the proposed port

Four-fifths of Pangaon port’s
capacity remain unused

Another port already approved
27 kilometres away

Proposed Gazaria port will cost

Tk2500cr

BIWTA says the port will
meet future demand
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set up speedy clearance process for 
perishable goods as per WTO Trade 
Facilitation Agreement. 

To bring all the ports (Air, Ocean 
and Land) under full automation 
is essential for quick, smooth, and 
error-free freight handling. In the 
changing scenario across the world, 
the country must bring changes 
through automation in ports, 
documentation process flow and 
in the existing overall supply chain 
process. A paperless automated 
documentation process can speed 
up goods movement, money transfer 

and information transmission aiming 
to reduce lead time, exact tracking 
and to ensure shipments’ safety. Few 
government agencies still rely on 
manual process that conflicts with 
competitors’ automated standards 
in dealings, but this is the time to 
transform the manual process into 
digitalized automation by amending 
old laws in the country, like customs 
act and foreign exchange regulatory 
act.

For a rising economy, it is imperative 
to create an information and 
communication technology-based 
backbone comprising civil aviation, 
ports, customs, roads and highway, 
railway, financial institutions, water 
transportation body, logistics service 
providers, trade association and 
chamber bodies.

To concentrate more on completing 
the Bay Terminal construction in the 
shortest possible time while ensuring 
quality.

To expedite the construction work of 
Dhirasram, 
ICD, which 
to connected 
with seaports 
by rail, and 
relocate 
the Dhaka, 
Kamlapur, 
ICD. Also, to 
build three 
new ICDs 
at Ishwardi, 
Syedpur, and 
Mirsharai EZ 
by connecting 
all with 
Chattogram 
port and Bay 
Terminal.

To facilitated 
trade and 
transshipments 
through inland 
waterways 
by creating 
adequate 
infrastructures. 
Also, to bring 

the entire country under an efficient 
river connectivity network. Additional 
attention is required to stimulate the 
Pangaon River port.

To ensure an efficient road traffic 
management system and improve the 
quality of the roads. 

The Civil Aviation Authority may 
consider authorizing separate off-
dock facilities (Private ICD) for export 

air cargo. These would work in the 
same way as those of the port 
in Chattogram. Furthermore the 
scanning of export containers to 
perform at the off-dock enabling 
customs officer to seal the 
packages and containers in better 
conditions. The private owners of 
the air cargo export facility would 
provide the necessary facilities, 
warehouse management, and 
scanners. If the handling is shifted 
to off-dock facilities, storage 
requirements inside the airport will 
decline.

Strengthening the country’s 
warehousing and cold chain system 
will help Bangladesh diversify 
export and generate more revenue.

Conclusion:

Both quality and efficiency in 
logistics services are essential for 
managing a successful business. 
While the developed countries 
are highly dependent on digital 
and green logistics technologies, 
Bangladesh is still keen to build 
the physical infrastructure and 
rudimentary process management. 
There are several technologies with 
the potential to enhance the way 
we approach traditional logistics 
solutions. Artificial intelligence 
drones and robots, electric vehicles, 
and on-demand delivery are a few 
of the relatively new concepts that 
can change our look and way of 
approach to enter a new era of the 
modern logistics industry.

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

The author of this article is a logistics 
& transport specialist & CEO of 
a Global Logistics and Transport 
Company in Bangladesh. He is the 
President of the American Chamber of 
Commerce in Bangladesh (AmCham) 
and former President of the Foreign 
Investors Chamber of commerce and 
industry  ( FICCI).
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In its journey of three and a half 
decades, the ready-made garment 
(RMG) industry of Bangladesh 
has secured a strong foothold, 
and earned reputation and fame 
in the global apparel market as 
one of the safest, reliable and 
compliant apparel sourcing hub in 
the world. Starting with only 1200 
USD export earnings in early 
80’s, Bangladesh has reached the 
milestone of $34.13 billion export 
earnings in FY 2018-10, just 
before Covid hit the whole world. 

Along with glorifying Bangladesh’s 
name, RMG sector has generated 
employment for 4 million plus 
people; 70% of them are women 
coming from rural parts of the 
country. Apart from acting as a 
reliable pillar of Bangladesh’s 
economy, the RMG industry of 
Bangladesh is also serving as 
a catalyst for socio-economic 
development. Around 83 percent 

Faruque Hassan

Bangladesh RMG Industry: 
A Story of Stitching Success

of the country’s total export 
earnings come RMG exports, as 
well as 11% of GDP. The Table-1 
below portrays the glorious path of 
growth that RMG sector has been 
followingin its journey of being the 
second largest apparel exporter in 
the world. 

“Made in Bangladesh” labeled 
apparels are currently being 
exported to more than 160 
countries across the world. EU 
and USA being our largest export 
destinations, non-traditional 
market share in the export basket 
is also expanding day by day. The 
following table -2 is a pie chart 

showing Bangladesh’s RMG export 
share to Top 10 export destinations 
in FY 2020-21. 

Figure-2: BD’s RMG Export Share 
to Top 10 Markets in FY2020-21

This industry has reached this 
height of prestigious position today 

through hard work, dedication, 
enthusiasm of all entrepreneurs 
and workers along with the support 
from government and development 
partners. In its eventful journey, 
the industry had to weather storms 
and defy odds through various 
crossroads and challenges. Child 
labor elimination in 1995, phase-
out of the Multi-Fiber Arrangement 
(MFA) quota in 2004, all-out 
efforts to build a safe, ethical 
and sustainable industry after the 
tragic Rana Plaza building incident 
of 2013, the RMG Industry of 
Bangladesh proved its mettle 
and proved that with dedication, 
hard work and leadership, 

Bangladesh can remain the most 
attractive destination for Garments 
Manufacturing in the world.

The industry has also made visible 
progress in ensuring workers’ 
rights and well-being. The labour 
law was amended twice in 2013 

Figure- 1: The Rise of RMG Industry of Bangladesh (Value in BN US$)

Source: EPB
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and in 2018, making them more 
favorable towards protecting 

rights of workers and ensuring 
their well-being. Formation of 
safety committee in every factory 
has been made mandatory. Also 
Workers Participation Committee 
(WPC) has also been made 
mandatory through elections where 
employees directly vote to select 
representative of the WPC to voice 
their concern to factory owners 
and management. A central fund 
has been also created under the 
supervision of the government 
where garment factories are 
contributing $10 million of their 
export receipts to be used for the 
workers’ welfare purposes. All the 
efforts have helped us to improve 
workers’ satisfaction level, which 
is also reflective in the recently 
published report of Asian Centre 
for Development. 

The development of this industry 
in meeting compliance issues has 
been recognized internationally 
as well. A recent survey report 
unveiled by Hong Kong-based 
supply chain compliance 
solutions provider, QIMA, ranked 
Bangladesh second in ‘Ethical 

Manufacturing’ with a score of 
7.7 only behind Taiwan which 

scored 8.0. The success of this 
labor-intensive industry has also 
been recognized in a recent 
report published by the McKinsey 
& Company. The report titled 
“What’s next for Bangladesh’s 

garment industry, after a decade 
of growth? “Published in 2021, 
highlighted the transformation 
of the apparel industry since 
2011. This particular report 
mentioned that the RMG industry 

of Bangladesh has successfully 
rebuilt its status in world apparel 
market and marked itself as a top 
sourcing spot

Along with meeting the safety and 
compliance standards, Bangladesh 
RMG industry is proactively moving 
towards green industrialization 
and environmental sustainability. 
Bangladesh has the highest 
number of green factories with 
145 factories LEED certified by the 
USGBC, of which 42 are Platinum 
and 89 Gold rated. BGMEA has 
also joined the UNFCCC, the 
German Green Button initiative, 
and circular fashion project with 
GFA to attain environmental 
sustainability at the industry level.

Despite many difficulties faced 
by the RMG sector over the past 
years, it has successfully carved 
a niche in world market and 
kept continuing to show robust 

performance. It is the resilience of 
our sector which has enabled us 
to overcome the challenges and 
difficulties induced by pandemic 
of the century, Covid-19. With 

Table-1: Workers’ Perception on Workplace Environment (In Percentage) 

Perception on Very Bad Bad Satisfactory Good Very Good

Working Condition 1.2 1.9 1.6 21.5 73.8

Lighting/Brightness 1.4 1.4 1.3 20.8 75.1

Emergency Exit 0.5 2.4 1.4 24.6 71.1

Toilet Facilities 0.9 2.2 3.1 29.3 64.5

Water Supplies 0.8 2.5 1.5 26.2 69.0

Canteen Facilities 1.3 1.8 4.0 28.6 64.3

Health Care Facilities 0.5 3.0 3.1 27.1 66.3

Doctor’s Services 0.5 2.6 3.4 27.0 66.5

Child Care Facilities 1.7 3.7 6.2 25.4 63.0

Transport Services 8.1 7.9 14.1 18.3 51.6
Salary Disbursement 
Process

1.1 2.5 3.2 24.0 69.2

Internal Relationship 
with Seniors

0.6 2.4 2.6 26.6 67.8

Source: A Survey Report on the Garment Workers’ of Bangladesh (2020)

Figure - 2: BD's RMG Export Share to Top 10 Markets in FY2020-21
-

Source: EPB
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Government’s support, RMG 
factories are operating following 
strict health and safety protocols 
developed by BGMEA, Ministry 

of Health, ILO, and WHO. By the 
grace of Almighty, and initiating 
several cautious steps like PCR 
labs, hospitals, strict monitoring 
and auditing etc., we have been 
able to keep the infection rate 
around 0.03% among the workers. 

Over the years, Bangladesh 
RMG industry has been able to 
achieve the trust and confidence 
of the buyers or brands which 
has made us a sourcing hotspot. 
In the forthcoming days, we 
want to maintain that excellence 
with the help of our buyers and 
relevant stakeholders. Withthe 
support of our workers, and 
assistant from Government as 
well as development partners,the 

RMG sector was successfully able 
to achieve Excellence in terms 
of social and environmental 
sustainability, and helping the 

country’s economic upgradation. 

Another important aspect is that 
so far, the country’s growth has 
been driven by cotton-based 
apparel manufacturing. Since 
globally the consumption of non-

cotton, especially MMF apparels 
are increasing, it is high time we 
moved towards that direction as 
well. Our buyers can play a great 

role here in terms of expanding 
the import basket as well as 
knowledge and technology sharing 
for manufacturing non cotton and 
MMF based products. There is 
huge opportunity of future growth 
in expanding and diversifying 
our manufacturing into MMF 
based products, as well attracting 
foreign investment and expertise 
in creating backward linkage 
capabilities in MMF based textile 
industries.

Along with that, we are opting 
for new business strategies to 
make ourselves more efficient, 
sustainable and innovative 
which will certainly add value 
to our customers.Building the 
strategic relationship in terms 
of technological upgradation 
across the industry and capacity 
building of our workers is our 
key focus area and we are keenly 
working on this area. Investment 

particularly in the area of forward 
and backward linkage is absolutely 
necessary and buyers can step 
forward in this case. 

To welcome foreign 
investments, 
Bangladesh is getting 
ready with its mega 
projects like Padma 
Bridge, SEZs, LNG 
terminals, Enhanced 
electricity generation 
etc. to welcome new 
investments. Moreover, 
we are now passing 

Figure - 3 : Average Ethical Audit Scores - 2020 

Source: QIMA
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through a golden age in terms of 
population dividend. Around 63.5 
million people are economically 
active, and every year around 2 
million people are joining the labor 
force. Around 60% of our employed 
population falls under the age of 40 
years as per age group (Labor Force 
Survey 2016-17).

With only 6.83% market 
share world apparel market, 
Bangladesh RMG industry has 
ample opportunity ahead for 
further growth. It is not the race 

with other RMG manufacturing 
countries of the world that we 
are concerned about, rather 

Figure - 4 : Bangladesh Population Pyramid
Bangladesh -2020
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we are putting emphasis on 
value addition into our export 
basket. We want to set up 
our own gold standard with 
regards to excellence in product 
diversification, value addition 
and excellence in sustainable and 
ethical manufacturing. While we 
have made a significant progress 
in the social and environmental 
sustainability, the priority would 
be to keep this momentum, as 
well as to improve the industry 
standards over time.

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

Faruque Hassan is the President of 
Bangladesh Garment Manufacturers 
and Exporters Association (BGMEA)
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On the occasion of the twenty 
fifth anniversary of The American 
Chamber of Commerce in 
Bangladesh (AmCham), we take both 
pleasure and pride in providing a 
common platform for all our members 
and stakeholders’ activities that would 
encourage and stimulate investment, 
bilateral trade between the Peoples 
Republic of Bangladesh and the 
United States of America supporting 
the ongoing business operations of 
these two friendly nations.

This year actually marks the thirty-
three years of our journey that began 
on October 27th 1988. We desired 
to set up the first country chamber; 
however due to the prevailing 
provision we had to start as American 
Bangladesh Economic Forum 
(ABEF). Nevertheless, the very idea to 
enhance economic cooperation and 
bolster trade relations was at the core 
of our all activities. The membership 
of the organization included US 
Companies doing business in 
Bangladesh, their counterparts whose 
primary business is to represent US 
products and services, and non-

Md. Shahadat Hossen

AmCham’s 25th 
Anniversary – 2021

profit organizations of United States 
origin. We started with 14 (ordinary), 
4 (Associate), 9 (Affiliate) member 
companies, altogether 27 which 
is now an organization of 250+ 
members !

We fondly recall the then renowned 
American pharmaceuticals company, 
Pfizer Laboratories (Bangladesh) 
Limited’s (later known as Renata 
Limited) Managing Director , Mr. Syed 
Humayun Kabir, Singer Bangladesh 
Ltd’sManaging Director, Mr. Mahbub 
Jamil and NCR Corporation’sResident 
Manager, Mr. Aftab Ul Islam who 
altogether undoubtedly can be called 
as the “Architects” of ABEF which 
eventually paved the path to establish 
the American Chamber of Commerce 
in Bangladesh (AmCham)!

We started our journey as AmCham 
duly registered with the Joint Stock 
Companies of Bangladesh, as the 
first country chamber on September 
12th, 1996,and there was no looking 
back. The persons desirous of forming 
AmCham into an organization 
pursuant to the Memorandum and 
Articles of Association were:

AmCham’s objectives since then is:

●  To promote exchange of 
information between the 
US and Bangladesh with a 
view to stimulating greater 

understanding about each 
other’s economic potentials and 
opportunities.

●   To promote economic 
cooperation between the 
United States of America 
and the People’s Republic of 
Bangladesh, particularly in the 
private sector.

●   To promote and support 
measures calculated to benefit 
and protect the interests of the 
members.

With a view to present the insights 
of the AmCham members to 
the Government of Bangladesh 
and US business community in 
Bangladesh’ views to the United States 
Government.

As the first of its kinds trade body in 
Bangladesh, we had several obstacles 
to overcome. One of them was to 
set up examples and we are thankful 
to all our patrons, members and 
well-wishers that we have made that 
happen with poise and aplomb. We 
have proudly introduced a number 

of practices here in Bangladesh, the 
country was not familiar with, however 
proven to beneficial elsewhere 
promoting US investment, trade and 

Name Organization 

Mr. Syed Humayun Kabir Managing Director - Pfizer Laboratories (Bangladesh) Limited

Mr. Mahbub Jamil Managing Director - Singer Bangladesh Limited

Mr. Dannis Reynard Country Head & FVP - American Express Bank Ltd.

Mr. Shawkat Anowar Managing Director - Squibb of Bangladesh Ltd

Mr. Aftab-Ul-Islam Resident Manager - NCR Corporation

Mr. Nazmul Huq Chowdhury Managing Director - International Tank Terminal (Bangladesh) Ltd

Mr. Forrest E. Cookson Project Director -  Robart R. Nathan Associates
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fair corporate ethics. AmCham in 
Bangladesh for the very first time 
started a country specific unilateral 
chamber which opened up the 
avenue for establishing bi-lateral 
chambers in Bangladesh, introduced  
a dedicated country trade fair in 
conjunction with the US Embassy 
Dhaka since 1992, also introduced 
the award to recognize performance 
of business personalities and business 
entities from the Private sectors as 
well, were few of the steppingstones 
that was unique for Bangladesh.

AmCham has been a dynamic 
platform where many visionary ideas 
were discussed for the first time. We 
are proud to share that we have 
hosted the current Prime Minister 
Sheikh Hasina twice during her last 
stint as the PM and twice while she 
was the leader of the opposition. 
We also hosted Begum Khaleda Zia 
twice, as PM as well as the opposition 
leader. On 20th September 1994, 

Honorable Sheikh Hasina graced our 
business luncheon and shared the 
economic policy of her party, which 
was a watershed moment in the 
history of this chamber. We will always 
remember and consider this as a big 
honor. Much of those policies the 

government gradually implemented 
that ushered sea changes in how 
we were doing business here. 
Besides them we have hosted many 
other ministers and dignitaries from 
home and abroad, which laid the 

foundation of a number of decisions 
that changed the business landscape 
of this country.

Every year we organize the US 
Trade show, which is the biggest 
showcasing of US products and 

services in this country. AmCham 
in Bangladesh for the very first time 
started this dedicated country specific 
trade fair in conjunction with the US 
Embassy Dhaka on 16-17th April, 
1992 as “United States Business in 
Bangladesh” at The Sheraton Hotel 
Ballroom which was inaugurated by 
the prime minister of Bangladesh. This 
premiere showcase for the high-quality 
American products US businesses bring 
to Bangladesh is a special occasion to 
celebrate the success of US businesses 
in Bangladesh. Not only from the point 
of footfalls, but the Trade Show has 
also enabled the businessmen of both 
countries to come closer and identify 
the areas of future collaboration in a 
more meaningful way.

Honorable Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina at AmCham Luncheon with cabinet ministers and AmCham President

Honorable Sheikh Hasina Speaking at AmCham Lunch Meeting

Inauguration of US Trade Show by Honorable Commerce Minister Mr. Tofail Ahmed
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We are honored  to offer a 
networking environment that 
attract people from a rich variety of 
national and business backgrounds. 
Interaction here is ever interesting 

and our events focus on domestic, 
regional or global issues with expert 
speakers, panels and conferences 
to keep AmCham members and the 
business ecosystem at large on top of 
best practices and emerging trends. 
The business luncheon that we host 
has shed lights on numerous burning 
business issues and our members 
have always appreciated this venture 
where they get to hear from the 
top-notch experts in respective fields 
of business, commerce, finance and 
diplomacy. We hosted visiting US 
govt officials here in Bangladesh from 
both Democrat and Republican’s 
administration that included:

President Bill Clinton’s visit (20th 
March 2000) : U.S. President Bill 

Clinton arrived early Monday morning 
in Bangladesh on the first trip to the 
South Asian country by a U.S. head 
of state. During the short stint we 
arranged an event in the concurrence 

attended by US Commerce Secretary 
Willam M Daley titled’US-Bangladesh 
Economic Relations: Prospects and 
Challenges’.He hoped that with the 
start of a new century, Bangladesh 

and USA will redouble efforts to trade 
more, to build Bangladesh’s industrial 
base, so that it can produce quality 
products. The conference was also 
addressed byAmCham President 
Forrest E Cookson, US Congressmen 
Frank Palone and Edward Royce. 
Speaking on the occasion, Finance 
Minister SAMS Kibria said Bangladesh 
offers excellent opportunities for 
private investment. Industries Minister 
Tofail Ahmed, Commerce Minister 
Mohammad Abdul Jalil, FBCCI 
President Abdul Awal Mintoo, BGMEA 
President Anisur Rahman Sinha also 
spoke on that occasion. 

Ms.Christina B. Rocca , Assistant 
Secretary of State for South Asian 
Affairs, USA spoke on AmCham lunch 
meeting on May 18, 2004. She said 
true independence of the Independent 
Anti-Corruption Commission and 
Separation of Judiciary from the 
executive branch are vital for bringing 
confidence among the investors. 

MoU signing in the concurrence U.S. President Bill Clinton’s visit

Former Honorable Prime Minister Begum Khaleda Zia at AmCham Luncheon as Leader of the Opposition

US Trade Show (2008) inauguration by Mr. Mahbub Jamil,  advisor to the Caretaker Government
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Terming Bangladesh as ‘voice of 
moderation,’ she said: “As the fourth 
most populous Muslim country in the 
world, Bangladesh’s role in regional 
and international fora is widely 
respected and appreciated.” 

Mr. Frank G. Wisner, Former U.S. 
Ambassador (3rd August 2017): The 
American Chamber of Commerce 
in Bangladesh of AmCham invited 
him to speak at ‘August luncheon 
meeting’ titled “Reflections on the 
US – Bangladesh relationship”, 
Commerce Minister Tofail Ahmed 
was also present at the meeting 
chaired by its President Nurul Islam 
where US Ambassador HE Marcia S. 
Bernicatwas also present.Amb. Wisner 
emphasizedon sharing of techniques 
and best practices between the USA 
and Bangladesh in facing challenges 
of terrorism. “We need to share 
with each other new techniques and 
best practices. We must continue 
cooperation regarding terrorism 

challenges to protect human rights,”

Over the span of 3 decades, we also 
hosted many distinguished dignitaries 
from home and abroad time to time. 
We hosted international agencies 

senior officials visiting Bangladesh, 
renowned Bangladeshi scholars who 
enlightened the world with their ideas 
and relentless contributions. Few of 
those noteworthy events include :

Late Sir Fazle Hasan Abed (18th 
July 2012): KCMG, Founder and 
Chairperson of BRAC. Sir Abed spoke 
on “Education for Economic and 
Social Development”. Sir Abed said 
that BRAC wanted to ensure quality 
education irrespective of the location. 
They wanted to develop a school 
system which would provide effective 
learning opportunities to fragile 
learners throughout the country.

Nobel-laureate Professor 
Muhammad Yunus (12th July 
2011 & 8th July 2013): Dr. Yunus 
graced our July 2011 luncheon as 
our Guest of Honor and spoke on 
“Social Business”. Professor Yunus 
in his remarks provided a lucid 
description of his new idea “Social 
Business”, which has been found fast 
witnessing widespread recognition 
and admiration all over the world. 
He also said social businesses do not 
need any special kind of environment 
such as tax exemption or green 
channel to help them spread. What 

AmCham Luncheon “Education for Economic and Social Development” : Guest of Honor Late Sir Fazle Hasan Abed

AmCham Luncheon : Guest of Honor Ms. Christina B. Rocca , Assistant Secretary of State, USA

Late Sir Fazle Hasan Abed with AmCham President and AmCham Directorate
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social business firms can get is 
the benefit that other conventional 

companies in the same sector are 
already getting, he added.

Mr. Sajeeb Wazed (Special 
Advisor to PM) (8th December 
2010) : AmCham organized 
its December Lunch meeting on 
“Enhancing Bangladesh Trade 
and Investment” having Mr. Jack 
Garrity, Executive Director, Asia 
Society as a Guest of Honor. The 
meeting was also addressed by 
Mr. Sajeeb Wazed (who provides 
advice to Hon’ble Prime Minister on 
Information Technology Services), 
the US Ambassador H.E. Mr. James 
F. Moriarty, Dr. Gustav Papanek, 
President, Boston Institute for 
Developing Economies and Mr. Dr. 
S.A. Samad, Honorable Executive 

Chairman, Bangladesh Board of 
Investment. The meeting provided 

excellent scope to discuss how to 
enhance trade and investment in 
Bangladesh. 

Mr. Fred P. Hochberg, Chairman & 
President of the EXIM Bank, USA (4th 
February 2016): AmCham organized 
an event titled “The Bangladesh 
Opportunity: How the EXIM Bank of 
the United States and Bangladesh 
Can Partner to Advance Economic 
Growth”. In his remarks The EXIM 
Bank chief said the US companies 
are especially interested to invest in 
Bangladesh to help the country meet 
its ambitious infrastructure investment 
goals. He suggested improving 
infrastructure and the ease of doing 
business in Bangladesh so that more 
foreign direct investment, even from 
the US, can come here. 

Since democracy was established 
in 1991 there were dramatic 
development in infrastructure and its 
financing, essentially the period of 

AmCham monthly Luncheon on “Social Business” : Guest of Honor Nobel-laureate Professor Muhammad Yunus 

AmCham Luncheon, Guest of Honor Ambassador Frank G. Wisner

AmCham monthly Luncheon attended by the eminent citizens and members of civil society



77

the founding of the ABEF and then 
its successor the American Chamber 
of Commerce in Bangladesh 
(AmCham).   Much of this involved 
American companies and AmCham 
was involved in much of this effort. 
Installation of equipment for handling 
containers and establishment of 
the “off-docks” increased capacity 
and allowed the garment sector 
to grow rapidly without too much 
trouble at the port. The struggles over 
infrastructure development were won 
and then lost as the successful lessons 
of this earlier period were abandoned. 

AmCham on its own as well as in 
partnership US embassy and other 
entities in Bangladesh organized a 
number of Programs that highlighted 
its long-term commitment to improve 
the business environment. In this 
endeavor we would like to share only 
few of our events held on:

Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) (6th 
September 2020) : AmCham with 
its continued focus on cross-border 
trade and investment facilitation and 

initiatives for a conducive business 
environment in Bangladesh arranged 
series of events  with specialists from 
both public and private sectors. 
These discussions mainly focused 
on identifying opportunities for 

investments in Bangladesh. There 
were active dialogues on what 
would enable greater inflows of FDI 
in these areas including working in 
partnership with domestic investors 
and government agencies. Starting 
since 1988 as ABEF we continued till 
date as AmCham and commit to do 
so going forward. Out latest in this 
endeavor was titled “FDI in priority 
sectors : Value Added Agriculture 
Processing , Digital Ecosystems and 
Green Capital”. 

Public Private Partnership (PPP) 
(16th August 2009): The seminar 
adequately discussed the role of 
PPP as to how to play a pioneering 

role in attracting investment in 
various sectors, especially in 
the badly required power sector, 
roads, highways, ports, railways 
and in other infrastructural 
projects. The seminar analyzed 
PPP from different perspectives 
and thereby attempted to stimulate 
and encourage investment 
through public private partnership. 
The seminar also contributed 
towards developing useful 
recommendations for action for 
the government, policy makers, 
thinkers, economists, private sector 
stakeholders and for all concerned 
and interested in PPP. 

Branding Bangladesh Jointly 
Organized with Eastern Bank 
Ltd. (EBL) (2nd June 2010): The 
seminar analyzed Branding of 
Bangladesh from different angles 

AmCham Monthly Luncheon addressed by Mr. Sajeeb Wazed, Honorable Advisor to the Prime Minister

AmCham Luncheon, Guest of Honor Mr. Fred P. Hochberg, Chairman & President of the EXIM Bank, USA
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and perspectives and thereby 
attempted to focus how best 
Bangladesh can be showcased. It 
also made useful recommendations 
for action by the government, 
policy makers, thinkers, economists, 
private sector stakeholders, 
journalists, and all concerned and 
interested in Branding Bangladesh.

Trade and investment 
cooperation forum Agreement 
(TICFA) Jointly with DCCI (27th 
April 2014): American Chamber 
of Commerce in Bangladesh 
(AmCham) and Dhaka Chamber 
of Commerce & Industry (DCCI) 
organized a Lunch Meeting on the 
occasion of the first formal meeting 
of the “Trade and Investment 

Cooperation Forum Agreement 
(TICFA)” at the DCCI Auditorium. 
The Lunch Meeting was graced by 
Mr. Michael J. Delaney, Assistant 
United States Trade Representative 
for South Asia and Head of U.S. 
delegation, as Chief Guest and 
Speaker. This meeting was followed 
by another two business sessions; 
first meeting took place between 
Bangladeshi Private sector and 

joint USG/GOB delegations, 
and the second meeting was held 
between U.S. Private Sector and 
USG/GOBdelegations. AmCham 
President Mr. Aftab ul Islam and 
DCCI President Mr. M. Shahjahan 
Khan welcomed everyone present 

to the event. U.S. Ambassador Dan 
Mozena was present in the audience 
and addressed the gathering. The 
Lunch Meeting and the business 
sessions were moderated by 
AmCham President.

Intellectual Property Rights (IPR) 
Jointly Organized with FBCCI 
(15th September 1997), US 
Embassy Dhaka (July 20-21, 
2005) : Since Bangladesh economy is 
in growing status, Intellectual Property 

(IP) has become a significant factor 
in productivity and economic growth. 
Strong and effective IP protection 
is a particularly powerful incentive 
for firms to invest in generating new 
technology in sectors where the 
returns to technological investment 
are very long term, involve high risks 
and are easy to copy.

“Human Capital - A Source of 
Competitive Advantage” (23rd 
March 2021) : Human Resources 
development has its genesis in this 
new world order due to COVID-19 
where organizations globally had 
to resort to business continuity 
plans and shift their workforce to 
remote operations almost overnight, 

AmCham seminar on Public Private Partnership (PPP)  on 16th August 2009

AmCham-DCCI Joint Program on Trade and investment cooperation forum Agreement (TICFA)

AmCham Seminar on Branding Bangladesh Jointly Organized with Eastern Bank Ltd. (EBL)



79

keeping the safety in mind. So, in 
these uncertain and unprecedented 
circumstances, we all are trying our 
best to  strategize future business 

and talent decisions. Organizations 
are warming up to the limitless 
potential of adopting new-age 
technologies and the imminent need 
to accelerate digital transformation. 
With a staggering population around 
168 million, we face an enormous 
challenge in providing employment 
to millions of youths. Every year 
about 2 million youths enter the 
job market of which many remain 
under employed or unemployed. 
Things would have been much 
worse if a considerable number of 
them (annually about half a million) 
had not found the opportunity to 
work overseas. Converting the huge 
number of people into human capital 
is only the key solution to tactfully 
solve the problem and tap the future 
potentials.

Women Power – the Force 
Multiplier” (October 21st, 2020): 
During the outbreak of OCVID-19, 
the cottage, micro, small and 

medium enterprise (CMSME) 
sector in Bangladesh out of which 
women owned CMSME’s took a 
severe blow. The panelists with a 
diverse experience in the Women 
Entrepreneurship ecosystem of 
Bangladesh highlighted the hindering 

aspects that include access to 
finance, capital resources, corporate 
management, technical skills and the 
long enduring social phenomenon. A 
little assistance is extremely effective 
for them to graduate from micro to 
more sustainable small and medium 
sized entrepreneurs going forward 
even beyond the pandemic.

We fondly remember the 20th 
anniversary celebration of AmCham 
was held on January 17th, 2017 
evening at the chancery of US 
embassy in Dhaka, Bangladesh. 
Honorable commerce minister Mr. 
Tofail Ahmed, M.P who has been 
instrumental in transforming ABEF 
into AmCham attended the program 
as the guest of honor along with the 
U.S. Ambassador Mercia S. Bernicat, 
members of the chamber, business 
leaders and eminent citizens of the 
country. We owe a special thanks 
to Mr. Tofail Ahmed, Minister of 
Commerce for that.

One of the biggest agenda we 

AmCham 20th Anniversary Celebration in 2017 at the US Embassy, Dhaka

AmCham Virtual Panel Discussion : “Women Power – the Force Multiplier”
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implemented for the chamber 
itself  is to own a permanent office 
space, which we believe sends out 
a message across members and 
stakeholders we are here with a 

long-term commitment to serve ! We 
inaugurated our new premises  on 
7th September 2019 located at The 
Pearl Trade Centre (11th Floor), Plot 
# Cha - 90/3, Pragati Sharani, a 
high-quality commercial property 
nearby the Baridhara diplomatic 
enclave and the U.S. Embassy, 
Dhaka. The new office space,  a 
futuristic architectural excellence 
equipped with all modern features 
will enable AmCham not only to run 
its daily operation from here but also 
allow us to better serve our members 
more efficiently and effectively having 
more control of event space and 
costs, as well as design some more 

interesting programs. AmCham is 
also in a position to let members avail 
the opportunity as well, at its multi-
purpose “AmCham Abdul Monem 
Hall” where the inauguration took 

place. We may now even organize 
regional AmCham meetings in 
Bangladesh, which will provide a 
great opportunity for Bangladesh 

to show its investment potential to 
those countries who will participate.
AmCham has been the first chamber 
of Commerce in Bangladesh that 
introduced “Business Award” in 
Bangladesh to recognize performance 
of business personalities and entities 
from the private sector as followings:

-  The Business Executive Award 
(from 1997) and

-  Outstanding American 
Company Award (from 1999)

The organizations and individuals 
AmCham awarded included Late 
Shamson H. Chowdhury, Latifur 
Rahman, Syed Manzur Elahi, Mr.Mirza 
Salman Ispahani, Rokia Afzal Rahman, 
CitiBank N.A, Expeditors (Bangladesh) 
Ltd and few more, in course of time 
proved to be integral in the development 
of Bangladesh days ahead. 

AmCham Own office premises inauguration on 7th September 2019 

APCAC (Asia Pacific Council of American Chambers) Semi Annual Conference, Bangladesh October 2000

AmCham “Business Executive” & “Outstanding American Company Award” winners
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Corporate Social Responsibility 
(CSR) lies at the heart of every 
AmCham members in Bangladesh. 
We at AmCham strive to provide a 
platform by which we can amplify 
the work done by U.S. entities 
& their affiliates operating in 
Bangladesh, so that the impact 
they have on the community that 
surrounds them, is adequately 
recognized and celebrated. We also 
partook in different CSR activities 
such as:

- PM Flood Relief Fund in 1998

-  Rotary International Flood 
Relief Fund in 2004 

-  Baby Food to Rotary Club of 
Dhaka Central in 2007

-  Rotary International Flood 
Relief Fund in 2007

-  Earthquake in Nepal

-  COVID-19 initiatives 
(Farmers/Journalists)

We believe AmCham can become 
much more dynamic and achieve 
a lot in the days ahead. We are 
an accredited member of the U.S. 
Chamber of Commerce – the 
largest business federation in the 
United States, representing the 
interests of over 3 million U.S. 
companies which act as AmCham’s 
voice in Washington D.C. on trade 
& investment related policies. We 
are also a member of the AmChams 
of Asia Pacific (AAP), an umbrella 
organization representing 29 

American Chambers of Commerce 
throughout the Asia-Pacific regions 
from Australia to Uzbekistan 
teeming with various activities with 
access to all their services and 
privileges which we want to emulate 
in our chamber as well. We have 
been attending AAP’s regional

 meetings from time to time and 
also hosted the then APCAC 
(Asia Pacific Council of American 

Chambers) Semi Annual Conference 
“South Asia: Increasing 
Opportunities for U.S. Business” 
here in Dhaka on 13-14th October 
2000, which was the first if this kind 
in the South-Asia. 

We thank the government for 
taking up steps like strengthening 
BIDA as well organizing investment 
Roadshows in the in 4 major states 
of the USA during July-August 2021 
where AmCham Bangladesh also 
worked very closely with the BSEC 
as one of the supporting organizers. 
We believe partnerships like this 
between public and private entities 
would create a more dynamic 
and goal-oriented enablers than 
previous steps; having said that, it is 
important for all quarters engaged 
in attracting FDI to remember that 
FDI usually flows to a country which 
has facilitating environment. We 
have made some progress but still 

AmCham “Business Executive” & “Outstanding American Company Award” winners 

AmCham CSR : Contribution to the Rotary International Flood Relief Fund

AmCham CSR : COVID-19 initiatives for the Farmers and their families
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a long way to ensure that. If plans 
alike are put to implementation with 
the help of automation, we hope the 
promise of providing an attractive 
destination for investors from USA 
will come to fruition.

As of attracting investors, we would 
like to announce that we have 
embarked upon a pursuit to perform 
a comprehensive identification and 
systematic diagnostics to identify 
opportunities to further strengthen 
trade and investment ties between 
Bangladesh and the US and have 
follow-on policy and market 
advocacy to pursue the strategic 
priorities. All these activities have 
one prime intention and that is 
to make the investors in the US 

interested to come here, look for 
opportunities and invest.

We are thankful to our members 
for the wonderful support we 
have received and the Executive 
Committee for their vision and 
relentless dedication and passion; 
without these the chamber would 
not have become it has been today. 
We also like to thank Embassy of 
the United States in Bangladesh for 
their relentless support since the 
inception till date. On this occasion 
we express good wishes to all 
associated with this pristine chamber 
of Bangladesh.

While the world is experiencing a 
new beginning, we believe under 

this new orderAmCham would 
be able to contribute further 
strengtheningthe bilateral and 
multilateral interests between the 
two friendly nations, the Peoples 
Republic of Bangladesh and the 
United States of America to create a 
safe and secured world, where our 
future generations could live and 
continue to prosper peacefully.

Once again, wethank AmCham 
members & well-wishers for their 
outstanding support for the journey !

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

Md. Shahadat Hossen, the writer of 
this article is the Executive Director of 
the American Chamber of Commerce 
in Bangladesh.

Mr. Salman F Rahman, Adviser to the Honorable Prime Minister, Private Industry and Investment, US Ambassador Earl R. Miller, US Embassy officials and AmCham 
Leadership are in an event during US Trade Show 2020.

AmCham Former Presidents (L-R) : Syed Ershad Ahmed, Md. Nurul Islam, Forrest Cookson, Aftab Ul Islam
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Since Bangladesh economy is 
in growing status, Intellectual 
Property (IP) has become a 
significant factor in productivity 
and economic growth. Strong 
and effective IP protection is a 
particularly powerful incentive for 
firms to invest in generating new 
technology in sectors where the 

returns to technological investment 
are very long term, involve high 
risks and are easy to copy. IP 
rights provide a further impetus to 
innovation in that they require an 
inventor who seeks time-limited 
protection to publish the knowledge 
embodied in a product or process. 
Moreover, IPRs are essential to 
achieve market diversification 
and to shift towards higher value-
added products and services. A 
well-balanced IPR system that takes 
into account a wider public interest 
is conducive to Bangladesh’s 
current and future socioeconomic 
development (particular in the light 
of the following fast developing. 
Sectors such as Textile and RMG, 
Telecommunication, Shipbuilding, 
Leather, Pharmaceuticals, 
Construction, Transportation, etc., 
and with regard to the cultural 
heritage).

[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]

“Intellectual Property Rights 
- Protection and Practices in 
Bangladesh”:

Ms. JoAnne Wagner , Chargé d’ 
Affaires, the United States Embassy 
in Bangladesh,attended the discussion 
as “Chief Guest”, Mr. Md. Abdus 
Sattar, Registrar,  Department of 
Patents, Designs and Trademarks 
(DPDT), Mr. John Cabeca, IP 
counselor for South Asia, United 
States Patent and Trademark Office 
(USPTO) were present as Special 
Guests. The President – AmCham 
Mr. Syed Ershad Ahmed was present 
as the “Session Chair”, Mr. Syed 
Mohammad Kamal, Vice President 
– AmCham & Country Manager, 
Mastercard – Bangladesh moderated 
the session where Barrister ABM 
Hamidul Mishbah, Managing 
Partner - Old Bailey Chambers & 
Member – AmCham was theKeynote 
Speaker and Mr. Showkat Ali 
Sarkar, Country Manager - 
Huntsman Bangladesh Pte Ltd &ExCo 
Member – AmCham, Mr. Ashraf 
Bin Taj, Managing Director, 
International Distribution Co. Bd. (Pvt.) 
Ltd & Member – AmCham, Ms. Shilpi 
Jha, Senior Commercial Specialist 
& IP Policy Advisor-South Asia, 
USPTO, Mr. Jeff Dirks, Economic/
Commercial Officer, U.S. Embassy, 
Dhaka participated as the designated 
panelists.

AmCham in Action
The protection of IPR encourages 
innovation, contributes to a 
sound business environment and 
increases Bangladesh’s ability to 
attract foreign investment, know-
how and modern technology. 
IPR-specific key challenges 
that need to be addressed to 
strengthen Bangladesh’s IP system 

include the establishment of a 
policy- and legal framework. 
Up to now IP protection is not 
adequately integrated into the 
country’s development strategies/
policies. The legal framework 
is still incomplete, but currently 
amendment process is going on. 
In particular, there is an urgent 
need for basic capacity building. 
Awareness on IPRs among most 
institutions, businesses, researchers 
and the public is limited. 
Consequently, the enforcement of 
IPRs remains weak.

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

AmCham Virtual Panel Discussion : “Intellectual Property Rights - Protection and Practices in Bangladesh”
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AmCham Research (Focused 
Group Discussions): 

Amcham, in partnership with 
Policy Exchange Bangladesh have 
embarked upon an initiative to 
identify opportunity to enhance US 
trade engagement with Bangladesh, 
as well as strategies and priorities 
for US and Bangladesh stakeholders 
to maximize the potential in this 
regard. In view of this, we invited 
concerned stakeholders from 
AmCham, policy makers from 
both public & private sectors for a 
series of in-depth Focused Group 
Discussions going forward

The role of trade in economic 
growth remains more critical 
than ever as development plans 

in Bangladesh strongly hinges its 
growth prospective on possibility of 
export diversification.  The 8th Five 
Year Plan has targeted exports to 
increase from USD 33.6 billion in 
FY20 to USD 56.3 billion in FY25 
and imports to increase from USD 
54.7 billion in FY20 to USD 83.8 
billion in FY25.   Trading with the 
USA holds strong potential for 
increment and to meet the economic 
goals of the country, such as 
creating employment opportunities, 
increasing exports, impact on small 
and medium enterprises, as well as 
high impact for US firms.

These crucial discussions will help us 
gain important insights on emerging 

investment opportunities,  strategies 
and policy measures that both 
Bangladesh and US governments, 
the private sector of both countries  
can pursue to unlock the potential 
between these two important 
partners.

The Rise of Bengal Tiger: Potentials 
Of Trade And Investment In 
Bangladesh: AmCham worked 

closely with Bangladesh Securities 
and Exchange Commission (BSEC) 
as core member of the organizing 
team for the Roadshow in the 
United States for promoting the 
success of Bangladesh economy 
and capital markets held in – New 
York (July 26th), Washington, D.C. 
(July 28th), Los Angeles (July 30th) 
and San Francisco (August 2nd). 
Led by BSEC chairman, Ministry of 
Finance, BIDA and office of Private 
Sector Industry & Investment Advisor 
to the Honorable Prime Minister 
participated in the event.

The summit was attended by 
investors and business leaders of 
both Non-resident Bangladeshis and 
foreign institutional and individual 
investors. Bangladeshi high-level 
delegation team discussed and 
exchanged opinions with them and 
showcased the robust economic 
growth and investment potentials 

AmCham Research : Focused Group Discussions on FDI & Trade

Investment Roadshow in the USA organised by BSEC  supported by AmCham

AmCham Executive Committee (Virtual) meeting
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of Bangladesh, especially the 
immense opportunities in the 
refurbished capital markets and 
the infrastructural development to 
facilitate investments.

AmCham Executive 
Committee Meetings: 

Considering the circumstances of 
COVID-19AmCham Executive 
Committee members continued 
conducting its regular meeting 
online and convened its 125thone 
on 22nd August 4pm. Since the 
situation is improving gradually and 
the vaccination program rolled out 
successfully, the committee discussed 
about the recovery strategy of its 
members and the chamber initiatives 
specially about theAnnual General 
Meeting (AGM) &upcoming Executive 
Committee and AmCham’s one of the 
significant events, the Annual US Trade 
Show. As AmCham is completing its 
25th Anniversary this year, the ExCo 
members discussed about ways of 
commemorating this special event 
during these dire straits as well.

AmCham- U.S.Bangladesh 
Business Council Virtual 
Meeting:

AmCham, Bangladesh is an 
accredited member of the U.S. 
Chamber of Commerce – the 
largest business federation in the 
United States, representing the 
interests of over 3 million U.S. 
companies which act as AmCham’s 
voice in Washington D.C. on trade 

& investment related policies.
Following up the inauguration of 
U.S.-Bangladesh Business Council 
and in the backdrop of ongoing 
spread of COVID-19, AmCham 
President Syed Ershad Ahmed 
had a virtual meeting with Ms. 
Nisha Desai Biswal, President of the 
U.S.-Bangladesh Business Council 
and SVP, Soth Aisa, U.S. Chamber 
of Commerce and former Assistant 
Secretary of State for South and 
Central Asian Affairs.They both 
recalled the event while she visited 
Bangladesh during the Obama 
administration and discussed 
AmCham’s work in Bangladesh and 
ways on future partnering in term of 
private and public sector, especially 

on policy advocacy issues in this 
region.They also had a discussion 
about future aspects where 
Bangladesh offers opportunities for 
US entities and how we can establish 

mutual cooperation to improve 
the overall business environment 
specially for entities from USA.

Industrial Technology 
Innovation Management 
for Sustainable Economic 
Development of Bangladesh: 

The webinar was organized by 
Daffodil International University 
(DIU) on 25th September 2021 where 
American Chamber of Commerce in 
Bangladesh (AmCham), Bangladesh 
Association of Call Center and 
Outsourcing (BACCO) and Skill.jobs 
were the co-hosts of the event.

AmCham President Syed Ershad 
Ahmedas Special Guestin his remarks 
spoke in the event while the country 
is completing its 50thanniversary, 
getting out of LDC group and eyeing 
on achieving  middle-income status 
in near future, it’s evident that we 
consider these emerging issues 
seriously which will encourage more 
Industry-Academia tie up and develop 
curriculum on mutual interest to 
foster innovation, startups culture by 
training them through practical and 
sustainable business model that we 
see in numerous places in the world 
and specially in the USA.

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

The content has been compiled by 

Md. Shahadat Hossen, Executive 

Director of the AmCham

AmCham- U.S. Bangladesh Business Council Virtual Meeting

Virtual webinar organized by Daffodil International University (DIU) in association with AmCham
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The world has taken note of 
Bangladesh’s remarkable success 
in quickly climbing from the ranks 
of least-developed countries.This 
deserved recognition celebrates the 
nation’s achievement of overcoming 
the odds to reach lower middle-income 
status.It would be understandable if 
Bangladesh, like a sprinter winning a 
race, took a victory lap.But this race 
isn’t a sprint, it’s a marathon.To propel 
Bangladesh upward to the ranks of 
higher middle-income economies, the 
country needs to increase investments, 
diversify trade, and enhance the 
business-enabling environment. 

These new challenges will be in many 
ways more difficult to overcome than 
graduating from the ranks of least-
developed nations.Unlike the earlier 
success, where a singular focus on 
exports drove economic growth, 
the next hurdles require overcoming 
vested interests, rethinking standard 

Improving Trade and 
Ease of Doing Business in 
Bangladesh

By John Smith-Sreen, Director, USAID Office of Economic Growth
Jeff Dirks, Commercial Officer, U.S. Department of State

approaches, and putting faith in 
Bangladeshis to make the right choices 
for their future.Supporting Bangladesh 
in this marathon are committed 
partners, chief among them the United 
States.

Coming Challenges for Bangladesh

The ready-made garment sector has 
driven much of the country’s recent 
economic growth, accounting for 
more than 80 percent of total exports.
However, a lack of diversification 
makes the nation’s economy vulnerable 
to shocks, as evidenced in the early 
months of the pandemic.Despite overall 
economic growth, both domestic and 
foreign investment continues to be 
modest, and the benefits from what 
investment there is often does not 
reach the most vulnerable populations.
In 2019, before the pandemic, one 
of every ten Bangladeshis lived with 
income below the international extreme 

poverty line of $1.90 (161 taka) per 
day.The number of those living in 
poverty is widely considered to have 
increased because of the pandemic.
To help drive economic growth, 
Bangladesh needs to attract higher 
levels of domestic and foreign private 
sector investment.This will also promote 
more inclusive economic growth, 
creating employment for youth and 
women.

The focus on exports is in large part 
responsible for Bangladesh’s economic 
growth.But the headwinds now faced 
by the garment sector, brought about 
by industry-wide changes in consumer 
purchasing patterns and increased 
competition from countries such as 
China and Vietnam, demonstrate the 
wisdom of laying the groundwork 
for growth in other sectors to reduce 
dependence on one industry.For 
example, although agriculture employs 
more than 40 percent of Bangladeshis, 
more jobs are now being created with 
agricultural input supplies, processing, 
transport, and exports than in growing 
of crops.Other potentially interesting 
areas for trade include clean and 
renewable energy, telecom, information 
and communications technology, light 
engineering, automotive, tourism, 
health, and pharmaceuticals.But 
realizing growth in these sectors has 
clear obstacles.Bangladesh scores 
poorly in the Trading Across Borders 
Index (176 out of 190 countries), 
one of the ten indicators in the World 
Bank’s Ease of Doing Business ranking.
Bangladesh requires more documents 
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for export and import than its regional 
neighbors and takes longer with trade 
procedures.The country ranks poorly in 
the World Bank’s Logistics Performance 
Index at 100 out of 160, where 
insufficient ground transport options 
combine with overburdened port 
infrastructure to waste time, money, and 
opportunity.Bangladesh needs to reduce 
trade costs – both time and money 
– and simplify rules, regulations, and 
procedures governing trade if it is to 
achieve the desired trade diversification.

The strong economic growth of 
Bangladesh has been driven by the 
incredible resiliency and ingenuity 
of Bangladeshis, despite a poor 
regulatory framework promoting 
trade and competitiveness.The lack 
of transparency and the complexity 
of the business environment blunts 
confidence of investors considering 
Bangladesh, something that cannot be 
replaced by special economic zones or 
tax incentives.With an Ease of Doing 
Business ranking of 168 out of 190 
economies, ahead of only Afghanistan 
in the region, and a ranking of 189 
out of 190 in contract enforcement, 
it is little wonder investment in 
Bangladesh is depressed.Public and 
private stakeholders must implement 
mutually reinforcing actions to improve 
the business-enabling environment.
Enhanced transparency and a greater 
ease in doing business serve to 
encourage investments, stimulate small 
and medium enterprises, and creates 
opportunities for all members of society.

Partnering with the United States

The United States will continue to 
support Bangladesh to increase 
investments, improve trade, and 
enhance the business enabling 
environment.These ideas were 
raised during the bilateral High-
Level Consultation on Economic 
Partnership in September 2020.
The Embassy continues to engage 
the highest levels of government 
and the private sector to facilitate 
needed reforms.Working through 
the Embassy, the U.S government 
also has launched specific activities 
designed to support Bangladesh 

overcoming its economic 
challenges.

The BITBEE program (Bangladesh 
Improving Trade and Business Enabling 
Environment) by USAID is tackling this 
objective through three pillars:

-- Implementation of the World Trade 
Organization (WTO) Trade Facilitation 
Agreement, capacity building of 
government officials, and improved 
food safety procedures.

-- Streamlining and simplifying 
processes related to the World Bank 
doing business indicators and digitizing 
government services to ease business 
operations by making services more 
transparent and accessible.

-- Promoting best practices for 
economic growth and their application 
in the business environment.

BITBEE works with the National Board 
of Revenue and other government 
agencies, in addition to the private 
sector, to further the implantation of 
WTO requirements, enhance food 
safety and phytosanitary protocols, 
help streamline government rules 
and regulations for the private sector, 
and enhance the regulator and policy 
making environment.For example, 
BITBEE has identified ways to simplify 
import, export, transit formalities, and 
documentary requirements at the 
Chattogram port, and will expand these 
efforts to include the Benapole land 
port, and the Dhaka Customs House.

The Bangladesh Trade Facilitation 
project by the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture (USDA) aims to expand 
trade in agricultural goods by 
simplifying and automating import 
and export processes, enhancing the 
capacity of government agencies 
and laboratories, and by fostering 
investment in Bangladesh’s system of 
climate-controlled food storage.The 
program will support the Government of 
Bangladesh in updating, drafting, and 
approving laws, rules, and operating 
procedures regulating agricultural 
trade, including drives to simplify 

processes and reduce documentation 
for imports and exports.Through the 
program, USDA will help increase 
transparency of agricultural trade 
information and improve Bangladesh’s 
WTO notification compliance, while 
improving the capacity of food and 
product testing laboratories – both 
private or government operated – to 
comply with international standards.

Developing infrastructure necessary 
for trade – ports, waterways, and 
railroads – will be supported through 
technical assistance, feasibility studies, 
and reverse trade missions organized 
under efforts shared between the 
U.S. Trade Development Agency, the 
Department of Commerce, and the 
Department of State and coordinated 
by the Embassy.Under this program, 
representatives of the Bangladesh 
Inland Water Transport Authority will 
visit New Orleans to observe practices 
at the city’s port on the Mississippi 
River; engineers from Bangladesh 
Railways will take part in seminars at the 
leading U.S. university offering railway 
engineering training; and the Port of 
Chittagong will team with port experts to 
explore efficiencies in port operations, 
climate-controlled storage, and port 
expansion.

No single program will be a panacea 
for the challenges Bangladesh must 
overcome to continue its economic 
advancement.The real solution lives 
within Bangladeshis, who can champion 
people and organizations within the 
government and private sector who 
are driving reforms; speak out against 
corruption, protectionism, and graft; 
and support the building blocks of 
economic growth – infrastructure, 
education, and health care.

The United States remains committed 
to partnering with the Bangladesh 
business community and government 
through these initiatives and others to 
expand trade, diversify the economy, 
and improve transparency and the 
business environment, all with the goal 
of furthering the economic growth 
which leads to improved lives for all 
Bangladeshis.
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Most data suggest that a higher 
incidence of covid 19 in cancer 
patients relative to the general 
population. The risk is even higher 
in cancer patients who are of older 
age and other comorbidities like 
diabetes, heart disease, respiratory 
disease, kidney disease. Among 
the cancer patients who are most 
vulnerable to Covid 19 infection 
are lung cancer and hematological 
malignant patients.

Corona viruses are important human 
pathogens at the end of 2019, a 
novel corona virus identified as the 
cause of pneumonia in Wuhan city 
of China. It rapidly spread resulting 
in an epidemic throughout china 
followed by an increasing number of 
cases in other countries throughout 
the world. In February 2020, the 
World Health Organization (WHO) 
designated the disease covid 19 
which is designated severe acute 
respiratory syndrome corona virus 
2 (SARS-CoV-2) on January 30, 
2020, (WHO) declared the covid 19 
outbreak a public health emergency. 
In March 2020, it declared as a 

Cancer and Covid 19 
Infection

Professor Dr. Md. Moarraf Hossen, MBBS, FCPS, DMRT

pandemic and urged all countries 
to take action, in detecting infection 
and preventing spread, important 
interventions to slow disease spread 
have been physical distancing, hand 
and respiratory hygiene and staying 
home as much as possible. Important 
precautions also imposed to the 
cancer patients. In Wuhan city of 
China, the cancer patients who died 
due to Covid infection mostly are of 
lung cancer patients. 

Delivering care for cancer patients 
during this crisis is challenging 
given the competing risk of death 
from cancer versus death or serious 
complications from SARS-CoV-2 and 
the likely higher lethality of covid 
19 in immune compromised host. 
Clinicians must balance the risk of 
delaying cancer treatments versus the 
risk of SARS-CoV-2 exposure and the 
potential increased vulnerability to 
adverse outcomes from SARS-CoV-2 
infections associated with physical 
distancing and limited health care 
resources. 

The risk of covid 19 among patients 
with cancer, the clinical presentation 
of covid 19 in cancer patients, the 
influence of specific cancers and 
active anti-cancer therapy on disease 
severity in approach to SARS-
CoV-2 testing in this population and 
management of cancer therapy in 
infected individuals. Issues related 
to balancing the risk from delaying 
cancer diagnosis, staging and 
treatment versus harm from covid 
19 in uninfected patients, ways 
to minimize the compromise of 
physical distancing during cancer 
care delivery, how limited health care 
resources can be appropriately and 
fairly allocated as well as reviews of 

the recommendations for cancer care 
during the Covid 19 pandemic, from 
expert groups are provided. 

Delivering cancer care during the 
Covid 19 pandemic has been 
challenging given the competing risk 
of death from cancer versus death 
from infection and the higher lethality 
of infection with the severe acute 
respiratory syndrome (SARS-CoV-2) 
virus in immune compromised host.

Recommendations for cancer 
screening and diagnostic testing 
are guided by local infection rates 
where local infection rates are high; 
some office visits may reasonably 
be postponed. In areas where 
infections have been controlled, 
screening program and clinic visit 
may be resumed. Patients who have 
completed treatment or on active 
surveillance can have delayed or 
reduced frequency of visits, if they 
are at low risk of recurrence or 
disease progression and remain 
asymptomatic; Telemedicine/ Online 
consultancy is an alternative to a 
person’s office visits. 

Cancer survivors who have 
completed their treatments are at 
increased risk for covid 19 and its 
complications, although, risk appears 
lower than for those with active 
cancer. Such risk maybe influenced 
by the type of cancer treatments 
received timing of prior treatments, 
patients’ age and pre-existing 
comorbid medical conditions. 

We suggest that all individuals with 
active or prior cancer who are eligible 
for vaccination according to local 
allocation priorities be vaccinated to 
prevent SARS-CoV-2 infections. 
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For individuals undergoing 
hematopoietic cell transplantation 
or cellular therapies we suggest 
waiting at least three months for 
vaccination. The patients who are 
getting immunotherapy it is better 
to avoid vaccination at that period. 
It is important to counsel immune 
compromised cancer patients on 
maintaining personal protective 
measures in some cases even if 
they have been fully vaccinated. 
Household and other close contacts 
of immune compromised cancer 
patients should be vaccinated. It 
is emphasized that the importance 
of continuing the practices of 
wearing mask, social distancing and 
maintaining good hand hygiene even 
after vaccination.

Because SARS-CoV-2, infection can 
still occur despite vaccination and the 
duration of protection is unknown. 
The cancer patients who have been 
vaccinated should be routinely tested 
prior to cancer surgery or beginning 
potentially myeloid suppressive 
cancer chemotherapy. In locations 
with high rates of ongoing virus 
transmission, they should have 
delayed cancer surgery following a 
high risk of exposure. People with 
active cancer are generally more 
susceptible to infectious agents 

because of an impaired immune 
system due to the cancer itself/ it’s 
treatment, for example – surgery 
and chemotherapy. These has led 
to concerns that cancer patients 
maybe at greater risk of Covid 
19 complications and death. 
The European society of medical 
oncology issued recommendations 
that patients with potentially curable 
cancers be treated according to 
existing guidelines, including use 
of systemic therapies. They also 
urged consideration for particularly 
vulnerable patients, including 
the use of supportive majors, (for 
example – growth factors), in 
individuals receiving treatments 
associated with a high risk of 
immune suppression and adjusting 
chemotherapy regimen when 
appropriate to reduce the number 
of clinic visits. If the chemotherapy 
is suggested and if there are 
any alternative for injectable 
chemotherapy like hormone therapy 
or oral chemotherapy should 
be preferred. The Cancer and 
Aging Research Group published 
recommendations to guide delivery 
of care for older patients with cancer 
which include a careful weighing 
of risk and benefits for those who 
are frail, especially elderly and 
/ or have significant underlying 

medical conditions. Clinical trials 
of patients receiving radiation 
therapy with the aim of identifying 
an optimal fractionation schedule. 
It also points to a comparative 
effectiveness with conventional 
2-Gy fractions providing that the 
overall radiation dose is correctly 
reduced to compensate for toxic 
effects associated with larger daily 
fractions. When appropriate a hypo 
fractionated regimen is resource 
efficient and better suited to patients 
needs in terms of convenience and 
time constrains. In Covid 19 era 
time constraints are especially salient 
given the increase risk of infections 
to staff and patients when treatment 
times are longer.  

Finally, cancer patients who are 
taking hormone therapy for breast 
cancer and prostate cancer and 
receiving oral chemotherapy with TKI 
for lung cancer can take vaccine for 
Covid 19 infection. 

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

The author of this article is a 
former Director cum Professor at 
the National Institute of Cancer 
Research and Hospital, Dhaka 
(NICRH.) He is also a cancer 
specialist.
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As healthcare providers themselves 
faced this humanitarian tragedy of 
the COVID-19 pandemic as facing 
death, losing lives of colleagues, 
friends & family, they also had to 
face unprecedented stress first hand 
individually and also institutionally, 
not only in our country but around 
the world. The immediate response 
to this crisis has had a seismic 
impact on caregiver shifts as 
to how and where care is to be 
provided. Since COVID started, 
healthcare providers had to revisit 
age-old established norms and 
operational best practices as we 
could see many top level experienced 
popular practitioners sitting home 
maintaining strict distancing and 
doing only online consultation, many 
of them being around and above 
60years of age, hence vulnerability 

Next Normal co-existing 
with COVID-19: Lookout 
for Bangladesh Healthcare 
Providers

Dr. Shagufa Anwar

being an issue for them. This has 
further affected footfall of patients 
in healthcare institutions which were 
housing the chambers of these 
popular practitioners, leading these 
institutions to a near-closed state. 
Private or semi-private organizations 
which have continued to keep their 
facilities open, had to deal with the 
challenges of delivering interrupted 
or incomplete service because of 
unavailability of full set of care 
providers either due to their self-
inhibition to work or them being 
infected or being in quarantine. In 
one hand, because of lockdown and 
COVID distancing patient number 
went down for many, to which 
increased operational expenses 
even getting tripled due to increased 
disinfectant/mask/gloves use and 
other PPE cost, added more financial 
burden and challenges to keep these 
facilities functional. Further, pressure 
from the community and corporate 
houses along with frequently evolving 
government directives and constant 
media watch, have made the lives of 
healthcare operators frenzied.

Going Forward
In Bangladesh, the experience 
of the last one and a half years 
has demonstrated that across 
the healthcare delivery value 
chain some basic shifts need 
to be ponderedupon as in new 
paradigms for infrastructure & care 

settings, operational excellence and 
diversifying with the new growth 
opportunities.The future success 
of healthcare providers in COVID 
reality in all likelihood will be 
determined by their ability to adjust 
to the next normal, dealing with 
new or accentuated challenges, 
and capturing new opportunities at 
speed.

Flexibility in design and 
construction of healthcare 
facilities

Healthcare providers should focus on 
greater agility in the construction of 
their setup such as planning designs 
that maximize infection control (for 
example, more single rooms, flexible 
HVAC systems) as well as increasing 
ability to quickly convert regular beds 
to intensive/critical care beds, along 
with their ability to scale up and 
create multifaceted resources.

Dynamism in geographic 
distribution of providers

Tertiary care hospitals with large 
footprints in locations facing high 
demand on its intensive care unit 
(ICU) capacity should consider 
establishing centralized intensive 
care hubs of excellence. This 
centralization can create benefits 
of concentrating expertise and 
capturing economies of all types 
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and also offering the opportunity 
to leverage remote monitoring 
technology improving economies of 
scale for scarce skills (e.g. intensivist) 
as in Virtual ICU (eICU) models 
where patients will be at their home 
intubated with a nurse in attendance 
while critical care specialists can 
monitor patients remotely.

Dedicated facilities for delivery 
of care 

In COVID scare, many high risk 
and complex care conditions got 
neglected, such as cancer which 
should not wait for treatment. 
Specific areas should be dedicated 
for such conditions, either within 
hospitals where COVID patients 
are managed or in dedicated non-
COVID facilities, where elective 
care may be delivered, which may 
become a permanent feature in 
the future. Many hospitals having 
ancillary functions such as imaging 
and lab tests, as an integral part of 
the operations being physically co-
located within the hospital, should 
think of designs for their separation 
from core hospital operations to face 
the demand for more diagnostic 
testing ensuring safety from cross-
infection in COVID reality. 

Operational excellence, the 
key success factor in the next 
normal

The financial performance of 
healthcare providers in the coming 
years will be impacted by factors like 
the macroeconomic performance 
and recovery of the country, the pace 
at which elective healthcare returns, 
and the agility of the healthcare 
leadership in adjusting their 
operating models to the changing 
circumstances. Revenue growth 
will face challenges as patients 

might shift to online platforms 
given concerns about community 
transmission of the virus leading to 
lessened outpatient or emergency 
room visits along with likely short to 
medium-term declines in admissions 
for elective care or procedures.
Healthcare worker shortages, 
more soin selected specialties like 
critical care disciplines giving rise 
to increased manpower cost, with 
simultaneous shifting of tasks of 
non-specialists (e.g. primary care 
physicians & nurses) to deliver more 
complex care to patients, to manage 
the shortage, will need to be handled 
with efficient operational contingency.
Increased capital expenditures as 
some hospitals undertake necessary 
upgrades to existing facilities, will 
add to the cost crunch.Higher 
inventory costs with more stringent 
requirements on safety stocks of 
PPE and consumables needed to 
run cardiac care units (CCUs) and 
ICUs, can be significantly reduced 
with real-time inventory and supply/
demand data. New capabilities in 
dynamic inventory management 
need to be developed to comply 
with local policies, monitor expired 
supplies, reusing supplies as per 
expert guidelines and maintain 
stockpiles with suppliers. Forming 
hub-based warehouse models can 
be considered, where a group of 
smaller providers can contribute to 
the operational costs of maintaining 
larger stockpiles. 

New growth opportunities and 
diversification

Healthcare providers will need to 
look at new opportunities such as 
tele-health consultations, home 
healthcare services, non-Emergency 
primary community care, and 
more proactive regular health 
screening. Consumers may want 

the ability to have end-to-end 
delivery of care, including home/
office delivery of medications. The 
ability to build trust in the new care 
setting is also critical to sustain the 
continued use of online/home-
based services. E-Clinics should be 
set up at convenient locations, such 
as pharmacies, imaging centers, 
and pathology labs. Strategic 
choices will need to be made like 
licensing third-party tele-health 
services/solutions versus building 
own offerings. Smaller healthcare 
providers struggling to remain solvent 
with declining elective care and 
increasing operational costs could 
get consolidated with bigger players’ 
acquisitions, who have the scale 
and balance sheets to withstand the 
expected upcoming financial stress.

The tremendous pressure on 
healthcare workers and institutions 
over the last pandemic months 
cannot be brushed aside, especially 
in light of the physical and 
psychological toll of the COVID 
crisis. However with new initiatives 
taken, developed and implemented 
in the next normal, healthcare 
providers in Bangladesh should 
come up strongly enabled to treat 
patients across the care continuum.

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

Dr Shagufa Anwar is a health 
communication specialist 
physician and brand marketer 
with more than two decades 
of experience as a C Suite 
Executive in country’s private 
health sector encompassing 
leading multispecialty corporate 
hospitals and pharmaceutical 
companies. She can be contacted 
at dr.shagufa.anwar@gmail.com
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CSR CORNER 

With the vision to create a skilled 
workforce and provide easy access 
to vocational training for youths 
of Sylhet City Corporation (SCC), 
Swisscontact Bangladesh’s Uttoron 
project, funded by Chevron’s 
Bangladesh Partnership Initiative, 
recently signed an agreement to 
establish a training institute in Sylhet. 

This Public-Private Partnership 
(PPP) offers an impetus to achieve 
the Bangladesh government’s 
Sustainable Development Goals 
per the Skills Development Policy 
2011. The Uttoron project will 
be working with SCC to convert 
existing infrastructure into a training 
facility. The training facility will 
have an initial capacity to provide 
training to 1,200 youths annually 
on four industry-demanded trades 
(electrical installation & maintenance, 
welding, plumbing pipe fitting, and 
housekeeping). 

The event took place at the Dhaka 
Westin. The agreement ceremony 
was graced by the presence of 
Ariful Haque, the Honorable Mayor 
of Sylhet City Corporation; Eric 
M. Walker, President of Chevron 
Bangladesh; Muhammad Imrul 
Kabir, Corporate Affairs Director 
of Chevron Bangladesh; and 
Mujibul Hasan, Country Director of 
Swisscontact. 

Sylhet City Corporation Mayor Ariful 
Haque said, “Lack of skilled 
workers is one of the biggest 
challenges our country is facing 
right now. Unfortunately, as a result 
of this, we are losing business to 
our competitors. The only way 
to encounter this is by creating a 
more skilled workforce, providing 
appropriate training, and equipping 

them for the market’s ever-changing 
demands. I believe that by working 
through this partnership, we will be 
able to set a new benchmark for 
successful Public-Private Partnership 
and be a role model for others”. He 
expressed his gratitude to Chevron 
and Swisscontact for making possible 
such an important initiative. 

Chevron Bangladesh’s President, Eric 
M. Walker said, “The training facility 
will provide an excellent platform 
to kick-start the technical and 
vocational careers of thousands of 
aspirational youths, bringing about 
long-term, sustainable improvements 
for them, and the families that 
depend on them. Education and job 
training are of critical importance to 
help people and communities thrive. 
The key here is to ensure that Uttoron 
is sustainable, i.e., by leaving a 
lasting positive imprint on our 
communities far beyond the lifespan 
of the project.” 

Swisscontact Bangladesh’s  Country 
Director, Mujibul Hasan said, “Since 
its inception, Swisscontact has 
believed that access to skills, 
knowledge, markets, technologies 
and financial services will give people 
the ability to liberate themselves from 
the shackles of poverty. The Uttoron 

project is a prime example of what 
the Swisscontact believes and wants 
to uphold.” 

Right now, Bangladesh has an 
economically active population of 
63.4 million, and our labour force 
is growing at a rate of 1.3 million 
per year. Currently, 60.7 million 
are employed. So, the presence of 
unemployment is evident, and the 
ongoing pandemic has exacerbated  
the situation. 

Uttoron: Skills for Better Life is a 
three-year project that Swisscontact 
is currently implementing in Sylhet 
and Dhaka divisions and is set to 
expand its work to Khulna. Apart from 
establishing a training institute, the 
project aims to provide vocational 
training to 2,000 youths and 
introduce internationally certified 
advanced welding training for the first 
time in Bangladesh. In addition, it 
has already introduced a new trade, 

Packaging & Finishing Operation, 
to meet the demands of the 
packaging industry for the first time 
in Bangladesh. The trade has already 
been validated by the National 
Skills Development Association and 
approval from the Prime Minister’s 
Office is currently underway. 

( A ceremony was recently held at a local hotel to mark the signing of an agreement between Sylhet City 
Corporation and Swisscontact Bangladesh’s Uttoron project, funded by Chevron’s Bangladesh Partnership Initiative. 
According to the agreement, a facility will be established to provide training to 1,200 youths annually on four 
industry-demanded trades. Pictured here at the ceremony are Ariful Haque, the Honorable Mayor of Sylhet City 
Corporation (6th from right); President, Chevron Bangladesh, Eric M. Walker (5th from right); Corporate Affairs 
Director, Chevron Bangladesh, Muhammad Imrul Kabir (4th from right); and Country Director, Swisscontact, 
Mujibul Hasan (7th from right). Other officials are also seen here. )  
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