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Over the past five decades, 
Bangladesh has achieved 
tremendous success in trade, 
economy and social sectors. But the 
journey was not smooth. In the initial 
days, foreign currency reserves were 
scarce, domestic revenue base was 
very low, exports were meager. Fiscal 
deficits were primarily funded by 
foreign aid coming mostly in the 
forms of grants and concessional aid. 
Bangladesh had to approach IMF 
and World Bank for financial support 
to make annual budgets and carry 
out reforms in trade regime, financial 
sector and tax policy to facilitate the 
private sector. As part of the reforms, 
Bangladesh Bank also moved away 
from the policy of directed credit and 
foreign exchange to a market based 
system of liquidity management and 
liberalization of external payments. 
Acceptance of the IMF’s charter on 
current account convertibility and 
its effective implementation in early 
2000’s were possible because of the 
reforms in the financial sector which 
preceded the current account 
convertibility. The central bank 
also moved to indirect monetary or 
liquidity management through buying 
and selling of treasury bills and 
bonds, and Bangladesh Bank bonds 
and bills. The introduction of indirect 
monetary management allowed 
Bangladesh Bank to manage liquidity 
and interest rates without imposing 
quantitative controls and fixing 

interest rates for various economic 
activities and sectors.

All these reforms—which 
we characterize as the first 
round of reforms—set the stage for 
the private sector-led market based 
economy, phasing out the public 
sector-led and controlled economy. 
At the same time, with the expansion 
of the revenue base following the 
introduction of the VAT (value added 
tax) along with reduced dependence 
on import tariffs, fiscal management 
started to improve.

We can feel proud of two vibrant 
sectors- the non- government 
organizations (NGOs) and ready-
made garments-- for the way they 
brought revolutionary changes in 
poverty alleviation, employment and 
women empowerment, among other 
social and economic issues.

The private sector takes the lead 
in Bangladesh’s 50 years’ journey. 
The private sector can broadly 
be divided into two parts-- one is 
state-aided, the other is developed 
through its own efforts. The 90’s saw 
a turning point for the self-driven 
private sector, with the coming of age 
of the private banking sector, home-
grown steel industry, ready- made 
garments, so on and so forth.

While the private sector remains 
pivotal for the next phase of 

Bangladesh’s developmental 
journey, ever-changing internal 
dynamics will explain well how 
effective this role is going to be in 
future. Now a new reality has 
emerged. Proximity to power has 
become an important factor in 
proving one’s competitive prowess in 
the marketplace.

Immediately after the country’s 
independence in 1971, the RMG 
sector was not considered to be 
a potential export contributor, 
and Made in Bangladesh was still a 
dream to be achieved back then. But 
surprisingly, our RMG export started 
right after the birth of our country.

Let’s talk about the challenges faced 
decade-wise as well as the necessary 
steps taken to eradicate those.

In 1978, Reaz Garments 
Limited, with its pre-independence 
experience of 15 years, started its 
export journey sending shipment 
to France. This was the first direct 
apparel export in the history of 
Bangladesh’s export economy. 
Soon afterwards, Desh Garments 
Limited became the first 100% 
export-oriented company in 
1979 in partnership with the Korean 
company Daewoo Corporation. 
Around 140 people were sent to 
South Korea for training.



His active involvement greatly 
enriched the civil society role 
in Bangladesh. He was a skilled 
government official, a researcher of 
history and economics, a teacher, a 
prolific writer and a civic organiser. 
A freedom fighter, Akbar Ali was 
known for his courageous voice for 
rule of law, civil rights and public 
accountability. In times of need, he 
was never shy of speaking up and 
never short of wisdom. A fearless, 
devoted and public welfare minded 
bureaucrat will be remembered as 
a voice of conscience and a role 
model for future generations. His 
demise is an irreparable loss for the 
country.

 We have focused on the 
transformation of Bangladesh in 
our current issue in different fronts 
especially on trade and economy, 
social sector and digital sector. We 
believe our readers will enjoy it. 

We are grateful to the members of 
the AmCham, our valued readers, 
contributors and entrepreneurs who 
gladly have provided advertisements 
despite their odd time. 

Serajul Islam Quadir
Executive Editor

Before talking about the next 
decades, we should have a holistic 
idea of how large the industry has 
become now. Starting with only 
two functional factories at the end of 
the 70s, today we have more than 
pparel factories registered, with more 
that 3200 being in operation.

Amidst all upheavals, Bangladesh’s 
apparel industry continues to 
make great strides. It overcame 
the shocks of the 2013 Rana 
Plaza incident and rebuilt the 
image through massive reforms 
under the guidance of platforms 
of international buyers. The country’s 
apparel industry now has one of 
the safest environments among 
RMG manufacturers around the 
world. As of July 2022, Bangladesh 
has 165 green factories certified 
by the US Green Building Council’s 
(USGBC) Leadership in Energy 
and Environmental Design (LEED). 
This is the highest number of LEED-
certified green factories for a single 
country. According to Bangladesh 
Garment Manufacturers and 
Exporters Association (BGMEA), 
there are 50 platinum, 101 gold, 10 
silver and another 4 LEED-certified 
factory buildings. Around 500 
more factories are in the process of 
getting LEED accreditation.

Bangladesh has come a long way 
over the last 50 years. Starting from 

below $100 per capita income-
-one of the lowest in the world 
at that time--Bangladesh is now 
a lower middle income country 
with per capita income more than 
$2,800 and total GDP more than 
$460 billion. What Bangladesh has 
achieved is remarkable, but there 
are miles to go to become an 
upper middle income country by 
2031 and a high income country 
by 2041, as envisaged in the 
government’s long-term strategic 
plans.  This will require a series 
of rigorous second and third 
generation reforms to promote 
investment, attract FDI, adopt 
modern technology across all sectors 
to improve productivity, develop 
resilience to overcome climate 
challenges and prepare the human 
capital for the 4th Industrial 
Revolution. All these efforts together 
will lead to implementation of the 
Bangladesh Delta Plan 2100.

Akbar Ali Khan Dies

We express profound shock and 
deep sorrow at the death of former 
adviser to the caretaker government 
and prominent economist Dr Akbar 
Ali Khan. Akbar Ali passed away 
in Dhaka on 8th September after 
a prolonged illness. We pray for 
the eternal peace of the departed 
soul and extend our heartfelt 
sympathy to Akbar Ali›s family. 
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Macroeconomic 
Management in Bangladesh 
over the Last Fifty Years

Ahsan H. Mansur, PhD

Bangladesh started its journey in 
December 1971 with no foreign 
exchange reserves and a huge 

unmet demand for a war devastated 
economy and 75 million mouths to 

feed. Bangladesh Bank was primarily 
constituted with the Bangladeshi 
staff members of the State Bank of 
Pakistan, but there was no foreign 
currency reserves which were held 
at the Dhaka office of State Bank of 
Pakistan. Jute and tea were the two 
main exports and even the seaports 
were unusable due to war related 
destructions and mines planted by the 
defeated Pakistan army.  The foreign 
exchange crisis was so severe that the 
minimum amounts required to pay 
to become a member of the IMF and 
the World Bank were also paid by a 
friendly nation. 

The long 50-year journey since then 
was not smooth but successful. In the 
initial days, foreign currency reserves 
were scarce and the government 
had to use it very cautiously. 

Macroeconomic management was 
complicated by a very low domestic 
revenue base, low level of exports, 
high levels of fiscal deficits primarily 
funded by foreign aid/financing, 
with foreign aid inflows (grants and 
concessional aid) reaching more 
than 12% of GDP. Bangladesh had 
to approach IMF and World Bank 
for financial support on several 
occasions and undertake numerous 
reforms in the trade regime, financial 
sector and in tax policy (including the 
introduction of the VAT), privatization 
of public entities and allowing a 
much greater role for the private 
sector. As part of the reforms, 
Bangladesh Bank also moved away 
from the policy of directed credit and 
foreign exchange to a market based 
system of liquidity management and 
liberalization of external current 
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account payments. Acceptance of 
IMF’s charter on current account 
convertibility and its effective 
implementation in early 2000s was 
possible because of the reforms 
in the financial sector including 
banking, trade, and tax policy 
which preceded the current account 
convertibility. Bangladesh Bank also 
moved to indirect monetary/liquidity 
management through buying and 
selling of Treasury bills, Treasury 
bonds, and Bangladesh Bank bonds 
and bills. The introduction of indirect 
monetary management allowed 
Bangladesh Bank to manage liquidity 
and interest rates without imposing 
quantitative controls and fixing 
interest rates for various economic 
activities/sectors.

All these reforms—which we 
characterize as first round reforms—
set the stage for private sector-led 
market based economy away from 
the public sector-led and controlled 
economy. At the same time, with 
the expansion of the revenue base 
with the introduction of the VAT 
along with reduced dependence on 
import tariffs and customs duties, 
fiscal management started to 
improve. Dependence on foreign 
grants and concessional loans 
started to decline steadily and the 
government started to take control 
of its own budget using domestically 
mobilized resources. Bangladesh’s 
macroeconomic management 
started to be anchored by prudent 
fiscal management with fiscal deficit 
limited to less than 5% of GDP.  This 
has been a unique case, since in 
most developing countries fiscal 
policy is generally the main source 
of macroeconomic instability as 
most governments cannot control 
expenditure under political pressures 
and external shocks. Expenditure 
management by the Ministry of 
Finance in Bangladesh however 
has been impeccable. Year after 
year budgetary expenditures were 
consistently contained below the 
expenditure levels stipulated in the 
budget.  Even when there were 
shortfalls in revenue collection, 

efficient expenditure control 
invariably cut costs to contain fiscal 
deficit by offsetting the revenue 
shortfall. 

As part of its fiscal management, 
Bangladesh also managed its public 
debt including external debt very 
prudently. The strict enforcement of 
5% fiscal rule, under which fiscal 
deficits were generally limited to 
3.5%-4.5% of GDP, helped reduce 
total public debt very effectively. 
Total public debt which reached 

a peak of close to 60% of GDP, 
steadily declined to less than 40% 
of GDP in recent years. The success 
in managing external public and 
publicly guaranteed external debt 
was even more spectacular. On the 

one hand, Bangladesh reduced its 
dependence on external financing 
from the very high level of more 
than 12% of GDP to about 2% of 
GDP in recent years, contributing 
the sharp decline in external debt 
in relation to GDP.On the other 
hand, the authorities continued to 
adhere to a strict policy of relying on 
extremely concessional borrowing 

development 
of his activities, 
physical, mental 
and moral

“

“

terms with very long maturity. Much 
of the foreign debt was official and 
owed to multilateral organizations 
like the World Bank and ADB under 
IDA-type facilities at less than 1% 
interest rate and 30-40 year maturity 
period. Some official bi-laterals like 
The Government of Japan, the largest 
official holder of bilateral official debt 
of the Government of Bangladesh, 
generally converted all or most of 
the debt service obligations to grants 
to be spent on mutually agreed 
projects/operations.  The combined 
effect of these two measures by the 
government was a steady decline 
in the external debt to GDP ratio to 
below 20% in recent years. 

Financial sector reform started 
with the granting of permission for 
private commercial banks to operate 
alongside large public sector banks 
in the 1980s and the introduction 
of proper regulatory framework to 
govern the banking system. Despite 
some initial governance problem, 
private sector banks expanded their 
operations and improved their quality 

and range of services to attract 
customer support and asset base. As 
a result, the share of private banks 
in total assets of the banking system 
increased from almost nothing to 
more than 75% in recent years. 
Financial deepening—as measured 
by the ratio of M2 over GDP-- also 
increased from mid-20% to about 
60% by 2017, although declined a 
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bit thereafter. Two rounds of Financial 
Sector reform programmeswere 
undertaken to improve governance, 
reduce nonperforming loans, and 
improve profitability of the banking 
system.  Following the reforms, 
banking system performance in terms 
of key indicators like Return of Assets, 
Return on Equity and non-performing 
loans of the banking system 
improved in a sustained manner 
through 2012. Regrettably, all these 
indicators started to deteriorate 
after 2013 with the deterioration of 
the banking system governance in 
Bangladesh. 

Bangladesh’s external sector 
performance improved greatly 
supported by strong export 
performance and a surge in inflow 
of workers’ remittances. Two primary 
products—Jute and tea—were the 
main exports of Bangladesh which 
were not growing because of the 
secular deterioration in the primary 
product prices over the years. The 
emergence of readymade garment 
(RMG) exports in 1980s, helped 
transform the export scenario. 
Bangladesh for the first time crossed 
the one billion dollar mark in exports 

in 1988, but there was no looking 
back. Supported by the back-to-back 
Letters of Credit (LC) system, which 
allowed the RMG sector duty free 
access to imported raw materials, 
Bangladesh’s exports crossed US$52 
billion in FY22, 82% of which was on 
account of RMG. Remittances were 
also primarily a post-independence 
phenomenon.  As the labour markets 
of the oil exporting Middle Eastern 
economies expanded after 1973, 
Bangladeshi workers started to fill 
those positions in greater numbers, 
albeit in the low income segment due 
to lack of skills. As a result, inflow 
of workers’ remittances increase to 
US$22-24 billion range in recent 
years.  The combined result has 
been that Bangladesh’s foreign 
exchange reserves reached record 
level of more than $48 billion in 
FY21. Bnagladesh could even extend 
financial support ($250 million) to 
financially distressed Sri Lanka at 
the request of the government of the 
neighbouring country.

Bangladesh has come a long way 
over the last 50 years. Starting from 
below $100 per capita income-
-one of the lowest in the world 

at that time--Bangladesh is now 
a lower middle income country 
with per capita income more than 
$2,800 and total GDP more than 
$460 billion. What Bangladesh has 
achieved is remarkable, but the future 
path to become an upper middle 
income country by 2031 and a high 
income country by 2041 will be 
more challenging requiring massive 
second and third generation reforms 
to promote  investment, attract FDI, 
adopt modern technology across 
all sectors to improve productivity, 
develop resilience to overcome 
climate change challenges by 
implementing the Bangladesh Delta 
Plan 2100, and prepare the future 
generation of Bangladesh for the 
upcoming 4th Industrial Revolution. 

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

The writer is the Executive Director 
of the Policy Research Institute, a 
leading think tank in Bangladesh 
and Chairperson of the Brac Bank. 
Earlier he was a teacher of the Dhaka 
University and University of Western 
Ontario, Canada at the Economics 
Department. He also served at the 
International Monetary Fund under its 
Economist Program.  
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Fifty Years of Bangladesh 
Economy through a 
’Turning Point’ Lens

Hossain Zillur Rahman, PhD

The economy of Bangladesh has 
come a long way in the past 
50 years. The enduring image 

of Bangladesh earlier was that of 
a disaster victim. Fifty years down 
the line, the country is now globally 
appreciated as a disaster manager. 
Several sectors have played an 
important role in the development 
of our economy.Many turning points 
have been positive - agricultural 
sector, vibrancy of the private 
sector, robust role of remittances, 
globally impactful innovations such 
as microfinance, oral replacement 
therapy, and conditional cash 
transfers such as primary and 
secondary education stipends. 
These have made significant 
contributions to the transformation 
of Bangladesh into a resilient and 
aspirational society from its very 
difficult beginnings. Some turning 
points have not been so positive. 
The last decade has seen worsening 
inequality. Nearly one-third of youth 
currently are neither in employment 
nor in education nor in training. 
Progress in school enrolment has 

not translated into quality learning. 
Sixteen percent of employment in 
the growth-driving ready-made 
garment sector are occupied by 
external workers. This percentage is 
significantly higher if one considers 
the mid-to-higher level managerial 
jobs. Significant segments of the 
middle class are struggling to 
establish sustainable economic 
foundations for themselves and 
their families. Even as women have 
emerged as critical change agents, 
gender-based violence have become 
rampant exacerbated by a seeming 
culture of impunity. Institutionalized 
corruption abetted by poor 
governance norms is shackling 
Bangladesh significantly below its 
economic potential. Bangladesh’s 
fifty year journey is thus truly 
Dickensian in its complexity. The 
transformation certainly has been 
deep and real. But the future 
increasingly looks less inclusive 
and uncertain on the challenges of 
quality completion of the middle 
income transition.

Two important chapters of the 
story of complex transformation 
relate to agriculture and the private 
sector. WhenBangladesh became 
independent, agriculture was a 
means to ensure food security for 
families; and agricultural work 
was carried out on one’s own 
initiative.At that time,one crop of 
paddy was enough for sustenance. 
Agriculture did not use much 
modern machinery. Ploughing the 
fields was the convention then. The 
irrigation system was largely non-
existent. The transformation of this 
moribund sector is perhaps one of 
the remarkable turning points of 
Bangladesh. The transformation was 
driven by three factors – changes 

in farming practices, mechanization 
and commercialization. It was more 
initiative-driven than policy-driven. 
All-weather infrastructure – in 
particular LGED’s ‘feeder roads’ 
connecting villages with nearby 
towns – played a critical facilitating 
role in this transformation as did 
the stream of crop innovations of 
our agricultural scientists. So did 
‘remittances’ which largely flowed 
into the rural origins of the migrant 
workers and injected crucial liquidity 
into the rural economy. Remarkably, 
a largely illiterate peasantry 
embraced the call for modernization 
and proved as entrepreneurial as the 
titans of the RMG industry. However, 
farmers of Bangladesh could not play 
the power game to their advantage 
in ensuring due share of the fruits of 
their labour. As agriculture became 
evermore commercialized, the lion’s 
share of the fruits of agricultural 
modernization has increasingly 
flowed to various categories of 
middlemen some categories of 
whom have also played important 
economic roles while others have 
not. 

It is due to the tireless work of the 
farmers that the country has achieved 
self-sufficiency in food today.Even in 
the ongoing COVID-19 disaster, the 
country has been able to survive the 
food crisis only because the farmers 
have been diligently doing their part, 
not just in rice but in fish, vegetables, 
fruits etc. But the unfortunate 
scenario is that there have not been 
comparatively significant changes 
in the life-prospects of the farmers 
themselves.The problem here is in 
fact a larger one. It is how society, 
the state, the ‘bhadroloks’ all look 
at agriculture and concomitantly at 
the farmers. The policy attitude and 
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the attitude of the policy-making elite 
has always been to see agriculture 
as a source of food security only, 
not as a multi-dimensional growth 
driver in its own right. The policy 
support to agriculture has always 
been conditioned by this narrow lens 
of food security. Neither the state 
nor the policy elite has imagined 
the farmer as a legitimate and a 
potential driver of Bangladesh’s 
growth aspirations. The economic 
shock of the Covid-19 pandemic 
may yet force a discourse change 
in this regard but that remains to 
be seen. Meanwhile, a new and 
potentially adverse ‘turning point’ 
looms for the small-holder peasantry. 
The ‘middlemen’ is increasingly 
wanting to go beyond the boundaries 
of being ‘middlemen’ and taking 
direct control of the agricultural land. 
How land transactions are playing 
out in today’s rural Bangladesh 
should be a fascinating and eye-
opening study.

The private sector too looms large 
in the story of Bangladesh’s fifty year 
journey. It is important to divide the 
private sector into two parts. One is 
the state-aided private sector. The 
other is the private sector that has 
developed through its own efforts. 
The boundary is not water-tight. Both 
have been there from the beginning. 
The nineties saw a true ‘turning 

point’ for the self-driven private 
sector. Private banking sector came 
of age. A home-grown steel industry 
took root. RMG went from strength to 
strength. Smaller players – the SMEs, 
rural non-farm sector –have been 
less talked about but these domestic 
economy ‘bottom-of-the-pyramid’ 
entrepreneurs were as critical to the 
growth momentum as the headline-
hugging elite entrepreneurs. My own 
calculations show the non-tradable 
sector accounted for nearly two-
thirds of incremental growth in the 
1990s and 2000s (Hossain Zillur 
Rahman, 2010: Bangladesh 2030: 
Strategy for Accelerating Inclusive 
Growth). 

While private sector remains pivotal 
for the next phase of Bangladesh’s 
developmental journey, increasingly 
the internal dynamics of the ‘private 
sector’ holds the answer to how 
effective this role is going to be. 
Earlier we had the state-aided private 
sector and the self-driven private 
sector. There is now a new reality. 
Proximity to power has become as 
important if not more important 
than proving one’s competitive 
prowess in the marketplace. And not 
just proximity to power but actual 
positions in the high-table of power, 
both formal and informal. Look at 
the proportion of parliamentarians 
and even cabinet members with 

business as profession. In itself, this 
should not have been a problem if 
this was a case that the legitimate 
concerns of a competitive private 
sector were now directly influencing 
policy-making. The reality is starkly 
different. The influencing appears to 
be less for the growth of a competitive 
private sector and more for the 
private benefits of individual interests. 
Conflict-of-interest situations have 
become rampant. Lucrative sectors 
of the economy appear to have 
fallen under oligopolistic or rentier 
control. A worrying trend has been 
the disregard of state capacity for 
apparent benefits of unclear ‘private 
sector’ interests. Is this a new ‘turning 
point’? Should it be accepted as a 
‘new normal’? Or should we call a 
spade a spade and call for the reform 
of economic governance to enable 
the competitive private sector to play 
its due role in taking Bangladesh to 
its next economic heights? As Bob 
Dylan said, ‘the answer, my friend, is 
blowing in the wind’. 

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

The writer is the Executive Chairman 
of the Power and Participation 
Research Centre (PPRC), one of the 
leading think tanks in Bangladesh 
and the Chairperson of the Brac, the 
largest non-government organisation 
(NGO) in the world. He is also a 
former Advisor of the Caretaker 
Government.
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Introduction

Issues relating to the quality of 
investment concerning public 
infrastructure projects, in developing 

country contexts, have been attracting 
increasing attention in recent times, 
for several reasons: firstly, as countries 
move forward along development 
trajectory, the demands for socio-
economic infrastructure and the 
associated services tend to rise 
significantly; secondly, since these 
infrastructures are by nature public 
goods, the state and public sector 
have to take up the responsibility 
of underwriting these investments; 
thirdly, since large sums are involved 
in implementing the public investment 
projects (PIPs), ensuring good 
governance has assumed heightened 
importance in view of implementing 
the PIPs; fourthly, lack of good value 
for money has emerged as a major 
concern in many developing countries; 
and fifthly, resource-constrained 
developing countries often struggle 
to come up with appropriate and 

Investing in Infrastructure: A 
Framework for Good Governance 
Over the Last Fifty Years

Professor Mustafizur Rahman, PhD

contextualised frameworks to ensure 
and embed good governance 
practices in PIP implementation. In this 
backdrop, the paper focuses on four 
areas, presented in four dedicated sub-
sections,which concern issues of raising 
quality of implementation of PIPs in 
Bangladesh: the growing importance 
of PIPs to sustain and accelerate socio-
economic development of developing 
countries such as Bangladesh; the 
emerging good governance deficits 
in PIP implementation in Bangladesh; 
OECD good governance framework 
as a reference point for Bangladesh; 
and recommendations in going 
forward.

Growing Importance of 
Infrastructure

Economic and social infrastructure 
is one of the key foundations that 
drive the development of any country. 
Broadly speaking, infrastructure 
embraces all basic systems and 
structures and facilities and services 
which are required for smooth 
functioning of an economy at various 
levels. It will not be an exaggeration 
to state that an economy’s growth 
and sustainability hinge critically 
on the state of its infrastructure and 
the quality of services it delivers. 
Indeed, infrastructure systems that 
include basic facilities such as 
transportation facilities, energy and 
power, telecommunications networks, 
water supplies and logistics, and 
social services including health 
and education, is the fulcrum and 
supporting framework on which the 
development structure of an economy 
is built. However, as was noted above, 
infrastructure building involves a 

significant amount of resources for 
planning, implementation, monitoring 
and maintenance. In view of this, 
issues of good governance and 
ensuring good value for money in 
infrastructure-related investment are 
of critical importance for any country, 
and more particularly, for resource-
constrained developing countries such 
as Bangladesh.

One of the distinctive features as 
regards investment in infrastructure 
is that there is a high possibility of 
market failure. A large number of 
infrastructures is in the nature of 
public goods.Pay-off period for many 
infrastructure projects tends to be 
rather long, and also the returns from 
investment can be uncertain and risky. 
Private sector may not necessarily 
come forward to invest in those i.e., 
investment in infrastructure will be 
lower than the optimal level if it is left 
to market forces alone, particularly 
in the developing country contexts 
where, for understandable reasons, 
private sector’s willingness and ability 
to invest in large infrastructure projects 
remain limited. This often necessitates 
governments to come forward to 
invest in infrastructure, either singly 
or in partnership with the private 
sector. Thus, in varying degrees, in 
almost all countries, the public sector 
is significantly involved in investing in 
infrastructure projects. Accordingly, 
ensuring good governance in 
implementation of public investment 
projects (PIPs) has assumed heightened 
importance in developing country 
contexts.

It should be noted that good quality 
infrastructure not only leads to higher 
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economic growth, but also promotes 
the cause of inclusive growth when 
implemented with transparency, 
accountability and good governance. 
In its turn, inclusive growth creates 
opportunities for marginalised citizens 
leading to higher pace of poverty 
alleviation and further reduction in 
income inequality. Many studies have 
found a strong causal relationship 
between transport, communication 
and social infrastructure and poverty 
alleviation. The criticality of investment 
in infrastructure for the development of 
developing countries is also reflected 
in the fact of significant involvement of 
multilateral and bilateral development 
partners in the infrastructure sector of 
many low and lower middle income 
countries such as Bangladesh.

As may be recalled, Bangladesh’s 
development vision over the 
medium term has been articulated 
in its Perspective Plan (2021-
2041), the Vision 2041 document. 
The perspective plan considers 
infrastructure as a key driver of the 
country’s sustainable growth and 
underpins the need for building the 
required communication and transport 
infrastructure to achieve high rates of 
GDP growth and poverty reduction 
and attain the development targets set 
out in the plan.

Not surprisingly, infrastructure also 
lies at the core of efforts to attain the 
SDGs. Indeed, infrastructure has direct 
and indirect implications for attainment 
of all the SDGs, starting from poverty 
alleviation and reducing inequality to 
education and health services for all 
to affordable access to clean water, 
sanitation, and energy. As is known, 
there is a dedicated Goal that focuses 
particularly on infrastructure, SDG 9, 
which identifies resilient infrastructure 
as one of the key global aspirations. As 
one study points out, infrastructure is 
related, in varying degrees, to 72% of 
all the 169 SDG targets.

However, financing of infrastructure 
remains as a  major challenge for 
the developing countries. Indeed, 
infrastructure financing gap in these 
countries continues to remain quite 

significant. According to the World 
Bank estimates, developing economies 
need to invest about 4.5% of their 
GDP to achieve the SDGs associated 
with infrastructure, a significant 
resource involvement by any measure.

According to the Global Infrastructure 
Outlook, by the year 2025, 
Bangladesh will need about $25.0 
billion worth of investment in 
infrastructure including investment in 
building the required infrastructure to 
meet the SDGs. According to some 
estimates, there is a gap of $10 billion 
in Bangladesh between the demand 
for resources and resource availability. 
According to the study titled “SDGs 
Financing Strategy: Bangladesh 
Perspective” of the GED, between 
FY2017 and FY2030, Bangladesh will  
need an additional $928.48 billion 
to implement all the SDGs; $798.69 
billion will be required between 
FY2021 and FY2030. Highest amount 
of resources would be required for 
implementation of SDG 7, 8 and 
9, the last involving infrastructure. 
An additional amount of $535.64 
billion was estimated to be needed 
to implement the aforesaid three 
SDGs during the FY2017-FY2030 
period. According to the GED report, 
Bangladesh will need an additional 
$250.2 billion between FY2017 and 
FY2030 to implement SDG 9; this is 
about 26.9% of the overall additional 
funds required to implement all the 
SDGs.

Bangladesh’s 8th Five Year Plan (8FYP) 
sets the target to raise the overall 
investment rate to 37% of the GDP 
in FY2025 in view of the projected 
annual GDP growth rate of 9%. To 
achieve this, public investment will 
have to play a defining role. The 8FYP 
objectives, in alignment with Vision 
2041, puts emphasis on building the 
3R (Rail, Road and River) inter-modal 
connectivity to link Bangladesh’s 
hinterland with the country’s ports, and 
for construction of sea ports to connect 
with international maritime transport 
corridors. The plan intends to put in 
place robust inter-district connectivity 
and deepen inter-regional connectivity 
to establish transport linkages with 
neighbouring countries and the 
broader Asian region. The plan also 
mentions about improving the quality 
of transport infrastructure.

As may be recalled, the Bangladesh 
government has allocated 225,324 
crore taka for the ADP in the national 
budget for FY2022; of this a large 
share is earmarked for implementing 
infrastructure projects including 
the megaprojects which have been 
prioritised by the government.

In view of the significant public 
resources being deployed to build the 
public infrastructure projects, good 
governance in PIP implementation 
has emerged as a key concern in 
Bangladesh.
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The Emergent Governance 
Deficit

As is well-understood, while good 
governance has many direct and 
positive externalities in the form of 
significant economic and social 
benefits, lack of it has equally high 
cost to the economy and the people. 
Absence of good governance in 
PIP implementation undermines the 
efficacy of infrastructure and impacts 
negatively on potential results and 
returns on investment. Concerns in 
this regard include selection and 
design of the PIPs, cost and time 
overrun, corruption, lack of proper 
management, procurement anomalies, 
questionable tendering and contracting 
process, absence of independent 
monitoring, lack of proper oversight 
by concerned authorities, absence of 
involvement of potential beneficiaries, 
and weak transparency and 
accountability in PIP implementation.

To recall, the Implementation 
Monitoring and Evaluation Division 
(IMED) of the Bangladesh Planning 
Commission is mandated to monitor 
the implementation and progress, and 
assess quality of implementation of the 
PIPs. In its various reports, the IMED 
has identified a number of challenges 
facing PIP implementation which speak 
of the widely prevalent poor state of 
management and implementation of 
many of the PIPs in Bangladesh. The 

reports point out the lack of good 
governance in the various stages of 
PIP implementation in the country 
which is having adverse impact on 
the quality and timeliness of project 
implementation and undermining 
resource efficiency, delivery of services 
and project outcomes and impacts.

Some of the key challenges and deficits 
mentioned in successive IMED reports 
are the followings:

In Project preparation and approval 
phase: (a) Not taking into account 
stakeholders’ choice and priorities 
in project selection; (b) Absence of 
comprehensive work plan in case 
of project implementation; (c) Weak 
quality of feasibility study; (d) Not 
taking primary approval for land 
acquisition from concerned District 
administration before selecting a 
project; (e) Lack of adherence to the 
financial ceiling mentioned in the 
medium-terms budgetary framework 
(MTBF) while selecting projects; (f) Not 
storing baseline data in connection 
with the concerned project; (g) Not 
preparing the exit plan of the project in 
a proper manner.

In Project implementation phase: 
(a) Not implementing the project 
according to the work and 
procurement plan mentioned in the 
DPP; (b) Coordination failure involving 
project implementation agencies 

at the field level; (c) Absence of 
transparency and accountability in 
project implementation; (d) Lack of 
regularity in holding PIC and Steering 
committee meetings; (e) Awarding 
contracts to contracting agencies 
beyond implementation capacity which 
leads to time overrun of projects; 
(f) Frequent appeal on the part of 
concerned contracting agencies to 
extend timeline of completion of 
packages; (g) Frequent change of 
Project Directors; (h) PDs being vested 
with the responsibility of overseeing 
multiple projects

In Post-implementation phase of the 
project: (a) Not submitting Project 
Completion Report (PCR) to the IMED 
within the stipulated three months 
of project completion; (b) Lack of 
adequate budgetary allocation for 
maintenance of project after the 
project has been completed; (c) Lack 
of proper preservation and supervision 
of infrastructures and equipments 
used in a project; (d) Absence of 
homegrown skilled human resources 
which results in signing long term 
service agreements with foreign 
contractors.

Bangladesh’s global ranking reflects 
rather poorly on the quality of 
infrastructure in the country and 
the widely prevalent lack of good 
governance in PIP implementation. As 
is known, the Global Competitiveness 
Index (GCI) reports include 
infrastructure as a key pillar of 
assessment as regards the state of 
competitiveness of a country. The 
infrastructure pillar takes into account 
the state of transport as also of utility 
infrastructure. According to the GCI 
2019, Bangladesh ranks at the bottom 
even among the South Asian countries, 
with a score of 51.1 out of 100; it was 
ranked 114th out of 141 countries 
globally.

Quality of road infrastructure is one of 
the sub-indicators of the infrastructure 
indicator. According to GCR 2019, 
Bangladesh ranked 108th out of 141 
countries globally according to this 
indicator, the lowest in South Asia 
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barring Nepal. Indeed, Bangladesh’s 
score has been hovering around 3 
(out of 7) over the last ten years which 
also speaks of lack of any visible 
improvement over the past years.

Infrastructure governance has the 
objective to ensure that right projects 
are implemented in a cost-efficient and 
timely manner, generate the expected 
outcomes and impacts, and are 
implemented in a way that is trusted 
by citizens, users and beneficiaries. It 
concerns accountability, transparency 
and efficiency of government agencies 
and involved institutions. According 
to an OECD study, at both national 
and sub-national levels, the quality 
of public governance is found to be 
highly correlated with quality of public 
investment and delivery. Managing 
public infrastructure efficiently, 
throughout its life cycle, is expected 
to generate substantial benefits to 
the economy, both upstream and 
downstream. Strengthening PIP 
implementation by taking advantage 
of human resources developed at 
well-equipped public investment 
management institutions is found 
to lead to higher productivity and 
better outcomes. Improvements 
in infrastructure implementation 
management generate substantial 
savings and significantly enhance 
infrastructure productivity. Investing 
in preparing government officials 
to undertake PIP implementation 
efficiently can thus generate high 
dividends to the economy.

As a report prepared by the Asian 
Infrastructure Investment Bank 
(AIIB) shows, per -kilometre cost of 
construction of four-lane urban arterial 
road (including traffic-controlled 
intersections) is the highest in 
Bangladesh when compared to some 
of the other developing countries: it 
is 4.4 times that of India, 3.7 times 
that of Turkey, 1.6 times that of China 
and 2.1 times that of Pakistan. The 
high cost of road construction in 
Bangladesh is also corroborated by 
research findings carried out by BUET. 
According to BUET estimates, per 
kilometre expenditure for a four-lane 

highway in Bangladesh should be 
between Tk12-15 crore ($1.41-
1.76 million). However, the actual 
expenditure is way above this. Per 

kilometre cost of upgrading DHK-CTG 
highway to a four-lane turned out to be 
Tk21 crore ($2.47 million). Same was 
the case for Joydebpur-Mymensingh 
four-lane highway. Per kilometre cost 
of construction of Rangpur-Hatikumrul 
four-lane was Tk55 crore ($6.47 
million). Per kilometre cost of the 
DHK-Sylhet highway, which is currently 
under construction, has been estimated 
to be Tk60 crore ($7.06 million). 
According to a newspaper report, the 
Dhaka MRT-6 cost would be about 
$234.0 million (if the proposed revised 
estimates are endorsed) which is about 
three times higher than that of the 
ongoing Jakarta N-S metro line.

One often hears that the cost of 
implementing transport infrastructure is 
high in Bangladesh because the cost 
of land acquisition is high, riverine 
conditions necessitate building of a 
large number of bridges and culverts, 
soil condition is not suitable etc. 
These are not to be denied. However, 
the important question that need to 
consider is, even if these are factored 
into the cost estimates, are these 
high per kilometre costs justified. 
Problems with formulation of DPPs, 
time escalation, design faults, lack of 

coordination, bad quality of works, 
procurement and bidding anomalies, 
lack of professionalism, frequent 
maintenance work, enforcement 

of load-limits, frequent changes 
of projects directors, corruption 
– all these lead to high cost of 
infrastructure building in Bangladesh. 
Those identified problems remain 
to be addressed through concrete 
institutional measures towards good 
governance in PIP implementation. 
Indeed, many of the existing problems 
afflicting PIP implementation, and the 
required steps to mitigate those, have 
been pointed out in various IMED 
reports.

In recent times the government and 
the IMED have taken several steps 
to address some of the attendant 
concerns. These include revised 
and improved DPP formats, citizen 
portal, Right to Information Act 
2009, whistleblower Protection 
Act 2011, Competition Act 2012, 
Open Government Data Strategy, 
introduction of Annual Performance 
Agreement, introduction of 
e-procurement, digitisation, not 
changing PDs frequently, more 
frequent inspection, appointment of 
consultants and a number of others. 
It is also to be noted that the IMED is 
in the process of taking a number of 
other measures to address some of the 
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gaps and deficits. This work should be 
pursued in all earnest as is demanded 
by the emergent scenario and more 
energetic steps should be taken to 
ensure that these are implemented 
without exception.

Better governance in PIP 
implementation will generate good 
dividends in the form of better quality 
of PIPs, high economic and financial 
returns on investment, and relatively 
low price of services provided for 
producers, enterprises, entrepreneurs 
and citizens. All these will raise 
consumer welfare and lead to higher 
competitiveness of the Bangladesh 
economy.

In view of the above, it is critically 
important to proactively search for 
an appropriate mechanism and 
framework to ensure good value for 
money and improve the cause of good 
governance in PIP implementation in 
Bangladesh.

A Framework for Good 
Governance

A comprehensive framework 
to improve governance of PIP 
implementation has emerged as 
a demand of the time as far as 
Bangladesh is concerned. In this 
connection it may be noted that, in 
view of the significant challenges 
that afflict PIP implementation, 
and keeping in the perspective the 
potential formidable benefits that 
could accrue from addressing and 
mitigating the attendant concerns, 
OECD has developed an Infrastructure 
Governance Framework towards 
better and cost-effective management 
of infrastructure implementation. The 
framework draws on the experience of 
implementing development projects 
in a wide range of cross-country 
settings. The OECD framework has 
ten pillars. The pillars focus on how 
governments should plan, interrogate, 
prioritise, budget, deliver, manage, 
and assess in connection with investing 
in infrastructure. The framework is an 
excellent tool which can be customised 
and adjusted to assess the quality of 
a country’s infrastructure governance. 

The framework also provides insights 
on how to improve the various 
measures in place to improve the state 
of governance in PIP implementation 
in concrete country settings. It could 
thus serve as an excellent reference 
point for assessing and ensuring good 
governance in PIP implementation in 
Bangladesh.

The ten pillars of the OECD framework 
are: (a) Develop a strategic vision for 
infrastructure; (b) Manage threats to 
integrity; (c) Choose how to deliver 
infrastructure; (d) Ensure good 
regulatory design; (e) Integrate a 
consultation process; (f) Coordinate 
infrastructure policy across levels of 
govt.; (g) Guard affordability and value 
for money; (h) Generate, analyse and 
disclose useful data; (i) Make sure 
the asset performs throughout its life; 
(j) Public infrastructure needs to be 
resilient.

Each of the ten pillars has three 
elements. These are: (i) why the pillar 
is important; (ii) what are the key policy 
questions; and (iii) what are indicators 
to assess the state of the pillar. Thus, 
the framework presents justification for 
the pillars, policy questions associated 
with the pillar and also indicators to 
assess quality of implementation and 
monitoring of progress in connection 
with the investment.

As was noted, the Bangladesh 
government is at present investing 
a significantly large sum of money 

to put in place the much-needed 
economic and social infrastructure. 
These are geared to providing better 
quality services to citizens, crowding-in 
private sector investment and attracting 
large amounts of FDI. Deepening of 
regional multi-modal connectivities 
through transport networks is expected 
to provide rich dividends in the form 

of helping develop regional value 
chains and production networks. 
Triangulation of transport-investment-
trade connectivities is being seen 
as a critically important strategy 
for sustainable dual graduation of 
Bangladesh-middle income graduation 
and LDC graduation—and SDG 
implementation.

The OECD pillars concern both 
processes and outcomes and impacts 
as regards PIP implementation. The 
pillars call for careful prioritisation, 
selection of projects based on 
objective criteria and transparency, 
accountability and good governance 
in implementation of PIPs through 
deployment of appropriate monitoring 
tools, ensuring good value for money, 
deployment of tools to ensure financial 
integrity, audit by potential beneficiaries, 
and all these to be geared to ensuring 
good value for money and attaining 
project objectives and goals. There are 
ample scopes to improve quality of PIP 
governance in Bangladesh concerning 
each of the ten pillars and the 
associated indicators when juxtaposed 
to the identified deficits.  
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Going Forward 

Bangladesh policymakers need to take 
concrete measures to raise the quality 
of governance in PIP implementation. 
In view of the preceding discussions 
some of the suggested measures are 
presented in the following sub-sections.

4.1 Develop a Good 
Governance Framework

In view of the governance deficits in 
PIP implementation in Bangladesh, 
policymakers should develop an 
appropriate framework which would 
address the various concerns along 
the entire spectrum of the chain, 
beginning from prioritisation, selection, 
conceptualisation of the project idea 
to implementation, monitoring and 
evaluation and assessment of impact. 
The objective would be to ensure 
good value for the money spent on 
the PIPs. The OECD framework can 
serve as a good reference point to 
design an appropriate PIP governance 
framework for Bangladesh. However, 
it is well understood that each 
country has its own specific demands 
and the framework will need to be 
contextualised and adjusted to local 
needs. Institutions, human resources 
and technical capacities will have to be 
put in place towards operationalisation 
of the framework which is designed. 
An institutional arrangement will 
need to be put in place to also 
monitor that the framework is being 
followed in PIP implementation in a 
coordinated way. Some elements of 
the recommendations articulated in 
the following part of the discussion 
could also be included in the proposed 
framework for it to work effectively 
and address the governance needs 
adequately in the particular context of 
Bangladesh.

4.2 Implement IMED 
Recommendations 

IMED in successive reports have 
drawn attention to recurring problems 
that impede PIP implementation 
in Bangladesh. It has also made a 
number of suggestions to address the 
attendant problems. These include 

filling up vacant posts, proper training 
of human resources, more effective 
use of digital platforms, setting up of 
a dedicated project implementation 
institution, setting up a specialised 
lab to help carry out monitoring 
and assessment work appropriately 
and greater capacity to carry out 
post-project completion monitoring 
activities. 

Concerned authorities may like to 
take needed steps to implement these 
suggestions which would contribute 
significantly to improving the state of 
governance in PIP implementation in 
Bangladesh. 

Indicators for measuring whether this 
has been actually done could be:

     (a) A plan to implement IMED 
recommendations

     (b) Progress made in view of the 
aforesaid plan

      (c) Assess improvements in view of 
implementing the plan

4.3 Take APAs to Field Delivery 
Levels

The APA introduced by the GoB is 
an excellent initiative towards good 
governance and accountability. 
This can be further strengthened by 
ensuring vertical accountability, i.e.; 
taking it beyond sectoral Ministries, 
Divisions and agencies to more micro-
level, to the level of, for example, 
assessing performance of PDs of 
important projects. Till now APA has 
worked primarily on the basis of 
rewards but not sanctions based on the 
level of performance. The framework 
for Bangladesh could include both. 

(a) Indicators of the proposed Pillar 
“Take APAs to Field Delivery 
Levels” may include:

(b KPIs to assess performance of 
PDs

(c) Presence of an independent 
body to monitor the assessment 
process of implementing 

agencies to ensure better 
accountability

(d Reward and sanctions based on 
performance of PDs of nationally 
important PIPs

The above two suggested pillars could 
also be subsumed under the existing 
pillars of the OECD framework and 
put as indicators of performance of 
PIPs under the concerned Pillar.

4.4 Ensure Adequate Legal 
Support

The GoB doesn’t have any dedicated 
law cadre in the Ministries to deal 
with various court cases when an 
infrastructure project’s implementation 
is contested by an ‘aggrieved 
party’ on various legal grounds. In 
Bangladesh these often concern 
ownership and acquisition of land, 
relocation, compensation and others. 
Project implementation is delayed for 
unacceptably long periods when cases 
are lodged and stay orders are issued 
by the lower courts. Legal experts sent 
from the pool of law Ministry to the 
various Ministries and government 
entities tend to be frequently transferred 
and the concerned officials also lack 
the motivation to work outside of their 
parent Ministry.  There is a need for 
developing legal capacities of their 
own particularly in Ministries that have 
large number of PIPs such as Ministries 
of energy and roads and highways.  
Such professionals may be deployed 
at the disposal of PIP implementing 
authorities. This requirement may be 
added to the OECD framework. 

Indicators to “Ensure Adequate Legal 
Support” may include:

     (a) Presence of a dedicated law 
cadre in Key Ministries to deal 
with legal issues involving PIP 
implementation

     (a) Number of cases which have 
been successfully dealt with

     (a) Development of appropriate 
legal document articulating 
how land acquisition related 
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transactions should be carried 
out to ensure minimum legal 
hassles.

4.5 Strengthen Monitoring 
and Evaluation

As was mentioned earlier, citizens’ 
monitoring initiatives could be a 
powerful ally in the evaluation work 
carried out by the IMED. There is a 
need to strengthen both the formal 
(IMED) and informal (citizens’ 
initiatives) forms of monitoring 
towards better governance in PIP 
implementation in Bangladesh. 

The OECD framework has a 
dedicated pillar and indicators that 
concern strengthening monitoring 
and evaluation of PIP implementation 
which, in the particular context of 
Bangladesh, could be addressed 
and further strengthened through 
the followings: (a) Enhance IMED’s 
human resources (123 out of 338 
posts in the IMED remained vacant 
as of FY 2020-21); (b) Take concrete 
initiatives to raise IMED’s M&E 
capacity by setting up a dedicated 
professional development institute; 
(c) Decentralise IMED work through 
Divisional level offices; (d) Put 
in place a dedicated laboratory 
at the IMED for testing quality 
of construction works; (e) Set up 
a media wing towards greater 
transparency and accountability in 
the work of the IMED; (f) There is a 
need for capacity building of non-
state actors in areas of monitoring 
the quality of PIP implementation in 
their localities. 

The pilot exercise that has been 
initiated by the BRAC Institute of 
Governance and Development 
(BIGD), in agreement with the 
GoB, should be strengthened and 
promoted further. Lessons learned 
from the pilot initiative should be 
carefully assessed for its wider 
dissemination and scaling up. 
Such an exercise will advance 
the cause of accountability in PIP 
implementation in Bangladesh. This 

will also strengthen pillar 5 of the 
framework (Integrate a consultation 
process).

Indeed, the above concern cross-
cutting areas which could contribute to 
improving PIP implementation across 
all the Pillars.

Concluding Remarks

It needs to bekept in mind that the 
significant resources being invested 
for PIP implementation are either 
tax payers’ money or borrowed 
money repayment of which will 
also need to be serviced through 
tax payers’ money. It is also to be 
noted that the cost of borrowings is 
going up because of Bangladesh’s 
middle income graduation. It is 
now a blend country with a mix of 
concessional and non-concessional 
loans. In near future, Bangladesh 
will be a non-blend country, with 
mostly non-concessional loans 
underwritten by high interest rate, 
stringent conditionalities and lower 
maturity and grace periods for loan 
repayment. The need for good 
governance in PIP implementation is 
thus becoming increasingly important 
from the perspective of avoiding any 
likelydebt-trap and not falling into 
the dreaded middle income trap. 

Ensuring transparency, accountability 
and good governance in PIP 
implementation will thus become 
even more important in going ahead.

There is no denying the fact that if 
the investment ensures the expected 
internal rate of return and financial 
and economic returns and generates 
socio-economic benefits in the form 
of higher GDP growth rate and 
better quality of service delivery, 
higher investment in PIPs would 
no doubt generate good value for 
taxpayers’ money. It is from this 
vantage point that a comprehensive 
framework for ensuring good 
governance in PIP implementation 
could generate high dividends for 
Bangladesh. The aforesaid OECD 
framework could serve as a useful 
reference point to draw necessary 
insights in this connection, with 
adjustments that will need to be 
made in view of the specificities that 
inform the particular context of PIP 
implementation in Bangladesh.

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

The writer is a Distinguished Fellow of 
the Centre for Policy Dialogue (CPD), a 
leading think tank in private sector in 
Bangladesh 
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Banking sector in Bangladesh 
over the last five decades 
needs to be streamlined

The main reason for global 
recession (2008 onwards) 
can be traced back to the 

mismanagement of banks and 
financial institutions. Despite all 
the measures taken by different 
countries, with the US taking the 
lead, full recovery has taken a long 
time and involved considerable 
efforts. The situation around the 
globe is a challenging one due to 
the onset of Covid-19 pandemic 

and most recently for Russia-
Ukraineconflict. Small economies 
like Bangladesh are by no means 
invulnerable to fallouts from global 
downturns or negative spillover of 
the unprecedented pandemic and 
global instability. Bangladesh need to 
argue forcefully for the same priority 
in stability as recovery, as well as for 
stability action agenda going beyond 
addressing symptoms (i.e. lapses 
in risk management, default loan, 
money laundering) to addressing 
underlying causes (i.e. lax policies, 
non-compliance of prudential and 
management norms, poor financial 
reporting, lack of good corporate 
governance).

So what are the implications of the 
Bangladesh economy minimizing 
external shocks and internal shocks? 
This article will mainly address 
the several challenges facing the 

banking sector in creating internal 
shocks in the economy. The Hallmark 
and Bismillah Group financial 
scams and then the financial 
irregularities in BASIC Bank, one 
of the state-owned commercial 
banks, have demonstrated cracks in 
the governance and management 
of these banks. From the Board of 
Directors to the management group 
to the lower-level officials, these 
banks have not shown any sign of 
good governance, transparency 
and accountability. A disturbing 
fact is that these irregularities have 
permeated to private commercial 
banks as well.

There are several state-owned and 
private banks that have slightly 
different governing structures but 
follow the operational guidelines 
of Bangladesh Bank in terms of 
prudential and management norms. 

Regulatory regime of 
financial sector of any 
country is important 
for effective and 
smooth functioning 
of all financial 
institutions.

“

“
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The norms provided by the central 
bank are fairly well-formulated and 
follow international standards. The 
International Accounting Services 
Board (IASB) under the Bank for 
International Settlements (BIS) in 
Basel, Switzerland, has provided 
three major norms namely Basel I, 
Basel II and Basel III. Basel I of 1988 
required that banks and financial 
institutions have sufficient capital 
adequacy, which was originally 8% 
of risk-weighted assets (RWA). Later 
on, it was raised to 10% for banks, 
including those in Bangladesh. 
There are some banks in the country 
whose requisite capital adequacy 
falls short of the norm. Basel I set up 
a mechanical, non-market-oriented 
measurement of capital adequacy 
which could not take care of 
fundamental risks, e.g. operational 
risk and market risk. Basel II, 
introduced in 2004, took care of the 
different types of risks for financial 
intermediaries (i.e. banks) as well as 
the supervisory review process for the 
management of banks. Basel III has 
introduced more stringent conditions 
for equity capital, liquidity ratio and 
capital adequacy.

In Bangladesh, requirements for the 
financial reports of banks, non-
bank financial institutions (regulated 
under the Financial Institution Act) 
and various companies are quite 
reasonable. The disturbing part 
is that these requirements are not 
properly complied with by various 
institutions. This means that the 
implementation (enforcement 
and compliance) of rules and 
regulations is an ‘Achilles’ heel’. 
Despite supervision and monitoring 
by the regulatory bodies such as 
Bangladesh Bank and BSEC, serious 
mismanagement and malpractices 
have occurred in the banking sector 
as well as on the capital market. The 
disclosure of banks in their financial 
reports is prepared following 
the International Accounting 
Standards-30 (IAS-30). This has been 
replaced by International Financial 
Reporting Standards (IFRS-7).

According to this format the financial 
disclosure is more logical, which 
means that banks now face higher 
risk in investment and management 
of capital. If the required standard is 
followed, then depositors and clients 
of the banks and the general people 
will not face any loss. Besides IAS-
30, there are also IAS-32, IAS-39 
and IFRS-9, which are prescribed 
for the management, supervision, 
and monitoring of financial 
intermediaries. The government 
of Bangladesh promulgated the 
Financial Reporting Act (FRA Act) in 
September 2015. Under the aegis of 
the FRA Act, the Financial Reporting 
Council (FRC) started functioning 
in the middle of the year 2017. The 
FRC is empowered to cancel the 
registration of auditors and give 
punishments for fabricating audit 
reports. We expect that FRC will be 
proactive to bring discipline in the 
banking sector.

Regulatory regime of financial 
sector of any country is important 
for effective and smooth functioning 
of all financial institutions. In the 
wake of global as well as domestic 
financial challenges an independent 

and strong central bank is essential. 
Central bank autonomy is a 
debatable but crucial issue. However, 
to achieve the objectives of the bank 
such as inflation control, economic 
stability, better financial management 
etc., it is necessary for the central 
bank to be free from all external 

influences. Thus, the bank should be 
fully autonomous in all its functional 
and decisional activities.

Some attributes of interdependence 
are whether the central bank can 
refuse credit to the government; 
whether it can meet its expenses 
without depending on the 
government; whether its governor 
or board of directors can function 
independently; whether its governor 
is independent in following monetary 
policy; whether it is free to choose 
its monetary instruments; and finally, 
whether it is free to regulate the 
banking policy and the banks.

The main responsibilities of the 
Bangladesh Bank are monetary 
policy functions, to be a bankers’ 
bank, a banker of the government 
and regulators as well as supervisor 
of the commercial banks. The 
functions of the Bangladesh Bank are 
quite large in number and wide in 
coverage like many central banks in 
the developing countries. However, 
in many countries, especially in some 
developed countries its functions are 
limited to monetary functions. For 
example, the Bank of England (BoE) 

deals with monetary policy functions 
and other functions is regulated 
by Prudential Regulation Authority 
(PRA) and Financial Conduct 
Authority (FCA), two independent 
bodies under the overall guidance 
of BoE. Most of the Central Banks 
have dual functions like those of the 



Bangladesh Bank. Therefore, its tasks 
are enormous. The performance of 
the economy and that of the different 
sectors are closely linked with the 
performance of the Bangladesh 
Bank. The vision and mission given 
below states the functions of the 
Bangladesh Bank.

• Currency and payment 
management policy;

• Management of the foreign 
exchange scheme and 
controlling the foreign 
exchange market;

• Managing foreign exchange 
reserves and foreign exchange 
regulation;

• Regulating and overseeing 
banks as well as financial 
institutions and advising the 
government on the interaction 
and effects of fiscal, money and 
other economic policies.

Implementing the vision and mission 
of the Bangladesh Bank faces serious 
challenges and limitations. In the 
context of Bangladesh Bank, the 
debates on macroeconomic issues 
centered around how Bangladesh 
Bank can set up monetary targets 

without political pressure and how far 
monetary policy can be implemented 
without any political and structural 
limitations. The authority of the 
Bangladesh Bank over the constituent 
banks and financial institutions 
recently shows some limitations in 
controlling corruption, increasing 
non-performing loans, lack of good 
governance, weak management and 
finally erosion of public faith in the 
bank. It seems that Bangladesh Bank 
due to both “internal” (within the 
bank itself) and “external” (outside 
the purview of the bank) hurdles, 
finds it difficult to exert effective 
control over the banking sector. The 
pressure groups of stakeholders 
namely Bangladesh Association of 
Bankers (BAB) - an association of 
bank owners and, the Association 
of Bankers, Bangladesh (ABB) - an 
association of CEOs/ MDs of banks, 
play vital roles in the regulatory 
aspects of the banking sector.

However, in recent times, we have 
seen that many of these prudential 
and management norms are not 
followed by banks. There are several 
privately owned banks where a 
number of family members are 
on the Board of Directors, which 
is contrary to the notion of good 

corporate governance. Therefore, 
one of the main challenges for the 
banking sector is to ensure good 
corporate governance which will 
benefit the depositors, borrowers 
and investors, expand potential 
markets, broaden ownership, 
create alternative financing options, 
accelerate growth, increase 
employment and help reduce poverty 
in Bangladesh.

The recent situation in some banks 
and financial institutions reveals 
a very disturbing picture. The 
financial reports in some cases, 
mainly the audited ones, have been 
manipulated and facts concealed. 
The auditors as independent 
examiners have failed and worked 
with corrupt management. Some of 
the audit firms have been blacklisted 
by the Bangladesh Bank. The 
Financial Reporting Council (FRC) 
has also identified faulty audit 
reports. Strong actions have to be 
taken by the concerned regulatory 
bodies, namely, the Bangladesh 
Bank, the Financial Reporting 
Council and the Bangladesh 
Securities and Exchange Commission 
(BSEC). The Institute of Chartered 
Accountants of Bangladesh 
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(ICAB) and the Institute of Cost 
and Management Accountants of 
Bangladesh (ICMAB) both have the 
responsibility of ensuring good and 
honest practices by the professional 
accountants, who are integral parts 
of good corporate governance.

(a) To have an independent and 
effective Bangladesh Bank, the 
necessary aspects are:

(b) more focus on core banking 
issues by the central bank,

(c) appropriate and strong 
prudential and management 
norms of the central bank that 
are not subject to frequent 
changes due to external 
political/administrative pressure 
and,

(d) a system of prompt corrective 
actions for management 
of crises and for legal/
administrative actions against 
persons responsible for crises 
in a particular bank or in the 
banking `system’ as a whole.

In real-world situations, 
extraordinary independence and 
full autonomy to the Central 
Bank may not be easily achieved. 
Therefore, Central Bank like 
Bangladesh Bank can minimize 
political and other external pressure 
by constantly engaging with them 
and gaining public support for 
actions that may make Bangladesh 
Bank autonomous and effective. 
Whether in good or bad times, 
supervisors always face pressure 
from lobbyists and from politicians 
that can undermine the stability of 
the financial system.

For Bangladesh Bank to be 
successful in regulating the financial 
sector, it must have very relevant 
and pragmatic “policies”, prudential 
management rules and, ensure 
that these are fully followed by 
all banks and financial intuitions. 
“Discretionary” powers or “ad-
hoc measure” must be avoided to 
safeguard the independence and 
autonomy of the Bangladesh Bank. 
The typical case of “policy” versus 
“discretion” must be resolved with the 
strong stance of Bangladesh Bank 
where policies and rules will prevail 
- not the discretionary powers of 
any individual and agency. Time has 
come for Bangladesh Bank to strike 
a balance, showing an appropriate 
professional stance while avoiding 
the danger of politically motivated 
reforms in a highly technical domain.

To meet the challenges, one of 
the most important tasks, is to 
make the financial sector (banks, 
non-banks, insurance, capital 
market, microfinance market) more 
competitive and service-oriented 
catering to the needs of all types 
of clients across all the areas of 
Bangladesh. Along with this, the 
challenges of the external sectors 
(exports, imports of goods and 
financial services) are also to be met 
by the financial sector.

The country needs to enforce 
strict adherence to regulatory and 
prudential guidelines that are 
effectively integrated among all 
institutions in the monetary sector 
and the financial sector. The global 
financial crises of 2007 and the 
present state of somewhat low global 
growth outlook due to the impact of 

Covid-19 point to the fact that there 
is no substitute for monetary policies 
with prudent and careful regulations 
even when market-based, liberalized 
structures operate. At the same time 
the central bank should not resort 
to overregulation of the financial 
sector because that may stifle smooth 
functioning of economic activities.

Bangladesh has recently faced 
some challenges which has put 
the macroeconomic stability in a 
vulnerable situation. These are high 
inflation rate, depreciation of taka 
against US dollar, rapid depletion 
of foreign currency reserve, 
increase in fuel prices and also low 
investment in the private sector. 
These have created a pressure on 
the domestic resources as well as 
foreign resources. What needed 
are now improvement of fiscal 
management and implementation 
of budget by the government 
especially by the Finance and 
Planning Ministries and pragmatic 
monetary policy and monetary 
management by the Bangladesh 
Bank. These have to done based on 
reliable data/information, analysis 
of the problems, and consultation 
with experts in the relevant fields. 
Above all good accountability and 
proper transparency of all financial 
transactions have to be ensured. 
The “political will” is essential 
to achieve success in all these 
activities.

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

The writer of this article is a former 
governor of the Bangladesh Bank 
(Central Bank). He is also a professor 
of the BRAC University in Dhaka
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Zaidi Sattar, PhD

Looking at Exports with a different lens 
REMITTANCE AS EXPORT OF 
FACTOR SERVICES

Bangladesh is blessed with some 
of the most hardworking people 
in the world. Economic progress 

achieved so far is the outcome 
of sweat and toils of farmers, 
workers, entrepreneurs, investors, 
Government policymakers and non-
government institutions. 

In the 1990s decade, 
Bangladesh switched course 
and embraced trade openness 

and outward orientation with 
export-led growth as our 
development strategy. That 
development approach earned 
us the title of “globalizer” 
among developing economies 
by international analysts. 
Exports have since clocked 
double digit growth and, in 
consequence, the economy’s 
annual GDP growth 
experienced stable and rising 
rates, reaching the average 
of 7% during the 7th Five Year 
Plan period (FY2016-2020). 
Merchandise exports have 
surged nearly 35% in FY2022 
recording a robust post-
pandemic economic recovery. 
Exports have been a strong 
driver of Bangladesh’s rapid 

and sustained growth and 
economic prosperity. 

But our focus, in line with 
standard macroeconomic 
definitions, has been on 
merchandise exports – namely 
export of goods. Needless 
to say, Bangladesh’s stellar 
achievement in becoming 
world’s No.2 single country 
exporter of apparels is now 
well recognized. All indications 
are that this standing is likely 
to continue for some time, 
as long as apparel making 
remains largely a labor-
intensive process. In FY2021, 
merchandise exports brought 
in $38 billion and has clocked 
a whopping $52 billion in 

Remittance income as 
a significant foreign 
exchange contributor 
is true for all South 
Asian countries but 
not in most countries 
of the world. 

“

“
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FY2022, crossing $50 billion, 
another milestone for this 
economy which is now ranked 
40th in size, at $460 billion in 

nominal US dollar terms. 

Remittance as export of factor 
services. But merchandise 
exports are not the only earner 
of scarce foreign exchange 
(FE) for the country and driver 
of economic prosperity. In fact, 
the largest single source of FE 
inflow (on a net value basis) is 
actually the remittance inflows 
emanating from income (savings) 
of our migrant workers who 
send home most of their hard-
earned earnings abroad (under 
WTO’s Mode 4 of GATS1). It 
may be considered the largest 
source of FE in the sense that 
merchandise exports actually 
require substantial import of 
inputs (nearly 50% or more). 

Remittance is actually factor 
income earned by a primary factor 
of production (labor) through the 
provision (export) of factor services 
in a foreign country. This income can 
be described as foreign exchange 
earned from the output of factor 
services which also enters into 
our national income accounting – 
remittance income essentially makes 
up much of the difference between 
our Gross Domestic Product (GDP) 
and Gross National Income (GNI). 

Given the significant contribution 
of remittance inflows to our foreign 
exchange earnings and accumulation 
of reserves, it is time we recognized 
this as a distinct export item: export 

of factor services. As far as foreign 
exchange earnings are concerned, 
remittance has the same impact as 
merchandise or services exports in 
the balance of payments (BOP) and 
our foreign exchange reserves. In 
terms of economic activity, while 
merchandise exports generate direct 
and indirect employment in industry 
or agriculture, remittance inflows 
constitute income (savings) that is 
spent on consumption or investment 

that also lead to multiplier effects in 
the economy. 

Thus, in Table 1 and Fig.1 below, 
an alternative classification of our 

exports is provided that would 
be unique to Bangladesh, where 
remittance is a major component 
of exports of goods and services 
(35.7% in FY2021), besides being 
a significant component of our 
National Income (6% in FY2021). 
In reporting export performance, the 
typical number that is reported is 
the $52.08 billion of merchandise 
exports as of June FY2022. It is 
just as economically important to 

Table 1: Bangladesh Export By Broad Categories Fy2002 - 2022 (In Million Usd)    

Export categories 2002 2005 2010 2015 2020 2021 2022 * *

Export of Goods 5,929 8,573 16 ,236 30 ,767 33 ,574 38 ,045 52,082
Export of 
Non -Factor Services

921 1,177 2,023 2,865 6,559 6,606 9,631**

Export of Factor 
Services

2,501 3,364 10 ,987 15 ,166 18 ,205 24 ,781 20,938**

Total 9, 13 ,114 29,246 48,798 58,338 69,432 82,651

Source: Export Promotion Bureau, Bangladesh Bank
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1 Mode 4 refers to services traded by individuals of one WTO member through their presence in the territory of another. It covers employees of services 
firms and self-employed service suppliers.
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acknowledge $20.9 billion of exports 
of factor services (remittances).

While foreign exchange earnings 
from merchandise exports are 
income generated from the labor 
force engaged domestically in 
the production of export goods, 
foreign exchange emanating from 
remittance of Bangladeshi migrant 
workers are the income generated 
from the provision of services 
(e.g. construction, hospitality, 
household labor, technical 
services) in a foreign country 
under the rules of world trade in 
services (GATS). By this reckoning, 
while our Ministry of Commerce 
and Export Promotion Bureau 
have been recording exports to 
include exports of non-factor 
services (such as transportation 
and telecommunication services, 
back office services, banking and 
insurance, tourism, etc.), it might 
be time to give the product of our 

hard-working migrant workforce a 
similar treatment. 

However, this sort of external 
data reporting might not be 
internationally comparable. 
Remittance income as a significant 
foreign exchange contributor is true 
for all South Asian countries but 
not in most countries of the world. 
So the standard system of reporting 
remittance as income transfers in 
the BOP is unlikely to be displaced 
in global practice. But reporting it as 
exports of factor services would be 
one way of recognizing the immense 
contribution of our hard working 
migrant workers in the economic 
prosperity of Bangladesh, a country 
that is now being acknowledged by 
leading development economists as 
“a successful story of development” 
(e.g. Stefan Dercon in Gambling 
on Development, 2022). 
Remittance and its social and 

economic implications is very much 
part of that success story. 

Conclusion. When we talk of 
Bangladesh exports our focus is 
always on merchandise exports. It 
is time we took a more wholistic 
view of our exports of goods 
and services that includes factor 
services rendered by our migrant 
workers. Then worries about export 
diversification will be somewhat 
dampened. What exists is a form 
of export diversification not fully 
recognized in standard jargon of 
exports. Diversification of exports 
into goods and services then will 
have to take into account the 
presence of factor services exports, 
i.e. remittances. 

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

Dr. Zaidi Sattar is Chairman, Policy 
Research Institute of Bangladesh (PRI).
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textile and ready-made garments 
industry. National Strategies like 
8th Five Year Plan and Perspective 
Plan of Bangladesh 2041 are 
envisioning an export-led growth 
strategy, where a dynamic 
logistics sector is critical. Logistics 
improvement will lead to enhanced 
competitiveness of Bangladeshi 
products. Better logistics can 
increase trade volume, diversify 
export, bring foreign direct 
investment, and boost economic 
growth . Improved logistics will help 
to reduce pervasive congestion 
and delays in the logistics system 
be it roads, seaports or land ports. 
Logistics sector in Bangladesh is 
not yet formally recognized by 
the government which means the 
sector does not enjoy benefits or 
incentives like recognized sectors. 
Lack of a National Logistics 

Policy led to uncoordinated 
logistics sub-sectoral growth.  At 
present nine ministries and 21 
government agencies are involved 
in setting up policies, regulations, 
planning, operating infrastructure, 
and providing services in 
logistics arena. Poor intermodal 
interconnectivity and capacity 
constraints of ports need to be 
addressed in coordination with the 
public and private sector.

AmCham in Action

[As an integral part of the ongoing 
activity of AmCham Bangladesh, 
through these actions, we present 
the views of the AmCham members 
to the Government of Bangladesh, 
U.S.A and concerned stakeholders 
to come up with necessary solutions. 
The snapshots below cover 
highlights of AmCham activities 
during the timeline of this issue]

AmCham Policy Dialogue, 
“Logistics Sector of 
Bangladesh – Opportunities & 
Concerns”: 

The American Chamber of 
Commerce in Bangladesh 
(AmCham) organized a 
Policy Dialogue today titled “ 
Logistics Sector of Bangladesh - 
Opportunities & Concerns” at the 
Hotel Sheraton Dhaka (Banani). Mr. 
Syed Ershad Ahmed, The President – 
AmCham, presided the program. 

Mr. Syed Ershad Ahmed, President 
– AmCham joined as the Session 
Chair where Dr. Md. Mamun 
Habib, FCILT, SMIEEE, Professor, 
Independent University, Bangladesh; 
Visiting Scientist, University of Texas 
- Arlington, USA shared theKeynote 
presentation. Dr. M. Masrur Reaz, 

Chairman, Policy Exchange of 
Bangladesh moderated the discussion 
where Mr. Kabir Ahmed, President, 

Bangladesh Freight Forwarders 
Association (BAFFA) and Mr. Naquib 
Khan President, Bangladesh Supply 
Chain Management Society (BSCMS) 
participated as the designated 
discussant.

Since Bangladesh economy is in 
growing status, our growth story 
has been fueled by the emergence 
and nurturing of an export-oriented 

Md. Shahadat Hossen
Executive Director
AmCham Bangladesh

H.N. Ashikur Rahman
Secretary
AmCham Bangladesh
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We at AmCham Bangladesh 
with a diverse membership base 
and outlook focusing on global, 
national or business ecosystem 
at large, attempt to develop an 
approach that might help the 
business & regulatory leadership 
set the priorities on right strategies 
making rapid and inevitable 
remedies. A good number of 
AmCham members including the 
Executive Committee Members, 
foreign dignitaries, business 
leaders, media representatives and 
other distinguished guests attended. 
Mr. Syed Mohammad Kamal, Vice 
President – AmCham & Country 
Manager, Mastercard – Bangladesh 
coordinated the event and offered 
the vote of thanks.

AmCham Lunch in Honor of 
Mr. N. Rajashekaran, Citi, 
N.A: 

AmCham Bangladesh hosted a 
lunch on 3rdJuly, 2022 at Khazana 
in Gulshanin honor of Mr. N. 
Rajashekaran, Executive Committee 
Member - AmCham Bangladesh & 
Managing Director & Citi Country 
Officer - Bangladesh, Citibank, N.A, 
an opportunity for us all to thank 
SHEKAR for his efforts in supporting 
role to AmCham and Bangladesh at 
large. He will be moving to a new 
role within Citi effective from end of 
July 2022 based in India.

On the occasion, the President 
congratulated him on his new 

appointment and thanked him for his 
services to AmCham. He expressed 

his gratitude to him especially for 
his role in preparing the Research 
report and his valiant contribution 
as the Chair, Research & Investment 

Development Subcommittee. The rest 
of the Committee members joined 
the President in thanking “Shekar” 
and wished him success in his future 
endeavors. Mr. Rajashekaranfondly 
recalled his time and experience 
during this stint in reply thanked 
all committee members for their 
cooperation.Apart from AmCham 
current executive committee, as well 
as few AmCham esteemed members 
were also present while a memento 
was presented to Mr. Rajashekaran 
on the occasion.

AmCham-World Bank 
Stakeholder Consultation on 
Logistics Regulations Reform 
(30.08.2022):

AmCham  President Mr. Syed 
Ershad Ahmed, Dr. Md. Mamun 
Habib, FCILT, SMIEEE, Professor, 
Independent University ,  AmCham 
member and Huntsman , Bangladesh 
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Country Manager Mr. Showkot Ali 
Sarkar, Parmony Enterprise, Chief 
Operating Officer, Md. Yousuf along 
with AmChamExecutive Directorhad 
a meetingat the chambers Board 
Room with a team of consultants 
from Ernst & Young LLP appointed by 
The World Bank to undertake a Study 
on Reforming Logistics Regulations in 
Bangladesh.

The objective was to arrive at the 
reforms required for improving 
logistics service delivery and 
providing level playing field for 
logistics service provision across 
various transport modes in the 
country.They all emphasized that 
since Bangladesh economy is 
in growing status and with the 
inauguration of Padma Bridge 
connecting the country and 
important components in the post 
Pandemic era, has become a 
significant factor in productivity 
and economic growth. The 

existing and upcoming issues 
require a multi-faceted policy 
response since  the next phase 
could be much more challenging. 
It is crucial that the government, 
private sector, and concerned 
stakeholders in Bangladesh all 
step up and work together to 
adapt as best we can.

AmCham Welcomes Mr. 
Joseph Giblin, Economic 
Affairs Unit Chief, U.S. 
Embassy, Dhaka:

The American Chamber of 
Commerce in Bangladesh 
(AmCham) organized a welcome 
reception on September 5th2022 
at the Sheraton Hotel Banani in 

honor of Mr. Joseph Giblin, the 
new, Economic Unit Chief, U.S. 
Embassy Dhaka. He has previously 
served as a special assistant in 
the State Department’s Office of 
Intellectual Property Enforcement, 
and prior to that was the sole 
Political/Economic Officer in the 
U.S. Consulate in Matamoros, 

Mexico. Joe has completed 
assignments with the State 
Department in Bogota, Colombia 
and Dubai, as well as two previous 
domestic tours with the Bureau of 
Economic and Business Affairs in 
Washington, D.C.

AmCham Bangladesh has been 
promoting economic cooperation 
between the United States of 
America and the People’s Republic 
of Bangladesh since its inception 
working closely for both these 
friendly nations.A good number 
of AmCham members and other 
distinguished guests attended 
the event and exchanged their 
ideas with the newly appointed 
U.S embassy Econ team . On the 
occasion. AmCham President, 
Mr. Syed Ershad Ahmed was 
accompanied by Vice President Mr. 
Syed Mohammad Kamal,  former 
Presidents including Mr. Forrest E 
Cookson, Mr. Aftab Ul Islam,Mr. 
Md. Nurul Islam were also present 
wishing  him all the best going 
forward. 

AmCham meets Regional 
U.S. Treasury Attaché, Mr. 
Bill Block (14.09.2022): 

Mr. Block,based in New Delhi 
covers Bangladesh, India, Nepal, 
Sri Lanka, and the Maldives 
starting since January 2021.  In his 
position with the U.S. Treasury, he 
has served in China, Turkey, Brazil, 
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Egypt, Iraq, and Afghanistan. He 
was also senior adviser to the U.S. 
Treasury Assistant Secretary for 
International Finance and senior 
economist at the White House 
Council of Economic Advisers. 

During his first evervisit to 
Bangladesh, he had met with 
AmCham leadership and few 
more members to discuss on 
economy and business sector 
issues and ways out going 
forward. The members shared 
their respective sector situation 
with regard to the recent changes 
due to the Pandemic and ongoing 
geo-political tensons and how 
its holding impact on their 
operation. They also exchanged 
ideas how the regulatory regimes 
may support their business 
in Bangladesh maintaining 
competitive advantagesin line 
with the treasury departments’ 

initiatives. Since last 20 years, 
Bill has been working in this 
region also shared his experience 
and took notes on key aspects 
from the specific discussions. As 
such,AmCham Vice President 
handed over the Research Report 
that published last year to help our 
next generation to set priorities 
to develop USA-BD Trade & 
Investment.

Farewell Lunch in Honor 
of Jeff Dirks, US Embassy, 
Dhaka:

AmCham Bangladesh hosted a 
lunch on 27thSeptember, 2022 
at the Six Seasons Hotel, Dhaka 
to bid farewell to Mr. Jeff Dirks, 
Economic and Commercial 
officer, U.S. Embassy, Dhaka, 
Bangladesh. Jeff has had a 
diversified experience working 
in the private sector for a long 
time and has great experience 

and expertise to help us advance 
the U.S.-Bangladesh commercial 
partnership during his stint here in 
Bangladesh.

On the occasion, AmCham 
President Syed Ershad Ahmed, 
Vice President Syed Mohammad 
Kamal, ExCo Member Mirza 
Shajib Raihan shared their loving 
experience while Jeff was here 
since the COVID lockdown and 
subsequent restrictions kept us 
apart whereas our collaboration 
continued in the new-normal  and 
thanked him for his continued 
cooperation to AmCham. Mr. Dirks 
expressed his gratitude to AmCham 
and appreciated the creative and 
effective activities that it took during 
the tough time. Jeff also said that he 
would fondly remember each one 
of these memories of Bangladesh 
since it was his last station before 
he retires from Active service. Apart 
from AmCham current executive 
committee, directorate, few of his 
colleagues from U.S. Embassy 
Dhaka, joined him in the lunch.
AmCham was lucky to have him join 
the economic team in Bangladesh 
and presented a memento to 
enshrine the memory.

AmCham Monthly Luncheon 
with U.S. Ambassador H.E Peter 
D. Haas:

AmChamBangladesh is back with 
signature event monthly Luncheons 
in person, after a break due to the 
devastating COVID-19 Pandemic.
Our September 2022 Luncheon 
was organized with the Ambassador 
of the United States of America to 
Bangladesh, H.E. Peter D. Haas, 
that took place in the Westin Hotel 
Dhaka on Wednesday, 28th September 
at 12.30pm. The Guest of Honor, 
Ambassador Haas spoke on “U.S. – 
Bangladesh Bilateral Relations: Business 
and Trade as Keys to Expansion” while 
Mr. Syed Ershad Ahmed, The President 
– AmCham, presided the program.

AmCham President in his welcome 
remarks mentioned that while we 
are  celebrating 50thanniversary of 
Bangladesh, we have made tremendous 



29AmCham Journal

Economic development during this 
period where private sector played 
the vital role beyond any question. 
American companies obviously 
contributed to this development by 
bringing in the latest technology, 
transferring  knowledge, introducing few 
best global practices and developing 
human resource in  the country.The 
current trade and investment scenario 
between Bangladesh and the US, 
however,  remains far below potential.  
Unleashing the full potential of the  
opportunities will benefit both from  a 
systematic assessment of where the 
opportunities lie, what holds back the 
full potential, how other comparator 
countries are making headway, and  
identification of  strategic options for the 
US stakeholders to maximize potential.

Mr. Ahmed also said as of today, 
Bangladesh ranked 100 out of 102 
countries in a logistics quality and 

compliance index.”If we can improve 
ports management and customs 
clearance efficiency, bilateral trade 
between BD and US definitely would 
further increase by about 20 per cent,” 
he said.”Majority of our infrastructures 

are underutilized with poor maintenance 
that immediately require increase in 
capacity building with competent and 
skilled human resources,” he added.

He also said the 100 “special economic 
zones” and several hi-tech parks which 
were being constructed would comprise 

more than 600,000 freelancing IT 
professionals and help attract FDI in 
Bangladesh.Bangladesh is the right 
destination for IT investments for the US 
and other countries, he said.”In order 
to achieve the vision of Bangladesh 

becoming a ‘developed nation’ by 
2041 and the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs), we have to attract more 
global partners and thereby diversify the 
country’s existing portfolio,” he said.

Ambassador Peter D. Haas is a 
career member of the Senior Foreign 
Service, class of Minister-Counselor, 
currently serving as the United States 
Ambassador to Bangladesh since 
March 15, 2022. He previously 
served as acting assistant secretary 
and concurrently as Principal Deputy 
Assistant Secretary in the Bureau of 
Economic and Business Affairs. He 
also previously served as Deputy 
Assistant Secretary for Trade Policy and 
Negotiations.

Ambassador Haas placed five goals 
on the US-Bangladesh relations. 
These are: peaceful and stable 
Bangladesh, democracy, good 
governance and human rights, 
social and environmental tolerance, 
cooperation in repatriation of 
Rohingya refugees, and expansion 
of US investment in Bangladesh. He 
also mentioned in his remarks that 
with rising bilateral business ties, 
many US companies are expressing 
interest at investing in Bangladesh.
Last fiscal year, Bangladesh exported 
goods worth $10.41 billion to the 
US, which includes garments worth 
$9.01 billion, while importing goods 
amounting to more than $3 billion.
Peter Haas said Bangladesh is going 
to be added to the list of developing 
countries and the US investors are 
keen to invest here, that is why a full-
time commercial attaché is going to 
be posted in its embassy in Dhakaby 
this year.
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officials from the federal government 
in order to discuss policy issues 
related to American businesses in 
Asia. This year representatives of The 
AAP assembled in Washington DC 
from July 17 to 20, 2022 to meet the 
officials of executive branch of the 
Biden Administration, Congressional 

He suggested diversifying exports 
from Bangladesh as pharmaceuticals 
and goods related to information 
technology have a lot of potential apart 
from garments.He also suggested 
creating an enabling business climate 
and improving labour standardsso 
that the US and other international 
companies come here with the FDI.The 
Russia-Ukraine war will unfortunately 
have long-term negative impacts on 
global trade, he added.Talking on the 
US country strategy on Bangladesh, 
the US envoy said, “The US wants 
to see a more peaceful and stable 
Bangladesh, better able to provide 
for its own security, counter threats to 
US interests, and serve as a growing 
security contributor in the Indo-Pacific 
and globally.”

A good number of AmCham members 
including the Executive Committee 
Members, former presidents, foreign 
dignitaries, government bodies’ 
representatives , business leaders, 
civil society members, media 
representatives and other distinguished 
guests attended the event. Mr. Syed 
Mohammad Kamal, Vice President 
– AmCham & Country Manager, 
Mastercard – Bangladesh offered the 
vote of thanks, especially Ambassador 
Haas for his thoughtful remarks and 
responses as well as the participants 
for their valuable suggestions and 
invited all to the chambers upcoming 
Annual U.S. Tarde Show happening 
next month

AAP 2022 Washington 
Doorknock: July17-20, 2022 

The American Chambers of Asia 
Pacific (AAP) every summer sends a 
delegation comprised of business 
leaders and AmCham staff members 
to Washington D.C. to meet the 

AmCham Research Paper Handed over to honorable Senator Bill Hagerty, Senate Committee on 
Foreign Relations, during Washington Doorknock 2022
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continues to focus on supporting 
and promoting U.S. business in 
Asia, it is significant that frontline 
business leaders provide insights 
about opportunities and obstacles 
based on personal and corporate 

experience in the region. The Indo-
Pacific Economic Framework 
(IPEF) was a key focus in a number of 
discussions, especially the challenges 
and opportunities that lie within 
the framework. The IPEF acts as a 
roadmap for the U.S to facilitate even 
greater economic connectivity within 

leaders and think tanks to discuss the 
significance and US interest against 
the backdrop of increasing economic 
leadership in the region. It was the 
first in-person Doorknock since the 
COVID-19 pandemic began.

The annual AAP Washington 
Doorknock gives American Chamber 
representatives from across Asia-
Pacific an opportunity to bolster 
their connections in Washington 
and share regional knowledge. 
As the United States government 

the region. Delegates also focused 
on the significance of entering into 
a comprehensive digital agreement 
with as many IPEF parties as 
possible, to ensure the U.S. will have 
a profound and lasting influence on 
the region’s digital architecture and 
rules governing entire economies.

The program among others included 
meetings with representatives of the 
State Department, Department of 
Commerce, USTR and Congressional 
representatives. AmCham 
Bangladesh like previous years 
joined the DoorKnock. It helped 
ensure our active participation at 
the program, gain insight of the new 
Biden administration, understand the 
potentials of neighboring economies 
of Asia-Pacific as well as various 
issues that include trends, challenges 
& opportunities, and overall 
economic updates of the world. It 
also helped exchange of ideas to 
encourage the economic growth of 
Bangladesh. The delegation was led 
by Steve Okun, AAP Chair & Senior 
Advisor, McLarty Associates.

H.N. Ashikur Rahman, the Secretary 
of AmCham Bangladesh represented 
Bangladesh at the Doorknock. 

AmCham Research Paper handed over to Ms. Mirea Lynton Grotz, Director, Office of Trade & 
Investment Policy, US Department of the Treasury, during Washington Doorknock 2022
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AmCham-World Bank Stakeholder Consultation on Logistics 
Regulations Reform (30.08.2022)

AmCham Policy Dialogue: “Logistics Sector of Bangladesh – Opportunities & 
Concerns" on July 27,2022

AmCham Policy Dialogue: “Logistics Sector of Bangladesh – 
Opportunities & Concerns" on July 27,2022

AmCham Policy Dialogue: “Logistics Sector of Bangladesh – 
Opportunities & Concerns" on July 27,2022

AmCham Welcome Reception in honor of Mr. Joseph Giblin, 
Economic Unit Chief, U.S. Embassy, Dhaka on September 05,2022

AmCham Welcome Reception in honor of Mr. Bill Block, the Regional U.S. 
Treasury Attaché on September 14,2022
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AmCham Welcome Reception in honor of Mr. Bill Block, the Regional U.S. 
Treasury Attaché on September 14,2022

AmCham Monthly Luncheon Meeting  on September 28, 2022

AmCham Monthly Luncheon Meeting  on September 28, 2022 AmCham Monthly Luncheon Meeting  on September 28, 2022

AmCham Monthly Luncheon Meeting  on September 28, 2022 AmCham Monthly Luncheon Meeting  on September 28, 2022
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Amcham Policy Brief 
on Logistics Sector: 
Opportunities & Priorities

● Reducing domestic logistics 
costs by 17% would increase 

exports by 7.4%

Several Growth Drivers Boost 
Logistic Sector Potential 

Given Bangladesh’s aim to become 
an Upper Middle-Income Country by 
2031 and a Developed country by 
2041, investment on infrastructure 
and logistics needs to increase from 
current 2-3 percent to 8-10 percent 
of GDP annually. Growing demand 

for logistics sector includes ports, all 
modes of freight transportation, ports, 

warehousing and storage, third-party 
logistics including freight forwarders 
and ports. The government supports 
investment by the private sector 
and  a l so  encou rage s  Pub l i c -
Private Participation (PPP) mode 
of investment. Addit ionally, the 
government is reforming regulations 
so that they are more investor 
f r iend ly.  For  ins tance,  cur ren t 
regulation increased equity cap of 
foreign investors from 40% to 49% 

Bangladesh to 
become an Upper -

Middle Income 
Country by 2031 and 
Logistics will play a 

key role

8th Five Plan, the 
prime National 

Strategy is in full 
support of the 

Logistics Sector 

Perspective Plan of 
Bangladesh 2041 

reflects the 
importance of 

Logistics Sector 

Export Diversification 
Drives Demand for a 

Strong Logistics 
Supply Chain

Private Investment 
including FDI 

Demands a Dynamic 
Logistics System  

Government is 
making the sector 
Investor -friendly

Figure 1: Growth Drivers for Logistics Sector in Bangladesh 

American Chamber of Commerce in Bangladesh (AmCham) organized a policy dialog on “Logistics 
Sector of Bangladesh: Opportunities and Concerns.”

The dialog was held on 27th July 2022. The dialog adopted a number of recommendations and 
those recommendations are being presented here in brief for our valued readers.

Why is Logistics Important for 
Bangladesh?

Enhanc ing  p r i va te  i nves tmen t 
and expor t  d ivers i f i ca t ion wi l l 
require a dynamic logistics system 
The Government of Bangladesh 
e n c o m p a s s e s  t r e m e n d o u s 
commitment in enhancing the logistics 
sector in Bangladesh. According to 
national strategies and plans such as 
the 8th Five Year Plan (8th FYP) and 
Perspective Plan of Bangladesh 2041, 
trade and industrial logistics has been 
identified as an important enabler 
for private sector-led development. 
development. 

● Logistics improvement will lead 
to enhanced competitiveness 
of Bangladeshi products in 
global markets.  Current ly, 
Bangladesh is ranked 105th out 
of 141 countries in the Global 
Competitiveness Report (2019). 

● Bangladesh aspires to increase 
exports by 10.75% and imports 
by 11.50% during the 8FYP 
period which require adequate 
and efficient logistics support 
for the trade to take place 

● Fol lowing LDC graduat ion 
and subsequent loss of GSP 
facilities, Bangladeshi exports 
faces between 8% to 11% tariff 
in EU markets. Efficiency gains 
in trade and investment climate 
including in logistics will help 
Bangladesh offset the effects of 
increased tares
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while forming a Joint Venture with 
domestic logistics companies.

Investment Opportunities Are 
Aplenty in the Logistic Sector

● To facilitate industrialization, 
the government envisions to 
establ ish 100 Economic 
Zones (EZs) by 2030 which 
expected to increase exports 
by an additional $40 billion. 
The upcoming SEZs require 
logistics facilities and services 
both within-zone and to connect 
them to domestic market and 
international ports. 

● Seaports provide significant 
investment opportunities 
as the government intends to 
expand the Chittagong port 
and complete Matarbari deep 
seaport, Payra seaport and Bay 
terminal.

● 3 0  i n l a n d  r i v e r  p o r t s 
n a t i o n w i d e  n e e d  t o  b e 
connected to road network and 
economic hubs. 

● A  s t u d y  b y  P w C  h a s 
identified US$ 1.1 investible 
opportunities in Temperature 
Controlled Logistics (TCL) 
that has emerged because of 
higher demand for significant 
investment in TCL has been 
triggered by recent steep growth 
of industries (agribusiness, food, 
restaurants, pharmaceuticals, 
and chemicals). 

● Accord ing  to  Wor ld  Bank 

Group report,  demand for 
warehousing is projected to 

grow by 64 percent between FY 
18 and FY 22. 

● Logistics services such as 
inventory  management , 
supply chain optimization, 
cargo aggregat ion,  and 
third-party logistics (3PL) is 
experiencing a rising demand 
with growth of domestic market 
and international trade. 

S e v e r a l  C o n s t r a i n t s 
H igh l i gh ted  a t  AmCham 
Dialogue on Logistics

● Coordinat ion chal lenge 
within the publ ic  sector 
and between the publ ic 
a n d  p r i v a t e  s e c t o r.  A t 
present nine ministries and 
21 government agencies are 
involved in setting up policies, 
regulations, planning, operating 
infrastructure, and providing 
services in logistics arena.

● Over-re l iance on road-
based freight movement. 
The major i t y  o f  conta iner 
freight movement takes place 
between Greater Dhaka and 
Chattogram, where the modal 
split is heavily concentrated on 
the road, i.e., 95%. 

●  Inland Waterways are the 
second-most-utilized mode 
of transport in Bangladesh by 
volume, but industry focus on 
containers is nascent.

● P o o r  i n t e r m o d a l 
interconnectivity and capacity 
constraints of river ports 

An equity cap of 49% exists for 
foreign investors to operate in 
certain subsectors such as ICD, 
Shipping, Airlines and C&F

● Sa f e t y  measu re s  i n  po r t s 
and  ICDs  no t  a l i gned  t o 
international standard 

Policy Recommendations to 
Catalyse Fast Development of 
the Logistic Sector

Developing a National Logistics 
Strategy/Policy along with an 
Infrastructure Plan. Bangladesh 
is devoid of a national logistics 
strategy and as such many logistics 
sub-sectors such as warehousing 
and storage, an integral part of 
agribusiness, do not have a national 
guideline. Absence of a national 
guideline causes fragmentation in 
the industry and often leads to lower 
quality services at high prices. In this 
regard, India’s draft national logistics 
policy 2019, being spearheaded 
by the Ministry of Commerce can 
prov ide va luab le  ins igh t s  and 
directions. 

Increased coordination within the 
public sector and with the private 

sector. At present nine ministries 
and 21 government agencies are 
involved in sett ing up policies, 
regulations, planning, operating 

To facilitate industrialization, the government envisions to establish 100 
Economic Zones (EZs) by 2030 which expected to increase exports by an 
additional $40 billion. 

Seaports provide significant investment opportunities as the government 
intends to expand the Chittagong port and complete Matarbari deep 
seaport, Payra seaport and Bay terminal.

30 inland river ports nationwide need to be connected to road network and 
economic hubs. 

A study by PwC has identified US$ 1.1 investible opportunities in Temperature 
Controlled Logistics (TCL) 

According to  World Bank Group report, demand for warehousing is 
projected to grow by 64 percent between FY 18 and FY 22. 
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infrastructure, and providing services 
in logistics arena in Bangladesh. 
Some of the government agencies 
have overlapping mandates and 
shared ownership which leads to 
duplication of activities, therefore, 
causes an inefficient allocation of 
public resources. Sett ing up an 
effective coordination mechanism in 
logistics will help address this critical 
challenge. 

Promoting multimodality through 
logistics clusters. Bangladesh has 
l imited facil i t ies for multimodal 
logis t ics.  Measures to improve 
system performance should include 
identifying locations for multimodal 
terminals with storage and handling 
facilities and letting market forces 
determine prices. Clusters could be 
designed to complement and support 
the special economic zones agenda. 
Over time the terminals could be 
developed into logistics clusters or 
freight villages, which are common 
in economies with the best logistics 
performance.

Upgrading Regulatory Framework 
for logistics services. The regulatory 
regime for logis t ics serv ices is 
outdated and patchy. For instance, 
the Warehouse Ordinance Act of 
1959 is archaic and only applies 
to raw agricultural produce and 
doesn’t take into consideration or 
have any guidelines for processed 
agricultural products. Moreover, 
Nume rou s  agenc i e s  r egu l a t e 
different aspects of the system. Some 
agencies issue directives that make 
the overall regime unpredictable and 
non-transparent. Basic principles 
should be adopted for regulating 
the sector, but regulation should be 
kept to a minimum and limited to 
issues relating to safety and market 
failures. Regulations should be easily 
accessible, simple, understandable, 
and consistent with transport and 
logistics policy goals.

Increasing competition amongst 
logistics service providers: At 
p re sen t ,  100  pe rcen t  fo re ign 
inves tment  in  cer ta in  log is t i cs 
subsectors such as Warehousing and 
Storage and Temperature Controlled 
Logistics is not allowed. Moreover, 
foreign investors have to establish a 
Joint-Venture with local logistics firms 
if it wants to operate in Bangladesh 
where the equity share cannot go 
beyond 40 percent for the foreign 

companies. Such restrictions should 
be laxed for increasing competition 
and encouraging higher investment 
in these logistics sectors. 

Greater need and potential to 
leverage the river routes for 
goods transportation. Bangladesh 
has 10,000 km of river routes, 
officially 5400 km of river routes are 
maintained.  

The sector requires significant 
private investment including 
FDI. The foreign participation is 
particularly cri t ical for logist ics 
infrastructure development which 
is capital and technical know-how 
intensive. 

 Modernization of customs law, 
systems, and capacity is critical. 
Border clearance is experiences 
higher cost, time, and inefficiency 
due to poor performance on the part 
of customs officials. The customs act 
approved by the cabinet in 2018 
requires expeditious parliamentary 
approval for this come into effect. 

Ensuring adequate scanning 
capacity for facilitation of air-
freight. Available EDD can process 
40-60 tons of products, but regular 
handling was 600-700 tons. Hence, 
the processing was delayed. 

Ensuring safety standards at 
Chattogram port and ICDs.  There 
are 12 gates in the Chittagong port, 
but only 6 gates have scanners. 

Developing appropriate skills for 
efficient logistics services. This will 
require scaling up both technical 
and managerial skills in different 
areas of logistics. Inclusive supply 
chain management subjects can 
be included introduced in university 
curriculum.

Effective country branding is 
required to improve logistics 
access to/network with global 
logistics community as well as to 
catalyze FDI in the sector.  

There  a re  i s sues  regard ing 
bureaucracy in the Chittagong 
Port. This is seen in the lack of 
transparency, inadequate lab testing 
fac i l i t ies  and lack of  a proper 
refrigerator to store medicine and 
per i shab le  p roduc t s .  The  por t 
needs implement the modern port 
communi ty  sys tem used by the 
efficient ports around the world.

Several 
Constraints 

Highlighted at 
Amcham Dialogue 

on Logistics

Coordina�on challenge within the 
public sector and between the 
public and private sector.

Over-reliance on road based freight 
movement.

Inland Waterways are the second-
most-u�lized mode of transport in 
Bangladesh by volume, but industry 
focus on containers is nascent.

Poor intermodal 
interconnec�vity and capacity 
constraints of river ports

Safety measures in ports and 
ICDs not aligned to 
interna�onal standard

An equity cap of 49% exists for 
foreign investors to operate in 
certain subsectors
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Management of the energy 
economy in Bangladesh 
is the most challenging 

problem facing Government over the 
next decade.  

First, the current position of the 
power sector is both good and 
bad.   There is capacity in place 
and coming on line to generate 
sufficient power for the economy’s 
needs for the coming decade.  The 
energy security is very weak as by the 
end of the decade most fuel will be 
imported and a much greater share 
of electricity will be imported.   

Second, the problem of energy 
security is never more evident as this 
is written, as there are forced power 
outages to conserved imported fuel 
due to pressure on the balance of 
payments.  

Third, the cost of producing electricity 
is high and will become increasingly 
expensive as domestic gas production 
essentially comes to an end, on current 
policies, by 2031. Current policies have 
resulted in little coal production and 
what is produced is expensive.  

Energy and the Bangladesh 
Economy—What the future holds?

Forrest Cookson, PhD

Introduction of solar and nuclear 
power will make reasonable progress 
but will still cover little of the total 
electricity requirements.  Manpower 
skills for these renewable energy types 
are in short supply and historically the 
training and employment of the many 
talented Bangladesh engineers has not 
been well managed. This problem is 
only going to become worse over the 
next decade.  The nation has failed to 
develop an oil and gas production and 
exploration company of world class as 
was achieved in Brazil, Thailand and 
Malaysia. 

The use of petroleum-based products 
for the transportation system will remain 
dominant.  By the end of the decade 
the introduction of EVs will be very 
limited and these will be more an object 
of curiosity than even a start of reducing 
dependence on Internal Combustion 
Engines [ICT].  Transportation over the 
coming decade will be based on trucks, 
buses and private vehicles running on 
fossil fuels.  The train system is gradually 
improving but will remain dependent on 
diesel with shift to electrical power far in 
the future.

If one considers the cost and energy 
security in more detail the next 
decade poses major problems:  The 
contribution of Bangladesh inputs into 
power generation is very limited.  There 
is substantial foreign ownership in many 
power plants and for plants with debt 
financing a substantial portion is linked 
to international interest rates.  Such 
rates have been low for the past two 
decades but are now increasing and 
will remain much higher than in the past 
for the next five years.  Domestic gas 
production is cheap as little is earned 
for the gas resource; but once reliance 
on imports becomes substantial then 

the value of the gas resource held by 
foreign countries will be part of the cost. 

Production of natural gas or coal 
within the boundaries of Bangladesh 
always requires some imports.  The 
dependence on foreign inputs 
[technology, capital, man-power, 
equipment] represents the level of 
energy security.  For natural gas 
{LNG] imports, a thousand cubic feet 
costs perhaps $13 plus the cost of 
de-gasification as this is largely the 
cost of capital and most is owned by 
foreigners based on the long-term 
contract price not the current spot 
price].  Chevron probably takes $3.50 
out of Bangladesh for the same amount 
of natural gas.  Recently about 17-20 
% of the natural gas consumptions 
is imported. One can see the impact 
on energy security.  Currently on the 
average a thousand cubic feet cost 
$6.2; and one trillion cft per year are 
consumed with a total cost for gas of 
about $6 billion dollars. [This includes 
imports of LNG, earnings of the PSCs, 
and the costs of Petrobangla’s own 
operations.] Production In 2031 of 
domestic gas will be zero in the absence 
of successful exploration; demand 
for gas will be 80% more assuming 
continued successful economic growth.  
The price of LNG will certainly increase 
from the current level of the long term 
contracts.  I estimate the LNG price will 
be 150% higher in 2032 or $22.50 per 
thousand cft.  This means that natural 
gas will cost more than $40 billion/
year in 2032!  $23 billion/year on the 
average. The balance of payments 
pressures will be very powerful.  

Energy security has to deal with two 
factors: Costs and availability. The 
price of LNG will be high over the next 
decade. Good relations with Qatar 
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will be essential to assure that natural 
gas will be available.  Qatar has plans 
to expand LNG production over the 
next twenty years but it is unclear if 
other countries will do so as there are 
growing domestic pressures to reduce 
or halt gas production,

The longer run is even more obscure 
but Bangladesh should certainly be 
studying available reactors for nuclear 
energy.  But reality is brutal:  Global 
warming is here and pressure to reduce 
use of fossil fuels will mount; exploration 
will be increasing difficult to finance, it 
is quite likely that nuclear energy may 
become recognized as the best strategy.

Security and cost of energy are very 
serious problems for Bangladesh.  The 
strategy that got Bangladesh into this 
position needs to be changed in favor 
of a search for and use of domestic fuel 
and a very aggressive search for the 
best use of nuclear power.   

Global Warming 

In searching for a strategy for the 
energy crisis the impact of global 
warming presents a massive mystery 
and challenge. There are many 
directions describing where one might 
end in 2050, thirty years from now.  
Bangladesh is a small economy and 
must develop its resources and organize 
its energy economy within the possible 
scenarios that the world economy may 
follow.

Bangladesh bears little responsibility 
for the current level of CO2 and other 
greenhouse gases in the atmosphere.  
The policy of the Government is clearly 
articulated to reduce GHGs and to be 
a good world citizen.  This path will 
lead to much higher cost of electricity. 
There are now other sources of energy 
that do not increase the CO2 in the 
atmosphere.   Windmills are an old 
idea but much more efficient with 
modern technology. Solar energy 
captures radiation from the sun; nuclear 
energy produced in reactors provides 
heat to drive turbines that generate 
electricity.  Hydroelectricity can be 
generated from the flow of the water in 
rivers.  All of these techniques produce 

electricity without resulting in more 
greenhouse gases.  

One should note that building the 
plants to generate sustainable electricity 
requires a substantial amount of 
cement, steel, and electric wires.   
Constructing such facilities will cause a 
great deal of emissions; however once 
constructed these production process 
do  not burn fossil fuels.

Unfortunately the future of the world 
does not seem very promising for 
an effective management of global 
warming.  All indicators point to 
growing neglect of this problem as 
world conflicts between the major 
powers grow.  There is a war between 
Russia and the Ukraine and more 
frightening the growing tension 
between the United States and China.  
The war in the Ukraine is bringing 
about a massive rearrangement of 
production and transportation of fossil 
fuels undermining the efforts to reduce 
emissions.

Bangladesh has every right to follow its 
best interests in producing the energy 
required to develop its economy at 
the lowest cost.  The world economic 
leaders are not meeting their promises 
in terms of resources for low income 
nations.  In effect it is a promise to 
persuade such economies to follow 
disrupting and expensive changes in 
their energy economy compensated 
only by nice words.  The world 
leaders are scamming nations such as 

Bangladesh.  The advanced economies 
bear the responsibility for the disruptions 
from global warming but do not 
recognize their role.  One should not 
allow the global warming process to 
distract from the need for low cost 
energy to develop the economy.  

Increasing the Gas Resource

The least cost approach is to undertake 
serious search for natural gas.  More 
than 50% of the natural gas production 
comes from the Chevron psc.  This was 
completed about 1997 during Sheikh 
Hasina’s first government.  Since then 
only exploration has taken place.  In 
studies of potential gas resources 
done in the past, omitting deep water 
potential, there was a quite optimistic 
view of gas prospects on land or 
shallow water.  

There are four obvious steps to 
searching for additional gas excluding 
the deep-water potential.  For reasons 
unclear to me Petrobangla has not been 
interested in developing Bangladesh’s 
own resources.  Surely in this energy 
crisis a major effort is required.

The available land blocks should be 
put out for international companies 
to bid on pscs.  The terms of land 
based pscs should be reviewed by 
international consultants to suggest 
the bidding framework andthe price 
marker to be used for gas sales.  This 
should be done with the Government’s 
assessment of the end year of the psc.  
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The Government will want to end the 
extraction of gas in keeping with its 
global warming objectives.  A useful 
date for ending the psc might be when 
Qatar intends to close its new fields.  
Without a clear contractual ending date 
IOCs will not be willing to search for 
and develop gas resources.

Chevron should be approached and 
requested to make  a high and low 
proposal.  Not an either/or but perhaps 
both or perhaps one. The low would 
ask for expansion of the areas near their 
present fields.  This company has the 
most knowledge of the drilling prospects 
based on their years of work in the 
area.  The high bid should ask for a 
bid if there is a major increase in their 
area around the general part of the 
country where their work is now located.  
Chevron is obviously best positioned 
to bring in rapid results.  Just as the 
government wisely did in the electricity 
problem the law can be amended to 
allow decision to be made on the best 
judgment of the Government. 

The third action is to implement the 
program of reservoir management 
and drilling in the fields now managed 
by Government organizations.  A 
program has been announced for a 
drilling program that would increase 
production from Government fields by 
about 40%. It is not clear if this is an 
increase in reserves or a more rapid 
draw down of existing reserves of gas.  
One wonders why this was not started 
earlier.  

There are certainly substantial losses 
in the existing pipelines and gas 
distribution systems.  There are probably 
considerable illegal connections or 
billing fraud.  One can be confident 
that continuing checking for leakages 
and controlling connections will lead to 
substantial increases in gas available 
for use.  It is a never-ending task to 
control leakages.  In this same line it is 
surely time to stop household use of gas 
and have everyone shift to LPG.  LPG 
provided by companies will be efficient 
if more expensive.   Phasing out of 
CNG use in vehicles is also needed.   
These actions would direct more gas for 
power generation and for industrial use.

The prospects for deep ocean drilling 
depend on developing he information 
needed for companies to make 
serious exploration efforts.  IOCs have 
made clear that a three-dimension 
seismic survey is needed before there 
will be any serious proposals.  It is 
unclear why this was not done before.  
Prospects of success are limited and 
it is probably too late.  But based on 
Myanmar’s success it may be worth 
a serious effort.  But to do so will 
require a new team tasked by the 
Prime Minister to drive this program 
through.

The country faces the end of domestic 
gas supply in less than a decade.  
The consequences for the economy 
are very negative as the costs of 
importing gas will be prohibitive.  An 
aggressive program for exploration and 
management will produce considerable 
improvement but there is no time to 
lose.

Coal

After natural gas the most important 
prospective fuel is coal.  Bangladesh 
has made very modest efforts to 
develop its coal resources and received 
very poor advice on how to do so.  But 
at this point in time the only identified 
and quantified fuel resource in 
Bangladesh is the coal in the Phulbari 
field.  This coal reserve is sufficient to 
fuel 5-6000 MWs of power at 70% 

utilization rate.  This is close to the 50% 
of the peak load.  

Resistance to developing this coal 
resource was initially one group of 
persons opposed to open pit mining.  
However, this is not the policy of the 
Government as it is seeking consultants 
for study of open pit mining at 
Barapukuria.  

My rough estimates are that using this 
coal to fire the existing and planned 
coal fired power plants would save $5 
billion of foreign exchange from not 
having to import coal.  Imported coal 

of 15 million tons costs $6 billion at 
$400/mt., roughly the current average 
price. The foreign exchange cost of 
producing coal at Phulbari is not more 
than $120 based on information from 
the feasibility studies or $1.8 billion per 
year.  The difference is more than $4 
billion per year. 

In addition the cheaper coal would 
reduce the cost of producing electricity.  
Incidentally the cost of coal at Phulbari 
includes all of the resettlement costs.

There are various stories of harm to 
aquifers and opposition by the local 
population.  These are myths put about 
by opponents of the project.  The 
impact on the aquifers is limited as the 
area of a coal mine is small compared 
to the total extent of the underground 
water.  A survey conducted on resident 
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opinion reported that they believed the 
opening of the mine would directly and 
indirectly provide many good jobs and 
that is what they wanted. 

Developing the Phulbari coal resource 
would have a strong impact on the 
balance of payment and significantly 
reduce the cost of electricity.  

Countries such as the United States 
and to a lesser extent Japan have 
opposed the development of coal 
resources.  This is another example 

of trying to get Bangladesh to pay the 
cost of managing the impact of global 
warming caused by the advanced 
economies.  Of course, India and 
China are continuing to develop coal 
fired power plants and expanding mines 
to provide coal.

From Bangladesh’s viewpoint the 
decision has been made to develop 
and use a number of coal fired 
power plants.  The use of foreign 
coal generates more GHG than local 
coal production as the local coal is of 
higher quality so less has to be burned 
and in addition the GHGs emitted in 
transporting the imported coal to the 
plants is greater than for local coal.  
In this sense using local coal reduces 
worldwide emissions.

The evidence suggests that 
developing Phulbari immediately 
will make a powerful contribution 
to cheaper electricity for 
Bangladesh.  It will also greatly 

improve the security of the energy 
supply.

The Government expects to greatly 
expand its imports of electricity from 
India during the next decade.  This 
electricity is generated from coal fired 
power plants so Bangladesh’s energy 
sector will be increasing the use of coal.  
This is the same as the UK producing 
something in another country so that the 
GHGs emitted are not the responsibility 
of the UK but shifted somewhere else.

Solar, wind, hydro and nuclear

 The Government has a target of 
reaching 40% solar fired power by 
2041.  This will require a great deal of 
capital but that is readily available.  It 
will also require a great deal of land.  
As the PM has ordered that agricultural 
land should not be used for solar 
projects, expert reviews have identified 
the land issue as critical.  

Calculations of the cost of solar energy 
depend on the price of land that is not 
easy to predict.  However, the more 
dispersed the sites of the solar power 
the greater the costs of the transmission 
lines to collect all this power for the grid.

Central to the issues involved with 
solar are the size of the facility.  It can 
range from a household to solar panels 
spread over a large area.  Small plants 
serving a house or a small group of 
houses is one approach.  Bangladesh 

is a leader in this type of solar plant.  
The basic problem with solar is that 
electricity is generated only when the 
sun is up and shining on the panels.  
This leaves the user with either no light 
at night or investing in storage to keep 
part of the electricity available at night 
from the batteries.  Storage is expensive.

I also want to raise an important point 
about energy demand.  We are seeing 
every year now heat waves that raise 
the temperature to dangerous levels.  
In planning for Bangladesh in the next 
fifty years one must assure that every 
house and business facility must use 
air-conditioners.  In addition the use 
of electric vehicles will add to demand 
for recharging at night.  The night time 
demand for electricity is likely to rise 
as a percent of the total and require 
the share of base load capacity to be 
greater than is currently experienced.  

Because of this effect solar is less useful 
or greater storage capacity is needed.  
A realistic assessment of household 
level solar is that this cannot replace 
power from the grid due to growing 
night time demands and the high cost 
of small storage.  These problems 
have emerged in the widespread use 
of household units.  As air conditioning 
becomes mandatory to survive the 
difficulties will be much greater.  When 
we think of solar we should concentrate 
on its contribution to the grid..

Solar can provide a large part of the 
grid demand during the day but night 
time demand must come either from 
fossil fuel fired plants or nuclear.  Large 
scale storage is uncertain as it is not 
available and no one really knows the 
costs.  The planner must balance day 
and night demand for electricity by the 
type of plant.  All of these arguments 
apply to wind driven power plants.

So far little is known about the real 
ability to use wind in Bangladesh and 
what it might cost.  Solar is a realistic 
source of electricity and is cheaper but 
this does not allow for transmission 
costs and storage.  It is simplistic to see 
solar replacing the fossil fuels.

Hydro has limited potential.  It should 
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be possible to negotiate with Bhutan 
to develop their hydro and transmit to 
Bangladesh.  However, India has not 
agreed to this, so hydro projects are not 
a significant factor for Bangladesh.  

The best hope for the power system is 
nuclear.  The Prime Minister had the 
foresight to open up this approach.  
Bangladesh first nuclear power plant 
will come on line in a few years.  
Experience with all nuclear plants is 
“do not predict when they will come on 
line”!   If Bangladesh develops steadily 
over the next 40 years Bangladesh will 
need about 40 nuclear plants of size 
MW 3,600.

The nuclear plants are to provide a 
base load as they work all the time 
except when down for maintenance.  
The solar plants will add daytime power 
and to the extent that there is storage 
some solar can be used at night..  If you 
think about this one sees the problem:  
recharging vehicles and universal air 
conditioning are going to reduce the 
daytime-night difference and the base 
load plants are needed for most of the 
power.  Solar is useful only if cheap 
storage is available.  It is not.

The conclusion is immediate.  The only 
base load plant available is nuclear.  

The Energy Adviser has from time to 
time made remarks indicating that 
nuclear might be an important direction 
for Bangladesh to utilize.

This suggests an immediate series of 
steps:  Incidentally no time should be 
wasted on these steps.  It is gradually 
dawning on everyone that nuclear is the 
only solution for electricity production 
given the onset of global warming

Engage neutral consultants—Swiss or 
Swedish to report to the Government 
the future developments in the industry, 
alternatives types of reactors, likely costs, 
safety concerns and management of the 
nuclear waste.   A team of Bangladesh 
engineers should be established to work 
with these consultants and to do such 
graduate studies as appropriate.

Decide on nuclear plants to add 
3600 MWs and an implementation 
plan.  Critically this requires financing 
and ways and means to accomplish 
this must be considered.   Financing 
and the home country of the 
manufacturer are usually closely 
linked so a decision on these matters 
is critical.  Probably two types of 
plants may be considered to insure 
Bangladesh neutrality in this dividing 
world.

3.   In about five years one can target 
to commit to construction   of at least 
3600 MWs with the hope to have them 
on line by 2035, an ambitious target.  
This allows three years for general 
studies and feasibility studies and two 
years for financing.

4.  A major effort should be continued 
to train Bangladeshis to operate the 
Rooppur Reactor and power plant.  This 
is essential for the continued expansion 
of the nuclear power industry in 
Bangladesh.

5. Nuclear Engineering courses at 
the engineering universities should be 
expanded to train the needed staff for 
the industry.

Electricity:

In the discussion of fuels much of the 
issues in electricity are covered.  But 
there are three particular thoughts 
related to the electricity sector.

Capacity payments. There is a great 
deal of discussion of capacity payments 
with many suggesting that these are 
unnecessary.  First a simple analogy.  If 
you buy a house you cannot pay the 
builder for the days you live in it and not 
pay for the days you do not.  It is the 
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same with a power plant: I will not build 
you a plant and only take payment 
when you use it.  Capacity payments 
are a standard feature of most markets.

However, if you are making capacity 
payments to a power plant that plant 
must have the capacity to deliver when 
asked.  To give confidence to the public 
BPDB should publish the tests of ability 
to perform of all IPPs for which capacity 
payments are made.  These tests must 
be of quality generally accepted in 
the industry, the frequency should be 
something like twice a year.  Capacity 
payments are made only for the amount 
of demonstrate capacity that can be 
provided. Thus if a plant is supposed to 
produce 50 MWs but on testing it can 
only provide 35 MW then the capacity 
payment is restricted to 35 MWs.  

It is essential that all results be 
public.

There is one interesting case with the 
purchase from a large plant in India 
that is to sell electricity to Bangladesh.  
It is reported that there is a capacity 
payment for this plant.  The testing 
of the capacity should be done by 
an engineering company selected by 
BPDB, the Indian IPP pays for the tests, 
and preferably the testing firm should 
be done by a non-Indian engineering 
consultant.  The agreement must 
be clear that the plant is not selling 
electricity to any other customers; if so 
the capacity charge must be adjusted.  

2. Transmission lines:

The management of the transmission 
lines may be regularly reviewed to 
minimize losses.  This is essential to 
improve the quality of the electricity.  As 
Bangladesh increases its manufacturing 
sector quality electricity is essential.  
This is a continuing issue as the RMG 
sector installs more complex machinery 
but the power from the grid is of such 
quality that there is damage to the 

machines.  This can only be controlled 
through the transmission system.  Major 
improvements are needed.

3.  Distribution systems:  

There is substantial loss of energy in the 
distribution systems. Poorly maintained 
substations and transformers resulted in 
heat loss during the distribution process.  
There remain many illegal connections 
that should be disconnected.  Further, 
bill payment although much better is still 
troublesome.  

the electricity system receives large 
subsidies arising from high fuel costs,  
large capacity payments that may not 
be justified by the actual capacity, and 
losses reducing the amount of energy 
that can be sold.

Overview:

This paper has taken a broad overview 
of the issues that face the energy sector 
and opened up alternative approaches.   
The basic objective of the electricity 
system is to provide the society with 
the energy it needs.  A fast growing 
economy needs more and more quality 
energy at as low a cost as possible.  
Bangladesh’s electricity system faces 
major challenges made more difficult as 
the world struggles with the challenges 
of global warming.

The first major conclusion is that 
Bangladesh should go its own way in 
operating fossil fuel plans, reducing 
net emissions for electricity generation 
to zero by 2065.  This involves an 
accelerated exploration program for 
gas with primary emphasis on land 
potential.  Deep sea drilling depends 
on collection of a three-dimensional 
seismic survey without which there 
is limited hope for any successful 
operation.

The coal resources of the country 
should be exploited as rapidly as 

possible to fuel the approved coal 
fired power plants.  This is cheaper 
and if the gas exploration programs 
are unsuccessful then the cost of gas is 
going to be very high.  Cheap domestic 
coal is essential.

The second major conclusion is that 
with nighttime charging of vehicles 
as EVs take over and virtually 100% 
air-conditioning required due to rising 
temperatures and heat waves, the 
difference between night time demand 
and day time demand will decline [ we 
are likely to see manufacturing shift to 
more night shifts as it is hotter during the 
day.]  Such equality of demand suggests 
that the future needs first fossil fuel 
plants transitioning into nuclear plants. 

Seen this way solar energy has a 
fairly limited role as it is not available 
during the nighttime and storage 
is very expensive.  Nevertheless, 
development of solar energy is 
important if the gas availability is 
limited.  In those conditions the day 
time electricity can be supplied by 
coal and solar and at night oil and 
coal.  The solar in effect reduces 
use of expensive gas fired power. 
Eventually the nuclear power takes 
over with the solar available for 
peaking in the day time.   If storage 
becomes cheap enough then the solar 
stored or direct becomes the peaking 
source, but never the base loan.

The third major conclusion is that 
emphasis in the electricity sector should 
be on transmission [to improve quality] 
and distribution [to reduce loss].  This 
is important to reduce the losses and 
lower electricity costs and improve 
security of the electricity system.

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

The writer of this article is a noted 
economist and a former and the first 
President of the AmCham Bangladesh
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Development Context

Bangladesh has demonstrated 
remarkable development 
performanceover the past 

few decades, with consistent 
growth averaging 6% a year 
since 2000 onwards.Robust 
macroeconomic management, 
exceptionalachievements in poverty 
reduction and sustained human 
development has helped the country 
attain the World Bank’s‘lower-middle 
income status’ in 20151, and secure 
the United Nations Committee 
for Development Policy(UNCDP) 
recommendation for graduating 
into a ‘developing country’ in 2026.
Building on these impressive records, 
Bangladesh has laid out its grand 
vision to become a ‘High-Income 
Country’ by 2041, while being 
firmly committed to the realisation 
of Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) by 2030.
1 https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/
bangladesh/overview

Criticality of Port-led Integrated 
and Diverse Logistics Network 
for Bangladesh’s Development 

Masrur Reaz PhD and  Hasnat Alam

Bangladesh’s stellar 
development so far 
has primarily been 
export-led. Over the 
years, Bangladesh 
became an important 
player in the global 
textile and ready-
made garments value 
chain—Exports from 
Bangladesh have 
recorded an annual 
average growth of 
about 10.25 per 
cent since 20012 
while employment 
in the textile and 
ready-made garment 

sector grew 11 percent a year 
between 2003 and 2010, outpacing 
all other nonagricultural sectors3. 
Countries that are generally open 
to international trade tend to grow 
faster, improve productivity, and 
provide higher income to their 
people, as trade presents new 
opportunities and opens up markets. 
Integrating with the world economy 
and high share of manufactured 
goods in exports has thus helped 
propel growth and created millions 
of jobs. 

Need for boosting export 
competitiveness

While having a sizeable domestic 
market, the US$28.5 trillion4 
2 Export Performance of Bangladesh during the 
Pandemic: the Impact of Export Concentration 
(2022), Bangladesh Bank
3 Moving Forward: Connectivity and Logistics 
to Sustain Bangladesh’s Success, World Bank 
2021
4 https://unctad.org/news/global-trade-hits-
record-high-285-trillion-2021-likely-be-
subdued-2022

global trade market presents 
tremendous opportunity for 
Bangladesh’s export sector to scale 
up—throughsignificant increase 
in Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) 
and private investment in diverse, 
complex and higher-value-added 
products—and break into new 
markets to create rapid employment 
and sustain the growth momentum. 
Bangladesh hadsome success in 
broadening its customer base in 
order to manage risk and adapt to 
changing demand patterns. However, 
itremains challengingto diversify into 
higher-value added products and 
tap into other large and emerging 
markets, particularly in the East. 
Overconcentration on and within 
the Ready-Made Garment (RMG) 
sector on afew types of low-value 
added products is starting to yield 
diminishing benefits. Since 2010, 
annual employment growth in textile 
and RMG hasslowed down to 1.5 
percent on average5, with the RMG 
sector witnessing only 1.1 percent 
jobs growth over the period 2015-
20206. Rising wage demands, 
pressure on logistics, intensifying 
global competition grounded on 
increasingly efficient automation 
and structural shift in demand of 
advanced economies— away from 
fast fashion to high-quality, durable 
5 “Since 2010 average annual employment 
growth in textile and ready-made garment 
sector has dropped to only 1.5 percent, and 
the rest of the economy has not been able 
to pick up the slack.”- Moving Forward: 
Connectivity and Logistics to Sustain 
Bangladesh’s Success, World Bank 2021
6 “total number of workers employed in the 
RMG sector increased to 4.22 million (1.72 
million male and 2.50 million female) in 2020 
from 4 million in 2015” -Asian Centre for 
Development (ACD)
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products at a premium— has put 
significant competitive pressure on 
Bangladeshi producers and stand 

as a major barrier to Bangladesh’s 
future export sustainability in major 
markets in the long-term. 

The progress of Vietnam’s Preferential 
Trade Agreement (PTA) with the 
European Union (EU) will create 
further competition for Bangladesh’s 
export share into the region. Among 
US apparel importers, Vietnam 

has outpaced Bangladesh’s RMG 
industry for some time. In 2020, 
Vietnamese apparel imports into 
the US were worth 2.5 times to 
those imported from Bangladesh, 
according to a McKinsey report7. 
Bangladesh has shown great 
persistence in its recovery from the 
Covid-19 pandemic riding on RMG 
exports,and Bangladesh has the 
opportunity to take advantage of 
China’s shift away from garments, 
despite Vietnam turning to be 
7 https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/retail/
our-insights/whats-next-for-bangladeshs-
garment-industry-after-a-decade-of-growth

the biggest winner so far. While 
the recent German Supply Chain 
Act (GSCA) is well intentioned, 

itmay also have implications on 
Bangladesh’s RMG export potential. 
The law requiresthese companies 
to identify, assess, prevent and 
address human rights issues and 
environmental abuses within their 
own, direct and indirect suppliers’ 
operations, irrespective of its 
location. This will add pressure on 
Bangladesh manufacturers in times 

of competitiveness challenges, to 
further have more due diligence in 
terms of environmental impact and 
adherence towards better working 
conditions for workers.     

Bangladesh’s need for greater 
competitiveness

Bangladesh’s next phase of growth 
calls for rapid improvement 
intrade competitiveness as the 
country’s advantage based on 
low wage is gradually eroding. 
Bangladesh is ranked 105th in 

the Global Competitiveness 
Index 20198that clearly denotes 
improvement opportunities in 
logistics &infrastructure,innovation 
and businessdynamism. In the World 
Bank’s Trading Across Borders 
Indicator index, which has now been 
discontinued,Bangladesh last ranked 
176 in comparison to South Asian 
regional average of109. Bangladesh 
has some catching up to do to be 
on par withother coastal countries in 
Asia, as also captured in the World 
Bank’s Logistics Performance Index.
This goes to show that Bangladesh’s 
strong export performance over 
the years could have been higher, 
had it been able to address the 
domestic infrastructure needs. While 
innovation at different stages of the 
value chain is crucial to increase 
productivity and remain competitive, 
there is a substantial need for 
supporting infrastructure for trade 
to thrive. Attaining ‘higher income’ 
status in line with Bangladesh’s 
Vision 2041 will require significant 
development of facilitative trade 

infrastructure to enhance its 
connectivity to the international 
markets and secure greater 
integration into the Global Value 
Chain (GVC). 

Role of modern ports and 
logistics

International trade has a positive 
effect across a variety of channels 
that includes fostering productivity 
growthand exposure to high quality 
8 India and Vietnam ranked at 68th and 67th, 
Indonesia 50th, China and Malaysia placed 
much higher 28th and 27th respectively
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Figure 1: Bangladesh’s export performance in recent years

Table 1: Bangladesh’s current state of logistics and trade competitiveness, as laid out in different indexes
Key Indicators Bangladesh Vietnam India

Trading across Borders (rank) 176 104 68

Time to export- border and documentary compliance (hours) 315 105 64

Cost to export (USD) 633 429 270

Time to import (Hours) 360 132 85

Cost to import (USD) 1270 556 366

Enabling Trade Index (Rank) 123 73 102

Trade Freedom (Rank) 2022 125 52 90

Trade Openness 2020 30.52% 208% 37.87%
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products, services and processes 
that leads to higher proliferation of 
technical capacity over time. Trade 
openness has undoubtedly instigated 
greater prosperity, but the ability of 
a country to utilize this to usher in 
economic growth is contingent on 
the country’s logistics performance 
and supporting infrastructure.

A country’s port and logistics 
performance play a vital role in 
transportation of goods locally and 
to the global economy, enabling a 
country to access thebenefits that 
trade has to offer. According to 
the World Bank, more than four-
fifth of global merchandise trade 
by volume are carried by sea, and 
approximately 35% of total volumes 
and over 60% of commercial value 
is shipped in containers. Efficient 
management of containers is thus 
integral to trade and connectivity. 
The role of ports is not limited 
to cargo handling as ports have 
evolved over time into logistic 
integrators9. It includes the provision 
ofvalue-added logistics serviceswhich 
enables reduction in cost, time 
and complexity in accomplishing 
import and export activities10. 
Through the use of advanced 
technologiesenabling efficient 
service delivery, the competitiveness 
of the port can be enhanced 
tofacilitate better trade and logistics 
performance.

The delivery of diverse logistics 
performance is driven by the quality 
of supporting infrastructure such as 
road, rail and ports. Better regional 
connectivity, hinterland condition and 
port accessibility improve a port’s 
competitivenessfurther and helps 
develop a pro-business environment 
and transport efficiency which 
enables economic growth. 

A well connected and efficient port 
system with enhanced logistical 
9 UNCTAD study
10  “Logistics performance refers to cost, time, 
and complexity in accomplishing import and 
export activities” -Hausman WH, Lee HL, 
Subramanian U (2013) The impact of logistics 
performance on trade. Prod Oper Manag 
22(2): 236–252

abilities is a key determinant of FDI 
into a country11, and can serve as 
a catalyst for regional economic 
development through building 

up ecosystems, attracting foreign 
investments in productive sectors and 
fostering productivity and economies 
of scale, as opposed to disorganized 
development routes. Inefficient ports 
hinder the attainment of national 
and international trade potential and 
adversely affect growth by imposing 
an extra cost in terms of time as 
well as money12.The pandemic has 
brought to the fore the pivotal role 
port performance plays in the timely 
supply of goods to countries and 
their populace. The adverse impact 
of the pandemic on key global 
gateways and its associated supply 
chains are matters of concern and 
are continuing to cause supply delays 
and shortage of goods, leading 
to higher prices and negatively 
impacting the financial situation of 
11 Panayides PM, Parola F, Lam JSL (2015) The 
effect of institutional factors on public–private 
partnership success in ports. Transp Res A 
Policy Pract 71:110–127
12 Korinek J, Sourdin P (2011) To what extent 
are high-quality logistics services trade 
facilitating?, OECD Trade Policy Papers, No. 
108. OECD publishing, Paris

many countries.   

Bangladesh’s state of port and 

logistics

Logistics is one of the main drivers 
of global trade competitiveness, 
export growth and diversification. In 
Bangladesh, high economic costs 
are accrued due to its congested 
transportation system and nascent 
logistics ecosystem. Logistics costs 
in Bangladesh are high in most 
sectors,up to47.9 percent of sales 
in the case of horticulture13.  Road 
transport cost is higher than most 
developing and developed countries 
and represents a high share of direct 
logistics cost. Inventory carrying 
costs make up a significant share of 
indirect costs. According to a recent 
study, average speed of trucks on 
the highways is about 19 kilometers 
an hour, less than half of what it 
would have been under uncongested 
conditions. The road congestion 
is also estimated to erode away 
more than 5% of GDP due to work 

13 Moving Forward: Connectivity and Logistics 
to Sustain Bangladesh’s Success, World Bank 
2021
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hour loss, additional fuel required, 
lower export competitiveness, 
environmental impact, etc.
Bangladesh has the opportunity 
to reduce logistics cost by at least 
7–35 percent, depending on the 
sector, if congested conditions were 
addressed.

That Bangladesh’s nascent trade 
logistics infrastructure has further 
room for improvement is reflected 
in the Logistics Performance Index 
(LPI). The LPI is an interactive 
benchmarking tool created by the 
World Bank to help countries identify 
the challenges and opportunities 
they face in their performance on 
trade logistics and what they can 
do to improve their performance. 
Bangladesh is ranked 100 overall 
with a score 2.58, while comparable 
countries score higher on the scale:  
India (44, 3.18), Indonesia (46, 
3.16), Philippines (60, 2.90) and 
Vietnam (39, 3.27). On the customs 
front, Bangladesh is ranked 121st 

and 102nd in logistics quality and 
competence. On Infrastructure, 
Bangladesh is ranked 100, much 
lower than India (52), Vietnam (41) 
and Indonesia (54). 

Enhancing ports capacity and 
efficiency, on the other hand, has 
an integral role to play to boost 
Bangladesh’s trade competitiveness 
and facilitate Bangladesh’s expected 
growth in trade, through better and 

efficient logistics service delivery and 
management of containers supported 
by advanced technologies. In a 
recent Container Port Performance 
Index (CPPI) by the World Bank and 

S&P Global Market Intelligence, 
Chattogram Port ranked 341 out of 
370 ports analyzed, indicating room 
for significant modernization and 
capacity increase14.The CPPI is based 
on the time elapsed between when a 
ship reaches a port to its departure 
from berth having exchanged its 
cargo, also known as total port 
hours per ship call, considering the 
workload and ship sizes.

That said, it is also evident that the 
authorities are making efforts to 
deal with the increasing trade cargo 
pressure. There was a significant 
increase in port traffic over the years 
despitemarginal increase in port 
facilities.  In 2021, Chattogram port 
handled 3.2 million TEUs, registering 
a 13% growth compared to 2020. 
Even during the pandemic, demand 
for Chattogramport has continued 
to be strong, as container growth 
and vessel growth of around 3.1 
and 9.72 percent respectively kept 
the ports occupied at full capacity.
Port service level, however, continues 
to be challenged and shows 
that there is room for betterport 
performancethrough expansion of 
the port facilities and use of modern 
technologies and value-added 
services to further increase port 
efficiency and logistics performance. 

Way Forward: 

Improving Bangladesh’s trade 
infrastructure and logistics would 

not only enable it to increase its 
global market share in garments 
and textiles, but also diversify into 

14 Container port performance index 
2021- World Bank and S&P Global Market 
Intelligence

new markets and sectors, boosting 
the countries’ trade and investment 
competitiveness15.Improved 
infrastructure is estimated to have a 
potential impact of USD 35.5 billion 
for Bangladesh by 2030 according 
to a UNESCAP study.

This calls for the development of 
integrated logistics comprising world-
class ports, roads, storages, and 
transportationsupported by the state-
of-the-art technology for extremely 
competitive turnaround and 
clearance time as a strong statement 
of intent for the successful attainment 
of Vision 2041. Recognizing the need 
to upgrade its ports with better and 
more modern facilities and increased 
handling capacity to support the 
expected growth in trade, enabled 
by the best technologies available, 
GoB has taken some bold and timely 
steps such as the Matarbari port 
project and the Bay Terminal project 
in Chattogram. The Government 
has identified Chattogram Port as 
a key international gateway that is 
critical both to the functioning of the 
transport system, and the economic 
success of the country.In order for 
Chattogram port to continue to be 
able to handle exports demand, 
timely implementation of additional 
port capacity and improving port 
efficiency will be crucial to cope with 
volume growth and avoid congestion 
and long waiting time. Critical 
projects like the Bay Terminal project, 
involving world class port operators 

15 “Herrera Dappe, Matías; Kunaka, 
Charles; Lebrand, Mathilde; Weisskopf, 
Nora. 2019. Moving Forward : Connectivity 
and Logistics to Sustain Bangladesh’s 
Success. International Development in 
Focus;. Washington, DC: World Bank. 
© World Bank. https://openknowledge.
worldbank.org/handle/10986/32597

Table 2: Bangladesh’s position among comparator countries in Logistics Performance Index (LPI)

Country Ranking Score Customs Infrastructure
International 
Shipments

Logistics com-
petence

Timeliness

Bangladesh 100 2.6 2.33 2.36 2.66 2.56 2.97
India 42 3.22 2.97 3.01 3.24 3.18 3.57

Indonesia 51 3.08 2.69 2.81 3.08 3.07 3.59
Vietnam 45 3.16 2.86 2.92 3.15 3.17 3.6

Singapore 5 4.05 4 4.14 3.72 4.08 4.34
Philippines 64 2.91 2.62 2.67 3.2 2.8 3.11



like Singapore’s PSA, will enable 
Chattogram port to leapfrog and 
attain its goal to become a world 
class port to support Bangladesh’s 
expected trade growth. 

The Bay Terminal, capable of 
supporting domestic cargo as well 
as enable passage of regional cargo 
in the Bay of Bengal area, can help 
increase Chattogramport’s handling 
capacity from current 3.2 million 
Twenty-foot Equivalent Units (TEUs), 
taking it close to the expected 5.6 
million TEU containers by the year 
2036, as forecasted in the Strategic 
Master Plan. Well-positioned to 
handle larger vessels of about5,000 
TEUs, the Bay Terminal will be 
transformational for Bangladesh, 
if supported by necessary road, 
rail, inland waterway, and storage/

warehousing infrastructure linking 
it to the commercial hubs and 
cargo hinterland in the country. This 
will enable multimodal solutions, 
enhance competitiveness and ensure 
full use of its potential. 

The Strategic Master Plan of 
Chittagong Portrecognizes the 
need for corresponding expansion 
of the hinterland links, in tandem 
with port infrastructure to cater to 
the projected trade growth, and 
calls for coordinated planning and 
implementation among road, rail, 
waterways and cargo handling 
operations in order to create 
sufficient infrastructure capacity16. 
It is thus paramount that port 
16 https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/
project-document/183636/45078-001-tacr-
01-exec-summary_0.pdf

development is also accompanied 
with timely modernization of roads 
and railway connectivity. Creating 
an efficient and sustainable port 
and logistics ecosystem will require 
each component in the supply chain 
to be optimized. A holistic whole-
of-government approach is needed 
in the form of greater coordination 
among relevant ministries, 
authorities and the private sector, 
increasing the effective capacity 
of core and supporting infrastructure 
and removing distortions in 
logistics service markets.

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

Masrur Reaz is Chairman, Policy 
Exchange and Hasnat Alam is an 
Economist 
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Bangladesh, a country nestled 
within South-East Asia, has 
been a significant contributor 

to the entire global apparel sector. 
Right after it foundindependence in 

TRANSFORMATION OF BANGLADESH
THE APPAREL SECTOR OVER THE 
LAST FIFTY YEARS

Engr. Kutubuddin Ahmed

1971, the country saw foreign clients 
interested in starting a garment-
manufacturing hub. The country 
became busy trying to make an 
impact on the world– and it has 
done so quite impressively. Currently, 
with a proud “Made in Bangladesh” 
branding, the country finds itself in the 
top three apparel exporting countries 
in the world with a continuous incline 
despite numerous hurdles it has been 
through. With a strong and regimented 
labor force, relentless effort of the 
entrepreneurs,maintainingtimely quality 
supplies, and great client relationships, 
Bangladesh plans to move even further 
in the realm of apparel sector.

The Story Behind Today

Immediately after earning 
independence in 1971, Bangladesh 
was a war-torn country with immense 

possibility of development. Needless 
to say, at that time, the RMG sector 
was not considered to be a potential 
export contributor, and ‘Made in 
Bangladesh’ was still a dream to be 
achieved. But surprisingly, our RMG 
export started right after the birth 
of our country. Let’s talk about the 
challenges faced decade-wise1, as 
well as the necessary steps taken to 
eradicate those.

In 1978, Reaz Garments Ltd2, with 
its pre-independence experience of 
15 years, started its export journey 
to France. This went down in the 
history of Bangladesh’s export 
economy as the first direct apparel 
export. Soon afterwards, Desh 
Garments Ltd. became the first 
1 BGMEA Data
2 https://www.tbsnews.net/feature/panorama/
reazuddin-tailor-who-became-first-rmg-
exporter-bangladesh-196057
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100% export-oriented company in 
1979, having partnership with a 
Korean company named “Daewoo 
Corporation”. Around 140 people 
were sent to South Korea for further 
training. Before talking about the 
next decades, we should have a 
holistic idea of how large the industry 
has become now. Starting with only 

2 functional factories at the end of 
the 70s, today we have more than 
4700 factories (with 3200+ active) 
in Bangladesh (please refer to the 
following graph in this regard). That 
is an unprecedented leap and was 
unimaginable for anyone in this 
country back in the early eighties.

The 80s kicked off with the 
privatization policies taking place. 
A good number of thepreviously-
mentioned 140 people who got 
trained in Korea opened up their 
own garment factories at one point. 
The early eighties were met with 
a revolution with back-to-back 
LC being allowed for much easier 
imports and exports. The Utilization 
Declaration (UD) was a change-
maker in the form of policies as it 
allowed factories not to only import 
duty-free products but also do it 
much more easily and efficiently. 
This gave them access to bonded 
warehouses and ease of custom 
processes in borders and airports. 
They had strict measures to claim 
this only for export materials so no 
one could take advantage and sell 
products within the country.During 
this period, credit scheme was also 
introduced. But the infrastructure of 
the industry got hit by the infamous 

1988 flood when the port itself 
and the leading roads to port were 
all inundated. Yet, with the help 
of government and air force, the 
orders were dispatched to keep the 
commitment to the buyers, which 
deeply impressed them. This, in turn, 
resulted in more orders from the 
buyers. 

In the early 90s, the compliance 
aspects came to light, especially the 
minimum-wage issue. As around the 
first half of the 90s, the USA initiated 
child-labor ban, which resulted in 
prohibition on importing from those 
countries where child-labor was 
still prevailing. Bangladesh began 
eradicating child labor, rehabilitating 
via free education. Hence, 
Bangladesh continued to receive 
uninterrupted orders from buyers. 
Different kinds of benefits, overtime, 
occupational safety, etc. issues were 
addressed. The compliant factories 
were slowly being shifted outside the 
capital.

A tense situation continued 
throughout the nineties up to the 
year 2004 due to the impending 
termination of MFA (Multi-Fiber 
Arrangement) quota, which had 
previously allowed us certain 
definite quantity to be exported from 
Bangladesh in different categories to 
the USA. 

In the 2000s, this MFA quota 
problem was solved using a unique 
solution. Factories started volume-
based production with bigger, 
compliant factories resulting in less 
marginal costs and higher efficiency. 

Economies of scale, higher dollar 
rate, better compliant industries 
and strong customer & buyer 
relationship helped us insalvaging 
the situation. Buyers’ confidence 
also got increased and now they 
started to initiate further interaction. 
Nearing the end of this decade, 
world recession (2008) hit, and the 
government had to counter that with 
stimulus packages to try new markets 
outside the USA and offered export 
incentives as well as reduced license 
fee for generators. The industry 
soon entered the golden period and 
the employment in Ready-Made 
Garments (RMG) sector saw a steep 
rise.

Amidst all upheaval, Bangladesh’s 
apparel industry has continued to 
make great strides. During the Rana 
Plaza incident in 2013 the sector 
came to a standstill not knowing 
what the future might look like, but 
Bangladeshi entrepreneurs took to 
the challenge and made vital reforms 
with the help of international buyers. 
With the work of the Bangladesh 
Accord and US-based Alliance in 
place, the country now has one 
of the safest environments among 
RMG manufacturers around the 
world. As of July 2022, Bangladesh 
now has 165 green factories3 with 
the US Green Building Council’s 
(USGBC) Leadership in Energy 
and Environmental Design (LEED) 
certification, which is the highest 
number in the world for any country. 
According to Bangladesh Garment 
Manufacturers and Exporters 
Association (BGMEA), there are 50 
platinum, 101 gold, 10 silver and 
another 4 LEED-certified factory 
buildings that make up this number, 
with around 500 more factories in 
process for LEED accreditation. 

The next big challenge Bangladesh 
faced was the Covid-19 pandemic. 
During the early stages of the 
pandemic Bangladesh’s apparel 
industry went through turmoil. The 
export growth that the country 
3 https://www.textiletoday.com.bd/
bangladeshs-leed-certified-green-factory-
jumps-165/
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Challenges: Today & Tomorrow

As we continue our stride in 
changing the perception of branding 
Bangladesh in western economies, 
the struggle continues. Whilst 
everyone was set to revert back from 
the pandemic crisis, the Ukraine-
Russia war started. The ongoing war 
has had a widespread effect on the 
world economy and the problems 
arising from it are manyfold. The 
rising fuel prices have already added 
to the freight charges resulting 
in a rise of 300-400%, which is 
a key component of the apparel 
production overhead. Global supply 
chain has not returned to pre-
pandemic status, adding more to the 
soaring price of raw material. At a 
time when manufacturing cost is ever 
high, the two biggest destinations 
of Bangladesh’s RMG- the EU 
and the USA- are facing record 
inflation. With high commodity 

prices and lower purchasing power, 
it is expected that consumers will 
spend additional money on clothing 
items. Retailing giant brands have 
announced to cut down clothing 
prices reflecting the backlog of 
inventories. Our neighboring 
competitor India has seen a drop of 
15-20% in export orders of garments 
and home textiles from the US and 
Europe as businesses have slowed 
down.

In a situation like this, some of 
the western buyers have started 
cancelling orders, with most of 
them asking for deferred shipments. 
Although the unit cost of products is 
now higher compared to previous 

years, buyers are also incentivizing 
lower prices.Again, the prince 
of cotton- which is the basic raw 
material for the apparel sector- has 
shown significant rise, nearly around 
200%. Factories in Bangladesh, 
known for the most affordable prices 
in RMG manufacturing around the 
world, cannot continue to bear the 
brunt of such pressure for long.The 
country is also targeted to graduate 
to a lower middle-income country 
by 2026; with apparel exports 
accounting for 84% of the total 
export earnings, it is mandatory that 
the sector does not lose momentum 
in between.

It is also high time for Bangladeshi 
stakeholders to take preparations 
for beyond 2026. When the country 
graduates from Least Developed 
Country (LDC) status, it will lose 
duty-free and quota-free (DFQF) 
market access to RMG’s main 

export destination which is Europe. 
Currently the EU market along 
with the UK holds for 60% of 
Bangladesh’s apparel exports. This 
is now the core concern of the LDC 
graduation aftermath as Bangladeshi 
products remain in serious danger 
of losing competitiveness in terms of 
pricing. To overcome this situation, 
our official strategy should be 
to get Generalized Scheme of 
Preferences Plus (GSP+) facility from 
the European market. GSP+ will 
give the developing countries like 
ours a special incentive to pursue 
sustainable development and good 
governance.

EMPLOYMENT IN RMG SECTOR
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enjoyed for the previous ten years 
started to take a downward turn. 
Social distancing measures were 
put into place all over the world 
and people were restricted from free 
movement. The consequent events 
led to a drop in garment sales. 
According to a report by McKinsey 
& Company the global apparel 
sales went down 15-30% in 2020 
compared to 2019. Bangladesh’s 
apparel export in 2019-2020 
shrank from 34.13 billion USD in 
2018-2019 to 27.94 billion USD. 
Domestic producers also suffered a 
market loss of BDT 20-25 thousand 
crore as there were no substantial 
sales during national festivals at the 
heart of the pandemic period.

To fight the troubling period, the 
Bangladesh government announced 
a stimulus package of BDT 5,000 
crore for export-oriented industries 
where the money was disbursed in 
form of salaries for the workforce. 
Additionally, BDT 30,000 crore was 
available at a reduced interest rate 
of 4.5% for all industries/enterprises 
including apparel sector as stimulus 
package. Even so, more than 
300,000 garment workers lost their 
jobs. It became a great challenge 
for the government and the garment 
owners to guarantee the health 
and safety of the active workforce. 
Our government has successfully 
and efficiently carried out Covid-19 
vaccination to inoculate the whole 
workforce including the apparel 
sector so that the industry would 
remain steadfast in its operation.

In the first half of 2021, Bangladesh’s 
economy started showing signs of 
recovery with an increase in exports. 
Despite the lingering effect of the 
global lockdown, Bangladesh 
achieved a new record in apparel 
export in the 2021 calendar year. In 
2021, the country’s apparel export 
was 35.81 billion USD, more than 
the previous record of 33.07 billion 
USD in 2019. As we see from the 
following figure of fiscal years, the 
upward trend continued even in 
2022.
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The apparel industry commonly 
uses four types of utilities: electricity, 
water, steam, and compressed air. 
Currently, our main problem includes 
the instability and unsatisfactory 
quality of electricity. Recent energy 
crises have led this problem to 
deepen. Generators also require 
diesel or natural gas, both of which 
come very costly. We are already in 
shortage of natural gas which has 
worsened the situation.   

The United States of America and 
Europe have always been the biggest 
customers of apparel exports for 
Bangladesh. However, their markets 
have recently shown instability due 
to the Covid-19 pandemic& Russia-
Ukraine conflict where many buyers 
have failed to make payments on 
time, take shipments, and even 
demanded deferral payments. 
Buyers have also been unwilling 
to take orders as citizens of those 
regions have shifted their focus 
more on necessary goods like 
food and shelter. Bangladesh only 
exports about 12% to Asian markets, 
whereas there is a huge potential to 
grow.

It is important that Bangladesh 
looks for new markets4 where it can 
expand its relations, especially in 
the cases mentioned above. The 
easiest marketsare the neighboring 
ones: Asian countries of Japan, 
China, South Korea, India, Malaysia, 
Thailand, and Indonesia. These 
countries have a growing demand 
for apparel and invest a lot in new 
fashion. With populous locations, 
growing and developed economies, 
these countries have willing buyers 
who are always in need of apparel 
with new design. Along with them, 
the countries of the Middle East 
could be potential customers to 
explore.The countries of Oceania 
(especially Australia and New 
Zealand), Russia, and Latin America 
are also great options to expand the 
horizon.

4 https://archive.dhakatribune.
com/business/2017/08/24/export-
bangladesh-yet-fully-tap-asian-markets

BGMEA is continuously trying to 
improve Bangladesh’s apparel 
sector: new ideas and projects 
are great ways to do that. The 
organization is currently working 

on making a ‘Center of 
Innovation’, which will aim to bring 
creative and advanced design tools 
for everyone’s access. This will 
help improve the garment sector 
by making them more efficient and 
greener with advanced technologies 
and procedures. Along with that, 
more and more attention is now 
being given to research and 
development: having cleaner and 
better clothing is becoming easier. 
The apparel being produced 
now has a much higher product 
diversity with jackets, suits, lingerie, 
athleisure, wrinkle-free clothing, 
etc. The diversification happened 
naturally due to rising demand. This 
means more research and further 
technological developments will truly 
benefit the nation. With a central 
R&D hub5 which will continuously 
focus on developing products, 
bringing new ideas and approaches, 
the country can benefit and stand out 
in the ever-growing competition.

Bangladesh’s biggest competitor 
currentlyis Vietnam which is 
becoming better and better with 
its capacity to produce high-value 
items with innovative technologies 

5 https://www.textiletoday.com.bd/
establishing-research-and-development-
department-in-rmg-manufacturing-units/

and methods. As far as workforce 
is concerned, Vietnam is much 
more ahead than Bangladesh. 
Our country should address this 
issue by imparting training to our 

own workforce on a regular 
basis. However, Bangladesh is 
improving dramatically and is 
now moving towards higher tier 
products with high-value goods. 
The transcontinental country 
ofTurkey (presently, rebranded as 
Türkiye6) is an example of providing 
a total solution which includes 
manufacturing high-value apparels 
as well as offering the buyers 
incredibly quick feedback and top-
notch designs. Bangladesh is looking 
forward to offering similar services in 
near future.

Going Forward

In the following decade, the industry 
needs to be ready for diversification 
in more than one aspect. The buyers 
must be approached with a portfolio 
of products offering varying levels 
of value. Also, our apparel sector 
should take strong initiative to cater 
big brands with quality and brand-
new products so that their sales can 
be in comfort zone. 

While producing high-end 
products the apparel sector 
will require reforms in the way 
business is currently performed. 

6 https://www.bbc.com/news/world-
europe-61671913
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It will be necessary to adopt the 
manufacturing processes to support 
quick product lines that are able 
to yield smaller quantities of goods 
without sacrificing quality. To do 
so, RMG producers need to invest 
in product development and newer 
technology.

Of the total garments produced 
in the world, more than 70% are 
made from man-made fiber (MMF); 
whereas 74% of Bangladesh’s 
garment export is made from cotton 
fiber. As cotton price has rocketed 
high, we should shift our focus to 
MMF to produce affordable apparel 
for the consumers in Europe and the 
USA. 

Bangladesh must keep a keen 
eye on the accelerated speed 
of technological adaptation in 
the apparel industry. The fourth 
industrial revolution will have a 
multidimensional effect on the 
sector. It will provide opportunities 
to develop significantly in terms 
of efficiency, productivity, and 
compliance. It will also put the 
role of unskilled labor at risk, as 
manufacturing in the RMG sector 
involves technological complexities 
that require only basic skills. Focus 
on advanced training, especially for 
female workers who will remain at a 
disadvantage due to lack of technical 
expertise, will help the industry as 
a whole to move towards a more 
sustainable, compliant, and value-
added production.

We have a lot of scope to increase 
the efficiency of port for handling 
cargo and transportation issue. 
Government should take necessary 
measures to make the port cost-
effective in comparison to the rest of 
the world. Port demurrage, shipping 

line demurrage and port charges can 
be reduced to become competitive. 
Besides, Railway transport needs to 
be more popularized. The overall 
system needs to faster & more 
affordable; frequency of trains and 
number of compartments should be 
increased.

Last but not the least, the success 
stories of Bangladesh must be told 
over and over again to the world 
with proper branding. Having the 
highest number of LEED-certified 
factories7 as well as 40 out of 
100 top-tier plants8 in the world 
in one single country is something 
to be proud of. After four decades 
of continuous development, this 
sector has transformed to be one 
of the safest and most efficient 
business environments. Now, the 
brands and the retailers from every 
corner of the world have put their 
trust inour apparel sector. Whatever 
the challenge may be, each time 
Bangladesh has come on top 
through the collective effort of its 

8 Data: BGMEA

people who have persevered and 
worked endlessly to uphold the 
name of their country on the world 
stage. This journey of constant 
development is what the brand of 
Bangladesh (“Made in Bangladesh”) 
should be known for and actively 
promoted by Bangladeshi 
stakeholders.  
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We have been celebrating the 
phenomenal growth and 
development Bangladesh 

has achieved over the last five 
decades. As the country marches 
towards achieving middle-income 
status, and aspires to face the world 
with its talents, heritage and unique 
value propositions, it is essential to ask 
two questions: 

a) How prepared are we in building 
and nurturing a knowledge-
economy? and

b) Where does creation and 
nurturing of a knowledge-based 
society stand in our national 
priority?

What does building a knowledge 
economy entail? And what do we 
really understand by a knowledge-
based society?

Let us delve into the definitions for 
better clarity:

A knowledgeless march 
towards “prosperity”?

Mahrukh Mohiuddin

According to Investopedia.
com: “The knowledge economy 
is a system of consumption 
and production that is based 
on intellectual capital. In particular, 
it refers to the ability to capitalize 
on scientific discoveries and 
applied research. The knowledge 
economy represents a large 
share of the activity in most 
highly developed economies. In a 
knowledge economy, a significant 
component of value may consist 
of intangible assets such as the 
value of its workers› knowledge or 
intellectual property.”[i]

While this may be a far-out 
destination from where we currently 
are in terms of building capacity 
towards capitalizing “scientific 
discoveries and applied research”, 
and in building a formidable asset 
base of intangible value, we’d 
like to think that this will be the 
aspiration of our next generations 
who would lead Bangladesh 
with the necessary skill sets and 
entrepreneurship and take the 
country to the next level by the time 
Bangladesh celebrates its 100th 
anniversary.

As for the idea of building a 
knowledge-based society: this has 
been in the creative publishing 
discourse from the late 80s and 
early 90s. Eminent intellectuals 
of the country wrote extensively 
about the importance of the 
“reading society” that will form 
the foundation of a well-equipped 
generation who will lead the 
country with scientific knowledge, 
integrity and insight, mixed with 

compassion. “A reading society is 
where the culture of reading flows 
like an underlying current (অন্তঃশীলা 
তिটনী)” – wrote Publisher Emeritus 
Mohiuddin Ahmed in 1982 in his 
essay titled “Reading Society and 
Us”.[ii]

UNESCO believes that“knowledge 
societies are about capabilities 
to identify, produce, process, 
transform, disseminate and use 
information to build and apply 
knowledge for human development. 
They require an empowering 
social vision that encompasses 
plurality, inclusion, solidarity and 
participation. (Source: UNESCO 
2005b). The need for continuous 
learning is a general characteristic 
of the knowledge society and the 
capacity for each individual to 
learn throughout life is crucial.”[iii]

According to IGI-Global, an 
academic publisher based 
in the US: “A knowledge-
based society refers to the type 
of society that is needed to 
compete and succeed in the 
changing economic and political 
dynamics of the modern world. 
It refers to societies that are well 
educated, and who therefore 
rely on the knowledge of their 
citizens to drive the innovation, 
entrepreneurship and dynamism of 
that society’s economy. [iv]

Where do we stand?

While these ideas have been in 
the discourse for over a decade, 
we saw that this gained little 
traction in the state agenda, and 
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therefore relying on the knowledge 
of the “citizens to drive innovation, 
entrepreneurship and dynamism” 
is not something that was 
materialized. 

From the above definitions, it 
is also clear that the plight of 
a publishing industry, a crucial 
element of the knowledge 
ecosystem, would offer a fair 
reflection of where we stand in 
terms of achieving a knowledge-
based society, and in our path 
towards building a knowledge 
economy. The knowledge 
ecosystem is made up of everything 
that contributes to generating 
new knowledge that is applicable 
in our local context, starting 
from educational institutions and 
libraries, formal and informal 
communities, to government 
agencies assigned with the role of 
facilitating knowledge creation, 
to research organizations, policy 
makers, publishers and booksellers.

The robustness of a knowledge 
ecosystem is an indicator to a 
country’s commitment towards 
creating new local-based 
knowledge that can be applied 
in addressing local challenges 
in areas such as agriculture, 
business, climate response, 
education, politics, governance, 
social and cultural issues.If a 
country is committed to fomenting 
development from the ground 
up, and also promote sustainable 
and appropriate directions for the 
country’s specific needs, it would 
prioritize and provide incentives 
for the development of such 
knowledge and capacities in its 
academic spaces, and in all its 
key institutions. However, what 
we see in reality is sadly quite 
different.

In the absence of hard data, in 
the next section, I shall focus 
on experiential knowledge 
and observations based on 
manuscripts received at UPL, the 
major academic publishing house 
in Bangladesh, and business 

engagements that provide a view of 
the publishing industry as a part of 
the knowledge ecosystem.

Plight of research in our 
academia

We expect the best educational 

institutions to produce good 
quality research papers and thesis 
with critical engagement, sound 
methodology, original content, and 
proper citations. The instances are 
rare when we receive academic 
manuscripts that fulfil these criteria. 
It is with great pain and regret 
that we have to engage with PhD 
theses on significantly important 
topics from top public universities 
in the country that are plagues with 
plagiarized content, using poor or 
insufficient citations, and sometimes 
even the methodologies are flawed 
and inadequate, which also reflects 
on the guidance received for the 
theses. It should have been the job 
of the educational institution that 
awarded a PhD degree to make 
sure that the awardee deserves 
the degree, and to groom them 
to a level where a PhD is worth its 
weight. It was therefore inevitable 
that our top public universities fell 
lower down the rank every year. 
However, there is some hope with 
the renewed drive in these public 
universities to encourage research 
and publications, and hopefully this 
will foster some sound academic 
contributions in the coming years.

What do our academic and 
creative publishers publish?

Let me unequivocally declare at 
the very outset that academic 
or research-based publishing 
hardly stands as a viable business 
venture anywhere in the world, 

and Bangladesh is no different. 
Countries with a strong academic 
backbone and commitment have 
invested heavily on publication 
of critical research in science 
and social sciences to help their 
national policies and long-term 
planning. Research publications 
in these countries are produced 
from publishing houses that are 
affiliated with universities, and 
receive publication support from 
grants and scholarships. In our 
50 years of operating as an 
independent country, the country 
created little space for academic 
publishing that we can take pride 
in. Apart from Asiatic Society and 
Bangla Academy and to some 
degree the University of Dhaka 
and Rajshahi published books that 
remain as landmark works in the 
areas of humanities and social 
sciences. Even then, one cannot 
say that publications from these 
institutions followed a certain 
consistent book planning or policy 
that could benefit the academic 
society at large, and that the 
knowledge created would also 
trickle down to policy formation 
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or in contributing to setting the 
directions in state level decisions. It 
is no surprise that independent or 
university/institution-based research 
publications in Bangladesh hardly 
flourished in our malnourished 
academic atmosphere.

How do creative publishers 
survive?

If we look at the current book 
publishing trend by the major 
publishers in the country, we see 
that a large portion of creative 
publication consist of books with 
religious content, motivational 
books, books on sensational 
political topics that are mostly 
filled with opinionated content 
written with little regard to 
citing sources, books written or 
produced by people in power, 
books based on pirated or recycled 
content, and unauthorized low-
quality translations of bestselling 
international titles. Some 
academics also expressed their 
frustration that publishers generally 
prefer to omit references in 
academic publications, because it 
takes up printing space! Therefore, 
even if an academician, who is 
trying to publish his/her   work with 
integrity and with due respect to 
the sources that helped them build 
their work go unacknowledged. 
More importantly, a serious and 
discerning reader, who would 
have wanted to dig deeper into 
the background materials are 
deprived of such possibility. But 
for most independent publishers, 
who have to plough back their 
meagre returns into investing 
in another book with uncertain 
sales prospects, it is economies of 
production over social responsibility 
to nurture the culture of knowledge 
dissemination. And can you really 
blame them for their “editorial” 
choices?

Disappearance of small book-
shops

The row of bookstores in New 
Market and Aziz Super Market in 

Dhaka that showcased knowledge 
materials from across the world 
and also showcased literary and 
academic publications from 
Bangladesh in the 1980s and 90s 
have mostly turned into stationary 
shops or apparel outfits over the 
last two decades. Most of these 
shops were owned and managed 
by those who were book people 
who knew their products and they 
would introduce these books to a 
new generation of curious readers 
who wanted to stay up-to-date 
with their knowledge of history, 
philosophy, art, literature, economic 
theory or architecture. As for small 
bookshops in other major cities 
of the country or in the suburban 
areas, they have also faced the 
similar fate of only carrying trade 
books, stationary and other items 
that have better salability. The 
creative and academic book trade 
is now dominated by a few players 
who have cross-subsidized their 
businesses by heavily promoting 
and showcasing imported books 
that offer better profit margin or 
by securing government tenders 
through unscrupulous means.

Price of paper and our inter-
national competitiveness

One of the most difficult challenges 
that publishers in Bangladesh have 
been coping with for years is the 
unreasonably priced printing paper, 
especially the papers produced 
in the local market. In a country 
where books need to be priced at 
levels affordable for readers, the 
category of paper an established 
publishing house would want to 
use is heavily loaded with extra 
profit margin that our local paper 
producers are making by marking 
up their product by at least 60%. 
This is a benefit they enjoy by the 
duty imposed on imported paper, 
and ultimately the burden falls on 
the readers. The additional cost 
burden contributed by the price 
of paper is the paper merchant’s 
syndicate that often creates an 
artificial crisis of availability of 

the appropriate paper, and hence 
raising the cost even further. 
These are facts that have failed to 
draw the attention of any major 
economist or policy-maker in the 
country, probably because the 
publishing industry contributes little 
to GDP. It would be interesting to 
explore how this price factor is 
also affecting our competitiveness 
in the neighboring country, where 
book publishing has reached an 
enviable level of professionalism. 
What is being much talked about 
is the most recent phenomenon of 
alarming and uncontrolled soaring 
of paper price after the Ukraine war 
and devaluation of our currency.[v]

Market-share of “creative 
and academic” books

There is no data worthy of quoting 
on the size of the creative and 
academic book market. However, 
based on an anecdotal mention 
in 2021 by the then president 
of the erstwhile Academic and 
Creative Publishers’ Association of 
Bangladesh, the total size of the 
book market is anywhere between 
BDT 15 and 25 thousand crores, 
of which creative and academic 
publishing only consist of BDT 
500 crores, i.e. a meager 2.5% 
of the total publishing sector, 
which includes trade books 
(notebooks, guidebooks, and other 
supplementary textbooks that cater 
to schools and other competitive 
exams). An article on the crisis of 
the publishing sector calculates 
that this revenue amounts to about 
Tk. 28 per capita for a population 
of 18 crore.[vi]  This figure is 
sufficient to make any publisher 
feel worthless about a profession 
that they are giving their lives away 
to! It is completely understandable 
why a number of publishers have 
other businesses or sources of 
income that help them sustain their 
lives, and sometimes those are the 
sources that they use to subsidize 
their publishing business which is 
run more as a luxury or a tool to 
gain social capital and prestige.
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New found prospect with 
online and social media-
based book selling

While I have mostly highlighted 
the challenges and crises in the 
creative publishing sector, as part 

of the knowledge ecosystem, it is 
important to also recognize some 
silver-lining in the horizon. The 
social media spaces and the digital 
marketplace have already proven 
to be great avenues to disseminate 
knowledge content of all sorts. 
Democratization of media usage, 
however crowded and strewn with 
surveillance, is certainly a matter of 
hope, if used with prudence.

Dearth of readership 
development efforts

“Readers don’t emerge in a 
void; it requires initiative from 
the state and other institutions 
to create readers.”[vii] Readership 
development, promoting and 
enriching libraries, and providing 
support and subsidies to academic 
publishing is after all the state’s 
responsibility, and there are 
numerous examples across the 
world how reading and critical 
thinking are encouraged among 
young generations in the age 
of social media bombardment. 
Libraries used to play an important 

role for decades until the 1990s. 
The decline and near demise of 
libraries across the country, the 
nominal budget allocated and 
utilized for library development, 
and what books the surviving 

libraries showcase are indications 
of our national focus on this 
extremely important issue. It is 
time we turn libraries into modern 
and vibrant venues for knowledge 
sharing.

Brain-drain reinforced, and 
the newly forming fabric of 
the “educated class”: Our 
role as socially responsible 
entities

As we look around at families in 
our social network, the millennials, 
the Gen Z and needless to say, the 
Gen Alpha, without an exception, 
are preparing themselves to find 
their future somewhere in the 
western/developed world. Those 
who will remain are the children of 
the working class who are receiving 
subsidized education in public 
institutions or in madrassas. We are 
socially disconnected from them, 
and are generally unaware of their 
hopes, needs and aspirations. But 
it is this newly educated class that 
will form the fabric of our society 
in the coming years. They are also 

active participants or are exploited 
by the current political realities 
of scrambling for limited urban 
resources. It should be a matter 
of national priority to focus on 
their capacity development with a 
long-term national vision where 
they will be able to attain their full 
potential and play a positive role 
in rebuilding a state that mirrors 
their aspirations. I don’t think it 
is necessary to reemphasize the 
importance of a robust knowledge 
ecosystem in order to facilitate 
the grooming and blossoming of 
an enlightened generation 25-30 
years from today. We certainly want 
to celebrate a more enthusiastic 
centenary of Bangladesh in 2071.

..................................................
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Introduction

The onset of the Coronavirus 
pandemic at the beginning of 
the year 2020 has affected 

human civilization like no other 
since the Spanish Flu pandemic 
exactly a hundred years ago. Global 
trade ground to a halt, global travel 
all seized up, all places of public 
gathering closed for extended periods 
of time, small merchants and wage 
workers bore the brunt of living without 
any earnings and older people filled 
up hospitals and mortuaries faster than 
the systems could handle. 

In such a scenario of pan-global 
gloom and doom, one ray of hope 
has been the constant connectedness 
afforded by the internet – a crisscross 
web of digital networks enveloping 
the whole world. Despite restrictions 
on physical movements, proximity to 
others and in-person interactions the 

Stickiness of Digital Lifestyle: 
Pandemic Induced Accelerated 
Adoption to Stay or Revert

world did not collapse into cocoons 
of isolation because we had the 
internet.

Remote work, online meetings 
and online ordering enabled by 

the internet and a slew of apps 
together with AI-enabled routing 
for deliveries of food, medicine 
and personal effects at home kept 

the world chugging along through 
thousands of miles of cold plastic 
fibers frenetically moving digitals 
bits of information in a cyber-world 
seemingly unaffected by the agony 
and fear of an unseen microbe 

terrorizing human habitations on 
every continent far and wide.

In this paper we are going to delve 

Table 1

FINANCIAL INCLUSION FACTORS
PERCENTAGE OF THE POPULATION AGED  15+ THAT REPORTS OWNING OR USING EACH FINANCIAL PRODUCT OR SERVCE

HAS AN ACCOUNT WITH
A FINANCIAL INSTITUTION

PERCENTAGE OF WOMEN
WITH A CREDIT CARD

PERCENTAGE OF WOMEN
MAKING ONLINE TRANSACTIONS

PERCENTAGE OF MEN
MAKING ONLINE TRANSACTIONS

PERCENTAGE OF MEN
WITH A CREDIT CARD

HAS A
CREDIT CAED

HAS A MOBILE
MONEY ACCOUNT

MAKES ONLINE FURCHASES
AND / OR PAYS BILLS ONLINE

50.0%

0% 0.4% 2.8% 4.3%

0.2% 21.2% 3.5%

Habibullah N Karim Mobashwira Urmi Fahmid Shahriar
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into the adoption of digital lifestyle in 
a developing economy accelerated 

by the onset of the pandemic; 
how such lifestyle changes have 

created job growth for e-commerce; 
and whether such digital lifestyle 
adoptions will sustain in a post-
pandemic world.

The Setting and The Findings

Bangladesh is a developing country 
in South Asia. With 164 million 
populating a small landmass 
measuring 147,000 square 
kilometers, Bangladesh has the 
dubious distinction of being the 
most densely populated country 
in the world aside from city states 
such as Singapore or the Vatican. 
In Bangladesh e-commerce 
footprint is still very low given that 
the internet penetration until last 
year has languished below 25%1. 
E-commerce, however, has been 
growing very fast in the country2

Let us look at some indicators that 
throw light on financial inclusion, 
customer demographic and 
online payments that provide a 
glimpse into the overall financial 
and trading ecosystem. The 
1 “Individuals Using The Internet (% Of 
Population) - Bangladesh | Data”. 2019. 
Data.Worldbank.Org. https://data.worldbank.
org/indicator/IT.NET.USER.ZS?locations=BD.
2 e-CAB AGM Book 2020, e-commerce 
Association of Bangladesh

financial inclusion indicators in 
Bangladesh are shown in Table 1.                                                                  
The customer demographic in 
Table 2 below shows that majority 
of consumers are below the 
age of 30 and this young slice 
of the population is becoming 
increasingly net savvy which 
is driving the boost in digital 
lifestyle.

The online payments scenario in 
this developing economy, shown 
in Table 3, is largely dominated 
by Cash on Delivery (COD) which 
accounts for nine-tenths of all on-
line trade. This can be ascribed to 
a number of factors including low 
card penetration and lack of trust 
in online merchants. However, the 
young demographic can be en-
ticed into making payments using 
mobile financial services (MFS) 
and credit/debit cards when 
given steep discounts as has been 
seen in a spate of recent online 
scams3,4. 

Digital Order Fulfillment 
Scenario In Bangladesh

The rapid rise in online order 
fulfillment necessitated by high 
double-digit growth in the last ten 
years has created more than 50,000 
jobs for people engaged in delivery 
services alone. From a tiny volume a 
decade ago, the e-commerce market 
in Bangladesh has grown to more 
than 20,000 orders a day5 which are 
distributed and conveyed to all parts 
of the country.

3 “Evaly Scam Aftermath: Customers, Sellers 
Seek Legal Recourse”. 2021. The Daily 
Star. https://www.thedailystar.net/business/
economy/e-commerce/news/evaly-scam-
aftermath-customers-sellers-worried-
sick-2179681.
4 “Another e-commerce scam unfolding”. 
2021. The Daily Star. https://www.thedailystar.
net/business/economy/e-commerce/
news/another-e-commerce-scam-
unfolding-2183056
5 “E-Commerce In Bangladesh: Where Are 
We Headed?”. 2021. The Financial Express. 
https://thefinancialexpress.com.bd/views/
views/e-commerce-in-bangladesh-where-are-
we-headed-1578666791.

On March 23, 2020 Bangladesh 
government announced a general 
lockdown throughout the country 
to arrest the surge in Corona virus 
spread and the lockdown continued 
till July 2020. General lockdowns 
have been imposed for shorter 
durations two more times since then 
– in October 2020 and April 2021, 
as Corona virus reared its ugly head 
time and time again through several 
known mutations. The continuing 
and unprecedented pandemic 
heaped many new challenges on the 
struggling economy of Bangladesh. 
Except for essential services providers 
most offices, factories, restaurants, 
hotels, shops, malls, public 
transportation, air-rail-river-road links 
came to a standstill. The government 
had to bail out many factory-workers, 
economically marginalized wage-
laborers and small shop owners to 
keep the economy afloat. 

However, the lockdowns and 
near-lockdowns brought on by 
the pandemic sparked a boom in 
the e-commerce transactions for 
essential daily necessities. Aside from 
the formal e-commerce market there 
has been a huge surge in informal 
online entrepreneurs selling products 
on Facebook that number over half 
a million today. Online transactions 
have grown by fifty percent from 
month to month during his period. 
The f-commerce market has seen 
double digit growth according to a 
report in the Financial Express6. The 
government projects half a million 
new jobs related to e-commerce in 
the next five years7. 

According to e-CAB (e-Commerce 
Association of Bangladesh) vice 
president Mr. Sahab Uddin, the 
e-commerce market nearly doubled 
during the pandemic to BDT160 
6 “E-Commerce In Bangladesh: Where Are 
We Headed?”. 2021. The Financial Express. 
https://thefinancialexpress.com.bd/views/
views/e-commerce-in-bangladesh-where-are-
we-headed-1578666791.
7 “The Growth Of E-Commerce During The 
Pandemic In Bangladesh”. 2020. New Age 
| The Most Popular Outspoken English Daily 
In Bangladesh. https://www.newagebd.net/
article/114200/the-growth-of-e-commerce-
during-the-pandemic-in-bangladesh.

Table: 2 Customer demographic 

25%

Female
Consumers

Consumers
aged 26-30

Years

Young
Professionals

University
Students

50% 44% 33%

Table: 3 Online payments

Cash on Delivery 

90%

4%6%

MFS Credit/Debit Card
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billion (USD1.86 billion)8. 

Accelerated Adoption of 
Digital Services

Internet Penetration

Bangladesh has been experiencing 
rapid rise in internet penetration 
even before the pandemic primarily 
due to increased accessibility and 
lowered cost of services. However, 
in the wake of the pandemic, 
internet penetration saw a further 
boost. According to data from 
Bangladesh Telecom Regulatory 
Commission (BTRC), the number of 
internet subscribers in the country 
in 2020 was nearly a hundred 
million, most of them accessing 
the internet through mobile devices 
while the number of broadband 
(ISP) subscribers was 5.74 million. 
As of June 2020, even though 
mobile internet subscribers rose only 
0.2%, ISP subscriber growth was an 
impressive 49.24%. By August 2021 
as pandemic restrictions eased, 
the total internet subscribers rose 
to 125.46 million, a massive 20% 
growth from the figures before the 
pandemic. This growth is especially 
significant as internet service is the 
sine qua non of accessing online 
platforms9.

Continued Surge in the Use 
of Smartphones Among the 
Youth

Smartphones are a key enabler of 
digital lifestyle. It is heartening to 
see from various studies that more 
than half of all users have switched 
to smartphones but more than two-
thirds of the youth have made the 
switch already. As these youths age 
the overall usage of smartphones 
will become mainstream facilitating 
digital lifestyles on a massive scale10.
8 “2021 To See E-Commerce Mature: 
E-Cab Vice President”. 2020. The Business 
Standard. https://www.tbsnews.net/economy/
trade/2021-see-e-commerce-mature-e-cab-
vice-president-178963.
9 “Teledensity & Internet Penetration | BTRC”. 
2021. Btrc.Gov.Bd. http://www.btrc.gov.bd/
teledensity-internet-penetration.
10 “Adopting A Digital Lifestyle Eases Sheltering 
In Place Consumers Turn To Tech Devices 

Adoption of MFS services during 
the pandemic has been a recurring 
theme. Social distancing mandates 
have forced individuals and 
businesses to contemplate alternative 
ways of financial transactions. 
For example, in January 2020, 
the total transaction volume was 
BDT406 billion before COVID-19 
overwhelmed the country. As the 
Coronavirus crisis unfolded the 
MFS transaction volume steadily 
grew and by July the transaction 
volume recorded 150% growth 
at nearly BDT630 billion. Online 
merchant payments as of May 2020 
was BDT2.33 billion which more 

than quadrupled in July 2020 at 
BDT11.34 billion. These trends 
indicate staggering adoption of 
MFS services and e-commerce 
transactions according to data from 
Bangladesh Bank – the central bank 
of the country11. 

Telehealth Services
These services have seen ac-
celerated adoption during the 
pandemic. A research by Rah-
man and Amit (2020) suggested 
that increased use of telehealth 
services was a direct outcome of 
the pandemic. The research also 
suggested a correlation between 
technical literacy and adoption 
of telehealth services with a clear 
bias towards the educated young 
To Work, Learn, Play—Or Just Tune Out.”. 
2021. Www.Pwc.Com. https://www.pwc.com/
us/en/services/consulting/library/consumer-
intelligence-series/digital-lifestyle.html.
11 “Mobile Financial Services (MFS) 
Comparative Summary Statement”. 2021. 
Www.Bb.Org.Bd. https://www.bb.org.bd/
fnansys/paymentsys/mfsdata.php.

demographic of 16-25-year 
olds12. The increased traction in 
this sector has attracted invest-
ments as well. According to Light-
Castle (2020) telehealth is third, 
after ride-sharing/logistics and 
fintech, most-preferred sector for 
venture investment13. Maya – a 
women’s health startup has raised 
USD 180,000 while Praava – an 
online medical testing startup has 
raised USD10.6 million in fund-
ing in recent times14.

Digital Services in Education

Ed-tech and video conferencing are 
two of the most common services 
used in the education sector. As 
schools were closed for social 
distancing mandates, educators 
often resorted to video conferencing 
to finish the curricula in time. 
People, being stuck at home, had 
a considerable amount of time in 
their hands and focused on skill 
development, and that’s where the 
ed-tech platforms came in. These 
platforms were quite popular among 
students as well. However, according 
to a research by Khan, Rahman, and 
Islam (2021), digital education was 
not perceived to be as effective as 
12 Rahman, Saanjaana, and Sajid Amit. 
“Impact of Telehealth in Bangladesh During 
the COVID-19 Pandemic in 2020.” (2021).
13 “Telemedicine For Bangladesh: Bridging 
The Doctor-Patient Gap - Lightcastle 
Partners”. 2021. Lightcastle Partners. https://
www.lightcastlebd.com/insights/2020/07/
telemedicine-for-bangladesh-bridging-the-
doctor-patient-gap.
14 “Praava Health Raises $10.6M In Series 
A Prime Round”. 2021. The Daily Star. 
https://www.thedailystar.net/toggle/news/
praava-health-raises-106m-series-prime-
round-2057045.

Table 4: Smartphone Usage  

Smartphone 56%

37%
45%

34%

19%

11%
14%

27%

44%

69% 18-24 yrs

35-44 yrs

18-24 yrs

25-34 yrs

35-44 yrs Total Heaviest users by age

Television

Laptop

Game console

Digital
streaming
Device
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its physical counterpart. However, 
online education was perceived to be 
successful by more than half of the 
survey participants, which not only 
indicates increased adoption of this 
technology but also its acceptability 
among the masses. This has raised 
optimism for a boom in Ed tech as is 
borne out in a study by Mukit (2020) 
who valued the Bangladesh edtech 
market at nearly USD729 million by 
202515. Another research by Zubairi 
et al (2021) points to concern over 
digital divide in public universities as 
almost 30% of students from rural 
and disadvantaged backgrounds 
were found not to have the means to 
attend online classes16. 

Online Meetings and 
Collaboration

One amazing outcome of the 
pandemic has been the discovery 
that public services can remain 
available with little impediment even 
when the physical offices remain 
closed or inaccessible. Even in a 
developing country like Bangladesh 
all essential services were available 
during the worst of the pandemic 
through online platforms. Most 
citizen services are today handled 
through online portals mobilized 
through the ‘Digital Bangladesh’ 
drive of the government since 2009. 
Such online services garnered huge 
traction during the pandemic and 
once people have become used 
to the convenience and efficiency 
of such online platforms they are 
sticking with it even when the 
pandemic restrictions are lifted. 

The government offices, international 
development agencies and private 
enterprises alike carried on their 
day-to-day bussiness virtually without 
interruptions even during lockdowns 
which has been a great boon for 
online meetings and collaborations 
which are found to be much more 
15 Mukit, Shazzad Hossain. 2021. “Making 
Sense Of Bangladeshi Ed-Tech Ecosystem (Part 
01)”. Linkedin Pulse. https://www.linkedin.
com/pulse/making-sense-bangladeshi-ed-
tech-ecosystem-part-01-mukit/.
16 Zubairi, Asma, Adam Kreimeia, Tom Kaye, 
and Amy Ashlee. “Country-Level Research 
Review: EdTech in Bangladesh.” (2021).

convenient and effective than 
attending in-person meetings that 
require driving through interminable 
traffic jams or straggling through 
endless pandemic formalities at 
airports to travel abroad. 

Even remote work, something 
scoffed at only a couple of years 
ago, is finding a lot of adherents 
both in public and private sectors. 
The trend of combining physical 
office attendance with remote work 
from home or elsewhere is gaining 
such traction that work environments 
are never going to go back to the 
pre-pandemic conditions ever again.

Stickiness of Digital Lifestyle 
Changes

The digital lifestyle changes brought 
on by the Coronavirus lockdowns 
have largely stayed with us even 
after the lifting of lockdowns. In a 
report by digital identity provider 
ForgeRock based on a study of 
consumers in four economies with 
high e-commerce adoption rates it 
was found that COVID-19 pandemic 
has shifted the trajectory of daily 
life for all, creating new societal 
norms of remote living, socially-
distanced activities and updated 
hygiene standards. Their report 
titled “The New Normal – Living Life 
Online,” investigated how consumer 
behaviors are adapting in response 
to COVID-19. The study of 5,000 
consumers from the United States, 
United Kingdom, Germany, Australia 
and Singapore discovered how 
people’s routines, experiences and 
preferences have changed as a 
result of COVID-19 and how they 
plan to continue to engage with the 
world digitally in a post-pandemic 
future17. 

In Bangladesh also the extraordinary 
growth in e-commerce, f-commerce, 
online payments and online order 
17 “Shifting To A Digital Lifestyle During 
COVID-19 - Identity Review”. 2021. Identity 
Review | Global Tech Think Tank. https://
identityreview.com/shifting-to-a-digital-
lifestyle-during-covid-19/.

fulfillment in the last year attest 
to a similar pattern and e-CAB 
is confident that the behavioral 
changes will stay with us. After lifting 
of COVID-19 restrictions, even 
though e-commerce growth is not 
as fantastic the overall demand 
for e-commerce has not reverted 
to pre-pandemic days. Rather, 
according to the same interview by 
e-CAB vice president the market has 
matured and would venture into new 
territories like overseas e-commerce. 

Digital services like MFS which 
grew at a healthy clip during the 
pandemic restrictions have seen a 
slight dip after easing of movement 
restrictions. For example, average 
monthly growth in total transaction 
amounts for April to July 2021 was 
5.82%. This growth stagnated in the 
later months while August recorded a 
6.3% decrease. Merchant payments 
recorded an average growth of 32% 
in the months of February-April but 
slowly withered in the later months 
while June-August period recorded 
a slight negative growth. This data 
shows that there have been some 
behavioral corrections in digital 
lifestyles but the stickiness of pre-
pandemic lifestyle was not strong 
enough to negate the changes 
overall. 

Conclusion

The findings in this study show that 
the pandemic induced moderate to 
rapid rise in the adoption of various 
online platforms making an indelible 
impact on the lifestyle of people in 
a developing country. Such digital 
lifestyles cut across all sections of 
the population but the tech-savvy 
segment – the youth and middle-to-
upper-income families – made better 
progress in this regard. 

It is also evident that smartphones 
are becoming as ubiquitous and 
commonplace as a feature phone 
of early mobile generation while 
internet access is becoming as cheap 
and universal as dial tones of land-
line era. 



61AmCham Journal

The data bears out that such digital 
lifestyle changes are here to stay and 
get further entrenched in the lives 
of the people across all generations 
and income levels despite some 
challenges of digital literacy and 
accessibility. 
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Introduction: Bangladesh has been 
posting an impressive growth rate 
over the past few decades. To rapidly 

alleviate poverty and accelerate 
economic development, Bangladesh 

A TRANSFORMING 
BANGLADESH

A Gafur

needs to attain a 10% plus GDP 
growth, as against its regular and 
average 6% to 8% growth, which 
is quite possible, requiring the right 
strategy from now onwards for the next 
several years. One of the major areas 
is to cultivate skills through world-class 
education to develop the capacity to 
create productive Human Resources 
and the capacity to use modern 
technology. Bangladesh can take pride 
as it has been competing globally 
in the areas of Textiles, Ready Made 
Garments, Pharmaceuticals, Economic 
Zones, Ship Building, etc. Public Health 
Care could be another great addition. 
What is important for the country at the 
moment is to develop a comprehensive 
strategic plan so that entrepreneurship 
can develop in a big and visible way, 

massive local and foreign investment 
can take place, and momentum for the 
development of infrastructural facilities 
can emerge and thrive.

COVID-19: COVID-19 appeared as 
a dangerous pandemic development, 
a devastating catastrophe, which 
has impacted the lives of mankind 
for over two years in multiple areas. 
It has been severely changing the 
pattern of human lifestyle, ideas, 
thoughts, needs, behavior, etc. I 
hope this would work as a catalyst 
for new learning and a journey to 
an uncertain and unpredictable 
future for all of us. The pandemic is 
still far from over. It goes up, goes 
down, but does not disappear. It 
has the potential to reappear in 
different forms, and it is still visible 
in various locations of the world. I 
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don’t find any reasons to ignore the 
coronavirus under any circumstances. 
Therefore, it remains necessary to 
stay vigilant and exercise maximum 
patience in carrying out one’s daily 
activities. It is extremely important to 
continue wearing masks, maintain 
social distancing, and perform hand 
hygiene without fail. Now we are 
also hearing about the outbreak 
of monkeypox, which also needs 
to be kept in mind towards moving 
forward.

Ukraine War: The Ukraine 
war began on 24 February 
2022. We have been observing 
terrible situations in Ukraine; its 
destruction, loss of innocent lives, 
and displacement of millions of 
people becoming refugees to 
the neighboring countries. An 
environment of uncertainty and 
unpredictability has been created. 
Although the third world war has 
not yet begun, a world economic 
war has been in sight, negatively 
impacting the lives of the people of 
our beautiful planet. 

Bangladesh Perspective: 
Bangladesh is an integral part of 
today’s fast-changing world, and 
therefore, our country has also been 
impacted by the COVID-19 and 
Ukraine wars. 

Impact: Due to Covid-19 many of 
us have lost our loved ones, which is 
painful. Those families who have lost 
their family members can understand 
the economic and mental shocks 
and sufferings of these losses. The 
losses are irreparable and beyond 
imagination. The employees of 
the government, employees of 
multinational companies, and 
employees of banks are getting their 
salaries regularly. But the largest 
employers are the private sector. 
What is happening there? Many 
employees have already lost their 
jobs and become unemployed. For 
those who are still employed, their 
salaries have been reduced by 30 
percent to 60 percent, and receive 
their salaries after one month, two 
months, or even three months of 

the due date. The overall income of 
the people has fallen sharply and 
their expenditures have increased 
miserably which exceeded the limit 
of tolerance. These are the hard 
realities, that require immediate 
attention to address.

The world has changed substantially 
following the outbreak of COVID-19. 
The ongoing Ukraine war has added 
fuel to the burning fire. We have 
been experiencing a terrible global 
and national catastrophe, which 
has been unprecedented in recent 
human history. In addition to the 
painful miseries caused to mankind 
due to the attack of COVID-19 and 
the Ukraine war, the normalcy in 
business operations has broken down 
all over the world. It’s entirely a new 
situation that calls for a new strategy 
to manage the business and survive. 
We have noticed that governments, 
organizations, and businesses all 
over the world, including Bangladesh 
have already taken various measures 
to control the costs of operation so 
that they can survive in this difficult 
situation. We have been observing 
the scarcity of food, energy, and 
other essential items due to the 
severe disruptions in the supply chain 
and logistics management. Local 
and import prices of the commodities 
have gone up abnormally and 
company revenues have fallen 
drastically.

As a fast-growing nation, we are 
not an exception to the current 
extraordinary situation, and we 
have a responsibility to address 
the increasingly newer and more 
complicated situation innovatively. 
We need efficient management 
of our business to continue our 
operations unhindered, and to be 
able to survive and move forward 
smartly, facing the fierce competition 
ahead in the marketplace. It is 
important to identify where we can 
reduce or eliminate costs.

Survival Plan: Each family, 
community, business organization, 
institution, and the country itself 
must have a systematic and scientific 

survival plan for the long term.

Recovery: As lives keep moving on, 
we should think about how we can 
recover the losses being incurred by 
the COVID-19 and Ukraine wars.

Moving Forward: As an 
independent nation, we have been 
able to achieve quite impressive 
economic growth, over the past 50 
years. This could, of course, be much 
more if we could utilize the potential 
fully. Unfortunately, we are still failing 
miserably to express ourselves freely 
and openly with our thoughts and 
ideas both orally and in writing, 
observing increasingly maximum 
self-censorship at every step of life. 
People have been suffering from the 
FEAR syndrome. Almost everyone 
is self-censored, which cannot 
help promote a dignified and self- 
respecting nation.

The common people of Bangladesh 
want to dream of the future of their 
beloved country, and take pride as 
citizens of an independent country. 
At the same time with the prevailing 
political situation, many people 
plunge into deep frustration, which 
we need to overcome for the greater 
interest of the country. However 
complicated is the challenge, 
Bangladesh is a country of unlimited 
possibilities, from where Bangladesh 
can make a new beginning. Let 
me bring Singapore and Vietnam 
cases for our easy understanding. 
Singapore continues to rise: From 
my regular visit to Singapore, I find 
it has always been a new, neat and 
clean, well- maintained, refreshing, 
and vibrant country. Singapore has 
moved from a per capita income 
of USD 500 in 1965 to over USD 
65,000 today. It’s not a miracle and 
surprise. The Singaporean people 
and its leadership have earned it 
through their sacrifice and dedication 
by promoting good governance, 
establishing accountability, and 
transparency in all spheres of 
national and personal lives.

They continued stressing three key 
areas seriously and without any 
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compromise, which are: 1) World 
Class Education, 2) The highest 
level of Integrity, and 3) The use 
of the latest technology, which has 
significantly contributed to helping 
eradicate corruption substantially. 
Singapore could be considered a 
learning curve for many aspiring 
nations of the world to move 
forward with dignity. Let me now 
share my impressions of my recent 
visit to Singapore. After over two 
years I was able to visit Singapore 
from 15-21 May 2022, which was 
earlier closed due to COVID- 19. 
The vibrance of Singapore I used to 
enjoy before 2020, I didn’t notice 
during my recent visit. I have seen 
many small and medium-sized 
shops, and restaurants closed, 
meaning many people have lost 
their jobs. At Changi Airport, I found 
many shops closed. The reason 
has been as Tourism is one of the 
largest industries in Singapore, 
which was almost at the lowest level. 
Singapore was and still is cautious 
about the COVID-19 outbreak. 
They didn’t take any risk in handling 
this catastrophe and have been 
ruthless to keep things under control 
throughout the pandemic. Although 
Singapore is open now to the 
people of many countries including 
Bangladesh, people use masks in 
vehicles, inside the office, and in any 
inside gatherings as per government 
regulations. Of course, there are 
no restrictions in the open spaces. 
People are respecting this rule on 
their own. Singapore has very smartly 
taken the advantage  of the COVID 
period for renovation, restructuring, 
and maintenance, which is visible. 
Let me give an example. While I 
visited Marina Bay Sands Singapore, 
which has over 2500 five- star hotel 
rooms, I asked one of the managers 
there about the current situation. I 
was told out of over 2500 rooms 
1500 rooms were brought under 
renovation and which was going on. 

Then I asked how about the rest 
1000 rooms in operation, and the 
answer was that the room occupancy 
was 100%. Business is coming back 

and Singapore is well prepared 
for it. They adopted the policy of 
survival, recovery of losses, and 
thriving through the emerging new 
business opportunities, which are so 
commendable demonstrating their 
farsightedness as a nation. 

Vietnam rising very fast: One of 
the youngest and fastest- growing 
economies in the ASEAN bloc, 
Vietnam has experienced notable 
growth over the last three decades 
amid continuous market reform. 
Between 2000 and 2020, the 
country’s transformation from an 
agricultural to a manufacturing and 
services-dominated economy has 
seen it post an average of 6.4% real 
GDP growth each year.

However, with the COVID-19 
pandemic hitting Vietnam in early 
2020, disruptions in supply chains 
and the curtailment of external 
demand – particularly in services 
trade – have caused a rare slowdown 
in its economic growth. Real GDP 
rose by just 2.9% in 2020 and 
2.58% in 2021, the lowest growth 
figures the country has experienced 
since 1986. Although Vietnam 
weathered the initial waves of the 
pandemic well, the fourthwave in 
April 2021, caused by the Delta 
variant, created a serious shock to 
the manufacturing sector and stalled 
the country’s economic recovery. 
Despite the uncertainties arising 
from the recent appearance of the 
Omicron variant in Vietnam, the 
IMF projects that the country will 
experience a strong rebound in 
economic growth in 2022, with a 
6.6% rise in real GDP.

With various innovative measures in 
place, Vietnam is gradually resuming 
normal business and social life. 
Domestic travel, the service sector, 
and other production activities, 
including those at industrial parks, 
have gradually recovered. Starting on 
15 February 2022, Vietnam started 
gradually reopening its borders for 
international tourism, restoring the 
frequency of international flights to 

pre-pandemic levels in the following 
couple of months. In recent years, 
many international businesses have 
chosen Vietnam as a destination to 
invest in and transform their global 
production and supply chains.

Despite the pandemic, FDI flows 
into Vietnam still grew steadily. 
Considering the increasingly 
favorable situation in Vietnam The 
AmChams in the Asia Pacific (AAP) 
held its 2022 Annual Business 
Summit in person in Hanoi from 
19-21 May 2022, offering the 
opportunity to discuss the main 
issues facing American businesses 
in the region. Let me provide a 
few numbers. In 2021, the both-
way trade between the US and 
Bangladesh was over USD 10 billion, 
whereas during the same period 
the US and Vietnam both-way trade 
was over USD 112 billion. In 2021, 
Bangladesh attracted USD 2.9 
billion as FDI, and Vietnam attracted 
USD 38.85 billion during the same 
period. We can research to find the 
reasons for this huge gap between 
Bangladesh and Vietnam aiming 
towards developing creative ways to 
address the gap. 

Thoughts on Economic Zones: 
On economic fronts realizing the 
ground realities of Bangladesh the 
Government of Sheikh Hasina has 
decided to establish 100 economic 
zones in Bangladesh, which will 
create 10 million new jobs, and 
would add additional export earnings 
of USD 40 billion in the long run.

The government has been 
encouraging the establishment 
of private economic zones in 
Bangladesh.

Immediate advantages in 
Bangladesh:

1) Availability of competitive 
workforce.

2) Growing local market.

3 Growing middle class.

4 Friendly people.
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5) Respect for foreigners.

6)  Lucrative Incentives for 
Investment.

7) Homogeneous people

Challenges:

1) The gap between commitment 
and delivery.

2)  Overall poor time 
management.

3) Lack of appropriate education, 
integrity, and the use of 
technology.

4) Government bureaucracy and 
red tape.

5) Shortage of dispute-free land.

6) Poor Infrastructure in 
Transportation, Gas, Power and 
Energy, STP, ETP, CETP, Port 
facilities, etc.

7) Lack of low-cost financing.

What should be done 
immediately?

1) The Government must deliver 
what they have committed in 
terms of the creation of BEZA.

2) The Government should 
arrange Roads, Power, Gas, 
Water, STP, ETP, CETP, etc. on 
an urgent basis.

3) Government’s guarantee 
for low-cost small and large 
financing.

4) Implementing One-Stop Service 
(OSS) without failure.

5) Strict time management.

6) Honoring the commitment to 
deliver.

7) Help the Private Economic Zone 
developers in marketing.

Bangladesh has become one of 
Asia's most remarkable success 
stories in recent years. The social 
and economic transformation 
that has taken place so far has 
been excellent, surpassing many 
neighboring countries. Another 
partial explanation for Bangladesh's 

progress is the success of its 
garment manufacturing industry. 
Bangladesh offered a better 
environment for manufacturing 
firms to achieve economies of 
scale and create a large number of 
jobs. Bangladesh still needs much 
stronger regulations to protect 
workers from occupational hazards.

The question is whether 
Bangladesh's strong economic 
performance can be sustained. 
As matters stand, the country's 
prospects are excellent, but there 
are risks that policymakers will 
need to take into account. The 
issues behind the smooth and 
uninterrupted rise of Bangladesh 
have an intimate relationship with 
the economic growth and prosperity 
of Bangladesh and I would like to 
briefly discuss a few relevant growth 
scenarios.

1) With an optimistic outlook, I 
can see a ten-plus percent GDP 
growth for the country. It can be 
very ambitious but at the same 
time doable. The logic behind 
this outlook is that if a country 
can move from 4% to 8% growth 
despite enormous challenges, 10% 
growth is also possible. 10% plus 
growth is needed for the nation and 
the people of Bangladesh desire 
this. Of course, a 10% GDP growth 
is not a new thing on this planet. 
There are many examples  around 
us, so Bangladesh can move 
towards double-digit growth.

2) Pessimistic outlook, the possible 
key hindrances against this 
ambitious but required growth are 
A) Actual corruption and perception 
of corruption B) Poor infrastructure, 
particularly inadequate 
transportation system, and C) 
Uncertainty and Unpredictability. 
The fact is that uncertainty and 
unpredictability have a huge impact 
on the growth and prosperity of 
the country. Nations like China, 
India, South Korea, Vietnam, and 
many other nations can plan for the 
next 10, 20, 30, 40, and 50 years 

because of predictability, which 
unfortunately we cannot see here.

3) Realistic outlook, I mean 
which are happening now and 
known to all of us. We must be 
able to utilize the new emerging 
opportunities to transform the 
country to desired prosperity as 
soon as possible in a planned 
manner. Time management here is 
a big factor to consider. We need 
a friendlier bureaucracy so that 
inordinate delays could be reduced 
significantly and Bangladesh 
remains competitive internationally.

Padma Bridge: Bangladesh 
plans to be an economically 
developed, socially inclusive, and 
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environmentally friendly country by 
the year 2041. The Government of 
Bangladesh has been relentlessly 
working towards achieving the 
Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) by 2030. The self-financed 
Padma Bridge has been considered 
the most significant milestone 
towards the faster development 
of the Bangladesh economy. 
The self-financed Padma Bridge 
can contribute to fulfilling Vision 
2041 as well as realizing SDGs. 
The Padma Multipurpose Bridge 
commonly known as the Padma 
Bridge is a two-level road-rail 
bridge across the Padma River 
. It connects and links the less 
developed southwest of the country 
to the northernand eastern regions. 
The bridge was inaugurated on 25 
June 2022 by Prime Minister Sheikh 

Hasina . The bridge is considered 
to be the most challenging 
construction project in the history of 
Bangladesh , the steel truss bridge 
carries a four-lane highway on 
the upper level and a single-track 
railway on the lower level.

It is the longest bridge (6.15 km) 
in Bangladesh . The construction 
of the bridge was considered to 
be especially challenging as the 
Padma River is among the most 
ferocious rivers in the world. The 
bridge, when commissioned, is 
expected to boost the GDP of 
Bangladesh by as much as 1.2 
percent. 

Geopolitics: We observe a 
significant amount of shifts in 
geopolitics all over the world, 

including in Bangladesh. There is 
an increasing amount of demand 
to preserve human rights and 
democracy. As an ordinary citizen 
of Bangladesh, I would like to 
share some of my thoughts that 
might be helpful to address the 
ongoing difficult situation.

1) Bangladesh is a beautiful country, 
full of possibilities. The opportunities 
here are much higher than the 
visible challenges. We have already 
lost a lot of time, which we cannot 
afford to continue. Let’s all be the 
closest partners in the building of 
our wonderful country.

2) COVID-19 and the ongoing 
Ukrain war have changed the 
whole world. We cannot go back 
to the old world. Of course, this 
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huge change has opened up a new 
horizon of positive developments. 
We need to use these enormous 
emerging new opportunities.

3) We will have to begin and 
accomplish the activities related 
to rule of law, good governance, 
accountability, and transparency 
without further loss of time.

4) Considering the greater interest 
of the people of Bangladesh, if 
necessary we would need to amend 
the constitution of the country 
and create a neutral election-
time government to organize the 
parliamentary election to ensure 
a free, fair, participatory, and 
acceptable election. Unfortunately, 
people, in general, have started 
to forget that they have a right to 
vote,which cannot be acceptable in 
a progressive society.

5) The duration of an elected 
government might be considered 
reduced to a 4-year term from the 
existing 5 years. 5-year is a very 
long time. The people, particularly 
the politicians become impatient 
and restless.

6) One person should not be 
allowed to run the country as the 
Prime Minister for more than two 
terms.

7) Let the people of the country 
freely decide which party or parties 
they want to govern the country. It 
is their constitutional and birthright.

8) The elected government must 
demonstrate its acceptability in the 
country by its deeds and deliveries, 
not by mere sweet words.

9) If for any reason a situation 
of deadlock and horrible chaos 

is created we must have an 
arrangement for a mid-term 
election to overcome the crisis 
peacefully.

10) Everywhere in the government 
and important institutions, 
accountability and transparency 
must be ensured.

11) Our beloved nation belongs to 
all citizens, not only to a particular 
person or class. We must attract 
and utilize our most talented 
people for the rapid and balanced 
development of Bangladesh.

12) We all will have to leave this 
world. If we keep this basic fact in our 
mind and heart, the management 
of the country could be much easier 
towards enjoying the desired excellent 
positive environment.

Conclusion: Bangladesh is a land 
of opportunities and the challenge 
here is to reap the benefits of 
the emerging new opportunities 
before it is too late and thereby 
ensure prosperity and happiness 
for its citizens. The time-bound 

delivery commensurate with the 
commitment is a KEY to unlocking 
the huge inherent potential. 
Honestly, as a nation, we need 
the Right Education, Right Policy, 

Right Processes, Right Projects, 
Right Integrity, Right Technology, 
Love and Respect for fellow human 
beings, and most appropriately 
DISCIPLINE, TOLERANCE, 
PATRIOTISM, OPTIMISM, 
NATIONAL RECONCILIATION, 
and PRAGMATISM in all walks of 
Life toward building a developed 
and dignified Bangladesh. The 
accomplishment of the above 
requires a growing level of Critical 
Thinking, Planning, Transparency, 
Accountability, and Innovation, 
associated with dynamic leadership 
and time-bound quality monitored 
actions.

**Let’s be part of the solutions, not 
of the problems**

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

The writer is former Executive 
Director, The American Chamber of 
Commerce in Bangladesh.
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The purpose of this write up is to 

focus the essential characteristics 

of digitalization and transformation 

in the healthcare sector in Bangladesh. 

It also helps to find out the correlation 

between digital technology and developing 

factors in the current healthcare system 

and recommendations to overcome the 

crises still dwelling within the healthcare 

framework.Developing nations like 

Bangladesh have suffered tremendously, 

which makes way for a discourse on how 

things can be better in terms of healthcare, 

particularly in such countries. While the 

existing problems in the healthcare sector 

are seemingly more prominent than ever, 

digital and tech-savvy solutions, like 

telemedicine and data-driven approaches 

are more popular as well in the times of 

social distancing.

Introduction:

Transformation literally means 
“a change of form.” To change 
the form of healthcare, we must 
reimagine ourselves from the 
customer perspective. More than 
that, we must demonstrate the 
courage and commitment to give 
up that which we value most—our 
current provider-centric operating 
model. 

Healthcare sector of a nation is 
instrumental to the quality of life 
there. Healthcare in Bangladesh is a 
sector that has always been riddled 

DIGITAL 
TRANSFORMATION 
OF HEALTHCARE 
SERVICES IN 
BANGLADESH

Dr. Kazi Nawshad Hossain
MTM (BSMMU), WHO Fellow (Bangkok & Mumbai).
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with infrastructural difficulties, given 
the nation’s robust population. The 
industry has always struggled to 
provide quality service, often being 
too understaffed (with meagre, and 
insufficiently skilled workforce), 
under-funded and poorly equipped 
to handle rising demands of a 
rapidly growing population. For a 
long time now, the healthcare sector 
has been in dire need of reforms in 
terms of structure and process of 
service delivery. Old models became 
obsolete and desperate for digital 
transformation to foster efficiency, 
and consistent quality.

“For healthcare, it is the ability 
to serve patients better digitally, 
where they are.” Digital 
transformation involves the 
adoption of technologies with 
the goal of improving workflows, 
efficiency, and patient care. EHRs, 
telehealth solutions, and cloud 
security technologies all contribute to 
digital transformation.

Top 5 Healthcare Tech Trends 
Poised for Growth in 2022

● Hybrid care models combining 
virtual and in-person services. 
...

● Digitization of healthcare 
specialties. ...

● Increased AI adoption. ...

● Health systems moving to the 
cloud. ...

● Advanced precision medicine.

Digital Transformation in 
Healthcare Services:

The world is, indeed, ever-changing. 
Starting with the invention of fire, 
we have taken our innovations and 
achievements of science to a new 
height, but not all the nations are 
going at the same pace; some have 
reached a pinnacle of success, 
whereas others have fallen behind. 
Today, digital tools, particularly 
through connected objects or 
devices, measure, analyze, store, 
and sometimes share our health 

data: e-health. It has become almost 
impossible to escape it, regardless 
of our age and state of health. It, 
therefore, becomes essential because 
health is a subject that requires 
special precautions to learn to use 
wisely and ethically new information 
and communication technologies 
applied to this sensitive subject that is 
our health. Many things that people 
only used to read in science fiction 
are now taking place all around us 
and in many areas. Digitalization 
in the health sector is somewhat 
similar. The past few years have 
been seeing an unprecedented 
change in practically every one 
of the areas all over Bangladesh. 
The change from paper-based 
works to technology-based ones 
is evident in almost all sectors. 
Because of rapid globalization and 
the remarkable progression in data 
and correspondence innovation 
(ICT), the healthcare services area 
has been changed significantly 
preposterous decade in numerous 
world nations. The dissemination 
pace of computerized innovations in 
this area has immediately advanced 
in recent years. The progressive 
change of healthcare care could be 
the cornerstone of a fruitful change 
of healthcare care frameworks for 
improved productivity and viability 
to assist individuals. As of late, 
information and correspondence 
innovations have changed all areas 
of society. The potential for digital 

and social media healthcare is 
distinct from other sectors in several 
important ways. The healthcare 
area is no exemption for this trend. 
Digital change of healthcare services 
makes an energizing, new domain 
of opportunities for clinical benefits 
in provincial zones that are all the 
while encountering development and 
recharging. Healthcare services are 
a fundamental piece of the economy 
of Bangladesh, and improving the 
healthcare care area is one of the 
supportable advancement objectives. 
Likewise, Health execution and 
monetary execution are interlinked. 
However, issues like unnecessary 
expenses, lacking assets, lopsided 
quality levels, and imbalances 
regarding admittance to healthcare 
care plague the current healthcare 
services industry. Exploration on the 
selection of e-Health, the piece of 
digitalization in agricultural nations, 
has shown that e-Health/mHealth 
can be likely answers for giving 
better admittance to healthcare 
services offices for patients, doctors 
attendants, and other healthcare 
care staffs, increment care quality, 
and improve cooperation. The 
change in generations has taken 
place, leaving room for practitioners 
who are just as attached to the 
profession as their predecessors 
but more sensitive to economic 
constraints and technological 
openings. The patients themselves 
become less passive, more educated, 
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always connected, and if they are 
not aging, their children are for 
them; despite uses that are still often 
ephemeral and a technological 
maturity that is sometimes uncertain, 
connected objects are spreading. 

Digitalization is the capacity to 
change the entire world into an 
advanced one. With the appearance 
of smartphones and web networks 
across the world, the entire world 
is associated with a digital summit. 
However, in any event, when the 
entire world and any remaining 
related areas change in an advanced 
way still the healthcare area is 
stale in changing. Digitalization 
incorporates critical zones, such as 
reconfigure ring the client incentive 
and reshaping the working model-
how it is conveyed. For the most 
part, it is perceived to be utilizing 
computers, the internet, mobile 
telephone, and different advances 
to improve the patients’ healthcare 
status. It includes utilizing data 

advances to improve healthcare 
as a rule and the healthcare care 
framework specifically. Significant 
advances in programming languages 
and operating systems in recent years 
likewise have set the establishments 
of digital health care (Bauer, 2002). 
Digital health is understood to 
mean the convergence of digital 
technologies - e-mail, cellular and 
text messages - and health and 
medical care. Its purpose is simple: 
to make health care delivery more 
efficient, to link health systems, to 
increase the individualization and 
precision of treatment and health 
promotion, and to help health 
professionals and patients manage 
the challenges—diseases and health 
risks, as well as promoting health 
and well-being. Innovation and 
digitalization assume a critical part 
in making a dynamic and organized 
system in the healthcare service 
sector. Digitalization is a tedious 
interaction in the healthcare area. 
Since this is various partners ought 

to be counseled, and it ought to 
be tried on different occasions to 
see if it addresses the issues of 
individuals adequately before being 
executed in reality. Throughout 
the advancements, it is assessed 
that the pace of digitalization will 
increase the number of healthcare 
opportunities. Diversification 
in digitalization leads to the 
development of health care services. 
The World Health Organization, 
which is continually researching the 
design and spread of healthcare 
services, has acknowledged the 
expected force of computerized 
advancements expanding the 
availability, quality, and productivity 
of healthcare administrations (World 
Health Organization, 2016). It is 
energizing to see this degree of 
movement in developing nations 
since ICT is frequently more 
affordable and more pervasive 
in far-off pieces of the creating 
scene than numerous different 
types of innovation or healthcare 
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administration foundations. 
Expanding all-inclusive admittance 
to healthcare administration that 
populaces may some way or another 
pass up should be one of the best-
expected advantages of digitalization 
of healthcare, and created nations 
are similarly prone to gain from 
developing nations as the other way 
around. There are extremely few 
well-trained individuals, and there 
is a strong demand for capacity 
building and experience sharing, 
especially for implementation 
and policymaking (Ahmed et al., 
2014). Research on the adoption 
of e-Health which is the part of 
digitalization in developing countries, 
has shown that e-Health/m-Health 
can be potential solutions to provide 
better access to healthcare facilities 
for patients, physicians, nurses, and 
other healthcare staff, increase care 
quality, and improve collaboration. 

Telemedicine might have gained 
more popularity amidst the strictness 
of the ongoing pandemic, but 
it is not an entirely new concept 
in Bangladesh.  Telemedicine in 
Bangladesh was first introduced 
around 1999 by a charitable trust 
named Swinfen Charitable. Later 
in 2005, Grameen Telecom (GTC) 
in cooperation with the Diabetic 
Association of Bangladesh (DAB) 
launched telemedicine services, giving 
patients at Faridpur General Hospital 
access to specialist doctors of their 
choice in Dhaka.  DAB’s BIRDEM 
Hospital Dhaka, was connected via 
a video conferencing link to DAB’s 
Faridpur General Hospital. These 
earlier projects were discontinued after 
a while due to technical and logistical 
issues, resulting from poor connectivity 
and infrastructural support.

However, over time it’s becoming 
increasingly convenient to properly 
implement this in our country, 
thanks to the ever-growing telecom 
industry and increasing digital literacy 
among people of all spheres. As 
of March 2020, there are 165 
million mobile connections in 
Bangladesh (BTRC, 2020). Compared 
to population numbers, that’s nearly 

100% penetration. There are 103 
million internet subscribers, out of 
which 95 million are using mobile 
internet. That means more than 57% 
of mobile users are using mobile 
data. The number of internet users 
is growing at a healthy rate of 10% 
yearly. Bangladesh is the fifth-largest 
internet-using country in Asia as of 
2017.  More than 62% of web traffic is 
coming from mobile devices, roughly 
32% from desktops, laptops, etc.  
More than 95% of mobile traffic comes 
from Android devices, while only less 
than 2% comes from iOS devices.

We can hope for these trends to 
continue over the coming years if 
local manufacturing of smartphones 
continues to drive down prices, 
mobile data gets cheaper and 
meanwhile, digital literacy continues 
to grow. These trends show that 
internet services delivered via android 
smartphones are the best way to 
reach the average Bangladeshi today. 
This also holds true in the context of 
telemedicine. This growing scope for 
telemedicine can be a key factor in 
reducing one of the most prominent 
faultiness in our healthcare sector, 
and that is inequality.

For several years, Bangladesh has 
had a significantly low budgetary 
allocation for the healthcare sector. 
In 2017, the share of public health 
expenditure in the gross domestic 
product (GDP) was only 0.4 per 
cent, while the averages for lower-
middle-income countries and South 
Asian countries were 1.3 per cent 
and 0.9 per cent respectively. For 
the fiscal year 2021, budgetary 
allocation for the health sector is 
7.2 per cent of the total budget 
and 1.3 per cent of the GDP, which 
is far below the expectation (4 per 
cent of the GDP in the health sector 
as recommended by the World 
Health Organization). Bangladesh 
also has a very underdeveloped 
health infrastructure. For instance, 
the number of physicians per 1,000 
people in Bangladesh in 2017 was 
0.54, which was 0.76 in the lower-
middle-income countries and 0.83 in 
South Asian countries.

It is ascertained that Telemedicine 
can make a difference to some 
extent. By taking advantage of the 
developments in telecommunication 
and growing internet facilities, it can 
help provide medical facilities in 
remote areas where modern health 
facilities are limited. Telemedicine 
can level regional differences since 
the same counsel can be accessed 
sitting at home as from a medical 
facility several thousand kilometers 
away. This way, it can cut down 
on the exorbitant costs, which can 
be made possible through lower 
infrastructure costs and higher 
efficiency that is ensured when 
doctors are able to serve more 
patients, even remotely.

It’s not feasible for telemedicine to 
replace physical clinics or hospitals 
in any way. The goal should be to 
harness technology and empower 
doctors to fulfil their calling of 
helping patients, bringing down the 
geographic and cost barriers and 
making healthcare more inclusive and 
accessible to citizens from all spheres.

This practice can also contribute to 
increasing mental healthcare support 
all over the country. The lack of 
mental healthcare support is highly 
alarming considering the statistics 
of the population with mental health 
issues. The stigma around mental 
health is so widespread that there are 
only 0.49 mental health specialists 

per 100000 people in a country 
where 16% of the adult population 
suffers from some kind of psychiatric 
disorder. Inadequate hospitals, lack 
of awareness, and unavailability of 
follow-up treatment are a few of the 
major problemsin this sector. This 
is where the trend of telemedicine 
can come into effect and make 
a difference in terms of availing 
counselling and widespread support 
for mental health issues.

Another crucial aspect is the health-
related information system in the 
country.  The Health Information 
Service (HIS) is still at the growing 
stage in Bangladesh. This implies that 
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people are not aware of adequate 
health measures, preventive care, 
etc. BTRC’s data shows that in June 
2020, the total number of internet 
subscribers stood at 103.476 
million.  (BTRC, 2020) After the 
pandemic started, the search for 
Covid-19 on the internet has jumped 
from 50 to 70 per cent across all 
generations. At least 361,000,000 
videos were uploaded on YouTube 
regarding Covid-19 on April 11. In 
Bangladesh, people are less aware 
of the fact check system, and the 
current fact check program made 
for Bangladesh by Facebook is not 
provided by the government.

Now that the vaccination process 
has started, the data-driven 
methods of management are more 
important than ever. Managing 
and coordinating a gigantic 
volume of data to make sure that 
the prioritization is done right and 
effective immunization is induced is 
going to be quite a challenge, but 
it will also make way for a new age 
of healthcare, where data-driven 
technologies contribute to making 
healthcare more inclusive and 
accessible at the national, regional 
and community level.  

Conclusion and 
Recommendation:

The past decade has been exciting, 
with remarkable achievements in digital 
health being made in Bangladesh. 
The stimulus and inspiration came 
from national policy in the form of 
Vision 2021. The achievements were 
recognized when Bangladesh was 
awarded a United Nations Digital 

Health for Digital Development Award 
in 2011. Undoubtedly, very strong 
support at the highest political level has 
been critical to the success of efforts to 
introduce digital health innovations. In 

common with other countries, several 
priorities will need to be addressed 
as Bangladesh continues to scale up 
digital health, such as strengthening 
governance and regulation of 
technologies, including data privacy 
and security and accreditation of health 
apps for consumers.24 Continued 
investment will be needed to support 
the capacity to maintain, develop, 
promote and expand the use of DHIS2, 
as well as sustaining the coordination 
of health partners and programs 
towards an integrated system. There are 
opportunities for greater capitalizing 
on digital health advances to obtain 
disaggregated data for decision making 
in line with the SDG commitments. In 
turn, robust evidence will be needed 
on the relevance, effectiveness and 
appropriateness of different information 
modalities for frontline services, to 
explore the potential for greater 

integration and scalability. Efforts 
to further strengthen accountability 
will continue to emphasize health 
managers’ understanding of and 
commitment towards more effective 

measurement of health facilities 
performance. These, and other future 
initiatives, will be enhanced by fostering 
greater networking opportunities among 
countries through south–south and 
triangular collaborations. Bangladesh’s 
decade of “quiet revolution” has 
generated a strong cadre of enthusiastic 
eHealth proponents. Supported by the 
visionary leadership shown thus far, 
they will be instrumental in ensuring 
that digital health continues to yield 
dividends for Bangladesh and also 
in providing an example for other 
countries.

--------------------------------------------
The writer of this article was a former 
H.O.D of Blood Bank & Transfusion 
Services of icddr,b and presently 
serving as a professor & head, 
Transfusion Medicine Department, 
East West Medical College Hospital, 
Uttara, Dhaka.
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Middle Income People are 
Now Feeling the Pinch of 
Inflation

 Dipok Chatterji

A fish trader in the city’s Sukrabad 

kitchen market was frantically 

looking for a customer to sell off a 

dozen of hilsa fish. He had brought from 

Swarighat wholesale landing early in the 

morning for a permanent customer who 

gave the order in advance. But the customer 

did not turn up and the fish trader did 

not find retail customer for the delicious 

but pricey fish. So he started checking his 

mobile phone list to find someone to sell 

those at least at purchase price.

A chicken trader of the same market also had 
to call his customers’ list to clear off his local 
chicken, coveted and pricier than farm-grown 
and cross-bred ones.

Prices went beyond the reach of low-earning 
people, the first and easiest victims of inflation. 
Now middle-income people seem no longer 
immune to the shock; many of them are now 
discarding the ‘luxury’ of hilsa and local 
chicken from their monthly shopping list.

Earlier in August, price of egg, only source of 
protein that low earning families can access, 
jumped to Tk13 per piece from an usual 
range of Tk10. But its sale dropped as working 
people reduced egg intake. Consumer rights 
protection agency unveiled price manipulation 
by a section of big players and fined some of 
them, bringing down egg price to its previous 
level.

Global commodity price volatility sent 
prices of most food items skyrocketing 
for nearly two years now. Record hike in 
domestic fuel prices on August 5 became 
an added reason for further hike in prices. 
Though diesel price hike influences costs 
of production and transportation, retail 
prices rise disproportionately due to lack of 
market monitoring making price shocks more 
unbearable than what should have been. 
The shocks hit people of all income groups, 
depending on their expenditure patterns.  

Truck fare rose roughly Tk 3 for a hundred 
eggs and Tk 0.50 per kg of vegetable, but 
retail prices soared by Tk3 per egg and Tk20 
per kg of vegetable.

Diesel price hike by Tk 34 per litre led to 
higher fares in bus, adding Tk70 to the travel 
cost to a daily commuter in Dhaka city, while 
rise in octane and petrol prices hiked fuel cost 
family car and motorbike by Tk500 per week, 
users and rights groups said.

Ride-sharing, an option increasingly availed 
by mid-income people in a city with unreliable 
and chaotic bus service, has also become 
costlier.

Those who are in government jobs, for their 
confirmed salaries and other incentives even 
during tough times of pandemic, have been 
considered as more privileged than others with 
fixed incomes. Of them, employees of lower 
grades are finding it difficult to have both ends 

met; their queues in the fixed-price shops in 
the secretariat are getting longer.   

Fixed and low income people have reduced 
eating out. Restaurants are having less 
customers than average and most of 
them have cut fish and meat from the 
menu. However, the government has 
expanded open market sale of essential food 
items and launched family cards to reach 
subsidised rice to vulnerable groups of people 
for three months. These schemes-- though 
inadequate-- are aimed at protecting millions 
of rural and urban low-earners from food 
price shocks.

But gloomy outlook for next rice crop 
because of low rain clouds the future of food 
security, given the fact that extreme weather 
has threatened crop production in major 
food producing countries including India-- 
traditional import source for Bangladesh. It 
seems importing food will be difficult in case 
local crop fails.

The government, in its all-out drive to secure 
food supplies from import sources, has so 
far made arrangements of more than 8 lakh 
tonnes of wheat and rice from Russia, India 
and Vietnam in next few months. But imports 
alone won’t help much if outputs from next two 
largest rice crops-- Aman and Boro-- fall short 
of projections.

Meanwhile, global recession fears loom large 
as economic activities-- from US to Europe 
to Asia-- have been weakened amid soaring 
prices and energy supply crunch with the 
Ukraine war showing no sign of an end.

Output in the 19-nation euro zone declined, 
UK factory activity fell and Japanese 
outlook shrank. Australia’s services sector 
contracted and China’s harsh zero-Covid 
policy continued to weigh on business 
confidence, according to S&P Global’s latest 
business surveys.
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With central banks still focused on raising 
cost of borrowing to tame inflation, consumer 
spending looks set to decline, leading to 
further contraction in global economy.

All these events deepen worry for Bangladesh’s 
export sectors as well as imports needed to 
feed its industries and people.

Good news is that world food price index fell 
in August for a fifth month in a row from their 
all-time highs earlier this year. According to 
UN’s Food and Agriculture Organisation, 
cereal index fell 1.4% in August with re-
opening of Ukrainian ports and favourable 
harvest prospects in North America.

But hot and dry weather reduced the outlook 
for production in Europe and USA, leading to 
a 1.5% rise in the FAO’s maize price index.

For Bangladesh, falling global food prices 
mean little as the dollar price volatility raises 
import costs and eats up whatever price 
benefits expected from global price fall. This 
is what prevented traders from importing rice 
even after lowering import duty two months 

back. To facilitate rice import, the government 
further cut import and regulatory duties on rice 
apart from signing deals for purchases under 
official arrangements.

Recession fears have at least one good thing; 
crude oil prices show a declining trend as 
ailing state of world economy has dampened 
demand and put investors in worries. If the 
trend continues, Bangladesh, like other oil-
importing countries, will definitely benefit in 
future.

Until then, soaring prices of almost everything 
is a reality, not for low and fixed income 
people, but for middle-income ones, who are 
left unprotected from price shocks of all sorts-- 
food, travel and utility bills.

Deferred payment of bills or rents, tax breaks-- 
measures taken in different countries to shield 
people from inflation-- are absent here.  

Healthcare is another unregulated area of 
expense, as absence of health insurance 
forces inflates out-of-pocket expenditures. 
A recent study finds 26% households incur 

catastrophic healthcare cost for hospitalisation 
for severe ailments like heart, kidney and liver 
diseases.

Not in Bangladesh alone, middle-class people 
have started feeling the pinch of inflation in 
advanced economies too. Though most of 
the pain is still concentrated among low-
income households, the inflationary pressures 
is spreading to more affluent shoppers, a 
Bloomber report says. America middle-class 
customers are becoming more cost-conscious 
now making fewer visits to departmental 
stores, spending less than before and 
switching over to cheaper versions from brand 
products, it said.

But for middle-class Bangladeshis, options are 
limited. Inflation has already exceeded the rate 
of yield on their bank deposits, while many 
are tightening purse to meet future uncertainty. 
Because they will have to struggle all alone to 
keep rising cost of living within limit.

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

The writer is a senior journalist
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The ‘Bede’ or water gypsies 
represent a community of nomads 
in the Indian sub-continent 

who care little about a permanent 
settlement and move from one place 
to another. In Bangladesh, the Bede 
community follows the customs of the 
nomadic society and lives collectively 
in boats on the rivers, and canals or 
in temporary shelters on the plain land 
along the banks of the river leading 
an undignified life as a disassociated 
segment of the mainstream society. In 
addition, this community is dispersed 
in various parts of Bangladesh – 
mainly at Savar in Dhaka, Kaliganj in 
Jhenaidah, Munshiganj, Sunamganj, 
Joydevpur in Gazipur, Mirsarai in 
Chattogram, Cumilla, and Sonagazi 
of Feni. According to a survey by the 

‘Thar’: The 
Language 
of the Bede 
Community

Author: Habibur Rahman
Reviewed by Serajul Islam Quadir

Department of 
Social Welfare, 
99 percent of the 
Bede population 
is Muslim and a 
similar percentage 
of them are 
unlettered. 
Therefore, 
the nomadic 
way of life has 
made the Bede 
community almost 
remote from 
the mainstream 
of society, 
underprivileged, poverty-stricken with 
little or no access to services as well 
as privileges as citizens, and are often 
subject to human rights violation along 
with discrimination. Significantly, these 
people have their unique and distinct 
language ‘Thar’-the native language 
of the ‘Bede people’ which has 
remained elusive as long as it has no 
written form and is only used among 
them. 

Accordingly, the author Habibur 
Rahman, like an avid social 
researcher, has looked in depth 
into the community life of the Bede 
population and has written a well-
researched book titled “Thar: The 
Language of the Bede People” as 
well as described vividly what he 
saw in each one focusing on Thar 
language and its grammar in 11 

chapters which have given birth 
to a rare history in Bangladesh. 
Moreover, he defines the language 
and its characteristics, origins, and 
variations; the ethnic identity of 
the Bede people; application of 
Noam Chomsky’s theory in the Thar 
language; grammar and construction 
e.g., phonological analysis and 
transformation, verb changes, 
phonetic analysis, morphology, 
thousands of basic words of Thar 
language, tenses, dependent 
indicative, gender, sentence structure, 
syntax, synonyms, antonyms, etc. 
And he characterized this book of 
Thar as the complete and basic 
book by presenting sufficient 
examples of transformations, forms 
of social, economic, cultural, and 
environmental terms used in the 
everyday vocabulary of the Thar 
language. He has shown that this 
language is the mother tongue 

Author: Habibur Rahman



80 AmCham Journal

of a few, but its vocabulary and 
development potential are enormous 
which requires permanent existence 
with the other persuasive languages.  

 Additionally, in his book ‹Thar: The 
Language of the Bede Community’, 
the author Habibur Rahman not only 
depicted the distinct endangered 
language ‘Thar’ of the Bede 
people but also follows established, 
accepted conventions from a modern 
linguistic point of view with a sense 
of inquisitiveness. Additionally, he 
has acquainted with and made the 
language’s underlying formula easily 
understandable, from the perspective 
of a skilled linguist. Furthermore, 
this book is an important and 
unique addition to linguistic 
research. In addition, fundamental 
research on the language of a 
marginalized community is rare 
indeed. Besides, his loving and 
affectionate engagement with the 
fieldwork in the Bede community 
and his painstaking insightful 
research lends depth and analysis 
to the book, which permeates 
page after page of a reader .In 
addition, this book can shed light 
on various aspects of nomadic 
life, including the ethnographic 
and cultural aspects of the Bede 
community. Consequently, studying 
this endangered language can be a 
good alternative to understanding 
archaeological excavations because 
the language is a reflection of the life 
of a community.

However, I must acknowledge the 
author’s dedication and deep interest 
to tell the readers about the struggle 
of everyday life in this community. 
They are exposed to poverty and 
vulnerability struggling to earn a 
living; still, they have not much regret. 
These are the tales the author wanted 
to share with his readers and help 
them understand the pains and joys 
of Bede people—often seen as snake 
charmers or vendors of indigenous 
medicine or entertainers of monkey 
game and magic – more humanely.   

Therefore, I admit that before 
reading this book I did not take 
much interest in the life of this 
community and was not aware they 
have a matriarchal society and 
even a separate mother tongue they 
feel proud of. This book has not 
only introduced the readers to the 
language of this community, but it 
also has made a bridge between 
them and the distinct social fabric 
of this community. The writer has 
analyzed the language of “Thar” 
and tried to find its meaning in 
Bangla—a difficult task indeed. I 
appreciate his efforts which make 
the book look like in-depth and 
participatory research work.

However, Habibur Rahman at first 
selected the field of research and 
collected enough data, analyzed all 
the elements, andthen compiled all 
that he revealed in his book to paint 
an authentic picture of the Bede 

community’s life. He collected the 
words of the ‘Thar’ language from his 
cordial and friendly association with 
members of this community. His love 
and respect for these people helped 
him earn the trust of the community 
and understand their language.

Though spoken exclusively by people 
of a small community, the unique 
language needs to be preserved, 
the author feels. The readers of 
the book will get a bit of strength 
from words of Thar language 
which sound the love and sorrow of 
Bede men, women, and children, 
often unheeded by the mainstream 
society. The readers will discover 
the depth and power of analysis, 
dedication, and love of the author 
for this community on each page 
of this book. Future researchers will 
surely find this book a rich reference. 
Therefore, this language and book 
have a reasonable entitlement to 
be preserved under government 
patronage, read and research in 
educational institutions of the country 
and abroad as well as to reach a 
wider base of international readers 
around the world through translation 
into the English language as well. 

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

The writer of this book review 
is a former Bureau Chief and 
Chief Correspondent of Reuters in 
Bangladesh and he is currently the 
Executive Editor of the American 
Chamber’s Journal
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The 25-year anniversary 
celebration event of Chevron 
Bangladesh was recently held at 
Hotel InterContinental Dhaka. 
Dr Tawfiq-e-Elahi, Bir Bikram, 
Honorable Adviser to the Prime 
Minister of Bangladesh on Power, 
Energy and Mineral Resources 
Affairs, Government of Bangladesh 
attended the event as the Chief 
Guest. Mr. Md. Mahbub Hossain, 
Honorable Senior Secretary of 
the Ministry of Power, Energy and 
Mineral Resources attended as 
the Special guest along with the 
MP of Habiganj – 1 constituency 
Mr. Gazi Mohammad Shahnawaz, 
Petrobangla Chairman, Mr. Nazmul 
Ahsan and Mr. Joseph Giblin, 
Economic Unit Chief, US Embassy, 
Dhaka. Also present were guest 
from Petrobangla, Energy and 
Power Resources Division, officials 

Chevron celebrates 25 
years of its operation in 
Bangladesh

from different govt agencies, 
AmCham, FICCI representatives, 
media and social investment 
partners and Chevron employees. 

The event highlighted Chevron’s 
contribution to Bangladesh’s 
energy needs over the last 25-years 
partnering with the Government 
of Bangladesh and Petrobangla 
to supply clean, safe, reliable and 
affordable energy to power the 
nation. 

Chevron Bangladesh President 
and Managing Director, Mr Eric 
M. Walker spoke about Chevron 
Bangladesh’s past, present 
and future opportunities in the 
energy sector of Bangladesh. He 
thanked Petrobangla and Govt of 
Bangladesh for the support over the 
years. 

Director, Corporate Affairs, 
Muhammad Imrul Kabir highlighted 
Chevron Bangladesh’s contribution 
to the energy sector and informed 
about the social investment 
programs undertaken to support 
the community. 

Dr Tawfiq-e-Elahi, Mr. Md. Mahbub 
Hossain and Mr. Nazmul Ahsan 
all thanked Chevron’s contribution 
to supply the nation with much 
needed natural gas Chevron has 
been safely and reliably supplying 
to power the nation and talked 
about future opportunities. 

A video highlighting Chevron 
Bangladesh’s operation, 
contributions since 1995 and also 
about its support to the community 
through its social investment 
programs were shown in the event. 
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CSR CORNER 
Chevron Sponsored AUW 
Summer School 2022 
Closing Event Held

DHAKA, August 28, 2022 – The 
Asian University for Women 
(AUW) Math & Science Summer 

School 2022 concluded with a 
Closing Ceremony held at the Asian 
University for Women campus in 
Chittagong recently. In 2019, Chevron 
Bangladesh launched a pioneering 
partnership with the Asian University 
for Women (AUW) and it has been 
resumed again in 2022 after two years 
of Covid pandemic. Overcoming 
the challenges of the pandemic, The 
Asian University for Women (AUW) 
resumed its Summer School after two 
years in 2022 to inspire young women 
in the field of Science, Technology, 
Engineering, and Mathematics (STEM). 
The AUW Summer School, powered 
by Chevron, selected 71 bright 
female high school students from 
all over Bangladesh to participate 
in a diversified four-week program 
meticulously focused on Math, Science 
and computer coding. The summer 
school program aimed at enhancing 
the skills and competencies of these 
students to stand out in STEM-oriented 
further studies and careers. The 
Summer School 2022 was held from 
17 July to 11 August 2022.

The curriculum of the Summer 
School focused on Physics, 
Mathematics, and Bioinformatics. 
These courses were taught by a 
cohort of international and local 
faculty with excellent academic 
backgrounds.  Math and Science 
courses were led by Mr. Joshua 
Talbot, and Computer coding 
courses were led by Mr. Cole Baker 

from the Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology (MIT), USA.

The AUW Math & Science Summer 
School has granted students to 
explore deeper into the world of 
STEM through rigorous, proactive 
activities and lectures. Attending this 
program, the students now have 
a diverse understanding of future 
careers, combined with greater 
critical thinking and problem-solving 
attitudes .

Mr. Muhammad Imrul Kabir, 
Corporate Affairs Director, Chevron 
Bangladesh, and Ms. Nafeesa 
Hossain Monali, Human Resources 
Director, Chevron Bangladesh 
attended the event as guest of honor. 

Mr. Kabir in his speech, highly 
praised the collaboration between 
AUW and Chevron and expressed his 
joy in participating in the students’ 
journey in opting for further STEM 

careers. 

Dr. Beena Khurana, Dean of Arts and 
Sciences, Asian University for Women 
the Dr. Mary Vayaliparampil, Director 
of Office for Advanced Learning, 
hosted the event and Ms. Rubaba 
Dowla, Country Managing Director. 
Oracle Bangladesh, Nepal and 
Bhutan were also present at the event 
as Chief guest. 

Students were awarded Certificate 
of Merit in recognition of completing 
the program. Family and friends 
of the students also attended the 
Closing Ceremony. Six students were 
awarded the “Emerging Woman 
Scholar Award” for their exemplary 
curricular engagement and 
leadership initiative. Furthermore, 
two students were also awarded 
for assisting their peers during the 
Summer School 2022 for high 
school girls.



Remembrance

The members of the American Chamber of 
Commerce in Bangladesh (AmCham) expressed 
deep condolence at the demise of Engineer 

Muhammad Aminul Haque, a respectful patron of the 
AmCham.

He was the  Group Chairman and Founder of 
Bangla Track Ltd., a distinguished dealer of 
Caterpillar Inc- a world famous US Brand and 
manufacturer of construction equipment, diesel 
and gas engines and generator.

He was a symbol of successful entrepreneurship 
in the domain of commerce and industry of 
Bangladesh contributing largely to the country’s 
development efforts. Aminul, a man with firm 
and strong self-determination, hard practice and 
farsighted steps brought for him this recognition 
in Bangladesh and beyond. This is an irreparable 
loss for his family as well as for the entire nation. 
He would be remembered for his outstanding 
contribution to the infrastructural development 
of the country that contributed to the national 
economy enormously.

The AmCham will acknowledge his contributions 
with gratitude as he was always a pioneer for the 
development of this trade body since its inception. 
We pray for his eternal peace and salvation of his 
departed soul!

Engr. Muhammad Aminul   Haque
Group Chairman and founder of Bangla Track Ltd.






