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MESSAGE FROM THE 

PRESIDENT
I write this concluding message as President of AmCham Bangladesh with 
a profound sense of gratitude, pride, and optimism for the future of our 
Chamber and our country.

Before re� ecting on our accomplishments and the road ahead, I 
would like to pay tribute to AmCham Bangladesh’s pioneering 
and � rst President, Forrest E. Cookson, whose recent 
passing has deeply saddened our community. He was not 
only a visionary leader who played a foundational role in 
establishing and shaping AmCham Bangladesh, but he also 
remained an active contributor and valued advisor to the 
Chamber throughout his life. His wisdom, dedication, and 
unwavering commitment to strengthening the business and 
economic relationship between Bangladesh and the United 
States have le�  an enduring legacy. We mourn the loss of a 
remarkable individual whose contributions to AmCham and 
to Bangladesh’s economic development will be remembered 
with great respect and gratitude. 

As Bangladesh navigates a period of economic transition and 
reform, we recognize the signi� cant e� orts being undertaken 
to restore macroeconomic stability and strengthen the country’s 
� nancial foundation. As noted by the Honorable Finance and Planning 
Minister, rebuilding the economy and restoring con� dence in the 
� nancial sector will require time, patience, and sustained 
commitment. 

We strongly believe that many of the challenges 
currently facing Bangladesh’s � nancial 
sector stem from inadequate 
governance, weak institutional 
oversight, and insu�  cient 
transparency. Ensuring robust 
governance and accountability 
across the banking sector, 
capital markets, insurance 
industry, and other � nancial 
institutions must therefore 
remain a national priority. 
Strengthening institutional 
capacity and restoring public 
and investor con� dence will 
be critical to achieving long-
term economic stability and 
sustainable growth. 
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At the same time, enhancing domestic revenue mobilization remains essential. Expanding the direct tax base while 
reducing leakages in indirect tax collection through improved governance, digitalization, and automation will help create 
a more e�  cient and equitable � scal framework. Equally important is the need to enhance Bangladesh’s competitiveness 
to support export growth and attract greater levels of domestic and foreign investment. 

To achieve these objectives, several critical areas require urgent and sustained attention. Energy security remains 
fundamental to industrial growth and investor con� dence. Likewise, the modernization of our logistics infrastructure 
and the e� ective implementation of the National Logistics Policy will play a pivotal role in improving Bangladesh’s 
competitiveness and integration into global value chains. In addition, maintaining a stable business environment through 
strong governance and e� ective law enforcement remains indispensable for attracting long-term investment. 

We � rmly believe that strengthening governance, ensuring energy security, modernizing logistics infrastructure, reducing 
corruption, and fostering a predictable business environment constitute the essential pillars for sustainable economic 
growth, employment generation, increased exports, and enhanced foreign direct investment. 

Serving as President has been one of the greatest privileges of my professional life. I have cherished this responsibility 
deeply and will always remember it with immense pride and gratitude. � roughout my tenure, I have been continually 
inspired by the dedication, professionalism, and collaborative spirit of AmCham’s founding members, former Presidents, 
stakeholders, members, partners, and the secretariat team.

While my tenure as President comes to an end, my commitment to AmCham Bangladesh remains unwavering. I will 
continue to be a dedicated advocate, supporter, and active member of this remarkable institution that has played such an 
important role in advancing trade, investment, and economic cooperation between Bangladesh and the United States. 

As we welcome the incoming leadership, I respectfully ask that you extend to them the same trust, encouragement, and 
collaboration that you have so generously a� orded me. I am con� dent that under their stewardship, AmCham Bangladesh 
will continue to strengthen its position as a leading voice of the business community and a catalyst for economic progress. 

� ank you for your friendship, partnership, and con� dence throughout this journey. I wish the new Executive Committee 
every success and extend my sincere hopes for AmCham Bangladesh’s continued growth, in� uence, and prosperity in the 
years ahead. 

We hope you enjoy reading this edition of the AmCham Journal and � nd it as interesting and engaging as our 
previous editions. 

With gratitude and best wishes, 

Syed Ershad Ahmed
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Strengthening Bangladesh�s Financial Architecture: A Blueprint for Resilience

A nation�s long-term economic resilience is built not only on capital, infrastructure, or policy, but fundamentally on 

trust. For Bangladesh, a country that has achieved remarkable economic progress over the past several decades�

strengthening confidence in its financial institutions is no longer merely an aspiration; it is an imperative. As the 

nation seeks to sustain growth, attract quality investment, and navigate an increasingly complex global landscape, 

trust must remain at the heart of its economic journey.

Bangladesh stands at a pivotal moment in its development trajectory. As the country prepares for graduation from 

Least Developed Country (LDC) status, its economic and financial architecture must continue to mature and evolve. 

This historic transition presents immense opportunities for growth, competitiveness, and global integration. At the 

same time, it underscores the need for stronger financial stability, sound governance, and greater transparency. 

These pillars are indispensable for mitigating risks, strengthening institutional credibility, and fostering confidence 

among citizens, businesses, investors, and development partners alike.

Trust is, in many respects, the ultimate currency of economic progress. Financial systems flourish when depositors 

trust banks, investors trust markets, businesses trust institutions, and stakeholders trust the integrity of regulatory 

frameworks. Confidence fuels savings, investment, entrepreneurship, and innovation. It encourages long-term 

capital formation and serves as a critical determinant of a country�s attractiveness as a destination for foreign direct 

investment and international partnerships.

The financial sector functions as a highly interconnected ecosystem. Banks, capital markets, insurance providers, 

non-bank financial institutions, and regulatory agencies each play distinct yet complementary roles in supporting 

economic growth and stability. Like the vital organs of a living system, the strength of the whole depends on the 

health of each component. Weaknesses in one segment can quickly reverberate throughout the broader economy, 

affecting credit availability, business expansion, market sentiment, and overall investor confidence. Strengthening 

resilience therefore requires a coordinated and forward-looking approach that recognizes the interconnected nature 

of the financial system.

In this context, governance assumes particular importance. Strong corporate governance frameworks, effective 

oversight mechanisms, accountability, and prudent risk management are essential for safeguarding institutional 

integrity and maintaining public confidence. Equally important is the continued strengthening of regulatory capacity, 

enforcement mechanisms, and policy coordination to ensure that the financial sector remains responsive to both 

domestic priorities and evolving global standards.

Transparency remains another cornerstone of trust. Investors and businesses increasingly seek predictable, rules-based 

environments characterized by timely disclosures, accurate reporting, and consistent regulatory practices. Greater 

FROM THE EDITOR 'S

PEN
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transparency not only enhances accountability but also improves market efficiency, strengthens risk management, 

and reinforces Bangladesh�s reputation as a credible and investment-friendly destination.

At the same time, financial stability must remain central to national economic strategy. Global economic uncertainty, 

inflationary pressures, technological disruption, climate-related risks, and geopolitical developments continue to 

shape financial markets worldwide. To navigate these challenges successfully, Bangladesh must continue pursuing 

reforms that reinforce institutional resilience while promoting innovation, financial inclusion, and sustainable growth.

This edition of the AmCham Journal explores these important themes through the perspectives of distinguished 

policymakers, regulators, industry leaders, and experts. Their insights examine both the challenges and opportunities 

facing Bangladesh�s financial sector and offer valuable recommendations for strengthening stability, governance, 

and transparency.

As Bangladesh advances toward its next stage of economic development, building and preserving trust in the 

financial sector will remain one of the nation�s foremost priorities. Through continued reforms, strong institutions, 

and constructive public-private collaboration, Bangladesh can further strengthen its financial foundations, inspire 

greater confidence, and unlock new opportunities for sustainable, inclusive, and long-term prosperity.

Serajul Islam Quadir
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COUNTRY’S ECONOMIC AND 
INVESTMENT OUTLOOK 
(SECOND QUARTER 2026)

Q2 2026 Report for American Chamber of Commerce, Bangladesh

Introduction

T
he year 2026 has been marked by significant domestic and geopolitical developments that have profoundly 

influenced Bangladesh�s macroeconomic landscape. Domestically, the nation successfully concluded its 13th 

National Election in February, setting the stage for a new administrative mandate. Shortly after, the regional 

security environment was severely tested by the eruption of conflict in the Middle East. The conflict triggered a closure 

of the Strait of Hormuz�a critical artery for the global oil trade�which catalyzed a sharp appreciation in global 

commodity prices and heightened concerns regarding potential supply-side constraints. Importantly, the US and Iran 

have initiated high-level peace talks and the prospective deal (scheduled to be signed on 19 June 2026) offers a 

tentative path toward de-escalation and potential market stabilization.

Against this backdrop, the government has unveiled an ambitious and expansionary budget for FY27, targeting a 
fiscal outlay of BDT 9.4tn, or approximately 14% of projected GDP. The fiscal framework aims for a striking 60% 
increase in revenue receipts over FY25 actuals, focusing on widening the tax net and modernizing customs and 
tax administration. While the budget�s policy direction reflects a structural pivot from a bank-centric, debt-driven 
growth model toward an investment-led paradigm, the ambitious revenue targets face significant execution risks. 
Furthermore, Bangladesh is currently negotiating a new financing arrangement with the International Monetary 
Fund (IMF), and the resulting program conditionalities will most likely circumscribe policy discretion, necessitating 
disciplined implementation to ensure macroeconomic stability.  

This report examines the pivotal factors that have shaped Bangladesh�s economy throughout Q2 2026, ranging 
from the influx of robust remittances to the persistence of inflationary pressures and the evolving liquidity dynamics 
within the banking sector. By analyzing these critical inputs, we attempt to provide comprehensive near-term outlooks 
for inflation, interest rates, BDT performance, and private sector credit growth. 

Budget FY27: Expansionary with hints of reforms
An ambitious and expansionary budget announced by the government. The proposed budget size is BDT 
9.4tn, ~19% above the revised FY26 tally and equivalent to ~14% of FY27F GDP. The revenue target has been 
set at BDT6.95tn (equivalent to 10% of GDP; 18% higher than the FY26 revised target and notably, 60% higher 
than FY25 actual receipts). FY27�s projected budget deficit stands at BDT 2.4tn or roughly 4% of GDP. Key budget 
statistics are presented in the next page. 

GDP growth and infl ation targets appear optimistic. The government is targeting 6.5% GDP growth and 7.5% 
inflation in FY27. The GDP growth target is visibly higher than forecasts by the World Bank (4.6%), ADB (4.7%) and 
IMF (4.3%). Meanwhile, headline inflation persisted above 8% in the last 12 months, exceeding 9% in recent months. 
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Fiscal policy is broadly in line with IMF modus operandi; execution concerns remain. The budget aims for dramatic 
revenue growth, removes multiple tax exemptions, and aspires to widen the tax net. The projected deficit is palatable 
and the policy direction reflects a move away from a debt-driven, bank-centric growth model toward an investment-
led model, with a strong emphasis on capital market reforms. The key monitorable is the extent to which FY27�s 
ambitious revenue goals are realized, as this will inevitably dictate fiscal borrowing needs and spending capacity.

De-regulation emphasized to enhance ease of doing business. The FY27 budget places strong emphasis on 
reducing compliance costs and administrative friction through tax and customs modernization. The most significant 
measure is the proposal to treat withholding tax (TDS) as Advance Tax rather than Minimum Tax. Going forward, excess 
withholding tax will be refundable or adjustable against actual tax liability, aligning Bangladesh with international 
practices and improving cash flow for businesses. The budget also proposes: i) A reduction in withholding tax rates 
across several sectors, ii) Expansion of e-filing and digital tax administration, and iii) Further modernization of 
customs through automated clearance and risk-based inspections. 

Impact of proposed tax rates are mixed. Thaandividual tax-free income threshold is set to be raised by BDT 50,000 
to BDT 375,000 (for general taxpayers) to provide some relief amid high inflation rates. An additional tier of 35% tax 
rate will be added for high income earners (above BDT 30mn) in AY28-29. Moreover, the Tax Deducted at Source 
(TDS) on National Saving Certificates (NSC) has been reclassified as Advance Tax, meaning individuals will be taxed 
at their marginal tax rate for NSC income. On the rebate front, the upper limit of capital market investments eligible 
for rebate has been reduced from BDT1mn to BDT0.75mn, and the tax rebate rate has been reduced from 15% to 
10%. Corporate tax rates have been kept largely unchanged; however, publicly listed companies with less than 10% 
float will now have to pay 25% tax (given bank transfers condition is met) compared to 22.5% previously. Looking 
at specific industries, the Pharma sector is a clear beneficiary of the latest budget, while consumer electronics and 
essentials are a net positive in our view. The impact on the banking sector is mixed, while that on Steel and Tobacco 
is a clear negative.

Key budget statistics

Sector
FY25 
Actual 

(BDTbn)

% of 
GDP

FY25-
26B 

(BDTbn)

% of 
GDP

FY25-26R 
(BDTbn)

% of 
GDP

FY26-27B 
(BDTbn)

% of 
GDP

Growth 
vs revised 
budget

Total Revenue Income 4,370 7.9%    5,640 9.0% 5,880 9.7%    6,950 10.2% 18.2%

NBR Tax  3,695 6.7%    4,990 8.0% 5,030 8.3%    6,040 8.8% 20.1%

Non-NBR Tax   82 0.1%   190 0.3%    200 0.3%   250 0.4% 25.0%

Non-Tax Receipt 593 1.1%   460 0.7%    650 1.1%   660 1.0% 1.5%

Total Expenditure  6,313 11.4%    7,900 12.7% 7,880 13.0%    9,380 13.7% 19.0%

Operating Expenditure  4,617 8.4%    4,988 8.0% 5,134 8.4%    5,511 8.1% 7.3%

Development Expenditure  1,524 2.8%    2,456 3.9% 2,149 3.5%    3,161 4.6% 47.1%

Of which, ADP  1,423 2.6%    2,300 3.7% 2,000 3.3%    3,000 4.4% 50.0%

Operating Capital and 
Other Expenditure

171 0.3%   456 0.7%    598 1.0%   708 1.0% 18.5%

Budget Deficit (1,942) -3.5%  (2,260) -3.6%   (2,000) -3.3%  (2,430) -3.6% 21.5%

Financing

External Source (In-
cluding Grants)

   604 1.1%    1,010 1.6%    630 1.0%    1,160 1.7% 84.1%

  Domestic Source  1,254 2.3%    1,250 2.0% 1,370 2.3%    1,270 1.9% -7.3%

Of which, Banking 
Source

 1,142 2.1%    1,040 1.7% 1,180 1.9%    1,120 1.6% -5.1%

GDP    5,150 100%  62,446 100%   60,803 100%  68,300 100% 12.3%

FY25-26B refers to the original budget, FY25-26R refers to the revised budget and FY26-27B refers to the recently released budget

GDP for FY25 is Provisional, for FY26B is Projected, for FY26R is Provisional and for FY27 is Projected. 

Source: Budget Speech FY27 
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Robust remittances are facilitating Bangladesh Bank�s USD purchases

Daily remittances (USDmn)
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Remittances have been conspicuously strong in 2026, with Jan-May inflows up 20% YoY. Typically, remittances dip 
materially after Eid months (visible drop after June 2025) but inflows have remained fairly healthy post Eid ul-Adha 
this year� receipts are up 25% in the first 10 days of June. This strength is underpinned by orthodox monetary 
policies implemented during the interim government�s tenure. Interestingly, the Iran war has curbed international 
travel and possibly, unofficial flows, which could be boosting official remittances. The plentiful inflow of remittances 
has allowed Bangladesh Bank (BB) to continue USD purchases from commercial banks, thereby augmenting BB�s 

reserves and banking sector liquidity (discussed 
shortly). 

BB�s reserves have remained healthy in Q2 2026, 
equaling ~5 months of imports as of 13 June 
2026; the slight dip in recent months is a result 
of costlier imports during Jan-Apr 2026. The 
exchange rate has remained stable thus far in Q2 
2026 which, in the presence of USD purchases by 
BB, suggests import settlement pressures have not 
been pronounced in May-Jun 2026. Our channel 
checks revealed that importers are presently opting 
for deferred settlements and banks are obliging, 
which reduces USD demand in the near term at 
the cost of exchange rate risk (for importers). If the 

war-induced supply side challenges persist or aggravate, there is a risk of a settlement stampede and exchange rate 

pressures down the line. 

Local currency liquidity remains healthy amidst muted private credit demand

M2 growth breakdown
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Slight dip in BB�s FX reserves in Q2 2026; exchange rate 
stable 

FX reserves & exchange rate
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M2 growth has remained healthy in recent months, supported by strong net foreign assets growth (driven primarily 
by remittances) and recovery in deposit growth� average deposit growth (YoY) improved from ~9% in 2025 to 
11-12% in Feb-Apr FY26. At the same time, private sector credit growth has been notably weak as businesses 
remain wary of making long-term investments in an environment characterized by palpable geopolitical tensions and 
elevated interest rates. The prevailing magnitude of public sector borrowing is also an important factor, as it poses 
�crowding-out� risks for the private sector.  

Yields have dipped visibly in June, underpinned by increased liquidity in banks

Yield curves (Mar-26 to Latest)
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Treasury yields have dipped across the board (by ~30-70bps) in June�s auctions despite increased government 
borrowing (on a MoM basis), signaling ample liquidity in banks. In our view, the liquidity build-up is underpinned 
by BB�s USD purchases (which feeds BDT into banks), deferred import settlements, and weak private credit growth. 
Yields are now proximate to the policy rate, indicating limited runway for further dips. This is because the treasury 
yield floor is effectively tethered to the policy rate (10%). The underlying logic is: i) treasury yields cannot fall too far 
below the interbank rate due to the mechanics of the interbank market, and ii) the interbank rate is itself anchored 
to BB�s policy rate via the mechanics of BB�s interest rate corridor. 

US-Iran peace deal in the works; international markets and DSEX have reacted 

positively

Commodity Feb-26 Apr-26 Latest

Arab Light 68.4 134.9 85.3

Brent Crude 72.9 110.4 79.0

Murban Crude 74.2 108.0 71.8

Natural Gas 2.9 2.8 3.2

Coal 118.5 134.0 145.0

Urea 465.5 682.1 360.0

DAP Fertilizer 627.5 760.0 772.5

Wheat 591.3 623.8 596.0

Soybeans 1,157.3 1,182.0 1,130.0

Palm Oil 4,046.0 4,570.0 4,539.0
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A peace deal, mediated by Pakistan and Qatar, is set to be signed by the United States of America and Iran on Friday 
(19 June 2026), which lays the groundwork for an end to hostilities and further discussions regarding Iran�s nuclear 
program. The official terms are yet to be disclosed, but it appears a reopening of the Strait of Hormuz by Iran and 
a withdrawal of the naval blockade by the US are expected outcomes. We view this deal as an initiation rather than 
a conclusion, as critical impasses still remain and there is no clarity surrounding their resolution. No agreement 
regarding Iran�s nuclear program has been reached yet, as this is set to be ironed out over a 60-day period following 
the deal signing. Importantly, Israel is not a signatory to the US-Iran deal and is yet to cease hostilities in Lebanon�
this is another sticking point for any functional peace deal. International commodity prices and Bangladesh�s stock 
market (DSEX above) have reacted fairly positively to the peace talks; the latter is also thanks to recent changes in 
BSEC leadership. 
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Recent energy price spikes compound existing infl ation pains

Inflation breakdown
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Inflation picked up month-on-month in both April and May, driven by increases in both food and non-food 
components; all three inflation metrics are now above 9%. Electricity prices have been raised materially this month 
while energy prices in general have been hiked in phases since February. These hikes presage higher energy (direct 

impact) and general (through knock-on effects) inflation down the road.

Outlook
 US-Iran peace deal represents a framework rather than a solution.  The deal, expected to yield a suspension 

of US-Iran hostilities, a reopening of the Strait of Hormuz, and a withdrawal of the US naval blockade, is 
scheduled to be signed on 19 June 2026. There remain, however, significant sticking points that could jeopardize 
a long-term peace agreement. Iran�s nuclear program remains a contentious issue, with related negotiations 
slated to commence only after the deal�s signing. In addition, Israel is yet to cease attacks in Lebanon, which is a 
serious violation from Iran�s perspective. Should these negotiations ultimately falter and hostilities resume, global 
markets would likely face a fresh round of price hikes and acute supply shocks. 

 Infl ation pains likely to persist. Domestic energy prices have been raised significantly in recent months and 
these portend higher energy (direct impact) and general (through knock-on effects) inflation in the near term. 
Moreover, Q2 2026 has witnessed multiple bouts of storms�these damage farmland and harvests, ultimately 
pushing up food prices. Looking at external risks, Bangladesh is an importer of energy (fuel oil, coal, and LNG) 
and other key commodities (fertilizer, soybeans, palm oil, etc.); hence, any breakdown in the Middle East peace 
talks threatens an exacerbation of inflationary pressures. 

 BB has little room to maneuver. The on-and-off Iran war and persistent inflation pressures mean BB has little 
to no room for a policy rate cut.  It will also be tricky to implement rate hikes (to rein in high inflation), given that 
borrowing rates are already elevated and the business community has been quite vocal in its opposition. Overall, 
we expect market interest rates to remain above 10% in the near term.

 The exchange rate could edge up in Q3 2026. While we expected the BDT to weaken in Q2 2026, the 
exchange rate has remained stable primarily on the back of robust remittances; delayed import settlements have 
also played a part. If this dynamic persists, the BDT could remain stable in the immediate near term but given 
remittances typically cool after Eid ul-Adha, we could see the exchange rate edge up going forward. Notably, 
the flipside to deferred import settlements is that any event that triggers currency volatility could set in motion a 
settlement stampede� intensifying pressure on the BDT.  

 Private credit growth likely to remain soft in the near term. The present economic landscape is characterized 
by high interest rates and multifaceted macro pressures. We expect private credit growth to remain weak in such 
an environment. 

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

EDGE Research & Consulting Limited was the knowledge partner for this writeup.  
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LIFE INSURANCE INDUSTRY 
IN BANGLADESH: TIME TO 
REVIVE FROM THE EDGE

O
ver the past five decades, Bangladesh has emerged as one of the world�s most outstanding economic 

success stories. Once devastated by the liberation war in 1971, it has identified itself as a lower-middle-

income nation with an economy worth $460 billion, recording steady GDP growth of 6�8% during the 

decade before the pandemic. A dynamic ready-made garment industry, annual remittance inflows exceeding 

$30 billion, and rapid advances in digital financial inclusion have lifted millions out of poverty. By nearly every 

conventional measure�per capita income, exports, life expectancy, and literacy�Bangladesh has outperformed 

many of its South Asian neighbors.

Given this sustained economic progress and the demographic dividend provided by its youthful population, it is 
very usual to expect that the life insurance sector will grow rapidly. As real incomes grow, people choose a life 
insurance policy as an instrument for saving and protecting against risks. Globally, life insurance is recognized 
as a cornerstone of financial security, protecting households from risks such as premature death, disability, 
and financial constraints in old age. At the same time, this industry channels long-term savings into productive 
investment. In advanced economies, the insurance industry typically contributes 5�10% of GDP and works as a 
shock absorber during economic downturns.

The reality of the life insurance 
industry in Bangladesh, however, 
is harshly different. Life insurance 
penetration, measured as the ratio of 
gross premiums to GDP, has declined 
by more than 65 percent over the past 
15 years, from about 0.70% in 2009 
to 0.24% in 2024. This means the life 
insurance penetration declined at an 
average annual rate of 6.89 percent. 
Even in India, which has a similar per 
capita income and shares common 
cultures, the insurance penetration 
is about 4 percent. In Bangladesh, 
the active life insurance policies fell 
from roughly 13.02 million in 2011 
to about 7.37 million by 2023.  This 
means the number of active life 
insurance policies declined at an 
average annual rate of 2.22 percent during 2011-2023. This was largely due to widespread public mistrust of life 
insurers and the consequent policy lapses. 

M. Sadiqul Islam 

Data Source: Insurance Development and Regulatory Authority
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Despite having a booming economy 
and a vast uninsured population, 
why has Bangladesh�s life insurance 
industry failed to realize its potential? 
There are many reasons why the life 
insurance industry has fallen behind the 
national economy�s growth. First, there 
has been widespread mistrust among 
potential policyholders, largely fueled 
by the non-payment of claims upon 
maturity. Second, many life insurance 
companies, mostly politically connected, 
are financially weakened by massive 
corruption and governance failures. 
Third, the institutional infrastructure is 
too weak to ensure transparency on the 
part of life insurers. Fourth, the regulator 
is not adequately empowered to develop 
rules necessary to control the industry 
and to take punitive measures against the wrongdoers. Unless major reforms are carried out, the life insurance 
industry is likely to reach a new low each year.

Broken Promises to General Mistrust:
At the core of Bangladesh�s eroding life insurance industry lies a harsh reality - policyholders are denied their claims. 
Life insurance is always built on trust�the expectation that years of premium payments will be honored when a policy 
matures, or a policyholder passes away. In Bangladesh, that promise has been broken on a massive scale. There 
are ample cases of such denial of claims on policy maturity, as reported in the newspapers. The reports published 
by the IDRA indicate the same. There are also cases where policyholders paid premiums on a regular basis to the 
insurance agency. But the agent did not deposit the money with the insurance company. As a result, the policyholder 
was cheated throughout the period. According to the official estimate of the Insurance Development and Regulatory 
Authority (IDRA), the claim settlement of policyholders was 65.94 percent in 2024. This marks a denial of claims 
for more than one-third of the sum assured. There are, however, exceptions. A very few companies are performing 
very well. But they are virtually outnumbered by a host of financially crippled life insurers and cannot restore shaken 
public confidence.

Unfair Competition:
There are too many life insurance companies operating in Bangladesh. Presently, 36 life insurance companies 
are licensed to operate in the country. It is reported that many of these licenses were issued purely on political 
considerations. What are the problems of operating too many companies compared to the size of the economy? 
First, unfair competition prevails in markets with too many insurers. In Bangladesh, a few firms generate most of the 
revenues of the life insurance industry. Others compete for a small pie. Consequently, excessive commissions and 
discounts, beyond the limits set by the regulator, destroy the market. Second, when too many companies operate in 
the market, many of them would be unable to attain economies of scale. Because a few large companies hold the 
majority of market share, other companies must operate with a smaller client base, leading to diseconomies of scale. 
These companies struggle for survival. Without having the necessary financial strength, denial of claims becomes a 
regular phenomenon. 

Absence of Actuaries Deepens the Problem:
Actuary firms value liabilities against life policies, create reserves, design products, and determine product prices. 
Valuation of liabilities is necessary to estimate the periodic profit of life insurance companies. Actuary firms also 
conduct risk management, asset-liability management, and regulatory reporting. Without these services, it is not 
possible to comply with the financial reporting standards. In Bangladesh, there is a dearth of actuaries. This is 
a problem of many decades. Still, life insurance companies in our country do not report their net profit and net 

Data source: Insurance Development and Regulatory Authority 
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asset value in their financial statements. Although there is a legal requirement to value their liabilities and comply 
with accounting standards, life insurers obtain a waiver from the regulator. This further deepens problems in the 
country�s life insurance industry. With vital information missing from the financial statements, it is extremely difficult to 
understand the insurer�s financial performance and solvency. If a potential policyholder takes a look at the balance 
sheet and income statement, (s)he does not get an idea of the true financial condition of the insurer and cannot 
make an informed decision. Similarly, other stakeholders, such as shareholders and investors, cannot make informed 
decisions.

It is indeed difficult to understand why Bangladesh failed to develop a cadre of actuaries over the last four decades. 
The issue was on the table for decades, but no effective strategy was adopted to develop this vital resource. Regulators 
and policymakers knew what ought to be done, but the issue remained largely ignored. In almost every country, 
there is an Institute of Actuaries or a similar body that nurtures this profession. Unfortunately, an institute like this was 
not established in Bangladesh.  Only recently has the agenda been on the table, and the proposal for the Institute 
of Actuaries is awaiting the government�s green signal. If this institute is established, the country will witness the 
beginning of a new era in the life insurance industry.

The Root Cause - IDRA was born Toothless:
Despite having a regulator in place, why is the insurance industry crippled by gross violations of corporate governance 
codes and plundering of resources?  The answer to this question lies in the enactment of the Insurance Development 
and Regulatory Authority Act, 2010, and the Insurance Act, 2010. The process of regulatory reform was started 
long ago. The process was delayed year after year. Finally, when the laws were enacted, a few vital provisions were 
changed to serve the interests of a vested-interest group. To make a regulator effective, it is absolutely necessary to 
empower the institution. Two empowerments are vital. First, regulators for an industry like this should be empowered 
to frame and promulgate rules and regulations. Second, it should have adequate power to impose any penalty for any 
governance failure or financial crime. For example, the Bangladesh Securities and Exchange Commission (BSEC), 
the regulator of publicly traded companies, is empowered to frame rules and regulations to control the market 
and to impose penalties for wrongdoing or financial crime. This did not happen to the IDRA. Under the Insurance 
Development and Regulatory Authority Act 2010, only the government can make rules for the insurance industry. 
The IDRA is not empowered to promulgate rules and regulations necessary for the industry. The consequences 
are severe. The regulator cannot dissolve the board of directors or reject any appointment of a board member. 
It can only suspend the board. Also, IDRA cannot impose an adequate penalty on individuals and institutions for 
governance failures and financial crimes. In fact, a vested-interest group, mostly politically connected, opposed 
IDRA�s empowerment when the laws were enacted. Presently, the IDRA can impose a penalty of up to Taka 500,000 
for any wrongdoing. Even if a person plunders one billion Taka, the regulator can impose a penalty of only Taka 5 

lakh. Perpetrators are happy to pay this meager penalty and get away with it.

The Road to Reform:
The insurance industry provides vital financial services to individuals and institutions. The agenda to revise the 
insurance laws is on the table now. Simply changing the top officials of IDRA will not yield the desired results. If the 
regulator is handicapped, despite good intentions, it cannot bring about any material change in developing the 
industry. The IDRA should be empowered to make rules and regulations for the best interest of the industry. Also, the 
IDRA should be empowered to impose appropriate penalties on individuals and institutions for governance failures, 
corruption, and wrongdoing. In addition, to protect the public interest, tighter corporate governance codes are 
necessary for the insurance industry. Family ownership in an insurance company should be limited to no more than 
5 percent. Also, not more than one member from a single family should be allowed on the corporate board. The 
development of actuary firms should receive the utmost priority.  The time is now. A right step forward can save this 
industry from further erosion.

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

The writer of this article is a Professor in the Department of Finance, University of Dhaka.
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A 
banking system is ultimately built on trust. Factories may be built with steel and concrete, technology companies with 

code and algorithms, but banks are built on confidence. Depositors entrust their savings, businesses rely on credit, 

investors seek stability, and economies depend on the efficient allocation of capital. When confidence weakens, the 

consequences extend far beyond individual institutions.

Today, Bangladesh�s banking sector finds itself at a critical inflection point.The challenges are well documented. 
Rising non-performing loans, capital deficiencies, liquidity pressures, governance concerns, and declining public 
confidence have exposed structural weaknesses that have accumulated over many years. While regulators continue 
to undertake important reforms, sustainable recovery cannot be achieved through regulation alone.

The responsibility to restore confidence begins inside the institutions themselves. Bank owners, boards of directors, 
and senior executives must recognize that accountability is not merely a regulatory requirement�it is a fiduciary 
obligation to depositors, shareholders, employees, and the broader economy.

As someone who has spent decades working across banking, industry, and business leadership�including participating 
in the transformation of City Bank PLC from a troubled institution in the late 1990s into one of Bangladesh�s 
most respected banks�I have seen firsthand that meaningful turnaround is possible. Sustainable recovery requires 
disciplined governance, strong leadership, transparency, an unwavering commitment to institutional accountability, 
a bullet-proof vision, and patience. The observations and recommendations that follow are informed not only by 
principle, but also by practical experience accumulated over three decades of navigating challenges, rebuilding 
confidence, and creating long-term value for all stakeholders. I remain optimistic. Bangladesh has repeatedly 
demonstrated resilience and adaptability. The banking sector can emerge stronger from its current challenges if 
leadership embraces a renewed commitment to governance, transparency, and long-term stewardship.

The Board’s Role: Stewardship Over Ownership
One of the most important principles in modern banking is that ownership and stewardship are not the same. 
Shareholders may own a bank, but directors serve as custodians of an institution that holds public trust. The board�s 
responsibility extends beyond financial performance to ensuring institutional integrity and sustainability.

A PERSPECTIVE INFORMED BY 
THREE DECADES OF BANKING 
TRANSFORMATION: 
ACCOUNTABILITY BEGINS AT THE TOP: 

REBUILDING TRUST IN BANGLADESH’S 

BANKING SYSTEM

Hossain Khaled
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Effective boards establish the tone from the top. They create an environment where ethical conduct is non-negotiable, 
risk management is respected, and accountability is embedded in decision-making. Governance cannot be treated 
as a compliance exercise. It must become part of the institution�s culture.

The most successful banks around the world share certain common characteristics: independent oversight, strong 
committee structures, transparent decision-making, and disciplined risk governance. Bangladesh�s banking sector 
must continue progressing toward these standards.

Particularly important is the board�s oversight of credit quality. History has shown that banking crises rarely begin 
with liquidity shortages. More often, they originate from poor lending decisions, weak due diligence, excessive 
concentration, or compromises in credit discipline.

Loan growth may create short-term momentum, but sustainable banking requires repayment discipline. Credit must 
be guided by commercial viability, not influence or convenience. 

Accountability in Execution
While boards establish direction, senior management determines outcomes. Policies, frameworks, and governance 
structures only become meaningful when translated into daily operational discipline. The effectiveness of a bank is 
ultimately reflected in how decisions are executed throughout the organization.

Senior executives therefore carry a profound responsibility.They must ensure that growth ambitions remain aligned 
with risk capacity, that compliance standards are consistently maintained, and that operational controls are robust. 
Equally important, they must foster a culture where accountability is embraced rather than avoided. In many 
cases, banking difficulties do not arise from extraordinary events. They emerge gradually through a series of small 
compromises�exceptions to policy, delayed recognition of problems, weak monitoring, or insufficient challenge of 
emerging risks.

Strong management teams identify problems early, address them honestly, and communicate transparently with 
stakeholders.Institutional resilience is built through discipline long before challenges appear. 

Technology, Transparency, and Trust
Banking is also undergoing a profound transformation driven by technology. Digital platforms, mobile banking, data 
analytics, artificial intelligence, and real-time payments are reshaping customer expectations and business models. 
These developments create enormous opportunities for financial inclusion and efficiency.

At the same time, they introduce new responsibilities. Cybersecurity, data protection, operational resilience, and 
digital governance have become boardroom issues. A technology failure today can create financial, reputational, 
and systemic consequences within hours. Leadership teams must therefore view technology governance as an 
essential component of institutional accountability rather than simply an operational function. Transparency is equally 
important. Customers, investors, regulators, and markets reward institutions that communicate openly and honestly. 
Financial reporting must be accurate. Related-party transactions must be transparent. Governance practices must 
withstand scrutiny. Trust cannot be demanded. It must be earned repeatedly through consistent behaviour.

Building a Culture of Accountability
Perhaps the most important challenge facing the sector is cultural rather than technical. Strong institutions are not 
built solely through regulations, policies, or systems. They are built through people. A culture of accountability 
begins when individuals at every level understand that decisions have consequences and that integrity matters even 
when no one is watching. This requires meritocracy, continuous professional development, ethical leadership, and 
the willingness to confront difficult issues directly. It also requires empowering internal audit, risk management, and 
compliance functions to perform their responsibilities independently and effectively. Organizations become stronger 
when transparency is encouraged and concerns can be raised without fear. In the long run, culture often determines 
outcomes more decisively than strategy. 
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The Opportunity Before Us
Bangladesh�s banking sector remains central to the country�s economic future. The aspirations of a growing nation�
industrial expansion, export diversification, infrastructure development, technological advancement, financial 
inclusion, and private sector investment�will all require a strong, trusted, and well-governed banking system. The 
objective before us should therefore be larger than simply correcting weaknesses. It should be to build institutions 
capable of supporting Bangladesh�s next generation of economic transformation. Achieving this objective will 
require stronger governance, better risk management, improved credit discipline, greater transparency, and more 
consistent accountability. Most importantly, it will require leadership. Banking crises rarely emerge overnight. They 
develop gradually when governance weakens, discipline erodes, and accountability becomes diluted. Conversely, 
confidence is restored through steady leadership, prudent decisions, and a sustained commitment to doing what is 
right�even when doing so is difficult. Bangladesh now has an opportunity to strengthen its banking sector not only 
through reform, but through renewed institutional leadership. If boards, owners, and senior executives embrace their 
responsibilities as stewards of public trust, the sector can once again become one of the country�s most credible 
and powerful engines of sustainable economic growth. The future of banking in Bangladesh will not be determined 
solely by regulations. It will be determined by the quality of leadership within our institutions and by the collective 
commitment to accountability that begins at the very top.

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

The writer of this article is a business leader and institution builder whose work spans banking, industry, and economic 
development. He writes and speaks regularly on leadership, fi nancial sector transformation, governance, and the 
evolving role of institutions in shaping sustainable growth. He also the Chairman, City Bank PLC, Group Managing Director 
Anwar Group and former President, Dhaka Chamber of Commerce and Industry.
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Why governance, not just bad loans, lies at the heart of Bangladesh’s financial sector 

challenges

W
hen discussions turn to Bangladesh�s banking sector, attention often centers on rising non-performing 

loans, financial scandals, and troubled institutions. These issues dominate headlines and public debate. 

Yet they are symptoms of a deeper problem.

Long before a loan becomes non-performing, a governance failure has usually already occurred.

To understand the roots of the country�s banking challenges, we need to look beyond loan defaults and examine a 
more fundamental question: who owns financial institutions, how decisions are made, and whether accountability 
mechanisms are strong enough to protect the interests of depositors, investors, and the broader economy.

The Ownership Question
A review of companies listed on the Dhaka Stock Exchange reveals a familiar pattern. Ownership remains highly 
concentrated, with sponsor-directors and their families retaining significant control over corporate decision-making. 
Family-controlled businesses have long been a cornerstone of Bangladesh�s economic development, driving 
entrepreneurship, industrial growth, and employment generation.

This concentration of ownership is not inherently problematic. In fact, many of Asia�s most successful companies 
are family-owned. Challenges emerge, however, when concentrated ownership is not balanced by equally strong 
governance structures, independent oversight, and effective accountability mechanisms.

In Bangladesh, sponsor-directors and their families hold a substantial share of ownership in listed companies, while 
institutional and foreign investors account for a relatively small proportion. Public investors contribute capital but often 
have limited influence over governance decisions. As a result, the capital market frequently operates less as a mechanism 
for dispersed ownership and more as a vehicle through which concentrated business groups access public funds.

When Business Groups Own Banks
The implications become even more significant when the same business groups own or influence financial institutions. 
Over the years, Bangladesh�s private sector has evolved around diversified conglomerates spanning industries such 
as manufacturing, real estate, healthcare, media, and finance. Ideally, banks should serve as independent allocators 
of capital, directing resources toward productive investments based on merit, risk assessment, and commercial 
viability. However, when ownership and influence overlap, the distinction between a bank and the broader interests 
of its controlling shareholders can become blurred.

OWNERSHIP, INSIDER TRANSACTIONS, 
AND THE LONG ROAD TO 
ACCOUNTABILITY 

Melita Mehjabeen
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In such environments, lending decisions may be influenced not only by business fundamentals but also by relationships, 
affiliations, and networks of influence. Access to finance can become concentrated among those with proximity to 
power, while market discipline weakens. One of the most persistent governance concerns in many banking systems 
worldwide is connected lending�situations where directors, shareholders, or related entities gain preferential access 
to credit. These arrangements are not always obvious. They may involve complex ownership structures, reciprocal 
relationships between institutions, or affiliated companies that mask the ultimate beneficiaries.

The risk is straightforward: when those responsible for safeguarding a bank�s resources are also among its largest 
borrowers, conflicts of interest become difficult to avoid.

From Governance Weakness to Financial Distress
The consequences of weak governance rarely emerge overnight. They accumulate gradually through years of 
inadequate oversight, repeated regulatory forbearance, weak enforcement, and the normalization of practices that 
would otherwise raise concerns. Eventually, the effects become visible through rising loan defaults, declining asset 
quality, and financial scandals that capture public attention. Yet by the time these symptoms appear, the underlying 
governance problems have often been developing for years. This is why financial crises should not be viewed solely 
through the lens of non-performing loans. NPLs are the outcome of governance failures rather than the starting 
point. The real challenge lies in understanding the incentives that allowed risks to build up unchecked.

Transparency Is Necessary, but Not Sufficient
Over the years, Bangladesh has introduced important corporate governance reforms. Disclosure requirements 
have been strengthened, audit committees have been given greater responsibilities, and reporting standards have 
improved.

These are important steps.

Yet transparency alone cannot guarantee accountability. Disclosures only create value when they are reviewed, 
verified, and acted upon. Governance frameworks are effective not because rules exist on paper, but because 
institutions consistently enforce them. Strong regulation requires more than compliance checklists. It requires credible 
oversight, independent supervision, and a willingness to apply rules uniformly regardless of the influence of those 
involved.

Signs of a New Direction
There are encouraging signs that Bangladesh�s financial sector is moving toward a more robust governance framework. 
Recent regulatory initiatives have focused on strengthening oversight of related-party transactions, improving 
transparency regarding beneficial ownership, and enhancing monitoring of insider exposures. Independent reviews 
of loan portfolios are helping regulators obtain a clearer understanding of asset quality and institutional resilience.

At the same time, discussions around modern bank resolution frameworks reflect a growing recognition that problems 
must be addressed before they become systemic. International experience demonstrates that effective resolution 
mechanisms can preserve financial stability while protecting depositors and reducing the burden on taxpayers. These 
developments signal an important shift�from reacting to crises after they occur toward identifying and addressing 
vulnerabilities before they escalate.

What Still Needs to Be Done?
While progress is encouraging, several priorities remain critical. First, transparency around beneficial ownership must 
continue to improve. Regulators, investors, and depositors should be able to identify who ultimately controls financial 
institutions and major corporate entities. Second, disclosures relating to related-party transactions should become 
more timely and accessible. Governance risks are easier to manage when information is available before problems 
emerge rather than after losses have accumulated.

Third, enforcement must remain consistent and predictable. Confidence grows when market participants believe that 
the same standards apply to everyone, regardless of their size, influence, or connections.
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Rebuilding Trust
At its core, the debate about ownership, insider transactions, and banking governance is not merely a technical 
discussion about regulation.

It is a discussion about trust.

Financial systems function because depositors trust banks with their savings. Investors trust that disclosures are 
accurate. Businesses trust that access to finance is determined by merit rather than influence. Citizens trust that 
accountability applies equally to all.

For many years, weaknesses in governance eroded parts of that trust.

Rebuilding it will require sustained commitment, stronger institutions, and continued reforms. The journey will not 
be quick, but it is both necessary and achievable. Bangladesh has repeatedly demonstrated its ability to overcome 
institutional challenges and adapt to changing realities. The country�s economic progress, entrepreneurial dynamism, 
and resilience provide reasons for optimism.

The challenge now is to ensure that the fi nancial system refl ects those same strengths.

Ultimately, a healthy banking sector is not built solely on capital adequacy ratios or regulatory compliance. It is built 
on transparency, accountability, and confidence. And confidence, once earned, becomes the strongest foundation 
for sustainable growth.

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

The writer of this article is a Professor at the Institute of Business Administration (IBA), University of Dhaka, and 
the Chairman of National Bank PLC. She also serves as an Independent Director on the boards of Grameenphone 
Ltd., Unilever Consumer Care Ltd., and British American Tobacco Bangladesh. A Commonwealth Scholar with 
a PhD in Accounting and Finance from Alliance Manchester Business School, she specializes in corporate 
governance, board leadership, and ESG oversight. With over two decades of experience across academia and 
the corporate sector, Dr. Mehjabeen seamlessly blends scholarly rigor with boardroom insights to advance ethical 
and effective governance. 
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STRENGTHENING PUBLIC 
FINANCIAL MANAGEMENT 
AND TAX GOVERNANCE

Muhammad Abdul Mazid

T
here is considerable scope for rethinking Bangladesh�s existing tax culture, particularly at a time when continuous 

efforts are being made to improve revenue collection and strengthen public financial management. Achieving 

these objectives requires sustained and consistent initiatives.

Bangladesh�s tax-to-GDP ratio remains low, reflecting a significant structural imbalance. Recent studies indicate 
that wealth concentration has increased rapidly, with the affluent becoming wealthier at a much faster pace. If the 
economy is growing and GDP continues to expand, why is revenue collection not increasing proportionately? Why, in 
some cases, is it declining? The answer suggests significant weaknesses in revenue mobilization and tax governance.

The share of direct taxation, particularly income tax, remains inadequate and uncertain. Individuals who accumulate 
substantial wealth through illicit means often remain outside the tax net, while many registered taxpayers exploit 
loopholes, exemptions, and concessions to minimize their tax liabilities.

Of the total revenue collected by the National Board of Revenue (NBR), approximately 36�37 percent comes 
from Value Added Tax (VAT), 33�34 percent from income tax, and 30�31 percent from customs duties, including 
supplementary duties and import tariffs.

Public financial management also faces serious challenges. During the 55 years since independence, Bangladesh 
has received more than US$92 billion in foreign loans and nearly US$42 billion in grants. Domestic borrowing has 
likewise increased substantially. Annual repayments of foreign loan principal amount to around Tk 20,000 crore, 
while nearly 22 percent of the national budget is spent on servicing domestic and external debt.

In such circumstances, there is no alternative to strengthening domestic resource mobilization and addressing sectoral 
imbalances in revenue generation. The current system has not been able to mobilize domestic resources effectively. 
Income inequality continues to widen, while opportunities for capital flight persist. If appropriate mechanisms are 
introduced to ensure fair and comprehensive revenue collection across all sectors, the country�s fiscal position can 
be significantly improved.

Enhanced revenue collection would increase the tax-to-GDP ratio and reduce existing imbalances. In a country 
where more than one million people use credit cards, where large-scale development projects are implemented 
through the Annual Development Programme (ADP), and where hundreds of vehicles are imported every month, 
the present level of revenue collection is clearly inadequate. This situation warrants continuous review and reform.

A strong political commitment and an impartial approach to revenue legislation, policy design, and implementation 
are essential for fostering an effective tax culture. The more strained the relationship between taxpayers and tax 
authorities becomes, the more difficult it is to build trust and encourage voluntary compliance. The political use of 
tax exemptions and concessions may generate short-term benefits, but it also creates opportunities for long-term 
abuse and distortion.
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Revenue collection is fundamentally a shared responsibility between the state and its citizens in pursuit of social justice 
and equitable development. Colonial systems of governance did not embody this principle. As an independent nation, 
Bangladesh should not perpetuate discriminatory practices in trade, investment, or socio-economic governance that 
originated during the colonial era.

Although Bangladesh has embraced a modern market-oriented economy, many features of its income tax system 
still reflect a colonial legacy of mistrust, excessive complexity, procedural rigidity, and an increasing bias toward 
indirect taxation. Such characteristics create an environment of fear rather than cooperation, causing taxpayers to 
feel constrained by legal complexities instead of being encouraged to comply voluntarily. These limitations weaken 
tax morale and discourage honest taxpayers.

A major institutional weakness is that both tax policy formulation and tax administration are vested in the same 
organization�the National Board of Revenue. This arrangement creates potential conflicts of interest and can hinder 
the development of optimal tax policies. Stakeholders frequently argue that policy formulation should be separated 
from policy administration to ensure greater efficiency, transparency, and accountability.

Recognizing the importance of revenue governance to overall economic management, international development 
partners, including the IMF, have recommended separating the system into two complementary institutions: a Revenue 
Policy Division responsible for policy formulation a needed.

One of the most important prerequisites for investment is a stable and predictable customs and tax regime. Both 
domestic and foreign investors frequently express concern over the frequent changes in Bangladesh�s tariff and 
tax policies. Such uncertainty undermines compliance, discourages investment, and increases business risks. 
Consequently, reforms aimed at establishing a stable medium- and long-term tax framework are urgently needed.

The institutional capacity of the National Board of Revenue (NBR) remains inadequate to meet the demands of a 
modern economy. As a result, it faces difficulties in formulating effective revenue policies, implementing them efficiently, 
promoting voluntary compliance, detecting violations in a timely manner, and enforcing tax laws consistently.

A major reason for these shortcomings is the absence of a fully integrated, technology-driven tax administration 
system. Despite some progress, customs, VAT, and income tax operations continue to function largely in isolation. 
This fragmentation limits information sharing and coordination, while creating opportunities for tax evasion, 
collusion, discretionary decision-making, harassment, and administrative irregularities. Taxpayer services also remain 
insufficient in both quality and coverage, reducing incentives for voluntary compliance. In addition, disputes and 
taxpayer grievances are often resolved slowly. The abolition of the Tax Ombudsman institution in 2011 removed an 
important avenue for independent redress that had existed since its establishment in 2005.

Recognizing the need for comprehensive reform, the post-July 2024 interim government established a five-member 
Revenue Reform Advisory Committee in October 2024 to provide recommendations on tax policy reform, revenue 
administration, public financial management, fiscal governance, institutional capacity-building, integrity, citizen 
engagement, and stakeholder participation. Subsequently, in October 2025, the government constituted a nine-
member National Task Force on Tax Reforms to advance this agenda.

Both bodies concluded that, despite NBR�s critical role in mobilizing nearly 87 percent of Bangladesh�s public 
revenue and its substantial untapped potential, the institution has been unable to perform at the desired level due 
to the absence of sustained reform and modernization. Consequently, the country�s tax-to-GDP ratio has remained 
stagnant at around 7�8 percent, far below the desired level of 15�16 percent.

The committees observed that Bangladesh�s tax system has become increasingly dependent on indirect taxation rather 
than direct taxation. The existing tariff and tax structure is characterized by high and inconsistent rates, extensive 
exemptions, multiple para-tariffs, cascading taxes, and a significant gap between statutory and effective tax rates. 
These features distort economic incentives, increase compliance costs, and adversely affect business competitiveness, 
investment, and consumer welfare.

The legal and procedural framework governing customs and taxation also remains complex, outdated, and heavily 
dependent on manual processes. Integrated automation and digitalization�essential for efficient administration, 
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voluntary compliance, data sharing, and effective enforcement�have yet to be fully implemented. As a result, 
compliance costs remain high, the tax base remains narrow, revenue growth is constrained, investment is discouraged, 
and opportunities for irregularities and abuse of discretion persist. Export diversification has also fallen short of 
expectations. Meanwhile, corruption, money laundering, tax evasion, and administrative harassment continue to 
exacerbate economic inequality and undermine good governance.

The challenges facing public financial management and revenue administration are widely recognized by 
government agencies, businesses, civil society organizations, development partners, researchers, consumers, and 
the media. Although various reform initiatives have been undertaken over the years, most were fragmented, donor-
driven, or implemented in response to stakeholder pressure rather than as part of a coherent national reform 
strategy. Consequently, they failed to address the underlying structural weaknesses of the system. Instead, many 
of the problems have become more complex and increasingly detrimental to revenue mobilization, fiscal stability, 
investment, consumer welfare, and economic equity.

According to many experts, the revenue sector has reached its current state because reform efforts were not preceded 
by comprehensive, evidence-based diagnostic assessments aligned with international best practices. To address this 
gap, the reform committees undertook a structured review of NBR�s policies, institutions, and operational systems. 
The review drew on research studies, policy papers, government and non-government reports, development partner 
assessments, and stakeholder consultations. These findings, together with an evaluation of the effectiveness of 
existing revenue policies and administrative practices, informed the committees� recommendations.

A broad consensus now exists among policymakers, development partners, businesses, civil society, and the media 
that Bangladesh�s revenue performance has not kept pace with the country�s economic growth. Although the 
economy has expanded significantly, both the tax-to-GDP ratio and overall tax revenue collection remain substantially 
below those of comparable economies. A modern, efficient, and equitable customs and tax system is essential for 
sustaining rapid and inclusive growth. However, Bangladesh�s continued dependence on trade-based and indirect 
taxes highlights the structural weaknesses of its current revenue framework.

The country�s customs and tax laws, regulations, and procedures are often viewed as outdated, complex, costly, and 
vulnerable to revenue leakage and corruption. These shortcomings increase the burden on taxpayers, undermine 
fairness, contribute to economic inequality, and encourage the expansion of informal economic activities. The tax 
base remains exceptionally narrow, while the limited automation and digitalization of tax administration restrict inter-
agency coordination, information exchange, and service delivery.

The Eighth Five-Year Plan (2021�2025) projected a tax-to-GDP ratio of 14�15 percent, compared with an average 
of 17�18 percent in many developing countries. Yet Bangladesh�s ratio remains below 8 percent�among the 
lowest in the region. Given the country�s growing development needs, its commitment to achieving the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs), and its aspiration to attain developed-country status, increasing domestic revenue 
mobilization has become imperative. Comprehensive modernization and reform of NBR is therefore no longer 
optional but essential.

Another major concern is the excessive dependence on indirect taxation. Nearly 80 percent of NBR�s revenue 
is derived from indirect taxes, contrary to the principles of a balanced and equitable tax system. Such reliance 
disproportionately burdens low- and middle-income households, contributes to inflationary pressures, and allows 
many higher-income individuals to contribute less than their fair share. The reform committees therefore emphasized 
the need for a gradual transition toward a more direct tax-based system consistent with international best practices.

Bangladesh�s tax base remains exceptionally narrow. Estimates suggest that more than half of the country�s GDP 
effectively falls outside the tax net. According to the latest statistics from the Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics (BBS), 
there are approximately 6.3 million economic establishments in the country. Even if 80�85 percent of these 
establishments fall below the VAT or turnover tax threshold, nearly one million should still be registered under the VAT 
system. In reality, only about 600,000 are registered, and fewer than half of them regularly submit returns. Achieving 
comprehensive coverage would therefore require bringing an additional 400,000 establishments into the VAT net.

A similar situation exists in income taxation. According to the FY2024�25 budget declaration, approximately 40 



29AMCHAM JOURNAL 29AMCHAM JOURNAL

million individuals meet the criteria for income tax registration. Yet only slightly more than 10 million possess Taxpayer 
Identification Numbers (TINs), and only around 4.5 million submit tax returns, many of whom are government 
employees or corporate-sector workers. Likewise, although Bangladesh has approximately 280,000 registered 
companies, fewer than 100,000 are effectively within the income tax net. Overall compliance among potential 
taxpayers is estimated at only about 50 percent. Expanding the tax base to include these large numbers of businesses, 
individuals, and corporate entities is therefore essential for strengthening domestic resource mobilization.

According to many experts, Bangladesh�s current tax system falls short of international standards for efficiency, equity, 
and investment friendliness. It is neither sufficiently revenue-productive nor adequately supportive of investment and 
inclusive economic growth.

Customs and Import Duties
The structure and incidence of customs duties and taxes at the import stage remain excessively complex and 
burdensome. Many features of the system are inconsistent with WTO-compatible Most-Favoured-Nation (MFN) and 
national treatment principles and continue to rely heavily on para-tariffs. The system appears to be driven primarily 
by short-term revenue considerations rather than strategic economic objectives.

As a consequence, effective tax rates (ETRs) often exceed statutory tax rates (STRs) by a significant margin. 
Approximately 32�33 percent of Bangladesh�s total revenue is still collected at the import stage, compared with 
10�15 percent in many developing economies. This excessive dependence on border taxation encourages under-
invoicing, over-invoicing, trade misdeclaration, trade-based money laundering, revenue leakage, and administrative 
harassment. It also increases the cost of doing business, weakens industrial competitiveness, and raises production 
and consumer costs.

Value Added Tax (VAT)
Bangladesh�s VAT system diverges substantially from international best practices. Multiple VAT rates, a relatively high 
standard rate, advance tax requirements, supplementary duties, excessive withholding provisions, complex input tax 
credit rules, and costly compliance procedures significantly increase the effective tax burden.

In many cases, the effective VAT burden exceeds the statutory rate of 15 percent and may rise above 30 percent. 
Such a structure discourages investment, constrains business growth, and adversely affects consumer welfare. By 
contrast, many Asian economies�including Thailand, Singapore, Malaysia, Japan, Vietnam, Indonesia, and South 
Korea�maintain standard VAT rates below 10 percent. Given Bangladesh�s heavy reliance on indirect taxation and 
its relatively high incidence of poverty, the current VAT burden appears disproportionately high.

Income Tax Distortions
Bangladesh�s income tax system also contains significant structural distortions. In principle, income tax should be 
levied on profits and income. In practice, however, the system relies heavily on mechanisms that resemble indirect 
taxation. These include minimum turnover taxes, withholding taxes imposed irrespective of profitability, non-adjustable 
advance taxes, and similar revenue-driven measures.

As a result, an estimated 70�75 percent of income tax revenue is generated through indirect or quasi-indirect 
mechanisms rather than through direct taxation of actual income. Although policymakers recognize these distortions, 
concerns about potential short-term revenue losses have discouraged meaningful reform. Consequently, these 
inefficiencies continue to undermine both fairness and economic efficiency.

A stable and predictable tariff and tax regime is one of the most important prerequisites for domestic and foreign 
investment. Investors frequently cite the frequent changes in Bangladesh�s tariff structure, tax rates, and revenue 
policies as a major source of uncertainty. Such instability weakens investor confidence, discourages compliance, and 
adversely affects business planning. Establishing a stable medium- and long-term tax framework therefore requires 
comprehensive reforms within both the Revenue Policy Division and the Revenue Administration Division of the 
National Board of Revenue.
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The success of these reforms, however, depends largely on strengthening NBR�s institutional capacity. At present, the 
organization lacks the resources, systems, and technological capabilities necessary to formulate effective policies, 
ensure efficient implementation, promote voluntary compliance, detect violations promptly, and enforce tax laws 
effectively.

The most critical weakness is the absence of a fully integrated, technology-driven revenue administration system. 
Information technology has not yet been deployed comprehensively to modernize and streamline customs, VAT, and 
income tax operations. Successful implementation of the proposed reforms will therefore require sustained political 
commitment, adequate investment, active stakeholder participation, professional leadership, and a clearly defined 
implementation roadmap over the next three to four years.

In reviewing NBR�s existing systems, the Revenue Reform Committee observed that previous automation initiatives 
were fragmented across customs, VAT, and income tax functions. Many of these projects were implemented separately 
by foreign consultants and vendors under donor-driven arrangements. As a result, several initiatives produced 
incomplete outcomes or failed to achieve their intended objectives.

The Committee cautioned that merely repeating this approach for future large-scale automation projects could 
reproduce the same shortcomings. Even where donor financing is required, excessive dependence on foreign 
consultants and vendors may impede the development of a fully integrated and sustainable national revenue 
management system.

The Committee�s assessment further revealed that several neighboring and comparable countries have successfully 
implemented comprehensive tax automation programs using local experts and domestic technology firms. While 
Bangladesh previously lacked sufficient technical capacity in this area, the situation has changed significantly. In 
the past, foreign vendors often handled sensitive revenue-related data, sometimes transferring such information 
abroad for programming and system development. In several cases, projects remained incomplete or vendors were 
unavailable when further support became necessary. Re-engaging them frequently required additional funding and, 
in some cases, new external borrowing. These experiences created significant operational, financial, and data-
security risks for national institutions.

Following consultations with local technology firms, academic experts, including specialists from BUET, and other 
relevant stakeholders, the Committee concluded that Bangladesh now possesses sufficient domestic expertise and 
capable vendor companies to undertake large-scale automation projects.

Accordingly, the Committee recommended that:
� Sustainable and effective automation should rely primarily on local experts and domestic technology firms.

� Donor assistance may be utilized for hardware and software acquisition, but core system development, 
management, and maintenance should remain under national control.

� The government should prioritize investment in domestic technical capacity and long-term partnerships with local 
vendors rather than dependence on foreign contractors.

� A clear three- to four-year implementation roadmap should be adopted, with measurable targets and timelines, 
to establish a fully integrated, end-to-end automated revenue management system.

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

The writer of this article is a former Secretary to the Government of Bangladesh and former Chairman of the National 
Board of Revenue. He also served as a member of the fi ve-member Revenue Reform Committee constituted by the 
Interim Government.
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AMCHAM IN 
ACTION

Chowdhury Kaiser Mohammad Riyadh
Executive Director

 AmCham Bangladesh

[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, the 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 Presents Budget Recommendations for FY 2026�27 to NBR (05-04-2026):

O
n April 05, 2026, AmCham presented its Budget Recommendations for FY 2026-27 to Mr. Md. 

Abdur Rahman Khan, FCMA, Chairman, and senior officials of the NBR at a consultation session. The 

recommendations were presented by Mr. Reza-Ur-Rahman Mahmud, FCA, FCS, Country Manager of Philip 

Morris Bangladesh Ltd., in the presence of AmCham President Mr. Syed Ershad Ahmed and members including Mr. 

Fehmi Muhsin Yüksel (Recover Global), Mr. Shadab Ahmed Khan (Coca-Cola Bangladesh Beverages Limited), Mr. 

Md. Mahbub Ur Rahman (HSBC), Mr. Syed Mohammad Kamal (Mastercard), and Mr. Chowdhury Kaiser Mohammad 

Riyadh (AmCham), alongside senior officials from Citibank N.A. and MetLife.

AmCham called for a more efficient, transparent, and predictable tax system through simplified DTAA procedures, 
standardized currency conversion, and rationalized withholding taxes. It recommended competitive tax rates for 
banks and OBUs to attract FDI, reducing supplementary duty on carbonated beverages, and promoting digital 
financial inclusion through incentives and a digital tax refund system. AmCham also advocated support for recycling, 
sustainable industries, and foreign portfolio investment to strengthen economic growth and competitiveness.
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AmCham Hosts Energy & Power Subcommittee Meeting on Evolving Energy Landscape and 
Future Opportunities (08-04-2026)

On 8 April 2026, AmCham convened its Energy & Power Subcommittee. As part of this initiative, a Focus Group 
Discussion was held at the Sheraton Hotel, Banani, on the evolving energy landscape and future opportunities in the 
sector, bringing together leading stakeholders from across the energy and power industry.

AmCham 146th Executive Committee Meeting (15-04-2026)

On Wednesday, April 15, 2026, the AmCham Executive Committee held its 146th executive committee meeting 
at the Renaissance Dhaka Gulshan Hotel (Level M). The EC members reflected on the past activities and discussed 
upcoming events to strengthen policy advocacy and strategic engagement.
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AmCham Bangladesh Holds 29th Annual General Meeting (19-04-2026):

The 29th Annual General Meeting (AGM) of the American Chamber of Commerce in Bangladesh (AmCham) 
was held on April 19, 2026, at the Westin Dhaka. The meeting was chaired by Syed Ershad Ahmed, President of 
AmCham Bangladesh.

AmCham Bangladesh Hosted Focus Group Discussion on Business Perspectives Shaping 
Bangladesh�s Future Foreign Policy (20-04-2026):

On April 20, 2026, AmCham hosted a Focus Group Discussion with the Bangladesh Enterprise Institute (BEI) on 
business perspectives shaping Bangladesh�s future foreign policy. AmCham President Syed Ershad Ahmed, Treasurer 
Al-Mamun M. Rashel, and Executive Director Chowdhury Kaiser Mohammad Riyadh were present alongside 
distinguished participants.
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Advancing U.S.�Bangladesh Economic Partnership: AmCham Bangladesh Hosts Luncheon 
Meeting (28-04-2026):

The American Chamber of Commerce in Bangladesh (AmCham) hosted a luncheon meeting titled �Advancing U.S.�
Bangladesh Economic Partnership� on April 28, 2026, at the Sheraton Dhaka, bringing together senior government 
officials, diplomats, regulatory authorities, business leaders, and AmCham members to advance dialogue on 
bilateral trade and investment cooperation.

The event was graced by H.E. Khandakar Abdul Muktadir, Honorable Minister of Commerce, as Chief Guest, 
while H.E. Brent T. Christensen attended as Special Guest. The luncheon was presided over by AmCham President 
Mr. Syed Ershad Ahmed alongside members of the AmCham Executive Committee.

In his remarks, Mr. Syed Ershad Ahmed underscored AmCham�s continued commitment to strengthening U.S.�
Bangladesh economic relations, promoting responsible business practices, and fostering a conducive environment 
for trade and investment.
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Ambassador Christensen highlighted the significance of the ART agreement in preserving Bangladesh�s competitive 
access to the U.S. market and reaffirmed the United States� strong commitment to deepening trade, investment, and 
economic cooperation with Bangladesh.

Honorable Commerce Minister H.E. Khandakar Abdul Muktadir emphasized export diversification, expanded market 
access, and enhanced investment collaboration, while reaffirming the Government�s focus on sectors including 
pharmaceuticals, leather goods, agriculture, light engineering, and ICT to strengthen Bangladesh�s economic growth 
trajectory.

The luncheon concluded with an engaging interactive Q&A session, moderated by Mr. Chowdhury Kaiser Mohammad 
Riyadh, Executive Director of AmCham, facilitating a constructive exchange of perspectives between the distinguished 
guests and the business community. As a valued partner of the event, Mr. Hasan Mazhar, Managing Director of 
Colgate-Palmolive, mentioned that American companies investing in Bangladesh are not only a strategic choice 
for growth but a commitment to the Bangladeshi people who deserve world-class quality. The luncheon was held 
with the valued support of Excelerate Energy, Omera LPG, Air Alliance Limited (UPS), Saber Travels, and Beyond 
Innovations & Technologies Limited.

World Bank team, led by Mr. Dhrub Sharma, presented the recently published Bangladesh 
Development Update � April 2026 Edition, a biannual report, to AmCham (12-05-2026):

On May 12, 2026, AmCham hosted a briefing session on the Bangladesh Development Update: April 2026 Edition, 
presented by the World Bank team led by Mr. Dhruv Sharma, Senior Economist, World Bank.
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AmCham Bangladesh Meets Hop Lun Senior Delegation to Discuss Business Expansion and 
Collaboration (14-05-2026):

On March 04, 2026, AmCham Bangladesh held a courtesy meeting with a senior global delegation from Hop Lun 
on 14 May 2026 at the Sheraton Dhaka.

AmCham Hosts Breakfast Meeting on �Advancing the IPR Framework: The Way Forward� (20-
05-2026):

On 20 May 2026, AmCham hosted a breakfast meeting at The Westin, Dhaka, focusing on the transformative role 
of Intellectual Property Rights (IPR) in Bangladesh�s business and investment ecosystem.
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AmCham 147th Executive Committee Meeting (21-05-2026)

On Thursday, May 21, 2026, the AmCham Executive Committee held its 147th executive committee meeting at the 
AmCham Office, The Pearl Trade Centre. The EC members reflected on the success of past activities and discussed 
the smooth handover of responsibilities, ongoing initiatives, and organizational matters to the incoming Executive 
Committee.

Installation Ceremony for AmCham Executive Committee 2026-2028 (14-06-2026):

On 14 June 2026, the American Chamber of Commerce in Bangladesh (AmCham) celebrated the Installation of 
its newly elected Executive Committee for the 2026�2028 term at the Grand Ballroom of Sheraton Dhaka, Banani, 
ushering in a new chapter of leadership and commitment to advancing U.S.�Bangladesh business relations.

At the helm of the newly elected Executive Committee are Mr. Syed Mohammad Kamal, Vice President of Mastercard 
Bangladesh, who assumes the role of President; Mr. Ala Uddin Ahmad, Chief Executive Officer of MetLife Bangladesh, 
as Vice President; and Mr. Reza Ur Rahman Mahmud, Managing Director of Philip Morris International Bangladesh, 
as Treasurer. 

Joining the Executive Committee are Mr. Al-Mamun M. Rashel, Managing Director of NATco Bangladesh Ltd.; Mr. 
Habib Bhuiyan, Country Manager of Excelerate Energy Bangladesh; Mr. Sazzad Hossain, General Manager of Avery 
Dennison Bangladesh and Sri Lanka; and Mr. Ataur Rahim Chowdhury, Chief Executive Officer and Co-founder of 
ShopUp Bangladesh. Their collective expertise across diverse sectors further strengthens the Committee�s leadership 
and broadens its industry representation.
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The newly installed Executive Committee pledged to strengthen AmCham�s role in advancing trade, investment, 
and policy advocacy. Key priorities include deepening U.S.�Bangladesh economic ties, positioning Bangladesh as 
a preferred investment destination, relaunching the U.S. Trade Show, expanding membership and engagement, 
empowering sector-focused subcommittees, championing forward-looking policy reforms, and building a more 
accessible and influential Chamber that is closer to members, stronger in stakeholder engagement, and delivers 
greater value to the business community.

In his farewell remarks, outgoing President Mr. Syed Ershad Ahmed reflected on the Chamber�s significant institutional 
progress during his tenure. The newly elected Executive Committee expressed its deep appreciation for his leadership 
and legacy, and recognized the outgoing Executive Committee members for their dedicated service and contributions 
to AmCham�s growth and success.

The Chamber also formally recognized the outgoing Executive Committee, along with the members of the Election 
Board and Appeal Board, through commemorative plaques honoring their exemplary service and invaluable 
contributions to upholding the integrity, transparency, and credibility of AmCham�s governance process.

The evening brought together a distinguished gathering of AmCham members, senior government officials, 
representatives of the U.S. Embassy and other diplomatic missions, chamber and corporate leaders, policy scholars, 
development partners, and media professionals.

H.E. Brent T. Christensen, Ambassador of the United States to Bangladesh, conveyed his confidence in and continued 
support for AmCham�s new leadership as it advances the Chamber�s mission of strengthening bilateral economic ties. 
The memorable evening was capped by a soulful musical performance featuring popular American and Bangladeshi 
songs, celebrating the longstanding friendship, cultural affinity, and strong people-to-people ties between the two 
nations.
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National Budget FY2026–27: Building Confi dence & Competitiveness for Investment-Led 
Growth (15-06-2026):

On June 15, 2026, AmCham hosted its Post-Budget Panel Discussion, �National Budget FY2026�27: Building 
Confidence & Competitiveness for Investment-Led Growth,� bringing together business leaders, policymakers, and 
economists to discuss the implications of the proposed national budget.

The panel discussion was moderated by Mr. Ala Uddin Ahmad, Vice President of AmCham and CEO of MetLife 
Bangladesh. The panel featured Mr. Syed Mohammad Kamal, President of AmCham and Vice President of 
Mastercard; Mr. Naser Ezaz Bijoy, former CEO of Standard Chartered Bank Bangladesh; Dr. Fahmida Khatun, 
Executive Director of CPD; and Mr. Ahsan Khan Chowdhury, Chairman and CEO of PRAN-RFL Group. The discussion 
focused on revenue mobilization, private sector access to finance, inflationary pressures, social protection, and the 
importance of effective policy implementation to achieve sustainable economic growth.

AmCham 148th Executive Committee Meeting (15-06-2026)

On Monday, June 15, 2026, the AmCham Executive Committee held its 148th executive committee meeting at the 
Sheraton Hotel, Banani. The EC members reviewed the upcoming responsibilities, prioritizing key tasks to ensure 
timely and efficient implementation.

AmCham Bangladesh Calls on Hon�ble Finance Minister on Economic Priorities and FY2026�27 
National Budget (25-06-2026):

On 25 June 2026, the Executive Committee (EC) of the American Chamber of Commerce in Bangladesh (AmCham) 
delegation called on Hon�ble Minister of Finance, Mr. Amir Khosru Mahmud Chowdhury, MP, at the Bangladesh 
Secretariat to introduce its newly elected Executive Committee and discuss key priorities related to the FY2026�27 
National Budget.

The meeting marked the first formal engagement between the newly elected Executive Committee of AmCham 
Bangladesh and the Hon'ble Finance Minister, reaffirming the Chamber's commitment to fostering closer public-
private collaboration to support Bangladesh's sustainable economic growth and investment objectives.
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O
ur hearts are heavy with the quiet ache of a profound loss. The passing of Dr. Forrest 

E. Cookson is not just the end of an era for AmCham and Bangladesh�s economic and 

fi nancial world; it is the loss of a beautiful soul who chose to make our country his home, 
and our dreams his own. Forrest did not simply visit Bangladesh in the 1980s�he chose to weave 

his entire life, his immense intellect, and his generous heart into the very soil of our nation. 
As our founding President, he planted the seeds of a lasting partnership between the United 
States and Bangladesh that we watch bloom today, nourishing it with years of unconditional 
love and tireless dedication.

To know Forrest was to witness a rare harmony of towering intellect and deep humility. In the 
chaotic, foundational years of the 1990s, he was our steady anchor, guiding the Bangladesh 
Bank through the monumental shifts of the Financial Sector Reform Program (FSRP). His razor-
sharp mind shaped the policies and statistics that allowed our economy to rise, but what we 
will remember most is the human passion behind the data. He never looked at economic charts 
as mere numbers on a page; instead, he saw the faces of the people he wanted to uplift, the 
families he wished to see prosper, and the future he knew this country deserved.

Even as the years passed, Forrest’s light never dimmed. He remained a vibrant, joyful, and 
protective presence at AmCham�a mentor par excellence who was just as cheerful as he was 
serious about ethics. He lived to lift others up, pouring his wisdom into younger business leaders, 
writing with fi erce conviction for the AmCham Journal, and using his public columns to advocate 
for a fairer, better world. He was a man who stayed up late into the night, not out of obligation, 
but out of a genuine enthusiasm to debate ideas and inspire the next generation of thinkers.

His absence leaves a void that cannot be fi lled, yet his presence will be felt for generations to 
come. He taught us that true leadership is not about personal glory, but about quiet service 
and empowering those around you. Forrest leaves behind an empire of ideas, a bridge across 
oceans, and a lasting blueprint of what it means to live a life of selfl ess purpose.

Rest in peace, dear Forrest. You are no longer with us in person, but your legacy is permanently 
etched into the destiny of Bangladesh and into the hearts of everyone who had the honor of 
calling you a mentor, a guide, and a cherished friend. Your warmth will remain our comfort, and 
your vision will continue to be our guiding light.

A GENTLE GIANT OF WISDOM AND GRACE: 
REMEMBERING OUR DEAREST FORREST

calling you a mentor, a guide, and a cherished friend. Your warmth will remain our comfort, and 
your vision will continue to be our guiding light.
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Dr. Forrest Cookson passed away, leaving behind a legacy of intellect, integrity, and deep commitment to Bangladesh. 
I first met Forrest Cookson in 1985, when he had just arrived in the country�a moment that marked the beginning 
of a long and meaningful friendship. Even then, it was immediately clear that he was no ordinary individual. He 
possessed a brilliant mind, coupled with a rare clarity of thought on geopolitics, global economics, and the complex 
forces shaping our world. Trained first as a physicist and later as an economist, Dr. Cookson�s academic journey was 
as remarkable as his professional life. He earned a PhD in physics as well as a PhD in economics� an uncommon 
achievement that reflected both his intellectual depth and his wide-ranging curiosity about how the world works, from 
fundamental science to complex economic systems.

 Although he devoted most of his professional life to addressing socio-economic issues in the developing world, 
he never lost his passion for science. He maintained a keen interest in keeping himself updated with the latest 
developments in physics and scientific thought. Even in his nineties, he continued to take online courses in physics 
taught by distinguished professors from leading institutions�an extraordinary reflection of his lifelong commitment to 
learning and intellectual growth. Dr. Cookson had an exceptional ability to interpret global trends and connect them 
to the realities of developing nations, particularly Bangladesh. His insights were never abstract; they were grounded, 
practical, and always aimed at improving lives. He understood Bangladesh not just as an economist or observer, but 
as a sincere friend�someone who cared deeply about its progress, challenges, and potential. 

Over the years, he contributed immensely through his work, offering guidance, analysis, and thoughtful perspectives 
that influenced many in policy, business, and academia. Yet beyond his professional accomplishments, it was his 
character that left the deepest impression. He was generous with his knowledge, approachable in conversation, and 
unwavering in his support for those working toward the country�s development. To those who knew him, Dr. Cookson 
was more than an expert�he was a trusted voice, a mentor, and a steadfast ally. His passing is a profound loss, 
not only to those who had the privilege of knowing him personally, but also to Bangladesh, a country he served with 
dedication and genuine affection. 

He will be remembered with respect, gratitude, and enduring admiration. 

Goodbye, my friend, Forrest. Rest in peace.

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

The writer of this article is a the President of Metropolitan Chamber of Commerce & Industry (MCCI)

A TRIBUTE IN REMEMBRANCE 
OF A GREAT ECONOMIST

Kamran T. Rahman  

A TRIBUTE IN REMEMBRANCE 
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ADIEU, FORREST COOKSON: 
THE MAN WHO MADE 
BANGLADESH HIS HOME

Ziaul Karim

T
he news of the passing of Forrest Cookson at the age of 92 feels deeply personal. Some individuals leave behind more 
than a professional legacy�they leave an imprint on the people they encounter, quietly shaping thought, discipline, and 
perspective. Forrest was one such man. Though born far away, he chose this country, committed to it, and in time, made 

Bangladesh his home.

I came to know him in 2022, though it now feels like I had known him far longer. The introduction came through Syed Ershad 
Ahmed of the American Chamber of Commerce in Bangladesh. At the time, I was looking for a regular columnist for Colors 
Business Magazine, where I served on the editorial board as a consultant. I mentioned this in passing to Ershad. Without 
hesitation, he suggested Forrest Cookson�and more importantly, offered to introduce us personally.

True to his word, within a week we found ourselves at Forrest�s office at around eleven in the morning. I still remember those 
few moments of waiting before he entered. The room spoke before the man did. It was meticulously arranged�papers 
aligned, books placed with intent, not clutter but curated presence. Even subconsciously, I found myself forming a picture: this 
was a man of research, of discipline, of order.

Then he walked in.
Leaning on a walking stick, he carried the weight of his years with grace. He was in his late 80s then�burly in presence, yet 
unmistakably spirited. What struck me immediately was not his age, but his energy. There was a quiet alertness in his eyes, a 
readiness of mind that many younger men struggle to sustain.

Soon, steaming hot coffee and freshly 
baked croissants were served. It may 
seem like a small detail, but that moment 
revealed something essential about 
Forrest. His appreciation for good 
coffee, for a well-made croissant, was 
not indulgence�it was a reflection of his 
appetite for life. He paid attention to the 
details that make life richer.

Our conversation that day flowed 
effortlessly. He listened carefully, spoke 
thoughtfully, and by the end of it, he had 
agreed to write for the magazine. His first assignment was an article on the upcoming national budget. What followed set the 
tone for everything I would come to admire about him.

The article arrived a day before the deadline.
It may not sound extraordinary�but over the next four years, it became a pattern. Not once was he late. Not once did he 
miss a commitment. In an age where deadlines are often treated as flexible suggestions, Forrest�s consistency was almost 

Your children are not your children.
They are the sons and daughters of 
Life�s longing for itself.
They come through you but not 
from you, And though they are with 
you yet they belong not to you.
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radical. It was not about punctuality alone�it was about respect. Respect for his work, for his readers, and for the people he 
collaborated with.

To understand that discipline, one must look at the life behind it.
Born on April 26, 1934, in the United States, Forrest�s journey to Bangladesh began in the mid-1980s. What started as a 
professional engagement soon evolved into something far deeper. He arrived to support financial sector reform initiatives at a 
time when Bangladesh was navigating complex economic transitions. Many would have treated it as an assignment. Forrest 
did not. He stayed. Over the decades, he became intricately woven into the country�s institutional and intellectual fabric. As 
a consultant to Bangladesh Bank, he played a central role in the financial sector reform program of the 1990s�a landmark 
effort that helped modernize the country�s banking and capital market regulatory framework. These were foundational years, 
and his contributions helped shape systems that continue to influence the sector today.

His work extended beyond finance. As an advisor to the Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics, he contributed to strengthening the 
methodological foundations of national economic data. In a country where reliable data is essential for sound policymaking, 
this was no small contribution. It reflected his belief that good decisions begin with good information.

His association with AmCham was both long and deeply formative. The institution itself did not begin as what we know today. 
Its earlier incarnation�the American Bangladesh Economic Forum (ABEF), established in 1988�was modest in structure but 
ambitious in intent. It was during this transitionary phase that Forrest�s influence became decisive. When AmCham formally 
began its journey in 1996, it did so not merely as a rebranded entity, but as a reimagined one�with Forrest Cookson as 
its first President. He was instrumental in that transformation. Not in a ceremonial sense, but in the way a builder shapes 
foundations�quietly, deliberately, and with clarity of purpose. He helped carry ABEF across that institutional bridge, refining 
its vision, strengthening its voice, and positioning it as a credible platform for dialogue between Bangladesh and the United 
States. In many ways, the AmCham that exists today still carries the imprint of those early decisions.

He went on to serve as President from 1996 to 2001, guiding the chamber through its formative years. Under his stewardship, 
it found both direction and discipline�becoming not just a forum for business interests, but a serious participant in the 
country�s economic conversation. And even after his tenure, Forrest never really �left.� Through his writings in the AmCham 
Journal and his continued engagement with policy discourse, he remained what he had always been�a steady, thoughtful 
presence in the evolution of an institution he helped bring to life.

Yet, beyond all these roles and achievements, what stands out most is a simple truth: Forrest chose Bangladesh, and 
Bangladesh, in many ways, became his 
life�s work. Our friendship grew beyond 
editorial exchanges. We began meeting 
regularly, often over lunch at Bistro E. His 
invitations were characteristically brief�
usually a WhatsApp message that read 
simply: �Lunch next week!� There was 
no ceremony, no elaborate planning. 
Just the quiet assumption that good 
conversation awaited.

And it always did. Those lunches became 
intellectual journeys. We spoke about 
banking, macroeconomics, education 
systems, energy policy�topics that 
shape nations and futures. What amazed 
me each time was not just the breadth of 
his knowledge, but the precision of it. Forrest had an encyclopedic mind. Data was not something he searched for; it seemed 
to reside within him, ready to be summoned at will.

Yet he wore his knowledge lightly. There was no hint of arrogance, no need to dominate a conversation. He engaged, he 
explored, he questioned. He had the rare ability to make complex ideas accessible without diluting their substance. You left 
those conversations not overwhelmed, but enriched. If there was one thing that truly animated him, it was the presence of 
young, inquisitive minds. He found genuine joy in engaging with the next generation. I remember when he invited my family 
to his residence. He specifically asked me�more than once�to bring my daughter along. When we arrived, it became 
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clear why. Much of the conversation that day was between him and her. He spoke of his early years, his experiences, his 
observations�stories layered with insight, offered not as lectures but as gifts.

One of the most memorable evenings we spent with Forrest was at that dinner table. At the time, we were quietly nurturing a 
parental hope�that our daughter might one day become an economist. As parents often do, we spoke about it with a certain 
conviction. Forrest listened, as he always did, with patience and full attention. Then, with a gentle smile and the calm authority 
of someone who had lived and reflected deeply, he responded�not with advice of his own, but with words from Khalil 
Gibran: The room fell into a thoughtful silence. It was not a rebuke, nor even a correction. It was a gentle realignment�a 
reminder that guidance must not become imposition, that aspiration must leave room for individuality. In that moment, Forrest 
was not the economist, not the columnist, not the former president of American Chamber of Commerce in Bangladesh. He 
was a philosopher in the truest sense�someone who understood life beyond systems and structures.

What struck me most was not just the quote itself, but his choice to use it. It reflected his deep respect for intellectual freedom, 
for the autonomy of thought, and for the unfolding of individual purpose. It also explained, in many ways, why he was so 
drawn to young minds. He did not seek to shape them in his image; he sought to engage them, to challenge them, to let 
them discover themselves.

His home itself was a reflection of his mind. Shelves lined with books, a collection that spoke of decades of curiosity. Alongside 
them, his love for classical Western music was evident�another window into a life that valued depth over distraction. It was 
not just a residence; it was a living archive of thought, culture, and reflection. Despite his age, Forrest maintained a fierce 
sense of independence. He had difficulty moving, yes�but he never allowed that to define him. On several occasions, I 
instinctively tried to assist him�offering a hand as he sat down or rose from his chair. Each time, he gently declined. Not out 
of pride, but out of a quiet determination to retain his autonomy. It was his way of saying: dignity lies in doing what one still 
can, not in surrendering too quickly to limitation. Even in his final months, that spirit remained intact.

Before the deterioration of his health and confinement to serious medical attention, I received a message from him�another 
simple invitation to meet for lunch. Life, as it often does, intervened. Schedules clashed, days slipped by. That meeting never 
happened. It is a small regret, but a profound one. Because with Forrest, every conversation mattered. Every meeting carried 
the possibility of learning something new, of seeing the world a little differently.

Beyond our personal interactions, Forrest�s intellectual contributions to Bangladesh were significant. Through his essays and 
columns, he consistently sought solutions. He was not one to dwell on problems without offering pathways forward. Whether 
it was the energy crisis, the challenges surrounding foreign exchange reserves, or the need for reforms in the banking sector, 
his writing reflected a constructive mindset.

Reading Forrest Cookson was, in many ways, an extension of knowing him. His writing carried the same discipline as his 
life�structured, evidence-based, and free of unnecessary flourish. He had little patience for vague assertions; every argument 
was anchored in data, every conclusion earned through reasoning. Yet what set him apart was not just analytical rigor, but 
intent. He did not write to impress�he wrote to improve.

He was, at his core, a positivist. He believed that systems could improve, that policies could evolve, that nations could 
progress�if guided by clarity of thought and integrity of purpose. In an era often marked by cynicism, Forrest chose optimism�
not the naive kind, but the informed, deliberate kind.

It is easy to measure a man by his professional achievements�titles held, roles performed, contributions made. Forrest 
Cookson had all of those. But to remember him only through those roles would be incomplete. Because what truly 
defined him were the quieter qualities: his discipline, his intellectual generosity, his curiosity, his respect for others, his 
love for good conversation, and his enduring engagement with life. As I reflect on my time with him, I realize that what 
I received was more than friendship. It was an education�informal, ongoing, invaluable. He challenged assumptions 
without confrontation, expanded perspectives without imposition. And he did so with grace. Adieu, my friend.
You came from afar, but you belonged here. You made Bangladesh your home�and in doing so, became a part of its story.

And for that, you will be remembered�not just as an economist, not just as a thought leader, but as a man who lived fully, 
thought deeply, and gave generously.

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

The writer of this article is a senior banker and can be reached at send.ziaul@gmail.com 
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BANGLADESH CAPITAL MARKET: 
OPPORTUNITIES, CHALLENGES 
AND THE WAY FORWARD

Asif Ibrahim

A 
strong capital market is important for a country�s economic growth. It helps businesses raise long term funds, 

creates investment opportunities, and supports job creation. As Bangladesh continues its journey toward 

becoming a higher income economy, a well functioning capital market can play a key role in supporting 

investment and industrial growth.

Bangladesh�s capital market has grown over the years, but it still has a long way to go. The country�s steady 
economic growth, expanding middle class, and growing private sector provide a strong foundation for the market�s 
future development. As businesses look for more funding to expand operations, the capital market can become an 
important source of finance.

A comparison with neighboring countries shows how much room Bangladesh still has for growth. Stock market 
capitalization as a percentage of GDP is a commonly used indicator of capital market development. In Bangladesh, 
market capitalization is around 6 percent of GDP, compared with approximately 13 percent in Pakistan, 19 percent 
in Sri Lanka, and nearly 138 percent in India. These figures highlight that Bangladesh�s capital market remains 
significantly smaller than those of its regional peers despite the country�s strong economic performance and growing 
industrial base.

India�s experience demonstrates how a strong capital market can support economic growth by mobilizing savings, 
attracting foreign investment, and providing businesses with access to long-term financing. Even Pakistan and Sri 
Lanka, despite facing economic challenges in recent years, have deeper capital markets relative to the size of their 
economies. This comparison highlights the substantial untapped potential of Bangladesh�s capital market.

At present, most businesses in Bangladesh depend heavily on bank loans. This creates a major challenge for 
entrepreneurs, especially at a time when borrowing costs remain high. Many businesses, particularly small and 
medium enterprises, struggle to obtain long-term financing at affordable interest rates. High financing costs reduce 
competitiveness, discourage new investments, and limit business expansion. Entrepreneurs often have viable projects 
and growth plans but cannot move forward because access to affordable capital is limited. A stronger capital market 
can help address this problem by providing an alternative source of long-term funding through equity and bond 
financing, reducing excessive dependence on bank borrowing.

The future prospects of the capital market are promising. Bangladesh has a young population, increasing savings, 
and a growing number of investors. New financial products such as corporate bonds, green bonds, and sukuk 
can attract more local and foreign investors. These instruments can also help finance important sectors such as 
infrastructure, renewable energy, and manufacturing.
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However, several challenges continue to hold back the market�s growth. One of the biggest challenges is the lack 
of investor confidence. Many investors have suffered losses in the past due to market instability, weak corporate 
governance, and irregularities. Restoring trust is essential for attracting long-term investment.

Another challenge is the shortage of quality companies listed on the stock exchanges. Many successful private 
companies are still outside the market, limiting investment choices. More large and well managed companies should 
be encouraged to go public. Their participation would increase market depth, improve liquidity, and make the 
market more attractive to investors.

The bond market is also still very small. A developed bond market would give companies another way to raise funds 
and provide investors with more options. At the same time, institutional investors such as insurance companies, 
pension funds, and mutual funds need a wider range of investment opportunities.

Investor awareness remains another concern. Many retail investors often make decisions based on rumors instead 
of company performance and financial information. This can increase market volatility and create unnecessary risks. 
Improving financial education is therefore very important.

To strengthen the capital market, several steps should be taken. First, regulators must continue to improve transparency, 
accountability, and market supervision. Strong enforcement of rules will help protect investors and build confidence.

Second, the government should encourage more companies to list on the stock market by offering incentives and 
simplifying procedures. Third, efforts should be made to develop the bond market and introduce new investment 
products. Fourth, greater use of technology can make the market more accessible and efficient. Fifth, policies should 
encourage pension funds, insurance companies, and other institutional investors to play a larger role in the market. 
Finally, investor education programs should be expanded to help people make informed investment decisions.

Bangladesh�s capital market has significant potential. More importantly, it can become a solution to one of the 
country�s most pressing economic challenges, providing entrepreneurs with access to long term funds at a reasonable 
cost. With better governance, stronger investor confidence, more quality listings, and a wider range of financial 
products, the capital market can become a major driver of investment and economic growth. If Bangladesh can 
gradually raise its market capitalization to GDP ratio closer to regional averages, the capital market could become 
a powerful source of affordable financing for businesses, infrastructure, and national development, helping create 
jobs and accelerate economic progress.

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

The writer of this article is a prominent Bangladeshi industrialist, business leader, and policy advocate who 
serves as the Vice Chairman of the Newage Group of Industries. He has more than 30 years of manufacturing 
experience, focusing heavily on export growth, capital market development, and sustainable corporate practices. 
He is also the former President of the Dhaka Chamber of Commerce and Industry and the former Chairman of 
the Chittagong Stock Exchange.
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RESTORING TRUST IN THE BANKING 
SECTOR: STABILITY, GOVERNANCE, 
AND TRANSPARENCY

Sadiq Ahmed

 GOVERNANCE, 

I 
have been writing about the growing incidence of non-performing loans (NPLs) and the related threat to the 

stability of the banking sector since 2012. Some 14 years later, the problem has escalated astronomically with 

little signs of reversal (Figure 1).  The problem was somewhat muted between FY12 and FY20 but has gotten 

out of hand since then. The total value of NPL surged from  Taka 427 billion in FY12 to a peak of Taka 6083 

billion in FY25. The gross value of NPL accelerated further to Taka 6445 billion in September 2025. In terms of 

share of the total loan portfolio, gross NPLs increased from 10% in FY12 to 34.4% in FY25 and then climbed 

to 35.7% in September 2025. Along with this deteriorating loan portfolio, the capital-to-risk-weighted asset 

ratio for the banking sector slumped to 4.5%, compared to a minimum requirement of 10.5% under Basel-3 

prudential norms.  

While there are substantial differences across banks, the indicators suggest that the banking sector as a whole 
is in crisis. The downside risk to the Bangladesh macroeconomy is substantial, especially in an environment of 
severe fiscal constraint that prevents a bailout option.   The underlying factors for this deterioration in the quality 
of the banking portfolio are well known.  Basically this is the outcome of poor banking sector governance, 
manifested in corruption in bank management, lending, and loan recovery practices, especially in public 
banks, large-scale thefts often aided 
by political intervention, lack of 
transparency in bank accounting 
practices and reporting, ineffective 
banking sector supervision, and a 
dual banking oversight arrangement 
under which the government 
manages the public banks while the 
private banks are supervised by the 
Bangladesh Bank (BB).    

With the induction of the Interim 
Government, it was expected that 
there would be a sea change in 
the management, regulation and 
supervision of the banking sector that 
would sharply improve the banking sector governance and usher in strong positive outcomes in its performance.  

Indeed, starting in mid-August 2024, some swift actions were taken by the BB to restore the financial health 
of the 14 weakest-performing private banks. These included board and management changes, injection of 
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new liquidity, and tighter supervision. To improve transparency, asset classification norms were modified to be 
compliant with Basel 3 norms. Banks were instructed to pursue the recovery of non-performing loans vigorously. 
A new Bank Resolution Ordinance was adopted in May 2025 that allows BB to take swift actions against any 
financial institution to protect the stability of the banking sector. Several task forces were established to address 
the ills of the banking sector.  These include a task force to strengthen the independence of the Bangladesh 
Bank, a task force to develop a bank-specific resolution strategy for handling the problem banks, and a task 
force to pursue asset recovery options at both home and abroad.    

Many of the banking problems are longer- term in nature, and solutions will take time.  Yet, some visible signs of 
progress have emerged. Most prominently, the bleeding of the banks through outright theft has stopped.  The liquidity 
situation of several problem banks has improved, enabling them to service the depositors, thereby preventing a 
threat to the rundown of deposits. New lending decisions are now more professionally managed.  The supervision 
oversight of BB has been strengthened. The progress with asset recovery, however, has been very limited.

What then explains the near tripling of NPLs between June 2024 and September 2025?  BB argues that this basically 
reflects the application of internationally accepted asset classification norms.  Previously, the true value of NPLs was 
hidden through the manipulation of the accounting norms and now we have a correct picture of the problem at 
hand.

While there is no doubt that the true picture of NPLs was hidden previously through accounting gimmicks, other 
factors are also at work. Most importantly, the economy has been going downhill, with GDP growth sliding to below 
4% in FY2025. Businesses have been complaining regularly about cost escalation and weakening of profitability, 
especially in the manufacturing sector. This downturn in the economy has also played a major role in hurting the 
quality of the banking sector portfolio since June 2024. Another major contributor is the continued worsening of the 
performance of public sector banks that have been largely left untouched by the recent reforms.

A comprehensive resolution of the NPL problem will require two types of interventions: policies that address the flow 
of new NPLs, and policies that address the outstanding stock based on the adoption of Basel 3 loan classification 
norms for all banks, including public banks.

Regarding new NPL flows, first and foremost, the actions already taken by BB to stop the bleeding in the problem 
private banks must be extended to the public banks. The system of dual banking supervision, where public banks are 
supervised by the Banking Division of the Ministry of Finance, must be stopped. All banks, public or private, must be 
regulated and supervised by the BB with full application of Basel 3 norms.

Secondly, to the extent the surge in NPL reflects the underlying economic downturn, swift policy actions are needed 
to reverse these trends with the implementation of comprehensive reforms in fiscal policy, trade policy, investment 
climate, including establishing the rule of law, improvements in trade logistics and energy supply, acceleration of ITC 
adoption, and investment in critical skills. 

Third, the governance of the banking sector must improve substantially to enhance the quality of future lending 
decisions. The most important governance reform is to end any type of political interference in the operation of 
the banking sector. This is a tough challenge and requires major policy actions, including independence of the BB, 
enhancing the technical capacity and accountability of the BB, implementing outcome-based banking supervision, 
early detection and swift actions before a bank gets into trouble, and ensuring the quality and accountability of each 
licensed bank.    

Regarding the stock of NPL, the steps taken by BB are in the right direction, but they have to be substantially 
strengthened, and implementation must be stepped up. Lessons of good practice experience with resolving banking 
crises in developing countries suggest the following comprehensive approach: (1) Actions to restore the financial 
solvency of the distressed banks;  (2) Actions to ensure the profitability of the rescued banks;  (3) Actions to close 
down banks that are inherently unprofitable; and (4) Actions to strengthen built-in mechanisms for preventing any 
future banking crisis. 

Restoring the financial solvency of distressed banks is relatively easy when the number of problem banks is limited, 
when recovery prospects for outstanding loans are good, and when there is adequate fiscal space.  On all three 
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counts, Bangladesh is in a very difficult situation. BB will nevertheless need to do a full workout of the amount of new 
financing needed to restore the solvency of the banks that are truly rescuable and can be put back in the market on 
a profitable basis. Once this amount is known, a financing strategy will need to be developed. This, arguably, will 
pose the biggest challenge to the banking reforms. 

The financing strategy will be some combination of additional financing from the Treasury, additional funding from 
BB, new financing from current owners, and money raised from the capital market by new shareholders. Given 
the dire fiscal situation and the inflationary risk from BB financing, much of the new financing will have to come 
from current and future owners.   The government may also seek financial support from multilateral development 
financing institutions like the World Bank and the ADB to help with this banking resolution. Where public financing 
is involved, it is essential that new capital is injected only into potentially viable banks that can be restored with 
adequate operational reforms to earn profits from future operations.  Furthermore, steps have to be taken to ensure 
that the Treasury/BB has first claim on profits of the restructured banks to fully recover injected funds.

International experience shows that ensuring the profitability of rescued banks is easier said than done.  This requires 
comprehensive banking reforms, including sharp improvements in bank management, quality staffing and IT systems, 
strengthening financial accounting and auditing standards to international norms, strong internal mechanisms for 
loan supervision and recovery, strong internal controls and risk assessment,  and sound outcome-based supervision 
by BB.

Some banks are simply non-viable and suffer from inherent governance problems.  These typically belong to the 
public sector. Even though the lending share of public banks has fallen to  25% of total loans, these banks present 
a huge fiscal risk.  Frequent injections of capital from the Treasury notwithstanding, the risk-weighted capital of these 
banks is hugely negative, gross NPL reached 50% in September 2025, loan loss provisioning is highly inadequate, 
and aggregate profitability is negative. These banks are simply non-viable under state ownership.  The government 
will have to face the problem squarely once and for all and bite the bullet. 

Policy options include: (a) Privatization of all public banks except the Sonali Bank, which will only pursue Treasury 
functions. (b) Full corporatization and stock market divestment with management control to private shareholders. 
(c) Converting the 4 large public banks into narrow banks that allow deposit holding and investment in T-bills but 
exclude lending, while closing down the two small banks (Basic Bank and the Bangladesh Development Bank). Some 
private problem banks are also candidates for closure unless owners are willing to invest new capital to restore 
financial solvency and readiness to face the market with full compliance with Basel 3 prudential norms.

Finally, there is an urgent need to strengthen the built-in banking crisis prevention mechanisms. The most important 
policy reform here is the need to sharply enhance the deposit insurance scheme. The US Federal Deposit Insurance 
Corporation (FDIC) is a good example of how a strong deposit insurance scheme can prevent a large-scale banking 
crisis. A second built-in mechanism is to increase the share of equity by increasing the tier one capital requirements 
beyond Basel 3 minimum standards to discourage bank owners from taking undue risks.  A third reform is the strict 
implementation of Basel 3 supervision norms for all banks with no exceptions. A fourth crisis prevention action 
would be to establish a system of bank risk ratings based on independent credit agencies. This information should 

be publicly available. 

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

The writer of this article is a prominent Bangladeshi development economist and the co-founder and Vice 
Chairman of the Policy Research Institute (PRI) of Bangladesh. He spent nearly three decades at the World 
Bank, where he served as Chief Economist for the South Asia region and Country Director for Pakistan and 
Afghanistan. He holds a Ph.D. in Economics from Boston University and an M.Sc. from the London School of 
Economics.
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FY2027 BUDGET: BALANCING 
REVENUE MOBILISATION, 
INVESTMENT PROMOTION AND 
ECONOMIC RECOVERY

Fahmida Khatun

T
he Finance Minister of Bangladesh has presented the budget for fiscal year (FY) 2027 against a backdrop of 

challenging economic conditions. The proposed FY2027 budget of Tk 938,000 crore reflects an expansionary 

fiscal stance aimed at accelerating economic recovery and supporting growth. The government targets total 

revenue of Tk 695,000 crore, including Tk 604,000 crore through the NBR, requiring significant growth from 

FY2026. The budget has set GDP growth at 6.5 percent and inflation reduction to 7.5 percent in the next fiscal year. 

While these objectives are desirable, achieving them will depend on restoring private investment, ensuring energy 
security, maintaining exchange-rate stability, and controlling inflationary pressures. The growth target appears 
ambitious as private investment has remained stagnant for more than a decade and is projected to increase only 
marginally from 21.22 percent of GDP in FY2026 to 21.33 percent in FY2027. Sustainable growth will require 
stronger business confidence, improved governance, reliable energy supply, and better access to finance.

Amid multiple challenges, the FY2027 budget reflects the government�s efforts to increase revenue, stimulate 
investment, support businesses, and safeguard consumers. The tax and fiscal policies of the budget aim to provide 
greater policy clarity, expand the tax base, and support specific sectors of the economy. 

While the budget is a comprehensive document addressing various sectors and policy priorities of the economy, this 
article focuses on selected fiscal measures proposed in the FY2027 budget and assesses their potential implications.

Greater Predictability in Personal Income Tax
A key highlight of the budget is the introduction of a medium-term plan for personal income tax. The government 
has outlined the tax structure not just for the current year but also for several future years. This level of predictability 
is rare in Bangladesh�s tax system and can help taxpayers make more confident financial decisions.

The tax-free income threshold stays at Tk 375,000 for the coming two assessment years, then gradually rises to Tk 
400,000 and finally reaches Tk 450,000 by FY2030�31. This roadmap is a positive policy move as it minimises 
uncertainty and indicates the government�s planned future direction.

The critical question is whether raising the tax-free threshold is sufficient amid prolonged high inflation. Consumer 
prices have surged in recent years, eroding household purchasing power. Although the threshold has increased from 
Tk 350,000 to Tk 375,000, this adjustment only partially offsets inflation. As a result, many lower- and middle-
income taxpayers may not see a substantial reduction in their real tax burden.

Corporate Tax Stability but Limited Competitiveness Gains
The corporate tax structure remains unchanged in the proposed fiscal framework. Building on the two-year roadmap 
already announced by the interim government for assessment years (AY) 2026�27 and 2027�28, the same tax 
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regime will now remain in force until AY 2030�31. This five-year roadmap is a positive step for policy predictability, 
as it provides businesses and investors with greater certainty about future tax liabilities and facilitates medium-term 
investment planning. However, Bangladesh�s corporate tax rate for non-listed companies remains relatively high at 
27.5 percent when compared with regional and competing economies. The corresponding rates are 20 percent in 
Viet Nam, 22 percent for non-listed companies and 19 percent for listed companies in Indonesia, 25 percent in 
China, and an optional concessional rate of 22 percent (plus surcharge and cess) for domestic companies in India. 

The current tax-rate differential between listed companies (22.5 percent) and non-listed companies (27.5 percent) 
is only five percentage points. There is a strong case for widening this gap, preferably by reducing the tax rate for 
listed companies, in order to create stronger incentives for firms to enter the capital market and contribute to its 
deepening and development. While the continuation of a predictable tax regime is welcome, maintaining a relatively 
high tax burden on non-listed companies until AY 2030�31 could undermine Bangladesh�s competitiveness at a 
time when stronger private investment, export diversification, and employment generation are urgently needed. 
International experience shows that medium-term tax roadmaps can be effective in supporting business confidence, 
but they should remain flexible, subject to periodic review, and responsive to changing macroeconomic conditions 
and evolving competitiveness challenges.

Selected Positive Tax and Administrative Reforms
The tax rate for private universities, medical colleges, engineering colleges, and IT-based educational institutions 
has been reduced from 15 percent to 10 percent. This measure is expected to lower the tax burden on these 
institutions, potentially enabling greater investment in educational facilities, technology, and human resources, 
thereby contributing to the development and expansion of the education sector.

The introduction of year-round online submission of corporate and individual tax returns, together with incentives for 
early filing and provisions for delayed submissions at an additional cost, is a welcome reform. This initiative should 
improve tax compliance, encourage timely filing, provide greater flexibility for taxpayers, and enhance the efficiency 
and transparency of tax administration.

The proposed automated and faceless tax refund system, under which refunds will be credited directly to taxpayers� 
bank accounts, represents an important step towards modernising tax administration. By reducing refund processing 
delays and minimising administrative discretion, the system should prevent businesses� working capital from being 
unnecessarily tied up and improve overall cash flow management and business efficiency.

Modernising Tax Administration
Some of the most significant reforms in the budget concern not tax rates but tax administration. The government 
intends to enable continuous online submission of individual and corporate tax returns throughout the year. 
Additionally, it suggests implementing an automated, faceless tax refund system that will directly deposit refunds into 
taxpayers� bank accounts.

Implementing these measures could notably enhance the ease of doing business. Delays in tax refunds frequently 
cause cash-flow issues for companies. Automating processes can help decrease corruption, promote transparency, 
and boost taxpayer trust in the system. In many countries, administrative reforms have resulted in higher revenue 
than regular tax rate hikes. Bangladesh�s ability to raise revenue might therefore rely significantly on successfully 
implementing these digital reforms.

Broadening the Tax Base
The budget contains several measures designed to expand the tax net. The National Board of Revenue plans to 
integrate its databases with the National ID system, banks, utility providers and property registration authorities. TIN 
certificates will become mandatory for opening most bank accounts, while Business Identification Numbers (BIN) 
will be required for opening business accounts. TIN will also be mandatory for registering motorcycles with engines 
above 150cc.

These initiatives aim to improve information sharing, identify potential taxpayers and reduce tax evasion. Bangladesh�s 
tax-to-GDP ratio remains among the lowest in Asia. Expanding the tax base is therefore essential if the government 
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wants to finance increasing expenditure on infrastructure, health, education and social protection without excessive 
borrowing.

Changes in VAT and Indirect Taxes
The budget includes several VAT exemptions, tax withdrawals and supplementary duty adjustments measures aimed 
at supporting domestic production, industrial development, and sustainable transportation. A phased tax exemption 
has been introduced for edible oil production using locally sourced oilseeds. This measure is expected to encourage 
investment in domestic edible oil manufacturing, strengthen agricultural value chains, increase value addition within 
the country, and reduce dependence on imported edible oils.

The VAT exemption for locally manufactured computers and related ICT products has been extended to 30 June 
2030. This extension should enhance the price competitiveness of domestic products relative to imports, encourage 
investment in local electronics manufacturing, support technological development, and create employment 
opportunities in the ICT sector.

Similarly, the VAT exemption for locally manufactured vehicles has been extended until 30 June 2030. The exemption 
covers hybrid and plug-in hybrid vehicles, three- and four-wheelers, electric buses and trucks, and conventional 
internal combustion engine vehicles. This measure is expected to lower vehicle prices, support the development of 
the domestic automotive industry, encourage the adoption of cleaner transport technologies, reduce dependence on 
imported fuels, and create jobs in emerging green mobility sectors.

The extension of the VAT exemption for metro rail services until 30 June 2028 is another positive step. This should 
help contain operating costs and passenger fares, improve the affordability and attractiveness of urban public 
transport, encourage greater use of mass transit systems, and contribute to more sustainable, less congested urban 
mobility.

The complete withdrawal of the Tk 300 SIM tax is another noteworthy decision. Mobile connectivity has become an 
essential service for education, business and communication. Removing the SIM tax should improve affordability and 
support digital inclusion, although it will reduce government revenue in the short term.

On the other hand, supplementary duties have been increased on tobacco and nicotine products. This measure 
serves two objectives simultaneously: generating revenue and discouraging harmful consumption. Higher taxes 
on tobacco products are generally regarded as one of the most effective public health interventions available to 
governments.

Supporting Export Diversification and Domestic Industrial Development
Several measures have been proposed to support export-oriented industries, promote export diversification, and 
strengthen domestic manufacturing capacity. A notable initiative is the expansion of bond and duty-free facilities 
beyond traditional export sectors. Ten new export-oriented sectors, including motorcycles, speedboats, fish 
processing, handicrafts, diversified jute products, diapers and sanitary napkins, crockery, tents, recycled cotton bags, 
and terry towels, are proposed to be permitted to import raw materials without a bond licence, subject only to bank 
guarantees. This measure should expand access to duty-free inputs for emerging export industries, reduce barriers 
for non-RMG exporters, and support Bangladesh�s long-term export diversification agenda.

The proposed extension of the general bond tenure for the leather goods and footwear, towels, linen, and home textile 
industries from one year to three years is another positive step. It will help reduce administrative and compliance 
burdens for exporters, improve operational flexibility, and encourage growth in potential export sectors beyond 
ready-made garments.

The proposal to abolish the minimum 30 percent value-addition requirement for exports using duty-free raw materials 
imported against bank guarantees is expected to provide greater flexibility for emerging exporters. This measure 
should reduce compliance requirements and support export diversification, particularly for new industries that may 
initially have lower domestic value addition but have the potential to gradually build stronger local supply chains.
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Several measures have also been introduced to support domestic industries through input-duty concessions and 
targeted tariff adjustments. Duty and tax reductions have been proposed for local manufacturing across sectors 
including solar power, electric vehicles (EVs), consumer electronics, computers and digital devices, semiconductors, 
smart cards, shipbuilding, and battery manufacturing. These measures should reduce input costs, enhance 
competitiveness, and promote import-substituting industrialisation in emerging, technology-driven sectors.

At the same time, increased import duties, regulatory duties (RD), and supplementary duties (SD) have been proposed 
on selected competing imports, including gypsum boards and sheets, gypsum plaster, PVC/PET resin, industrial gases, 
bicycle freewheels, small transformers, and household washing machines. These measures are expected to provide 
temporary protection for emerging domestic industries and support their growth. However, such protection should 
be accompanied by productivity improvements and enhanced competitiveness to ensure long-term sustainability.

Targeted duty reductions and exemptions on selected industrial raw materials have also been proposed to reduce 
production costs for domestic manufacturers. These include duty reductions on inputs for float glass, LPG cylinders, 
refractory cement, detergents, and Velcro-disc manufacturing. In addition, a full duty exemption has been granted 
for 51 new raw materials used in Active Pharmaceutical Ingredient (API) production. This measure should strengthen 
local pharmaceutical manufacturing capacity, reduce dependence on imports, and support the future competitiveness 
of Bangladesh�s healthcare and pharmaceutical industries.

Promoting Startups, SMEs and Emerging Digital Businesses
Several tax measures have been introduced to support startups, small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), 
entrepreneurship, and the digital economy. The exemption of turnover tax for youth entrepreneurship, startups, 
innovative ventures, and technology-based businesses, previously set at 0.1 percent of turnover, is a positive initiative. 
This measure should help early-stage enterprises survive their critical initial years, when many startups face challenges 
with cash flow, profitability, and operational sustainability.

The 7.5 percent source tax exemption, previously available only to IT freelancers, now applies to all categories 
of freelancers and content creators, marking another encouraging step. This measure is expected to increase the 
disposable income of freelancers and digital professionals, encourage greater formal participation in the digital 
economy, and enhance the competitiveness of Bangladesh�s growing freelancing sector.

The tax-free turnover threshold has been set at BDT 50 lakh for SME entrepreneurs and at BDT 70 lakh for women 
entrepreneurs and entrepreneurs with disabilities. Although this provision was already included in the Income Tax Act 
2023 (Sixth Schedule, Part I), SMEs will now be required to register with the SME Foundation to access this benefit. 
This requirement could help bring more SMEs into an institutional framework, improve formalisation, and facilitate 
better access to future policy support and services.

The reduction of advance tax on selected ICT products, including computer printers, portable automatic data 
processing machines, flash memory, and computer monitors, from 5 percent to 2 percent is expected to lower import 
costs and improve the affordability of digital technologies. This measure can support wider technology adoption, 
enhance digital transformation, and improve productivity among businesses.

The introduction of accelerated depreciation benefits for investments in industrial, tourism, and sports-related 
establishments and machinery outside Dhaka and Chattogram is also a positive step towards regional economic 
development. Allowing 60 percent depreciation in the first year and 40 percent in the second should reduce the 
effective cost of investment, improve project viability, and encourage industrial decentralisation by attracting greater 
investment to regions beyond the two major metropolitan centres.

LDC Graduation Preparedness Remains a Missing Priority 
The FY2027 budget does not present a dedicated roadmap for tariff reform in view of upcoming graduation-
related challenges. The budget recognises that Bangladesh�s export sector will face increasing pressure after LDC 
graduation due to the gradual loss of preferential tariff benefits, duty-free quota-free (DFQF) market access, and 
other international support measures. It also acknowledges that the government has formally requested a deferral of 
LDC graduation by at least three years.
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To respond to the changing global trade environment and the possible erosion of preferential market access, the 
budget highlights ongoing efforts to conclude trade and investment partnership arrangements with potential partners, 
including Free Trade Agreements (FTAs), Preferential Trade Agreements (PTAs), and Economic Partnership Agreements 
(EPAs). Some tariff reform measures relevant to LDC graduation preparedness have also been proposed, including 
a reduction in import duties on 69 products, a reduction or withdrawal of supplementary duties on nine products, a 
restructuring of regulatory duty (RD) tiers from nine to six, and a complete withdrawal of RD on 113 products.

These measures represent positive steps towards tariff simplification, reducing trade distortions, and moving towards 
a more WTO-compatible tariff structure. However, the budget falls short of providing a comprehensive medium-term 
strategy to rationalise para-tariffs, reduce the existing anti-export bias in the incentive structure, and strengthen the 
competitiveness of domestic industries before the erosion of trade preferences following LDC graduation.

The absence of a clearly articulated LDC graduation preparedness strategy remains an important gap in the 
budget. Given the potential implications for exports, investment, and industrial competitiveness, a time-bound tariff 
rationalisation and compliance roadmap should have been identified as a priority reform agenda.

A Mixed but Generally Positive Fiscal Package
Overall, the fiscal measures proposed in the FY2027 budget represent a balanced attempt to support economic 
recovery while strengthening revenue mobilisation. The budget introduces useful reforms in tax administration, 
promotes investment certainty, supports exporters, encourages domestic manufacturing and provides targeted relief 
to selected groups.

At the same time, concerns remain regarding the limited inflation-adjusted relief for middle-income taxpayers, the 
relatively high corporate tax burden, and the absence of a clearer long-term roadmap for tariff reform in preparation 
for Bangladesh�s eventual graduation from LDC status.

The effectiveness of the positive fiscal proposals will ultimately depend on timely and efficient implementation. While 
reforms such as separating tax policy from administration, automation, and digitalisation are important steps, these 
institutional changes will take time to produce results. Therefore, achieving the ambitious revenue target within one 
fiscal year will remain challenging without major improvements in tax compliance and administration. Therefore, 
translating policy announcements into visible outcomes will require strong institutional capacity, coordination among 
agencies, transparency, accountability, and continuous monitoring of progress.

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

The writer of this article is an economist and Executive Director of the Centre for Policy Dialogue (CPD), a leading think tank in 
Bangladesh. She also serves as a Board Director of the Bangladesh Bank and as a Board Member of BRAC. She is a member of 
the United Nations Secretary-General’s Independent Expert Advisory Panel on the Multidimensional Vulnerability Index (MVI).
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DIGITAL TRANSFORMATION AND 
TRANSPARENCY: LEVERAGING 
FINTECH FOR ETHICAL BANKING

Habibullah N Karim

AL BANKING

What is the correlation between transparency and digitization 

T
he most nondescript nooks and crannies of small towns in Switzerland were once dotted with boutique outfits 

known as private banks that used to handle the finances of the super wealthy from around the world. These 

private bankers handled billions of dollars in financial transactions and long-term investments for the rich 

and yet most never used a computer until recent changes in banking regulation there forced some measure of 

transparency. These banks used old-fashioned hand-written ledgers and iron safes and kept their transactions in 

proprietory codes that none outside that small number of handlers in the private bank understood. All handlers 

were sworn to secrecy of information on clients. This secret, shady and almost untraceable world of private banking 

were hidden from the public eye and even from the regulators. The way this was achieved was through avoiding 

digitalization altogether and turning their noses to transparency and accountability for decades, so much so that for 

the descendants of family estates that had millions stashed in such private banks prior and during World War II, it 

took more than four decades to get some of their wealth back. 

Travel back to the present and it is now an undeniable aphorism that digitalization leads to better transparency and 
accountability in all financial transactions including banking. But are transparency and accountability enough to 
ensure ethical guard rails in banking?   

What is ethical banking
Some of the biggest scams in banking whether in Citibank and HSBC globally or in Islami Bank and IFIC locally, 
happened despite extensive digitalization. So what gave way? The corrupt and criminal misuse of people�s money at 
these institutions was purely because of governance issues, some internal to the banks and some external, but always 
due to a governance failure. So while digitalization can greatly help with transparency and accountability, they are 
still largely contingent upon effective internal (management) and external (regulatory) oversight. Any lapse in ethics in 
the chain of oversight negates any gains in transparency and accountability achieved through digitalization. Ethical 
banking requires independent boards, separation of management operations and strict non-interference in risk and 
compliance functions. At the regulatory level, non-discriminatory enforcement of regulations, dispassionate oversight 
under fully transparent governance structures and defined key-performance-indicator-based operational targets in 
line with global norms such as Basel III, can greatly facilitate ethical banking. However, there is a third element which 
is just as important as digitalization and good governance infrastructures in ensuring ethics in banking - this third and 
final ingredient is �intent�. No amount of digital transformations and governance institutions can bring the ultimate 
integrity and accountability in banking unless the �intent� of the ecosystem actors, from the top of the governance 
pyramid down to the bank tellers and call-centre agents, is expressly and unequivocally meant to abide by the ethical 
principles at all times. 
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How Fintech is revolutionizing banking
While digital and governance infrastructures are tangible, �intent� is a fungible quantity that is very hard to monitor 
and supervise. It is this intangible nature of �intent� that leads to the lack of trust in the system and has prompted 
tech enthusiasts to search for �trustless� ecosystems: enter the world of Blockchain evolving rapidly over the last two 
decades. Blockchain technology has spawned a huge number of innovations, mostly in the FinTech space, giving 
the world thousands of crypto assets such as Bitcoin, Ethereum and Solana as well as numerous trustless or near-
trustless solutions outside of FinTech, such as for self-sovereign identity to auto-verifiable credentials and supply-
chain provenance. Independent of Blockchain technology, there are also myriads of FinTech innovations facilitating 
customer on-boarding to seamless transactions for bill payments and transfers that have revolutionized the stodgy 
banking industry for good. Fintech innovations have the potential to make banking services accessible to and 
cheaper for the poor. But for FinTech to flourish the country needs an innovation-friendly governance framework. 
From developed economies such as UK and USA to developing economies such as India and Philippines, embracing 
FinTech innovations and removing the regulatory barriers have worked wonders in bringing the fruits of these cutting-
edge technologies to the working classes in ever greater numbers in the first quarter of this century. Today cashless 
transaction is not only the privilege of the few but a reality for many tech-savvy middle-class and lower-income 
people. The digital empowerment of the masses through a cashless economy is the new benchmark of democracy 
and political integrity. 

How digitalization and transparency strengthen financial ethics
Digitalization of citizen services, financial dealings and statutory reporting obligations are essential tools in an era 
where democratic rights cannot be exercised and governance institutions cannot function without the disintermediation 
afforded by an increasingly decentralised digital world. Thus any effort to concentrate digital control in the hands of 
a few will only frustrate the democratization power of technology. Just as technology can bring accountability and 
transparency with the proper governance and ethical structures, it can equally allow an iron-grip of opaque and 
tyrannical oligopoly by removing the intent of accountability and transparency through the supervisory ranks. Where 
will our ethical goals lead us will largely depend on this intent which is known in political parlance as �political will� 
and in the corporate world as �ethical values�. Aside from adoption of technology, we need to incorporate these 
political will for public good and ethical values for consumer protection into the very constitution or relevant laws.

Digital banking - the new paradigm 
The biggest utilitarian movement in FinTech over the last one and a half decades has been the rapid expansion of 
�digital banking� which to the uninitiated may mean digital dispensation of banking services but it actually means 
a whole lot more as it brings a new philosophy in banking that cannot be delineated by a simple concatenation of 
�digital� and �banking�. Digital banking presupposes a world where the vast majority of peoples have ubiquitous 
digital footprints from social media apps to online shopping and digital avatars and a true �digital bank� democratizes 
the power of cashless transactions and wealth management by devolving these elite services to the lower echelons 
of society. In that way, a digital bank is the ultimate manifestation of FinTech innovation that combines the latest in 
information technologies with the universality of always-on financial services to the �demos�, meaning the ordinary 
people, without regard for wealth, education or social strata. 

In digital banking every transaction, every interest paid on deposits, every loan sanctioned, every service requested is 
dispensed through the rule-based automated systems where corrupt practices, favoritism, nepotism, and regulatory 
non-compliance are rooted out by default. The nation eagerly awaits the first wave of digital banks to usher in an 
era of financial inclusion for those who have less, those who need financial advisory support to make every penny 
count, those who can�t afford the high costs of conventional banking that is more attuned to serve the wealthy and 
the powerful. To break a new dawn of FinTech powered ethical banking we need to adopt FinTech innovations in 
general and introduce digital banking in particular and unlock the tremendous potential of the cottage-micro-and-
small entrepreneurs who form the backbone of the economy but get left out of the financial ecosystem.

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

The writer of this article is the Founder and Chief Executive Offi cer of Technohaven Company Ltd.,
a leading IT solutions provider in Bangladesh, and is the co-founder and former President of Bangladesh 
Association of Software and Information Services (BASIS).
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W
hichever form of media we tune into nowadays, it seems Artificial Intelligence (AI) is a top subject of discourse 
� from the World Economic Forum at Davos to talkshows on our local news channels. One of the points made 
by a podcaster in this regard caught my attention recently - seems us humans are prone to adopt either of two 

worldviews when it comes to AI - either a utopian narrative or a dystopian narrative. From pop culture references also we 
can see either of two visions of AI exist - the ever-helpful beloved android Data from StarTrek or the human annihilating AI 
program Skynet from the Terminator. However, the reality may lie somewhere in the opaque middle and perhaps a more 
nuanced approach helps us make better sense of the momentous point in history that we find ourselves in.  

Elon Musk has recently declared that in 10 to 20 years, work will be optional and money will be irrelevant thanks to 
AI and robotics. AI has caused major disruption in banking globally leading to structural transformation by forcing 
banks to rethink their operating models. While historically the first three industrial revolutions moved us forward in the 
technological advancement spectrum, the fourth one seems to have blurred the line between physical and digital worlds 
altogether. The digital era as we know it commenced in the mid-1980s. It is generally believed that it continued for 3 
to 4 decades thereafter. AI has in fact existed for many years already. However the recent mass adoption of generative 
AI (GenAI) is what has changed the game altogether. Of the various industries that AI has touched, Banking remains at 
the forefront where AI can have its most seismic impact yet.

AI is a dominant force in various aspects of the financial system already � such as online payments, digital loans, 
cryptocurrency, online forex trading, big data analysis, portfolio management etc. Banks across the globe are deploying 
AI based technology to power chatbots, routine task automation such as regulatory reporting, data collection and 
analysis, risk management and underwriting, detection of AML and fraud, and KYC and other compliance procedures. 
The use cases of AI has expanded even further into personalization of banking offers based on expected modeled future 
needs, behavioral analysis to enable real time loan approvals and customized portfolio management.

According to a paper published by PwC, Banks that embrace AI could drive up to a 15% improvement in their efficiency 
ratio. AI creates dual tail winds by driving revenue growth and balancing expenses. On the revenue side banks are 
leveraging AI to unlock hyper-personalization, improve lead generation and enter growth arenas such as digital 
currencies and fintech ecosystem partnerships. This allows talent to focus their efforts on strategic endeavors resulting 
in increase in enterprise value for the firm. Front office is expected to become more responsive through predictive 
engagement, autonomous leads, targeted offers using real time data allowing for deep strategic engagement. PwC 
believes increase in lead conversion rates can be as high as 30% through dynamic insight-led client acquisition.

On the expense front, automation of routine tasks unlocks further value by orchestrating complex processes. All that 
is accomplished while upholding regulatory compliance and strengthening operational resilience. Innovation leads to 
further cross-sell opportunities for the bank. Clients are benefitted also through better customer satisfaction as a result 

THERE IS NO SPOON: THE 

REALITY BENDING POWER OF 

ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE AND 

THE IMPACT ON BANKING

Shaery Aziz



58 AMCHAM JOURNAL58 AMCHAM JOURNAL

of these positive changes. In the back office, PwC expects a 50% boost in productivity through cost rationalization and 
modernization. It is expected that overall credit risk management and control parameters will also improve through real-
time oversight and faster responses. A 25% improvement in decision-making speed and accuracy is expected driven by 
modular data pipelines and context management.

The market as a whole benefits also. According to IMF, Gen-AI is likely to lower barriers to entry for quantitative investors 
into less liquid asset classes, such as emerging markets and corporate debt thus increasing overall market liquidity and 
efficiency. WEF and Accenture have conducted a joint study where they have summarized the expected impact on the 
various facets of banking in a visually and intuitively attractive manner. In summary - High impact areas include - credit 
analysis, pricing, market analysis, new product offering, research support for client facing teams, fraud detection, 
automated customer service, portfolio management and advisory, IT, Audit and compliance, KYC and middle office 
functions such as legal and HR. 

In Bangladesh, banks are gearing up in adopting AI technology in their regular operations by way of chatbots in mobile 
apps to data-driven fraud detection. Some examples in the private bank space include - EBL�s DIA, BRAC Bank�s Astha 
app, Prime Bank�s MyPrime app and Mutual Trust Bank�s Neo app. These apps are bringing banking services at the 
customer�s fingertips saving time and trips to the branch. However most studies indicate that most financial institutions 
in the country are still in early stages of AI readiness. Significant investment is required to set up the infrastructure 
conducive to AI entrenchment. A study by BIBM revealed that 60% of local banks currently lack any policy for using 
AI in cyber security, with only 40% having formulated guidelines on the matter. Moreover, AI is not incorporated in the 
operational policies of 68% of banks. But the situation is improving. Some local banks are already using AI to bring 
about stronger credit discipline and better governance through stress testing. AI is also working in the background 
to detect fraud and bad actors in real time. Fintechs are using the power of AI to assess credit worthiness through a 
combination of traditional credit metrics and social media info. The next phase is expected to involve AI algorithms for 
stock trading and asset management. 

However the area that holds most promise for Bangladesh is undoubtedly the promise of financial inclusion. AI can hold 
the key to extending the financial system�s reach to the unbanked through big data analysis and other capabilities. That 
being said we are still lagging behind our close neighbours. For example according to the Economist, India is now the 
2nd largest market for OpenAI. Experts feel India holds immense potential to create frugal scalable innovation that is 
pioneered in India but scalable across the developing world. Globally banks are increasingly becoming AI integrated 
though either in-house developed programs or collation with existing providers such as Google and OpenAI. As per a 
report from the World Economic Forum, in 2023, financial services firms spent $35 billion on AI globally, with projected 
investments expected to reach $97 billion by 2027. However, there is significant room to grow still in investments 
required to realize AI�s potential to its fullest. A recent BCG survey finds that only 25% of institutions have woven AI 
capabilities into their strategic playbook. The other 75% remain stuck in siloed pilots risking irrelevance as digital-first 
competitors accelerate ahead.

However a word of caution is not unwarranted. Significant risks abound and treading carefully is key. These include 
the danger of cyber-attacks and market manipulation, misinformation, libelous chatbots, data security risk, and sizable 
shifts in labour dynamics.  Minuscule imperfections and biases can have systemic outsized effects when scaled across 
markets. This gives rise to risk of credit meltdown that could rock the financial system, and the economy more broadly. 
While some may cite the risk of massive job loss, it is also true new roles will be created such as prompt engineer. AI 
is great at computation but at the end of the day there is no replacement for human judgment, relationship building 
or strategic thinking. The ability to think critically is thankfully still a solely human trait. The fourth industrial revolution 
appears to have widened further the gap between the haves and have-nots with consolidation of wealth increasing 
at the very top of the socioeconomic ladder. Some fear overexuberance is giving rise to a bubble in the global stock 
market drawing parallels with the Dot-com bust of 2000. A lot of the global AI firms are now looking beyond own 
generated cash and looking to raise debt capital through complex SPV structures further escalating these fears. The 
seemingly insatiable need for energy for data centers poses another challenge. 

Government can play a pivotal role in mitigating these risks through practical policy actions through international 
collaboration and engaging with stakeholders for diverse perspectives. This will, in turn, attract foreign investment. 
The education system needs to be changed in line with the times with greater focus on AI focused education. Incentive 
programs for SMEs who do not have the capital to invest in AI can also be considered. The WEF report advocates for 
�Responsible AI� - a broad term that refers to the practice of designing and deploying AI in a manner that empowers 
employees and organizations positively and impacts customers and society fairly.

The level of AI readiness varies significantly across countries. The corresponding legal and regulatory framework varies 
as well. The importance of establishing a robust legal framework to govern AI-related issues cannot be exaggerated. 
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Across the globe multiple countries and blocks have introduced product regulations to safeguard against the potential 
threats. Examples include AI related rules introduced by Monetary Authority of Singapore (MAS) and AI Act passed by EU. 
India has recently passed the Digital India Act, 2023, Vietnam also has approved a national digital transformation plan 
which includes AI. In implementing such regulation however the factor that becomes paramount is speed. Regulations 
need to keep pace with the everchanging landscape to ensure the optimal level of oversight.  IMF suggests regulators 
fight fire with fire, and that they invest in supervisory technology that can use AI to process information and spot fraud 
and other potential troubles. Some are of the view that nonbank financial institutions may have the edge over banks in 
aligning with this new reality as they are less regulated.

In Bangladesh, AI regulatory framework is still in developing stage. The government introduced AI policy in 2024 
(which is still at draft stage) in recognition of the transformative potential of AI and its implications for economic growth, 
societal progress, and national security. Guidelines on ICT Security (Version 4.0) released by Bangladesh Bank in 2023 
highlights the security risks associated with AI including data privacy, fairness, behavioral risk, personal identity risk and 
cyber security. It also lays out the Security Management controls to mitigate such risks including rigorous safeguard, 
need for human judgement, transparency, human monitoring, training requirement, scenario planning for fallback plan 
to handle disaster situations.

Bangladesh Bank is set to introduce a comprehensive AI policy for the financial sector. The central bank is also mulling 
adoption of its own large language model to prevent cross border sharing of sensitive information. A special seven-
member team from the central bank�s Information Technology (IT) Division is reported to have started work on the 
policy under the guidance of Executive Director. If drafted carefully taking into account the current nascent stage of 
AI readiness and the supervisory rigor required, the policy can have a very meaningful impact in ensuring AI is used 
responsibly thus protecting the economy from unintended misuse through prudent risk management. A constructive 
partnership between the regulator and banks will be key in ensuring this policy finds success.

Organizations need to foster a culture centered around AI, promote continuous learning. In the long term 
investments should be supported by a strong culture of innovation and relentless talent education. Md Moinul Huq, 
CCO, Citi Bangladesh has expressed �Globally at Citi, AI has already started to have a material positive impact on what 
solutions we deliver to our clients � greater personalization, better client experience and new product features. AI is 
simplifying and redefining how work gets done. In my personal view by far, the greatest danger of Artificial Intelligence 
is that people conclude too early that they understand it. It takes a considerable level of time and effort to convert 
knowledge into wisdom. Hence continuous learning and training on AI is crucial to fully unleash the immense potential 
that AI holds in order to keep us on the winning path.�

 AI will soon become as ubiquitous to bankers as Microsoft excel or outlook. Banks that encourage a culture of 
collaboration between human and artificial intelligence will be the ones that survive.  BCG summarizes it succinctly 
- Every day of delay is market share surrendered. The urgency needs to be steered from the very top so that AI is 
embedded in the corporate mindset. Syed Mahbubur Rahman is the Managing Director and CEO of Mutual Trust Bank 
PLC (MTB) opines �As the global banking industry undergoes rapid transformation through AI, Mutual Trust Bank (MTB) 
is leading the charge with a suite of cutting-edge innovations. Following the successful launch of Voice Assisted Banking 
last year, MTB has introduced a range of AI-powered solutions: MTB Avatar, Contact Centre AI Agent, MITA: MTB 
Neo�s voice assistant and PFM: An AI-powered personal finance. These initiatives mark MTB�s commitment to building 
a future-ready, AI-first banking experience�

Therefore it can be argued that while the risks are manifold, the promised rewards are disproportionately larger. How 
will the Bangladesh banking sector fair in such a pivotal moment in history? That brings us back to the title of this 
article - �There is no spoon� which is a famous line from The Matrix - a powerful metaphor for overcoming self-imposed 
mental barriers by assuming the power to shape our own realities. Truly we are only limited by the confines of our own 
misgivings. The age of transformation through AI is here and where we go from here depends on how we make the 
most of this tremendous opportunity � on how we traverse through the pitfalls and risks and unlock the full potential of 
AI in a responsible and ethical manner. 

Sources

https://fortune.com/2025/11/20/elon-musk-tesla-ai-work-optional-money-irrelevant/

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

The writer of this article is Vice President and Senior Relationship Manager, Global Network Banking at Citibank, 
N.A., Bangladesh.
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THE LEGAL ARCHITECTURE 
OF FINANCIAL STABILITY

Omar H. Khan

T
rust is the currency that underpins every financial system. Banks safeguard deposits because customers trust 

them. Investors commit capital because they believe markets operate fairly and predictably. Businesses raise 

finance because they have confidence that financial institutions are sound and the legal system will protect 

their rights. Once that trust is compromised, the consequences extend well beyond individual institutions, affecting 

investment, employment, economic growth and public confidence in the very core of Rule of Law. 

For Bangladesh, especially in the prevailing context, �rebuilding� trust in the financial sector has become both an 
economic necessity and a legal imperative. As the country aspires to accelerate private investment, attract greater 
foreign direct investment (FDI), and graduate towards a more sophisticated economy, the resilience of its financial 
system will play a decisive role. While discussions on financial sector reform often focus on monetary policy, capital 
adequacy or macroeconomic indicators, the legal framework deserves equal, if not greater attention. Laws establish 
the rules of the game, define accountability, allocate risks and provide remedies when confidence is breached. 
Ultimately, trust in financial institutions is inseparable from trust in the legal and regulatory institutions. Some visible 
and immediate instances of exemplary punishment and recovery of laundered money is essential and is a must at 
the moment.  

Law as the Foundation of Financial Trust
Financial markets function effectively only when participants have confidence that legal rights will be recognised, 
contracts will be enforced, regulators will act fairly, and misconduct will attract appropriate consequences.

Bangladesh has developed a comprehensive legal framework governing banks, non-bank financial institutions, 
insurance companies, securities markets, anti-money laundering, and corporate reporting. Over the past several 
years, regulators have also introduced reforms to strengthen prudential supervision, improve corporate governance 
and enhance risk management.

Most notably, the enactment of the Bank Companies (Amendment) Act, 2023 sought to modernise aspects of bank 
governance, including board composition and ownership structures. Similarly, the Corporate Governance Code 
issued by the Bangladesh Securities and Exchange Commission (BSEC) has significantly strengthened governance 
expectations for listed companies.  

Need for Strong Governance
Financial crises seldom arise overnight. They are often preceded by governance failures, weak board oversight, 
inadequate risk management, conflicts of interest, excessive related-party exposures, ineffective internal controls and 
also from large-scale corruption and money laundering.

From a legal perspective, governance extends far beyond compliance with statutory requirements. Directors owe 
fiduciary duties not only to shareholders but also, particularly in financial institutions, to broader stakeholders whose 
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interests depend upon prudent decision-making. The independent directors is the board must stop behaving like a 
doll and must play some active role which is expected from them.

Banks are now expected to maintain stronger governance structures, establish specialised board committees and 
enhance risk management functions. Listed companies are also subject to increasingly robust governance obligations.

Yet governance cannot become a mere compliance exercise. Institutions must cultivate a culture where ethical 
leadership, accountability and transparency are embedded into everyday decision-making. As said, Independent 
directors should provide genuine oversight rather than symbolic representation. Internal audit and compliance 
functions must possess sufficient authority and independence. Equally important are effective whistleblower 
mechanisms that encourage early reporting of misconduct while protecting those who act in good faith. External 
auditors must act more professionally and confidently. 

Strong governance ultimately reduces legal disputes, regulatory intervention and reputational damage�outcomes 
that directly reinforce public confidence.

Transparency for building confidence
Transparency is perhaps the most effective mechanism for preserving trust. Markets function efficiently only when 
participants have access to reliable, timely and meaningful information.

Disclosure requirements enable investors to assess risks, regulators to identify emerging vulnerabilities and stakeholders 
to hold institutions accountable. Conversely, inadequate disclosure often conceals governance failures until they 
evolve into systemic crises. Bangladesh has made notable progress by aligning financial reporting with internationally 
recognised accounting and auditing standards. Banks and financial institutions are subject to extensive prudential 
reporting obligations, while listed companies face increasingly comprehensive disclosure requirements.

However, transparency should not be viewed simply as publishing annual financial statements.

Meaningful disclosure today encompasses beneficial ownership, related-party transactions, environmental and 
governance risks, cyber resilience, litigation exposure, internal control deficiencies and material regulatory actions. 
Institutional transparency should enable stakeholders to understand not merely an organisation�s financial position, 
but also the quality of its governance. Technology presents additional opportunities. Digital regulatory reporting, 
automated compliance systems and data-driven supervision can significantly improve regulatory effectiveness while 
reducing opportunities for concealment and manipulation.

Importance of Regulatory Credibility 
Even the most sophisticated legal framework cannot inspire confidence without credible enforcement. Investors�
particularly foreign investors�place significant importance on regulatory predictability. Businesses are generally 
willing to comply with stringent regulations provided they are administered consistently, transparently and without 
undue delay.

The Investment Perspective
Legal certainty remains one of the strongest determinants of investment decisions.

International investors assess far more than macroeconomic indicators. They evaluate whether contracts are 
enforceable, whether creditors� rights are protected, how efficiently commercial disputes are resolved, and whether 
regulatory decisions are transparent and predictable. Bangladesh has undertaken several initiatives to improve its 
investment climate through digitalisation of government services, streamlining regulatory approvals and promoting 
ease of doing business. The establishment of specialised commercial courts and the growing acceptance of arbitration 
for commercial disputes also represent positive developments.

Nevertheless, there is still miles to go. Modernising insolvency and corporate restructuring frameworks, expediting 
financial dispute resolution and strengthening enforcement of commercial judgments would significantly enhance 
investor confidence. Capacity building of lawyers and judges are also essential.  
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Financial Integrity in the Global Economy
Today�s financial institutions operate within an increasingly interconnected global environment. Cross-border banking, 
international trade, correspondent banking relationships and foreign investment require adherence to internationally 
accepted standards relating to anti-money laundering (AML), counter-terrorism financing (CFT), sanctions compliance 
and beneficial ownership transparency.

Bangladesh has made measurable progress in strengthening its AML/CFT framework through legislative reforms, 
enhanced regulatory supervision and increased cooperation among financial regulators and law enforcement 
agencies. Continued alignment with international standards remains essential, particularly as the country seeks to 
expand global trade and attract higher levels of foreign investment. Compliance should therefore be viewed not 
merely as a regulatory obligation but as an investment in institutional credibility. 

Digital Finance and Emerging Legal Challenges
Bangladesh has witnessed remarkable growth in digital financial services over the past decade. Mobile financial 
services, agent banking, digital payments and fintech innovations have expanded financial inclusion and transformed 
the delivery of financial services.

Yet technological advancement inevitably creates new legal risks.

Cybersecurity, data protection, digital fraud, artificial intelligence, outsourcing arrangements and operational 
resilience are rapidly becoming core governance issues. Boards of financial institutions must now oversee cyber risks 
with the same seriousness as credit and liquidity risks.

The recently enacted Cyber Security Act, 2023, Personal Data Protection Act, 2026 together with evolving regulatory 
guidance on digital financial services, reflects an increasing recognition that public confidence in digital finance 
depends upon effective legal safeguards. 

Conclusion 
Strengthening trust in Bangladesh�s financial sector cannot be achieved through legislation alone. It requires a 
sustained commitment from regulators, policymakers, financial institutions, corporate boards, auditors, legal advisers 
and the wider business community.

The legal profession has an especially important role in this process. Corporate lawyers today do far more than draft 
agreements or resolve disputes. They advise boards on governance, help institutions navigate increasingly complex 
regulatory obligations, strengthen compliance cultures and identify legal risks before they become crises. Preventive 
legal advice has become as valuable as traditional dispute resolution.

Bangladesh stands at an important stage of its economic journey. The country possesses the institutional foundations, 
entrepreneurial energy and policy ambition to build a stronger and more resilient financial system. Recent governance 
reforms, increased regulatory scrutiny, digital transformation and continued alignment with international standards 
all point in the right direction. The challenge now is to ensure that these reforms are implemented consistently 
and supported by strong institutions. A financial sector built on stability, sound governance and transparency will 
not only safeguard depositors and investors but also strengthen Bangladesh�s competitiveness in an increasingly 
interconnected global economy.

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

* Barrister Omar H. Khan is an advocate of the Supreme Court of Bangladesh and a prominent corporate law 
practitioner heading a leading corporate law fi rm of Bangladesh, namely Legal Counsel. He may be reached at 
omar@legalcounselbd.com     
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Betopia Group, a Bangladesh-headquartered technology conglomerate with more than 5,000 employees, operations 
across 80+ countries, and over 85,000 projects delivered worldwide, has established its first U.S. operational 
presence through the launch of a Georgia office for ZHB Solutions, a strategic partner within the Betopia ecosystem.

Launched on June 7 with an initial three-member team, the Georgia office delivers enterprise technology, artificial 
intelligence, software engineering, cybersecurity, and cloud solutions to small and medium-sized businesses across 
the United States � Betopia�s first physical operating base in the country.

As the next phase of its North American expansion, Betopia will establish a dedicated U.S. sales office in Georgia 
within the current quarter and build a nationwide partner network, targeting 50 strategic channel and implementation 
partners by FY2026. The U.S. operation will drive enterprise sales, partner enablement, and customer engagement 
across all 50 states.

The expansion follows Founder & CEO Muhammad Monir Hossain�s business mission to the United States from May 
23 to June 13, during which he completed the Senior Executive Leadership Program (SELP) at Cornell University and 
joined the SELP Alumni 2026 Award Ceremony, engaging with global business leaders and policymakers on strategy, 
AI, organizational transformation, and enterprise leadership.

Commenting on the expansion, Muhammad Monir Hossain said, �Our expansion into the United States reflects our 
commitment to building long-term commercial capability that connects Bangladeshi engineering talent with enterprise 
demand while delivering world-class technology solutions to global customers. We believe Bangladesh has the talent, 
entrepreneurial energy, and digital momentum to become a globally competitive technology powerhouse.�

Betopia Group operates 22 Strategic Business Units spanning software engineering, cloud, cybersecurity, fintech, and 
AI/ML. The U.S. expansion is a core pillar of Betopia�s strategy to scale international operations, deepen enterprise 
partnerships, and reach its long-term target of Tk 5,000 crore in annual revenue by 2030.

BETOPIA GROUP ESTABLISHES FIRST U.S. 
PRESENCE, ACCELERATES NORTH AMERICAN 
EXPANSION
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CHEVRON HAS OFFICIALLY REAFFIRMED ITS LONG-TERM 
COMMITMENT 
On April 28, 2026, Javier La Rosa, President of Chevron Corporation�s Base Assets and Emerging Countries (BAEC), 
led an executive delegation to meet with the Honorable Prime Minister of Bangladesh, Mr. Tarique Rahman, at 
the Cabinet Division office. The corporate delegation included Chevron Bangladesh President and Managing 
Director, Eric M. Walker, alongside Corporate Affairs Director, Muhammad Imrul Kabir.

Prominent state officials also attended the high-level meeting. Key government attendees included Dr. Rashed Al 
Mahmud Titumir, Adviser on Finance and Planning, Mr. Iqbal Hasan Mahmud Tuku, Minister for Power, Energy and 
Mineral Resources, and Mr. Anindya Islam Amit, State Minister for Power, Energy and Mineral Resources.

The primary discussions centered on critical strategic goals for the nation:

Optimizing domestic energy resources efficiently.

Strengthening long-term energy security frameworks.

Sustaining reliable natural gas production.

As one of the largest foreign investors in Bangladesh, Chevron has actively supported the country�s natural gas 
infrastructure for over 30 years. This engagement firmly underscores their continued partnership in driving local 
economic growth and industrial development.

MASTERCARD APPOINTS ZAKIA SULTANA 
AS BANGLADESH’S COUNTRY MANAGER
Syed Mohammad Kamal to retire later this year

Mastercard has appointed Zakia Sultana as Country Manager for 
Bangladesh to succeed the retiring Syed Mohammad Kamal. Based 
in Dhaka and reporting to Sandun Hapugoda, Zakia will lead strategic 
market engagements, accelerate digital payment adoption, and strengthen 
ecosystem partnerships during a pivotal shift in the local payments landscape. 
She was a vital part of Mastercard�s local team since 2015, bringing over 
26 years of experience across telecommunications and financial services to 
the new role. Zakia aims to drive the nation�s digital transformation by 
delivering secure, innovative payment solutions. More information 
is available on the Mastercard website.
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AMAL FOUNDATION LAUNCHES CLIMATE 
CATALYST FELLOWSHIP FOR GIRLS
Empowering Tomorrow’s Climate Leaders
Bangladesh remains on the frontlines of the global climate crisis. To address this, the Amal Foundation partnered with 
Women Strong International to launch �Future Roots: Climate Hub for Youth.� This initiative empowers young women 
to become proactive climate leaders.

Building Leadership Capabilities

From 11 to 13 January 2026, thirty young women fellows attended an intensive three-day residential workshop in 
Dhaka. The curriculum focused on:

Gender Justice: Examining the intersection of gender equality and climate vulnerability.

Strategic Skills: Training in design thinking and professional proposal writing.

Grassroots Learning on the Frontlines

In May 2026, the fellows traveled to Cox�s Bazar, Teknaf, and Ukhia for field research. They observed sustainable, 
community-led resilience practices firsthand, including:

Innovative Aquaculture: Climate-smart fish farming techniques.

Vertical Gardening: High-yield agricultural solutions for space-constrained or flooded areas.

Transforming Ideas into Action

The program culminated in a Climate Hackathon that brought together 120 leaders from government, civil society, 
and development sectors.

Honored Guests: The event featured Chief Guest Mr. Mizanur Rahman (Refugee Relief and Repatriation Commissioner 
& Additional Secretary) and Special Guest Ms. Silja Rajander (Head of UN Women Cox�s Bazar Sub-Office).

The Pitch: The 30 fellows presented 16 community-focused proposals to an expert judging panel comprising 
representatives from UNDP, Oxfam, World Vision, BIDA, and the Asian University for Women.

The Outcome: Five exceptional teams received seed grants to implement their climate solutions.
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bKash Limited acts as a pioneer in nurturing a knowledge-based society in Bangladesh 
through its dedicated Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) initiatives. Since 2014, bKash 
has partnered with Biswa Sahitto Kendra (BSK) to run a nationwide book reading program 

under the theme 'Av�jvwKZ gvbyl weKwkZ evsjv�`k' (Enlightened 

People, Developed Bangladesh). Targeting 
students aged 11 to 18, this initiative 
goes beyond academic textbooks. 
It distributes age-appropriate 
books�including biographies, 
science fiction, travel narratives, 
and novels�to ignite curiosity, 
creativity, and self-confidence. 

Over the past 12 years, bKash 
has distributed approximately 
400,000 books. This effort 
has impacted over 3.3 
million readers across 3,000 
educational institutions, 
reaching even the most 
remote areas. The program�s 
structured approach 
features ongoing monitoring 
of student progress alongside 
annual expansions. Each year, 
the initiative adds 40,000 new 
books and 100 new institutions 
to its network.

Independent research by the 
National Academy for Planning 
and Development and the World 
Bank confirms the program�s positive 
impact. Participating students consistently 
excel in academic exams, debates, and 
extracurricular competitions. Through its 
sustained support for education, 
skill development, and 
intellectual growth, 
bKash Limited 
e x e m p l i f i e s 
how corporate 
p a t r o n a g e 
can empower 
B a n g l a d e s h i 
youth, drive 
n a t i o n a l 
p r o g r e s s , 
and build an 
e n l i g h t e n e d , 
inclusive society.

BKash EMPOWERS NEXT GENERATION THROUGH 
NATIONWIDE READING INITIATIVE

Maj. Gen. Sheikh Md Monirul Islam (retd), Chief External and Corporate Affairs Offi cer, bKash Limited
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In rural Bangladesh, period poverty remains a critical barrier to education. Approximately one in four girls miss 
school during menstruation due to the high cost of sanitary pads. Furthermore, over 85% of women and girls in the 
country lack access to affordable menstrual products and proper sanitation facilities. 

To address this urgent challenge, the SMILE project�funded by Chevron Bangladesh and implemented 
by Swisscontact�has launched a practical initiative to improve school attendance and health outcomes through 
better menstrual hygiene management. The project actively removes the systemic barriers that keep girls out of the 
classroom, ensuring they can pursue their education with confidence.

High-Tech Hygiene Corners for 1,800 Students

In the Habiganj district, specialized hygiene corners have been established across four schools and one madrasa, 
directly supporting nearly 1,800 adolescent girls. These private, dedicated spaces provide a safe, accessible, and 
comfortable environment for managing menstruation.

Key features of the new hygiene corners include:

Internet-of-Things (IoT) sanitary napkin machines provide real-time inventory monitoring, automated usage tracking, 
and timely supply replenishment. Subsidized Products: Girls receive heavily subsidized access to feminine hygiene 
products, making sanitary pads affordable for low-income families.

Rural Tech Integration: The initiative demonstrates how modern technology can successfully strengthen essential 
healthcare and hygiene services in rural communities. 

Empowering Through Innovation

The partnership between Chevron and Swisscontact highlights how community-driven action can transform everyday 
realities for young women. By combining smart digital technology with accessible solutions, this initiative goes beyond 
fighting period poverty�it empowers girls to stay in school, fosters lifelong healthy habits, and ensures that a natural 
biological process never holds them back.

CHEVRON BANGLADESH FUNDS HYGIENE CORNERS AT FOUR 
SCHOOLS AND ONE MADRASA IN HABIGANJ










