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President’s Memo
Aftab ul Islam, FCA

President, American Chamber of Commerce in Bangladesh

President’s Memo

Aftab ul Islam

The American Chamber of 
Commerce in Bangladesh 
(AmCham) is happy to present 
its 24th quarterly journal. The year 
2013 has again been highly eventful 
nationally and internationally. It 
appears that the global economy 
has been continuing to face 
diffi culties in recovering from the 
economic shockwaves touched 
everyone beginning from 2007. 
Although Bangladesh performed 
considerably well, the situation 
drastically worsened in 2013 
mainly due to national election 
related political deadlock, turmoil 
and violence. The man-made 
havoc affected every single citizen 

of the country, its transport 
network, imports and exports, 
supply chain management, 
investment, country image, etc. 

Everyone believes that Bangladesh 
has enormous business and 
investment opportunities, 
but at the same time the 
nation has been facing many 
development challenges, such 
as 1) poor infrastructure, 2) 
slow decision making and poor 
governance, 3) corruption, and 4) 
unpredictability. 

The expectations of the business 
community from the new 
Government are as follows: 
1) continued support and 
cooperation in running their 
day-to-day business without 
obstruction, 2) valuable assistance 
towards creating the right kind 
of business environment, 3) 
developing and promoting strong 
economic reforms agenda, 4) 
ensuring quick decision making, 
etc. Businesspeople are still worried 
of undesired consequences of the 
last year’s dangerous political 
turmoil, which resulted into 
unfavorable law and order 
situation, loss of lives, property 
and business, loss of confi dence, 
uncertainty and unpredictability. 

We are now eagerly looking 
forward to innovative national 
reconciliation in some key areas, 
especially in the areas of economy, 
so that business functions remain 
uninterrupted and undisturbed. 
We are also looking forward 
to creative national efforts to 
maintain political stability in the 
country. Relative calm today is 
not the guarantee for a lasting 
peace and stability. Businessmen 
want genuine and credible 
assurances from the Government 
that what they are seeing today in 
terms of stability, will not be short 
lived, otherwise business will 
continue to remain slow, fragile, 
and uncomfortable. Confusion 
and distrust are still impacting 
the business atmosphere. Now 
the main challenge before the 
nation is to bring back the 
lost confi dence of the people in 
general and business community 
in particular.    

Finally, I would like to express my 
most sincere thanks to AmCham 
Members, friends of AmCham 
for their most valuable support 
and cooperation to AmCham. I 
hope you would once again enjoy 
reading the AmCham Journal 
January 2014 Issue.
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Dan Mozena 
Good morning!

A special thank you to our friends of 
AmCham Hong Kong … President 
Richard Vuylsteke, Ming-Lai and 
the whole AmCham team here 
… we remember well your visit 
to Dhaka last November … you 
inspired us to make this venture to 
Hong Kong … thank you.

Forty years ago, a very famous 
American statesman dubbed then 
newly independent Bangladesh a 
“bottomless basket.”  

That supposed bottomless basket 
is today a basket overflowing with 
bounty as the nation seeks to 
fulfill a vision of becoming Asia’s 
next economic tiger:  The Royal 
Bengal Tiger.

My delegation and I are here this 
morning to introduce you to the 
new Bangladesh, the Bangladesh 
that has averaged nearly 6% annual 
growth over the past two decades, 
the Bangladesh where millions of 
people are coming out of poverty 
and are eager to improve their 

standard of living, the Bangladesh 
that is already the world’s second 
largest exporter of apparel and 
aspires to be first, the Bangladesh 
that offers promise of becoming 
a major global player in so many 
other sectors, as I will address later.

This Bangladesh … the New 
Bangladesh … is a Bangladesh of 
opportunity … of opportunity 
for you to invest and help give 
birth to Asia’s newest tiger … 
of opportunity for you to find 
partners for building thriving and 
rewarding trade relations.

The story of the New Bangladesh 
and its many opportunities is so 
vast, is so compelling that I could 
not begin to tell it by myself, so I 
am accompanied by a delegation 
of businessmen … some deeply 
established, some up and coming 
… all energetic drivers of change 
who are eager to meet with you 

and to explore with you how best 
to develop common interests.  Let 
me introduce them briefly so you 
can match their faces with the full 
bios that you already have:

-Mainuddin Monem:  Monem is 
the Deputy Managing Director 

of Abdul Monem Ltd., a leading 
diversified conglomerate engaged 
in infrastructure development, 
soft drink bottling, ice cream 
production, and so many other 
activities.

-Rashed Maqsood:  Rashed is 
Citibank’s Country Officer – 
Bangladesh.  Rashed has been 
working in the banking sector 
for more than 21 years, making 
him one of Bangladesh’s most 
experienced bankers.

-Md. Sabur Khan:  Sabur is 
President of the Dhaka Chamber 
of Commerce and Industry 
(DCCI), the largest Chamber in the 
country, representing more than 
14,000 members.  He is a self-made 
businessman in the IT sector.

-Mahbubul Alam:  Mahbub is 
president of the Chittagong 
Chamber of Commerce and 

Industry (CCCI), the second 
largest chamber of Bangladesh. 
Chittagong is Bangladesh’s second 
largest city and the nation’s major 
port and commercial capital.  
Mahbub is in the insurance, 
steel manufacturing and trading 
businesses.

Investing in Bangladesh: Apparel and Beyond

Investing in Bangladesh: Apparel and Beyond
Dan Mozena 
U.S. Ambassador to Bangladesh
(Remarks by U.S. Ambassador to Bangladesh Dan Mozena at AmCham Office, Hong Kong on December 9, 2013)
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-Salman Obaidul Karim:  Salman 
is the Managing Director of 
Orion Group, one of Bangladesh’s 
leading industrial conglomerates, 
specializing in pharmaceuticals, 
cosmetics &toiletries, infrastructure 
development, power generation 
and so many other areas.

-Asif Ibrahim:  Asif is Vice Chairman 
of Newage Group of Industries, a 
business house involved mainly 
in manufacturing and exporting 
ready-made garments, textiles and 
plastic products. 

-Nabeel-ud-Daulah:  Nabeel is 
managing director of the knit 
garment division of the Dird 
Group, which specializes in 
textiles and apparel, infrastructure 
construction, agriculture and 
floriculture, among others.

-Aftab ul Islam:  Aftab is President of 
American Chamber of Commerce 
in Bangladesh and a most 
successful entrepreneur, especially 
in the worlds of insurance and 
venture capital.

-Abdul Gafur:  Gafur is Executive 
Director of American Chamber of 
Commerce in Bangladesh; he is the 
engine behind all of the Chamber’s 
good work, including its monthly 
luncheon meetings and annual 
trade show, among other events.  

I would also like members of my 
staff to stand up … Etienne LeBailly, 

Asif Ayub and Syeda Shahrazad 
Rahman … these are your living 
linkages to U.S. Embassy Dhaka.

I wish, too, to acknowledge Mark 
Lanning, who is known to many 
of you already; he is the Economic 
Officer with the American 

Consulate General, right here in 
Hong Kong.  Mark is another good 
point of contact for you in making 
connections as you explore 
possibilities in Bangladesh.

Shortly after my arrival yesterday, 
I chatted with a couple of local 
residents who remarked that I 
had chosen an odd time to lead 
a trade delegation to Hong Kong, 
given the prevailing political 
situation in Bangladesh, as the two 
major political parties wrangle, 
sometimes violently, in advance 
of next month’s parliamentary 
elections.  Sadly, Bangladesh’s 
democratic institutions, which are 
barely two decades old, are still 
maturing to reach the point where 
political power can be contested 
only through peaceful means.  I 
believe the political uncertainties 
of the hour shall pass in due course, 
and Bangladesh will refocus on the 
business of doing business.

So, what is this bit about 
Bangladesh’s becoming the next 
Asian tiger?  Is this some kind of 
pipe dream or something?

I am not speaking of mythology … 
set aside the notion of Bangladesh 
as a poor country … quite the 
contrary … Bangladesh, the 
world’s seventh most populous 
country, is richly endowed:  rich 
soil, ample water, climate that 
allows three growing seasons, 
natural gas and coal reserves, and, 
most importantly, the world’s 
hardest working, most energetic 
and dynamic, most creative, most 
entrepreneurial, most resilient 
people … and I mean that literally 
… the people of Bangladesh are 
truly its number one asset.

Let me explain my vision of 
Bangladesh as an Asian tiger:

Bangladesh could be/should be 
the world’s largest exporter of 
apparel and household textiles, 
rivaling China.  As we know, these 
industries are flooding out of China 
in search of lower production 
costs.  The natural destination for 
these investment dollars should be 
Bangladesh.

Bangladesh could be/should 
be a major global player in the 
production of generic drugs, 
shoes, finished leather goods, 
small freighters and ocean-going 
tugboats, information technology, 
bone china, frozen shrimp and 
fish, silk and jute production and 
processing, and the list goes on 
and on, creating investment and 
trading opportunities for you, 
both directly and indirectly as 
these new jobs generate millions 
more Bangladeshi middle class 
consumers.

Bangladesh is further blessed by 
its location at the very nexus of 
what will become one of the most 
significant trade routes of the 21st 

century, the Indo-Pacific Economic 
Corridor, which links South 
Asia with China, Singapore and 
the world.  That emerging trade 
route will course right through 

Investing in Bangladesh: Apparel and Beyond
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has already made the nation self-
sufficient in rice production with 
good prospects for becoming self-
sufficient in food within a decade.  
Can you imagine this?!?  The 

world’s most densely populated 
country aside from a few city states 
and island nations is on the brink 
of becoming food self-sufficient 
… hardly the bottomless basket 
predicted some four decades ago.  Is 
this some kind of miracle?  Not in 
the least … this is that Bangladeshi 
energy, hard work, creativity, 
entrepreneurial skills all at work.  
This success in food production 
creates enormous opportunities for 
you in food processing and other 
areas.

That’s my vision of Bangladesh as 
the next Asian tiger.

Let me strengthen my case with a 
few observations:

		 As I noted earlier, Bangladesh 
has been averaging nearly 
6% annual growth; over the 
past decade alone its GDP has 
more than doubled from $47 
billion to over $100 billion.

		 Even during the global 
downturn in 2008, 
Bangladesh was one of the few 
countries in the world that 
registered increasing exports 
and saw hardly a blip in its 
economic growth trajectory.

Bangladesh, richly benefiting 
Bangladesh while providing an 
avenue for expanding Bangladesh’s 
exports to the world, including 
China … I envision the day when 

1.3 billion Chinese will be wearing 
made-in-Bangladesh clothes!  The 
opportunities for you as provided 
by Bangladesh’s strategic location 
at the heart of the Indo-Pacific 
Economic Corridor are obvious.

Bangladesh is a huge exporter of 
manpower, which is the country’s 
largest source of foreign exchange.  
Currently, this manpower is almost 
entirely unskilled labor at the 
bottom of the economic ladder.  
This need not be.  Bangladesh 
should be providing the world 
highest quality manpower 
… doctors, nurses, engineers, 
professors, carpenters, electricians, 
technicians … professionals and 
highly skilled labor.  The success 
of the Bangladeshi-American 
diaspora in the U.S. shows how 
educated and skilled Bangladeshis 
can thrive.  Bangladesh truly needs 
a revolution in education, which, 
of course, is opportunity for 
you … for you to help build and 
strengthen the nation’s education 
and skill training capacity from the 
primary school level through the 
tertiary level.

Bangladesh is in the midst of an 
agricultural revolution, which 

		 According to my calculations, 
on a purchasing power parity 
basis, Bangladesh’s economy 
will surpass Hong Kong’s in 
the next five years.

		 Annual U.S.-Bangladesh 
trade tripled from $2 billion 
in 2001 to $6 billion in 2011.

		 If you drive around Dhaka 
today, the signs of progress 
are everywhere … you will 
see a bustling city with 
construction of high rises 
literally on every block …and 
famously chaotic traffic that 
is admittedly a challenge, 
but also a sign of economic 
progress.

		 I am not alone in seeing the 
tremendous opportunities 
of Bangladesh.  In 2011, 
McKinsey predicted 
Bangladesh would become 
the world’s largest exporter 
of readymade garments and 
household textiles.  In 2013 
McKinsey reported that 
apparel buyers prefer doing 
business in Bangladesh. 
In 2012, Goldman Sachs 
included Bangladesh 
among “the Next 11” 
emerging economies with 
high potential for trade 
and investment.JP Morgan 
lists Bangladesh among its 
“Frontier Five” emerging 
economies.

This story … this story of 
Bangladesh’s impressive progress 
… this story of the tremendous 
opportunities for trade and 
investment that Bangladesh 
offers is often obscured by media 
reports that focus on natural 
disasters, political acrimony and 
other challenges.  Bangladesh is 
certainly a country with significant 
challenges, which I shall address 
in a moment, but we need to 
keep perspective and recognize 

Investing in Bangladesh: Apparel and Beyond
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Bangladesh’s great progress and its 
many opportunities.  

To realize this vision, this 
potential to be Asia’s next 
economic tiger, Bangladesh must 
overcome significant, but not 
insurmountable, challenges, 
which often create even more 
opportunities for investors like 
you.  Let me review the key 
challenges:

		 Power and energy shortages 
are major constraints. 
Bangladesh’s growing 
economy urgently needs 
more power and energy.  To 
this end, Bangladesh must 
develop its significant gas 
and coal reserves.  Signs of 
progress include construction 
of a new gas pipeline and 
more power projects with 
diversified fuel sources.  U.S. 
companies such as Chevron 
(the largest foreign investor 
and biggest gas producer) 
and GE are already engaged 
in helping to address the 
power and energy shortfalls.  

		 Bangladesh’s infrastructure 
cannot support an Asian tiger 
economy.  The nation needs 
expanded port facilities and 
new roads, railroads, and 
airports.  Of course, these 
needs are opportunities for 
you.

		 Bangladesh must undertake 
a crash program to improve 
education and skills training, 
not only so the nation can 
export high end manpower, 
but also so it has the 
professional and highly 
skilled manpower it needs to 
build the Asian tiger.  These 
needs, as I mentioned earlier, 
create opportunities for you.

		 Bangladesh can be a 
challenging place to do 
business.  Bureaucratic 

inefficiency and boundless 
red tape constrain growth.  
The judicial system functions 
at glacial speed in resolving 
commercial disputes.  We 
urge the government to 
move more aggressively in 
creating a better investment 
climate by untangling 
the red tape, tackling 
endemic corruption, and 
strengthening rule of law.

		 As I mentioned at the 
outset, the nation is now 
experiencing a wave of 
political instability as 
parliamentary elections 
approach.  America and other 
friends of Bangladesh urge 

the major parties to engage 
soonest in constructive 
dialogue to find an agreed 
way forward to hold free, 
fair and credible elections.  
Political instability, of course, 
discourages the investment 
that Bangladesh needs to 
become an Asian tiger.

		 In the wake of the horrific 
Rana Plaza building collapse 
and the Tazreen Fashions 
fire, apparel manufacturers, 
workers, international 
buyers, the International 
Labor Organizations, and 
friends of Bangladesh, like 

America, are all coming 
together to institute new 
practices that will ensure that 
Bangladesh will never again 
experience another Rana 
Plaza or Tazreen Fashions 
disaster and that Bangladeshi 
workers will be able to exercise 
their rights to freely associate 
and organize.  The goal is to 
make Brand Bangladesh the 
Preferred Brand in the global 
marketplace.  

These challenges are real … are 
serious … but each is resolvable 
with the will to do so … and 
resolving many of them creates 
investment opportunities for you.

There you have it … my views … 
unvarnished and straightforward … 
of the opportunities and challenges 
of investing in and trading with 
Bangladesh.  I urge you to explore 
the possibilities of Bangladesh to 
assess for yourself whether these 
opportunities and risks mesh with 
your company’s strategy. Members 
of my delegation, my staff and I 
are all available to meet and chat 
with you informally to address 
questions that you may have in 
regard to business prospects in 
Bangladesh.

Thank you. 

Investing in Bangladesh: Apparel and Beyond
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AmCham in Action
A. Gafur
Executive Director, American Chamber of Commerce in Bangladesh

We are pleased to present our 
regular AmCham quarterly 
Journal, the 24th issue. Despite 
severe obstructions and hindrances 
faced by Bangladesh economy, 
due to political turmoil in recent 
months, Bangladesh continued its 
positive economic advancement, 
and which well demonstrates 
the power of the resilience of 
Bangladeshi private sector. I am 
taking the opportunity to thank 
AmCham members, advertisers 
and authors for their continuing 
remarkable support for AmCham 
Quarterly Journal. The following 
are some of the activities carried 
out by AmCham during the past 
couple of months.  

November 19, 2013: Lunch 
Meeting with Ambassador 
Dan Mozena 

AmCham November Lunch 
meeting was graced by H.E. 
Mr. Dan Mozena, United States 
Ambassador to Bangladesh. 
He spoke on “Recapping the 
Successes and Challenges of 

the past Two Years, on the 
Ambassador’s Second Anniversary 
in Bangladesh”. In his outstanding 
remarks Ambassador Mozena 
covered the areas; a) America’s 
partnership with Bangladesh b) 
Partnership Dialogue c) President 
Obama’s signature Feed the Future 
Program d) Trade and Investment e) 
Education in the U.S. f) Bangladesh’s 
RMG sector.   

December 8-11, 2013: 
Business delegation to Hong 
Kong led by Ambassador 
Dan Mozena  

Ambassador Dan Mozena led a 
Bangladesh Business delegation 
to Hong Kong from December 
8-11, 2013.   The purpose of the 
delegation has been to engage 
U.S. businesses resident in Hong 
Kong and encourage them to do 
business with the resilient and 

successful Bangladeshi business 
community.  Ambassador Mozena 
encouraged his audience in 
Hong Kong to think beyond the 
traditional two sectors, Garment 
and Footwear, to other sectors like 
construction, heavy machinery, 

pharmaceuticals, etc.  The primary 
objective was to encourage 
AmCham Hong Kong members 
and other U.S. businesses present 
in Hong Kong to take a serious 
look at Bangladesh, and promote 
networking with top Bangladeshi 
executives. The thought was RMG 
companies present in Hong Kong 
are already aware of Bangladesh, 
but new markets for U.S. 
products and services in fire and 
building safety equipment, heavy 
equipment, high tech equipment, 
and remittance-related financial 
services might be of interest. 
In addition to the meeting 
with AmCham Hong Kong the 
delegation had the opportunity 
to network with the members of 
the Chinese General Chamber of 
Commerce (CGCC), Federation of 
Hong Kong Industries (FHKI), U.S. 
Econ and FCS officers based in HK, 

Hong Kong General Chamber of 
Commerce Asia/Africa Committee, 
and with a few other top 
American executives of American 
Companies. The keynote speech 
delivered by Ambassador Mozena 
at AmCham Hong Kong has been 
incorporated separately.  

A. Gafur 

AmCham in Action
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Professor Rehman Sobhan

President, Executive Director, 
and distinguished guests, I am 
happy and honored to be making 
my first appearance before this 
august body. I periodically 
see this event flashed on the 
television screens and see that 
you have invited distinguished 
alumni of speakers who preceded 
me. So, obviously it is a pleasant 
experience to be speaking from 
the podium rather than to look 
at my television screen and see 
other people talk on this matter. 

The theme before you is a very 
major subject. I am told that I 
have about 20 or so minutes to 
address it so it is not going to 
be possible to discuss this issue 
in any depth. A great deal of 
discussion has already taken 
place over a tragedy which 
unfolded over many days in real 
time not just before us but all 
over the world. As a result Rana 
Plaza has been established as a 
globally recognized event. More 

Ready-made Garments in Bangladesh: Lessons 
from Rana Plaza
Professor Rehman Sobhan
Chairman, Centre for Policy Dialogue 
(Remarks made by Professor Rehman Sobhan at AmCham Luncheon Meeting on August 19, 2013)

to the point, for many of those 
assembled here the fallout from 
the event has, as far as I can see, 
not really ended. 

My presentation before you will 
attempt to explore the underlying 
dynamics of the crisis rather than 
to look at the immediate event 
manifested in the collapse of 
the building and the enormous 
human tragedy associated with 
the disaster. I will argue that 
the immediate outcomes of the 
Rana Plaza disaster were really 
symptoms of a much deeper 
crisis within our system not just 
within Bangladesh but also as 
part of the globalization process. 
If we really aspire to address this 
problem, in terms of finding 
longer term responses to the 

disaster, we need to understand 
the underlying problems which 
have surfaced from the rubble of 
Rana Plaza. 

In my understanding of the 
underlying dynamics of the 
Rana Plaza tragedy seven key 

issues merit discussion. I will very 
quickly run through these issues: 

		 The first issue views the 
tragedy as the outcome of 
failures of governance in 
our society.

		 Secondly, we need to 
understand the political 
dimensions of the crisis 
which interface with the 
failures of governance. 

		 Thirdly we need to look at 
Rana Plaza as the ultimate 
manifestation of some of 
the deep injustices which 
have come to characterize 
Bangladesh society today. 

		 Fourthly we need to 
move into the domain 
of economics in order 

to understand the 
dynamics driving a highly 
competitive industry 
operating at the front line 
of the globalization process. 

		 Fifthly, and this is an 
issue which has not been 

Ready-made Garments in Bangladesh: Lessons from Rana Plaza
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adequately discussed 
anywhere, we need to 
scrutinize the very unjust 
workings of the present 
global economic order as it 

impacts on the Bangladesh 
garment industry and its 
workers. 

		 Sixthly I will try to share 
with you some preliminary 
thoughts on what can be 
done about dealing with 
the sources of the crisis 
through bringing about 
a longer term structural 
transformations within the 
industry. 

		 We will finally move 
beyond the domestic 
dimensions of the crisis 
to take a longer term 
perspective towards what 
may be done to reconstruct 
the global economic order 
where Rana Plaza provides 
a window on the workings 
of the system at a global 
level. 

1. Governance Failure

There are several governance 
issues which have surfaced which 
have been widely discussed. We 
may summarize some of these 
issues. 

		 The structure was built on 
illegally appropriated land. 

		 The clearance process for 
approving the building 
plan was defective since 

the land itself was once 
submerged.

		 The construction work was 
shoddy and carried through 
without any serious 
regulatory oversight.

		 The approval process, 
oversight and work on 
the floor expansion of 
Rana Plaza was deficient. 
The way in which the 
generators were located and 
the consequent load factor 
which the building had 
to bear were not exposed 
to scrutiny within the 
prevailing building codes.

		 The final Rana Plaza 
building structure which 
collapsed was completely 
outside the international 
compliance requirements 
demanded by the global 
community.

		 There were serious 
regulatory failures relating 
to both the construction 
codes and regulations 
under the Factories act.   

These regulatory deficits 
reflected the complete failure 
of any process of oversight and 
inspection over this particular 
facility. Interestingly enough we 
not only witnessed the failure of 
governance on the part of the 
Bangladesh state but also of the 
international sector. The global 
buyers who were required to 
demand compliance from the 
companies where they buy their 
product remained conspicuously 
missing in action in discharging 
their oversight responsibilities at 
the lower tiers of the production 
chain. Finally, the top most 
oversight organization within 
the RMG industry itself, the 
BGMEA, which also has a 
significant responsibility, failed 
to take serious cognizance of the 
prevailing sub-standard working 
conditions in large numbers 
of units operated by their own 
members. 

2. The Political Dimensions 
of Rana Plaza

We may begin to address the 
political dimension by taking 
account of the antecedents of 
one of the prime players in the 
Rana Plaza event, the gentleman 
who has contributed his now 
globally famous name to this 
disaster. Sohel Rana, I assume 
is not appearing in public these 
days. His career path serves as a 
metaphor of how the political 
game in Bangladesh is played at 
the grass roots level. A person 
who could come from nowhere 
and become an enormously rich 
person, through performing 
certain services for the various 
political parties at the local 
level, is just one of many who 
are inhabiting the political 
landscape at the grass roots level 
across the broad spectrum of 
Bangladesh politics. 
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It is people such as Rana who 
interface with the governance 
process to get things done to 
their advantage where necessary. 
They use the leverage which 
comes from having a powerful 
godfather who represents the 
forces which are movers and 
shakers in Bangladesh politics 
today. It is these leaders who 
provide the political muscle 
behind the local players such 
as Rana who can thereby draw 
upon their backing to pressurize 
the regulatory agencies to bend 
the rules whenever it is needed. 
Thus, the interface between 
mal-governance and mal-
politics emerges as a critical 
factor in shaping the underlying 
governance dynamics which 
contributed to the Rana Plaza 
disaster.

3. Societal Injustice

To understand the malfunctions 
of the governance process we 
need to explore the broader 
issue of the nature of the society 
where such manifestations 
of mal-governance expose 
themselves. We need here to 
understand the unjust social and 
global order within which those 
who do business function. Their 
compulsion of exporters to meet 
their export orders supersede any 
humanitarian concerns which 
might have made them sensitive 
to the concerns of their workers. 
Thus, even when the owners 
of the factories located at Rana 
Plaza noticed the conspicuous 
deficiencies in the structure, they 
still compelled their workers to 
go back to work so they could 
meet pending export orders. We 
may recollect one of the real 
life tragedies of the event where 
one of the many injured women 
who was asked why she entered 
the building even when very 

dangerous cracks in the structure 
were noticed by all the workers 
waiting to enter the building 
said, 

  “What could I do? We were 
threatened by the factory 
overseers that if we did not 
go back to work we would 
be immediately discharged. 
I have small children to feed 
and schools fees to pay, I 
could not afford to lose my 
job”. 

The plight of this working 
woman encapsulated the social 
compulsions within which most 
of the workers in this industry 
actually work, where they can 
be hired at will because they are 
part of a system built around 
the casualisation of the labor 
force. Such a system, within a 
more sophisticated economic 

discourse, is termed labor market 
flexibility. This, in practice, 
means a person can be hired 
by an export firm when the 
market is favorable and the order 
books are full. When there is a 
downturn the same worker can 
be fired at will. Such firms can be 
very competitive because they 
carry light overheads in terms of 
long term obligations demanded 
by law owed to a contractually 
hired worker. 

4. Remaining Competitive 
in a Globalized World

The workers at Rana Plaza 
represented one part of the real 
world governing the lives of 
ordinary people working at the 
bottom of the production chain. 
They worked for wages which 
left them below the poverty 
line. Some of my colleagues 
at Centre for Policy Dialogue 
(CPD) reviewed the wage data 
for the industry which showed 
that the average level of wages 
for the industry provided an 
income which has below the 
official poverty line used by 
the government of Bangladesh 
(GoB). Thus, while we take pride 
in the 4 million workers provided 
with employment by the RMG 
sector we must keep in mind 
that we are still compensating 

these workers at barely above 
subsistence levels. 

This evidence on the condition of 
the workers moves us to the core 
of the problem - the competitive 
process within globalization. 
Here again my colleagues at CPD 
reviewed some of the relevant 
evidence for me. I asked them 
to investigate the price of a 
shirt when it is retailed in New 
York at K mart or Wal Mart for 
an approximate price of US$25 
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and to then work backwards 
to deconstruct this price so as 
to track its cost components 
from the time that the raw 
materials for the shirt enter the 
production chain in a factory to 
the point where it is placed on 

the shelves of Wal Mart in New 
York. I present before you a set of 
numbers provided to me by our 
researchers at CPD:

		 The RMG exporter within 
the country ultimately 
retains about 28% or 29% 
of the value of the final 
retailed product. 
	 This price is a made of 

the input cost for such 
items as fabrics or yarn   
for knitwear material 
which is about 15/16%  

	 Further costs include 
the wage bill, the 
operating costs of the 
factory, including 
rental of factory 
space, local transport, 
a d m i n i s t r a t i v e 
overheads including the 
profit margin. All these 
operating costs come to 
around 8% 

	 Another 2% or 3% may 
be subtracted from this 
operating cost if the local 
export firm  accesses 

their orders through a 
local buying house who 
will be extract a margin 
of around 2.6%. 

	Where the export firm 
subcontracts part of 
its order to companies 

such as these working 
at Rana Plaza these 
subcontractors are paid 
less than 1% or may be 
even 0.5% of the final 
retail price. 

5. The Working of an 
Unjust Global Order

Our calculations remain 
approximate and deserve more 
intensive research investigation. 
What we need to explore in depth 
is where the balance of around 
63% of the final $25 price at which 
the shirt is retailed by Wal Mart, 
ends up. This 63% is possibly 
appropriated by Wal Mart and 
similar corporate enterprises who 
buy garments from countries 
such as Bangladesh. The retail 
chains partly cover real costs of 
shipment, storage and marketing 
the product. What we do not 
know is the actual spread of 
this cost and the net surplus 
retained by Wal Mart from the 
transaction. Unfortunately and 
indeed surprisingly this issue of 

the distribution of value along 
the production and marketing 
chain is rarely discussed either in 
the global negotiations between 
the buyers and sellers or the 
international development 
community whether at the WTO, 
World Bank or in consultations 
between Bangladesh and the US 
government. We, thus, do not 
know how much of this 63% 
which is appropriated by Wal 
Mart constitutes real cost and 
how much constitutes a political 
or institutional rent arising from 
the unjust structures which 
underwrite globalization as it 
operates today. 

This discussion on the value chain 
is important because it provides 
some insight about the tight 
margins within which domestic 
entrepreneurs operate within a 
highly competitive globalized 
industry. The profit margins of 
the owner have to come out of 
the 8% left to them within the 
global system. One way in which 
many of Bangladesh’s globally 
competitive exporters, directly 
contracted to supply the major 
global retail chains keep down 
costs, is to sub-contract part of 
their orders to RMG enterprises 
with low operating costs and 
even lower compliance practices 
who are exposed to minimal 
regulatory oversight either 
nationally or globally. The prime 
contractor contracted to supply 
Wal Mart usually pays the sub-
contractor 0.5% to 1% of the 
final retail price. What happened 
at Rana Plaza is more easily 
understandable if we locate its 
underlying political economy 
within this value chain. 

A sub contractor who is left 
to survive on 1% has to meet 
their rental for their factory 
space, cover operating and labor 
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costs and extract their own 
profit margin. It is, thus, hardly 
surprising if the sub-contractor 
both underpay their workers 
as well as remain unwilling or 
incapable of constructing their 
own factory premises. Rather, 
they prefer to reduce their capital 
and operating costs by hiring 
lower rental premises built with 
dubious construction standards. 

Such cost cutting, through risk 
prone initiatives which mostly 
impact on their workers, appears 
to be built into the Bangladesh 
business model for its RMG 
sector. If we are to move away 
from such an inhumane model 
we must not just explore the 
political economy underlying 
our RMG sector but the 
political economy of the global 
supply chain which ultimately 
influences market dynamics of 
this particular industry. 

6. Longer Term Responses 
to Rana Plaza

How can we respond to the 
various dimensions of the 
circumstances which have led us 
into the Rana Plaza disaster? 

		 We must begin by putting 
in place a better governance 
system where, at the very 
least, the compliance 
measures which are already 
on the table, which are 
being widely discussed, 
must be effectively 
enforced. Working on 
the wider ramifications 
of Rana Plaza does not 
absolve anyone from the 
responsibility of meeting 
minimal compliance 
standards. The immediate 
issue to be examined is 
whether such compliance 
processes will be adequately 
funded? Funds are being 

promised by the buyers, 
some by international 
agencies but are this going 
to become a permanent 
transfer of resources to 
Bangladesh to ensure that 
the substandard structures 
are not only brought up to 
standard but remain so? It 
is not clear if the external 
funding support is intended 
as a permanent source of 
support or will remain a 
one off intervention which 
will be serviceable until the 
media moves away from 
Rana plaza to some other 
global disaster somewhere 
else. 

		 Another key question 
arises over whether the 
mechanisms of oversight 
which have to be enforced 
over the RMG sector will 
be consistent with the 
workings of our system of 
governance. We should 
remember that the failures 
of oversight in governance 
relating to Rana Plaza 
was itself part of a much 
broader crisis of regulatory 

and governance failure 
bedeviling the country. 
A system which is poorly 
regulated, if at all, 
originates in the overall 

malgovernance of our 
society. 

		 Will the RMG sector 
become an island of 
good governance and 
accountability in an ocean 
of malgovernance and 
inadequate regulation? 
Thus, when we address the 
issue of oversight we need 
to address the following 
questions:

	Will we establish any 
oversight mechanism 
over the regulators in 
the days ahead? 

	 Is there a chain of 
accountability starting 
from top to the bottom 
where each person along 
the chain will be held 
responsible for failure 
down the line? 

	Will inspectors remain 
as poorly compensated 
as they have been 
so far which drives 
them to extract rents 
from the people who 
they regulate? In our 
prevailing circumstances 

we have to look at the 
very nature of a system 
where we are dependent 
on the field inspection 
reports of poorly paid 
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regulators who operate 
within an asymmetric 
incentive structure  
where the people who 

are regulated have 
a great deal to be 
gained from not being 
regulated. Unless we 
change the incentive 
structures of the people 
who are responsible 
for regulation the 
governance crisis will 
not go away.

	 Finally, will BGMEA 
step in and assume 
responsibilities, which 
it should have assumed 
in the first place? Such 
an intensive oversight 
within the RMG sector 
itself may compensate 
for state regulatory 
failure. But the BGMEA 
will have to reconstruct 
and equip itself to 
perform such a role 
over the long term. 
Within the prevailing 
composition of its 
membership structure, 
which is heavily 
populated by the very 
companies most in need 
of regulation, this may 
be a tall order.

		 The above questions need 
to be continually asked 
by civil society which 
has hitherto remained a 

bystander in addressing 
the concerns of the RMG 
sector. The concerned 
segments of civil society 
will, themselves, have to 
undergo a crash course 
not just on the economics 
of the RMG sector but 
the political economy of 
Bangladesh. At this initial 
stage civil society, may at 
best try to exercise some 
oversight over the many 
commitments made from 
various sources, both 
government and private, 
home and abroad and 
report on how far these 
commitments are met in the 
days ahead. Public interest 
litigation, which has 
played a modestly effective 
role in seeking compliance 
with the law, can also play 
a role. However, we should 
not look to civil society to 
compensate for systemic 
failures or ensure better 
governance. 

Civil society in Bangladesh again 
has many irons in the fire. To 
apply themselves effectively to 

the problems of the RMG sector 
civil society will need discharge 
its own oversight responsibilities 
over a longer time period rather 
than as a short term media 
intensive exercise. To sustain 
such a longer term commitment, 
will, in the real world of civic 
activism be a challenge.

7. Structural Change for a 
More Just Society

In the longer term all of us have to 
address the inequitable nature of 
the system which remains at the 
heart of the problem. Over the 
years we failed to institutionalize 
a system of collective bargaining 
through trade unions. What 
immediately struck many 
people who witnessed the Rana 
Plaza events was the inherent 
weakness and vulnerability of, 
individualized workers who were 
standing outside Rana plaza 
feared enter the building due 
to its visible structural deficits. 
Had there been a collective body 
speaking for all the workers at 
that time there is no way that 
any employer could compel 
them to enter a factory in danger 
of collapse. 

If we are dealing with 3000 
individuals, each thinking of 
their survival, they will always 
be vulnerable. Our first challenge 
will be to empower the workers 
by investing them with the right 
of collective bargaining. 

I personally would aspire to realize 
more substantive structural 
change through transforming 
all the people working in the 
RMG industry into stakeholders 
in that industry, where workers 
are recognized as integral to the 
profitability of the company. 
Such an arrangement may be 
established through:
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	Ensuring that workers 
in each enterprise 
receive their 5% share 
in profits as is now 
mandated under the 
provisions of the 
Factories Act. 

	The next step would 
be to invest workers 
with an equity interest 
in the company 
whereby employers 
will recognize their 
workers as partners in 
the company. In turn, 
workers will remain 
loyal to the company 
where they work rather 
than constantly change 
jobs in search of better 
terms of work. Workers 
as partners have a 
stake in the efficiency, 
profitability and 
growth of this industry. 

8. Moving Towards a More 
Just World Order

Finally what can be done about 
reconstructing the industry at 
the global level? Here several 
issues are involved including at 
the governmental level. The US 
government has taken issue with 
the government, mostly under 
pressure from the major US 
trade unions who are important 
partners in the ruling coalition. 
Bangladesh has been exposed 
to the embarrassment of being 
advised by the US government 
that we should look after our 
worker’s rights. Such a concern 
should be our own national 
responsibility. No one should 
have to advise us from outside 
that we have certain obligations 
to our own workers. This 
responsibility should be assumed 
by our own government and 
civil society. 

At the same time the global 
community should not 
be innocent of its own 
responsibilities. We should 
engage with the US and other 
governments in North America 
and Europe over their own 
policies towards Bangladesh’s 
exports and the workings of the 
international system. For many 
years we have been fighting 
without result for duty free access 
to the US market. We pay a 15% 
duty for RMG goods entering 
their market which generates 
around $720 million revenue for 
the US exchequer. This revenue 
is, under prevailing market 
conditions, ultimately paid by 
the workers of Bangladesh’s 
garment industry. In order to 

remain competitive in the US 
market our RMG buyers who 
pay a 15% duty on their exports 
need to reduce their offer price 
to Wal Mart by 15% which is 
then extracted from the wage 
share of workers. Since the US 
government offers less than 
$200 million a year as ODA to 
Bangladesh we are expose to 
the paradox of a net transfer of 
resources from Bangladesh, a 
least developed country, to the 
budget of the world’s wealthiest 
country.  

Now if in the US government is 
very anxious, on humanitarian 
grounds, to do something for 
our workers I have suggested 
in a number of fora that the 
720 million dollars collected by 
them as revenue should be used 
as a contribution or investment 
by the US government in 
underwriting the costs in the 
RMG sector of upgrading the 
working conditions and to 
ensure better compliance in the 
RMG enterprises. This would be 
a positive humanitarian gesture 
by the US with great functional 
value for the industry. A joint 
team from both sides could 
oversee the administration of 
this fund to ensure its effective 
use. 

Ideally Bangladesh should aspire 
to a situation where we obtain 
market access to the US on a 
duty free basis. Withdrawing 
our GSP facility as a symbolic 
gesture, it is not a big deal. But 
in the event that we want to 
diversify our exports to the US 
which are heavily dependent on 
RMG exports we should work 
out some overall arrangements 
on the wider issue of duty free 
access for all our exports. 

We can further address an 
important aspect of the 
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international system. We had 
been offered GSP facilities for 
a large range of our exports to 
the US other than RMG. But 
we also have universal duty 
free access to the EU market 
under the Everything but arms 
(EBA) facility. But both GSP and 
EBA in the EU remain provided 
at the political discretion of 
these governments. If we can 
maintain politically serviceable 
relationship with these regimes, 
we will continue to receive 
such trading privileges. Such a 
politically discretionary trading 
relationship is unacceptable to 
any self respecting sovereign 
country, even an LDC. All 
developing countries need to 
operate in a global system where 
market access is not used as an 
instrument of political patronage 

where we are given access to 
markets as a form of political 
rent. Such a political trading 
system remains both ineffi cient 
and unjust. 

Finally we need to address 
what we can do about the 63% 
appropriated by Wal Mart. Few 
scholars have addressed this 
issue. Domestic political groups 
do not discuss this, nor do the 
US or the EU government, 
neither does WTO or the US, ILO 
address where that 63% is going. 
What we therefore need to do is 
to initiate a serious study about 
how this 63% is distributed 
where we can also to assess the 
institutional rents originating in 
an unequal trading relationship 
being appropriated. 

What can we do about such an 
unequal relationship? How can 
we get a bigger share of the rent? 
One possibility is to take a cue 
from Wal Mart who wants to 
enter the retail chain system in 
India. Can Third world exporters 
learn from Wal Mart to set up 
their own retail outlets in the US 
to directly market their products 
over there? If a 63% margin is at 
stake it would be good business 
to apply our minds as to how our 
exporters and workers can access 
a share of this rent. Perhaps our 
bigger export houses can even 
initiate negotiation to become 
shareholders of Wal Mart. 
Then we would not only draw 
upon a bigger share of the 63% 
appropriated by them but also 
share in Wal Mart’s astronomical 
profi ts.
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What Prevents Collective Business Response to 
Political Adversities?
Zahid Hussain
World Bank Bangladesh

Businesses generally stand little 
chance of doing well when 
politics is not stable. Political 
stability is a necessary condition 
for an enabling business 
environment. Question is what 
can the business community 
do to help achieve sustained 
political stability? Can they 
rise in unison against political 
adversities? Experience shows 
more often than not they fail 
to do so. The private business 
sector can remain divided 
even on issues where both 
their collective and personal 
interests are directly at stake. 
Such an apparent puzzle can be 
explained within the framework 
of the soft budget constraint 
syndrome interacting with 
cronyism.

The term “soft budget 
constraint” (SBC) was originally 
conceived by Kornai (1979, 1980 
and 1986). It became a familiar 
part of the economics lexicon to 
characterize economic behavior 
in socialist economies marked by 
shortage. The concept has since 
been regularly invoked in the 
literature on economictransition 
from socialism to capitalism. 
Not just that. The concept is 
increasingly acknowledged to 
be pertinent well beyond the 
realm of socialist and transition 
economies. A host of capitalist 
phenomena, ranging from the 
financial difficulties of Chrysler 
in the 1980’s to the collapse of 
the banking sector of East Asian 
economies in the 1990’s and the 
business rescue packages seen in 
the midst of the recent global 

financial crisescan be usefully 
analyzed in SBC terms.

The syndrome is truly at work 
only when organizations can 
expect to be rescued from 
trouble, and those expectations 
in turn affect their behavior. 
Such expectations have much to 
do with collective experience. 
The more frequently financial 
problems elicit support in 
any part of the economy, the 
more organizations inthat part 
will count on getting support 
themselves. The government 
may from time to time announce 
they will break with past 

practice and refrain henceforth 
from making bailouts. But such 
announcements have little 
effect unless combined with 
some institutional change that 
lends credibility to the promises. 

SBC syndrome alone cannot 
explain why business groups 
do not react collectively to 
political adversities that hurt 
their individual and collective 
interests. The divisive force 

in this process comes from 
cronyism. Cronyism normally 
means some of those close to 
the political authorities receive 
favors that have large economic 
value. These favors normally 
take place through provision of 
economic entitlements. Such 
entitlements can take a variety 
of forms, but the most visible 
onesusually entail ownership 
of a business or its operation. 
Ownership may come about 
when cronies, for instance, are 
favored in the privatization of 
state-owned enterprises (SOEs).
More frequently, however, 
economic entitlements 

areprovided through privileged 
access to governmental favors 
that have economic value. The 
quantitatively most valuable 
favors received are provision of 
monopoly or quasi-monopoly 
positions and the extension 
of domestic credit at highly 
subsidized terms implicitly 
or even explicitly. Favoritism 
in awarding government 
contractsis also important 
and may in some instances be 
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quantitatively as significant as 
the ones mentioned earlier.

Most business groups in most 
countries are believed to be 
closely connected to the power 
structure and providers of 
funding. Some of them are 
directly involved in politics. 
Close ties to dominant political 
parties or direct involvement in 
politics benefit owners of firms 
in several ways. For example, 
the strong relationships with 
the party in power in particular 
help obtain preferential 
treatment and more access to 
funding. Close ties also provide 
opportunities for firms to 
obtain economic rents created 
by various regulations. The 
government encourages banks 
and finance companies to lend 
to big business groups or specific 
industries, such as in export 
oriented sectors. For example, 
banks in many countries are 
required to provide lower than 
the market rate loans to agri-
business industry and Small 
and Medium Enterprises. There 
is evidence that firms having 
close ties with politicians and 
bureaucrats receive most of 
these loans.

Soft budget constraints 
embedded in cronyism can 
explain why efforts from the 

business community to create 
pressure on political actors to 

shun dysfunctional behavior 
tend to fizzle out. Even though 
their personal investments 
are at stake, there exists a 
conflict between individual 
and collective interests within 
the business community. In 
the presence of expectation 
about state patronization, the 
strict relationship between 
business expenditure and 
earnings is relaxed because 
excess of expenditure over 
earnings (caused by political 

adversities) could be paid by 
the State through various types 
of bailout policies. However, 
in the presence of cronyism, 
access to such bailouts is neither 
universal, nor automatic.  It is 
a competitive process where 

entry depends on political 
connections. 

Keeping ties with the ruling 
party increases the probability of 
access to privileges such as direct 
fiscal support, rescheduling of 
loans and getting more new 
loans at concessional terms and 
so on.  If you are an opposition 
ally, you have stronger incentive 
to keep that tie in a situation 
where the opposition has a 
nontrivial chance to come 
back to power now or in the 
foreseeable future. Even if they 
did not have such a chance, you 
have no incentive to break away 
from that relationship because 
then you are in the middle of 
now here without any political 
connectivity. In addition, you 
risk losing the business gains 
made when the party you are 
loyal to was in power. So even 
when you are directly harmed 
by the dysfunctional politics 
of the party in power and the 
opposition, you choose to count 
more on your political masters 
to come to your rescue rather 

than fighting against them for 
protecting your individual and 
collective business interest. 
The latter may be personally 
beneficial only in the medium 
and long-term and that too 
assuming the collective fight 
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will succeed in changing 
political behavior.

Politicians understand these 
conflicts between individual 
and collective business interests 
as well as the economists. They 
are therefore not at all deterred 
when business owners come out 
on the streets threatening united 
movements to create pressure on 
all sides in the political power 
play to play it fair and square 
without hurting the innocent 
public as well as the economy. 
They know the needle of reality 

will deflate these emotions 
as soon as the businessmen 
return to their company chairs 
and ponder about how best 
to protect their own balance 
sheets. The immediate answer 
they find is do not burn your 
political bridges if you wish to 
be on the train that brings the 
bailout packages. They are thus 
perceived by the politicians as 
mere paper tigers!

The moral of the story: The 
soft budget constraint syndrome 
combined with cronyism can result 

in an unhealthy symbiosis between 
market and politics at the cost of the 
collective and even the individual 
interests of the private players in 
the market. Under such conditions, 
business pressure groups fail to 
correct political failures.

Reference:

Janos Kornai, Socialist Economy, Princeton 
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Contact: Zahid Hussain is the Lead Economist, 
World Bank, Dhaka. He can be reached at 
zhussain@worldbank.org
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How to Sustain the Growth Momentum of  
Bangladesh Economy?  
Abul Basher PhD
Researcher at Bangladesh Institute of Development Studies (BIDS), Former Economist, World Bank, and former faculty, Willamette 
University, USA

Bangladesh was once considered 
as a “test-case” by development 
practitioners implying that if 
development is possible in this 
country, it would be possible in 
any other country of the world. 
Bangladesh has successfully ridded 
herself of such undignified status. 
It has now a model of development 
to many other countries.  Despite 
the severe scarcity of resources, 
the country has accomplished 
remarkable successes in many 
areas to have global dignitary 
like AK Sen (Khabar 2013) as a 
spokesperson for it. 

However the growth performance 
of the country, albeit improving 
recently, is not equally impressive 
(BER). The country is yet to 
achieve a 7 percent annual growth 
of its GDP for the first time. After 
maintaining a 6 plus growth rate 
for a couple of years, it is likely to 
fall below this auspicious mark. 
This raises the question whether 
the country can maintain the 
current growth rate, let alone 
accelerate it. A number of factors 
can hinder the sustainability of 
the current growth trajectory of 
the country.   

Investment 

Investment is the main source of 
economic growth. For growth to 
be continuous and self-propelling, 
investment has to increase 
uninterruptedly. Like any other 
economic variable, investment 
takes place only in response to a 
revealed or potential opportunity 
to make profit. When such an 

opportunity prevails or a new one 
is created, new investors also rush 
in to invest along with the existing 
ones. When such an opportunity 
disappears, investors run away 
and disinvestment occurs. 

Faltering investment has become 
a major concern in Bangladesh. 
While public investment increases 
the profitability of investment, 
private investment is the main 
driver of economic growth. In 
early 1990s our total investment 
was around 15 to 16 percent of 
GDP, public investment accounted 
for about 6 percent of GDP, while 
the rest was contributed by 
private investment. However, by 

taking the advantage of liberalized 
economic environment and other 
concomitant economic reforms 
initiated in early 1990s, private 
investment has been increasing 
while public investment remained 
more or less unchanged at 
around 6 percent. During last 
5 years, private investment is 
hovering at around 19 percent 
of GDP, showing no sign of 

further acceleration. Probably it 
indicates that whatever economic 
incentive was provided by trade 
liberalization has been exhausted 
by our private investors. 

The pace of trade liberalization 
has stalled in the recent years. The 
scope for trade liberalization is 
not unlimited either. At the same 
time, public investment has failed 
to increase matching the growth 
of private investment. The ratio 
of public investment to private 
investment was about 0.7 in FY 
92. It became volatile since then, 
ranging between 0.68 to 0.47, until 
FY00. Unfortunately, it started 
declining from FY01 and fell to 

the level of 0.24. Such decline 
in the ratio of public to private 
investment was not favorable for 
private investment. Yet, private 
investment increased by about 
14 to 15 percent per annum by 
taking advantage of the trade 
liberalization (World Bank 2011). 

The ratio of public to private 
investment has started increasing 
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slowly again since FY10. But at 
the same time, the pace of trade 
liberalization has stalled around 
the same time. In some years, 
it has been in fact reversed. To 

create momentum for private 
investment, the public investment 
has to be increased fast. Otherwise, 
the economy will not be free 
from the shackle of poor private 
investment. 

Infrastructure 

Despite Bangladesh’s graduation 
to a higher growth trajectory in 
the resent years, the infrastructure 
of the country did not play a 
catalytic role in that process. The 
share of infrastructure in total 
value addition of the country 
remains unchanged at around 
11 percent since 1980s. The cost 
of missing role of infrastructure 
is partly compensated by the 
low labor and utility cost (as 
most utilities are   subsidized in 
the country). But this trade-off 
between infrastructure and low 
labor cost (of production) is not 
that pronounced anymore and 
would cease to continue very 
soon. 

Wage in a country always related 
to its level of development, i.e., to 
per capita income in quantitative 
term. Cross country experiences of 

Sri Lanka, Thailand, Philippines, 
and India (to some extent) 
suggest that with rise in per 
capita income, a country loses its 
advantage in production of labor 

intensive commodities. To be 
able to thrive without any major 
setback, a country must develop 
its infrastructure to compensate 
for the weakening trade-off 
between infrastructure and cheap 
labor. Bangladesh is confronted 

with the same iron law. It must 
develop its infrastructure to make 
investment more profitable or 
its growth trajectory would dive 
towards the ground. 

Nationally representative wage 
data are very scarce in Bangladesh. 
However, the movement of wage 
in the ready-made garment sector 
- country’s largest and most labor 
intensive manufacturing sector- 

would give us some idea about 
country’s overall wage dynamics. 
The minimum wage as a share of 
per capita income has been rising 
faster in Bangladesh compared to 
her comparators (Table 1).  People 
working for minimum wage in 
Bangladesh receive about 109 
percent of country’s average per 
capita GDP. In case of Cambodia 
this share is also more than 100 
percent. Only in these two countries 
people working for minimum wage 
can maintain a living standard 
which is higher than the national 
average. In case of other countries, 
they miserably fail to do so. In case 
of Sri Lanka, for example, the living 
standard of people working for 
minimum wage is less than one-
third of the national average. 

With increase in wage, the 
comparative advantage will shift 
to new areas and investment in 
those areas would require more 
infrastructural services. Bangladesh 
is not ready for it yet. This is one 

reason why investment tends to 
lose its momentum in the country. 

Only a big push in the economy to 
create infrastructural surplus will 
enable the country to accelerate 
investment and growth. The 
current fire-fighting mode of 
infrastructural development – 
responding to an infrastructural 
deficit only when it becomes 
seriously binding - will not help.   

 

Source: Bangladesh Economic Review (different years), Ministry of Finance,
Government of Bangladesh
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Graph 1: Ratio of public to private investment in Bangladesh during FY92-FY13
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Table 1: Minimum wage in RMG sector as percentage of monthly per 
capita GDP in some selected countries 

Countries 
Monthly per capital 
GDP (US$) 

Minimum wage as a percentage 
share of per capital GDP 

Bangladesh 62 109

India 124 57

Pakistan 108 73

Sri Lanka 244 30

Viet Nam 133 59

Cambodia 79 101
Source: Monthly per capita GDP: http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.PCAP.CD, 
and minimum wage data: Bangladesh Country Report, ILO (2013), and Minimum Wage 
Commission, Bangladesh. 
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Skill Shortage 

Increase in wages erodes the 
profitability of investment in labor 
intensive sector, which is already 
in the offing. At the same time, 
new opportunities are created 
in skill-intensive sectors. Even 
within the broad spectrum of labor 
intensive sector, not all products 
are equally labor intensive. Given 
the division of labor, some skill 
intensive activities are required 
as part of the thread of activities 
required even to produce the labor 
intensive commodities. As a result, 
shortage of skilled manpower not 
only hampers the investment in 
skill-intensive products but also 
affect the production of labor 
intensive commodities. Emerging 
problems faced by our RMG sector 
is an example of it. 

The entrepreneurs of Bangladesh, 
especially the readymade garment 
manufacturers, already face the 
shortage of skilled manpower. It is 
an irony that while more than 7 
million Bangladeshi workers had 
to leave the country to get a job, 
the RMG sector had to employ 
about 20 thousands foreign 
workers to run the business as 
the required skills are missing in 
Bangladesh (World Bank 2011).   

According to World Bank (World 
Bank 2012), skill shortages in 
Bangladesh have driven the 
real wages by 30 percent. It is 
puzzling that the rising skill 
gaps and shortages so far failed 
to incentivize the private sector 
to impart training indicating a 
market failure in the provision 
of adequate skills. This warrants 
active public actions to solve 
this problem. More research 
needs to be done as well to see 
what prevents our private sector 
from imparting market relevant 

training to create a skilled work 
force.

Financial Market 

To avail an investment 
opportunity, an investor needs 
money to invest, which not 
always come from his/her may 
own sources. Commercial Banks 
are the main source of finance 
for investors.  About 40 percent 
of total private investment is 
financed by loans taken from the 
commercial banks. Here lies the 
importance of commercial banks’ 
ability to finance at an affordable 
interest rate. There are several 
reasons why interest rate in very 
high in Bangladesh. They are: 

  As inflation is high in general, 
averaging at around 7/8 
percent in the recent years, 
interest rate on deposits 
offered by the commercial 
banks has to be at least equal 
or higher than it. This high 
cost of mobilizing deposits 
is eventually passed on to 
the borrowers in the form of 
high lending (interest) rate. 

  While giving loan to an 
investor, the commercial 
bank has to add a margin 
with deposit interest rate to 
meet its administrative cost 
and ensure certain profit 

for the owner of the bank. 
Because of the administrative 
inefficiency of the bank, this 
margin seems to be high in 
Bangladesh compared to 
many other countries. 

  Another reason why interest 
rate is high in Bangladesh is 
the prevalence of ‘bad loans’. 
Many loans are approved 
simply because of political 
influence, corruption, and 
nepotism. Many of such 
loans are not fully paid back 
causing financial loss of the 
banks. One way to recoup 
for this loss is by charging 
high interest rate on other 
loans.  The prevalence of 

bad loans not only results 
in high spread but also 
make it difficult for genuine 
investors to get loans. Thus 
the bad loans drive away the 
good loans.   

  The problem of the financial 
market is also intensified 
by the prevalence of bad 
financial tool/asset. With 
economic growth, the 
amount of surplus also grows, 
which needs to be captured 
by the mainstream financial 
sector, to be more precise 
by the banking sector in 
the context of a developing 
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country like Bangladesh. 
So far, our banking sector 
failed to capture the 
surplus generated in the 
rural economy. By taking 
advantage of this, a number 

of informal and quasi-formal 
institutions have developed 
over time to capture these 
surpluses. The much talked 
about Destiny Group is just 
one of them. Numerous 
similar organizations of 
different sizes are working 
in the country. They 
offer apparently lucrative 
fi nancial asset to collect the 
surpluses, especially from 
the rural area which failed 
to fi nd a pathway to the 
mainstream banking sector. 

  The problem of emergence 
of informal and quasi-
formal fi nancial and non-
fi nancial institutions in 
absence of a vibrant banking 
sector is not unique to 

Bangladesh. America faced 
this problem in 1930s. To 
solve this problem they 
took a regulatory policy 
action, which is known 
as regulation-Q, and 
was effective until 1986. 
Bangladesh needs to take a 
similar measure. Until 1980, 
America also practiced a 
branching restriction on the 
commercial banks to force 
them to capture the surplus 
generated in the rural area 
of the country. Bangladesh 
needs to do something 

similar as well to channel 
our surpluses generated 
in the rural area into the 
mainstream banking sector. 
This will enable our banks to 
meet the growing demand 
for fi nances by our investors 
at an affordable rate.  

Recent failure to maintain 
the growth momentum of 
investment has drawn attention 
of the policymakers, economic 
commentators, and development 
practitioners. To overcome this 
problem, it cannot be looked at 
from short-term perspective. We 
need to look at the problem from 
the view point of decaying capacity 
and rising cost of investment.  
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Solar Power - a Brighter World for Tomorrow
Firoz Alam
CEO & MD - Alpha Solar Energy, Canada

Power and energy shortages are 
major constraints globally. World’s 
growing economy needs more 
power and energy. Considering 
this crisis, we have no option open 
other than moving towards solar 
energy. This is now one of the most 
important issues for the business 
leaders working to resolve this crisis. 
The solar industry has been very 
hot. Record amounts of new solar 
capacity have been installed over 
the past two years. The accelerating 
pace of adoption of solar panels for 
distributed generation (installed 
at the point of use, rather than 
sold into the power grid) and the 
downward trend of module prices 
have created exuberance over 
the industry’s future. Solar has 
reached and eclipsed price parity 
with traditional fuel sources in 
some markets, and ultimately 
the potential market for solar PV 
is huge. It is clear that the future 
is very bright for the industry. 
What is less clear is when growth 
will accelerate and how near-term 
challenges for the industry could 
create some rough patches for 
the industry before widespread 
adoption drives truly explosive 
industry growth.

The solar manufacturers 
considering of inventing devices 
and equipments needed for our 
day-to-day requirements. They 
are thinking about developing 
automobiles, even ships and 
aircrafts. I will share some of 
the latest information on the 
development of solar-based 
products and services.

Solar-Powered Sports Cars – 
the Future for Tomorrow’s 
Automobile Industry!

The story of solar-powered car 
crossed four continents, 16 

countries and also the equator 
twice! The world’s prettiest solar car 
kicked off its U.S. leg of its journey 
around the world recently. The 
SolarWorld GT reached California 
after successfully completing the 
first 3,100 miles of its journey in 
Australia and New Zealand.

SolarWorld points the way to 
solar mobility. In 414 days the 
solar powered SolarWorld GT 
traveled a distance of more than 
29,000 kilometers (18,020 miles) 
on its journey around the world 
2011/2012. During the trip it not 

only crossed four continents and 
16 countries, but also the equator 
– twice. 

How it started: One day, 
30 students from a German 
university decided to make a 
solar-powered car. They all put 
their mechatronics, computer 
science, mechanical and electrical 
engineering knowledge at work 
and came up with a prototype. 
Then they searched for a solar 
panel manufacturer to back up 
their project and came up with 
a very viable model of a solar 
car. As if that wasn’t enough, the 
solar car had a higher purpose 

in life than just to serve regular 
consumers: it was meant to beat 
a world record! This is actually the 
story of the  SolarWorld GT, the 
solar car that resulted from the 
coming together of the Bochum 
University of Applied Sciences 
and the SolarWorld company.

The purely solar-powered car, 
called the SolarWorld Gran 
Turismo (or GT), is a joint effort 
made by American solar panel 
manufacturer SolarWorld and 
Bochum University of Applied 
Sciences of Germany. As a sports 
car it seats two, and  as a solar 

car, it’s powered by the solar 
cells integrated into the roof. In 
December 2012 they came full 
circle: The trip ended on December 
13, 2012 in Australia, the starting 
point for the adventure. This 
first-ever circumnavigation of 
the globe by a solar-powered 
vehicle demonstrates: Modern 
solar technology is efficient and 
practical for everyday use. And 
thereby a guidepost for the solar 
mobility of the future.

Clean Energy Investment

Solar remains the leading choice 
for clean energy investment 
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with $114.7 billion spent on 
the industry in 2013 globally. 
According to the recent press 
release by Bloomberg New Energy 
Finance show that solar remains 
the leading choice for clean 
energy investment, with $114.7 
billion spent on the industry in 
2013. In 2012 it was  $80.3 billion. 
On the other hand there are new 
investments for energy smart 
technologies such as storage and 
smart grid, which attracted $34.6 
billion, while the biomass and 
waste-to-energy sector received $8 

billion of investment – down from 
$13.8 billion in 2012 

China led a 28 percent increase 
in global solar installations last 
year of 39 Giga watts, and total 
installation may increase another 
20 percent this year, according to 
the statement. Before 2013, no 
nation had ever installed more 
than 8 Giga watts of solar power 
in a year.

Developers in China installed 
a record 12 Giga watts of solar 
panels in 2013, almost matching 
the total amount of solar power 
in operation in the U.S., and may 
exceed that in 2014, according to 
Bloomberg New Energy Finance. 
China was the biggest solar 
market last year, surpassing long 
time leader Germany. Chinese 

installation more than tripled 
from 3.6 Giga watts in 2012, and 
the nation expects to add 14 Giga 
watts of solar capacity this year, 
according to New Energy Finance.

Good news for the for the 
investors: PV cost  has fallen by 
10-12%.  Solar capacity worldwide 
actually increased by 20% in 2013 
. Figures released this week by 
Bloomberg New Energy Finance 
show that global investments in 
clean energy fell by 12% in 2013 
as falling PV costs. 

Despite falling investment figures, 
solar capacity worldwide actually 
increased by 20% in 2013. After 
falling by 9% in 2012 following 
a record  year of investment in 
2011, the top-line figures for 
2013 – a total of $254 billion 
was invested in clean energy last 
year – obscure the true picture, 
however. Although investment in 
solar fell from $142.9 billion in 
2012 to $114.7 billion last year, 
the market’s volume actually 
increased by as much as 20% 
thanks to falling solar system costs 
and an increased focus in newer 
and cheaper emerging markets.

Japan Solar-fuelled Clean 
Energy Plan

Japan adds nearly 4 GW of 
PV capacity: The country’s 

cumulative installed solar 
capacity reached nearly 11.3 GW 
by October 31. Findings from 
Bloomberg New Energy Finance 
reveal a 41% slump in investment 
across Europe, while Japan’s solar-
fuelled clean energy landscape 
saw a 55% surge in investment. 
This investment growth has 
been largely rooted in small-
scale solar installations, which 
are seen as the easiest, safest and 
most reliable replacement for the 
nation’s now-redundant nuclear 
energy capabilities. Japan’s 
Ministry of Economy, Trade and 
Industry (METI) has reported the 
installation of 3,993 MW of PV 
capacity in the country between 
April 1 and October 31, 2013.

METI’s Agency for Natural 
Resources and Energy (ANRE) 
compiled the data covering the 
status of new facilities generating 
renewable energy in the time 
period. From July 1, 2012, to 
March 31, 2013, Japan’s total PV 
capacity reached 1,673 MW, with 
residential making up 969 MW 
and non-residential 704 MW.

Prior to the introduction of Japan’s 
feed-in tariff program, which went 
into effect July 1, 2012, combined 
total solar capacity in the country 
was at about 5.6 GW.

Japan became the first country in 
the world to surpass the 1 GW of 
cumulative PV capacity back in 
2004. Following the Fukushima 
nuclear disaster in 2011, however, 
Japan began to shut down its 
nuclear reactors and promote the 
wider use of solar power. Japan, 
meanwhile, bucked the trend 
completely, plowing $35.4 billion 
into its clean energy sector  – 
an increase of 55% on 2012. 
Buoyant investment in Japan was 
offset by continued contraction 
in Europe as the continent’s 
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leading economies for renewable 
energy development – Germany, 
France and Italy – all tightened 
their belts, rolling back subsidy 
payments throughout the sector 
(particularly in solar) and failing 
to reach political unity, which 
spooked investors.

Solar›s fortunes were boosted by 
Latin America, which saw four 
nations – Brazil, Chile, Mexico 
and Uruguay – each invest more 
than $1 billion in clean energy, 
with Brazil alone pouring in 
$3.4 billion. The majority of this 
investment was spent on solar 
systems. 

In Europe, Spain, France 
and Germany all saw sizable 
reductions in their  renewable 
energy investment, with only the 
U.K. managing to almost match 
2012’s fi gures – the Brits spent 
$13.1 billion on renewable energy 
last year, down from $14.3 billion 
the year before.

Conclusion

Adequate and continuous 
power supply to the people of 
Bangladesh is not only a political 
mandate of both the ruling 
and opposition parties, but a 
precondition for development. 
A booming economic growth, 
rapid urbanization and 
increased industrialization and 
development   has increased the 

country’s demand for electricity. 
According to Government of 
Bangladesh recent report (GoB), 
presently, 62% of the total 
population (including renewable 

energy) has access to electricity 
and per capita generation is 
321 kWH, which is very low 
compared to other developing 
countries.  Recognizing the fact 
the present government has 
prioritized the power sector right 
from its election manifesto. 

However, non-commercial energy 
sources, such as wood fuel, 
animal waste and crop residues 
are estimated to account for 
over half of the country’s energy 
consumption. Bangladesh has 
small reserves of oil and coal, but 
very large natural gas resources. 
Commercial energy consumption 
is mostly natural gas (around 
66%), followed by oil, hydropower 
and coal. Moreover, according to 

many global reports, the country’s 
power infrastructure is insuffi cient 
and poorly managed. The world is 
seriously thinking about the use of 
solar energy. Though solar energy 

is being used at small scale in 
Bangladesh, especially in the rural 
areas, but steps should be taken 
how solar energy can be used at a 
larger scale both at household and 
commercial levels. 
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Building Bridges: Bangladeshi Diaspora in Canada
Khalid Hasan PhD
Ignis Market Intelligence Canada

BACKGROUND 

Did we know that a new 
Bangladesh is coming up as 
a “land of opportunities” to 
investors? Did we know this 
is a country of miracles, not a 
paradox? There are tremendous 
opportunities for trade and 
investment, networking and 
relationships, research and 
innovations. The potentials, 
prospects and positive realities 
of this great nation were rarely 
focused or branded to the world 
community. It is the time to 
wake up. Bangladeshis – at 
home and abroad (the diasporas 
living in USA, Canada, UK, 
Australia and many more) 
should come forward to brand 
this emerging nation and build 
bridges between Bangladesh 

and the host countries. This 
article will focus how diasporas 
can build the bridges between 
countries, especially Canada and 
Bangladesh.

Millions of Bangladeshis are 
now in different countries; 
known as NRBs (non-resident 
Bangladeshis) or diasporas or 

immigrants or citizens. By now, 
there are 2nd or 3rd generations 
of diasporas living in different 
host countries. In the tone of 
Shakespeare, can’t we say “what’s 
in a name?” - defi nitely they 
are variously seen as one of the 
major sources of human capital, 
fi nancial fl ows, transfer of trade 
and technology, economic 
opportunities, political support, 
and ambassadors of the home 
country. However, they are 
popularly known as “Diaspora” 
or NRBs. Countries like India, 
Israel and China aggressively 
using their diasporas in 
grabbing political and economic 
leadership globally.  

Defi nition of diaspora: 
According to Wikipedia “the 
word “diaspora” came from 

Greek word “διασπορά  ” meaning 
“scattering, dispersion” i.e. is a 
scattered population with a 
common origin in a smaller 
geographic area. The word can 
also refer to the movement of 
the population from its original 
homeland. The word has come 
to refer particularly to historical 
mass dispersions of an 

involuntary nature, such as the 
expulsion of Jews from Europe, 
the African Trans-Atlantic slave 
trade, the southern Chinese 
during the coolie slave trade 
etc.” (Wikipedia). Initially the 
diasporas are forced to live their 
homeland and to migrate to 
another countries. But in recent 
considerations, people from 
Bangladesh, India, China etc. are 
migrating to developed countries 
like Canada, Australia, USA etc. 
on their own choice, mostly for 
economic reasons and better life 
expectations. 

BANGLADESHI DIASPORA 
IN CANADA

The Bangladeshis are staying 
abroad since long and a large 
number of them are already 

having their second or third 
generations there, mostly living 
in countries like America, 
Canada, UK, Australia and the 
Middle Eastern countries (Saudi 
Arabia, UAE, Libya etc.). They 
are contributing to the economy 
of Bangladesh. Since many of 
them are holding high and 
prestigious positions, they can 
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play a positive role in branding 
Bangladesh among the overseas 
investors. It is the time now to 
take aggressive steps to organize 
these untapped resources. 
However, the government and 
different societies are planning 
to form forums among the 
diasporas.

In Canada: It is understood 
from different researches and 
documents, Bangladeshi’s 
started to migrate Canada from 
early 1960s, came here for 
studying in universities, mostly 
the teachers and students. They 
came to pursue higher studies 
– MS, PhD and professional 
training. Later they decided 
to stay (settle down) and not 
to going back to homeland. 
However, the flow of migration 
started to grow during and 
immediately after the war of 
liberation in 1971. The migration 
increased over the later decades, 
and reached its peak in the late 
80s and mid 90s. Currently 
around 150,000-200,000 
Bangladeshi-origin people are 
living in Canada. Bangladeshis 
live primarily in provinces like 
Ontario, British Columbia, 
Quebec, Saskatchewan and 
Alberta, and major cities like 
Toronto, Montreal, Vancouver, 
Calgary, Edmonton, Regina and 
Ottawa.  

ARE CANADIANS CURIOUS 
ABOUT BANGLADESH? 

Though a large number of 
Canadians (and other North 
Americans and Europeans too) 
wear dresses labeled “Made in 
Bangladesh” made by our simple 
and hard working women, they 
are either not recognizing the 
importance of Bangladesh as 
expected or reluctant to accept 
the reality or not aware as such. 

(Hasan 2013) 

Despite so much of positive 
attributes, business contributions 
and opportunities, why majority 
of the Canadian investors 
and policy planners are not 
raising their voice “we want 
Bangladesh to be our business 
partner; we have many things to 
take (import and learning) from 

them. And we have many things 
to give (export and sharing) them 
too.” People of Bangladesh are 
hard working, intelligent and 
resilient with positive energy 
and rich cultural heritage. They 
are peace-loving by nature 
and they are contributing in 
Canada’s economy. Why many 
of the main stream Canadians 
or Bangladeshi-Canadians are 
not curious about this great 
nation? Bangladesh could be one 
of the major business partners 
to Canadian investors in 
creating investment and trading 
opportunities and it can be a 
win-win for both the countries. 

DIASPORAS’ 
CONTRIBUTION IN 
CANADA

Certainly, Bangladesh-born 
Canadians (or first/second 
generation Canadians) can play 

a significant role in creating 
economic and business links 
between these two great 
countries. In Canada, they are 
in business, education, skill 
development, real estate, health 
and community and many more. 
They are contributing by paying 
taxes. Moreover, these millions 
of Bangladeshis pumped in 
billions of dollars during and 

after immigration to Canada 
legally. The process is still 
going on and definitely helped 
growing Canada despite recent 
global economic recession. On 
the other hand, they have the 
willingness to collaborate with 
their home country too. They 
have the emotional connections.

The diasporas in Canada are 
contributing in Canada’s 
economy as - 

  Investors – entrepreneurs, 
real estate, IT, grocers, 
service etc. 

  Customers – consuming 
goods and services 

  Suppliers – labor force, 
goods and services

  Philanthropists – donation, 
senior citizen homes, 
orphans, churches, 
mosques etc.
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  Ambassadors – representing 
Canada globally as a 
peace-loving business and 
educated community 

  Civil society leaders and 
politics – actively involved 
in national, regional and 
local politics.

Diaspora profile: Most of 
Bangladeshi-Canadian diasporas 
are well educated and extremely 
qualified and skilled. Generally 
they are family-oriented, hard 
working, creative and cultural 
minded community. According 
to a recent research (Hasan 2013) 

“Almost 100% of the principal 
candidates who migrated are 
graduate and above. There 
are enormous PhDs, doctors, 
engineers and agriculturists. 
Many of them are holding 
very high positions. They are 
working as skilled workers and 
professionals (in universities/
colleges, researchers, IT, health, 
banks, consultants etc.). Many 
Bangladeshi-Canadians have 
also earned name in businesses, 
entrepreneurships and political 
leaderships. Apart from 
medium and small business 
establishments, they are also in 
restaurants, groceries, boutiques, 
retail chains etc. The second 
generation-Bangladeshis are also 

showing outstanding results and 
performances in Canada.” 

Diasporas have wealth of 
knowledge, resources, and 
expertise, which they are 
contributing toward shaping a 
stronger Canada than before. 
Bangladeshis, like other diaspora 
groups, are working together to 
brand Canada as a democratic, 
secular and multicultural country 
– a unique model globally. 

Ambassadors of Canada 

The Bangladeshi community here 
in Canada not only consumes 

products and but also collectively 
forms a network, interacts with 
other communities and non-
diasporic main stream people. 
Though they migrated, but still 
they maintain their original 
heritage, culture and practices. 
They do not disconnect their 
linkages with their country 
of origin - Bangladesh. They 
constantly maintain their links 
with their friends and families 
there in Bangladesh as well as 
with other members of their 
communities staying in different 
countries, such as UK, USA, 
Australia, Middle East and Africa.

These diasporas are be the 
“Ambassadors of Canada” 

within and outside Canada, and 
they can act as very powerful 
and influential force within 
Canada and in various parts of 
the world. According to Aziz 
(Abd-El-Aziz 2005), a researcher 
on Canadian diaspora said “they 
can act as “cultural brokers,” 
“communication highways,” 
“politicians,” and “transnational 
citizens” besides being 
“economic investors”. They will 
help branding this host country.

Global Civil Society and 
International Lobbyist 

Bangladeshi diasporas are 
culturally rich due to their 
thousands of years of heritage. 
They are sound at interacting with 
people of other cultural heritages 
as well. Since Bangladesh got 
liberation through a bloody war 
against Pakistan, these diasporas 
are very proactive toward any 
injustice, discrimination and 
undemocratic activities. They 
participate in any international 
protests and human rights 
movements for any oppressed 
community across the globe. 
They stand for establishing 
democratic processes. They 
raise awareness for any right-
based issues and injustices. They 
represent Canada! They represent 
as international lobbyists where 
ever required. 

Bangladesh has produced global 
leaders like Prof Muhammed 
Yunus, Sir Fazle Hasan Abed and 
many more. Prof Yunus is the 
Nobel peace prize winner 2006 
and founder of Grameen Bank, 
working to eradicate poverty 
and Sir Abed is Bangladeshi 
social worker, the founder 
and chairperson of BRAC, the 
world’s largest NGO with over 
100,000 employees, working for 
women and children globally. 
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They are the members of global 
civil societies, who are equally 
contributing at home in their 
own societies, and in other 
societies across the world; they 
are for ‘global society’. These 
Bangladeshi diasporas are very 
much linked and connected 
with these great people 
and they represent Canada 
internationally.

BUSINESS AND TRADE 
OPPORTUNITIES

The trade relation between 
Bangladesh and Canada is for 
more than four decades and 
it has grown manifolds in the 
recent decades. It is estimated 
that currently the two countries 
trade goods and services worth 
more than $2 billion and it is 
expected to reach by around $5 
billion in next five years. Both 
the countries will be benefitted 
if proper strategic initiatives are 
undertaken and implemented. 

According to Masud Rahman, 
President of Canadian Chamber 
of Commerce and Industry in 
Bangladesh, “the main Canadian 
exports to Bangladesh include 
cereals, legumes, oilseeds, iron 
and steel. Bangladesh imported 
wheat worth $300 million in 
2011. Canada’s primary imports 
from Bangladesh include knit 
apparel, woven apparel, textile 
article, headgear and seafood. 
There is an ample opportunities to 
export pharmaceuticals, software 
and IT services, plastic products, 
footwear and leather goods, 
ceramics, furniture and bicycles to 
Canada.” (Daily Star 2012) 

Potential Sectors for the 
Investors 

The potential sectors for 
Canadian investors are 

readymade garment, software 
and IT, pharmaceuticals, 
plastic products, footwear/
leather goods, ceramics (bone 
china), bicycles, and power and 
infrastructure projects. Canada 
can also explore outsourcing 
cheap labor force or setting call 
centers. Moreover, they can 

set up factories for cutting and 
polishing of diamond and gold 
in Bangladesh (since labor cost 
is reasonably cheap compared 
to any South Asian countries). 
Currently Canada has to explore 
this service from India at a 
higher cost.

Power and energy: Alberta has 
huge expertise on energy, oil 
and gas exploration. There is a 
shortage of power and energy 
in Bangladesh. Since its growing 
economy needs more power and 
energy, Canadian expertise and 
products and services can help 
improving our energy and power 
sector. 

Agricultural products: Canada 
is rich in agricultural products 
(cereal, pulses, lentils, wheat, 
fruits, nuts etc.) which can be 
exported to Bangladesh. It can 
be mentioned here that currently 
Bangladesh is the largest 
Canadian agri-commodity buyer 
in South Asia.   

Education sector: There are 
ample opportunities where 
Canadian investors, including 
Bangladeshi-Canadian diaspora 
can come forward to build the 
education sectors in Bangladesh. 
There is a serious shortage of 
world class universities/training 
centers and teaching staff, 

starting from primary schools.  
Bangladesh needs infrastructure, 
laboratory and research 
equipments and experienced 
educated teaching staff.

Infrastructure facilities: 
Considering the trend of 
urbanization and economic 
growth, the current 
infrastructures in Bangladesh 
are inadequate and cannot 
support/compatible to modern 
technology. Canada has 
great expertise in building 
infrastructure such as roads, 
railroads, and airports, sea ports 
etc. which can be leveraged in 
Bangladesh. 

Plastic bag substitute: 
Considering the environmental 
impacts, Toronto started 
thinking about to replace plastic 
shopping bags (debate is going 
on) with reusable bags, made 
from paper, cotton etc. Plastic 
bags are made from a non-
renewable resource, petroleum, 
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and they never fully break down. 
Torontonians are estimated to 
use 215 million plastic bags 
each year, which amounts to 
some 1,400 tonnes of plastic 

(CBC 2012). Bangladesh could 
be a major supplier of plastic/
polythene-substitute products 
by supplying bags made of jute 
and cotton and help protecting 
the environment. This will 
not only create investment 
opportunity but millions of poor 
rural Bangladeshi women can 
be employed and empowered as 
well. 

Diasporas’ Contributions 
for Bangladesh

Diasporas can bring fortune for 
Bangladesh –

  Remittances - diasporas 
and NRBs are one of the 
major sources of generating 
foreign currencies through 
sending remittances; 
they are contributing in 
alleviating poverty from 
Bangladesh. 

  Intellectual resources and 
human capital – there 
are thousands of highly 
qualified resources among 
the diasporas those have 
academic qualifications, 
professional certifications 

and skills of international 
standard. The diasporas 
in Canada are working 
in academic institutions, 
research agencies, and 

different public and private 
organizations, such as 
Universities (Toronto, 
Guelph, McGill, McMaster, 
Alberta. etc.) colleges 
(Sheridan, Centennial, 
Seneca, Everest etc.), 
other business houses like 
Nielsen, Rogers, TD Bank, 
RBC, NGOs (Plan Canada, 
Save the Children etc.) 
and government offices 
(Stat Canada, ministry 
of agriculture, health, 
hospitals/clinics, IT etc.). 
Bangladesh can easily 
“retrieve” their knowledge 
and skills almost “free of 
cost”. They are willing to 
serve their motherland. 
Once it was called “brain 
drain” can be used now 
as “brain bank”. These 
resources can help 
developing important 
sectors - education, health, 
engineering and business 
as experts/consultants in 
Bangladesh. Countries 
like India, China, the 
Philippines, Mexico, Sri 
Lanka etc. utilizes their 

support in building nations. 

  Moreover, there are also 
1st and 2nd generation 
Bangladeshi -Canadians 
who are extremely talented 
and they are considered as 
world-class vibrant human 
capital. Initiatives should 
be taken to attract these 
human capitals from the 
diaspora community.

  Economic development 
– they can be the source 
of economic development 
for Bangladesh. They can 
also play a vital role in 
alleviating poverty. We 
can learn from Chinese 
and Indian experiences. 
Overseas Chinese 
communities are the great 
source of pursuing foreign 
direct investment in their 
country. China has taken 
the policy to attract foreign 
direct investment (FDIs) and 
open trade opportunities 
through their diasporas 
since 1990s which helped 
this country to emerge as a 
manufacturing and trading 
powerhouse globally. 
Similarly India has also 
launched diaspora policy 
about two decades ago for 
attracting their overseas 
communities. Indian 
diasporas are now actively 
contributing toward FDIs, 
technology transfer and 
joint venture business, 
employment opportunity 
through outsourcing, 
portfolio investment, and 
creating market for Indian 
products – consumer and 
industrial goods. The 
diasporas are also successful 
in creating market of Indian 
culture, most remarkably - 
Bollywood films! 
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  Business and entrepreneurs 
- these segments of resources 
are successfully competing 
and surviving in Canada and 
in other developed countries. 
They are using high-tech 
skills which can easily be 
shared and transferred in 
a developing country like 
Bangladesh and act like 
Business Consultants. Their 
business knowledge and 
skills can be transferred and 
help developing factories 
and industries and thereby 
generating revenue and 
creating employment 
opportunities. Recently, 
for example, Alpha Solar 
Energy – one of the leading 
Canadian companies created 
by a Bangladeshi diaspora 
has taken initiative to set 
up a first Green Factory 
in Bangladesh, funded by 
Bangladesh Government. 
Similar entrepreneurs may 
come forward in building 
country’s economy.

WHAT NEXT?

Need for Branding 
Bangladesh in Canada

Despite having achievements in 
different fields, why Bangladesh 
has been labeled with many 
negative images, either imaginary 
or genuine, over and over again? 
It is perhaps portrayed with all 
the negatives by a group of ill-
motivated people both at home 
and abroad or country. They 
have ignored the commitment 
and performance of the resilient 
Bangladeshis. In addition, it has 
also been noticed that a group 
of international community 
compares Bangladesh with the 
extremely backward countries 
that are characterized by drugs, 
mafia, faith-based terrorists, 

and famine, while completely 
ignoring the reality.

Are we the only country with 
all the negatives? Definitely NO. 
There are corruptions, violence, 
and natural calamities in other 
countries since history, both in the 
developed and developing world. 
Social crimes and violence such as 
killing, bullying, home invasion, 
ethnic violence, terrorism etc. are 
very common in many developed 
and developing countries and 
become one of the major social 
problems. But ironically those 
countries are never or rarely 
branded negatively. 

If the country is given a good 
image everywhere, other 
countries and foreigners will have 
a positive attitude toward it. This 
is very important for instilling 
confidence in Bangladesh 
among them – be they investors, 
development partners, or 

tourists. Their investment will 
contribute directly to our GDP. 
Good branding campaign will 
help attracting FDI and will have 
direct impact upon the GDP. 

Achievements in 
Bangladesh

Undoubtedly Bangladesh is 
one of the fastest expanding 

economies in the world with 
average GDP/annual growth 
rates ranging 6 percent since 
2000, which is quite unique 
among the developing countries. 
It shows that this country has 
great potentials to participate in 
the growth of economic activities 
and relationships worldwide, 
including Canada.

In 2010, the US Assistant 
Secretary, Robert O. Blake, Jr., 
said: “I’d be willing to bet that 
the clothes that a number of 
you are wearing today were 
made by some of the millions of 
Bangladeshi garment workers, 
the overwhelming majority of 
whom are women.” (Blake 2010). 
He further stated: “Bangladesh 
has reduced child mortality by 
more than two-thirds, and is on 
track to meet their 2015 target 
well ahead of schedule. They have 
also been particularly successful 
at reducing the number of 

chronically food insecure people 
- from 40 to 27 million - and at 
reducing gender inequality in 
schools and in the labor force. 
Steady economic growth over 
the last two decades has been 
another important factor in 
lifting millions of Bangladeshis 
out of poverty. Few people know 
that despite the global recession, 
the Bangladeshi economy has 
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continued to maintain an 
economic growth rate of 5- 6% 
per year for almost two decades.” 

Success stories for positive 
branding are –

Next 11 and Frontier 5: In 
2012, Goldman Sachs recognized 
Bangladesh as one of the 
N11 (next eleven) emerging 
economies; JP Morgan thinks that 
Bangladesh is one of the Frontier 
Five markets. Similarly McKinsey 
predicts that Bangladesh apparel 
exports would grow 4 times by 
2020. This is all possible due to 
its millions of young, trainable, 
and hardworking people. In 
this country, one will find rapid 
industrialization growth, which 
is backed by IT facilities. 

MDG: Bangladesh is one of 
the few countries in the world 
where it could achieve or made 
significant contribution toward 
achieving the United Nations 
Millennium Development 
Goals (MDG). On September 
21, 2010, Bangladesh received 
an UN award for its remarkable 
achievements in attaining the 
MDGs particularly in reducing 
child mortality rate. 

Garments: Bangladesh is now the 
world’s second largest exporter 

of ready-made garments, after 
China. Samples of the clothes 
and dresses that are available in 
almost all the leading retailer 
chains and superstores worldwide 
are made by the millions of 
Bangladeshi garment workers, 
the overwhelming majority of 
whom are women. Around 3.5 
million workers, mostly women, 
are engaged in making world-
class readymade garments. 

GNP growth rate 2002–13: 
Bangladesh consistently 
maintains Gross National 
Product (GNP) growth rate of 
around 6% that is well above 
the average GNP growth of the 
developing countries. 

UN Peace Keepers: Bangladesh in 
one of the highest contributors in 

UN Peace Keeping Mission. The 
mission is involved in restoring 
peace in many countries of the 
world. Since 1988, Bangladesh 
served in 30 countries by sending 
more than 92,000 Bangladeshi 
peace keepers. It may be recalled, 
98 peace keepers sacrificed their 
lives while restoring peace in 
those countries. 

Micro-credit: Bangladesh is a 
land of social entrepreneurship/
social business and micro 
finance innovation. NGOs like 

Grameen, BRAC, ASA, etc. are 
playing a very significant role 
in alleviating poverty, women 
empowerment and economic 
growth. In 2006, Yunus and 
the Grameen Bank were jointly 
awarded the Nobel Peace Prize 
“for their efforts through 
microcredit to create economic 
and social development from 
below”. (Nobel Committee 2006)

Moderate Muslim country 
with a rich cultural heritage: 
Perhaps most importantly, 
Bangladesh appears comfortable 
in its own skin: politically 
secular, religiously Muslim, and 
culturally Bangali. Bangladeshis 
celebrate the poetry, film, 
and literature of Hindus and 
Muslims equally (Dhume 2010). 
Bangladesh believes in respecting 
multicultural philosophy 
globally.  

Bangladesh initiated 
International Mother Language 
Day (IMLD) and was proclaimed 
by the General Conference of 
UNESCO in 1999 to promote 
linguistic and cultural diversity 
and multilingualism across the 
world. IMLD was announced by 
UNESCO on 17 November 1999 
and was formally recognized 
by the United Nations General 
Assembly in its resolution 
establishing 2008 as the 
International Year of Languages. 
This day is observed with an 
aim to promote awareness of 
linguistic, multilingualism and 
cultural diversity.

Agriculture and food security: 
This sector has made another 
success story. Here, rice 
production has increased by 
around 2 times in the last decade 
despite reduction of cultivable 
lands. Bangladesh has to feed 
the ever-growing population - 
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from 110 million in 1990 to 160 
million in 2013. 

Health: Undoubtedly, 
Bangladesh has made a 
tremendous progress in the health 
sector. A revolution has been 
taking place during the last three 
decades in the area of adoption 
of birth control measures. 
Besides, child immunization and 
vaccination is a matter of great 
success in Bangladesh. Currently 
Bangladesh could protect 83% 
of the children from deadly 
diseases (like TB, Diphtheria, 
Pertusis, Tetanus, Poliomyelitis, 
Hepatitis-B, Measles and 
Haemophilus Influenza) and 
therefore, received an UN award 
for its remarkable achievements 
in 2010. Bangladesh has also 
made remarkable progress in 
manufacturing pharmaceutical 
products of international quality.

Shipbuilding: Ship building 
industry in Bangladesh is set to 
emerge as new export leader. 
It has already captured foreign 
investors from Germany, 
Holland, Denmark, Singapore 
etc. And many others are on 
the pipeline. Bangladesh is 
a potential destination for 
investment in shipbuilding 
industry. Bangladesh is the 
biggest source in the world for 
shipbuilding workers. There are 
about 10,000 steel ships plying 
in the inland and coastal water, 
all of which are built in the 
country. 

ACTION PLAN

The Bangladeshis’ immigration 
to Canada has always been a 
continuous process since 1960s. 
The diaspora community has 
commonalities in terms of their 
socio-economic characteristics 
such as language, food habit, 

dresses, family-values, cultural 
heritages and practices. 
Diasporas can definitely act as the 
Ambassadors of the country an  d 
they can help inviting investors 
to Bangladesh and thereby 
increasing FDI. Following steps 
may be taken -

Separate Ministry or Cell 
under the Prime Minister’s 
Office – it is the time that the 
Bangladesh government should 
immediately think about setting 
a separate ministry or cell 
to “utilize” these invaluable 
human resources and create a 
more conducive environment 
for them in Bangladesh 
to leverage these diaspora 

communities for 4 basis reasons 
(1) economic development (2) 
human capital, (3) trade and 
technology transfer, and (4) 
nation branding ambassadors. 
Countries like India, Israel and 
China – have taken all the efforts 
toward best use of the diasporas 
and taking their countries to 
a greater leadership role in 
the fields of academic, science 
and technology, economic 
development and global politics. 
There is a need to set aggressive 
strategies to pursue investment, 
trade and technology transfer 
through the Bangladeshi diaspora 

and raise foreign investment 
from them. The immigrants will 
feel that the country wants their 
support. The communication 
campaign must bombard the 
message to the diasporas and 
Non-resident Bangladeshis (NRB) 
that “your country wants you, your 
effort and your support. You are the 
ambassador and promote the way 
you can”. 

Promote diaspora among 
people in Bangladesh - many of 
us are not aware of the success 
stories of the diasporas, their 
children and families. We need 
to share the “Diaspora Story”; 
their success on an individual/
enterprise level, thoughts of 

diaspora on different aspects 
of Bangladesh and their host 
country.

SUM-UP

Raise awareness about 
Bangladesh and diasporas -

 B a n g l a d e s h i 
organizations in 
Canada promoting 
diasporas and bridging 
Bangladesh

 Social mobilization by 
individuals, forums, 
media
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 Share diaspora success 
stories in Canada and 
Bangladesh

 Branding Bangladesh

 Role of Bangladesh 
government -

 Separate ministry or cell 
for diasporas

 Policy for diaspora – 
investment, ownership

 Websites for diasporas 

 Bangladesh High 
Commission in Canada.

 Creating research cell 
to provide analytical, 
factual and updated 
information 

 Organize “Showcase 
Bangladesh” to promote 
and brand Bangladeshi 
products and services
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