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President’s Memo
Aftab ul Islam, FCA

President, American Chamber of Commerce in Bangladesh

President’s Memo

Aftab ul Islam

I think time has come to think 

seriously the critical importance 

for regional cooperation to 

push the nation’s economic and 

social development at a desired 

level.  It is generally expected 

that the regional players are 

committed to tackle key regional 

issues such as infrastructure 

development, poverty, 

environment degradation, trade 

and investment barriers, food 

insecurity, etc. Everyone including 

politicians, businesspersons, civil 

society has a role in the regional 

and economic integration in 

South Asian infrastructure 

development, industries, trade 

and services. In the process the 

importance of regional public 

goods such as food security for 

future integration efforts cannot 

be overemphasized. Although a 

few success stories are available, a 

greater number of success stories 

are required at the sector level 

to serve as building blocks for 

further regional cooperation and 

integration. Bangladesh, a country 

having enormous amount of 

opportunities to grow and thrive, 

often face multidimensional 

challenges, principally political in 

nature, that impede the required 

growth prospects tremendously. 

In order for the country to move 

forward to achieve the rapid 

economic growth, development 

of infrastructure, hard and soft is 

a must. Physical infrastructure, 

such as roads, ports, and energy 

are of paramount importance. 

The soft infrastructures, namely 

quality education, information 

technology, governance are also 

equally important. Since we are 

passing through the age of powered 

globalization, faster economic 

development has become entirely 

interdependent of the nations of 

the world, especially so for the 

neighboring countries. Hence 

it is critically important that 

each neighboring countries or 

countries in close proximity work 

together to complement each 

other’s huge available resources. 

Unfortunately we do not see 

any major breakthrough in this 

respect, but the scope is unlimited. 

Just for example, the people of 

this region are hungry for energy, 

but energy is not available as per 

requirement which slows the 

momentum of development. So 

cooperation and integration are 

badly needed towards utilizing the 

readily available energy resources 

that can ultimately open up a new 

horizon and could be matter for 

win-win situation for each of the 

nations under consideration.      

I take this opportunity to express 

my sincere thanks and appreciation 

to AmCham Members, well-

wishers of AmCham, for their 

continued remarkable support 

and cooperation to AmCham. I 

hope you would enjoy reading the 

AmCham Journal July 2014 Issue.  



4AmCham

is relevant especially for a labor-

surplus economy, as the one in 

Bangladesh. RCI can generate 

higher-paying jobs through 

export-based manufacturing 

and organized service sectors, 

providing opportunities other 

than the agriculture and informal 

services sectors for increasingly 

skilled labor force. Bangladesh’s 

geographical location between 

India and the People’s Republic 

of China (PRC) makes it an 

important hub for trade within 

South Asia and between South 

Asia and East Asia. With ready 

access to maritime and land 

transport networks, Bangladesh 

can benefit greatly from utilizing 
its trade and transit potential.

Current situation: Room for 
More RCI

South Asia’s intra-regional trade 

is 4.5%, compared to ASEAN’s 

38% and the European Union’s 

60%. Opportunities are waiting 

to be realized. Bangladesh’s 

manufacturing sector can benefit 

from more electricity supply. 

Regional energy trade will help 

augment power supply and reduce 
energy costs in Bangladesh. 
The sub-region’s tremendous 
untapped hydropower potential 
is a clean energy source that can 
be put together for use through 
grid connectivity and cross-border 
transmission lines. It is estimated 
that regional energy trade alone 
would yield benefits ranging from 
$12 billion to $15 billion per year.2

ADB’s RCI Strategy 

Economic cooperation and 
integration across Asia has long 
been a priority for ADB. ADB 

supports initiatives, such as the 
Central Asia Regional Economic 
Cooperation (CAREC) program in 
Central Asia, the Greater Mekong 
Subregion (GMS) program in 
Southeast Asia, Pacific Island 
Forum in the Pacific, and the 
South Asia Subregional Economic 
Cooperation (SASEC)program in 
South Asia.

ADB’s RCI strategy has four pillars: 

(i) Greater physical 
connectivity, 

2 ADB staff estimates.

Building Infrastructure through Regional 
Cooperation: Role of  the Asian Development Bank
Kazuhiko Higuchi

Country Director, Asian Development Bank, Bangladesh Resident Mission

Potential of Regional 
Cooperation for 
Development and Poverty 
Reduction

Regional cooperation and 
integration (RCI) offers immense 
potential for poverty reduction in 
the entire Asia Pacific region and 
world-wide. A joint study by the 
Asian Development Bank and the 
Asian Development Bank Institute 
titled Connecting South Asia and 
South East Asia,1 shows that 
South East Asian economies have 
grown rapidly through, among 
others, expanding infrastructure, 
developing regional production 
networks, and lowering trade and 
investment barriers. 

For South Asia, RCI can help 
countries in the region gain access 
to a larger regional market, enabling 
them to generate jobs and sustain 
higher growth rates, leading to 
greater poverty reduction. This 

1 Asian Development Bank (ADB) and Asian 
Development Bank Institute (ADBI). 2013. 
Connecting South Asia and South East Asia. 
Manila.

Building Infrastructure through Regional Cooperation: Role of the Asian Development Bank

Kazuhiko Higuchi
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(ii) Trade and investment 
cooperation and 
integration, 

(iii) Monetary and financial 
cooperation and 
integration, and 

(iv)  Cooperation in regional 
public goods. 

In 2007, ADB established the 

Regional Cooperation and 

Integration Fund (RCIF) and 

the RCI Trust Funds to pool and 

provide financial and knowledge 

resources supporting RCI. Under 

its long-term strategic framework, 

Strategy 2020, adopted in 2008, 

ADB has designated the following 

four roles for the RCI mandate:

 Increasing financial 
resources for RCI 
interventions;

 Expanding the creation 
and dissemination 
of knowledge and 
information on RCI;

 Furthering support to 
ADB’s developing member 
countries and regional 
bodies for building 
institutional capacity to 
manage RCI; and

 Serving as a catalyst and 
coordinator of RCI for 
ADB’s developing member 
countries. 

The recent mid-term review of 
Strategy 2020 supported further 
strengthening of the above roles 
and the move towards second 
generation RCI interventions 
to foster higher productivity 
and competitiveness of regional 

economies. Second generation 
RCI interventions include (i) 
improvement in the investment 
climate, (ii) access to finance, 
(iii) skills development, (iv) trade 
facilitation, and (v) harmonization 
of standards.

Framework of ADB Support 
for RCI in South Asia

ADB continues its support for 
RCI in South Asia by taking a 
phased and bottom-up approach 
through (i) national projects 
with subregional dimensions, (ii) 
SASEC program (a subregional 
partnership), (iii) the South 
Asian Association for Regional 
Cooperation (SAARC: a regional 
organization), and (iv) the Bay 
of Bengal Initiative for Multi-
sectoral, Technical and Economic 
Cooperation (BIMSTEC: an inter-
regional initiative). 

SASEC is a project-based, 

institution-light program 

supported by ADB to achieve 

concrete outcomes on RCI in 

South Asia. At the 47th ADB 

Annual Meeting held in Astana, 

Kazakhstan in May 2014, SASEC 

founding members (Bangladesh, 

Bhutan, India, and Nepal)3 

endorsed membership of the 

Maldives and Sri Lanka, and 

extended observer status to 

Myanmar. SASEC bridges SAARC 

and BIMSTEC, sharing five 

common members–Bangladesh, 

Bhutan, India, Nepal, and Sri 

Lanka. SAARC includes all SASEC 

members, plus Afghanistan and 

Pakistan. BIMSTEC is composed 

of Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, 

Myanmar, Nepal, Sri Lanka, and 

Thailand. 

Bangladesh is a member and 

active participant in all these RCI 

groupings. Currently, the BIMSTEC 

headquarters is being established 

in Dhaka, attesting to Bangladesh’s 

strong commitment to RCI. 

BIMSTEC connects two major 

trading regions of South Asia and 

Southeast Asia, with potential to 

generate trade estimated between 

$43 billion to $59 billion.4 Key 

to unlocking this potential is 

improving BIMSTEC connectivity. 

Enhanced connectivity will also 

strengthen trade and economic 

relations among BIMSTEC 

members and increase prosperity 

in the two regions. ADB has 

been supporting the BIMSTEC 

Transport Infrastructure and 

Logistics Study (BTILS). BTILS 

recommends strategies, policies, 

projects, and proposed actions for 

connecting BIMSTEC members 

and enhancing their trade and 

economic relations. The final draft 

of the study is being reviewed by 

the members.

3 These four SAARC members earlier comprised 
the South Asian Growth Quadrangle in 1996; 
they formed SASEC in 2000 and requested ADB 
to help advance their economic cooperation 
initiative, with ADB acting as Secretariat and 
lead financier and development partner of the 
grouping.
4 ADB staff estimates.

Building Infrastructure through Regional Cooperation: Role of the Asian Development Bank
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SASEC: Its Role, Progress, 
and Future Directions

SASEC promotes cooperation in 

its priority sectors—transport, 

energy, and trade facilitation. 

Since its formation in 2000, 

the institutional mechanism of 

SASEC has gradually evolved 

over time. SASEC Nodal Officials 

Meetings are held every year on 

the sidelines of the ADB Annual 

Meeting. Initially, two high-level 

working groups–one on trade 

facilitation and transport, and 

the other on energy–were created, 

represented by key officials from 

relevant departments, finance 

ministries, and foreign affairs 

offices from all participating 

countries. The working group 

meetings serve as a forum for 

negotiations, ironing out project-

related issues and undertaking 

drafting of future agendas. The 

Trade Facilitation and Transport 

Working Group has established 

the SASEC Customs Subgroup 

in 2013, focusing on technical 

level cooperation to promote 

subregional trade facilitation 

initiatives. Early in 2014, SASEC 

members adopted the SASEC 

Trade Facilitation Strategy (2014-

2018), and agreed on five key 

priority areas: (i) modernizing 

and harmonizing customs 

procedures, (ii) strengthening 

standards and assessment of their 

conformity, (iii) improving cross-

border facilities, (iv)facilitating 

transport, and (v) building 

institutions and their capacity. 

The Energy Working Group 

formed the SASEC Electricity 

Transmission Utility Forum 

(SETUF) in 2013. SETUF serves 

as a platform to discuss power 

transmission and interconnection 

plans and promotes their 

implementation.

Under the SASEC program, 

ADB has supported nine SASEC 

projects in Bangladesh with a total 

value of $817 million, beginning 

with the Chittagong Port Trade 

Facilitation project in 2004, up to 

the recent additional financing 

for the SASEC Bangladesh-India 

Electrical Grid Interconnection 

Project, approved in 2013. 

Other projects involve road 

connectivity, railway sector 

investment, Dhaka-Chittagong 

expressway public-private 

partnership design, tourism 

development, information 

highway development, 

and trade facilitation. One 

important ADB-supported 

SASEC project in Bangladesh is 

the Bangladesh-India Electrical 

Grid Interconnection project 

approved in 2010 with a total 

project cost of $159 million. 

The project enabled exchange of 

electricity between the western 

electrical grid of Bangladesh and 

the eastern electrical grid of India 

by establishing a key cross-border 

interconnection. The multi-

country SASEC Trade Facilitation 

Program, covering Bangladesh, 

along with Nepal and Bhutan, 

is enhancing trade, especially 

intra-regional trade, among 

SASEC members, by modernizing 

customs administration, 

streamlining trade processes 

and procedures, and improving 

services to traders and investors. 

Bangladesh has the largest 

share of the $48 million ADB 

financing for the program with a 

concessional loan of $21 million. 

The future pipeline of SASEC 

regional projects for 2014-2017 

includes projects in the areas 

of railway connectivity, road 

connectivity and trade facilitation, 

and regional electricity grid 

interconnection amounting to 

over $1 billion. 

Looking Forward: Next 
Generation of RCI

SASEC has made good progress 

in planning, preparing, 

and implementing regional 

infrastructure projects, covering 

both hardware and software. 

Going forward, SASEC will deepen 

the program—for instance, 

transforming SASEC transport 

corridors into fully functioning 

and vibrant economic corridors—

to further expand trade, promote 

investments, and generate jobs. 

The economic corridor approach 

builds on development of key 

infrastructure and involves a 

holistic development framework 

spanning transport, energy, urban, 

water resource management, 

infrastructure financing, and 

social and environment aspects, 

among others. It will bring in an 

integrated region-based approach 

for job-creating growth. It will 

also help develop innovative 

institutional mechanisms that 

will attract entrepreneurs, both 

domestic and external. ADB 

looks forward to continuing 

working with Bangladesh and 

other SASEC   members towards 

achieving these goals through 

the SASEC program.
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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 26th issue. 

Whenever we discuss the issues 

of the economic development 

of Bangladesh, the development 

of infrastructure appears 

prominently in the discussion. It’s 

a challenge and opportunity at 

the same time. Let me discuss the 

Bangladesh infrastructure in the 

following manner. 

 Bangladesh is a land of 

opportunities and possibilities. 

Return on Investment (ROI) 

is signifi cantly high in 

Bangladesh. 

 Bangladesh has made 

substantial progress since her 

liberation in 1971 in Agriculture, 

Readymade Garments 

(RMG), Pharmaceuticals, 

Telecommunications (mobile 

phone), Education, Leather, 

Shipbuilding, SMEs, etc., 

creating employment for 

millions of people, led by our 

dynamic private sector. All 

these happened despite severe 

multidimensional constraints 

and barriers from different 

directions. 

 But these achievements are not 

enough to reduce widespread 

poverty from the country. 

Bangladesh requires a higher 

GDP growth, 8 to 10 percent 

for the next several years.

 Massive industrialization 

is critically important, and 

for that matter physical 

infrastructure (roads, 

highways, railways, airways, 

river-ways, ports, etc.) and soft 

infrastructure (Information 

technology, human resource, 

etc.), Legal infrastructure, and 

Governance Infrastructure are 

badly needed to bring about 

the desired changes and to 

foster tangible development.

 There are many entrepreneurs 

who are ready with their 

building, machinery, 

equipment and running 

capital, but they do not 

have electricity and gas 

connection, subjected to poor 

communication network, 

making things acutely diffi cult 

and uncertain.

 Government should reduce 

their headache by shifting 

responsibilities to private sector 

to develop infrastructure. 

Private sector can thrive if they 

are allowed to operate freely 

in an enabling atmosphere, 

and the private sector has 

already proved its ability in 

Bangladesh.  

 One of the major options 

in the world today for the 

development of infrastructure 

is to go by Public Private 

Partnership,  popularly known 

as PPP. There are many 

countries who demonstrated 

their successes through 

this process. India and the 

Philippines are great examples 

in this respect. PPP is a unique 

arrangement and partnership 

between the Government 

and the private sector, where 

the Government designs the 

important projects for public 

good and allows the private 

sector participation through 

the process of transparent 

A. Gafur 

AmCham in Action
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tendering, negotiation and 

comprehensive agreement.  

 Three things are essential for 

PPP, they are: a) Right Policy 

b) Right Process and, c) Right 

project

 Although product and market 

diversifi cation should be 

a continuous process, our 

established and reputed RMG 

sector can still attract a huge 

chunk of global requirement of 

apparels, a projected market for 

Bangladesh alone for over US$ 

50 billion, in next 5-10 years’ 

time period. Are we ready 

for this? The nation would 

need about additional 3.5 

million workforce and relevant 

infrastructure support?   

 Innovation and rethinking 

should be promoted on a 

daily basis, focusing on right 

strategy.   

 We need to promote 

Predictability. This is a 

key to rapid economic 

development for any country. 

Unpredictability converts 

emerging opportunities to 

missed opportunities, which 

we cannot afford to happen.

I am taking the opportunity 

to thank AmCham members, 

advertisers and authors for their 

continuing wonderful support 

for AmCham Quarterly Journal. 

The following are some of the 

activities carried out by AmCham 

during the past couple of months.  

June 26, 2014: Lunch 

Meeting with ADB Country 

Director 

The June Lunch Meeting was 

graced by ADB Country Director 

Mr. Kazuhiko Higuchi, who 

spoke on ‘Building Infrastructure 

for Regional Cooperation-Role 

of ADB’ through a power point 

presentation. He covered a range 

of areas in this respect including; 

Opportunities, Regional Grouping, 

Inter-Regional Linkages, South 

Asia Sub-Regional Economic 

Cooperation (SASEC) Program, 

Strengthening transport and ICT 

connectivity, Facilitating cross-

border energy trade, Removing 

non-physical barriers to trade, 

Railways Investment Program, 

Bangladesh-India Electrical 

Grid, Customs modernization 

and harmonization through 

international customs 

administration protocols, 

Working with partners,  BIMSTEC 

Transport and Logistics study 

AmCham in Action
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In the development discourse, 

we often identify quality 

of governance, investment 

environment, or infrastructure 

development as the factors 

that constrain or contribute to 

economic growth. Much less 

attention is given to human 

capital, although research has 

shown that this is the most 

basic determinant of long run 

economic growth, affecting all 

other growth-inducing factors like 

how effectively we use physical 

capital, or how effi ciently we can 

adopt productivity enhancing 

technologies or even how well we 

can govern ourselves.

We now realise that the global 

education goals such as “education 

for all”, with their emphasis on 

the quantitative indicators such 

as the enrolment rates or the 

number of years of schooling, 

may have led to too narrow a 

focus in linking education to 

human resource development. 

Various competency tests for 

school children in many parts of 

the developing world, especially 

in low-income countries of Africa 

and South Asia, show what may be 

called a “learning crisis”, raising 

serious doubts about the content 

and quality of education and 

indicating the need for a paradigm 

shift in education towards 

learning and skill development. 

Where do we stand? Bangladesh 

has achieved remarkable progress 

in achieving universal primary 

education and is recognised 

as a star performer in getting 

female children to school at both 

primary and secondary levels. 

Unfortunately, we cannot say 

much about quality of education 

in the absence of any systematic 

competency tests. 

My experience regarding the 

academic preparations of students 

who enter university tells me 

that perhaps it is the secondary 

level education that is the most 

important missing link in our 

education system. I have come 

to this conclusion by observing 

their skills in both mathematics 

and language that are supposed 

to be acquired while studying 

in secondary schools – the basic 

concepts of algebra and geometry 

or comprehension of a written 

paragraph. Some recent studies 

using cross-country data have 

found strong links between the 

mathematical profi ciency of 

secondary school graduates with 

income levels and economic 

growth performance. 

Our entire education system suffers 

from serious governance problem, 

but the private secondary schools, 

 Beyond Education for All: Building Human Capital for Economic Development

 Beyond Education for All: Building Human 
Capital for Economic Development
Prof Wahiduddin Mahmud PhD

Chairman, Economic Research Group, Bangladesh

Member, UN Committee for Development Policy

most of which are run by private 

school boards although mostly 

funded by the government, are 

perhaps the worst victims. These 

highly politicised school boards 

often have members who are 

not school graduates themselves. 

Moreover, a deliberate policy 

of grade infl ation in public 

examinations has undermined 

the merit system. In the secondary 

school certifi cate examinations, 

for example, nearly ten percent 

of more than a million successful 

candidates in recent years have 

secured the highest grades, leaving 

no way of identifying the top 1 

percent or even the top 5 percent. 

This phenomenon is symptomatic 

of a decline in meritocracy, with 

a concomitant rise of mediocrity, 

in all aspects of our institution-

building efforts. 

As Bangladesh is poised to benefi t 

from a “demographic dividend” 

in terms of a youth bulge, the 

challenge for the education 

systems is to leverage the advantage 

of rapid growth in the labour 

force. This youth bulge, combined 
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with the successful campaigns for 

universal primary education, is 

leading to huge increases in the 

supply of semi-educated labour. 

There is enormous potential 

for utilising this workforce 

productively by expanding post-

primary education and training 

on the one hand, and by creating 

commensurate employment 

opportunities on the other hand.

Studies show that Bangladesh has 

outperformed most other countries 

at similar stage of development 

particularly in secondary school 

enrolment for females, but the 

rate of enrolment has become 

stagnant in the most recent 

years.  As regards boys’ secondary 

school enrolment, we have in fact 

become a laggard again in global 

comparisons at similar levels of 

per capita income (Asadullah et 

al. 2014; Mahmud et al. 2013) 

The poor quality of education in 

terms of skill development can be 

a factor, but the deficient demand 

for skill-intensive employment 

opportunities also matter. Recent 

research findings also show that 

whole girls outperform boys in 

the rate of attending secondary 

school, they are discriminated 

against boys in the household 

food distribution; this perhaps 

reflect the prevailing brawn-based, 

rather than brain-based, nature of 

the male labour market.

Bangladesh’s economic growth 

so far has been driven by a 

“replication” approach – in respect 

of low-productivity ready-made 

garment export, export of low-

skilled labour, and expansion of 

micro-enterprises.  For the next 

stage of growth, we need to switch 

from replication to innovation in 

terms of productivity increase and 

skill development. For this, the 

education system needs to be geared 

towards developing well-balanced 

human resources with appropriate 

skills and flexibility for adjustment 

to keep pace with increasingly 

competitive and globalized markets 

and rapidly changing technologies 

(Mahmud 2007).

Less developed countries facing 

resource constraints may face 

a choice between emphasising 

universal basic education or 

quality higher education for the 

most talented – the universalist 
versus elitist approach. In East Asia, 

the achievement of high economic 

growth driven by manufacturing 

exports and without worsening of 

income distribution is attributed 

in part to a universal approach to 

education.  On the other hand, 

India’s ability to take advantage 

of the new possibilities in high-

tech information services largely 

resulted from its long-standing 

investments in higher education. 

Our education system may have 

failed in both respects. 

The contemporary less developed 

countries like Bangladesh may 

not necessarily have to make 

this choice between educating 

their population broadly or 

deeply. They can take advantage 

of whatever potential they may 

have in accelerating growth 

based on higher education, 

such as by promoting high-tech 

activities, especially IT-related 

service exports. But this should 

not take attention away from 

the fundamental objective of 

increasing the overall quality of the 

workforce through the expansion 

of more basic education and 

training. China and Vietnam, for 

example, expanded primary and 

higher education simultaneously, 

recognising that success required 

both universal literacy and a 

cadre of highly skilled individuals 

capable of absorbing advanced 

technology.

Our prevailing higher education 

system has led to a problem 

of educated unemployment, 

resulting in large part from skill 

mismatches. There is an apparent 

paradox here. Not only higher 

education has been increasing 

rapidly, but also there seems 

to be excess demand for such 

education. The evidence of excess 

demand can be seen from several 

factors: the increasing and higher 

economic returns to education at 

the tertiary level relative to lower 

levels, the rapid proliferation of 

private higher education, and an 

increasing number of students 

opting to study abroad. Yet, the 

unemployment rates can be high 

among educated and skilled 

workers – even higher than in the 

rest of the workforce. In explaining 

this phenomenon, education 

planners have to address a 

number of questions: Is expansion 

of higher education leading only 

to more educated unemployment 

Beyond Education for All: Building Human Capital for Economic Development
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because of absence of appropriate 

signalling by the labour markets? 

What kinds of skills are in 

shortage? What reforms in the 

education systems are needed 

to make the college graduates 

employable on the one hand, and 

to address the skill shortages, on 

the other? Clearly, the prevailing 

systems of higher education do 

not seem to incorporate enough 

importance of offering technical 

and employability skills that 

could directly lead to better labour 

market outcomes.

The skill mismatch in the 

labour market is also related 

to a country’s capacity to take 

advantage of opportunities 

in the global markets, such as 

through technology adoption 

and development of new export 

industries.  Many technologies 

imported by the less developed 

countries from more advanced 

countries may not fi nd suitable 

local workers, hence causing 

labour mismatches. Adapting these 

technologies to local conditions 

require even more skills. Policies 

and institutions need to be in place 

to mitigate the mismatch and 

to make sure that the imported 

technologies are eventually 

adapted to local conditions, 

which will require new skills 

and education content. Without 

technological improvement, 

returns to schooling will remain 

low, so that the establishment of 

research and development that 

induces innovation also ensures 

the continued demand for quality 

education.  

There are also important equity 

issues to be addressed as increasing 

returns to higher education along 

with unequal access may lead 

to a deepening of income and 

social inequalities. Studies have 

shown that the degree of access to 

education has replaced the family 

ownership of land and other assets 

as the main vehicle of transmission 

of poverty and inequality from 

one generation to the next. Our 

education system has not been 

able to respond effi ciently to 

increasing demand, let alone 

extend access on an equitable 

basis. How far children from poor 

households can compete in a 

merit-based system of entry into 

higher education will depend on 

their access to quality education at 

the primary and secondary levels. 

So far the policy focus has been on 

getting these children to school 

in the fi rst place. The time may 

have come to shift emphasis from 

the global agenda of “education 

for all” to providing access to 

quality education and to higher 

education for the children from 

disadvantaged families. And, why 

not even think of setting up a 

“university for the bottom half”?
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Introduction

The urban population of 
Bangladesh has grown at a yearly 
average rate of six per cent since 
independence, at a time when 
the national population growth 
was 2.2 per cent. As a result, 
urban population has grown six-
fold, compared with a 70 per 
cent increase in rural population. 
As per recent estimate, about 
40 million people (25% of total 
population) currently live in 
urban areas, which is projected to 
cross 80 million by the year 2030. 
Urban growth in Bangladesh 
is considerably higher than its 
South Asian neighbors- India and 
Pakistan have grown at about 3 
per cent annually.  Urbanization 
has been more concentrated in 
the largest cities. More than half 
of the urban population lives in 
the four largest cities.

One significant feature of 
urbanization in Bangladesh is that 
urban population is increasing at 
different rates in different urban 
centers. A considerable proportion 
of urban population lives in 
district towns and Pourashava 
(municipalities)  areas. According 
to population census report 
of 2001, there were 332 urban 
centers with population below 
25,000. Populations of many 
towns were more or less stable and 
there were depopulation in 15 
districts during the decade 1991 
and 2001. So there is ample scope 
for the development of new small 
satellite towns and expansion of 
small existing intermediate towns 
or urban centers around the big 
cities or in prospective regions 
to reduce excessive urbanization 
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pressure on large cities. There 
are 9 City Corporations and 
309 Pourashvas in the country. 
Pourashvas or Municipalities are 
classified according to financial 
strength. In addition, there are 
also some urban centers that are 
under Cantonment Boards.

In the case of Bangladesh the rural 
to urban migration has contributed 
to more than 40 percent of the 
change in urban population. The 
lure of employment opportunities 
existing in these cities is another 
reason for urban migration. Most 
of the industrial establishments 
and businesses as well as business 
services are concentrated in 
the largest cities. Dhaka alone 
accounts for 80 percent of the 
garments industry-the mainstay 

of manufacturing in Bangladesh. 
The domination of business 
services, particularly finance and 
real estate services is considerably 
higher in the four major cities 
relative to the rest of the country.

The Pourshavas (municipalities) 
and City Corporations constitute 
the two types of urban local 

governments in Bangladesh. Their 
functions are basically similar 
with some distinction being made 
for compulsory and optional 
functions. They are supposed to 
provide a wide range of local public 
goods (LPG) and services including 
garbage collection, maintenance 
of streets and street lighting, 
water supply and drainage, traffic 
management, maintenance of 
educational institutions, public 
libraries, and parks and gardens. 
As in other South Asian countries, 
however, acute shortage of funds 
is a hindrance for urban local 
bodies in Bangladesh. Thus, their 
key LPG functions are mainly 
restricted to garbage collection, 
street lighting, water supply and 
parks and gardens. An additional 
function that Pourshavas and City 

Corporations have been carrying 

out (either through own funds 

as in Dhaka or through external 

funding) is slum improvement. 

Urban local bodies (ULBs) in 

Bangladesh large and small, are 

subject to strong control from 

higher levels of government, 
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with rapid urbanization in the 

country.

Challenges and Lessons

Emerging Challenges for 
Urban Services

Drastic changes in the physical, 
economic and social structure in 
the urban areas resulting from 
rapid urbanization has been 
posing serious challenges for 

sustainable urban development 
in Bangladesh. Urban areas are 
now afflicted with innumerable 
problems ranging from law and 
order situation to deteriorating 
environmental conditions. 
Although majority of the urban 
centers face such challenges, 
severity of the problems vary 
depending on the size of the 
centers. The environmental 
problems of urban areas have 
direct and immediate implications 
for human health and safety, 
especially for the poor, and for 
business productivity. Urban 
environmental problems are of 
central concern for policy makers 
since adverse environmental 
conditions resulting from 
inadequate waste management, 
poor drainage, air pollution, 
lack of access to safe water and 
sanitation, exposure to excessive 
noise level; traffic congestion as 
well as inadequate health services 
exact a heavy toll on the quality 
of life.

specially the central government. 

For instance, the size and 

boundaries of ULBs and their 

power to make regulations and 

conduct their affairs are all subject 

to central government approval. 

This control is particularly 

pernicious when it comes to 

urban finances. In general, the 

political, administrative and 

fiscal autonomy of municipalities 

and corporations in Bangladesh 

leaves much to be desired

At the local Level, Pourashava 

is the basic planning and 

development authority. Through 

the Pourashava Bill 2009, the 

Pourashava authorities were 

empowered to prepare Master Plan, 

implement development schemes 

and exercise building control. A 

Pourashava consists of a Mayor, 

Councilors whose number is fixed 

by the government and women 

Councilors of reserved seats. 

The Chairman and Councilors 

of a Pourashava are elected by 

direct election on the basis of 

adult franchise. The Pourashava 

(Municipal) Act, 2009 has given the 

Pourashavas wide responsibilities, 

but the administrative, financial 

and technical capabilities of the 

Pourashava are not adequate to 

meet the challenges associated 

The impact of urbanization is felt 
more intensely in major cities 
of the country. In Dhaka, for 
example, the quantity of solid 
waste generated at present varies 
between 3000 to 3500 tons per 
day. DCC is capable of collecting 
only 50% of this waste, leaving 
the remaining half unattended. A 
part of this waste either remains 
in the streets or on nearly open 
ground. Some of the waste flows 
to the open drains and blocks 
the normal drainage flow. As a 
result, water logging sometimes 
disrupts the normal city life for 
days during monsoon. The serious 
health hazard posed by this 
situation is of major concern. The 
situation with respect to water 
supply is also quite unsatisfactory. 
The Dhaka Water and Sewerage 
Authority (DWASA) was capable of 
supplying only 1500 million liters 
of water in 2004 (75% of demand) 
per day for the population of 
about 13 million while the 
demand of the consumers was 
2000 million liters per day. Only a 
limited segment of the population 
is enjoying adequate supply of 
water while for the rest of the 
population the water supply is 
quite inadequate. The situation in 
low income communities is much 
worse. The supply of piped water 
at the Pourashava level is also 
extremely unsatisfactory. Only 
about 35% of the Pourashavas 
have some facility for supply of 
piped water and that is also in a 
very limited area in each of these 
Pourashavas. In 2005 only 28.8% 
of the households in urban areas 
had connection to piped water 
supply.

Extreme traffic congestion on 
urban roads is a major challenge 
for big as well as intermediate 
urban centers in Bangladesh. 
Rapid urbanization in Bangladesh 
during the last few decades 
increased transport demand 
quite significantly leading 
to manifold increase in the 
number of motorized and non-

Urbanization in Bangladesh:  Challenges and Lessons
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motorized vehicles on the streets. 
The increase in the number of 
vehicles without concomitant 
expansion of road facilities has 
led to severe congestion on 
roads and deterioration in urban 
environment.

The situation further deteriorated 
due to insufficient public transport 
facilities and weak management of 
traffic. Non-existence of transport 
planning and inefficient traffic 
engineering result in low quality 
traffic management. Mass transit 
facilities are poorly organized and 
dominated by slower forms of 
vehicles such as rickshaws. Buses 
are in short supply and there is 
inadequate metro or rail system 
to handle day-to-day commuter 
traffic in big cities. One of the 
major problems that the urban 
residents are facing is the lack 
of access to serviced land which 
is posing as an obstacle to their 
meaningful participation in the 
urban economy. The urban land 
market which directly affects 
the urban environment and 
quality of urban life suffers from 
many distortions due to lack of 
proper land development and 
management policies including 
lack of planning and slow provision 
of infrastructure and services, thus 
leading to unplanned or ribbon 
development of land in the urban 
periphery.  

Ever increasing land price has also 
contributed to the deterioration 
of housing situation in urban 
areas. Housing deficit in urban 
areas was estimated to be about 
0.95 million units in 1991 which 
increased to about 1.13 million 
units estimated in 2001. The 
dismal housing scenario has also 
been a major factor contributing 
to significant homelessness in 
urban areas.

Apart from the existing huge 
shortage in housing stock, the 
majority of the dwelling units is 
structurally very poor, lack services 

and utilities, and built without 
proper planning. According to BBS 
(2007) only 24.24 percent of the 
houses in urban areas in 2005 were 
made of brick/cement compared 
to 71.68 percent houses made of 
corrugated iron sheet/wood and 
4.08 percent made of straw/hay/
bamboo etc. Rapid growth of 
urban population and consequent 
demand for land and housing has 
made the situation even worse, 
particularly in big cities. Very few 
households have access to land 
and credit facilities. The situation 
is particularly worse for the lower 
income group and the poor who 
live on marginal settlements built 
by small land developers or by the 
occupants themselves without 
any security of tenure. Due to 
lack of tenure, the poor cannot 
meet the need for guarantees of 
loan repayment. This puts most 

conventional sources of credit for 
housing construction out of the 
rich of the poor resulting in lower 
level of housing investment. 
This led to overcrowding, lower 
quality of housing units and the 
proliferation of slums and squatter 
settlements.

Lessons so far Learnt 

In Bangladesh, unlike India and 

Pakistan, local government reform 

has focused on rural governments. 

Also, in terms of services provided 

by different tiers of urban local 

governments (and in terms 
of sources of finance), there is 
hardly any difference between 
City Corporations (CCs) and 
Pourashavas. Thus, sanitation, solid 
waste disposal, roads, streetlights, 
traffic maintenance, urban 
poverty and slum improvement 
are in the jurisdiction of CCs and 
the Pourshavas. For the major 
cities of Dhaka and Chittagong, 
however, a parastatal agency the 
Water and Sewerage Authority 
(WASA) manages water supply 
and waste collection.  There is the 
Capital Development Authority 
(RAJUK in Bangla) in Dhaka and 
the Chittagong Development 
Authority (CDA) in Chittagong. 
Major development projects 
in these cities are undertaken 
by these parastatals like Delhi 
Development Agency (DDA) 
in Delhi. Property taxes, user 

charges for public utilities, fees, 
fines, rental income, government 
grants and funds are the sources 
of revenue. An interesting feature 
vis-à-vis urban local finance in 
Bangladesh is the important role 
of international donors due to 
poor cost recovery of user charges 
at the municipal level. Donor 
funds are only channeled through 
the governments. According to 
the budget of the Dhaka City 
Council for the 2001-02 the main 
sources of revenue are taxes (48%) 
and rent (21%). With regard to 
expenditure for the same period, 
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salaries constituted a massive 44% 
of total expenses (World Bank, 
2005). 

There is a mismatch between 
revenue and expenditure. This 
mismatch has been exacerbated 
by the increased responsibility and 
functions that urban local bodies 
in   are being asked to shoulder 
like many other South Asian 
Cities. There is considerable scope 
for implementing conventional 
solutions such as increasing the 
efficiency of tax administration 
especially of property taxes, cost 
recovery of services and improving 
the quality of expenditure.   

Municipalities in Bangladesh 
have witnessed nearly two 
decades of urban infrastructure 
initiatives with STIDP-I and II, 
MSP and the on-going UGIIP-1 
since 2003. The MSP and its 
successor institution, Bangladesh 
Municipal Development Fund, 
presented a model of supporting 
decentralization especially by 
opening up access to infrastructure 
funding based on objective 
financial and institutional criteria 
outside the government ‘sinter 
governmental fiscal transfer 
frame. UGIIP-1 made a radical 
departure from earlier initiatives 
in linking performance of 
Municipalities in achieving action 
based governance improvements 
to access infrastructure funding in 
phases.

Focusing on governance 
improvements and a performance 
based approach urban 
infrastructure improvements 
have proved very successful; 
(i) it addresses a wide range 
of areas simultaneously from 
improved participation of various 
stakeholder groups in service 
delivery to increased financial 
accountability and improved 
administrative procedures; 
(ii) local governments feel 
full ownership in improving 
governance reforms, considering 

these reforms as an opportunity 
to improve their financial and 
administrative shortcomings. 
They have been able to adapt to 
the new governance practices 
within a short period of time. The 
following lessons learned: (i) The 
performance of the Municipalities 
has been particularly good in areas 
where the identified governance 
indicators are concise and output 
oriented; (ii) municipalities took 
greater ownership and interests in 
areas where their legitimacy and 

performance in the local public eye 
improved immediately and turned 
out to be credible; (iii) adopting 
governance improvements require 
substantive and timely capacity 
building inputs.

Based on an extensive review of 
previous projects focusing on 
governance improvement and 
a performance based approach, 
the following opportunities for 
improving this approach have 
been identified; (i) ensure that 
mechanisms are in place to 
deepen participatory planning 
ensuring prioritization of the 
needs of the poor; (ii) refine the 
governance improvement action 
plan to include more qualitative 
achievements and ensure that 
the achievements will sustain 
beyond project implementation; 
(iii) inculcating the practice of 
responsible financial decisions 
and discipline through financing 
and repayment mechanisms; (iv) 

strengthening citizen’s interface 
and accountability of the 
municipalities; (v) greater focus on 
capacity building of institutions 
at the municipality level in 
particular and (vi) improvements 
in O&M management.

One of the most significant lessons 
is the criticality of national level 
support to municipalities in terms 
of sector wide policy support, 
legislative and executive actions to 
enable more effective functioning 

of municipalities and supportive 
measures to improve their finance 
and financial management. In this 
regard the parliament has recently 
passed the Pourashava Bill2009 
and City Corporations Bill 2009.

The urban local governments face 
what we call “fiscal gap”- the gap 
between the needs for service and 
financial resources to provide 
them (Bahl& Finn, 1992). This 
can be reduced by a) reducing 
responsibilities that require local 
public expenditure; b) increasing 
local revenue mobilization; c) 
increasing the amount of revenues 
transferred from the central 
government; d) involving public-
private partnership in proving 
urban services. 

The ‘fiscal gap’ can be attributed, 
among other factors, to demand 
for large number of high quality 
services which are beyond the 
financing capacity of an urban local 
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government. A careful assessment 
of the resource constraints of an 
urban government and a realistic 
formulation of the services to 
be provided by an urban local 
government unit are necessary to 
address the issue.

The central policy makers in 
Bangladesh have to solve the 
fiscal problems of the urban local 

government units instead of 
resorting to the stance of resisting 
the need for strengthening local 
governments (LGs).

The Way Forward

The dependence of local 
government bodies including 
urban ones on central 
government, for finance must 
be reduced. The present ad-hoc 
and discretionary practices of 
central government in allocating 
resources should be abandoned 
to achieve fiscal decentralization. 
The best way to achieve fiscal 
decentralization in the true spirit 
of overall decentralization is to set 
a permanent Local Government 
Finance Commission (LGFC) in 
Bangladesh. In India State Finance 
Commission (SFC) consisting 
of experts in public finance and 
public administration is formed by 
each state government at regular 
intervals of 5 years under an 
article of the Indian Constitution 
to assess and revise the financial 

positions of Panchayat raj and 
urban local governments. In 
India the state governments enjoy 
substantial administrative and 
financial autonomy, and so SFCs 
are formed at regular intervals. But 
in Bangladesh a highly centralized 
unitary government exists, 
therefore a permanent LGFC will 
be more effective than one set up 
at regular intervals. 

–  The Local Government 
Finance Commission 
in Bangladesh may 
be entrusted with the 
following responsibilities:

– Formulate appropriate 
principles and procedures 
for resource mobilization 
by different tiers of local 
government bodies;

–  Identify the sources of 
taxes, cess, toll, fee and 
facilitate its collection;

–  Assist in assessment of 
properties, income and 
other assets for imposing 
taxes;

–  Allocate transfers and 
grants in-aid from the 
central government to the 
local government bodies;

–  Allocate fund from the 
central government 
budget (Revenue and 
Development budgets)
to the local government 
bodies;

–  Set up the targets for 
revenue collection 
for different tiers of 
local government and 
recommend for matching 
grants from the central 
government;

–  Resolve any conflict in 
the financial matters 
arising between a local 
government unit and 
a unit of the central 
government;

–  Financial supervision 
and monitoring of local 
government expenditures 
and receipts;

–  Frame financial rules for 
the local government 
bodies.

–  The commission 
members (including the 
Chairman) should be 
selected carefully and the 
commission should be 
given full “autonomy” 
and should not be under 
any ministry and should 
only be answerable to the 
national parliament.

A question may arise; does 

financial decentralization 

jeopardize macroeconomic 

stability? There is little evidence 

of an incompatibility of 

decentralization and successful 

macro-stabilization policy (e.g. 

Canada, Germany, Switzerland, 

USA, European countries).Roy 

Bahl (1999) recognized the 

importance of tying both political 

and fiscal decentralization 

together. Bahl (1999) notes that 

in order to capture the efficiency 

gains of local government, it 

would be necessary for the local 

government to have “a significant 

set of expenditure responsibilities 

and a significant amount of taxing 

powers”.

Urbanization in Bangladesh:  Challenges and Lessons
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The local government, especially 

City Corporations may also 

consider to issue municipal 

bonds to raise fund. However, 

this is a complex process which, 

among other things, requires 

legal reforms or issuing bonds. 

The roles of Ministry of Finance, 

Bangladesh Bank, Security and 

Exchange Commission have to 

be re-examined and revised for 

bond. Another important aspect 

is that the city corporations’ 

performances must be improved 

in order to have good credit 

ratings of the bodies, before 

issuing bonds. Since Bangladesh 

has already received good 

sovereign credit ratings from 

Moody and S&P, the process 

should be initiated right now for 

sovereign bonds and municipal 

bonds. City Corporations like 

Dhaka and Chittagong may 

explore raising fund from the 

market for some good income/ 

fee raising projects. A study by 

Daniels and Vijayakumar (2002) 

has shown that during the last 

decade of the 20th century more 

than 400 local and state entities 

in 29 countries other than USA 

issued municipal bonds to the 

amount of $ 270 billion.

References

1. Ahmed, Salehuddin, 2001; 

“Issues in Fiscal Decentralization” 

in Local Government Issues and 

Way Forward, H. ZillurRahman 

and K. S. Ali (Ed.), Ministry of 

Local Government and PPRC, 

Dhaka.

2. Bahl, Roy, 1999: “Notes on 

Implementation Rules for Fiscal 

Decentralization”, Working 

paper NO. 10, International 

Studies Program, Georgia State 

University, Atlanta, USA.

3. Bahl, Roy W., Finn, Johannes F., 

1992: “Urban Public Finance in 

Developing Countries”, World 

Bank/ Oxford University Press, 

Washington D.C.

4. Daniels, K.N., Jayaraman 

Vijayakumar 2002. “Municipal 

Bonds- International and Not 
Just U.S Anymore”. Public Fund 
Digest 2 (1): 60-67.

5. Economic Advisor’s Wing, 
Finance Division, Ministry of 
Finance (2010), Bangladesh 
Economic Review 2009.

6. Economic Advisor’s Wing, 
Finance Division, Ministry of 
Finance (2011), Bangladesh 
Economic Review 2010. 

7. Fox W.F; and Menon, B; (2008); 

“Decentralization in Bangladesh: 

Change has been Illusive”, 

International Stuides Working 

Paper 08-29; Andrew Young 

School of Policy Studies, Georgia 

State University.

8. GOB, 2011: Sixth Five Year Plan, 

FY2011-FY2015, “Accelerating 

Growth and Reducing Poverty: 

(Part-2)”, Sectoral Strategies, 

Programs and Policy, Planning 

Commission, Sher-e-Bangla 

Nagar, Dhaka

9. Gupta, Sreekant and 

InduRayadurgam, 2008, “Urban 

Growth and Governance in 

South Asia” in Tan Tai Yong 

(Ed.) “Societies in Political and 

Economic Transition. South Asia 

Perspectives 2007-08”, Macmillan, 

India.

10. Ministry of Finance. 

(2007). Bangladesh 

ArthonaitikSamikkha2007 (in 

Bangla), Economic Advising Cell, 

Finance Division, Government of 

People’s Republic of Bangladesh.

11. Mott MacDonald (2011), “Analysis 

of Issues and Options 1- Preparing 

Frameworks for Municipal 

Development Interventions, 

Dhaka”, December 2011.

12. Moore, Mick, 2004, “Revenues, 

State Formation and the Quality 

of Governance in Developing 

Countries”, International 

Political Science Review, Vol.25, 

No.3, PP 297-319.

13. (2006) Preliminary Report on 
Household Income and Expenditure 
Survey-2005 Bangladesh, 

Bureau of Statistics, Planning 

Division, Ministry of Planning, 

Government of the People’s 

Republic of Bangladesh.

14. Siddiqui K and others 2004: 

“Megacity Governance in South 

Asia—a comparative study”, 

University Press Limited (UPL), 

Dhaka.

15. World Bank 1985: “Bangladesh—

Urban Government Finance 

and Management, Issues and 

Opportunities”, Sector Paper, 

Washington.

16. World Bank 1985: Dhaka 

Municipal Corporation—Finance 

Management Study, Washington

17. World Bank 1997: Bangladesh 

Municipal Finance Management 

Sector Study, The World Bank: 

Infrastructure Operations 

Division, South Asian Region.

18. World Bank 2010: Bangladesh 

Public Expenditure and 

Institutional Review Towards 

a Better Quality of Public 

Expenditure, Washington. Report 

No. 47767-BD.

Websites 

The World Bank Web Site: http://www.

worldbank.org

Ministry of Finance, Government of 

Bangladesh Web Site: http://www.mof.gov.

bd/

Urbanization in Bangladesh:  Challenges and Lessons



18AmChamUnderstanding of FCPA

Foreign Corrupt Practice Act 

(FCPA) a United States Law passed 

in 1977 which prohibits U.S 

Companies from paying bribes to 

foreign offi cials for the purpose of 

obtaining or keeping business.

FCPA fi rst came into existence 

when the United States Justice 

Department learnt that a 

company was awarded new 

business in a foreign country 

after the company’s local agent 

arranged some favors to his friends 

associated with Govt. 

Under the FCPA, even the attempt 

to obtain a benefi t is a crime. A 

violation occurs at the moment 

an offer is made, a payment is 

promised or something is just 

“authorized” if no money is 

actually paid. You don’t even have 

to be there to have committed 

a crime. The FCPA applies to 

U.S Citizens or U.S Companies 

wherever they are located.

It is also applied to:

 Non U.S Citizens employed 

by or affi liated with U.S 

Companies.

 U.S residents even if they 

are not U.S Citizens.

 Foreign citizens or entities 

when they are engaged 

in activities in the United 

States.

Understanding of  FCPA
Syed Ershad Ahmed

Former President, AmCham Bangladesh

The law is much broader than 

you might imagine. The FCPA 

covers employees of foreign 

governments, government owned 

business and public International 

Organizations. The law also covers 

political parties and candidates for 

public Offi ce. It is not limited to 

those at high level policy positions 

such as Ministers.

In addition to prohibiting bribery, 

the FCPA requires Companies 

to keep records that accurately 

and fairly refl ect Company 

transactions. It also requires 

Companies to maintain a system 

of internal accounting control that 

provide reasonable assurances that 

transactions are properly recorded 

and executed in accordance with 

management’s authorization . 

Knowingly falsifying books and 

records is a crime.

What Type of Payments 
Violate the Law?

Just about anything – including 

gifts, services, vacations or offers 

of future employment. It doesn’t 

even matter if the value offered 

is very small. Providing a Govt. 

offi cial with something at value in 

exchange for or even in the hope 

of favorable treatment can violate 

the FCPA. The evasion is often a 

part of a bribery Scheme under the 

FCPA. Any corrupt payment made 

in order to obtain a commercial 

advantage violates the FCPA.

You must be very careful when 

working with an agent or third 

party (this includes a distributer, 

consultant, partner or other 

middleman). Under the FCPA, 

if your agent offers bribes a 

foreign offi cial, you and the 

company may be responsible. 

Before retaining or working with 

an agent, be smart; fi rst exercise 

“due diligence” by conducting a 

thorough background. Check at 

the agent’s identity, methods of 

doing business and Conduct. If 

there are many “red fl ags”, you 

must be specially through. Also get 

all agreements with your agent in 

writing and have them reviewed 

by Company’s legal Counsel. 

Never be afraid or reluctant to 

challenge something that does 

not make sense to you or that 

appears suspicious. 

What is the Consequence of 
Violation?

In case of violation of FCPA, the 

individual directly involved or 

associated to this crime in any way 

may get impeached or even jailed 

being his involvement found to 

the allegation. Companies can 

bare huge fi nancial penalties. 
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Introduction

Shelter is one of the basic needs 

for civilization (Figure 1). With 

increasing population, surge of 

migration to places with greater 

job opportunities, increasing price 

of real estate and environmental 

concerns, alternative housing 

must be considered with great 

importance. Vertical expansion 

of shelters for a country with very 

limited landmass compared to 

its population as in Bangladesh 

should be encouraged over 

horizontal expansion. With only 

a little modification to shipping 

containers, unlimited nesting 

options can be achieved and the 

affordability can be brought to 

everyone who wants to have 

their own shelter, called home. 

Natural disasters like hurricane, 

flooding and tidal waves at coastal 

belts calls for stronger shelters for 

safety and durability which can 

be achieved by using shipping 

containers.

Scene (Picture 1) of homelessness 

is equally tragic irrespective of 

where it is from. Unfortunately 

homelessness is not only confined 

to underdeveloped or developing 

countries. So-called developed 

countries like USA, Canada, 

Australia, UK and many other 

European countries faces serious 

homelessness problems and other 

issues associated with it. Even city 

of Vancouver in Canada, being 

one of the most livable cities in 

the world, faces serious complains 

for its widely visible homelessness 

issues.

Motivation

Building materials in under-

develop countries are usually 

scarce. Great amount of 

destructions are caused to the 

forestry for building materials. 

Using this housing concept, old 

and rejected containers can be 

helpful in both environmental 

issues as well as economic.

Another big motivation is creating 
schools and cyclone shelters in the 
under-developed countries. These 

cabins will be strong enough to 
face extremely rough weather, 

Self-actuall saction
perlonal growth and fnlfilmeat

Esteem needs
achievement, status, responsibility, reputation

Vdongin gness and Love needs
family, affection, relationslips, work group, etc

Safcty needs
protection on, order, law, limits, stability, etc

Biological and physlolo gfeal needs
basic life needs-air, food, drink, shalter, warath, sex.  sleep, etc

Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs (original five-stage Nodel)

Picture 1: Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs

Picture 2: Pictures of homelessness
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tsunamis and also will be virtually 
non-destructive in case of fire. 
For more economic construction 
of these cabins in the under-
developed countries like many 
Asian and African countries, doors 
and other fittings and equipment 
from the ship scrap yards may be 
used. In rural areas, these modules 
can be installed on pillars 
facilitating, farming and storage 
or poultry farms underneath 
saving scarce land. 

Environmental Impact

As the used shipping containers 

will be recycled and all the 

fixtures and furnisher can be 

made from environmentally 

friendly sources, this system 

will have positive impact on 

environment in addition to lessen 

the destruction of forestry for 

housing construction.

Market

There is huge market in the 

remote industrial sites for this 

type of housing. This is a quick 

solution for housing where lot of 

migration is happening and the 

traditional housing cannot cope 

up with the demand. There is no 

reason for this housing system 

not to be used in towns and cities 

as the system can be made quite 

esthetically presentable. There 

is huge potential for the under-

developed countries, especially for 

cyclone shelters in their coastal 

belt, school and community 

centers etc. Actually the market 

for these modular homes and 

community buildings will have 

no bound. 

House Construction in 

Remote Locations

It is sometimes not very cost 

effective to construct houses from 

the scratch in remote location. 

This involves transportation of 

a number of facilities, resources, 

manpower etc. and takes way 

longer than the installation of 

modular cabins. Prefabricated 

modules will largely mitigate this 

problem. 

Facilities Needed

It will not need any high 

technology, facilities, highly 

skilled manpower and experience 

for converting shipping containers 

into these modular cabins. A fairly 

big shed with an overhead crane/s 

and/or forklift truck/s, capable 

of handling around 5tons load 

along with some welding, flame 

cutting and joinery facilities, 

may be sufficient. These may be 

constructed in any part of the 

world for zonal marketing. 

Quality and Affordability

The containers to be used in this 

modular housing are the used 

ones from shipping industries. 

These containers are built from 

high strength corrosion resistant 

steel (CorTen) and thus are very 

light but durable and require 

very little maintenance. They are 

easily transportable and are much 

secured. These used containers 

are sold at very cheap price (less 

than $1500) and are available 

in huge quantities. Cost of 

modification and transportation 

will be insignificant. Final cost will 

depend on the internal fixtures 

and furnishing.

Construction

Though 20ft cabins can be handled 

easily, 40ft cabins can be made 

into more or less a self-contained 

unit and will be more spacious.  As 

the containers are steel structures, 

they will be affected by weather in 

both cold and hot climate. Proper 

insulation in the inside surface 

of the boundary of these cabins 

is needed. Clip-on type panels 

encapsulated with mineral wool 

may be used for easy installation 

and removal. For inside partitions, 

channels may be screwed on both 

floor and roof and panels made 

of light but strong laminations 

like honeycomb board may be 

slide in and tied with proper 

fasteners and moldings. This way 

the orientation inside the cabin 

can be easily modified as needed. 

The total covered area achieved 

for a modular home with three 

40ft containers will be around 

960sq.ft, which is equivalent to 

a moderate sized apartment. 9½ 

ft high shipping containers are 

becoming more common now-

a-days. These containers will 

produce moderate ceiling height 

with enough space for insulation, 

ducting and electrical conduits 

etc.

It should be noted that vinyl 

or other kinds of sidings can be 

installed on the outside boundary 

of these cabins/houses which 

will completely hide the actual 

container construction, in case 

one does not like the look of its 

Picture 3: Interior fixtures and furnishing of modified container cabins
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washroom facilities. If nesting is 
done for community housing or 
industrial site accommodation, 
common facilities like kitchen, 
toilet, washroom, recreation 
room, dining room etc. can be 
added to avoid more expensive 
self-contained modules.

Toilet facility can be of chemical 
type (composting), needing 
virtually no sewage disposal or can 
have holding tank/s (individual 
or common) for periodic disposal. 
Separate small container with 
kitchen, toilet and/or washroom 
facilities may also be manufactured 
and supplied for nesting into the 
system.

Electrical power can be from 
supply line, generator or from solar 
system depending on the available 

facilities. Water supply can be from 
supply mains, underground or 
through tanker trucks, depending 
on the project site.

Furnishers can be fixed type or 

portable. The cabins may be sold 

without built-in furnishers and 

fixtures and the customer can have 

their own options of furnishing 

the cabins. 

Costing

This configuration (Picture 4) 
can accommodate two families 
or four singles/couples with self-
contained facilities. Compared 
to price of similar moderately 

surfaces before any paneling is 

done. Proper paneling, insulation 

and flooring will be needed.

Self-contained modules may be 

constructed from 40ft containers 

or combination of 20ft and 40ft 

ones rather than only 20ft ones to 

accommodate kitchen and toilet/

container structure. It will also 

protect the steel structure from 

direct weather. Inside partitions 

can be constructed with channels 

on top and bottom flats and 

sliding partition panels and end/

corner sills. The interior design 

should be such that the walls of 

the containers can be utilized 

as far as possible to minimizing 

fabrication cost. 

Metal wall taken off for extension 

will be used to fabricate the 

extended wall thus reducing 

material requirement. The 

weather-tight door of the 

container will be left as it is to 

move large items into or out of 

the cabin. The whole structure 

will be repaired for any damage or 

distortions and painted on inside 

Picture 4: Self-contained four single-room units from three 40ft shipping containers

Picture 5: Self-contained four single-room units from three 40ft shipping containers

Cabin with three 40ft containers (estimated):

a Cost of three 40ft containers = 3 x Tk200000 Tk 600,000

b Fabrication/Modification cost = Tk   50,000

c Cost of steel materials = Tk   20,000

d Additional Partitions = Tk   30,000

e Insulations/paneling = Tk   50,000

f Painting = Tk   20,000

g Foundation (pillars & lock) = 4 x Tk25000 Tk   20,000

h Cost of installation = Tk100,000

i Electrical/outfitting Installations = Tk   50,000

Total = Tk 970,000
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constructed apartment or house, 

this price is very low. Again these 

cabins can be placed on leased 

land and moved easily to a new 

location if needed.

Partitions and insulating materials 

are available from ship-breaking 

yards for very insignificant cost. 

Furnishers and appliances are also 

available from these ship-breaking 

yards. 

The above cost is based on local 

labor and may vary with location, 

equipment and transportation 

facilities. No specialized work 

force will be needed for such 

projects.

Note: Significant amount 

of scrap plate will come out 

from the modification of the 

central containers from each 

module which may be used for 

embankment around the cyclone 

shelters.

Staircases/elevators can be added 

for multi-storied configurations. 

The number of tiers allowed will 

depend on the final weight of the 

cabins. Normally the shipping 

containers are designed to be 

stacked in at least three tiers 

when fully loaded (approximately 

24tons for 20ft containers and 

34tons for 40ft containers).

The roof of the container can be 

left as it is or a false roof of custom 

design can be installed over the 

modules for aesthetic purpose.

Advantages 

Some of the advantages of this 

modular housing system are:

  Spacious rooms instead of 
pigeon holes; 3x40ft module 
can accommodate a full family 
needing three bedrooms

  Easy expansion or contraction 
by adding or removing 
modules as per need 

  Unlimited configuration 
option by changing the 
orientation of the modules 

  Prefabricated construction; 
may be assembled in sections

  Possibility of built-in furnisher 
or portable furnisher

  Easy transportability and 
installation 

  Re-sellable or transferable to a 
different site after use 

  Cheaper than conventional 
house construction 

  Virtually non-destructible, 
safe and easy to maintain 

  Aesthetically presentable; 
sidings can be used to improve 
the look and insulation 

  Environmental friendly as 
minimum forest products are 
used and containers recycled 

  Multi-storied configuration 
possible to reduce land 
requirement

  Land does not have to be 

purchased but only leased to 
reduce initial investment

  Strong enough to withstand 
severe weather condition and 
natural calamities

  Can be self-contained with 
toilet and cooking facilities, 
preferably in a 40ft container 
size

Transportation

These modules can be transported 

via any standard trailer. Two tiers 

of container can be transported if 

the bridges on the road permit the 

height. These cabins can be easily 

handled by small forklift, Hiab-

truck, crane or top loader.

School/Cyclone shelter (Picture 6) with 40ft containers (estimated):

a Cost of 40ft containers = 54 x Tk20000 Tk 10,800,000

b Fabrication/Modification cost = Tk  3,000,000

c Cost of steel materials = Tk    500,000

d Additional Partitions = Tk    100,000

e Insulations/paneling =  Tk  1,500,000

f Painting          =  Tk 300,000

g Foundation (pillars & lock) = Tk  1,000,000

h Cost of installation = Tk  2,000,000

i Electrical/outfitting Installations       = Tk  1,500,000

j Furnishing  =  Tk  2,000,000

Total = Tk 22,200,000

Picture 6: School/Cyclone Shelters from shipping containers (Roof removed to show 
internal arrangement)
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Regulatory Issues

These modular cabins may 

need regulatory certifi cation 

from concerned government 

authorities to be used especially 

within municipal areas. These 

certifi cations will not at all 

be diffi cult to get as existing 

container cabins are certifi ed for 

occupancy.

Installation

These modules can be installed 

on any solid ground and will 

not require much of ground 

preparations. Some packing 

under the corners, pillars at four 

corners or box-shaped wall may 

be used to install these modules 

as a solitary unit or nested as per 

requirement. If the foundation 

is prepared in advance a rigging 

facility can pick the module up 

from the transporting truck and 

drop the module directly onto the 

foundation.

If the ground is not leveled, say 

for a slope on a hill, pillars can be 

erected to level the foundation. 

For nesting the modules can be 

tied together with ISO corner 

hardware or can be welded 

together. Bridging connections 

will be used on the seams between 

the modules. The system will be 

made weather proof. 

Especially in rural areas, these 

cabins can be installed on, say, 

three to four feet pillars and skirt 

may be used to form under-the-

fl oor storage space/s and/or room 

for chicken/duck farming etc. In 

fl ood prone areas these cabins may 

be installed on high pillars. The 

ground underneath may be used 

for store, farm works or vegetation. 

These pillars can be designed with 

height adjustment option, in case 

they sink due to soft foundation. 

Hydraulic or mechanical jacks 

may be used to lift the cabin to 

adjust the height of the pillar/s. 

For soft soil, either piles can be 

used or the foundation may be 

fi tted with wide foot fi tted at the 

ground level. All these foundation 

accessories will have to be hot dip 

galvanized after fabrication for 

corrosion resistance.

Conclusion

From the above discussions and 
comments it is clear that this will 
be very good revenue earning 
venture that will last forever. This 
will not involve the need of any 
specialized facilities or equipment 
and manpower. Shops with 5tons 
forklift truck or preferably an 
overhead crane, few welding 
machines, fl ame cutters and a 
combination of skilled and semi-
skilled trades-hands and of course 
a yard for the containers/cabins 
storage will be good enough for 

the fabrication/modifi cation of 
these modular cabins.

Useful References:

http://www.barkbark.ca/index.html 

http://www.weatherhaven.com/index.asp 

www.sjonescontainers.co.uk/conversion.
htm 

www.containex.co.uk 

www.ravenstockmsg.co.uk 

www.eurocontainersandcabins.com 

www.parsonscontainers.com 

home.comcast.net/~plutarch 

www.accommodatingcabins.co.uk 

h t t p : / / b o o k s . l u l u . c o m / i t e m s /
volume_1/114000/114565/1/preview/
Intermodal_Shipping_Container_Small_
Steel_Buildings_preview.pdf 

www.reecer.co.uk 

www.portablebuildingsuk.co.uk/index.htm 

www.portablespace.co.uk 

www.portablefacilities.co.uk 

www.portable-cabins.co.uk/site_cabins.
htm 

www.digi-help.com/society/shipping-
containers-housing.asp 

www.scoot.co.uk/222650538 

http://www.mthousing.net 

http://www.tomw.net.au/2001/sa/ehome.
shtml 

Contact: Mizan Majumder, CEO, EnviroTech 

Products Development & Marketing, BC, 

Canada, Website: enviromodular-

shelters.com. He can be reached at 

mizanmajum@shaw.ca.  
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The contribution of education 
to human resource development 
and thus to the socio-economic 
development of a nation is vital. 
Studies of the development 
process of advanced countries 
in the 19th and 20th centuries, 
high-performing economies of 
East and Southeast Asia in the 
late 20th century and emerging 
economies in the first decade of 
the 21st century establish the 
crucial position of education and 
human resource development.1/ 
A country like Bangladesh 
which is relatively less endowed 
with physical resources is more 
critically dependent on human 
resources. In fact, education is the 
only means by which an emerging 
economy like Bangladesh can reap 
the benefits of the green dividend; 
otherwise, a low-income country 
with a large youth population 
runs the risk of a tumultuous 
future.

Importance of Secondary 
Education

As Third World countries 
are making progress in their 
development process, attention is 
being paid to the fact that although 
education per se is important, at 
different stages in their economic 
development individual countries 
have needs for different types 
and levels of manpower, and 
thus must practice different 
strategies of human resource 
development. In this context, it is 
being highlighted that education 
at the secondary level is what 
developing countries must aspire 
to focus on and expand if they 
want to move ahead from the low-
income status to become Middle 
Income Countries. While primary 

Importance of  Quality Secondary Education in 
Bangladesh: Challenges and Opportunities
A T Rafiqur Rahman PhD

Founding President, Volunteers Association for Bangladesh

education raises the literacy of the 
population and establishes the 
foundation for human resource 
development, it is secondary 
education that builds upon that 
foundation and fosters human 
resource development required for 
achieving middle income level. 

The internationally acclaimed 
development economist and 
Advisor to the United Nations, 
Professor Jeffrey Sachs of Columbia 
University, recently noted in an 
address in July 2014 at a Discussion 
Session on UN-MDG and UNDP 
Human Development Report 

2014 organized by the Bangladesh 
Mission to the United Nations, 
that many developing countries 
are now in a position to move 
to newer goals after they fulfilled 
the Millennium Development 
Goals (MDGs) related mostly to 
primary education. He added that 
as the UN Secretary-General’s 
Representative on MDGs he 
would now advocate for the 
next phase of UN development 
goals to be named as SDGs 
(Sustainable Development  Goals) 
which will cover the period 2015-
2030. Under the SDGs, he would 

include Secondary Education as a 
goal.

One of the essential factors in the 
economic development of nations 
is the attainment of a manpower 
mix which is strategically suited to 
its current development goals, and 
which will also provide a catalyst 
for improvement and change to 
the next development stage. 2/ If 
Bangladesh is to move to the middle 
income level in the next few years, 
the type of manpower required for 
achieving that objective cannot 
just be unskilled manpower. The 
critical need now would be to 

go past the unskilled level to the 
semi-skilled level and beyond. 
The significance of secondary 
education for Bangladesh and 
many developing economies 
like Bangladesh is that it is only 
secondary level of education that 
can produce such manpower and 
can also set the stage of producing 
higher skilled manpower. 

Secondary Education in 
Bangladesh

Education at the secondary level 
in Bangladesh has three systems: 

Importance of Quality Secondary Education in Bangladesh: Challenges and Opportunities
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General Education System; 
Madrasah Education System; and 
Technical-Vocational Education 
System.  The General Education 
System and the Technical-
Vocational System produce 
middle manpower, having general 
qualifications and technical 
qualifications, respectively (this 
article does not address the 
Madrasah Education System). 
The former is required in all 
three sectors of the economy – 
agriculture, industry and service 
– as managers/supervisors of the 
day labourers in farming and of 
factory workers, and as clerks 
and lower level assistants to the 
top management in the service 
sector; they can also be small 
and medium entrepreneurs. The 
latter is required to supply the 
low and medium level technical 
personnel for various industries 
and businesses. 

The primary-secondary-tertiary 
stages are common in all 
countries of the world, and the 
number of schooling years spent 
at each stage is also similar. In 
Bangladesh, primary education 
takes up 5 years of schooling 
from Class I to Class V; Classes VI 
to XII comprises the secondary 
stage of education. The secondary 
stage is divided into three sub-
stages: junior secondary covering 
Classes VI to VIII; secondary 
covering Classes IX and X; and 
higher secondary covering Class 
XI and Class XII. In Bangladesh, 
schooling from Class VI to Class X 
is generally considered high school 
education. After the completion 
of Class VIII, students are allowed 
to choose from three streams: 
arts, sciences and business studies. 
General education is the basis of 
technical-vocational education. 
The Technical-Vocational System 
usually starts after Class VIII and 
is taught in technical-vocational 
institutions. The high schools 
are usually devoted to general 
education, but some high schools 
have technical-vocational 

facilities having had permission 
from the relevant authorities. In 
Bangladesh, technical-vocational 
education/training is highly 
expensive, and the system itself is 
in dire straits.

The attainment of a manpower 
mix which is strategically suited 
to its current development goals 
of becoming a middle income 
country is indispensably related 
to spending and investment 
accordingly. If sufficient spending 

and investment do not materialize 
in secondary education, naturally 
the economy would be facing a 
bottleneck in the supply of middle 
manpower, and its progress 
forward towards the middle 
income level will be retarded.

Quality Secondary Education

Bangladesh has met the MDGs 
in primary education ahead of 
time. Its achievements have been 
remarkable – enrollment rate 
of 99.47 percent; a female-male 
ratio of 51-49 among students 
and 53-47 among teachers; more 
than 100,000 primary schools, 
including 1,500 new ones in 
the remote areas of the country 
which had no primary schools 
previously. 3/ But currently the 
situation in secondary education 
is quite different. 

In the case of secondary education 
of Bangladesh, all three aspects – 

access, equity and quality --   are 
to be critically considered. But 
quite often the quality aspect is 
grossly neglected. All over the 
world, including the advanced 
countries, the quality of secondary 
education is under scrutiny. The 
organization of the advanced 
countries called the Organization 
for Economic Co-operation 
and Development (OECD) has 
been conducting a periodical 
test called the Programme for 
International Student Assessment 

(PISA) test. The test is given to 
high school students in a number 
of advanced countries and a few 
emerging economies to measure 
their proficiency in English and 
Mathematics. Many advanced 
countries like the U.S.A. have 
been scoring less than some 
developing economies, such 
as South Korea, Singapore and 
some areas of China. The PISA 
test results have brought to the 
forefront the critical issue of the 
quality of secondary education. 
This is more of a grave issue for 
Third World countries, especially 
countries like Bangladesh. The 
need for requisite manpower 
will remain unmet or partially 
met if secondary education in 
the country concerned is not 
producing manpower of desirable 
quality. A low-quality high 
school graduate can not only 
make a relatively less desirable 
contribution to the economy at 
the present stage, he/she also 
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jeopardizes the preparation for 
the next stage of development. 
The collective loss aside, we 
should not forget the problems 
of the individual graduate, 
earning no or low income 
resulting from unemployment or 
underemployment.

In Bangladesh too, while in the 
areas of access and equity, some 
progress has been made although 
there is still a long way to go, 
quality remains a severe problem 
despite certain measures. The poor 
quality of secondary education is 
reflected in a number of ways:

 Rational, critical and 
creative thinking of 
the students are under-
developed;

 Language skills of the 
students, including reading 
and comprehension 
abilities, and skills 
of communication, 
conversation and 
participation in 
discussions, are not strong; 

 English language skills of 
the students, particularly 
in spoken English, are very 
weak.

 Abilities of students 
in math are extremely 
limited;

 Fewer students take up 
science stream; and

 Graduates do not have the 
qualifications necessary to 
join the economy in the 
fullest productive manner, 
neither the workforce nor 
the entrepreneurial class.

Let us try to understand the 
reasons for the low quality 
of secondary education in 
Bangladesh. In recent years, a 
number of analyses have been put 
forth.4/ If we study them carefully, 
we can identify the following 

causes, starting from absence of 
suitable curriculum geared to 
manpower development, flaws in 
the teaching-learning methods, 
and scarcity of properly trained 
teachers to resource constraints 
of the schools and systemic 
flaws such as poor management, 
overly regulated and politicized 
education system, and sub-
optimal budgetary allocation. 
Specifically they are:

  Lack of suitable curriculum, 

including that for imparting 

skills that can empower 

students to enter into the 

economy as productive 

manpower; curriculum 

outdated and disconnected 

from the socio-economic 

development process in 

the real world; lack of 

appropriate textbooks and 

supplementary reading 

materials;

 Inappropriate teaching-

learning methods; focus on 

rote learning, including an 

exam-oriented system and 

cramming from textbooks 

to succeed in exams; spoon-

feeding and paternalistic 

teaching approach;

  Poor quality of education 
imparted at the lower level, 
i.e., the primary level;

  Low teacher-student 
ratio, including crammed 
classrooms; scarcity of 
qualified teachers; lack of 
proper training of teachers; 
teachers recruited not 
on the basis of merit but 
monetary transactions; 
teachers’ salaries low;

 Lack of facilities, such as 
science labs, computer labs, 
libraries, etc.;

Low budgets of schools;

  Absence of appropriate 
management systems;

  Absence of rigorous 

monitoring, control and 

evaluation, including 

appropriate and well-

functioning quality 

assurance system, 

and flawed exam and 

evaluation systems;

  Heavily regulated 

education system, 

including overbearing 

bureaucracy;

  Corruption in the 

education system, 

including leaks of question 

papers, cheating among 

students and test-graders, 

and bribery to teachers and 

test-graders;
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  Politicization of the 
education system, 
institutions and student 
bodies; and

 Desirable priority not given 
to the education sector; 
within the education 
sector, desirable priority 
not given to secondary 
education, including 
t e c h n i c a l - v o c a t i o n a l 
education; grossly 
inadequate allocation.

Opportunities to Improve 
the Quality of Secondary 
Education in Bangladesh

We can easily see that the 
challenges to improve the 
quality of secondary education 
in Bangladesh are daunting. Each 
challenge, however, offers us ideas 
to turn it into an opportunity, as 
some are noted below. 

Education in Sustainable 
Development Goals at Global 
Level: A grand and internationally 
advocated opportunity to deal 
with the issue of quality education 
just opened up: the UN working 
group responsible for crafting the 
sustainable development goals 
(SDGs) has handed down its 
fi nal proposal – the goal in the 
area of education is to “ensure 
inclusive and equitable quality 
education and promote life-long 
learning opportunities for all” 
(bold lettering and underlining 
added).5/ The UN General 
Assembly is expected to adopt the 
new set of goals in September 2015, 
which are to be achieved in 2015-
2030. Internationally advocated 
and accepted development 
goals give an additional spur to 
the endeavor which a nation 
undertakes for its own growth 
process. SDGs are expected to 
inspire the government to allocate 
resources to improve quality at all 
levels – primary, secondary and 
tertiary. SDGs are also expected 
to facilitate mobilization of 

assistance and resources by the 
government and NGOs from 
foreign and international sources, 
including sharing of experience 
and expertise.

Government Measures: The 
upcoming Education Act of 
the country is expected to 
address many issues of quality 
education. The current measures 
of the government should be 
mentioned in this connection. 
Some measures, the primary aim 

of which is increasing access, also 
contribute to the achievement of 
quality education. They include: 
award of stipends, establishment 
of primary schools in remote areas 
of the country, and public-private 
partnership arrangement in the 
education system. Certain other 
measures of the government have 
a direct bearing on the quality 
of secondary education. These 
include: universal distribution 
of textbooks to all secondary 
students; system of certifi cation 
of secondary school teachers; 
arrangements for supplementary 
training of teachers; payment of 
100% of a teacher’s salary under the 
Monthly Payment Order (MPO) 
scheme; employment of teachers 
on the basis of merit; preparation 
of multiple-choice questions 
which encourage rational and 
critical thinking on the part 
of the examinees; regulation 
to ensure timeliness in classes; 
encouragement of the use of IT 

in education, etc. Granted, some 
of these measures are applied in a 
limited manner, and enforcement 
of some of the measures leaves a 
lot to be desired, it is undeniable 
that the government is making 
serious efforts.  Along with the 
government, local communities 
and social leaders are also 
making dedicated efforts to 
promote secondary education. It 
needs to be acknowledged that 
almost all secondary schools are 
basically non-government, with 

only about 1.74% of them are 
government, which are essentially 
government-fi nanced, -managed 
and –operated – all in urban areas. 
Such private and local initiative 
is a noteworthy measure in a 
resource-poor country! 

Some Cost-effective Measures: 
Training, Tutoring, Co-curricular 
Activities: Focusing on the issue 
of resources, the economics of 
education, including secondary 
education, is perhaps one of the 
greatest opportunities which an 
economy like Bangladesh’s offers. 
Arguably, the “cost of producing” 
high-quality high school 
education in Bangladesh is one of 
the lowest in the world, and the 
return on investment is one of 
the highest. Cost becomes lower 
still and return higher when one 
works with the existing education 
system of Bangladesh and with 
existing high schools. This allows 
the change agent to introduce true 
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and tried measures to improve 
the quality of education at so-
called “marginal” costs, which are 
rather nominal compared to other 
countries.

Within the low-cost high-return 
secondary education sector, 
certain measures stand out. 
Training of secondary school 
teachers is one such measure 
which has a relatively low cost in 
Bangladesh, but which can have 
an immense impact on the quality 
of education. In fact, teachers’ 
training is a measure which has 
the potential of contributing 
most to the improvement of the 
quality of secondary education, 
perhaps the highest contribution 
dollar-for-dollar. Teachers can 
be trained in teaching methods 
which nurture the cognitive 
ability, comprehension capacity 
and rational and critical thinking 
of students. They can be trained 
to engage students in discussion 
and use inexpensive audiovisual 
props. Teachers’ knowledge of 
the subject matter, especially 
in English, Mathematics and 
Sciences, can be augmented 
through training. To reduce costs, 
teachers could attend week-long 
workshops and then get online 
mentoring.

Other low-cost measures which 
can raise the quality of teachers 
include brainstorming and 
sharing of experience as well as 
expertise among headmasters and 
top teachers through seminars; 
interaction with educationists 
and teachers from centers of 
excellence through occasional 
discussion meetings; performance 
awards to teachers, etc.   

Organizing special courses, 
remedial classes, tutorial 
assistance, etc., is a set of 
measures which cost relatively 
small amounts but can have the 
potential of improving students’ 
learning to a great extent. Tutorial 
assistance can concentrate on 

two subjects, which pose most 
difficulties for students – English 
and Mathematics. Tutorial 
assistance can also be instituted 
at the stages of secondary 
education when the needs of the 
students manifest themselves 
most acutely. The first such stage 
is at the beginning of Class VI 
which is the beginning class of 
secondary education, but which, 
at the same time, catches primary 
school graduates most unprepared 
because of the deficiencies of 
primary education. Two other 
stages are the preparatory periods 
before the public exams at the 
conclusion of Class VIII and Class 
X. Candidates from disadvantaged 
urban schools and most rural 
schools feel unprepared and 
unsure because deficiencies in 
their education may be exposed.

Certain extra-curricular activities 
which involve very low costs have 

the potential of raising the level 
of students’ skills in languages, 
math and sciences. These include: 
organizing and running reading 
clubs, literary and debating clubs, 
and math and science clubs; 
participation in literary and 
debating contests, Math Olympiads 
and Science Fairs; performance 
awards to students; etc. 

The approach of adding value 
at the margin is also helpful in 
one very important area. Many 
schools, particularly in rural 

areas, cannot afford facilities and 
equipment, including those for 
science subjects, which require 
relatively large investment and 
operating costs. They focus on 
non-science subjects alone. 
The result is poor learning 
environment and also declining 
science education in the country. 
However, it may be possible for 
the government or NGOs to 
provide the “marginal” costs to 
furnish facilities and equipment, 
which may also and to promote 
science and Math education.

Finally, adding value at the margin 
may be most fruitful where the need 
is the most acute. It is well known 
that the utility of an additional 
morsel of food to a starving person is 
immeasurably greater than to a well-
fed person. In this context, focusing 
on high schools in rural areas may 
yield the highest return. More 
than 70 percent of the people of 

Bangladesh live there and agriculture 
is the predominant economic sector 
with the least potential of absorbing 
the youths. This opportunity must 
be seized on. 

Example of an NGO in Secondary 
Education: Here we can share 
with the readers the experience of 
an NGO which is devoted solely 
to the improvement of the quality 
of education in high schools in 
rural Bangladesh. Volunteers 
Association for Bangladesh (VAB) 
is a foreign NGO under the 
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NGO Bureau of the Government 
of Bangladesh, funded mostly 
by individual philanthropic 
contribution of non-resident 
Bangladeshis (NRBs) and their 
friends, executing quality high 
school education programs in 80 
partner rural schools in 16 districts 
of Bangladesh. VAB is dedicated 
to contribute to the needs for 
trained manpower necessary for 
economic and social development 
in Bangladesh by addressing the 
problems faced by high schools in 
rural areas. 

Based on its experience of working 
with rural high schools for more 
than a decade, VAB realized that 
it is only through empowerment 
of students, teachers, schools 
and communities themselves 
quality high school education 
can be realized. Thus it developed 
and is implementing four sets 
of empowerment programs to 
obtain maximum benefits from 
the limited resources with focus 
on quality, sustainability and 
employability. These programs 
are a combination of the low-
cost measures mentioned above, 
but the outcomes are more 
than additive, perhaps even 
multiplicative. These programs 
aim at: Student Empowerment 
through scholarships, tutoring, 
performance awards and extra-
curricular activities; Teacher 
Empowerment through teachers’ 
training, performance awards and 
headmasters’ seminars; School 
Empowerment by upgrading 
science and computer labs 
and library facilities and best 
performance school awards; 
and Community Empowerment 
linking the communities with the 
schools through parent-teacher 
meetings, alumni contacts and 
voluntary work by the students. 
With funds amounting to roughly 
$100,000 annually, VAB is helping 
the 40,000 high school students in 
the 80 partner schools every year. 
In a sense, the cost of improvement 
of the quality of secondary 

education in rural Bangladesh 
comes to $2.50, equivalent to 
about Tk. 200, per student per 
year. Bangladesh is one of the very 
few countries which offer such an 
opportunity to achieve quality 
secondary education at the lowest 
cost possible.

Measures Recommended for 
Priority Consideration: A set 
of measures can be envisaged 
which raise directly the number 

and the productivity of the 
low medium and medium level 
workforce and entrepreneurial 
class: introduce programmes in 
high schools which develop the 
necessary skills, bridging the 
chasm between job requirements 
and skills of graduates; measures 
helping students possess reading 
comprehension, ability to 
converse well, capability to 
communicate effectively in 
English and improve “spoken 
English”; steps helping students 
learn job interview techniques; 
computer learning courses; courses 
to improve typing skills; etc. In 
this connection, thoughts should 
be given about encouraging 
employers to institute internal 
training programmes.

In our analysis of the Bangladesh 
situation, a key challenge in 
achieving/sustaining quality 
education is to  make education 
free of politics at both the local 
and the national levels, and make 

it a public good above politics and 
other divisive considerations. This 
may require politicians to sacrifice 
one of the major leverages in their 
political arsenal in the short run, 
but may offer the potential for 
gaining medium and long term 
political gain. Politicians may be 
rewarded as leaders who raise and 
sustain the quality of education. 
Citizens will benefit individually, 
and above all,  this is most likely 
to enhance the contribution of 

secondary education to human 
resource development supporting 
the nation’s socio-economic 
development efforts.

Some such measures may include: 
(a) making part of educational 
grants/support contingent 
upon the support of the school/
community itself (for example, 
making equipment support 
– computers and science lab 
instruments -- dependent upon 
the school providing adequate 
physical space and additional 
teacher›s support); (b) granting the 
school management committee 
(SMC) full responsibility for 
management under policy and 
educational guidelines and 
allowing no elected representatives 
or  office-holders of political 
parties to  become members 
of the SMC; (c)  establishing a 
separate Education Commission 
to implement public policies 
and guidelines for secondary 
education. 
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MDG goals having a quantity 
orientation might have prompted 
showing results in terms of 
quantity alone, perhaps sacrificing 
the quality aspect. The nation took 
pride in accomplishing the quantity 
goals of primary education, and 
rightfully so. But the attention 
was diverted from the facts that 
the quality of primary education 
was not adequate enough to 
inspire parents and students to 
carry on till completion. Thus the 
completion rate was low (by some 
count, only 52%). Of those who 
completed primary education, 
only 44% enrolled in secondary 
schools. 6/ However, the emphasis 
on quantity persisted even in 
the case of secondary education, 
reflected in getting more passes. 
This has also affected the quality 
of pass as the students who pass 
with grade point averages (GPAs) 
of 5 are not considered as good as 
the grades suggest. One education 
specialist recently observed that 
the standard of 80 percent of the 
GPA 5 holders was equal to that of 
second division holders about 30-
40 years back when the standard 
of quality was high and strictly 
observed.7/ As was mentioned 
earlier, secondary education is the 
stepping stone to higher education. 
This phenomenon has also 
reduced the credibility of various 
levels of passes and their use in 
the admission process in many 
institutions of higher education. 

Great opportunities are offered 

in this area, too. There is now 

awareness among social thinkers, 

educationists, academics, 

development planners, civil 

society, media and even the 

politicians and government 

officials about the problem. A 

landmark meeting was held in 

June, 2014 with the participation 

of the Education Minister and 

leading experts. After the meeting 

the Minister himself stated: “The 

country’s education system has 

gone far quantitatively over the 

last five years. Now, we have 

to ensure quality education” 

(bold lettering and underlining 

added).8/ Specific suggestions 

were made by the experts, which 

include: reduce the number of 

exams to counter the exam-

oriented nature of the system; 

apply information technology in 

the preparation and distribution 

of question papers that would 

stop leaks; formulate a new law 

with the provision of stringent 

punishment, to counter question 

leakage; study the efficacy of the 

grading system and introduce 

stricter grading system. 
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OPPORTUNITIES
• Regional energy  trading would yield  

annual benefits of $12 - 15 billion

Source: ADB estimates
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COMPARISON OF INTRA-REGIONAL TRADE  
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100 hours for 

trucks to cross 

between 

Petrapole & 

Benapole 

 

200 signatures 

in Nepal to 

trade goods 

with India 

REGIONAL GROUPING 
 

• Regional grouping  

– South Asian Association for Regional 

Cooperation (SAARC)  

 

– Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multisectoral, 

Technical, and Economic Cooperation 

(BIMSTEC)  

• Bangladesh hosts Secretariat of 

BIMSTEC  

ADB APPROACH TO RCI IN SOUTH ASIA
• South Asia Subregional Economic Cooperation
 (SASEC) Program  

– Established in 2001

– Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Nepal, Sri Lanka, and Maldives

 – Myanmar invited

– Project based approach to infrastructure development.

– High level working groups (trade facilitation & transport, and energy)

 to facilitate review and decision making   
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SASEC: FOSTERING INTER -

REGIONAL LINKAGES  

• Members: also SAARC and BIMSTEC members

 • With Myanmar, connects PRC, India, and South East Asia

 • With changes in Myanmar, significant as a 

building block for inter - regional integration

 

 

 

SASEC 

REGIONAL GROUPS IN ASIA AND
PACIFIC AND SASEC 

ASEAN Association of Southeast Asian Nations
BIMP-EAGA Brunei Darussalam-Indonesia-Malaysia-Philippines East ASEAN Growth
Area
BIMSTEC Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multisectoral Technical and Economic
Cooperation
CAREC Central Asia Regional Economic Cooperation
GMS Greater Mekong Subregion
IMT-GT Indonesia Malaysia Thailand Growth Triangle
PIF Pacic Islands Forum
SAARC South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation      

Disclaimer: In preparing any country program or strategy, nancing any project, or by making any designation of, or reference to, a particular territory or geographic area in
this document, the Asian Development Bank does not intend to make any judgments as to the legal or other status of any territory or area.  

INFRASTRUCTURE THROUGH SASEC

IN BANGLADESH

• 9 SASEC projects in Bangladesh totaling

 $816.7 million since 2001

• Pipeline: 4 projects worth over $2 billion

 –In transport, trade facilitation, and energy
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SASEC PROJECTS IN BANGLADESH

(ONGOING AND COMPLETED) 

• Strengthening transport and ICT connectivity

- SASEC Road Connectivity Project
- Railway Sector Investment Program
- Chittagong Port Trade Facilitation Project
- SASEC Information Highway Project
- SASEC Tourism Development Project

 

SASEC PROJECTS IN BANGLADESH

(ONGOING)
• Facilitating cross-border energy trade
 - The Bangladesh-India Electrical Grid
  Interconnection Project
  • including additional financing project
• Removing non-physical barriers to trade
 - SASEC Trade Facilitation Program
  • Establishing a modern customs
   administration, streamline trade procedures,
   and promote private sector participation in trade

SASE CPROJECTS IN BANGLADESH

(PROPOSED) 
• Strengthening transport and ICT connectivity.

- Subregional Railway Connectivity, Akhaura-
 Laksam Double Track Project
- SASEC Railway Connectivity Investment
 Program: Dohazari-Cox’s Bazar Railway Link  Project
- SASEC Road Investment Program (tentative)

 

• Facilitating cross-border energy trade

  

- Second SASEC Bangladesh-India Electrical Grid
 Interconnection Project
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SASEC CONNECTIVITY PROJECTS

• SASEC Road Connectivity Project
 - Upgrading a 70 kilometer stretch of the
   corridor connecting the Northwest to
   Chittagong
 - Linked to the Asian Highway network
 - Impact on domestic and sub-regional
   connectivity and trade

SASEC CONNECTIVITY PROJECTS

(CONT’D)

• Railways Investment Program
 - Double tracking of the 64 km Tongi-
  Bhairab Bazar section of the Dhaka-
  Chittagong railway corridor
 - Along the Trans Asian Railway network
 - Improving efficiency of railway operations
 - Benefits to national economy
 - Facilitating subregional trade
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SASEC ICT AND TOURISM PROJECTS

• SASEC Information Highway Project
 – Creating regional digital networks among 4
  SASEC countries
• SASEC Tourism Development Project
 – Promoting key tourism circuits with
  o Enhanced connectivity
  o Better environment and visitor services
  o Improved capacities for heritage management
  o Community engagement for tourism and
   resulting benefits 
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SASEC ENERGY PROJECTS

Bangladesh-India Electrical Grid

Interconnection project (including its additional

financing)

 • First in the region
 • Establishing key cross-border electrical grid
interconnection between the western
Bangladesh and the eastern India

 • Facilitating the flow of 500 MW of electricity
to Bangladesh from India

EXISTING 400KV.230 KV & 132 KV GRID NETWORK

POWER GRID COMPANY OF BANGLADESH LTD. (PGCB)
EXISTING 400KV.230 KV & 132 KV GRID NETWORK

POWER GRID COMPANY OF BANGLADESH LTD. (PGCB)
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SASEC TRADE FACILITATION

SASEC Trade Facilitation Program ($47.67 million with

$21 million for Bangladesh)

• Aiming to reduce non-tariff barriers to trade in
 the region

• Customs modernization and harmonization
 through international customs administration
 protocols

• Upgrading existing customs management
 systems

• Establishing web-based electronic trade portals
 

WORKING WITH PARTNERS

• IFC : South Asia Regional Trade Integration Project,
 with investment policy component and trade
 facilitation (customs modernization, automation of
 trade facilitation bodies, risk assessment, and
 process simplification)
• European Union (EU), co-funded with DFID:
 Bangladesh Investment Climate Fund (BICF) and
 trade policy support program
• USAID : Trade facilitation including Authorized
 Economic Operators
• Japan : Assisting studies on infrastructure
 improvements

BIMSTEC TRANSPORT AND

LOGISTICS STUDY (BTILS)
• Prepared in 2008
• Currently updated with ADB support
• Focusing on developments during 2007-2013 in the
 trade/ transport environment
• Will identify initiatives that will
 – directly connect BIMSTEC countries
 – form key arterial routes connecting hinterlands to
  main ports
 – become national projects of regional significance
  during 2014-2020 (or to timelines of existing
  national plans)

Presentation on Building Infrastructure for Regional Cooperation 


