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b r i e f i n g

the rise AnD rise oF BAnGLADesh
over the last ten years, Bangladesh has engineered a spectacular turnaround in its development. high, consistent 
economic growth as well as strong social policies have made an unexpected success story of this asian nation.

though its early growth 
owed much to the success of 
its garment manufacturing 

industry, now other industries 
are flourishing, including 
aquaculture and online 

services.

Few developing countries have been able 
to maintain growth of this sort over such a 
prolonged period. Bangladesh has established 
itself as one of Asia’s most unexpected success 
stories, and its trajectory is drawing increasing 
international interest. Not so long ago, it was one 
of the poorest regions of Pakistan; it overtook 
that country in economic growth in 2006 and 
has since exceeded Pakistan’s annual growth by 
some 2.5 percentage points per year. By 2020, 
experts predict Bangladeshis will have a higher 
per capita income than Pakistanis. Bangladesh 
even looks set to exceed India’s growth this year.2  

The young nation accelerated its development 
by embracing technology and the digital age. The 
government’s Digital Bangladesh programme 
has extended internet access and government 
services across the country, and 145 million of 
an estimated 166 million population are mobile-
phone subscribers. In just the past six years, 
there were nearly 59 million new subscribers, 
according to the CIA’s World Factbook.

In the meantime, recently released data from 
the World Bank shows that among Bangladeshi 
adults with bank accounts, 34.1% made digital 

THIS MARCH, the United Nations Committee for 
Development Policy announced that Bangladesh 
had successfully met the criteria to graduate from 
Least Developed to Developing Country status. 

The decision was based on 
Bangladesh’s progress in three 
key areas: per capita gross 
national income, education 
and health index and its 
resilience to economic and 
environmental shocks. When 
the status is formally granted 
in 2024, Bangladesh will have 
the same economic ranking 
as Mexico, Turkey and India. 

This is a remarkable 
achievement for a country 

that gained independence only 47 years ago. Over 
the past decade, Bangladesh has consistently 
ranked among the top 10 nations worldwide in 
economic growth, with GDP growth averaging 
6% since 2005 (reaching 7.1% in 2016). Between 
2009 and 2017, the economy increased from 
$100 billion to $250 billion, a staggering 150% 
expansion.1 

6 LeADinG eDGe  
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transactions in 2017, compared to an average 
rate of 27.8% for South Asia.

Bangladesh has also diversified its economy, 
reducing economic vulnerability. Though its 
early growth owed much to the success of its 
garment manufacturing industry, now other 

industries are flourishing, 
including aquaculture and 
online services. The garment 
industry, which represents 80% 
of exports totalling $28 billion 
in 2017, is also diversifying; 
today, high-end sportswear 
produced in Bangladesh can 
be found in Europe’s trendiest 
stores. Additionally, recent 
improvements in energy 
infrastructure, including the 

start of liquefied natural gas imports in 2018, 
are helping to eliminate a key bottleneck to 
future growth. 

Furthermore, since independence Bangladesh 
has reduced its incidence of poverty from over half 
of the population to less than a third, achieved 
Millennium Development Goals for maternal 
and child health, increased life expectancy and 
literacy rates, and made significant progress in 
food security. The World Bank states that average 
life expectancy in the country is now 72 years, 
compared to 68 years for Indians and 66 years 
for Pakistanis. 

Simultaneously, the country’s rapid economic 
expansion has lifted millions of Bangladeshis 
out of poverty.3 Growth in employment and 
average income has been a major contributor to 
this reduction. Since the mid-2000s, per capita 
GDP has increased by 4% to 6% per year,4 and 
by 2015, the country had reached lower-middle-

income status. By 2018, it had fulfilled all three 
eligibility criteria for graduation from the UN’s 
Least Developed Countries list for the first time 
and is on track for graduation in 2024.

Throughout this period of economic expansion, 
Bangladesh stands out for its constant focus on 
progressive social policies. Access to healthcare, 
education and basic infrastructure has improved. 
Between 2000 and 2016, primary school enrolment 
increased from 80% to 99% and secondary school 
enrolment rose from 45% to 54%. Bangladesh has 
successfully achieved gender parity in primary 
education, with 99.4% of all girls attending 
school, and the country’s adult literacy rate hit 
a 12-year high in 2017.5 

Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina has made 
empowering women a priority. Development 
programs by BRAC — an international development 
organisation based in Bangladesh and one of 
the largest non-governmental development 
organisations in the world — as well as Grameen 
Bank have improved work opportunities for 
women living in rural areas. Under the prime 
minister’s administration, women have assumed 
high positions in government, business and 
labour organisations. Last year, the World 
Economic Forum ranked Bangladesh first in 
gender equality among South Asian nations for 
the second consecutive year.  

In terms of GDP, this year, Bangladesh is 
expected to grow by 7%, followed by an additional 
7.2% in 2019. Per capital growth is expected at 
5.7% in 2018 and 5.8% in 2019. The country’s 
seventh Five-Year Plan, covering 2016-2020, aims 
for Bangladesh to reach the middle-income level 
by 2021, the year that marks the 50th anniversary 
of the country’s independence.6 

As it moves forward, Bangladesh will continue 
to address the new demands for energy, transport 
and urbanisation brought about by economic 
expansion. In collaboration with the Asian 
Development Bank, the government intends to 
continue to diversify the economy for industrial 
development, transform the rural economy and 
develop better rural-urban linkages to ensure 
inclusiveness. Strategic plans are in place for the 
development of economic corridors to position the 
country well in regional and global value chains, 
including further development of the Dhaka-
Chittagong industrial artery, extending to Cox’s 
Bazar in the southeast, and the development of 
the southwest economic corridor from Dhaka.

The World Bank has identified job creation 
as a top development priority: Bangladesh 
needs to create more and better jobs for the 
two million youths entering the job market 
every year. However, with the right policies and 
timely action, the country will not only move up 
to the middle-income bracket but will continue 
its unexpected evolution into a vibrant South 
Asian hub.  

As it moves forward, 
Bangladesh will continue to 
address the new demands 
for energy, transport and 

urbanisation brought about by 
economic expansion.

 P e r S P e C T i V e
the rise and rise of bangl adesh
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during her terms as prime minister, Sheikh hasina has had several occasions to address the united Nations on behalf of a growing Bangladesh

8

P r O f i L e

BORN IN TUNGIPARA, East Pakistan in 1947, 
Sheikh Hasina was the daughter of Bangladesh’s 
first president, Sheikh Mujibur Rahman, who led 
Bangladesh’s independence movement.

Known as Father of the Nation, Sheikh Mujibur 
was killed in a coup on 15 August, 1975, along with 

Sheikh Hasina’s mother, three 
brothers and other family 
members. Sheikh Hasina and 
her sister Sheikh Rehana, who 
were visiting West Germany 
at the time, were the only 
members of their immediate 
family to survive. They were 
promptly banned from home 
by the military regime that had 
seized power. 

Six years later, while still living in exile, Sheikh 
Hasina was elected as leader of the Awami League 
Party, which her father had also led; she was 34 
years old. Returning to Bangladesh for the first time 
since her family’s death, she launched the political 
career that would, over the decades to come, result 
in various detentions or periods of house arrest and 

several assassination attempts.
Throughout the 1980s, she fought to restore a 

democratically elected government to her country. 
It was only in 1991 that Bangladesh instituted a 
democratic parliamentary system with a 350-seat 
national parliament and held general elections. 
Sheikh Hasina became leader of the official 
opposition. In the 1996 elections, she ran again and 
was elected prime minister for the first time.

During her first term, Sheikh Hasina took 
measures to modernise the Bangladeshi economy: 
she privatised the telecoms industry and launched 
the New Industrial Policy, aiming to strengthen 
private industry and encourage economic growth. 
She also began to establish new avenues of 
international cooperation: Bangladesh joined two 
multilateral bodies, the Bay of Bengal Initiative 
for Multi-Sectoral Technical and Economic 
Cooperation (BIMSTEC) and the D-8 Organisation 
for Economic Cooperation (D-8). 

Throughout the 2000s, Sheikh Hasina again led 
the opposition and she was elected prime minister 
for the second time in 2008. As part of her election 
platform that year, she announced her intention to 

sheiKh hAsinA: First AMonG eqUALs
Prime minister Sheikh hasina’s public career would be considered remarkable under  
any circumstances, but it is especially so in her case. 

sheikh hasina has been lauded 
by UnesCo for her tireless 

commitment to the promotion 
of literacy and education for 

girls and women in Bangladesh.
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build a “Digital Bangladesh” by 2021, a vision that 
aimed to harness technology and innovation to 
support education, healthcare, job creation, and to 
combat poverty. 

In 2011, at the 66th General Assembly of the 
United Nations, Sheikh Hasina presented a global 
peace model called People’s Empowerment and 

Development, which was 
accepted as a resolution.1  
It underscored her belief 
in development as a tool 
for world peace. 

In this second 
term, Sheikh Hasina 
continued her efforts to 
establish new diplomatic 
and economic partners 
for the country.
Bangladesh was the 
first country to send 

peacekeeping troops to Syria in 2012, and by 2016, it 
was the fourth-highest troop-contributing country 
to peacekeeping operations around the world.2 

The economy flourished during this term, 
growing by 6% annually. Sheikh Hasina’s efforts 
to woo new trade partners resulted in significant 
increases in exports, and this economic growth 
enabled her government to achieve key UN 
anti-poverty and sustainable development goals 
(SDGs). In 2014, Sheikh Hasina was recognised 
by UNESCO for her tireless commitment to the 
promotion of literacy and education for girls and 
women in Bangladesh. 

Now in her third term, Sheikh Hasina has 
continued to open new channels of trade, while 
adding further dynamism to the country’s foreign 
policy; she has deepened ties with the US and 
China and sought international partners for a range 
of infrastructure projects at home; and she has 

promoted the opening of new economic corridors 
with regional neighbours. 

Three years ago, Bangladesh celebrated a 
milestone in its development as it moved from 
Least Developed to Developing Country status. 
Under Sheikh Hasina’s watch, Bangladesh has 
become globally regarded as a model of progress 
in poverty reduction, female empowerment and 
human development.  

In 2017, during the 72nd Session of the United 
Nations General Assembly, Sheikh Hasina said: 
“We believe that there are close interfaces between 
peace and stability and development. We share 
the conviction that addressing poverty, hunger, 
illiteracy, unemployment and inequalities is crucial 
for building peaceful, just and inclusive societies.

“We are committed to implementing the SDGs. 
For that, our government has adopted a ‘whole-
of-the-society’ approach. The SDGs complement 
our vision to transform Bangladesh into a middle-
income country by 202l and a developed one by 
2041. 

“In 2016-17, Bangladesh’s economy posted a 
GDP growth rate of over 7.24% and our foreign 
currency reserve reached $32.1 billion. We have 
brought down the poverty level from 56.7% in 1991 
to 23.2% today. Our per-capita income is expected 
to grow to $1,602 by the end of the current fiscal 
year, while it was only $543 in the FY 2005-06. Our 
life expectancy increased to almost 72 years. These 
figures, indeed, are indications of our inclusive 
development, in which no citizen is left behind.

“Our youth are the main movers in realising my 
vision for a knowledge-based ‘Digital Bangladesh’. 
We are working towards creating an environment 
to allow them to pursue transformative education, 
find decent jobs, and turn into truly global citizens. 
We want sustainable development. Let this be our 
collective goal.”  

Addressing poverty, hunger, 
illiteracy, unemployment 

and inequalities is crucial for 
building peaceful, just and 

inclusive societies.”
Sheikh hasina, Prime minister of Bangladesh

P e r S P e C T i V e
sheikh hasina: first among equals
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BANGLADESH
at a glance
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Bangladesh lies between india and myanmar. its maritime territory 
in the Bay of Bengal is roughly equal to the size of its land area.
the world’s eighth most populous country also has one of the 
fastest-growing capitals on the planet, dhaka. Bangladesh’s 700 
rivers and inland waterways have made its terrain propitious for 
agriculture and the production of rice.
With a young and literate population, Bangladesh has witnessed a 
boom in its economy for the past decade and a sharp reduction in 
its level of poverty.

14.8% Others 

1.7% Turkey

2.7% belgium 20% Canada

16.8% USa

15.8% germany 

10.3% Uk

3% netherlands

4.3% italy
5.5% france

5.9% Spain

ExPorTS By DESTiNATioN



11BaNgladeSh 2019

10

So
ur

ce
s:

 B
an

gl
ad

es
h 

In
st

it
ut

e 
of

 S
ta

ti
st

ic
s 

20
17

, P
op

ul
at

io
n

P
yr

am
id

.n
et

, C
IA

 W
or

ld
 F

ac
tb

oo
k.

ChittAGonG

BArisAL

KhULnA

rA jshAhi

rAnGPUr
BAnGL ADesh

sYLhet

iNdia

iNdia

mYaNmar
BaY of BeNgal

Rajshahi

Khulna

DHAkA

Sylhet

Barisal

Chittagong

Rangpur

14.8% Others 

1.7% Turkey

4.1% indonesia

21.7% China

12.2% india

9.7% Singapore 

5.1% Hong kong

3.3% Japan

3.3% Malaysia

2.7% rep. korea

2% kuwait

imPorTS from coUNTry of oriGiN

Percent Percentage

PoPULATioN PyrAmiD 2018

22 44 66 8810 00

male female

100+
95-99
90-94
85-89
80-84
75 - 79
70 - 74
65 - 69
60 - 64
55 - 59
50 - 54
45 - 49
40 - 44
35 - 39
30 - 34
25 - 29
20 - 24
15 - 19
10 - 14
5 - 9
0 - 4



LEADING EDGE  

fa C T S  & f i g U r e S

12 LeADinG eDGe  

1   reMArKABLe AnD Consistent eConoMiC GroWth
Bangladesh’s economy has grown at a rate of more than 6% for six consecutive years and is 
widely recognised as Asia’s most unexpected success story in recent years. Since 2006, it has 
outgrown Pakistan by roughly 2.5% per year, and in 2018, it is expected to surpass India, 
although this is also due to the latter’s relative slowdown. 
What is remarkable about Bangladesh’s quiet revolution is that it comes not only from the 
traditional combination in Asia of low wages and a strong manufacturing sector, but also from 
the fact that it “was driven in large part by social changes, starting with the empowerment 
of women,” notes the reputable Brookings Institution. 

3  An investor-FrienDLY environMent AnD trADe PoLiCY
The Bangladeshi business environment and trade policies are considered the most liberal 
and investor-friendly in Asia. There are no prior approval requirements, or limits on equity 
participation and repatriation of profits and income in most sectors. 
In terms of trade, Bangladesh enjoys duty-free and quota-free access to many developed 
economies, notably the European Union, Norway, Canada and Australia. 
Bangladesh has also signed treaties with 28 countries to avoid double taxation. Further fiscal 
incentives are available in its economic zones, such as tax exemption for 10 years, exemption 
from custom duties, and exemption from VAT on electricity and local purchases. 

2  An inDUstrioUs WorKForCe AnD LoW LABoUr Costs
Bangladesh’s population is large, young (over 50% of people are under 25), well educated, 
skilled and industrious. Furthermore, most people speak English, which represents a huge 
competitive advantage even in comparison with neighbouring Southeast Asian countries. 
Labour costs are about half of Vietnam’s and a third of China’s at about $3 a day (compared 
to $7 in Vietnam, $9 in Indonesia). It is also important to note that this is a largely peaceful 
and tolerant society, without any of the tensions, ethnic or other, that sometimes flare up in 
other countries of the region. For investors, this is a valuable guarantee of stability.

six reAsons  
to invest in BAnGLADesh

Bangladesh is now hailed as the newest economic miracle on the planet. 
With a huge population that is acquiring purchasing power, a strategic 
position in the world’s most dynamic region and careful economic planning 
that favours inclusivity and sustainability, Bangladesh is asserting itself as an 
exciting investment frontier. 



 P e r S P e C T i V e
six reasons to invest in bangl adesh
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5   A strAteGiC Position in AsiA
As Asia becomes increasingly powerful in the world economic order, Bangladesh can reap 
the rewards of its geographical position as a gateway to Southeast Asia, a neighbour to the 
mighty India and a bridge with China, the new economic superpower. Geography has long 
been a curse for Bangladesh, but it now has a unique opportunity to capitalise on its strategic 
location to increase trade and connectivity. 
Its role in the region is also reinforced by its adroit diplomacy and good relations with its 
neighbours, and it is increasingly valued by Western powers. Expect a much higher level of 
intra-regional trade and business in the near future, hence more profits to be made. 

4  inCreAseD GovernMent sPenDinG on inFrAstrUCtUre
Government spending on infrastructure is set to increase according to the current economic 
plan covering the period between 2016 and 2020. The objective is to reach 21.1% of GDP by 
2020, compared to 15.7% achieved in the period 2010-2015. 
The plan also sets the target of $9.6 billion for foreign direct investment inflows by 2020, 
which is six times the current volume ($1.6 billion). This brings significant opportunities for 
investors, particularly in transport, ICT, energy, water and urban development management. 
Dhaka’s public spending policy has received the thumbs up from the International Monetary 
Fund, which in its June 2018 report recommends further public investment to upgrade 
infrastructure, spur private sector activity and create jobs.

6  A GroWinG DoMestiC MArKet
With a population of over 160 million and strong economic growth, Bangladesh has the 
potential to become a significant market in Asia. Authorities are planning for a sustainable 
and inclusive development: each year, a growing portion of the population acquires spending 
power, as opposed to growth that would only benefit the few. Per capita income increased 
to $1,610 in the fiscal year ending in June 2017, from $1,054 five years earlier. Among other 
factors, Bangladeshis’ purchasing power, notably in rural areas, has increased due to the 
influx of remittance money from overseas workers. 

Sources: Bangladesh Bank, Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics, Bangladesh Economic Zones Authority,  
Bangladesh Investment Development Authority, Brookings Institution, HSBC, IMF.

Shutterstock: NazrulIslam
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i n - d e P T H

TRADE RELATIONS between Bangladesh and 
the UK are old and based on a historic friendship 
that goes back to the colonial era (1858-1947). 
They took a new turn when Bangladesh declared 
independence from Pakistan in 1972. The UK 
was the first West European country to recognise 
the new state and immediately included it in the 
Commonwealth. 

Nowadays, some 450,000 citizens of 
Bangladeshi origin, the country’s fourth-largest 
diaspora, live in the UK. 70%1 of them reside in 
London. The UK is also the fifth-largest source 
of remittances to Bangladesh, with a total of 
$863.3 million, representing close to 6% of the 
total volume.

There are thousands of Bangladeshi businesses 
thriving in the UK, including a whopping 
12,000 restaurants. On the other hand, some 
240 British companies operate in Bangladesh, 
in sectors ranging from retail, banking, energy, 
infrastructure, consultancy and education.2

The foremost representative of Bangladesh plc 
in the UK is the British Bangladeshi Chamber 
of Commerce and Industry (BBCCI), whose 
patron is Dr. A.K. Abdul Momen, Chairman of 
the Chittagong Stock Exchange and a former 
Ambassador and Permanent Representative 
to the United Nations. The BBCCI provides a 
range of services to Bangladeshi and British 
companies, such as documentary resources, 
workshops and seminars, as well as networking 
opportunities. 

According to the Bangladesh High 
Commission in London, the UK is the third-
largest export destination for Bangladesh. 
During 2017-2018, a total of $3,989.12 million 
worth of goods were exported to the UK, which 
is 9.74% of the country's total exports.

The main exports are ready-made knitwear and 
woven garments (80% of the total); frozen food; 
IT engineering; and leather goods. Bangladesh 
is also exporting increasing amounts of value-
added products, such as pharmaceuticals, 
computer services, shipbuilding, and electrical 
and electronic products to Britain. 

The UK's main exports to Bangladesh include: 
nuclear reactors for medical purposes; boilers; 
machinery, electrical machinery and equipment 
parts; iron and steel residues; waste from food 
industries and prepared animal fodder. As the 
Bangladeshi economy keeps growing and more 
of society gains purchasing power, bilateral 
trade is bound to accelerate. 

According to the same sources, foreign direct 
investment (FDI) inflows to Bangladesh from 
the UK reached $312.98 million in 2017 — up 
from $180.98 million in 2014 — 14.56% of all 
FDI attracted to the country. 

Another factor that might further boost 
exchanges between the two countries: Brexit. 
According to its supporters, the UK's exit from 
the European Union will necessarily mean more 
trade with other countries, particularly within 
the Commonwealth. 

A tALe oF tWo CoUntries 
Bangladesh and the uK enjoy excellent political and economic relations, 
which can only continue to improve.

Knitwear and woven garments represent 80% of the value of Bangladeshi exports to the uK
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ChALLenGes AnD oPPortUnities

dr. a.K. abdul momen, chairman — chittagong Stock exchange,  
and Patron — British Bangladesh chamber of commerce 

and industry (BBcci)

What are the success factors behind Bangladesh’s economic 
miracle?

One of the key success factors has been and will continue to 
be demographics. We have a population of over 160 million, 
almost half of which is under 25, and our market is expanding 
because their purchasing power is fast increasing. Furthermore, 
Bangladeshi workers are skilled and hard working. Also, our 
cost of energy is lower than in most neighbouring countries 
such as India, Myanmar and Nepal. 

International observers like Goldman Sachs and PwC concur 
in auguring a bright future for Bangladesh. We will become a 
trillion-dollar economy sooner rather than later. 

Where do you see the greatest opportunities for growth 
and investment?

We have two main resources, manpower and water, and we need 
significant investment and technology to fully exploit them. 

There are plenty of investment opportunities in the energy 
sector, where we must increase power-generating capacity 
from 15,600MW to 24,000MW in a matter of years. And in 
the infrastructure sector, the government is already working 
on a few master projects, including bridges and roads. 

There is also great potential in the agriculture and food 
industry. Although Bangladesh is the fourth-largest rice and 
vegetable-producing country in the world and the third for 
fishing, we lack warehousing facilities as well as players that 
focus on value addition. 

There are also many opportunities in the health sector: 
the government has created thousands of rural clinics, but 
we need more and better hospitals. 

Finally, there are huge opportunities in high-growth industries 
such as tourism, education and shipbuilding.  

What challenges does Bangladesh face to reach its ambitious 
development goals? 

I see three main challenges: infrastructure, both tangible and 
intangible, quality of education and administrative structure. 

Transport and energy infrastructure can be solved with 
sufficient investment. However, intangible infrastructure — 
the rules and processes that form our bureaucracy — won’t 
disappear with money. Our bureaucratic system, which we 
inherited from the British, is largely focused on generating 
revenue and controlling things, and many of our regulations 
are based on India Acts of the 1930s. We must update our 
regulations and processes and make them more service-oriented. 

Secondly, we must work to improve the quality of training and 
education because, today, education is increasingly becoming 
a business, and this is affecting its quality. 

Thirdly, our administration must be wholly based on 
principles of transparency and good governance. 

How important are relations with the UK for Bangladesh?

The UK was one of our main allies together with India during 
the Liberation War. It also built the railway and established 
the bases of a civil system that we still use. The UK has played 
a very important role in the recent history of our country and 
I trust this will continue to be the case in the future. 

inTerView wiTH
dr. a.k. abdUL MOMen, CHairMan — CHiT TagOng STOCk exCHange,  

and PaTrOn — briTiSH bangL adeSH CHaMber Of COMMerCe and indUSTry (bbCCi)

We have two main resources,  
manpower and water, and we need 

significant investment and technology  
to fully exploit them.”

 

dr. a.K. abdul momen, chairman — chittagong Stock exchange,  
and Patron — British Bangladesh chamber of commerce 

and industry (BBcci)

 P e r S P e C T i V e
dr. a.k. abdul momen, chairman — chittagong stock exchange, and patron — british bangladesh chamber of commerce and industry (bbcci)
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b r i e f i n g

the FinAnCes  
oF eFFiCienCY AnD inCLUsion
the banking sector is key to the continued growth of Bangladesh, but it has been weakened  
by non-performing loans. meanwhile, financial inclusion has proven to be the road to poverty reduction.

the main challenge facing 
the authorities is how  

to strengthen the banking 
sector and develop the  

capital market.

consists of the Dhaka Stock Exchange (DSE) 
and the Chittagong Stock Exchange (CSE), 
remains too underdeveloped to properly fund 
the investments Bangladesh needs. 

The main challenge facing the authorities, 
particularly the central bank or Bank of Bangladesh 
(BB), is how to strengthen and streamline the 
banking sector and develop the capital market. 
Another priority is to accelerate financial 
inclusion, which has advanced significantly 
in the past decade but remains low, with only 
about 31% of the adult population using banks 
and other financial institutions, according to 
the World Bank. 

The Bangladeshi banking sector is quite complex 
and dense, with two types of bank that follow 
a system similar to India’s: scheduled banks, 
which are licensed to operate under the Bank 

AS BANGLADESH’S ECONOMY goes from 
strength to strength, averaging a 6% growth 
rate over the past decade and hitting 7.65% in 

2017-2018. According to the 
International Monetary Fund 
(IMF), the banks’ ability to 
extend credit at reasonably-priced 
terms is key to maintaining this 
momentum. 

However, “this requires 
strong balance sheets and 
efficient operations. In this 
respect, there is significant 
room for improvement, given 

that non-performing loans continue to increase, 
particularly in the state-owned commercial 
banks,” said the IMF in its June 2018 report. 
On the other hand, the capital market, which 

18 LeADinG eDGe  
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Company Act of 1991, and non-scheduled banks, 
which are established for a special objective and 
cannot perform all the functions of the former. 

The BB lists 57 scheduled banks under its 
full control and supervision, which in turn are 
classified into the following: six state-owned 
commercial banks (SOCBs), fully or mainly 
owned by the state; two specialised banks 
(SDBs), established for specific objectives such as 
agricultural or industrial development; 40 private 
commercial banks (PCBs), in turn classified as 

32 conventional PCBs operating 
in the industry sector and eight 
Islamic banks; nine foreign 
commercial banks (FCBs); and six 
non-scheduled banks, including 
the world-famous Grameen 
Bank, founded by microfinance 
pioneer and Nobel Prize laureate 
Muhammad Yunus.

The 57 scheduled banks have a 
total of 9,720 branches, according to BB’s latest 
figures, of which 4,219 are urban and 5,501 
rural. Together, they hold 65.7% of all banking 
assets and 65.2% of all deposits. The SOCBs 
hold for their part 27% of the total assets and 
27.7% of the deposits. 

Apart from these, there are also 34 non-bank 
financial institutions, which are regulated and 
controlled by BB and provide services such as 
insurance, pawnbroking, check cashing, currency 
exchange and microloans. 

In total, the banks and financial institutions 
represented 3.45% of GDP for the fiscal year 
2016-2017, according to BB. Despite growing 
slowly but steadily, the banking sector is facing 
problems of excess liquidity and non-performing 
loans (NPLs). In a June 2017 report, the IMF 
said these weaknesses arise mainly from loans 
to large borrowers who lack incentives to repay 
and legal limitations that hamper recoveries. 
According to the Economist Intelligence Unit, “the 
root of the problem is poor risk management.”1

State-owned banks have for decades lent large 
amounts to big, influential borrowers and are 
routinely restructured to permit further lending 
to the same borrowers. As a result, NPLs have 
risen sharply by 19.5% between 2016 and 2017, 
according to BB. As a proportion of the total 
outstanding loans, defaulted loans accounted 
for 9.31% in 2017 and 9.23% in 2016.

In its June report, the IMF recommends 
strengthening banking regulation, moving 
towards risk-based supervision, and bolstering 
creditors’ rights. Furthermore it says that “over 
the medium term, authorities should reassess 
the need for several SOCBs and their role.”

In terms of capital markets, both DSE and 
the CSE are relatively small: the number of 
listed securities at DSE was 563 and at CSE 
303 at the end of FY2016-2017. But DSE, which 

has a total market capitalisation of $44 billion 
according to the World Federation of Exchanges, 
has grown by about 50% in the past five years. 
As a sign that foreign investors are betting on 
Bangladesh’s economy, it has recently concluded 
a deal with the Shanghai and Shenzhen stock 
exchanges, which will buy 25% of its shares, 
as reported by the Chinese bourses in May.2 At 
CSE, market capitalisation as of December 2017 
was slightly lower, at $39 billion. 

In its report, the IMF noted that “the 
authorities continue to implement their Capital 
Market Development Master Plan, and with the 
support of the Asian Development Bank, have 
made progress, including better regulations 
and demutualisation of the stock exchange. 
However, the large issuance of National Saving 
Certificates (NSCs) still poses an important 
obstacle to capital market development and 
needs to be addressed urgently.”

The IMF also pointed out that Bangladeshi 
authorities shared its view “about the crucial 
role of an effective capital market” and that 
NSC reform is “a priority.” Reforms are already 
approved to better monitor NSCs and limit 
their access. 

The third pillar of a sound financial system is 
financial inclusion. Grameen Bank was founded 
in Bangladesh in 1983 to provide microloans 
to unbanked people, particularly women. 
Bangladesh is the proof that the empowerment 
of women, which includes giving them access 
to money and credit so they can farm or start 
a business, is key in unlocking the potential of 
developing countries. 

In its 2016 book, Beyond Ending Poverty, 
the World Bank stated that microcredit in 
Bangladesh accounted for a 10% reduction in 
rural poverty, which encompassed 2.5 million 
people, over the past two decades. Today, 
Bangladesh’s microfinance institutions cover 
some 32 million people and finance over $7.2 
billion annually. 

Financial inclusion is now more possible than 
ever thanks to mobile technology. The mobile 
wallet app bKash, which has a network of 9,000 
retail points, claims it is used by more than 17 
million people and handles some 70 million 
transactions each day. 

There are now 17 companies offering mobile 
banking, and the number and volume of 
transactions grow steadily, although with great 
disparities between cities and rural areas, where 
70% of the population lives. 

Strategies to promote financial inclusion 
are a key part of the central bank’s sustainable 
growth agenda and are included in its current 
five-year plan. Furthermore, the government 
is preparing a National Financial Inclusion 
Strategy and is holding consultations with a 
wide range of stakeholders. 

Microcredit in Bangladesh 
accounted for a 10% 

reduction in rural poverty 
over the past two decades

 f i n a n C e
the finances of efficiency and inclusion
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A FrAMeWorK For sUstAinABLe GroWth

i n T e r V i e w

h.e. abul maal abdul muhith, minister of finance

In 2015, World Bank chief economist Kaushik Basu described 
Bangladesh as “the new Asian Tiger.” How has Bangladesh 
come so far so fast?

Over the last two decades, Bangladesh has consistently broken 
records by keeping a steady growth rate of about 6%. In 2016 
and 2017 we grew by over 7%, and we expect to reach 7.65% 
in 2018. Due to this consistent growth, Bangladesh has been 
able to evolve from being a low-income country to a middle-
income one. We expect to obtain full recognition by 2024. 

The World Bank, which classifies countries according to 
their per capita income levels, has considered Bangladesh 
as a middle-income country since 2015. While we have 
experienced remarkable growth in recent years, I believe 
we have the potential to grow at even higher rates. We will 
accomplish this if we undertake a comprehensive economic 
and administrative restructuring and continue with our 
strategies for poverty reduction. I trust the country has 
the capacity to achieve 8%, even 10% annual growth rates. 

You were Minister of Finance during one of the worst 
global recessions. Bangladesh’s performance still outpaced 
that of most developing countries. How would you explain 
this success?

When I took office in 2009, the world was facing a critical 
moment. We were certain that our exports would suffer and 
the consensus was that the country would enter recession. 
As a result, we implemented several measures, led by a plan 
to boost domestic demand. 

Increasing domestic demand consisted of a single policy: 
reducing poverty as much as possible and lifting people 
from the below-demand level to the effective-demand one. 
Back in the 1980s, only around 14% of the Bangladeshi 
population could be considered effective demand. Today, 

this figure has increased to around 60%. Throughout the 
last nine years, reducing poverty has been the main priority 
of the current government. 

In my view, it should continue to be our top priority for 
the next decade. Although we have reduced the share of the 
population under the poverty line from 31.5% to 22.4%, 
there are still 30 million poor people in Bangladesh. In this 
context, our target is to reduce poverty to 7%, in line with 
the achievements of Malaysia. I firmly believe that fighting 
poverty is the best antidote against economic stagnancy.

In Bangladesh, the percentage of the adult population with 
access to banking services increased from 20% in 2013 to 
45%. How is the current administration using information 
and communication technology (ICT) to achieve broader 
financial inclusion?

Adoption of ICT in Bangladesh started too late and has 
generally been slow. However, we recognise that ICT is 
important and strategic to implementing many of the 
solutions designed to solve the challenges our country still 

inTerView wiTH
H.e. abUL MaaL abdUL MUHiTH, MiniSTer Of finanCe

throughout the last nine years,  
reducing poverty has been the main 

priority of the current government. in 
my view, it should continue to be our top 

priority for the next decade.”
 

h.e. abul maal abdul muhith, minister of finance
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 f i n a n C e
h.e. abul maal abdul muhith, minister of finance

faces. Back in 2008, Prime Minister Sheikh 
Hasina expressed her commitment to work 
together with younger generations and transform 
Bangladesh into a digital economy. We have 
since made significant strides and we are still 
building towards that goal. 

When it comes to the financial sector, we are 
also looking at different ways to take advantage 
of new technologies to make sure they help us 
achieve our objectives in terms of financial 
inclusion and poverty reduction. One of our 
great advantages is that Bangladeshi people are 
intelligent and quick to adopt new technologies 
and innovations. I expect that in a few years, 
more and more people will have access to banking 
and mobile-banking services. 

What would you say to international investors 
about the business opportunities available in 
Bangladesh?

Recently, we have seen significant growth in 
almost all industries. For example, although 
agriculture accounts for a modest 15% of our 
GDP, agricultural production has increased 
fourfold in a matter of years. Industrial 
production previously accounted for just 10% of 
GDP, but today that figure has climbed to 30%. 
Similarly, Bangladeshi exports have increased 
from $7 billion in 2009 to over $35 billion. 
Globalisation is one of the reasons we have 
been able to make these improvements, as it 
has opened new markets and new opportunities 
for collaboration.

Perhaps another advantage we have is that 
from farmers to industrial workers, Bangladeshis 
are highly literate and extremely competent. 
As a country, we have demonstrated that we 
are very good at value addition. Additionally, 
the current administration has worked hard to 
create a conducive environment for investment 
and development. 

Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina has been 
synonymous with development and has proven 
she knows how to deliver it. Under her leadership, 
Bangladesh has seen a steep increase in foreign 
direct investment inflows. There are about 60 
countries in the world smaller than Bangladesh, 

both in terms of size and population. In other 
words, we are a large and rapidly expanding 
market given our population and the rising 
consumer-spending power. Thus, there is no 
doubt that Bangladesh is the right place to do 
business. 

You are one of the most experienced and well-
respected civil servants in Bangladesh. What has 
been your trajectory and what do you consider 
your greatest career achievement?

I pursued my undergraduate and Master studies 
in English literature. I joined the civil service 
shortly afterwards. Although literature is a 
great field for stimulating your mind, I had to 
pursue further studies in the field of economics 
to adequately perform my roles in public 
service. In 1964, I received a Master of Public 
Administration degree from Harvard University. 
As you know, in civil service you often move 
from one ministry to another. However, I stuck 
to planning and development, and remained 
in the field of economics for my whole career.

I have held many positions in public service: 
I joined the Pakistan Civil Service in 1956 and 
served in different capacities in the governments 
of East Pakistan, the central government of 
Pakistan, and then Bangladesh. I was appointed 
as the Secretary of Planning in 1972 and 
Secretary of the External Resources Division 
of Finance and Planning Ministry in 1977. I 
briefly went into retirement in the early 1980s, 
but later began working as an economics and 
development specialist for the Ford Foundation 
and the International Fund for Agricultural 
Development. 

I resumed work in government in 1982, when 
I was appointed Finance and Planning Minister. 
In total, I have worked for well over 25 years 
as a civil servant and more than 15 years as an 
international consultant for institutions such as 
the World Bank Group and the United Nations 
Development Programme. 

As Minister of Finance, I am proud to say 
that by the time I retire I will have presented 
10 consecutive budgets corresponding to two 
presidential terms. 

And as a result, I have had the privilege to 
witness the completion of most of the projects 
that began when I took office. It is undeniable 
that this stability has been a tremendous 
advantage for the country. 

In 2008, Prime Minister Hasina announced 
that Bangladesh would become a middle-income 
country by 2021. I am proud that our country 
achieved that goal in 2015, well ahead of time. 
In the 2014 election manifesto she envisioned 
Bangladesh becoming a developed economy by 
2041. Right now, the most important goal is to 
keep working towards that vision. 

We are a large and rapidly  
expanding market given our population 

and the rising consumer-spending 
power. thus, there is no doubt that 

Bangladesh is the right place  
to do business.”

 

h.e. abul maal abdul muhith, minister of finance
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iN rEDUciNG PovErT y AND imProviNG SociAL iNDicATorS.

GDP GrowTH: 7,65% 
(f y 2017/2018)

fDi: $1,668.25 miLLioN 
(f y 2018)

iNfLATioN: 5,48% 
( AUG. 2018 )
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i n - d e P T H

Agrani Bank Limited has 943 branches widely distributed throughout the country 

ESTABLISHED IN 1972, Agrani Bank Limited 
(ABL) is an important Bangladeshi public bank 
and the dominant one for remittances. It has the 
second largest number of branches, with 943 widely 
distributed, and it is a technology pioneer, with all 
branches providing real-time online banking and a 
third offering electronic government procurement 
services. It also has five subsidiaries: a merchant 
bank, a small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) 
financing company, and remittance houses in 
Singapore, Malaysia and Canada. 

The parent company provides its corporate, SME 
and retail clients with a 
wide range of services, 
such as extensive deposit 
and loan options that 
include Islamic banking, 
foreign currency and 
pension schemes. 
Almost half of its 12,798 
employees receive 

training every year and this strategy has proved 
successful: ABL has no capital deficit or provision 
deficiency. In 2017, it held deposits of $6.4 billion, 
about 6% of Bangladesh’s total; loans and advances 
accounted for roughly $3.8 billion; operating profit 
was $114 million; and net interest income was $68.4 
million, the highest of any state-owned bank. As a 
public company, ABL is focused on the economy as 
well as profit. It has, for example, supplied liquidity 
to private-sector banks and institutions, and helped 
maintain their capital requirements. It invests in 

treasury bonds, funds the Investment Corporation of 
Bangladesh and, as the leader in foreign remittances, 
has an important role in developing GDP. 

To help eradicate poverty, ABL has altered its 
procedures, fees and requirements for opening 
accounts, increasing banking access for the rural 
poor, including 1.5 million farmers. It has also 
pioneered agent banking by setting up 200 of these 
outlets, and it provides stipends electronically to 15 
million students, whilst offering cheap loans to those 
looking to work abroad. To empower women, the 
bank has loans with softer terms and interest rates 
especially for female entrepreneurs. 

A number of industry sectors receive specific 
support from ABL. It supplies low-cost loans for 
different agricultural producers, for example. To 
assist trade expansion, it has pumped $2.4 billion 
into the import-export sector and is the only foreign 
currency supplier for the Padma Bridge project on 
the mighty River Padma, one of Bangladesh’s largest 
dream infrastructure projects. It has also had a 
major impact in advancing SMEs. Partnering with 
the government, it offers them a comprehensive 
pack of financing services and distributed $322 
million to SMEs in 2017. With ABL’s commitment 
to serving the Bangladeshi economy, reaching the 
status of middle-income nation could soon be a 
reality.  

the BAnGLADeshi BAnK ProvinG its 
CoMMitMent to servinG the nAtion
as one of Bangladesh’s leading state-owned commercial banks and a major contributor to the national 
economy, agrani Bank limited provides a perfect case study for the country’s banking sector.

With ABL’s commitment to serving 
the Bangladeshi economy, reaching 
the status of middle-income nation 

could soon be a reality.
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A PUBLiC BAnK For the PrivAte seCtor

i n T e r V i e w

dr. Zaid Bakht, chairman — agrani Bank limited

How is Agrani Bank Limited (ABL) helping to build the 
economy?

Foreign investors are attracted by countries with strong domestic 
investment and certain prerequisites, such as infrastructure, in 
place. In Bangladesh, financial entities are playing a critical role 
in promoting indigenous investment and backing infrastructure 
projects. As a case in point, ABL participated in the financing 
of the Mayor Mohammad Hanif Flyover, the country’s first 
public-private-partnership project. Although investors are not 
receiving the expected returns from this, public entities like 
ABL have decided to stand by them, because it is a strategic 
project for Bangladesh. So, public banks are not only providing 
funds, but also taking the additional risk that big infrastructure 
projects entail.

On the one hand, public banks provide financing to highly 
strategic projects. On the other, public banks have their social 
agenda. ABL is a commercial bank and we try to be profit 
oriented, but at the same time, we have very important social 
commitments. In addition, the Bangladeshi government has over 
40 safety-net programmes, which give scholarships to students 
and allowances to widows, among other things. At ABL, we 
distribute these resources without charging the government. 
This means we are not only helping thousands of Bangladeshi 
families, but also integrating them into the banking system. 

What are ABL’s competitive advantages?

One of our advantages is our size and the size of our network: 
we have 943 branches throughout the country. In addition, 
our branches are interconnected, so our depositories can 
withdraw money from any of them. As a result, large private 
corporations have decided to work with us, rather than a private 
bank, because they know that we have an extensive, quick 
and reliable branch system. Also, the fact that we are a public 
bank is a strategic advantage, because people know that the 
government has our back.

How has Agrani Bank performed recently?

Banks have gone through difficult times, but I believe the worst 
is over. At ABL, we have improved our management, streamlined 
operations and put in place new governance practices, such 
as an independent internal credit control and compliance 
department, which reports to the board and audit committee. 
In just a year, we have increased our operating profit by 50%, 
from $72 million to $108 million. 

What is the economic potential of Bangladesh?

Bangladesh is a case of seriously unrealised potential. Firstly, its 
people are highly adaptable, quick learners and good workers. 
Secondly, ours is a homogeneous society with no social conflicts. 
Bangladesh has achieved remarkable things since independence. 
Then we had only one cement factory, now there are over 50 
— the list could go on and on. If we provide the right policies 
and infrastructure support, and if we convince international 
investors to bring their technology to Bangladesh, the sky is 
the limit. 

inTerView wiTH
dr. Zaid bakHT, CHairMan — agrani bank LiMiTed

in just a year, we have increased  
our operating profit by 50%, from $72 

million to $108 million.”
 

dr. Zaid Bakht, chairman — agrani Bank limited
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MAKinG BAnKinG ACCessiBLe to ALL

mohammad Shams ul-islam 
managing director and ceo — agrani Bank limited

How has Agrani Bank Limited (ABL) contributed to 
Bangladesh’s economy, especially in the agricultural sector?

In terms of economic development, Bangladesh is a miracle. 
Today, thanks to the hard work and resilience of our people, 
we are one of the leading emerging economies in the world. 
The bank was born right after the independence and our name 
was given to us by the Father of the Nation, Bangabandhu 
Sheikh Mujibur Rahman: Agrani means “ahead of the rest,” 
and it has played a pioneering role in giving shape to the 
country’s economy. We are proud to say that we have played, 
and continue to play, a fundamental role in the development of 
agriculture. Our objective is to ensure that every single farmer 
has access to credit and most of our 943 branches are located 
in rural areas. Farmers can now get access to a wide range 
of products, including favourable loans with interest rates 
as low as 4%. In the past, Bangladesh was not self-sufficient 
in food. However, partly thanks to ABL making crop loans 
widely available, this has changed. 

How is ABL helping to channel the wealth generated by the 
Bangladeshi diaspora?

Bangladesh has accumulated over $33 billion in reserves from 
the foreign remittances of non-resident Bangladeshis. At ABL, 
we offer a loan to those who want to work abroad and we 
provide hassle-free ways to send money back to the country. 
Currently, we have exchange houses in Singapore, Malaysia, 
Australia and Canada. In addition, we are encouraging non-
residents to invest in government securities through savings 
products specifically designed for them. The yield of these 
products can be as high as 12%, even 12%. Given the low 
interest rates that we see in Europe and the US, this is a very 
attractive investment. All in all, we are giving the Bangladeshi 
diaspora incentives to bring their money back to Bangladesh 
through official channels.

ABL has received multiple awards. What award would you 
most like to win?

The fact that we have received many awards is a reflection of 
the fact that we are a leading bank in a wide range of things, 
including foreign remittances, service quality and automation 
processes. However, my goal is to win the award for being the 
best commercial bank in Bangladesh. Although we have a 
long way to go, we are in the right track and are lucky to have 
the expertise of a highly qualified board, led by prominent 
economist and researcher Dr. Zaid Bakht.

What makes ABL different?

It is the only public bank without capital deficit or provision 
shortages, so the government doesn’t need to allocate more 
funds to recapitalise us. Our uniqueness is that, in a way, 
the 160 million inhabitants of this country are our owners 
— as we are owned by the people, it is the people we have to 
serve. As a result, we want to make banking accessible and 
help Bangladesh become a middle-income country. We are 
committed to continue supporting Bangladesh to become a 
self-reliant, robust, resilient and vibrant economy. 

inTerView wiTH
MOHaMMad SHaMS UL-iSL aM, Managing direCTOr and CeO — agrani bank LiMiTed

Agrani means ‘ahead of the rest,’ 
and it has played a pioneering role in 

giving shape to the country’s economy.”
 

mohammad Shams ul-islam 
managing director and ceo — agrani Bank limited

 f i n a n C e
dr. zaid bakht, chairman and mohammad shams ul-islam, managing director and ceo — agrani bank limited
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b r i e f i n g

MAKinG thinGs hAPPen
Bangladesh’s economic boom owes a great deal to its garment industry. however, the country  
needs to diversify its manufacturing base and export earnings.

Apparel comprises  
83% of Bangladesh’s 

exports. it hosts around 
5,000 ready-made-

garment factories which 
employ more than four 

million workers.

regarded by many as one of Asia’s final production 
frontiers, says HKTDC. Indeed, low labour costs 
explain in large part the success of the garment 
industry, although they are not the sole factor. At 
$68/month, the minimum wage here is lower than 
China, Indonesia, Vietnam and even neighbouring 
Myanmar, according to official statistics.1

Furthermore, the country’s huge working-age 
population of 80 million makes Bangladesh a prime 
location for relocating labour-intensive industries 
from other parts of Asia, including China, where 
wages have soared in recent years. 

Furthermore, Bangladesh’s RMG industry 
is reputed to be mature, with well-established 
buyer-supplier relationships, industry knowledge 
and compliance. “Unlike many South-East Asian 
alternative production bases, such as Cambodia 
and Vietnam, where foreign-invested companies 
dominate the manufacturing industry, Bangladesh’s 
RMG sector has a considerable level of local 
company participation. 

Bangladeshi RMG manufacturers are also 
articulate and competitive operators, with rich 
experience in doing business with international 
buyers,” states HKTDC. However, Bangladesh 

GARMENTS, AND PARTICULARLY ready-made 
garments (RMG), have been a phenomenal engine 
of growth for Bangladesh. Today, the country is 
the world’s second largest RMG producer after 
China, according to the World Bank, and apparel 

comprises 83% of Bangladesh’s 
exports.

It hosts around 5,000 RMG 
factories which employ more than 
four million workers. The Bangladeshi 
garment sector represents 6.2% 
of global clothing exports behind 
China, which retains a whopping 
40% of the total according to a 
study by the Hong Kong Trade 
Development Council (HKTDC).

“The country’s overall economic 
progress has followed its success 

in the garment sector, and Bangladesh has made 
strong headway in reducing poverty. In fact, it has 
more than halved the percentage of people living 
under the $1.90 poverty line since 1991,” notes 
the World Bank.

With a per-capita income of about $1,300, 
Bangladesh has highly competitive wages and is 

28 LeADinG eDGe  
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Bangladesh is only second to china in exports of ready-made garments
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non-garment manufacturing is 
growing, adding about 300,000 jobs 
a year since 2010, according to the 

World Bank.

 M a n U f a C T U r i n g
making things happen
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areas of the Bangladeshi economy which present strong promise in its push for diversification include footwear, automotive production and pharmaceuticals. 
the country’s fertile lands also makes it a prime location for agroindustry

is now at a crossroads, as it needs to diversify its 
industry and reduce its heavy dependence on the 
garment sector.

“Bangladesh’s achievement in ready-made-garments 
is remarkable. However, dependence on a single 
sector for the majority of export earnings is risky. 
To sustain economic growth in the current global 

landscape, we need 
to improve the 
competitiveness 
of several other 
promising sectors 
and diversify our 
export basket,” said 
Md. Obaidul Azam, 
joint secretary of 
the Ministry of 

Commerce, in a November 2017 World Bank report.2

Priority sectors for diversification include 
pharmaceuticals, leather and leather goods, footwear, 
automotive, agribusiness, light engineering and 
plastics. Already, non-garment manufacturing is 
growing, adding about 300,000 jobs a year since 
2010, according to the World Bank. There are 
currently 2,500 electronics firms employing 70,000 

workers; about 3,000 plastics firms employing 
63,000 workers; 2,500 footwear firms formally 
employing 75,000 workers and some 3,500 leather 
firms formally employing 558,000 people. 

Bangladesh has competitive advantages in all 
these sub-sectors, but there are challenges ahead, 
such as the shortage of skills, the need to upgrade 
the country’s communication and transport 
infrastructure, and progress to be made in meeting 
international standards and compliance, concludes 
the World Bank.  
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WorKinG on exPort DiversiFiCAtion

i n T e r V i e w

h.e. tofail ahmed, minister of commerce

In the early 1970s, you served as political secretary to the 
founding father of Bangladesh, Sheikh Mujibur Rahman. In 
those days, US Secretary of State Henry Kissinger labelled 
Bangladesh as a “bottomless basket.” Did you ever imagine 
that the country would become what it is today?

As you rightly pointed out, I was political secretary to the 
Father of the Nation, and I became a minister at the age of 29. 
Our political movement to gain autonomy got Bangabandhu 
Sheikh Mujibur Rahman imprisoned for over 12 years. The 
ruler of Pakistan wanted to hang him but in 1969, the student 
community united to get him released from prison. After that, 
three million people lost their lives to create Bangladesh. 

Bangabandhu Sheikh Mujibur Rahman imagined this country 
while he was in Pakistan, and he created it for the wellbeing 
of the people. When he assumed the role of prime minister 
of Bangladesh, he was empty handed. Everything had been 
destroyed, and everything had to be built again. Economists 
and political leaders didn’t have trust in our country: they 
said we would be the paradigm of poverty. 

Today, we can say these people, including former Secretary 
of State Henry Kissinger, were wrong. Bangladesh has become 
a role model for developing economies. Our country has 
changed a lot in less than 50 years. Back in 1973, our exports 
totalled $348 million, today they exceed $38 billion. Back 
in 1973, we had a population of 75 million and many people 
were starving. Today, we are more than 160 million and we 
have food surplus. 

Since the 1970s, our remittances have grown from almost 
zero to the $15-billion annual remittances sent by about 10 
million Bangladeshis. Our energy production capacity has 
also grown tremendously from almost nothing to about 
16,000MW of power generation capacity. We have gone 

from having no foreign currency reserves to more than $30 
billion, and our budget today is over 500 times the one we 
had back in the 1970s.

At the time of our independence, Pakistan was more developed 
than Asian countries such as South Korea. Today, Bangladesh 
outperforms Pakistan in almost every social and economic 
indicator. When I was a child, I had to go to school barefoot 
because we couldn’t afford to buy shoes. Today, Bangladeshi 
villages are quickly developing. All in all, we have come a long 
way, and I think that the best is yet to come. 

The Bangladeshi government is seeking to increase its exports 
from $38 billion per year to $60 billion by 2021. What key 
drivers will allow Bangladesh to achieve this ambitious goal?

Let me start by saying that our exports are already much 
higher than other countries of similar economic size. We expect 
our exports to peak at $41.5 billion in the fiscal year 2018-
2019, and to reach the $60 billion mark in 2021. To achieve 
that objective, we have set up excellent policies to attract 
investment. These include getting rid of double taxation and 

inTerView wiTH
H.e. TOfaiL aHMed, MiniSTer Of COMMerCe

our exports are already much  
higher than other countries of similar 
economic size. We expect our exports 

to peak at $41.5 billion in the fiscal year 
2018-2019, and to reach the $60 billion 
mark in 2021. to achieve that objective, 

we have set up excellent policies  
to attract investment.”

 

h.e. tofail ahmed, minister of commerce
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Bangladeshi exports are expected to reach $60 billion by 2021

 M a n U f a C T U r i n g
h.e. tofail ahmed, minister of commerce

guaranteeing investors 100% profit repatriation. 
In addition, we are working on expanding our 
export promotion zones, from where local and 
international companies currently export over 
$6 billion-worth of goods. We are also working 
on supporting the diversification of our exports.

What strategic markets and industries will allow 
Bangladesh to complement the extraordinary 
impact of the garment industry? 

Presently, the ready-made garment sector employs 
more than 4.5 million people and accounts for 
over 80% of our exports. If there are no major 
incidents, we believe that exports can increase 
to $50 billion by 2021. However, right now we 
are placing a stronger focus on diversification 
of our exports. By 2021, we expect to reach the 
$5 billion mark in the IT industry, and the $3 
billion mark in the leather industry. 

Another industry with great potential is 
pharmaceuticals. Although we export our 
pharmaceutical products to 127 countries, only 3% 
of our production is exported. So, there is room 
to expand the volumes of our pharmaceutical 
exports. Finally, we would like to have a bigger 

presence in markets that are still relatively new 
for us, such as Brazil and Argentina. 

What have been the main achievements of the 
administration led by Prime Minister Sheikh 
Hasina?

Our Father of the Nation had two dreams: the 
first was to become independent and the second 
was to turn the country into a developed economy. 
Our great leader Bangabandhu achieved the first 
one, and his daughter Prime Minister Sheikh 
Hasina is leading the country with great vision 
and determination to achieve the latter goal of 
becoming “Golden Bangladesh”.

Coinciding with the 50th anniversary of 
our independence, Sheikh Hasina set out our 
Vision-2021, the country’s strategic development 
blueprint which consists of two main pillars. 
One pillar seeks to turn Bangladesh into a fully 
digital economy. 

The second pillar seeks to transform Bangladesh 
into a middle-income country. Bangladesh is one 
of the countries identified by Goldman Sachs as 
the “Next Eleven” emerging economies. Global 
financial services giant JP Morgan Chase & Co. 
has also identified Bangladesh as one of the 
“Frontier Five” economies in the world. 

We are continuing to make significant progress 
as a country and are moving towards a digital 
future. We have already eradicated paper from 
many of our ministries and we were one of the 
first signatories to agree on cross-border paperless 
trade. If there are no major unexpected events, 
I estimate that we will become a developing 
economy by 2024 and our country will meet 
all the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals by 
2030. Thanks to the leadership of Prime Minister 
Sheikh Hasina and the drive of the private sector, 
Bangladesh is going in the right direction, and 
we are on the way to fulfilling the dream of the 
Father of the Nation. 

We are continuing to make  
significant progress as a country .… 
if there are no major unexpected 

events, i estimate that we will become 
a developing economy by 2024 and 
our country will meet all the Un’s 
sustainable Development Goals  

by 2030.”
 

h.e. tofail ahmed, minister of commerce
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A LeADinG CoMPAnY BUiLt on qUALitY

i n T e r V i e w

m. anis ud dowla, chairman — advanced chemical industries

M. Anis Ud Dowla, chairman of Advanced Chemical 
Industries (ACI), one of Bangladesh’s largest and most 
successful companies, provides an insight into his 
firm’s activities in pharmaceuticals, agribusinesses, 
fast-moving consumer goods and retail.

The Bangladeshi media has referred to you as one 
of the most successful personalities on the country’s 
corporate scene. Can you tell us something about 
yourself and your company, ACI?

I started my career in 1960, 57 years ago, working 
for British Oxygen in Pakistan, East Africa and 
Bangladesh. In 1987, I became managing director of 
Imperial Chemical Industries (ICI) Bangladesh. When 
ICI decided to divest some of its operations around the 
world, Bangladesh was on the list. I was asked by ICI if 
I would like to take over the company on condition that 
its 350 employees were taken care of and ICI’s image 
remained good. I accepted the offer and, in 1992, ICI 
Bangladesh became ACI. It was a moment of truth for 
me. I was on my own. 

Quality was my first concern. We undertook a 
number of measures, and in 1995 we became the first 
company in Bangladesh to obtain ISO 9001 Quality 
Management Systems certification. To ensure the 
environmental sustainability of our operations, we also 
obtained certification under ISO 14001 Environmental 
Management System. Again, we were the first company 
in Bangladesh to obtain this endorsement. 

From the beginning, these certifications have been 
very important for ACI, because they lit the path for us 
and safeguarded our key values of quality, excellence 
and protecting the environment. At the start, we asked 

ourselves what our mission should be. We decided that 
the force to drive us forward would be improving the 
quality of life of people through responsible application 
of knowledge and technology. 

Since then, every time we make a business decision 
we think about its likely impact on people and the 
environment. As a result, today our customers associate 
ACI with quality, sustainability and trust.

Once we had found our mission, it was clear to us 
that to harness our full business potential we should 
expand and diversify. We chose agriculture as a 
priority sector and got involved in agricultural inputs 
like seed production, fertiliser, pesticides and, most 
importantly, farm-mechanisation: from tractors to 
power tillers, and from threshers to harvesters. 

As a result of our efforts, around 25% of the land in 
Bangladesh is now cultivated mechanically and owning 
a tractor is a game changer for a farmer, because it cuts 

inTerView wiTH
M. aniS Ud dOwL a, CHairMan — 

adVanCed CHeMiCaL indUSTrieS (aCi)

every time we make a business  
decision we think about its likely  

impact on people and the environment. 
As a result, today our customers 

associate ACi with quality, 
sustainability and trust.”

 

m. anis ud dowla, chairman — advanced chemical industries
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the cost of ploughing land by 30% and 
has a major impact on land productivity. 
We employ over 600 mechanics spread 
throughout the country, capable of 
attending to any tractor-related issues 
within six hours, anywhere in Bangladesh.

ACI’s net sales have doubled in about six 
years. What have been the key drivers of 
your recent performance?

There are a number of contributing 
factors. Firstly, our country has done very 
well economically in the last decade, so 
growth opportunities were there. Secondly, 
Bangladesh is a huge consumer market 
and once you have the right product at the 
right price, the huge population will take 

care of the volume. Finally, ACI has built 
a strong brand image, which is associated 
with quality. 

We take a long-term approach: when 
we seize an opportunity, we stick with it 
through good times and bad, and make 
it work. At the end of the day, our deep-
rooted desire to benefit the consumer and 
improve people’s lives has touched the 
right cord with our customers.

Bangladesh is often regarded as one of the 
cheapest countries for drug production, 
but ACI seems to focus on the quality and 
sophistication of its products. 

Absolutely. Our commitment is to provide 
uncompromised quality at a fair price. 
Although profit is certainly important, 
we are not obsessed with it. We have to 
remember that we are here for the people: 
a moderate but sustainable return on 
investment is always better than a higher 
return without taking care of the customer.

 
Pharmaceutical exports from Bangladesh 
are rising sharply. What plans does ACI 
have for its own international expansion?

Bangladesh currently exports 
pharmaceuticals to around 40 countries 

and, naturally, along with others we are 
also stepping into the international arena. 
Our most ambitious target is the US 
market. A year ago, we set up a marketing 
and distribution company in Florida. 

That company has already started 
distribution of one product for which 
we have obtained US Food and Drug 
Administration (FDA) approval. More 
molecules are in the pipeline and we hope 
to have a good base in the US. We are 
also setting up a pharmaceutical plant 
in Bangladesh, which will be capable of 
producing medications to FDA standards.
 

Over the years, ACI has kept diversifying 
its business. Pharmaceuticals now account 
for around 50% of revenue, but what 
sectors are going to drive future growth?

We are committed to becoming a supplier 
of goods for Bangladesh’s almost 170 
million people through countrywide, 
neighbourhood retail chain outlets that 
will provide a pleasurable and affordable 
shopping experience. We have developed 
a retail business and I am convinced that 
retail will be a flourishing business for the 
group.

In 2017, ACI celebrated its 25th 
anniversary. What has been its greatest 
achievement over that time? 

After 25 years, we believe that our greatest 
achievement has been retaining the 
trust and confidence of our consumers 
in the same way that ICI enjoyed as a 
multinational. 

Our emphasis on the quality of our 
products and services has created a loyal 
customer base that is our greatest asset, 
which is something that gives us great 
satisfaction.

We have operated the company in a 
socially responsible manner and tried 
to implement the principles of good 
governance and sustainable business 
operations.

As a company, we are extremely 
fortunate that we have been active during 
a period when Bangladesh has fulfilled the 
conditions necessary for its graduation 
from a low-income country and it is now 
eligible for admittance into the club of 
middle-income countries.

Great opportunity lies ahead for 
Bangladesh in its journey to becoming a 
higher-income nation by 2041. ACI wishes 
to be an active partner in the progress of 
the nation towards this goal. 

We have developed a retail  
business and i am convinced that 
retail will be a flourishing business 

for the group.”
m. anis ud dowla, chairman — advanced chemical industries

 M a n U f a C T U r i n g
m. anis ud dowla, chairman — advanced chemical industries



LEADING EDGE  34

i n - d e P T H

IN THE 1983-1984 FISCAL YEAR, Bangladeshi 
garment sales abroad were worth $31.6 million, 
representing 3.9% of its total exports, according 
to the Bangladesh Garment Manufacturers 
and Exporters Association (BGMEA), which 
encompasses the majority of the ready-made 
garment (RMG) sector with some 4,300 members. 
By 1989-1990, sales had risen to $624.2 million 
and 32% of exports, and in 2017-2018, the total 
reached $30.6 billion and 83.4% of exports. 

These figures illustrate the phenomenal rise 
of the Bangladeshi garment industry, which has 
played a central role in pulling the economy out 
of poverty and into lower-middle income status. 

All the major Western brands trade with 
Bangladesh, whose exports go almost exclusively 
to the European Union (60% of the total) and the 
US (31%), thanks in part to preferential trade 
agreements. As a result, many foreign buyers 
have set up offices in Dhaka. 

Another characteristic of the industry is that it 
is largely home-grown. A key success factor over 
the past forty years has been the low level of wages 
in Bangladesh, compared to the rest of Asia. But 
this model, which has allowed millions of people 
to get out of poverty, is not sustainable in the long 
term, and both the Bangladeshi authorities and 
the industry are now seeking to move up the value 
chain. This means making more value-added 
products and modernising the industry, including 
working conditions. 

In 2013, Dhaka’s Rana Plaza — a building that 
housed several garment factories — collapsed, 
killing 1,136 people. This tragedy was a turning 
point. It led foreign fashion brands, under pressure 
from their customers back home, to demand 
better working conditions from Bangladesh. In 
the wake of Rana Plaza, more than 200 foreign 

All the major Western brands trade with 
Bangladesh, whose exports go almost exclusively 

to the european Union (60%) and the  
Us (31%).

ALL DresseD UP AnD With PLACes to Go
the garment industry in Bangladesh has been the biggest contributing factor to its spectacular growth. 
it is now undergoing a shift towards more value-added, ethically-made products.

the garments industry is being modernised to create better working environments and value-added products
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brands signed up to two different safety schemes: 
the Bangladesh Accord on Fire and Building 
Safety and the Alliance for Bangladesh Worker 
Safety. They promised to spend tens of millions 
of dollars to improve factories. Furthermore, the 
major Western retailers are now part of the Ethical 
Trading Initiative, an alliance of companies, trade 
unions and non-governmental organisations that 
promotes respect for workers' rights around the 
globe. 

Also following the incident, the government of 
Bangladesh, the International Labour Organisation, 
the EU and the US engaged in a joint initiative for 
continuous improvements in labour rights and 
factory safety in the industry, commonly referred 
to as the Bangladesh Sustainability Compact.

The compact’s goals are included in the 
government’s development strategy. In their May 
2017 report, the partners recognised: “Progress in 
several areas, including recent increase in trade 
union registrations, work towards the development 
of standard operating procedures to better 
process applications for trade union registration, 
investment in factory safety and the introduction 
of the concept of workplace cooperation.”

There is still room for improvement and a public 
debate is going on locally and in the international 
textile sector as to whether working conditions, 
including wages, have effectively improved in 
Bangladesh over the past five years. 

However, it is generally agreed that the only way 
out of the low-wage/cheap-manufacturing business 
model is to improve the quality of products and 
modernise production methods.

“Western consumers are increasingly asking 
for sustainable products manufactured following 
environmental and ethical standards. How can we 
stay in the business under such circumstances? 
How do we brand our textile and fashion industry 
and respond to the changing needs of Western 
consumers in terms of sustainable production 
methods? Over the next decade, Bangladesh will 
strive to further develop its competitiveness and 
gradually move towards value-adding services and 
sustainable production methods to stay ahead of 
the competition,” says Mostafiz Uddin, managing 
director of clothing manufacturer Denim Expert, 
as well as CEO of the trade body Bangladesh 
Apparel Exchange and Bangladesh Denim Expo.1 

This paradigm shift requires cooperation with 
retailers throughout the value chain, from the 
design of garments through production, all the way 
to how consumers buy. An option going forward, 
envisaged by several producing countries as well 
as trade organisations and the EU, is to create a 
globally recognised labelling system that would 
inform consumers as to whether the products 
they buy are ethically made. 

35BaNgladeSh 2019
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all dressed up and with pl aces to go
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THE GArmENT 
iNDUSTry By NUmBErS

SoUrcES: THE ASiA foUNDATioN, worLD BANk GroUP,  
US DEPArTmENT of AGricULTUrE, TExTiLE ToDAy,  
ExPorT PromoTioN BUrEAU, BANGL ADESH BANk

#2
BANGL ADESH iS THE SEcoND-L ArGEST cLoTHiNG 

ExPorTEr iN THE worLD ToDAy, BEHiND oNLy cHiNA.

4 miLLioN
ABoUT 4 miLLioN workErS ArE DirEcTLy EmPLoyED 
By THE GArmENT iNDUSTry iN BANGL ADESH, oUT of  
A ToTAL PoPUL ATioN of ovEr 160 miLLioN PEoPLE.  

6%
THE GArmENT iNDUSTry iN BANGL ADESH coNTiNUES 

To DrivE EcoNomic GrowTH for THE coUNTry, 
coNTriBUTiNG A 6% AvErAGE rATE of ANNUAL 

GrowTH SiNcE 2007. 

80%+
THE GArmENT iNDUSTry AccoUNTS for ovEr 80%  

of ALL ExPorT EArNiNGS EAcH yEAr. 

$30 BiLLioN
THE TExTiLE AND GArmENT SEcTor mADE ovEr $30 

BiLLioN iN ExPorT EArNiNGS iN f y 2018 

85%
THE vAST mA joriT y of workErS iN THE BANGL ADESH 

GArmENT iNDUSTry ArE womEN.

130,000
DomESTic coTToN ProDUcTioN wAS ExPEcTED To 

riSE By 5% THroUGH 2018, rEAcHiNG 130,000 BALES To 
SUPPorT THE GArmENT iNDUSTry.

$422 miLLioN
THE TExTiLE AND GArmENT SEcTor AcHiEvED ALmoST 

$422 miLLioN iN forEiGN DirEcT iNvESTmENT iN f y 
2017, 15% morE THAN iN 2016. 
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WITH AN AVERAGE 13.5% annual growth over 
the past five years and the potential to grow by up  
to 15% per year over the next five, according to 
reports by two leading Bangladeshi financial 
companies,1 the pharmaceutical industry is 
Bangladesh’s strongest asset in its efforts to reduce 
an over-dependence on the garment industry. 
Both the government and industry leaders hope 
to emulate India’s phenomenal record of a 30-
fold growth in this sector.

According to the Bangladesh Bureau of 
Statistics, the pharmaceutical sector represents 
just under 2% of GDP, with a domestic market 
valued at $2.2 billion in 2017. The industry 
forecasts it will reach $3.9 billion by 2024. 

One of the main characteristics of the market 
is that it is almost entirely in the hands of about 
150 home-grown companies, which meet 97% of 
the demand through state-of-the-art production 
facilities and national distribution networks. 
Furthermore, it is highly concentrated: as of 
June 2016, the top five companies — Square 
Pharmaceutical, Incepta, Beximco, Opsonin and 
Renata — held 48.2% of the market, while the top 
ten held 69.1%. 

On the other hand, holding only 10.5% market 

share, multinational companies led by Radian, 
Sanofi and Novo Nordisk focus on a narrow range 
of specialised products such as anti-cancer drugs. 

Several factors are behind the success of the 
Bangladeshi pharmaceutical industry. The first 
is the country’s strong economic growth, which 
means that an increasing number of Bangladeshi 
citizens have enough means to spend on health. 
This trend will only continue as the country 
progresses towards middle-income status. 

Another trend is the gradual ageing of the 
population. As of today, it is very young with 
about 50% under the age of 25. But by 2036, 25% 
of the population will be over 50 and with greater 
health needs. The pharmaceutical industry also  
forecasts that there will be a shift in disease 
profiles, with a rise in non-communicable and 
chronic diseases.  

The domestic pharmaceutical industry has also 
benefitted from a conducive legal environment: 
the 1982 Drug Control Ordinance bans foreign 
companies from selling imported pharmaceutical 
products in the country. Furthermore, the 
relaxation of the World Trade Organisation’s 
agreement on Trade-Related Aspects of 
Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPS) allowed 

heALthY ProsPeCts
diversification away from the garment industry is at the top of the agenda for the manufacturing 
sector. the pharmaceutical industry offers exciting opportunities for investment and exports.

despite strong domestic demand, the pharmaceutical industry plans to tap into the global generic drugs market
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healthy prospects

the pharmaceutical sector 
represents just under 2% of  

GDP, with a domestic market 
valued at $2.2 billion in 2017. the 

industry forecasts it will reach 
$3.9 billion by 2024.

fAcTS ABoUT PHArmAcEUTicALS

Bangladesh, as a then least-developed country 
(LDC), to reverse engineer patented generic 
drugs. The relaxation of TRIPS for LDCs has 
been extended to 2032.

Lastly, the industry, which already exports 
to some 150 countries, is set to increase its 

international presence 
by tapping into the 
hungry generic drugs 
global market. As 
of fiscal year 2016-
2017, Bangladeshi 
pharmaceutical exports 
stand at $89 million, 
but they are forecast to 
grow by 9% this year, 
according to the Export 
Promotion Bureau. 

Healthcare providers are increasingly 
endorsing generic drugs and Bangladesh can 
capitalise on this trend to penetrate markets in 
the US, Germany, France, the UK and Japan, says 
asset-management firm LR Global. Worldwide 
generics sales were valued at $168 billion in 2013 
and are expected to reach $380 billion by 2021.

“With backward integration [the acquisition 

of or merger with suppliers throughout the 
production chain], quality research and skilled 
human resources, Bangladesh’s pharmaceutical 
industry can emerge as a world leader in 
producing off-patented generics medicine,” 
forecasts LR Global. 

Emerging markets are also promising 
for Bangladesh’s exports: their spending on 
pharmaceutical products stood at $249 billion in 
2015 and is expected to reach $345-$375 billion 
by 2020.  “While most of the emerging markets 
in the low- and middle-income countries are 
dominated by multinational pharmaceutical 
companies, Bangladeshi companies have the 
capacity to penetrate them,” notes LR Global. 

Keen to promote the sector and to reduce 
the country’s vulnerability to price fluctuations 
in raw ingredients needed for the industry, the 
government is building a brand new Active 
Pharmaceutical Ingredient park in Munshiganj, 
near Dhaka. There will be 41 plots available for 
27 companies under a public-private scheme. 
First penned in 2008, the park is scheduled to be 
fully operational by 2020, enabling companies to 
source ingredients locally and become even more 
competitive. 
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Pharmaceutical products of Bangladesh  
and growth (in BDT million)

Exports of Bangladesh’s pharmaceutical products (USD$ million) Export destination of pharmaceuticals in 2016-17
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the neW enerGY Mix 
Power supply in Bangladesh is a dynamic game that keeps players on their toes. fast growth has  
meant fast-growing demand and authorities are chasing more megawatts through investor-friendly policies. 

the government is attracting 
private capital for power-

generation projects and has 
seen its energy-investment 

portfolio swell from $1 billion 
to $21 billion.

load-shedding and 60% face low voltage supply.1 
The state-owned electricity utilities suffer from 
large energy shortages and power outages result 
in a significant loss of industrial output, which 
some think tanks value at $1 billion a year, or 
roughly half a percentage point in GDP growth. 

Determined to provide the power that will 
support Bangladesh’s bid to become a developed 
nation, the government has set a target of 60,000 
MW of capacity by 2041.2 A comprehensive 
energy-development strategy has been employed 
to achieve this goal based on fuel diversification, 
private-sector participation, renewable energy 
sources and regional cooperation on cross-border 
power trade. This includes plans to reduce 
Bangladesh’s dependence on depleting natural 
gas reserves and increase coal-based power to 
50% by 2030. Other aims are to import more 
electricity from regional neighbours and expand 
liquefied natural gas (LNG) imports.3 

Minister of Power, Energy and Mineral 
Resources Nasrul Hamid says the government 
will invest $30 billion over the next five years 
in three power generation hubs for coal-based 
power plants, along with new liquid fuel, gas 
and nuclear power plants and LNG terminals. 

AS INDUSTRY DEVELOPS and more homes are 
connected to the grid, Bangladesh is looking for 
ways to increase power supply — although the 
country still uses less power per capita than the 
vast majority of the world. Bangladeshis consume 
just 450kW monthly as opposed to the average 

1,700kW in most middle-income 
countries. 

Since Prime Minister Sheikh 
Hasina was re-elected in 2009, 
her government has increased 
total capacity from 3,500MW 
to 16,000MW and expanded 
coverage from 43% to 88% of the 
population. But the news portal 
Energy Bangla estimates that 20% 
to 30% new connections will be 
needed annually to keep up with 

demand, and that by 2030, overall demand could 
reach 34,000MW. In brief, despite the government’s 
successful efforts over the past decade to increase 
power generation, the current installed capacity 
is only just meeting demand — and demand in 
Bangladesh is an ever-growing thing. 

Additionally, existing supply is not always reliable. 
Nearly 80% of connected consumers suffer from 

40 LeADinG eDGe  
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Bangladesh will rely on a mixture of traditional and alternative energy to meet demand
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the Us Department of 
Commerce estimates $70.5 

billion will be invested in 
Bangladesh’s energy sector 

over the next 15 years.

 e n e r g y
the new energy mix
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Bangladesh’s first LNG cargo from Qatar arrived 
in April and supply to the gas grid is expected this 
summer as work on new pipelines is completed. 
Additionally, work has been completed on the 
Rooppur Nuclear Power Plant, which will come 
on line in 2020. 

According to the minister, the government is 
also targeting the expansion of renewable sources, 

including solar and wind, to 10% 
of the total by 2020. Bangladesh 
has deployed one of the largest 
numbers of home solar systems 
in the world (4.5 million are 
installed nationwide) and solar 
photovoltaic-based mini-grids 
are being established in remote 
areas where the possibility of 
grid expansion is remote in the 
near future. 

Greater energy interconnectivity between 
Bangladesh, Bhutan, India and Nepal is also a 
goal. Bangladesh currently imports 600MW of 
electricity from India. The Indian government 
is developing a cross-border trade policy that 
will allow the Bangladesh Power Development 
Board to have access to electricity from any 
Indian company in real time. Bangladesh intends 
to begin imports of hydropower resources from 
Bhutan and Nepal.

The government has also employed a policy 
to attract private capital and ensure competitive 
prices for power-generation projects which has 
seen its energy investment portfolio swell from 
$1 billion to $21 billion over seven years. Today, 
nearly 50% of the country’s energy mix is generated 
by the private sector. Two years ago, China signed 
energy agreements for $5.5 billion and a number 
of new projects are in the pipeline, including a 
3,500MW project by Germany’s Siemens AG. The 
US Department of Commerce estimates $70.5 
billion in total will be invested in Bangladesh’s 
energy sector over the next 15 years. 

With plans for the development of 100 
economic zones across the country, which will 
represent a significant new demand for energy, 
the government launched a renewed invitation for 
participation in the sector at a summit in Dhaka, 
where officials stressed the favourable conditions 
that exist for investors.4 Current incentives include 
tax exemption on royalties, technical know-how 
and technical assistance fees, and facilities for 
their repatriation; tax exemption on interest paid 
on foreign loans; tax exemption on capital gains 
from transfer of shares by the investing company; 
no restrictions on issuance of work permits for 
project-related foreign nationals and employees; 
and facilities for repatriation of invested capital, 
profits and dividends.  
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h.e. Nasrul hamid, minister of Power, energy and mineral resources

Forecasts by the US International Trade Administration 
indicate the demand for electricity in Bangladesh will reach 
30,000MW by 2030. How is Bangladesh preparing to meet 
this increase in demand?

When the Awami League got into office in 2009, Bangladesh’s 
power system was very poor, with an estimated capacity of 
3,500MW. In less than a decade we have increased generation 
capacity to 16,000MW. We expect the steep increase in 
electricity demand to continue and we are taking steps to 
fill supply gaps. Over the next five to six years we will make 
about $30 billion in energy investments. We are building large 
power plants, setting up liquefied natural gas (LNG) terminals 
with the help of American investors, and continuing with our 
collaboration with Japanese, Chinese and German companies 
to design and implement more projects.

Additionally, we aim to connect our power systems to those 
of other countries in the region. This is a concept that has never 
been utilised before in Bangladesh, but we are seeing good 
progress so far. For example, we are currently taking 660MW 
of electricity from India and we intend to take an additional 
2,000MW. Neighbouring countries such as Bhutan and Nepal 
have the potential to produce over 40,000MW of electricity 
from hydropower sources, but rivers dry out during winter. 
Regional connectivity is a win-win situation for all parties 
involved. In general, I would say we have made significant 
progress in terms of expanding our power-generation capacity 
and building regional connectivity. 

Research suggests there is a relationship between electricity 
consumption and a nation’s Human Development Index. 
What has the government done to improve people’s access 
to electricity?

The per capita consumption of electricity in Bangladesh 
is about 450kW per month. This is quite low compared 
to typical middle-income countries which have per capita 
consumption of about 1,700kW. In 2014, Prime Minister Sheikh 
Hasina announced that, by 2021, every single household in 
Bangladesh should have access to electricity. In that context, 
I began working towards reaching 100% electricity coverage 
by December 2018, way ahead of schedule. 

Financing is one of the most critical ingredients needed 
to achieve such an ambitious objective. Therefore, we put in 
place several highly attractive policies to persuade the private 
sector to invest in the power industry. Looking back, we can 
say that the strategy has been a success. The investment into 
our energy industry has increased tremendously. Currently, 
about 50% of our power generation comes from the private 
sector. All the big global power companies are investing in 
our power industry. For example, we have partnered with the 
German conglomerate Siemens AG to develop a 3,500MW 
project. When China’s President Xi Jinping visited Bangladesh 
in 2016, he signed agreements for a total of $5.5 billion. Over 
the last seven years, the investment portfolio of our power 

inTerView wiTH
 H.e. naSrUL HaMid, MiniSTer Of POwer, energy and MineraL reSOUrCeS     

Currently, about 50% of our  
power generation comes from the 

private sector. All the big global power 
companies are investing in our  

power industry.”
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sector has increased from $1 billion to $21 billion.
The unique characteristics of our country, 

such as our vast wetlands and hilly areas, are 
not suitable for large-scale power generation. 
To overcome this challenge, we have deployed 
one of the world’s largest numbers of home 
solar systems, and now more than 4.5 million 
households in Bangladesh benefit from solar 
mini-grids. 

Today, around 88% of the Bangladeshi population 
have access to electricity, up from 43% back in 
2009. We are taking electricity to the rural areas, 
making power accessible to people who often 
have never seen an electric light bulb before. 
Improving access to electricity has led to other 
benefits. Thanks to electricity, women in rural 
areas have started to do nightshift work and 
students are reading more.

The low cost of electricity has been a major 
competitive advantage for Bangladesh. However, 
electricity prices don’t cover the costs of generating 
power. What does your ministry intend to do to 
ensure the sustainability of the model?

Right now, the government is allocating $500 
million to subsidise power for the poor. In fact, 
most customers get their power at prices 40% or 

50% below production cost. We intend to maintain 
this policy for another four or five years. We must 
not forget that we are not a developed economy. 
At this stage, the priority of the government is 
not to make a profit, but to provide power to its 
citizens. We are currently working together with 
respected global firms to make the transition of 
power from a merit good to a commodity.

What is your ministry doing to increase the weight 
of clean energy in Bangladesh’s energy mix?

Across the world, clean energy is receiving more 
and more focus. Many countries are working 
towards expanding production of renewable 
energy. It won’t happen overnight, but overall I 
don’t see why Bangladesh should be any different. 
We are building liquid-fuel power plants, gas-
based power plants, high-tech coal power plants 
and nuclear power plants. We aim to generate 
10% of our power from renewable energies by 
2020. We also intend to implement the latest 
technological developments in terms of power 
generation. Looking forward, the success will 
lie in technology and innovation. All in all, we 
intend to progressively move towards cleaner 
ways of producing energy.

What would you say to investors?

We are making tremendous improvements in 
Bangladesh. I haven’t achieved all my goals for 
our energy sector, but we made great progress 
by developing important projects. There are 
still many growth opportunities in the power 
sector and Bangladesh is creating a conducive 
environment by designing many of the investments 
with sovereign guarantees. I would urge investors 
to consider investing in Bangladesh’s power 
industry because there is opportunity to make 
great returns. 

there are growth opportunities  
in the power sector and we have created 
a conducive environment by designing 

many of the investments with  
sovereign guarantees.”

 

 h.e. Nasrul hamid,  
minister of Power, energy and mineral resources     
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Bangladesh is establishing liquified natural gas terminals
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rabiul alam, chairman — energypac

Bangladesh is one of the world’s fastest growing economies. 
What are the main reasons behind its sustained success?

Industry and manufacturing have been key drivers behind the 
success. The increasing share of GDP coming from these sectors 
and job creation in labour-intensive manufacturing have had a 
two-fold effect on growth. A key constraint in the development 
of the manufacturing sector was energy. Power outages result 
in a loss of industrial output, which some think tanks estimate 
at around $1 billion a year, or 0.5% of GDP. 

The incumbent government has been successful in addressing 
this issue by increasing power generation and the number of 
power plants, developing distribution and transmission lines, 
expanding the number of consumers and raising per capita 
power production capacity. Over the years, this capacity has 
increased from 4942MW to 16,000MW. This boom in the 
power and energy sector has been instrumental in allowing 
industry and manufacturing to flourish. 

Energypac’s business interests range from energy to fashion 
and agribusiness. Can you tell us about the company’s history 
and central business? 

Energypac, widely regarded as a pioneer in Bangladesh’s power 
and engineering sector, began its journey in 1982. Over the past 
three decades it has established itself as the country’s leader in 
providing end-to-end power solutions. Years of expertise in the 
design and manufacture of a wide range of power products and 
systems has made Energypac a trusted name in the industry, not 
just in Bangladesh but across South Asia and Eastern Europe.

Our products are in reliable operation in power generation, 
transmission and distribution systems, as well as electro-
intensive industries, and residential and commercial complexes 
throughout the Asia Pacific region. With design and international 
trade operations in ten countries, and manufacturing sites in 
India and Italy as well as Bangladesh, Energypac is truly a 
global business. 

All of Energypac’s products are tested to the highest 
international standards in our in-house ISO-certified testing 
laboratories, the only ones of their kind in Bangladesh. The 
company is credited with manufacturing Bangladesh’s largest 
transformer, currently a 80/120MVA, 132/33kV transformer. 
Energypac is now set to break its own record, as it is gearing up 
to manufacture Bangladesh’s first 300MVA transformer. We 
have also recently completed work on Ruppur Nuclear Power 
Plant, Bangladesh’s first nuclear power plant.

How has Energypac diversified over the years? 

Energypac has long established itself as a stalwart in the power 
and energy sector. However, it is important to be wary of being 
pigeonholed in a single sub-sector. It not only makes the company 
more vulnerable to market fluctuations, but also inhibits it from 
realising its true competitive potential. Energypac has chosen to 
apply its decades of expertise in manufacturing and engineering 
to diversify into new labour and skill-intensive industries such 
as electronics, agriculture and clothing. Energypac Electronics, 
established in 2005, extended Energypac’s range of industrial 

inTerView wiTH
rabiUL aL aM, CHairMan — energyPaC

energypac aims to be the vital 
catalyst in achieving our country’s 

ambitious growth target of 8% by 2020 
by driving innovation and enhancing 

productivity.”
 

rabiul alam, chairman — energypac
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technology into low-voltage electrical products. 
The company is considered a pioneer in the 
electronics sector, having popularised greener 
electronics in Bangladesh. 

Energypac Agriculture Limited was set up in 
2006 with the aim of promoting commercial 
agriculture as an engine for rural development, 
industrialisation and greater employment for the 
poor. In 2007, we diversified into the ready-made 
garment industry. Our aim was to target a different 
mix of higher-quality clothing, particularly formal 
dresswear, which requires greater skill and offers 
higher margins. The choice of each sector has 
been strategic, as each is an important player in 
Bangladesh’s economic growth. Energypac has 
always been an early investor in Bangladesh’s key 
growth sectors, and it aims to be a vital part of 
turning Bangladesh into an exporting powerhouse.

What role is Energypac playing in the expansion 
of Bangladesh’s energy market and does it have 
plans to expand internationally? 

Before Energypac, everything was import-based. 
After stepping into the market with our own product, 
we have contributed an average of 6000MVA to 
our country’s own production. Not only have we 
minimised dependency on foreign equipment, 
but also we have enhanced technical expertise 
in the country. The government is now focusing 
more and more on the power sector. As a result, 
various new power plants are being established 
throughout the country. These include coal-based 
and heavy-fuel-oil-based facilities.

Energypac has supplied substation equipment 
for a 200MW substation at Ashuganj owned by 
United Ashuganj Power Ltd., a 400 kV substation 
at Bibiyana owned by Power Grid Company of 
Bangladesh and a 102MW heavy-fuel-oil power 
plant at Narayanganj owned by Summit Power.

Type testing, which proves that transformers 
meet customer specifications, is a pivotal and 
essential issue for our products. Our highest-rated 
product, a 120MVA power transformer, is already 
undergoing type tests. Especially in order to get 
into foreign markets, we conduct our type tests 
from independent international laboratories such 
as India’s Central Power Research Institute and 
Italy’s Centro Elettrotecnico Sperimentale Italiano. 
In the near future, we will be transforming our 
factory and production processes to enable us to 
compete with the best international companies. 
We invite internationally recognised consultants to 
come into our research and development (R&D) 
departments to help us improve our production. 

We have already supplied products and engineered 
solutions to countries like Italy, Yemen, Sudan, 
the Philippines, Vietnam, Korea, Nepal and 
India. Now, we are looking to go even further 
and to penetrate more of the African, Asian and 
European markets.

Can Bangladesh become an export powerhouse? 

Bangladesh has the capacity to become an 
export powerhouse, at the same level as its East 
Asian neighbours, if it improves its business 
competitiveness and trade policies, which will 
help firms compete globally. A critical catalyst in 
Bangladesh’s economic rise has been the export-
oriented ready-made-garment sector. Whilst this 
sector is a source of national pride, and clearly offers 
further potential, we must be wary of becoming 
a mono-focus economy. In order to push further 
economic growth, we must continue developing 
new manufacturing sectors, such as engineering 
and electronics, as well as raising productivity 
and moving up the value chain. 

To truly realise Bangladesh’s competitiveness 
potential, we must start by focusing on improving 
our trade policies. The government must make 
it much easier for exporters to import what they 
need, gradually reduce tariffs and improve trade 
logistics. It is also exceedingly important that we 
concentrate on the critical shortage of industrial 
land. With the right set of policies enabling the 
right business environment, there is no reason 
why Bangladesh cannot become the next regional 
powerhouse.

How would international investors benefit from 
collaborating with Energypac and Bangladesh? 

Bangladesh is the one of the most open and 
greenest markets in the world. But expertise is at 
a preliminary level — we need foreign investors 
to come to our country and share their expertise 
and experience, and without them, it will be very 
difficult to elevate Bangladesh to next level. They 
will benefit from cheap labour and raw material 
costs, as well as other intrinsic benefits. 

Presently, Energypac works with a few companies 
and individual entities around the world. We 
have appointed local agents in many countries, 
so we get to know the upcoming and potential 
business opportunities in their respective zones. 
We also gather information from various trade 
sections of Bangladesh’s consulate offices in many 
countries. Additionally, every year we participate 
in international exhibitions, where we get the 
opportunity to meet and collaborate with foreign 
investors.

As one of Bangladesh’s leading engineering 
companies, Energypac aims to be the vital catalyst 
in achieving our country’s ambitious growth 
target of 8% by 2020 by driving innovation and 
enhancing productivity in the manufacturing 
sector. Our dedicated R&D teams around the world 
continue to add to our growing product portfolio 
of industrial technology and green electronics. We 
believe this will help us, and in turn Bangladesh, 
with our steady penetration into new markets in 
South Asia and Eastern Europe. 
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b r i e f i n g

AGriCULtUre: rooM to GroW
agriculture holds critical implications for Bangladesh’s major macroeconomic objectives,  
including employment generation, poverty alleviation and food security.

Bangladesh’s fertile soil 
and ample water supply 

means rice can be grown and 
harvested three times a year 

in many areas.

Between 2008-2017, crop yield per hectare 
increased from 3.7kg to 4.6kg.3 Over the same 
period, the agricultural sector averaged 3.8% 
annual growth in productivity, one of the fastest 
growth rates in the world. This is an upward 
trend the government is confident it can maintain 
through fostering research for the innovation of 
disaster-tolerant crops. In parallel, Bangladeshi 
agricultural exports have grown to $1.6 billion 
per year today, roughly equivalent to 5.7% of the 
country’s total export earnings.4

Rice is one of the success stories of Bangladeshi 
agriculture, with production tripling since 
independence in 1971. The Bangladeshi Green 
Revolution, based on the adoption of high-yielding 
varieties, fertiliser and irrigation, produced a 
stepwise increase in yields, as average paddy 
production rose from 2.5 tonnes per hectare in 
1990 to nearly 4.5 tonnes for hybrids over the 
last decade. 

The United Nation’s Food and Agriculture 
Organisation (FAO) puts 2017’s aggregate paddy 
production at 50.8 million tonnes. Additionally, 
Bangladesh’s fertile soil and normally ample water 
supply means rice can be grown and harvested 
three times a year in many areas.

DESPITE RAPID GROWTH in Bangladesh’s 
manufacturing and industrial sectors over the 
past decade, agriculture, including fishing, 
remains one of the country’s most important 
economic pillars. 

Representing 14.2% of GDP and employing 
42% of the labour force,1 the 
agricultural sector has been 
a primary driver of poverty 
reduction in the country since 
2000, accounting for 90% of 
the decrease seen between 2005 
and 2015. The impact of the 
agricultural sector is felt most 
keenly in rural areas, where nearly 
two-thirds of all workers are 
directly employed by the sector 

and roughly 87% of all households depend on it 
for at least part of their income.2

A sound and consistent policy framework, 
along with substantial public investment in new 
technologies and integrated management have 
aided growth in Bangladesh’s agriculture industry, 
resulting in commendable progress in food security 
despite the country’s rapid population growth and 
natural disasters that have taken place. 

48 LeADinG eDGe  
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Maize is also a story of spectacular growth in 
recent years, driven by expanding poultry and 
aquaculture production. According to the FAO, 
maize output in 2017 is estimated at 3 million 
tonnes, 6% above the high reached in 2016, 
supported by an increase in plantings and yields. 
Similarly, the 2017 minor winter wheat crop is 
estimated at 1.4 million tonnes, showing a 6% 
increase year-on-year. 

Even faster growth has been registered in 
fisheries, particularly in aquaculture. Bangladesh 
is considered one of the most suitable regions for 
fisheries in the world, with the largest flooded 

wetland and third largest aquatic 
biodiversity in Asia after China and 
India. Over the past decade, the 
sector has grown by an average of 
5.3% per year, and fisheries now 
accounts for 3.69% of total GDP 
and 22% of agricultural GDP.

The aquaculture industry has 
spearheaded this growth, and 
Bangladesh produces 2.5% of the 
world’s shrimp. From 2000 to 2016, 

aquaculture production increased from 712,640 
to 2.06 million tonnes, to represent 55% of the 
sub-sector’s total today. This makes Bangladesh 
the fifth-largest aquaculture producer on the 
planet. In parallel, there has been an increase in 
the value of fishery exports, from $443 million in 
2010 to more than $636 million in 2015,5 which 
makes the sector the second most important 
contributor to Bangladesh’s export earnings. 

Moving up the value chain, Bangladesh’s 
processed food industry now accounts for 
approximately 12.3% of all manufacturing 
production with an estimated annual value of 
$8.3 billion. There are nearly 246 medium-sized 
food manufacturing enterprises in the country 
processing baked goods, confectionery items, 
fruits and vegetables, cereals, dairy goods, fruit 
juices, and various other foods and beverages.6 
The vigorous growth of the country’s middle-class 
population will likely see this sub-sector witness 
hefty expansion in the coming years.

Looking forward, the main challenge for 
agriculture is to consolidate the growth that has 
been achieved over the past 20 years, particularly 
in the face of declining arable land. For rice 
production, paddy yields need to increase to 
the levels achieved by regional counterparts like 
Vietnam and Indonesia, which will require further 
investment in infrastructure and technology. 

Faster and more inclusive rural growth with 
job creation will require greater agricultural 
diversification together with more robust rural 
non-farm enterprise development. A shift in 
production from rice to higher-value crops 
will trigger more rapid growth in incomes and 
create more and better on-farm and non-farm 
jobs, especially for women and young people. 

Improved credit facilities are required to promote 
private initiatives for small and medium-scale 
agribusinesses in processing and packaging. 
There is also scope for adding value through 
agro-processing of agricultural commodities.

The World Bank believes Bangladesh has 
great potential to raise agriculture-generated 
incomes, increase agriculture productivity, make 
it more resilient to climate change and improve 
the nutritional value of crops. 

In addition to crop diversification into high-
value agriculture, fisheries offer tremendous 
potential. Despite Bangladesh’s long coastline, 
and large freshwater and marine water bodies, 
fisheries are underdeveloped compared to other 
industries. In the same vein, though inland 
fisheries production has escalated over the years, 
productivity per hectare of water area is not yet 
at its optimum level.7  

A prime region for fisheries, 
Bangladesh has the largest 
flooded wetland and third 
largest aquatic biodiversity  

in Asia.

 a g r i C U L T U r e
room to grow
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a floating market showcases local agricultural output

the fisheries sector is the second most important 
contributor to Bangladesh’s export earnings
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PRODUCTIVITY IN Bangladesh’s agriculture  
has increased dramatically in just a few decades  
and the sector has been transformed. While 
much of this development has been driven by the 
government and farmers, many of the changes in 
agriculture are the result of excellent work done by 
private-sector entities like British American Tobacco 
(BAT) Bangladesh — a company that has been 
focusing on improving overall farming productivity, 
whilst also protecting the environment.

BAT Bangladesh has been operating in the 
country since 1910 and believes it has a key role 
to play in helping the farming community to 
develop practices that achieve economic, social 
and environmental benefits. It is committed to 
promoting integrated farm management — a 
system that delivers sustainable agriculture 
through technologies and practices — which the 
company aims to achieve through its long-standing 

relationship with around 35,000 Bangladeshi 
farmers.

The company also strives to educate farmers on 
proper farm safety and compliant labour practices, 
including equal pay and zero tolerance of child 
labour. By working with BAT Bangladesh, the 
agricultural sector benefits from a $85-million 
annual spend on agricultural research and 
development by its parent company, British 
American Tobacco plc.1 

Its innovations start with the seed variety. BAT 
uses state-of-the-art breeding technology for 
the development of hybrid varieties with higher 
yields, better qualities and other attributes, such as 
disease resistance. In 2015-16, Bangladeshi farmers 
harvested the same amount as in 2012-13, whilst 
using 25% less land, through the cultivation of 
hybrid varieties.2 

In terms of growing crops, the increased use of 
bio-fungicides (Trichoderma) in seedbeds and 
popularising the use of pheromone traps for insect 
control in the main field has helped minimise the 
use of agrochemicals, reducing cost and protecting 
the environment. Zero tillage technology deployed 
for the cultivation of tobacco as a relay crop with 
paddy has provided a breakthrough in improving 
the farm productivity, soil conservation and 
decreased the tobacco cultivation duration as well. 
Whilst the introduction of fuel-efficient curing 

By working with BAt Bangladesh, the 
agricultural sector benefits from a 

$85-million annual spend on 
agricultural research and development.

DeveLoPinG sUstAinABiLitY in FArMinG
British american tobacco Bangladesh’s promotion of technologies and practices, such as integrated 
farm management, is bringing benefits to farmers, the country and the environment.

Bat Bangladesh ensures sustainable agriculture for farming
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technologies that use alternative fuels like jute 
sticks, briquettes and other agricultural waste has 
reduced dependency on wood fuel by 80%. Another 
benchmark initiative from BAT Bangladesh is 
to support farmers in green manuring and the 
composting of household waste to conserve soil 
health and minimise the impact of climate change 
on soil fertility.

Tobacco is a cash crop through which a farmer 
can attain the highest possible income due to the 
guaranteed market. This is because the price 
is predetermined by the government, through 
the Ministry of Agriculture, after detailed 
discussions with the farmers, relevant government 
representatives and industry. 

Along with its profitability, farmers prefer 
to cultivate tobacco 
because the crop 
rotation involved boosts 
soil productivity;3 it 
requires a significantly 
lower dose of fertilisers 
than other crops such as 
rice, maize and potato; 
and the cultivation 
season does not overlap 
or conflict with the 

production of other major food grains. In 2018, 
Bangladeshi farmers experienced bumper yields of 
food and vegetables all over the country, including 
in the tobacco-growing areas — confirmation that 
tobacco cultivation does not impact soil quality. It 
is also worth noting that, at $60 million, tobacco 
is Bangladesh’s third-largest agricultural export 
commodity. 

BAT Bangladesh has set up 75 integrated pest 
management (IPM) clubs, in collaboration with 
the government’s Department of Agricultural 
Extension. Through these clubs, farmers receive 
advanced knowledge and skills training for using 
bio-fungicides and environmentally friendly pest 
control methods, such as pheromone traps and 
bird perching, along with many other things, which 
they can use for their entire crop portfolio. To date, 

34,000 farmers have been trained through the 
IPM Clubs and 93% of them have adopted these 
approaches. 

“I have received training not only for tobacco 
cultivation but also in many other important 
aspects of farming for all other crops, for example, 
IPM, integrated crop management, integrated farm 
management components, farm labour compliance 
and safety. This sets me apart from other farmers. 
If all the farmers get such training, it will have a 
greater positive impact on our communities,” says a 
progressive tobacco farmer from Manikganj.4

BAT Bangladesh has also reduced the amount 
of water its farmers use, by ensuring polytube 
irrigation systems that control the volume 
of water and prevent wastage. To promote 
awareness amongst the farming communities 
about the importance of diversity, the company 
has established 75 biodiversity corners around the 
country and additionally distributes four million 
tree saplings free of cost every year, which are a 
mixture of fruit, timber and medicinal plants. 

BAT Bangladesh encourages farmers to increase 
their production of other agricultural products, 
including horticulture crops, poultry and livestock. 
This enables its farmers to get the most from 
their lands, increase the income they can generate 
and diversifies any risk across seasons and crops. 
The company employs a team of trained field 
technicians who visit farms and farmers at every 
stage of the growing cycle. The field technicians 
provide support, advice and training, and gain 
unique insights into the challenges at the grassroot 
level. These insights are used by the company to 
help develop better solutions for the future. 

Such actions from the company not only helps 
the community but also supports the government 
in attaining its national goals. These approaches 
directly compliment the United Nations’ 
sustainable development goals numbers 11 and 
12. It is evident from these activities that BAT 
Bangladesh is constantly striving towards new 
and innovative ways to implement and adapt 
sustainable agricultural approaches. 

a g r i C U L T U r e
developing sustainabilit y in farming

BAt Bangladesh is constantly 
striving towards new and 

innovative ways to implement 
and adapt sustainable 

agricultural approaches.

training being given to farmers at an integrated pest management clubalternate fuel used for curing as part of the sustainability approach
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Shehzad munim, managing director — British american tobacco Bangladesh

In 2013, you were the first Bangladeshi to become managing 
director of British American Tobacco (BAT) Bangladesh. 
What does that mean to you? 

Leading BAT Bangladesh is certainly an honour, an honour 
that comes with an enormous responsibility. I never thought 
I would be the first Bangladeshi to be given this opportunity. 
BAT Bangladesh is not only a very successful business, it is 
also a significant revenue partner for the government, which 
is a shareholder of the company. Year after year, our company 
pays around $2 billion in taxes annually. 

In addition to sustaining the business, one of our biggest 
challenges is to grow the next generation of leaders of the 
company, ensuring that we continue to supply Bangladeshi 
talent to the rest of the group and society. BAT Bangladesh 
has consolidated a large pool of talent; if you take a look at 
some of the most important companies in the country, you 
often find ex-employees of BAT in the senior management. 
At BAT, we grow our own talent: over 90% of our promotions 
are internal — and I am very proud to be a product of this 
environment myself.

This company has been very supportive and given me a 
valuable international exposure to a wide range of markets, 
from Australia and New Zealand, to Pakistan and Sri Lanka. 
When I started in this company in 1997, there were not many 
Bangladeshi managers outside of Bangladesh. Today, we have 
around 50 Bangladeshi managers working in some of the 183 
countries where BAT operates. As a policy, every time we 
have a new employee I have a cup of tea with them on their 
first day. In that short meeting, I share my experience and 
explain that they have the chance to aim high and develop 
in our company. Looking forward, I am convinced that we 
can become a powerful source of global Bangladeshi CEOs.

How is BAT contributing to the development of Bangladesh’s 
agricultural sector? 

We are proud to say that we are close to the farmers and that 
makes us understand the rural economy well. In my opinion, 
the fact that we are engrained in the farming community is 
what makes us unique. Currently, we have between 35,000 
and 40,000 contract farmers and we collaborate with the 
Ministry of Agriculture to follow the best practices in the 
industry.

Farmers are our partners; we go hand in hand with them 
throughout the entire growing process in order to improve 
their skills and ensure the quality of the product. As a case in 
point, we train our farmers to grow their crops in a sustainable 
manner, to use water efficiently and to reduce pesticides. 
Since farmers grow tobacco for us for just three months of 
the year, they can spend the remaining months applying the 
best practices to other crops. 

On a different note, we help our farmers with their education 
and that of their children — today, we have next-generation 
farmers who are university graduates. One of the reasons 
behind the success of our relationship with farmers is the 
type of contracts that we follow. In Bangladesh, we buy the 
entire output of farmers at a fixed government-set price, 

inTerView wiTH
SHeHZad MUniM, Managing direCTOr — briTiSH aMeriCan TObaCCO bangL adeSH

there are no cash transfers  
between the company and farmers, 

everything is done online and by bank. 
As a result, our farmers are integrated 

into the formal economy.”
 

Shehzad munim
managing director — British american tobacco Bangladesh 
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 a g r i C U L T U r e
shehzad munim, managing director — british american tobacco bangladesh

although we usually show our gratitude for the 
quality of the product by paying more. It is worth 
noting that there are no cash transfers between 
the company and farmers, everything is done 
online and by bank. As a result, our farmers are 
integrated into the formal economy and have 
access to the benefits of the banking system.

All in all, thanks to the best practices they 
learn from us, our farmers are able to increase 
their overall productivity and living standards. 
As a result, we estimate they are among the 
wealthiest of the farming community in the 
country. I am convinced that the attention we 
pay to the early stages of the production process 
is one of the key success factors of the company.

How would you define the role of BAT Bangladesh 
within BAT? 

I think that BAT Bangladesh will continue to 
play an important role within the group. Overall, 
Bangladesh is on a phenomenal journey. In our 
experience, rural areas are the real engines of 
this country and where the biggest changes are 
taking place. We are seeing this with people 
moving quickly to higher-quality products. In 

our case, I think that we are well positioned to 
make the most out of the agricultural revolution 
that we are experiencing, because we have put a 
strong focus on our distribution network. 

If the economy and disposable income of the 
population continues to grow, Bangladesh will 
consolidate as one of the most promising places 
to do business in the world. However, at BAT 
Bangladesh, we not only grow tobacco for the 
domestic market, but also for export.

What is the position of the tobacco industry  
in Bangladesh? 

As with the car industry, the tobacco industry 
is going through an inflexion point globally. 
For years, tobacco companies have strived to 
come up with products that are potentially less 
risky. As we speak, tobacco-heating devices are 
going from strength to strength in the US and 
parts of Europe. BAT is well placed with a range 
of potentially reduced-risk products — like 
tobacco-heating products and e-cigarettes. It 
already offers these next-generation products 

in 16 countries and plans to expand this further. 
Tobacco-heating products and e-cigarettes 

are still emerging categories, and very small in 
a lot of markets, with Bangladesh being one of 
those. However, this doesn’t mean things can’t 
change. With growing consumer acceptance, the 
right regulatory environment and more scale, 
who knows what products, with potentially less 
risk than cigarettes, could be on offer to smokers 
in Bangladesh in the future.

You are also the president of the Foreign Investors 
Chamber of Commerce and Industry. How can 
investment into Bangladesh be increased? 

Bangladesh is one of the most misunderstood 
— and probably the least advertised — markets 
in the world. If you ask a stranger about his 
thoughts on Bangladesh, he will probably talk 
about natural disasters, poverty and traffic jams. 
However, if you take a look at the Bangladeshi 
subsidiaries of big international companies, you 
will find that in many cases they are the star 
performers within their groups, both in terms 
of growth and return on investment.

Generally speaking, I would affirm that foreign 
direct investment in Bangladesh is quite low. 
However, I do not see any reason why levels cannot 
reach the figures of neighbouring countries such 
as Malaysia and Vietnam. Here, the private sector 
has to work hand in hand with the government to 
advertise Bangladesh internationally and spread 
the news about the business opportunities that 
we have. Every developing nation has its setbacks 
but, if you have the tenacity to overcome them, 
results will come.

Bangladesh is currently taking steps in the right 
direction despite various challenges and is on the 
way to becoming a middle-income country from 
a least-developed country. Moreover, players that 
are already present in Bangladesh are investing 
heavily in the country — which proves that there 
is a huge market potential. 

Our region is full of examples of countries 
that, like India and Malaysia, used to have a 
bad image and successfully improved it. In this 
context, we have to find what we are good at and 
communicate it properly. Starting from being 
called the “land of rivers” to having extremely 
fertile land, Bangladesh is a country with many 
things to advertise.

The largest delta of the world covers around 
80% of Bangladesh and the warmth given by this 
country’s people is not easy to find elsewhere. No 
matter where you go, Bangladeshis will receive 
you with a smile and offer you whatever they 
have, and, as a nation, we are very resilient by 
nature.As a country, these are some elements we 
should use for our benefit, to build a competitive 
advantage and to change the perception the rest 
of the world has of us. 

Farmers are our partners; we go 
hand in hand with them throughout 

the entire growing process in order to 
improve their skills.”

 

Shehzad munim  
managing director — British american tobacco Bangladesh
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b r i e f i n g

A tUrn in the roAD
Since a tragedy called the attention of the world to working conditions in Bangladesh,  
the tide began to turn in favour of more corporate social responsibility.

A debate has been opened 
about working conditions 

in developing countries and 
the collective responsibility 

of multinationals and 
customers.

from a developing country lost their lives so 
that Westerners could wear cheap prêt-à-porter. 

Sensing that their clients in the West might 
turn away from their “Made in Bangladesh” 
garments, some 250 fashion companies signed 
two initiatives: the Accord on Fire and Building 
Safety in Bangladesh, and the less constraining 
Alliance for Bangladesh Worker Safety. Both 
were designed to improve safety in about 2,300 
factories supplying Western brands, and they 
completed their terms this year.1

What has changed in the last five years? The 
accord and the alliance have brought about 
unquestionable improvements in workers’ 
safety — no major incident has taken place since 
then — but beyond that, the tragedy opened a 
debate in society and in the political arena about 
working conditions in developing countries and 
the collective responsibility of multinationals 
and customers. 

“I think right now, of the developing countries 
with a ready-made garment sector, Bangladesh is 
the safest,” Rob Wayss, executive director of the 
accord, told The Guardian in April 2018. In April 
2018, the accord reported 222 signatory companies, 
1,600 factories and 2 million workers covered, 

THE RANA PLAZA disaster in Dhaka, in which 
1,134 garment workers died in April 2013, was 
one of the worst industrial catastrophes in the 
world and a turning point for Bangladesh’s 
apparel industry. 

That morning, hundreds of workers were about 
to start their shift in the eight-
story building housing garment 
factories, apartments, stores and a 
bank. Even though the day before 
many had reported seeing large 
cracks on the building, they had 
been told to come to work. They 
duly clocked in and, at around 
9 a.m., the building collapsed. 
It took only 90 seconds for it to 
be reduced to a pile of rubble; 
it took months to establish the 

final balance of casualties.
There had previously been other accidents 

in local garment factories, but this one was 
something else altogether. The victims in this 
case were producing garments for some of the 
most renowned global fashion companies. Rana 
Plaza shone a harsh light on globalisation and 
the consumption society: low-paid workers 

56 LeADinG eDGe  
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and 25,000 follow-up inspections. Furthermore, 
84% of the identified safety issues have been 
reported or verified as fixed, 767 factories have 
completed over 90% of the safety remediation 
actions, and 142 factories have completed all 
safety remediation from initial inspections. 

In total, the accord has seen more than $55 
million invested in safety monitoring, training of 
health and safety committees and site inspections 
by 200 trained engineers. The signatories also 
financed safety measures such as improving 
structural design and installing fire doors and 
sprinklers. 

But although the accord has improved workers’ 
safety, the original version had no impact on 
wages or on workers’ freedom of association. 
Furthermore, it only concerned those factories 

that supply international brands, 
about half of the total garment 
factories in Bangladesh. 

Around 60 leading fashion 
brands that use some 1,200 
factories in Bangladesh — 
among them Inditex, H&M and 
Primark — have so far signed 
a new accord, valid until May 
2021, which now covers training 
and a complaint protocol for the 
right to freedom of association; 

workers’ severance payments related to factory 
closures and relocations; and, more importantly, 
the planned transition of the accord’s functions 
to a national regulatory body supported by the 
International Labour Organisation. 

Have these developments in the garment sector 
influenced other Bangladeshi industries? It’s difficult 
to say, as there are no comprehensive analyses 
of the extent of corporate social responsibility 
(CSR) in Bangladesh’s private sector. Philanthropy 
has deep roots in the country, in part because 
there is so much need for it, but also for cultural 
motives linked to Islam. 

However, some sectors, such as banking, 
appear as front-runners in CSR. Grameen Bank, 
founded in 1983 by the visionary Nobel Prize 
winner Muhammad Yunus, stands out as a social 
enterprise. Boasting about 100,000 borrowers 
— 100% of whom are women — for microloans 
averaging $30-40, Grameen Bank has revolutionised 
both the business of finance and the approach to 
poverty alleviation. The Grameen Group is now a 
multi-faceted conglomerate comprising a series 
of foundations and trusts, as well as for-profit and 
non-profit ventures united by the same vision: 
to improve the social and economic conditions 
of the Bangladeshi population.2

In this respect, it is interesting to note that 
it’s a Bangladeshi establishment, Brac Bank, that 
received this year’s Asia Money award for best 
bank for CSR, because of its large array of social 
activities: education assistance, distribution of 

warm clothes, healthcare, blood banks and flood 
relief. A 2016 report on CSR by the Bangladesh 
Institute of Labour Studies notes that the banking 
sector has traditionally been at the forefront of 
CSR in the country, notably because in 2008, 
Bangladesh Bank issued a directive called 
“Mainstreaming CSR in banks and financial 
institutions in Bangladesh.”

Private companies operating in sectors as varied 
as energy, pharmaceuticals, agri-business, retail 
and food have CSR activities, usually focused 
on education and health. The report, however, 
notes that “there are no mandatory laws or 
institutionalised principles bringing together the 
existing social-cultural and moral performance 
of corporations into the legal framework. Still, 
this country is striving to establish the concept 
of CSR among corporations and stakeholders 
through a legal and organisational basis.”  

The need for clear rules around CSR was 
discussed last year during a conference on the 
subject at the Dhaka Chamber of Commerce 
and Industry. State Minister of Finance, H.E. 
M. A. Mannan, announced that the government 
was drafting national guidelines that will cover 
workers’ welfare and environmental sustainability.3 

As another speaker at the conference, A. S. M. 
Amanullah, professor of sociology at Dhaka 
University, observed, “Bangladesh is an emerging 
market where the focus on CSR has been 
exponentially rising.” 

The ball is also in the court of consumers. 
From fair trade to responsibly-sourced, they 
now have a whole range of labels, websites, 
apps and charities that tell them where and 
how the products they consume are made. 
The Good On You ethical shopping app scores 
brands according to “people, planet and animal” 
criteria; the Oxfam “company tracker” assesses 
brands on transparency and workers’ rights; 
and Baptist World Aid’s Ethical Fashion Guide 
rates more than 400 brands on their social and 
labour policies.  

in the wake of the rana 
Plaza tragedy, more 
than $55 million has 

been invested in safety 
monitoring, training and 

site inspections.

 w e L f a r e
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Private companies’ corporate social responsibility activities 
usually focus on education and health
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Shafiullah al munir, chairman — index group

How did Index Group, which started as a consultancy company, 
grow to become a prominent business conglomerate?

Index opened its doors in 2006 through consultancy. Not long 
after, we were the first to bring octane boosters into Bangladesh, 
to supply the government-owned gas company Sylhet Gas Fields. 
Previously, octane had to be imported, but after we started supplying 
boosters, Index never looked back. Our most remarkable project 
also came at the start of our journey. We were part of a World-Bank-
funded water supply project, which led into an arsenic-mitigation 
campaign for water. For both these projects, Index carried out the 
campaigns and capacity-building workshops for project workers. 
The primary and secondary impact of these two projects on our 
society has been enormous.

Index has introduced the Index LP Gas brand. What role do you 
intend to play in the energy sector?

We are trying to bring about a new era in the power sector and 
the liquid petroleum gas (LPG) sector. We are establishing LPG-
fired power generation units, which will increase the total inward 
demand of LPG, pull up the market and create more space to 
expand in the sector. In comparison with Bangladesh’s thermal 
power plants that use coal or other fuels, an LPG-powered one is a 
new concept. It will enable a lower emission per wattage produced, 
as well as greater production efficiency.

What is the role of Index Group in the development of tourism?

Tourism in our country is an emerging market, as is hospitality. 
To meet the increasing demand from Bangladeshis wanting to 
travel abroad and foreign tourists visiting our country, we have 
expanded in the market through our Index Tourism business. 
This provides world-class travel agent services to both inbound 
and outbound tourists. To develop this sector, we need to also 
develop our hospitality sector and build eco-friendly resorts. 
With the rise in Bangladeshi incomes, the domestic market has 
been flourishing and it is expected that this will continue. Index 

is working towards improving the total experience of visitors, be 
they here for business or leisure.

Index also offers a one-stop service for foreign investors. How 
do you help them do business in Bangladesh?

Two current partners are Danish giant Kosan Crisplant and South 
Korea’s S-Tank Engineering. These are the type of institutions 
we like to partner with, and we help them with local regulatory 
bodies and the approvals they need. We try and make the operating 
environment in Bangladesh easy and friendlier for our partners. 
We also provide intelligence to our partners about future possible 
surges in different sectors.

You are a multi-award-winning business personality. What else 
do you want Index Group to achieve?

I want it to become a more reliable and efficient sustainable 
business partner and to continue bettering ourselves. We will 
also keep a focus on corporate social responsibility, which has an 
enormous effect on society. 

inTerView wiTH
SHafiULL aH aL MUnir, CHairMan — index grOUP

We are trying to bring about a new 
era in the power sector and the liquid 

petroleum gas sector.”
 

Shafiullah al munir, chairman — index group
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THE RAPID socio-economic development of 
Bangladesh is underpinned by strong cooperation 
between corporations and communities, according 
to Index Group — an organisation at the frontline 
of the nation’s advancement, spending 65% of its 
annual earnings on voluntary social investment. 
That is a considerable sum from a diversified 
business that, having started as a consultancy 
in 2006, now has interests in manufacturing, 
service and retail, and whose subsidiaries include 
Index Power & Energy and Index LP Gas, which 
is currently building large and advanced liquid 
petroleum gas facilities at the Port of Mongla.

Overseen by CEO Shafiullah Al Munir, it 
integrates social, environmental, human rights and 
consumer concerns into its business model and 
strategies. Index is focused on creating shared value, 

by generating a return for shareholders, whilst 
also benefiting society at large and mitigating any 
adverse impacts its activities could have. This policy 
links Index’s idea of corporate social responsibility 
(CSR) to innovation, as it strives to develop new 
commercial products and services that address 
societal challenges.

Outside of its business activities, one of Index’s 
priorities for CRS is voluntary social investment. 
By providing charities and community enterprises 
with capital financing, the social impact of its 
funding is multiplied as the enterprises scale up 
and gain sustainability. Investing in education and 
training is another way Index brings sustainable 
growth, as well as employment opportunities. It is 
a major funder of lifelong learning targeted at the 
young, those with low skill levels and older people, 
many of who have gained work after profiting from 
the group’s programmes. 

To date, about 142 educational institutions have 
been given funding for new infrastructure, as have 
hundreds of mosques and temples, and over 1,000 
students receive scholarships for their tuition and 
living costs. In 2009, Index set up an educational 
complex offering free-of-cost studies at Tangail in 
Dhaka, where 3,000 students are taught by a highly 
qualified team. The complex has a kindergarten, 

index is focused on creating shared value,  
by generating a return for shareholders, whilst 

also benefiting society at large.  

eMPoWerinG inDiviDUALs, CoMMUnities 
AnD the nAtion throUGh Csr
index group is helping to bring economic, social and environmental change to Bangladesh through its 
commitment to a wide portfolio of innovative corporate sociale responsibility programmes.

index group ceo Shafiullah al munir believes in collaboration with all citizens for community development

w e L f a r e 
empowering individuals, communities and the nation through csr
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primary and secondary schools, a college and a 
vocational training institute, and an old people’s 
home and medical college are being built.

Providing the opportunity to learn and develop 
potential is at the heart of Index’s wider goal of 
community development. It seeks to empower 
communities to take collective actions that shape 
economic, social and environmental change. The 
group has initiated a variety of programmes that 
strengthen the capacity of community groups and 
networks to work collectively with all citizens to 
find solutions to their shared problems in order 
to improve community life. It puts particular 
emphasis on the importance and benefit of 
involving cooperative organisations in its projects. 

It is important to Index that whole communities 
are involved in its CRS programmes and can 
access their results, including those who have 
been excluded or disadvantaged. To build social 
inclusion, it accommodates and celebrates diversity, 
and facilitates equal opportunities that override 
race, gender, disability, class, age and geography 
differences. It also funds organisations that can 
engage its own employees and others, whether as 
volunteers, donors, voters or patrons. Examples 
of its recent projects outside of educational 
infrastructure include constructing markets and 

travel restrooms, improving sanitation in public 
buildings, running hygiene awareness campaigns 
in rural areas and establishing an orphanage dor 
400 children. Index supports relief and recovery 
efforts in natural disasters and finances agencies to 
be better equipped for future emergencies. It builds 
new homes for those affected by river erosion and 
has, to date, rehoused 1,864 homeless families.

Most of its CRS initiatives, however, come under 
the banner of health care and Index sees its role in 
improving the heath of the poor and marginalised, 
especially in remote rural areas, as an absolute 
obligation. Every month, it funds a health camp, 
where doctors provide free treatment to between 
4,000-6,000 patients, including cancer sufferers 
and people needing dialysis. Free screening projects 
have been set up, as well as a mobile clinic and early 
disease detection centres. It also supports awareness 
workshops for health issues in partnership with the 
government and other organisations, and is involved 
in village adoption programmes and running a 
school for the mentally handicapped. Index believes 
sport development is also important for the nation’s 
health and it sponsors a range of local and national 
sports clubs, including ones specifically for women.

A number of Index’s CSR activities are aimed 
at the nation as a whole, rather than individual 
communities. For example, it has established a 
panel to discuss how access to new technological 
innovations can strengthen sustainable social 
development, and reduce poverty and problems 
faced by disabled people. It has also developed a tool 
to analyse the impact of country reforms on poverty 
and different social groups, and campaigns for 
governments to address the root causes of poverty, 
provide basic needs for all and ensure that the poor 
have access to productive resources. 

Having researched the factors that make 
Bangladesh particularly vulnerable to degradation 
of its ecosystems, Index has changed its own 
practices and partnered with the government and 
others in environmental projects. The group also 
serves as a major partners to Bangladesh’s National 
Human Rights Commission. Through its human 
rights capacity development project, Index monitors 
implementation of state obligations to protect and 
fulfil the rights of every citizen — enabling it to 
oversee progress the country is making towards its 
goals for sharing value and social inclusion.   

index sees its role in improving 
the heath of the poor and 
marginalised, especially  

in remote rural areas,  
as an absolute obligation.

index group provides free education to 3,000 students in tangail
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HAVING BEEN in the country for over a century, 
British American Tobacco (BAT) Bangladesh plays a 
vital role in enhancing farmers’ livelihoods through 
sustainable agricultural practices and corporate 
social responsibility initiatives that are aligned to 11 
of the United Nation’s 17 sustainable development 
goals. BAT Bangladesh’s Bonayan programme 
started in 1980 and, to date, about 95.5 million free 
tree saplings have been distributed in the country’s 
largest private-sector-driven afforestation project. 

As well as protecting forests 
and combatting climate 
change, Bonayan has a major 
socioeconomic impact. The 
trees provide fruit, medicine 
and timber, whilst 68% of 
those growing the trees earn 
money from them. 

The company’s Deepto 
project has given 2,064 free residential solar power 
systems to remote, off-grid hill-tract areas in the 
last seven years. So far, over 12,000 people who 
previously had no access to electricity have had their 
livelihoods changed. As well as improving quality 
of life, an incredible 65.7% of beneficiaries have 
started new income-generating activities as a result 
of access to solar power. 

Another internationally lauded project, Probaho, 
addresses one of Bangladesh’s big problems — the 
scarcity of clean, arsenic-free drinking water. Since 
2009, BAT Bangladesh has installed 73 filtration 
plants that supply safe drinking water to people in 

over 100 communities. Previously, 32% of residents 
in those communities suffered from waterborne 
diseases and 1% from arsenic poisoning — now, 
only 0.3% suffer from either.1 The reliable supply 
has also improved economies and lifestyles. For 
example, the beneficiaries can collect safe water any 
time during the day from the nearby Probaho plant. 

BAT Bangladesh strives to empower women and 
enable gender equality in all its activities. It offers 
equal employment opportunities and has zero 
tolerance for discrimination. It also provides staff 
with day-care, safe transportation and maternity 
leave in compliance with the law. As a result, women 
hold about a third of the company’s leadership roles, 
with some winning national awards for female 
leadership. BAT Bangladesh has been awarded with 
the country’s ‘Most Female-Friendly Organisation’ 
by various platforms. Twice, the award was given by 
Bangladesh Brand Forum, through the Women in 
Leadership platform in 2015 and 2017. 

The company supports its employees’ children by 
funding education scholarships that support them 
from school to graduation. Concern for education 
extends to the staff as well, with training being given 
to them about the social and environmental benefits 
of maintaining good health and a safe workplace, 
amongst other things. From employee development 
to serving communities and their people, BAT 
Bangladesh focuses on building strength. It believes 
it has a responsibility to help to create a sustainable 
balance of economic growth, environmental 
protection and social progress in Bangladesh. 

A LeADinG BUsiness enhAnCinG Lives
British american tobacco Bangladesh provides a pioneering example of how the private sector 
can help the country achieve its development goals.

British american tobacco Bangladesh has the largest private-sector-driven afforestation programme in Bangladesh

From employee development 
to serving communities and 

their people, BAt Bangladesh 
focuses on building strength.

References

1 British American Tobacco 
Bangladesh, “Responsible 
Business for Sustainable 
Future: A CSR Impact 
Study” 



63BaNgladeSh 2019

w e L f a r e
a leading business enhancing lives

SoUrcES: www.GrAS-SD.com; SUDAN’S miNiSTry of miNErALS; BLoomBErG

mEETiNG THE UNiTED NATioN’S  
SUSTAiNABLE DEvELoPmENT GoALS

rEfErENcES: 1 ASiA BEST EmPLoyEr BrAND 2017, 2 ASiA rESPoNSiBLE ENTrEPrENEUrSHiP AwArDS, 3 BANGL ADESH BrAND forUm

cLimATE AcTioN
443 ToNNES 

cArBoN EmiSSioNS SAvED

DEcENT work  
& EcoNomic GrowTH

1,500 joBS crEATED
‘DrEAm comPANy  

To work for’1

rESPoNSiBLE 
coNSUmPTioN  
& ProDUcTioN
75 iNTEGrATED PEST 
mANAGEmENT cLUBS
SUSTAiNABLE wASTE 

mANAGEmENT

iNDUSTry, iNNovATioN  
& iNfrASTrUcTUrE

HiGHEST TAx PAyEr

No PovErTy
1.3 miLLioN rETAiLErS, 

35,000 fArmErS 

cLEAN wATEr  
& SANiTATioN

73 wATEr fiLTrATioN PL ANTS
350,000 LiTrES of wATEr  

PEr DAy
190,000 DAiLy BENEficiAriES

LifE oN LAND
95.5 miLLioN

SAPLiNGS iN 37 yEArS
rEcoGNiSED AS  

A 'GrEEN LEADEr'2

GENDEr EqUALiTy
‘moST fEmALE-friENDLy orGANiSATioN’3

29% of LEADErSHiP roLES HELD By womEN

PArTNErSHiPS  
for THE GoALS

BATTLE of miNDS — THE LEAD rEcrUiTmENT 
PL ATform iN coLL ABorATioN wiTH  

THE GovErNmENT

SUSTAiNABLE ciTiES  
& commUNiTiES

oNE of THE PioNEErS  
of cSr iN THE coUNTry

AfforDABLE  
& cLEAN ENErGy

2,064 SoL Ar HomE UNiTS  
12,000 BENEficiAriES



LeADinG eDGe  124

Sh
ut

te
rs

to
ck

: 
D

an
a 

W
ar

d



BaNgladeSh 2019 65

- PL aCeS TO ViSiT -

Situated in the north of Bangladesh on the 
banks of the Surma river, the tranquil city of 
Sylhet provides breathtaking views in every 
direction and is one of the country’s leading 
tourist attractions. Surrounding it are rolling 
hills that are terraced with the stunning tea 
gardens that produce most of Bangladesh’s 

tea crop — from which it gets its colloquial 
name: the Queen of Hills. 

The valley the city is found in also contains 
lush tropical forests and numerous rivers, 
including the popular Lala Khal, whose 
crystal-clear waters magically appear to 
change colour as you travel along them. This 

ecological wealth makes Sylhet a haven for 
millions of migratory birds, but the region 
is also a sanctuary for those seeking peaceful 
culture. Highlights to explore include 
megalithic archaeological sites, 18th-century 
palace ruins, important shrines and the 
500-year-old Temple of Sri Chaittayana Dev.

One of three UNESCO World Heritage sites in 
Bangladesh, the Sundarbans — a name which 
literally translates as “the beautiful forest” — is 
an immense coastal forest that covers the border 
region of Bangladesh and India along the Bay of 
Biscay. 

This undiscovered paradise contains the 
world’s largest mangrove ecosystem and, on the 
Bangladeshi side alone, three wildlife sanctuaries. 

There are companies that offer package tours of 
the forest and, while travelling by boat or raft 
along the many rivers and tributaries in the 
region, you might get the opportunity to catch a 
rare first-hand glimpse of one of the world’s most 
impressive animals — the Bengal tiger.

 A large number of these fabulous creatures 
roam the Bangladeshi Sundarbans and, if that 
was not enough of an attraction, the mangroves 

are also home to various other wild cats, as well 
as spotted deer, monkeys, flying foxes, anteaters 
and many other mammals.

The rivers are teeming with life as well, from 
tiny shrimp and crabs, to larger crocodiles, snakes 
and river dolphins. If you wish to experience  
the Sundarbans, it is best to visit outside of 
monsoon season, which takes place between 
June and October.

SUndarbanS
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Business travellers might well find them-
selves spending time in Chittagong. With a 
rich heritage and modern culture, it is Bang-
ladesh’s second-largest city, containing its 
biggest port, a significant export-processing 
zone and branches of many foreign compa-
nies and institutions. 

It is also the gateway to a region full of in-
credible natural beauty. For example, you can 
visit the nearby Chittagong Hill Tracts, an 
area on the border with India and Myanmar. 
Offering amazing views and excellent hiking, 
this beautiful place is full of hills, ravines, wa-
terfalls and bamboo jungles. As a coastal city, 

Chittagong has a number of beaches, such 
as Patenga, famous for its street-food stalls, 
soothing sea breezes and stunning sunsets. If 
a Bangladeshi person had the choice, though, 
they would probably head south to Cox’s Ba-
zar which, with 120km of golden sands, is the 
longest sea beach in the world.

Dhaka, Bangladesh’s loud and bustling capital 
city, is home to nearly 17 million people and 
overflows with energy. At its heart, however, 
is the original Old Dhaka. Established in the 
seventh century, a visit to this part of the city is 
like taking a step back in time. 

Cutting through its centre is the Buriganga 
River, packed with boats of all sizes transporting 
people and goods to their destinations. On 

land, the same work is done by thousands of 
multicoloured rickshaws, who will happily take 
you to any of the city’s many attractions. 

These include monumental buildings, such 
as the 19th-century’s Ahsan Manzil (the Pink 
Palace) and the 17th-century’s uncompleted 
Lalbagh Fort, with its beautifully manicured 
gardens. Old Dhaka has long welcomed people 
of diverse faiths, as evidenced by the numerous 

lively religious festivals held throughout 
the year, and by the existence of ornately 
decorated mosques, Hindu temples and even 
an Armenian church. 

But for a taste of everyday life in the city, 
possibly the best places to go are the flower 
market, Kawran Bazar vegetable market or 
Shankhari Bazar, a vibrantly hued district full 
of artisan workshops. 
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