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Beyond wage digitisation in RMG sector
ANDY WOOLNOUGH

...........................................................
Nearly a billion women around the 
world are economically excluded. 
They lack access to formal financial 
services, like bank accounts. They 
are unlikely to have their own 
formal identification, meaning they 
cannot own property or land, or a 
mobile phone.  They struggle to own 
businesses, or secure the credit and 
insurance they need to run them. They 
are more likely than men to be poor 
and have no job, and are often one 
economic shock, and not always a big 
one, away from economic disaster.

Research suggests that global 
growth rates are 1.1 per cent slower 
because women are not economically 
empowered. This is in part because 
women are great consumers – they 
purchase household items, education 
and healthcare products for their 
children and wider families. McKinsey 
suggests that $28 trillion in GDP 
growth is being left on the table 
worldwide because women are not 
reaching their full potential.

This is why the work being done by 
the government of Bangladesh in wage 
digitisation is so important for women. 
The government’s goal is to digitise 
wage distributions to around 90 per 
cent of the population by 2021 as part 
of a push towards a cashless society. 
A large and significant group that will 
benefit from this are garment sector 
workers, most of whom are women.

However, there are challenges. 
Despite 50 per cent growth of financial 
inclusion in Bangladesh, the gender 
gap has widened – the gap in financial 
account ownership between men and 
women has grown by nearly 4 per 
cent, meaning that while more people 
overall are being financial included in 
Bangladesh, the benefit is being felt 
by men, not women. All tides are not 
lifting all boats equally. 

This is because men and women have 
different financial lives and therefore 
different financial needs. Additionally, 
women have a steeper technology 
adoption curve then men, and digital 
wallets can be difficult to navigate, and 
rely on sometimes sporadic data or 
network availability – it is not a good 
moment when you send money on 
your mobile and the internet crashes.

Wage digitisation can help with 
financial inclusion as it provides women 
with greater security and control.

However, giving women access to 
digital financial services is only half 
the issue. Once customers have a 
wallet or an account, it is important to 
ensure that they use it, which is why 
Women’s World Banking worked with 
Dutch-Bangla Bank on an extensive 
pilot to test how to best serve women 
garment workers with digital financial 
services. We delivered the results in a 
roundtable in Dhaka in early January 

this year to see how wage digitisation 
can be delivered in the most effective 
way for women workers.

Challenges of wage digitisation 
and solutions

We discovered that, while wage 
digitisation was an important step 
towards financial inclusion, we need 
to look beyond that and focus on 
usage if we are to achieve real results in 
financial inclusion for women garment 
workers. Although workers’ wages were 
paid into their digital wallets every 
month, they were often unaware of 
the functionality on offer, and resorted 
to cashing out as quickly as possible 
so that they had physical cash to use, 
however, they needed. They were not 
aware, for example, that they could 
use their mobile device to send money 
home immediately and more cheaply 
than over the counter options. They 
also have usability concerns since the 
phone menus were in English. 

All of this is solvable. Education 
and training play a large role. We 
found that peer learning was the 
most effective approach to this and 
interestingly, it worked for both men 
and women. Furthermore, we found 
that women were effective teachers, 
both for other women, but also for 
men. We also found signs that, as 
women became more confident using 
basic services, they were more open 
to trying additional services, which 
becomes an opportunity for financial 
service providers to upsell.

At a policy level, interoperability 
requirements, supported with central 
bank mandates, help to ensure that 
no wallet corners the market and 
consumers have choice. 

There is huge potential in wage 
digitisation, but we must look beyond 
that to realise the benefits for women 
in Bangladesh. There are opportunities 
for all ecosystem players if we invest a 
bit more effort in not only connecting 
women with financial products, but 
making sure they have the confidence 
to use them. Our experiences with our 
pilot showed us that increasing both 
the financial and digital capabilities of 
women in the garment sector together 
has real benefits and can become a 
solid platform for further acquisition of 
financial services over a mobile platform. 
And everyone benefits from that. 

The writer is the global head of advocacy 
of the Women’s World Banking.
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Analysts take part in a roundtable in Dhaka in early January to discuss the 

outcomes of a pilot project to understand how to best serve women garment 

workers with digital financial services. Women’s World Banking worked with 

Dutch-Bangla Bank for the project.

Malaysia maintains tourism target 
despite Coronavirus outbreak

REUTERS, Kuala Lumpur
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Malaysia expects to meet its target of a record 30 million 
tourists this year by redirecting its marketing efforts to 
local and other markets as arrivals from coronavirus-hit 
China fall, a tourism official told Reuters on Wednesday.

The epidemic comes at a bad time, as the country is 
pushing its  “Visit Malaysia 2020” programme to rev up its 
stuttering economy, Southeast Asia’s third-largest. Tourism 
accounts for 11.8 per cent of Malaysia’s gross domestic 
product, with 28 million arrivals last year, 11 per cent of 
them from China, according to data.

While numbers on tourist arrivals for January aren’t yet 
available, Malaysia has imposed a temporary ban on visitors 
from Chinese provinces placed on lockdown by the Chinese 
government, in a bid to stem the spread of the coronavirus. 
Malaysia has reported 22 confirmed cases so far.

“If we push for more efforts to encourage travel amongst 
Malaysians within our shores, we have hope to stimulate 
our economy and hence, counter the losses due to the 
decline in foreign tourists,” said Musa Yusof, director-
general of government agency Tourism Malaysia.

AFP, Houston

..........................................................................................
Washington has the right to block US federal agencies from 
buying products by Huawei on cybersecurity grounds, a 
judge has ruled, dismissing the Chinese telecom giant’s 
legal challenge to a purchase ban.

Huawei filed the suit nearly a year ago, claiming that 
Congress had failed to provide evidence to support a 
law that stopped government agencies from buying its 
equipment, services, or working with third parties that are 
Huawei customers.

The dispute was one of several fronts in a bruising trade 
war between Beijing and Washington, which has accused 
the tech firm of stealing trade secrets from American 
companies and warned allies that its equipment could be 
used to spy on other countries.

Huawei has denied the claims and accused the US of 
trying to put the company out of business through an  
“unconstitutional” restriction on its access to the American 
market.

But Tuesday’s court ruling in the United States found 
there was no constitutionally guaranteed right to a contract 
with the federal government.

Huawei loses legal 
challenge against US 
federal purchase ban
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AHM Mustafa Kamal, centre, finance minister, poses with a team of Bangladesh International Hotel Association led 

by its president HM Hakim Ali at the former’s office in Dhaka recently. Mohd Noor Ali, managing director of Unique 

Hotel & Resorts; Lt Gen Sabbir Ahmed, managing director of Sena Hotel Developments; Asif Ahmed, executive 

assistant manager for finance at Pan Pacific Sonargaon Dhaka; Alexander Haeusler, general manager at Radisson 

Blu Dhaka Water Garden; and Jone Kumer Gupta, chief financial officer of Unique Hotel & Resorts, were present.
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M Khorshed Anowar, head of retail and SME banking at Eastern Bank, and Tamanna Rabbani, CEO of Travel Art, a 

sister concern of Dear Life BD Tours and Travel, exchange documents after signing an agreement in Dhaka recently. 

The bank’s cardholders will get additional services and discounts from Travel Art.

Mashrur Arefin, CEO of 

City Bank, and Md Sajidur 

Rahman, CEO of Digital 

Healthcare Solutions, 

exchange the signed 

documents of a deal at 

the bank’s head office in 

Dhaka recently. Digital 

Healthcare’s Tonic, a 

subscription-based mobile 

and digital health and 

wellness service, will be 

available at the bank’s 

agent outlets.
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