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Stocks can’t stop falling as 
coronavirus fears reign supreme

STAR BUSINESS REPORT

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

When it rains it pours, it is often said, 
and the condition of the Dhaka Stock 
Exchange is exactly that.

The bourse has been on the slide 
for the best part of the past six months 
now. Just when it was propping 
up -- be it organically or through 
intervention -- came the blow of 
coronavirus pandemic that is bringing 
the world down to its knees.

Yesterday, shares on the Dhaka 
Stock Exchange tumbled for the third 
straight day, plummeting nearly 5 per 
cent as investors rushed to cut losses 

fearing the market may sink further as 
the coronavirus reigned supreme.

The government yesterday 
announced that three more persons 
were diagnosed with the COVID-19 
in Bangladesh, taking the number of 
active cases to five. 

All educational institutions would 
be closed from today through March 
31 as the government moved to 
contain the spread of the deadly virus.  

DSEX, the key index of the country’s 
premier bourse, lost 196.75 points, 
4.96 per cent, to close at 3,772.55 
yesterday, the lowest since October 21, 
2013.

Since March 8, when the 
government said three people tested 
positive for coronavirus in the 
country’s maiden cases, the index 
shed 612 points, or 13.95 per cent.

During the time, about Tk 37,853 
crore, or 11.24 per cent, eroded from 
the DSE as market capitalisation. 

Yesterday’s fall brought down the 
market capitalisation to Tk 298,893 
crore, the lowest since May 2, 2016. 

Even before the coronavirus 
outbreak, which was first reported by 
China in December last year, the index 
had been sluggish for a few months.

READ MORE ON B3

Postal savings return 
to old interest rates
STAR BUSINESS REPORT

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

The government yesterday restored the old rate of 
interest rates on ordinary and fixed deposits in Post 
Office Savings Bank, according to a notice from the 
finance ministry.

From today, savers at the postal saving bank will get 
11.28 per cent on their three-year term deposit and 7.5 per 
cent on ordinary deposits, up from the reduced rates of 6 
per cent and 5 per cent respectively.

The reinstatement comes less than a week after the 
government initiated the automation of ordinary and 
fixed deposit accounts of postal savings bank to ensure 
transparency and prevent affluent people from abusing the 
high interest-bearing tools designed for marginal and low-
income groups. 

In a sudden move in the middle of last month, the 
Internal Resources Division under the finance ministry 
slashed the interest rates on deposits, sparking criticism 
and outcry from various quarters as marginal and low-
income people from rural and suburban areas mostly park 
their savings in postal savings bank because of proximity 
and ease in maintaining accounts.

READ MORE ON B3

Banks meet Basel III terms. But 
things are not as rosy as it seems.
AKM ZAMIR UDDIN

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

Most of the banks in Bangladesh have 
implemented the Basel III guidelines 
within the deadline of 2019. 

Basel III is an internationally agreed 
set of measures developed by the Basel 
Committee on Banking Supervision 
in response to the financial crisis of 
2007-09 with the view to improving 
regulation, supervision and risk 
management within the banking 
sector.

As per a roadmap issued by the 
Bangladesh Bank in 2014, banks were 
supposed to raise their minimum 
capital adequacy ratio (CAR) to 12.5 

per cent against their risk-weighted 
assets by December 2019 from the 
then 10 per cent.

Of the 58 banks, 43 have met the 
global regulatory standard within the 
deadline, according to data from the 
central bank.

On the surface, it seems like a 
stroke of positive development from 
the sector that often comes under 
fire for its questionable corporate 
governance.

But experts cautioned against 
rejoicing: the feat was achieved 
through artificial means, so the banks’ 
capital bases are not truly healthy.

Banks have raised their capital 
base by riding on the relaxed loan 
rescheduling policy offered by the 
central bank.

The policy allowed defaulters to 
reschedule their classified loans with 
a down payment of just 2 per cent of 
the outstanding amount instead of 
the existing 10-50 per cent.

The central bank also allowed 
banks to reschedule a large amount 

of defaulted loans by giving special 
permission on a case-to-case basis, 
helping the banks to improve their 
capital base.

Last year, a record Tk 50,186 crore 
was rescheduled.

Despite that, 15 banks including 
the eight state-run lenders failed to 
implement the Basel III guidelines on 
time.

The central bank planned to raise 
the CAR to 10 per cent by 2015, and 
from there to 10.625 per cent the 
following year.

From there, the CAR would be 
raised to 11.25 per cent in 2017, to 
11.875 per cent in 2018 and 12.5 per 

cent in 2019.
The CAR is a measurement of a 

bank’s available capital expressed as a 
percentage of its risk-weighted credit 
exposures, which is used to protect 
depositors and promote the stability 
and efficiency of banks around the 
world.

The ratio is calculated by dividing 
a bank’s capital by its risk-weighted 
assets. 

Risk-weighted assets are used to 
determine the minimum amount of 
capital that must be held by banks 
and other institutions to reduce risks 
of insolvency. 

The capital requirement is based on 
a risk assessment for each type of bank 
asset. 

For instance, a loan that is secured 
by a letter of credit is considered to be 
riskier and requires more capital than 
a mortgage loan that is secured with 
collateral.

Defaulted loans had not increased 
too much in the banking sector last 
year due to the central bank’s relaxed 

r e s c h e d u l i n g 
facility along with 
giving special 
permission to 
r e g u l a r i s i n g 
default loans, said 
Ahsan H Mansur, 
executive director 
of the Policy 
Research Institute.

D e f a u l t e d 
loans stood at Tk 

94,313 crore at the end of 2019, up 
0.42 per cent year-on-year.

“This has helped banks fortify 
their capital base. But the regulatory 
requirement has been fulfilled by 
way of a window dressing of banks’ 
financial health in order to paint a 
rosy picture.” 

Risk-weighted assets decline when 
defaulted loans turn into unclassified 
loans, which narrows the requirement 
for capital, he said.

Besides, the requirement for 
provisioning also comes down due 
to the unclassified loans, giving a 
boost to the capital base as well, said 
Mansur, also a former official of the 
International Monetary Fund.

Rescheduled loans have frequently 
entered into the defaulted zone in 
recent years, creating a worrisome 
situation in the financial sector as a 
whole.

The BB data showed that Tk 13,284 
crore of the soured loans, regularised 
last year, has become defaulted. 
This means nearly one-fourth of the 
rescheduled loans turned bad again.

Banks will have to recover their 
defaulted loans and ensure corporate 
governance to improve their capital 
base, said Mansur, also the chairman 
of Brac Bank.

If they fail to do so, the banking 
sector will be mired in large capital 
shortfall in the days ahead, he added.

Khondker Ibrahim Khaled, a 
former central bank deputy governor, 
echoed the same.

The rampant rescheduling facility 
enjoyed by banks has helped raise 
their capital. 

“But some banks including state 
run lenders even failed to increase 
their capital despite enjoying the 
facilities,” Khaled added.

The banking sector, however, did 
not raise their CAR as per the Basel III 
guidelines because of the failure of the 
15 banks.

As of December last year, banks 
maintained a CAR of 11.57 per 
cent, which is much lower than the 
regulatory limit of 12.50 per cent.

The CAR of foreign banks is 24.45 
per cent, private banks’ 13.62 per 
cent and state banks’ 4.99 per cent, 
according to data from the BB.

This is a good sign that the majority 
of the banks fulfilled the Basel III 
requirement, said Md Arfan Ali, 
managing director of Bank Asia. 

All banks had taken a master plan 
five years ago to implement the Basel 
III, which helped them to strengthen 
their capital base.

Some banks had also issued bonds 
to mobilise their fund in recent 
period, which had a positive impact 
on their capital.

Many foreign banks shy away from 
doing business with their counterparts 
if their capital base is not strengthened 
in line with the global requirement, 
according to Ali.  

“My bank has selected good 
clients, who have managed good 
rating from credit rating agencies, 
for the disbursement of loans. Banks’ 
requirement of capital is reduced if 
strong rated clients can be managed.” 

Banks will be able to calculate a 
lower amount of risk-weighted assets 
if they disburse loans to the high-rated 
clients, Ali said.

He also acknowledged that the 
lower requirement for provisioning 
against the default loans had also 
helped lenders strengthen their capital 
base last year.
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Bank of Japan unveils emergency 
measures over virus

AFP, Tokyo

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

The Bank of Japan on Monday 
unveiled a series of emergency 
monetary policy measures to shore up 
the world’s third-largest economy, as 
the coronavirus pandemic threatens a 
global recession.

In a meeting brought forward by two 
days, the BoJ said it would double its 
annual capacity to purchase exchange-
traded funds and Japan real estate 
investment funds, the latest global 
central bank to take emergency action.

The moves sent Japanese markets 
whipsawing, with the Nikkei-225 
initially surging two percent but then 
falling rapidly back into the red as 
traders digested the statement.

The bank said it had decided 
unanimously to  “actively” purchase 
ETFs (exchange-traded funds) and 
J-REITs (investment funds tied to 
Japanese real estate) with an annual 
upper limit of 12 trillion yen ($112 
billion) and 180 billion yen respectively.

Seiichi Suzuki, senior market 
analyst at Tokai Tokyo Research 
Institute, said:  “What’s big is 12 
trillion yen of ETFs buying, which 
means one trillion yen each month. 
What investor could ignore this?”  
“It was quite a drastic step,” Suzuki 
told AFP.  “Those who wanted to buy 

jumped on the occasion.” Previously, 
the bank was buying a maximum of 
six trillion yen of ETFs and 90 billion 
yen of J-REITs per year.

The BoJ said it would also introduce 
a new operation to provide loans 
against corporate debt and raised 
its annual limit for corporate bond 
purchases by one trillion yen to 4.2 
trillion yen.

But it left its main interest rate 
unchanged at minus 0.1 percent and 
also kept its upper limit for purchasing 
government bonds at 80 trillion yen.

“There have been significant 
uncertainties over the consequences 
of the outbreak of COVID-19 and over 
the size and persistence of their impact 
on domestic and overseas economies,” 
said the bank in a statement.

BoJ chief Haruhiko Kuroda said 
hours afterwards that the body expects 

the impact of the virus to  “continue 
for some time”.

“There are so many uncertain factors. 
It is necessary that we continue to fully 
monitor the economic situations at 
home and abroad,” he added.

“Coronavirus or not, if there is 
downward pressure on the economy 
and prices, we will consider additional 
monetary easing measures to deal 
with it.” - Olympics fears - Prime 
Minister Shinzo Abe welcomed the 
measures as  “swift and appropriate”. 
He is due to talk with other G7 leaders 
in an extraordinary summit held via 
teleconference later Monday.

The BoJ’s move followed emergency 
measures before Asian markets opened 
from the US Federal Reserve to shore 
up confidence and keep the financial 
sector running, including slashing its 
key interest rate to virtually zero.

The Fed made its second emergency 
rate cut in less than two weeks, 
lowering the benchmark borrowing 
rate to a range of 0-0.25 percent, 
where it was during the 2008 global 
financial crisis. The Japanese economy 
was tottering even before the 
coronavirus struck, with growing fears 
of a recession.  “Japan’s economic 
activity is likely to remain weak for 
the time being, mainly affected by the 
outbreak of COVID-19,” the BoJ said.

BOJ Governor Haruhiko Kuroda 

BANK ASIA

Bank Asia Chairman A Rouf Chowdhury cuts a ribbon to open Mujib Corner to pay tribute to Bangabandhu Sheikh Mujibur Rahman on the occasion of 

the Father of the Nation’s birth centenary, at Bank Asia Tower in Dhaka yesterday. Executive Committee Chairman Rumee A Hossain, Directors Dilwar 

H Choudhury, Enam Chowdhury, MA Baqui Khalily and Md Abul Quasem and President and Managing Director Md Arfan Ali were present.

NRB BANK 

NRB Bank Chairman Mohammed Mahtabur Rahman cuts a ribbon to open Mujib 

Corner to pay tribute to Bangabandhu Sheikh Mujibur Rahman on the occasion of the 

Father of the Nation’s birth centenary, at the bank’s head office in Dhaka on Sunday. 

CEO Md Mehmood Husain was present.

ONE BANK

ONE Bank Chairman Sayeed H Chowdhury opens Mujib Corner to pay tribute to Bangabandhu Sheikh Mujibur 

Rahman on the occasion of the Father of the Nation’s birth centenary, at the bank’s corporate head office in Dhaka 

on Sunday. Managing Director M Fakhrul Alam was present.
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European  
stock markets 

in freefall
AFP, London

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

European stock markets 
went into freefall in early 
deals Monday despite 
massive fresh central bank 
stimulus to prop up a 
global economy battered 
by the coronavirus 
outbreak.

Paris dived 9.0 per cent, 
Frankfurt plunged 7.8 per 
cent, London and Milan 
tumbled 7.6 per cent, while 
Spain retreated 8.7 per cent.

“Central banks led by 
the US shot off a bazooka 
of lower interest rates and 
quantitative easing but it has 
missed (the) target. Markets 
are back into freefall,” 
said Jasper Lawler, head of 
research at traders LCG.

Bangladesh on the right track to becoming a digital economy
FROM PAGE B4

Globally, Bangladesh has always 
been known for apparel exports. But 
in 2018, the country exported 12 
industrial robots to Korea.

“This is phenomenal. This is not 
something we would have imagined 
even five years ago. The country 
has started to export ships and 
refrigerators. This is a new trend.”

Cisco has opened a spare depot to 
serve Bangladeshi customers. Earlier, 
these spares used to come from India 
and whatever the company did and 
applied in Bangladesh took some 
time.

Now, thousands of thousands of 
Cisco systems will be just one hour 
away from the local depot.

“It is one of the biggest investments 
that we are doing here.”

In Bangladesh, more than 1,000 
customers are using 12,000 Cisco 
systems. It has invested in improving 
its capacity and it is now capable of 
supporting 20,000 systems.  

There are 15 people working in 
the local office of the technology 
company. Besides, 30 to 40 people 
make trips to Bangladesh frequently 
from Kolkata or Delhi.

So far, Cisco has trained 38,000 
students through its programme 
called Network Academy. It has 15 
academies at various universities, 
providing courses on digital networks 
and cyber security, among other 
topics.  

“We are happy to support it because 
this is the backbone to any digital 
economy’s growth. The students are 
going to be the digital transformation 
agents for Bangladesh.”

It is not about selling systems to 
customers and growing revenue; 
in any digital economy, the biggest 
thing is how the youth is empowered, 
so they are equipped with digital 
knowledge, he added.

Availability of technically trained 
workforce is the major challenge 
facing Bangladesh, he said.  

“This is not only true for just 
Bangladesh but also every developing 
country. Technologies also change too 
fast. We need to do a lot more about 
this. This has to change from the 
school level.”

There are six million SMEs and 
thousands of other businesses 
and organisations that need to be 
digitalised and everybody needs 

trained workforce.
“If students come out with practical 

training and exposure to digital 
technologies and cyber security, they 
would be much more wanted in the 
industry.”

Digitalisation at SMEs has to be 
augmented, he said.

“You have a workforce that is 
educated. If they become tech-savvy, 
then it will have a huge differentiator 
for any country,” said Nayar, who 
has work experience spanning three 
decades and has a B.Tech degree in 
electronics and communications from 
the Regional Engineering College, 
Warangal in Telangana state.

According to Nayar, Cisco 
believes that when it has a trust of 
1,000 customers and such a big 
infrastructure is being run on Cisco, 
it has responsibility to stand up and 
commit.

“We have been present in this 
country for 20 years. We are very proud 
with what the local team has done 
and the trust that the customers have 
in us. Obviously, we will continue to 
work, making sure that we train our 
staff, partners, clients and especially 
the students.”  

Curb on Middle Eastern flights hits fresh vegetable exports
FROM PAGE B4

Shipment of fresh produce hit a four-year high 
of 61,500 tonnes in the last fiscal year, up 52 per 
cent year-on-year, according to data compiled 
by the Hortex Foundation under the agriculture 
ministry.

Export receipts from vegetables shot up 93 
per cent to $140 million in July-February, data 
from the Export Promotion Bureau showed.

“Our exports will suffer whenever flights 
to our export destinations are suspended. We 
had expected that our exports would be higher 
than our annual target this year. Now, there is a 
slowdown in growth,” said BFVAPEA President 
SM Jahangir Hossain, adding that the situation 
would, however, be clear after a week or more.

Exports to European destinations, namely the 

United Kingdom, have so far been unaffected, 
giving some breathing space to exporters.

“The risk is that exports to London may come 
to a halt anytime,” said Paritosh Chandra Das, 
proprietor of Dip International, which mainly 
exports to Kuwait and London.

Dip International sent its last consignment to 
Kuwait earlier this month. As Kuwait suspended 
all flights to and from six countries, including 
Bangladesh on March 6, its exports have come 
to a halt. 

Last week, the curb on the flights was 
extended without giving any specific time for 
any reopening, Das said. Local carrier Biman 
and Kuwait Airways ran flights between Dhaka 
and Kuwait.

“The blow came just at the beginning of the 

main sales season,” he said, adding that the 
decline in the shipment would affect the growers 
from whom his firm buys vegetables.

Dip International has contract producers in 
Narsingdi, Kishoreganj and Habiganj.

Apart from exporters, many farmers will incur 
losses if the coronavirus pandemic prolongs, 
Monsur said. 

The improvement in production and post-
harvest management practices has contributed 
to the increasing shipment of fresh produce in 
recent periods, said Mitul Kumar Saha, assistant 
general manager for marketing at the Hortex 
Foundation.

“The coronavirus pandemic is a global crisis 
and Bangladesh has little to do unless the global 
situation changes for the better,” he said. 

Stocks can’t stop falling as coronavirus 
fears reign supreme

FROM PAGE B1

Between September 9 and January 
14, the DSEX shed about 1,000 
points due to huge selloffs by foreign 
investors, liquidity pressure, lack of 
confidence, the long tussle between 
Grameenphone and the telecom 
regulator over audit claims and a fear 
of contraction of the economy.

To halt the free fall, the Bangladesh 
Bank has announced liquidity 
support for banks for six months. The 
central bank also provided a revolving 
fund to the Investment Corporation 
of Bangladesh to invest in the stock 
market. It redefined banks’ exposure 
definition to increase their investment 
capacity.

As no steps were working to arrest 
the bear run of the market, the central 
bank announced a package for banks 
on February 10, allowing them to set 
up funds worth Tk 200 crore each on 
the back of the financial support.

Thanks to the latest initiative, the 
index had started to pick up, but its 
upward movement was nipped in the 
bud by the coronavirus, which has 

spread to more than 148 countries, 
infected 169,387 people and killed 
6,513 as of yesterday, according to the 
US’s Johns Hopkins University.  

“Stock investors had already 
panicked before the coronavirus 
outbreak but since the virus emerged it 
has been deepening,” said a merchant 
banker.

The central bank announced 
the special packages for banks 
to boost liquidity support and 
alleviate investors’ nervousness. 
However, most banks did not avail 
the package, he said, adding that the 
fear centring the coronavirus, which 
grew from a Chinese outbreak to a 
global pandemic, eroded investors’ 
confidence.

Institutional investors are also tense 
and they think that the impact of the 
coronavirus would hit the earnings of 
the listed companies.

Still, they are buying whereas 
individual investors are selling mostly, 
a stock broker said. 

If the listed companies face 
difficulties in sourcing raw materials 

and export products due to already 
disrupted global supply chain, their 
earnings will be impacted, he added.

Turnover, another important 
indicator of the DSE, however, rose 
8.81 per cent to Tk 406.63 crore 
yesterday.

Of the traded issues, 10 advanced, 
333 declined and 12 closed 
unchanged. FAS Finance topped the 
gainers’ list with 7.89 per cent increase, 
followed by Golden Son, Popular Life 
Insurance, International Leasing and 
Beximco Synthetics.

IPDC, a non-bank financial 
institution, shed mostly, dropping 14 
per cent, followed by Dutch-Bangla 
Bank, Progressive Life Insurance, 
Shurwid Industries and IDLC.

Square Pharmaceuticals was the 
most traded stock with a turnover of 
Tk 24.66 crore, followed by Monno 
Ceramics, Orion Pharma, Brac Bank 
and BATBC.

Chattogram stocks also fell: CSCX, 
the broader index of the port city 
bourse, slipped 350.84 points, or 4.76 
per cent, to close at 7,017.02.

ADP outlay trimmed 4.8pc
FROM PAGE B4

As per the finance ministry’s suggestion, 
the planning ministry prepared a draft of 
the revision based on decisions taken on 
March 10 and will table it at a National 
Economic Council (NEC) meeting on 
Thursday.

Use of foreign assistance in the ADP 
projects will be trimmed down to Tk 62,000 
crore from Tk 71,800 crore. The government 
portion for the projects will stay the same 
at Tk 130,921 crore, a planning ministry 
official said.

Implementing agencies show more 
interest in spending government allocations 
rather than foreign assistance for the 

accountability and transparency conditions 
attached with the latter, said the official.

The revised development budget will 
be allocated for 1,743 projects. Of those, 
1,597 are over investments, 145 over 
technical assistance and one over Japan 
Debt Cancellation Fund, which Japan 
had earlier provided and now wants to be 
diverted into other projects.

Besides, the planning ministry will 
recommend a Tk 2,000-crore special 
allocation for five development sectors 
under the local government institutions 
and Tk 421 crore for three development 
assistance schemes under the Chattogram 
hill tracts ministry.  

Onion prices 
drop  
FROM PAGE B4

“We came to know that 
the Indian onions have 
the same quality that the 
Meherpur or Burmese ones 
have.” India has resumed 
exporting onion at a time 
when the locally grown 
onions have started coming 
to the market, Idris said, 
while urging the government 
to impose duty on Indian 
onions to help the local 
farmers get good prices.  

Postal savings return to old 
interest rates

FROM PAGE B1

There are more than 50 lakh deposit 
accounts in Post Office Savings 
Bank and officials said the interest 
was reduced amid mad dash from 
a section of wealthy people to open 
accounts in the bank to deposit money 
after the government tightened rules 
on investment in the high interest-
bearing national savings certificates 
last year.

And in the face of criticism, Finance 
Minister AHM Mustafa Kamal at the 
end of last month said the old rates 
would be back after automation of 
postal savings bank.

Under the automated system, 
depositors will have to provide 
national identification numbers to 
deposit funds.

And the submission of tax 
identification number will be required 

for keeping g more than Tk 2 lakh.
The automation that began last 

week will allow people to open 
accounts and deposit and withdraw 
funds very quickly, will get rid of 
the misuse of the benefit under 
the existing system, said Kamal 
while inaugurating the web-based 
database at a programme held at the 
secretariat in Dhaka at the end of 
last week.  

WB to give 
$100m to help 
fight coronavirus
FROM PAGE B4

“In Bangladesh, the World 
Bank has received a request 
from the ministry of finance 
for $100 million financing 
and we will work with the 
government to process 
the request,’’ said Mercy 
Tembon, the WB’s country 
director for Bangladesh and 
Bhutan.

Globally, the WB Group 
has made available an 
initial package of up to 
$12 billion in immediate 
support to assist countries 
coping with the health and 
economic impacts of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. 

Normally a mission visits 
Bangladesh and conducts a 
feasibility study on projects 
before giving approval to 
a fund. But this time is 
different as an emergency 
situation is prevailing 
in Bangladesh since a 
few coronavirus-infected 
patients have been detected, 
according to Patwary.  

Coronavirus leaves tour operators distraught
FROM PAGE B4

About 80 per cent of Bangladeshi tourists 
have cancelled their travel packages for 
various hotspots such as Nepal, Bhutan, 
Singapore and Thailand.

Similarly, many foreign tourists cancelled 
their scheduled trips to Bangladesh, 
resulting in huge losses for TOAB members, 
he said, adding that the pandemic came at 
peak tourist season.

Domestic tourism also went on the 
decline after authorities advised against 
public gatherings and use of public 
transport.

Although other industries have badly 
been hit by fallout from the coronavirus, 
the tourism industry is the worst affected.

“The crisis in the tourism sector will 
have an adverse effect on employment in 
the country,” Rafeuzzaman said.

After the press conference, this 
correspondent asked the TOAB president 
about how many people are involved with 
the tourism industry in Bangladesh and 
how they would deal with the situation.

While not going into specifics, 
Rafeuzzaman said that TOAB has 800 
members, who on average employ about 
40 people each, bringing the total number 
up to 32,000.

If the situation does not improve, the 
operators will have to let go of 25 to 30 per 
cent of their employees, he said.

Citing the WTTC’s 2019 report, Taufiq 
Rahman, former vice president of TOAB, 

told The Daily Star that about 13 lakh 
people are directly involved in Bangladesh’s 
tourism sector, while another 18 lakh are 
employed indirectly.

TOAB is working with a research 
organisation and as per its preliminary 
estimate, revenue generation from tourism 
and other related sectors, such as aviation 
and hotels, was supposed to be Tk 4,500 
to 5,000 crore in the February-April period 
of this year.

A majority of this turnover will be 
adversely affected if the coronavirus 
situation does not improve soon, said 
Rahman, who is also the secretary general 
of PATA BD Chapter.

Inbound tourism alone will face a loss of 
Tk 100 crore in the February-April window, 
while the loss of outbound tourism will be 
far worse, he added.

The tourism sector is one of the worst 
affected by the global coronavirus outbreak, 
said Jabed Ahmed, chief executive officer of 
the Bangladesh Tourism Board.

The government has already formed 
a crisis management committee for the 
tourism sector to identify the problems 
the industry faces while also providing 
recommendations for remedies.

Led by Ahmed, the committee is 
comprised of related stakeholders, 
including TOAB, he added.

TOAB Directors Anwar Hossain and 
Mohammed Shahed Ullah also spoke 
during the press conference.  

STAR BUSINESS REPORT

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

Banks will start investing in the capital 
market by forming special funds soon 
in order to restore the confidence of 
investors, said lenders yesterday. 

The lenders came up with the 
decision at a meeting with Finance 
Minister AHM Mustafa Kamal at the 
conference room of the National 
Economic Council.

On February 10, the central bank 
announced a package for banks, 
allowing them to set up funds worth 
Tk 200 crore each on the back of the 
financial support from the Bangladesh 
Bank.

The lenders will take the fund from 
the central bank through repurchase 
agreements against treasury bills and 
bonds owned by them. The banks 
will have to pay 5 per cent interest for 
the fund and the credit tenure will be 
until February 2025.

Nine banks have so far formed the 
special fund while another three will 
constitute it within this week, said a 
central bank official, who attended 

the meeting.
The lenders, which are yet to 

form the special fund, will start 
to do so from Wednesday in the 
interest of the capital market, Nazrul 
Islam Mazumder, chairman of the 
Bangladesh Association of Banks, told 
reporters after the meeting. 

“A good number of investors in the 
capital market are panicked because 
of the coronavirus pandemic and 
the situation is not in our hand,” the 
finance minister said.

He went on to hope that the adverse 
impact deriving from the COVID-19 
pandemic would be temporary and 
people and the economy will get 
rid of the crisis within the shortest 
possible time.

Many people left the capital 
market by selling shares at lower 
prices, which brought a huge loss for 
them, he said.

“Under the circumstances, we sat 
in the meeting to tackle the situation. 
Banks are our primary source and 
they assured us that they would invest 
in the market so that none loses,” the 

minister said.
All stakeholders have reached a 

consensus to make the market vibrant 
during the crisis, he said.   

“We will take all required measures 
to stabilise the market. The central 
bank is giving support and commercial 
banks have also agreed to do their best 
for the market.”

The market had started to turn 
around before the outbreak of the 
virus and the key index of the Dhaka 
Stock Exchange reached at nearly 
5,000 points at one stage. But the 
market sharply fell when the virus 
started to spread.

“We do not have options to 
hold investors to the market using 
forces. Still, we have responsibility 
to protect them from loses,” the 
minister said. 

Md Ashadul Islam, senior secretary 
of the Financial Institutions Division, 
presided over the meeting. Ali Reza 
Iftekhar, chairman of the Association 
of Bankers, Bangladesh, and SM 
Moniruzzaman, deputy governor of 
the central bank, were present.   

Banks to inject funds into stock 
market to restore confidence
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Bangladesh on the right track to 
becoming a digital economy

Says a top official of American tech giant Cisco
MD FAZLUR RAHMAN

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

American tech giant Cisco Systems has 
doubled its headcount and office space in 
Bangladesh and opened a depot for spare parts 
as it looks to expand footprint in a country 
steadily moving to become a digital economy.

“We firmly believe that Bangladesh will be a 
very digital economy for what the government 
and the private sector are doing, and we are 
absolutely geared up to be the digital partner 
of choice,” Sudhir Nayar, managing director 
for sales for India and the Saarc at Cisco, told 
The Daily Star in an interview in Dhaka last 
month.  

Cisco has been present in Bangladesh for 
two decades and was one of the first global 
IT companies that made investment in the 
country.

Today, it has more than 1,000 customers 
in Bangladesh and serves them through more 
than 100 partners.

“This is the testimony to the investment 
we have done over the last 20 years. The 
customers and partners are our strength. As 
we continue to grow into the digital economy, 
their numbers will multiply.”

Deepening digitalisation in Bangladesh has 
prompted the technology company to expand 
its footprint.

Bangladesh has the ninth largest mobile 
penetration in the world and the fifth largest 
internet user base.

“These two are fundamental for any digital 
acceleration because people need to be able to 
get information, whether they want to read or 
get or share something and small businesses 
need to promote their products because for 
everybody global market is the market.” 

As per the World Economic Forum, 

Bangladesh will be the 24th largest economy 
in the world by 2030.

“Digitalisation is going to fuel the journey.”   
About 120 ICT companies are exporting 

more than $1 billion worth of products to 35 
countries. There are 6 lakh active freelancers 
in Bangladesh catering to the world’s digital 
economy and generating $100 million worth 
of revenue for themselves.

“This is a humongous number. This is really 
what digitalisation can bring to the country. 

Bangladesh is already in the middle of a big 
transformation. We really want to be bridge.”

Cisco has significant presence in 
Bangladesh: 88 per cent banks are running 
their core IT network and infrastructure on 
Cisco systems.

The government set up a national data 
centre a couple of years ago in a major stride 
towards building Digital Bangladesh and the 
centre is powered by Cisco. 

Some 80 per cent of internet in Bangladesh 

goes through Cisco products. Video-enabled 
governance is connected by the US firm.

Bangladesh is the first country in Saarc that 
is implementing e-passport and Cisco is also a 
part of the core infrastructure.

“This is a sign of a very progressive 
government and a growing economy,” Nayar 
said.

In Bangladesh, Cisco works with all 
leading private sector organisations. A lot of 
organisations are implementing their private 
clouds.

Banks are the most mature segment to 
adapting to IT and IT-enabled services in the 
country. The government is also adopting 
more digital technologies than the private 
sector now.

“In fact, the government is now leading the 
adoption of digital technologies,” Nayar said.

In order to become digitalised, every 
organisation, public or private, needs to decide 
which parts of their businesses they want to 
digitalise.

For digitalisation, according to Nayar, three 
big pillars are needed: technology, process and 
people and culture. 

The three things really need to work together 
for anybody to have a pure digital platform.

He lauded Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina’s 
digital vision. 

“It is not easy to start using digital 
technologies. But she is using it quite effectively 
to run her local governance and inaugurating a 
lot of events.”

According to Nayar, when it comes to 
digitalisation, it is not only about large 
projects, about governments or big private 
organisations.

“The next growth in Bangladesh has to 
come from small and medium sectors,” he 

said, adding that there are six million small- 
and medium-sized enterprise organisations in 
Bangladesh.

In the last quarter, Bangladesh was the 
fastest growing country for Cisco in the Asia 
and the Pacific region, recording three times 
more growth than in India.

“This is not a small achievement by any 
stretch of imagination. It is a very high growth 
country for us,” said Nayar, who previously 
worked for Sun Microsystems, Oracle and 
Microsoft before joining Cisco three years 
ago.

He, however, did not give any specific 
numbers on revenue and growth.

The company has continued investment 
in partners and students training on digital 
technologies.

He credited the company’s continued 
investment, the growing number of clients 
and partners, and digital drive of banks, 
retail companies, hospitals and hotels for the 
growth of the company.

The company has set a target to acquire five 
new customers every week.

“This is also a true example of digitalisation. 
Earlier, we used to talk about what we will do in 
a month, a quarter or a year. Now everything is 
about days and weeks because new companies 
are coming up every single day.”

He also talked about the big trends that are 
coming up in the local market.

One of them is e-commerce, which is 
currently about $1.6 billion and the projection 
is it would grow to $3 billion by 2023.

“This is really huge. All these require 
technologies and the world is their market and 
they are not confined to any single geography 
alone.”

Sudhir Nayar

READ MORE ON B3

Curb on Middle Eastern flights 
hits fresh vegetable exports
SOHEL PARVEZ

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

Exports of fresh produce from 
Bangladesh have been hit in the 
wake of flight restrictions imposed by 
several Middle Eastern countries to 
prevent the spread of the coronavirus, 
exporters said yesterday.

The Middle East, home to more 
than five million Bangladeshi migrant 
workers, is the biggest destination 
for the locally grown vegetables and 
fruits, which brought home $100 
million in the last fiscal year. 

The perishables are shipped by air 
cargoes and their shipment began 
to suffer after Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, 
Qatar and Oman slapped entry 
restrictions on international flights, 
including those from Bangladesh.

“Our exports to these destinations 
have come to a halt because of 
cancellation of the flights. We are 
facing the curb just at the beginning of 
the main export season to the Middle 
East,” said Mohammed Monsur, 
general secretary of the Bangladesh 
Fruits Vegetables & Allied Products 
Exporters’ Association (BFVAPEA).

Saudi Arabia and Kuwait are two 
major export destinations for fresh 
vegetables and fruits and 60-70 tonnes 

of the perishable are shipped through 
air cargoes from Dhaka daily.

The shipment has nearly halved 
over the last one week, Monsur said.

Exports of vegetables slumped 40 
per cent year-on-year to 3,000 tonnes 
in the January-February period of 
2020, BFVAPEA data showed.

This was the first blow for vegetable 
and fruit exporters, who were upbeat 
about exceeding the annual shipment 

targets for the current fiscal year of 
2019-20, thanks to increasing demand 
for local fresh produce. 

Fresh fruits and vegetables export 
bounced back in fiscal 2018-19, 
ending four-straight years of slump, 
on the back of higher demand and 
efforts aimed at improving farming 
and packaging practices in order to 
produce and ship disease-free crops.  

5,000
tonnes

Vegetable export in Jan-Feb

Jan-Feb’19 Jan-Feb’20

SOURCE: BFVAPEA
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ADP outlay trimmed 4.8pc
JAGARAN CHAKMA

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

The government is going to slash this fiscal 
year’s development budget by 4.8 per cent 
from the original outlay mainly due to 
slow implementation of projects funded by 
foreign assistance.

The revised allocation for fiscal 2019-20’s 
annual development programme (ADP) is 
now Tk 192,921 crore, which was Tk 202,721 
crore in the original budget, according to a 
draft of the planning ministry. 

Already Tk 79,785.86 crore or 37.09 per 

cent of the original allocation has been 
spent from July till February.

Besides, the planning ministry will 
recommend that autonomous bodies 
and corporations of the state, such as 
the Chattogram port, spend Tk 8,277.56 
crore out of their own pockets for self-
development. 

This is basically government money and 
so if the amount is taken into account, the 
revised development budget will end up 
becoming Tk 201,198.56 crore.
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Onion prices drop on entry 
of Indian variety

DWAIPAYAN BARUA, Ctg

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

Prices of locally grown and imported onions 
have seen a sharp fall in Dhaka and Chattogram, 
as India has recently resumed export of the 
vegetable after a five-and-a-half-month ban.

Prices dropped 15 per cent to Tk 35-50 a 
kilogram at the retail levels in Dhaka yesterday 
from the previous day, according to the Trading 
Corporation of Bangladesh.

Onions grown in Pabna were sold at Tk 30 
a kg yesterday at Khatunganj wholesale hub, 
down from Tk 35 a day earlier. The prices of the 
Meherpur variety also fell to Tk 26 per kg from 
Tk 30 on Sunday.

Businesses were found selling the Burmese 
ones at Tk 35 a kg, which was about Tk 47 on 
Sunday, Tk 52 on Saturday and Tk 65 a week 
earlier.

The Egyptian and Turkish onions have seen 
the highest fall in prices.

The Egyptian onions were sold at Tk 25 a kg, 
down from Tk 32 on Sunday, Tk 40 on Saturday 
and Tk 45 a week before, said Md Ali Talukder, 
owner of M/s Meher Traders at Hamidullah Miah 
Market that houses a number of commission 
agents and onion warehouses in Khatunganj.

The wholesalers in Khatunganj began 
releasing onions at cheaper rates as truckloads of 
the Indian variety have already started entering 
Bangladesh since Sunday.

Over 200 trucks with Indian onions have 
reached Bangladesh through Hili, Sonamasjid 

and other land ports in the last two days, 
said Mohammad Idris, general secretary of 
Hamidullah Miah Market Traders Association.

Some of those trucks would arrive here by 
Monday night or Tuesday morning.

“The importers have asked us to get rid of 
our stock as early as possible, as they sense 
that their demand would decrease in the 
presence of Indian onions,” said Mohammad 

Faruk, a commission agent and owner of M/s 
Ira Traders. 

The wholesalers have been trying to sell off 
the imported onions, which normally have the 
least number of customers, Idris said.

Some traders have been offering Indian 
onions at Tk 37 per kg, although the onions are 
not that good in quality.
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WB to give 
$100m to 
help fight 
coronavirus
JAGARAN CHAKMA

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

The World Bank will 
provide $100 million to 
Bangladesh to help the 
country take preventive 
measures in the face 
of global coronavirus 
pandemic.

The Economic 
Relations Division (ERD) 
forwarded a proposal 
to the WB for the fund 
following a request from 
the health ministry as 
the government seeks to 
contain the virus in the 
country.

The ERD sent the 
proposal to the WB 
yesterday and the bank 
informally assured 
the government of the 
fund, Md Shahabuddin 
Patwary, additional 
secretary of the ERD, told 
The Daily Star.

“I hope we will receive 
a response regarding the 
fund within a week and 
the fund will be provided 
under a fast-track package,” 
he said.

READ MORE ON B3

Coronavirus leaves tour 
operators distraught
TUHIN SHUBHRA ADHIKARY

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

About 30 per cent of the staff employed 
by tour operators in the country may lose 
jobs if the coronavirus pandemic does not 
subside anytime soon, according to various 
tour operations.

Besides, the other sectors involved with 
Bangladesh’s tourism industry such as 
hotels, resorts, restaurants and airlines will 
also face a similar situation if the condition 
remains the same, they said.

“I can tell you for certain that each 
company will have to go for the golden 
handshake with 30 per cent of their staff 
members. If this situation continues, we will 
not survive for long,” said Md Rafeuzzaman, 
president of the Tour Operators Association 
of Bangladesh (TOAB).

Rafeuzzaman made these remarks 
during a press conference styled ‘Effect 
of Coronavirus on Bangladesh Tourism 
Industry and BTTF-2020’, organised by 
TOAB at the Jatiya Press Club yesterday.

The association also postponed its 
biggest programme of the year, the 
‘Bangladesh Travel and Tourism Fair 
(BTTF)’, to October 29-31 due to the 
looming coronavirus threat.

Tourism boards and agencies from 
several countries usually participate in the 
fair, which was supposed to be held in 
Dhaka on April 3-5.

TOAB also called for numerous steps to 
be taken in order to publicise the country’s 
popular tourist spots. 

This includes providing special 
incentives and loans at low interest rates 
for tour operators, reducing taxes levied 
on travellers, the removal of ‘unnecessary 
restrictions’ at airports and increased funds.

On March 13, the World Travel and 
Tourism Council said that up to 50 million 
jobs in the travel and tourism sector are at 
risk due to the global COVID-19 outbreak.

The global travel sector could drop by as 
much as 25 per cent in 2020, according to 
data from the WTTC, which represents the 
world’s private travel and tourism industry.

This is equivalent to there being no travel 
worldwide for three months and this could 
lead to a corresponding reduction in jobs 
by about 12 or 14 per cent, the WTTC said.

As of 9:00am GMT yesterday, the 
number of confirmed coronavirus cases 
worldwide stood at 1.68 lakh, while 6,501 
people across 142 countries have already 
succumbed to the novel virus, according to 
a tally complied by AFP.

Three new individuals were diagnosed 
with COVID-19 in Bangladesh yesterday, 
raising the current number of confirmed 
cases in the country to five. However, three 
people who were infected previously have 
made full recoveries, officials said.
PAINTING A GRIM PICTURE 

China, Japan, Singapore, India and Italy are 
big markets for both outbound and inbound 
tour operators in Bangladesh. Therefore, 
their businesses have been hit hard by the 
coronavirus issue, Rafeuzzaman said. 
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