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Brexit negotiations 
restart in person as 
clock ticks down
REUTERS, London

Face-to-face negotiations 
between Britain and the 
European Union over 
a trade deal restarted 
earlier on Saturday as 
the two sides make a last 
ditch attempt to reach an 
agreement with just five 
weeks to go before their 
current relationship ends.

There is currently no 
call scheduled between 
UK Prime Minister 
Boris Johnson and EU 
Commission president 
Ursula von der Leyen, a UK 
source told Reuters, after the 
Times newspaper reported 
the pair would speak in the 
next 48 hours. 

The first sign of 
movement -- either towards 
a deal or that talks are 
crumbling -- is likely to be 
a call between Johnson and 
von der Leyen.

The Times also reported 
that the European 
Commission has started 
to “lean on” EU negotiator 
Michel Barnier to reach a 
deal with Britain, raising 
hopes that an agreement 
could come. EU negotiator 
Michel Barnier arrived 
for talks in London on 
Saturday morning. He 
had said on Friday night 
that he was “very happy” 
to be back in the city 
and would keep working 
with “patience and 
determination”.

Barnier and Britain’s 
negotiator David Frost are 
working to secure a deal 
before the UK’s transition 
period with the EU ends 
on Dec. 31. Both sides 
said on Friday that there 
were still big differences 
to overcome, as they both 
called for the other to 
compromise on the three 
main issues of contention 
- fishing, state aid and 
how to resolve any future 
disputes. Johnson talked 
of “substantial and 
important differences”, 
while Barnier referred to 
“significant divergences”.
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Canada blocks bulk exports 
of some prescription drugs in 
response to Trump import plan
REUTERS, Ottawa

Canada on Saturday blocked bulk exports 
of prescription drugs if they would create a 
shortage at home, in response to outgoing 
US President Donald Trump’s efforts to 
allow imports from Canada to lower some 
drug prices for Americans.

“Certain drugs intended for the 
Canadian market are prohibited from 
being distributed for consumption outside 
of Canada if that sale would cause or 
worsen a drug shortage,” Health Minister 
Patty Hajdu said in a statement.

“Companies will now also be required 
to provide information to assess existing 
or potential shortages, when requested, 

and within 24 hours if there is a serious or 
imminent health risk,” the statement said.

The Canadian measure went into 
effect on Friday, just days before a US 
“Importation Prescription Drugs” rule 
that would eventually allow licensed US 
pharmacists or wholesalers to import in 
bulk certain prescription drugs intended 
for the Canadian market. Neither the White 
House nor the Department of Health 
and Human Services had an immediate 
response to a request for comment.

Trump touted the plan in his first debate 
with President-elect Joe Biden, who has also 
said during his campaign that he would set 
up a similar import plan to try to reduce 
prescription drug costs for Americans.

Bangladeshi handicrafts ride out pandemic tide
FROM PAGE B4

According to the BANGLACRAFT, there 
are over four lakh women throughout the 
country working for handicraft companies. 
Half of the workforce is based in their own 
homes.

There are around 4,000 to 5,000 women in 20 
villages of Bogura’s Sherpur making handicrafts 
in their homes.

Some seven to eight handicraft companies 
such as BD Creation, Classical Handmade 
Products BD, Sun Trade, Creative BD, Artisan 
BD, Ask Handicrafts, Dhaka Handicrafts, and 
Desh Handicrafts have set up their factories in 
Sherpur.

“They don’t require any investment and 
training. We provide them raw materials like 
kans grass, seas grass, jute and plastic,” said 
Ahsan.

“We provide them all raw materials and buy 
finish products from them,” said Uddin.

A female artisan can earn Tk 250 to Tk 350 
from her home every day. However, those in 
the factory can make Tk 5,000 to Tk 10,000 per 
month, he added. 

“I can earn Tk 300 making baskets from 10:00 
am to 5:00 pm in a day alone after finishing my 
household chores,” said Rebeka Khan, 32, of 
Hapunia village.

“No woman from our village goes to garment 
factories as we have work available at our village 
since 1985,” she said. 

Another artisan, Jahura Begum, 35, has been 
working in the Classical’s factory for the past five 
years. 

“My husband has been ill for the past two 
years. He cannot go out to work. I earn Tk 7,000 
to Tk 8,000 per month and run the family,” she 
said.

Her co-worker Sohagi Khatun also helps 
her family earning Tk 8,000 to Tk 10,000 
per month. “My daughter is studying in class 
seven in a good school in Sherpur town,” she 
said.

Despite all its prospects, the industry people 
have long been facing hurdles.

Though the exporters and manufacturers are 
exempted from paying income tax until 2024, 
Ahsan says the facility should be extended to 
2030 so that many of the emerging entrepreneurs 
could do well.

“Our main competitors in the global markets 
are Vietnam, Cambodia, China, India and 
recently Africa. In these countries, the small 
entrepreneurs are getting easy access to bank 
loans and other facilities from the government,” 
said Ahsan.

But in our country, small entrepreneurs 

are not getting incentives and bank loans on 
easy conditions. Only four or five companies 
can meet the terms and conditions for getting 
government incentives and bank loans. 

“We have no strong lobbying capacity like 
that of garment industries. Therefore, it creates a 
barrier to growth,” he said. 

Bangladesh also lacks infrastructure, storage 
and transportation facilities, design development 
and variations.  

With government support, Bangladeshi 
handcrafts can expand its presence in the 
global market by four to five times and be 
worth Tk 4,000 crore to Tk 5,000 crore in the 
next three to five years, said the president of the 
BANGLACRAFT. 

“If we get government assistance like that 
provided to the garment sector, handicrafts 
manufacturers and exporters can create another 
BGMEA,” said Md Tauhid Bin Abdus Salam, 
managing director of Classical Homemade 
Products BD.

“The demand for handicraft products in 
local markets is increasing. If we create proper 
infrastructures, the sector can grow bigger,” he 
added. 

The entrepreneurs also urged the government 
to encourage farmers to cultivate raw materials 
and better protect natural sources. 

Lack of weighing offers a boon for duty dodgers
FROM PAGE B1

The importer paid around Tk 13 lakh in 
taxes dodged and Tk 28.5 lakh in penalties. 

Similarly, MK Motor Workshop imported 
25 tonnes of used gasoline engines from 
Japan but declared it to be only 7 tonnes. 
Customs collected around Tk 3.5 lakh as 
tax dodged and Tk 7.80 lakh as a penalty.

Customs officials said the importers 
willingly increased the weight 
apprehending that they would have to pay 
a higher amount as a penalty if inspections 
were carried out under a new rule. 

On July 20 this year, the National Board 
of Revenue (NBR) ended a five-decade-old 
system of nominal penalties by setting the 
minimum fine for under-invoicing to be at 
least double the current amount. 

The penalty for dodging taxes could 
be as high as four times the amount 
owed, depending on the extent of the 
irregularities. 

As a result, the total number of false 
declarations dropped soon after the 
amendment came into effect at the 
beginning of August, officials said.

Customs sources said in the case of 
such irregularities, unscrupulous importers 
could get away paying a nominal fine 
as there was no provision stipulating a 
minimum penalty in the Customs Act, 
1969. 

Before the implementation of this law, 
fines were levied at a rate of 20 to 30 per 
cent of the price of the goods on an average 
in the customs house.

Rezaul Karim, the assistant commissioner 
of the Customs House, told The Daily Star 
that the importers had been concealing 
weights for a long time for the absence of 
proper scales. 

However, after receiving complaints 
recently, customs clamped down on such 
activities.

“Usually first we lock [halt all activities 
centring] a consignment after getting 
information…then we conduct 100 per 
cent physical examination to find out 
irregularities,” he said.  

“In this case, the importers willingly 
admitted the irregularities before physical 
examination due to fear of facing higher 
fines under the new law,” he added.

Karim said since they willingly admitted 
their wrongdoing, the fine was set at 200 to 
250 per cent of the tax evaded. Otherwise, it 
would have gone up as high as 300 per cent 
as per the law.

“With increased surveillance, there 
has been a stop to the arrival of such 
consignments at Chattogram port for the 
last two weeks,” he said. 

“We have heard that they are importing 
through the Mongla and Pangaon port to 
continue the irregularities,” he said, adding 
that letters were being sent to the NBR to 
increase surveillance at those customs 
stations as well.

Md Tofayel Ahmed, joint commissioner 
(jetty) of the customs house, said they are 
following some terms and orders while 
releasing such heavyweight goods from the 
port’s jetty.

“Since there are allegations of 
irregularities in the consignments of 
such products, we randomly check some 
consignments and try to verify documents 
of all consignments from different sources 
before releasing the goods,” he said.

Such activities are being conducted 
regularly, he added.

Clearing and forwarding agent Arifin 
Imperial Trading was responsible for the 
release of the four consignments on behalf 
of the importers.

Its proprietor, M Zakir, told The Daily 
Star that it was a mistake which was later 
corrected.

Open separate window to disburse 
loans among CMSMEs

FROM PAGE B1

CMSMEs are still informal in Bangladesh, but 
units that are entering the formal sector have 
great potential to contribute to the national 
economy by creating employment opportunities.

So, the government should aim to facilitate 
growth in the sector in a bid to harness this 
potential, Rahman said.

Bangladesh Bank should also make it easier 
for entrepreneurs from the e-commerce and 
f-commerce sectors to avail small loans. 

At the same time, their registration certificate 
with any trade body should be considered as a 
trade licence since making actual trade licences 
is difficult for them, he added.

Industries Minister Nurul Majid Mahmud 
Humayun, various policymakers, government 
officials, business chamber leaders and 
researchers participated in the discussion, 
moderated by DCCI President Shams 
Mahmud.

Abu Eusuf, a professor of the department of 
development studies at the University of Dhaka, 
presented a keynote paper.

Kazi Khaliquzzaman Ahmed, chairman of the 
Palli Karma Sahayak Foundation (PKSF), said 
there are 80,000 small-and-medium enterprises 
(SME) operating across the country.

Those units are financially stronger compared 
to the cottage and micro units as they employ 
more than 300 workers on an average and have 
banking facilities.

However, there are more than one crore 
units of cottage and micro-enterprises across 

Bangladesh that employ more than 2.5 crore 
people. 

But due to the Covid-19 fallout, most of 
them are in dire straits as they are not financially 
capable as small-and-medium units, Ahmed 
said.

Considering the situation, the PKSF chief 
also suggested that a separate channel should 
be formed for cottage and micro-enterprises 
to secure adequate funds from the stimulus 
packages in a timely manner.

Md Masudur Rahman, chairperson of the SME 
Foundation, said his foundation has been working 
to redefine SMEs, mainly to bring more small-scale 
enterprises to the sector so that they can also get 
various banking facilities. 

Broadening the definition of SMEs will 
resolve many challenges faced by the sector, he 
said, adding that SMEs account for nearly 60 per 
cent of the GDP in many countries.

In Bangladesh, for example, there are 
thousands of small-scale jute exporters. Still, 
they do not get incentives as the existing policy 
states that only exporters with manufacturing 
capabilities are eligible for incentives.

The SME Foundation is also working on this 
issue, Rahman said. 

Only 5 per cent of the over 1 lakh small-
scale entrepreneurs in the country are women, 
which indicates the poor participation of female 
entrepreneurs in the SME sector, he added.

In his welcome remarks, DCCI President 
Shams Mahmud said in fiscal 2019-20, the 
industrial sector’s contribution to GDP was 35 

per cent, a 6.48 per cent increase compared to 
the year before.

Over the last three decades, Bangladesh’s 
industrial growth was mainly centred on 
garments, which needs diversification.

One of the main constraints for an SME is the 
lack of access to low-cost financing, even in the 
case of loans under the government’s stimulus 
packages, Mahmud added.

Industries Minister Humayun agreed that 
bank accounts or registration certificates with 
any trade body should be considered as a trade 
licence to ease the process. 

The government has been planning to 
disburse loans through an alternative channel 
for CMSMEs, he said. He advocated broadening 
the SME definition. 

Bangladeshi companies should be allowed to 
acquire firms from any sector in other countries 
so that they can simultaneously acquire the 
technologies used by that company, said former 
DCCI President Abul Kasem Khan.

For instance, India’s Tata Group bought the 
Land Rover company. Similarly, Bangladeshi 
business people should be able to buy a tea 
garden in Sri Lanka, he said.

Khan also said that making licences and 
eventually having to renew them is a very 
expensive process that only increases the cost 
and complexities of doing business.

So instead, only the bank account and 
registration of any company with any trade body 
should be considered as a trade licence, Khan 
said.


