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Bangladesh tenth largest 
country in terms of Facebook 
users (40m)

Dhaka alone has 20m active 
users

F-commerce market size 
Tk 300cr to Tk 350cr

Over 3 lakh stores operate on 
Facebook

Around 500 pages do business 
during mango season

About 200 pages sell hilsa fish

Some platforms spend $10-
$50 each per day to boost 
pages

Nearly 60% businesses are 
founded by women

COLLECTED

A man engaged in contract farming for a Dhaka-based F-commerce 
platform collects date juice from Jibannagar of Chuadanga.   

F-commerce: a saviour 
amid pandemic woes
MAHMUDUL HASAN

Kaniz Fatema was devastated when 
her husband lost his job in March 
because of the pandemic, which 
prompted a countrywide lockdown 
and compelled every industry to go 
for a massive layoff.

She was overwhelmed with some 
questions: “How can I get money 
to meet family expenses? How do 
I pay the rent? How will I manage 
my expenses for my four-year-old 
daughter?”

In late March, she came across the 
Women and e-Commerce Forum 
(WE), a Facebook page where 
women with different skills can post 
their products or services for sale.

There she posted pictures of 
kachchi biryani, a dish popular 
throughout the Indian subcontinent 
comprising meat layered with rice 
and a yoghurt-based marinade at 
the bottom.

“I had an F-commerce site 
created in November 2018 to 
sell homemade food, but it was 
unsuccessful. But in the middle of 
the pandemic when I posted the 
pictures of my items on the WE 
mentioning the name of my page, 

the orders started pouring in,” said 
Fatema.

In the last few months, through 
her F-commerce site Fawjia’s Food, 
she has been receiving more than 
25 orders per day. 

“On top of losing his job, 
my husband got sick. Besides, 
managing expenses of the family, 
now I am spending money minted 
from the business for the treatment 
of my husband,” she said. 

For the absence of logistic 
support, which is a major 
impediment for women who come 

to this business, she sometimes had 
to take a CNG-run auto-rickshaw 
or simply a rickshaw to make the 
deliveries herself. 

F-commerce has been thriving 
in the last few years in Bangladesh 
thanks to the huge size of the 
Facebook audience, which has now 
reached nearly 40 million, placing 
Bangladesh among the top 10 
Facebook-freak nations, according 
to experts.

READ MORE ON B2

Amount raised: Tk 523cr

Shares issued: 52.37cr or 10pc of total shares

Face value: Tk 10

Subscription: oversubscribed by 5.74 times

Shares traded yesterday: 1.17 lakh

ROBI IPO: AT A GLANCE

Robi debut buoys stocks to 16-month high
STAR BUSINESS REPORT

Stocks soared to a 16-month high on the 
trading debut of mobile phone operator 
Robi Axiata, buoyed by general investors’ 
buying spree and increased participation 
from institutional investors.

Robi rose 50 per cent to Tk 15 per share 
hitting the circuit breaker against a face 
value of Tk 10 each with less than one 
per cent or 1.17 lakh shares of the second 
biggest mobile operator being traded on 
the first day.

Market analysts said many primary 
share holders were unwilling to sell their 
Robi stock on future expectations of higher 
profits.

Investors are hoping Robi will perform 
better in the coming days so those who 
got the shares through the initial public 
offering (IPO) are holding on to it, said 
Shahidul Islam, chief executive of VIPB 
Asset Management Company. 

Many of them are waiting for the price 
to go higher or preferring to just hold on to 
some telecom shares, he said.

The company raised a fund of Tk 523.7 
crore offloading 52.37 crore shares at Tk 
10 each whereas the next biggest IPO was 
that of its competitor GP’s -- of Tk 486.1 
crore. 

Of the Robi’s amount, around Tk 136 
crore was raised from its employees and the 

rest from the stock market.
The mobile phone operator’s post-IPO 

earnings per share was Tk 0.22 for the 
period of January to September. During 
the period, its profits stood at Tk 116 crore, 
shows the data of Dhaka Stock Exchange 
(DSE).

Islam said investment in the stock 
market depends on future prospects of the 
company. So investors tend to keep faith on 

the company even if its profitability track 
record is poor, said Islam, who manages 
around Tk 300 crore of mutual funds.

“Investors’ expectation is not illogical 
because such a track record does not mean 
that it will not be able to make profits,” he 
added.

Meanwhile, Beximco, Bangladesh Thai 
Aluminium, Bangladesh Submarine Cable 
Company and Shinepukur Ceramics made 
gains in leading the DSE, the country’s 
main bourse, to close the highest since 
August 25, 2019 when the index stood at 
5,223.

The DSEX, the benchmark index of the 
DSE, rose 85 points, or 1.65 per cent to 
5,218.36.

Institutional investors have been buying 
stocks in the past few days, so stocks of 
companies with good track records are 
rising alongside the market turnover, said 
a stock broker.

READ MORE ON B2

Govt to buy 
150,000 tonnes 

of rice from India
STAR BUSINESS REPORT

The government is set to buy 150,000 tonnes of rice from 
India under a state-to-state contract in an effort to resupply 
the public food stocks following scant procurement from 
the current Aman harvest season, according to a senior 
official of the food ministry.

“We will soon sign a contract in this regard,” said Food 
Secretary Mosammat Nazmanara Khanum, adding that the 
agreed minutes were finalised on December 23.

The purchase follows a tender from the Directorate of 
Food for 250,000 tonnes of rice and 50,000 tonnes of 
wheat from international sources.

Citing the National Agricultural Cooperative Marketing 
Federation of India, Reuters said that the state agency is 
finalising the agreement, which will be the first bilateral 
deal of its kind in three years after repeated flooding in the 
country sent local prices to a record high.

READ MORE ON B3

Factory activity on 
slow recovery path 
REJAUL KARIM BYRON and MD FAZLUR RAHMAN 

Factory activity in Bangladesh rose 4.39 per cent year-on-
year in August as the economy embarked on a journey 
to recovery from the wreckage caused by the coronavirus 
pandemic, official data showed.

The manufacturing activity, however, was 12.91 per cent 
lower than the level of July, pointing to the slower than 
expected recovery. 

The Quantum Index of the large and medium-scale 
manufacturing industry, which accounts for 87.54 per 
cent of the industrial production in Bangladesh, stood at 
409.83 in August this year compared to 392.61 in August 
last year.  

It was 470.58 in July, according to the Bangladesh 
Bureau of Statistics (BBS).     

To assess the movement of industrial production, the 
state-run agency collects data from state-owned enterprises 
and major manufacturing enterprises in the private sector. 
The data are collected from a total of 965 sample industries.

BBS data showed that the production of woven 
garments dipped 26.14 per cent in August compared to 
a month ago and 4.76 per cent year-on-year, highlighting 
the depressed demand for garment items in Bangladesh’s 
export destinations.   

Knitwear manufacturing plummeted 22.01 per cent in 
August from July but rose 10.24 per cent year-on-year.  

Manufacturing activity was 
12.91pc lower than the level 
of July, pointing to the slower 
than expected recovery 

READ MORE ON B3

The energy mix highly biased towards fossil-
fuel should be rebalanced 

Govt should take renewable energy-based 
projects

Eighth five-year plan should have mechanism to 
lessen fiscal pressure in power sector activities

Goals in the eighth FYP are too far from reality

Amid various challenges, it is not possible to 
rely on renewable energy right now 

Wind power can be an alternative source 

OBSERVATIONS

Enhance use of energy mix to 
boost power sector: experts
STAR BUSINESS REPORT

The success of the power sector depends on 
ensuring access to electricity, cost reduction, 
demand side management and enhancing 
use of non-conventional cleaner, renewable 
energy for power generation, experts told a 
virtual dialogue yesterday.

Titled “Reflections of the power sector 
in the upcoming eighth Five-Year Plan: 
perspectives on strategies and initiatives”, 
the dialogue was organised by the Centre 
for Policy Dialogue (CPD).

The government took various 
programmes under the Seventh Five-Year 
Plan to improve the power situation and 
80 per cent of it has been achieved, CPD 
Research Director Khondaker Golam 
Moazzem said in his keynote presentation.

Despite a rise in generation capacity, the 
programmes could not be implemented 
100 per cent as the transmission and 
distribution system were not improved 
properly, he said.

The government had to pay around Tk 
28,980 crore as about 37.5 per cent of the 
capacity remained unused at that time, he 
said.

“That is why capacity payment has been 
increasing over the years -- from Tk 5,003 
crore in fiscal year 2015 to Tk 8,929 crore in 
fiscal year 2019.”

This has forced the government to 
allocate resources to finance the deficit and 

the capacity payment is almost equivalent 
to the amount of subsidy taken from the 
government in fiscal year 2019, Moazzem 
said.

He also suggested that an alignment of 
the demand projection should be made by 
the upcoming Power System Master Plan 
2021 where other policy documents will be 
highly important. 

The energy mix, which is highly reliant 
on fossil fuels, should be gradually 

rebalanced with the setting up of renewable 
energy based projects, he said.

He also said the eighth five-year plan 
should highlight appropriate mechanisms 
to lessen the fiscal pressure, huge import 
payments and debt burden caused in case 
of different power sector related activities.

“The goals set in the eighth five-year 
plan are too far from the reality,” said M 
Shamsul Alam, dean of the engineering 
faculty of Daffodil International University.

The major part of the seventh five-year 
plan on renewable energy has not been 
achieved during this time, he said.

“Officials of the power sector have 
awarded projects to companies they favour 
without calling tenders to serve their 
own interests. In many cases, tender offer 
conditions were set such it could not be 
met by anyone other than the company of 
their choice.”

READ MORE ON B3

MA Hashem

A visionary who blazed 
trails for many

Began with tobacco trading in 
1962 

Established over 50 businesses             
in six decades 

Directly and indirectly employed                 
more than 75,000 

Partex has presence in: boards, 
food and beverages, furniture, 

plastics, paper, cotton, yarn, jute, 
textile, garment and shipping

A pioneer in establishing private 
bank, private university

THE JOURNEY
REFAYET ULLAH MIRDHA

MA Hashem, a business tycoon, started 
as a humble tobacco trader in the early 
1960s before becoming one of the leading 
entrepreneurs and industrialists in 
Bangladesh. 

After Bangladesh’s independence in 1971, 
Hashem realised that the war-torn nation 
was struggling to supply its people with 
essential commodities at affordable prices.

He started importing steel, cement, 
sugar, rice, spices, wheat, salt, milk and 
numerous other essential commodities after 
establishing MS Hashem Corporation in 
Chattogram.

But in order to make the country 
self-reliant, Hashem decided that these 
imports would have to be substituted with 
locally manufactured products. And so, he 
continued to expand his efforts, and this led 
to the birth of Partex Group.

READ MORE ON B3
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Robi debut 
buoys stocks to 
16-month high
FROM PAGE B1

Turnover, an important indicator of the stock 
market, rose to Tk 1,405 crore from Tk 1,244 
crore on the previous day. Yesterday’s turnover 
was the highest in four months.

Robi’s inclusion in the market gave a boost 
to investors’ confidence, the stock broker said, 
adding that banks were earlier targeting to invest 
in the stock market by availing a special incentive 
of Bangladesh Bank.

The central bank announced last February 
that banks were to form a fund of Tk 200 crore 
by taking loans from it at a lower rate.

Yesterday, Beximco witnessed the most 
trade, worth Tk 96.73 crore, followed by IFIC 
Bank, Beximco Pharmaceuticals, LafargeHolcim 
Bangladesh and Bangladesh Submarine Cable 
Company.

Of the total 360 companies to witness trade, 
208 advanced, 74 declined and 78 remained 
unchanged.

Envoy Textile shed the most, losing 4.72 per 
cent, followed by Islami Insurance Bangladesh, 
Power Grid Company of Bangladesh, Aman 
Cotton Fibrous and Peoples Insurance Company.  

F-commerce: a saviour amid pandemic woes
FROM PAGE B1

With the option of boosting sales by 
paying Facebook, which automates 
the paid user’s ads to show products 
that are tailored to each person’s 
interests, many youths, especially 
women entrepreneurs, started 
selling goods or services using 
the world’s largest social media 
platform.

But at the onset of the pandemic, 
many such entities were closed 
because of the lockdown that put 
in place movement restrictions, 
making the platforms unable to 
deliver the products.

Another major reason was the 
closure of air routes that almost 
stopped the supply as most 
F-commerce platforms sell imported 
products such as cosmetics, skin 
products, clothes, shoes, watches, 
luxury items and tech gadgets. 

However, amid the adversary, 
there was a boom in the opening 
of new f-commerce businesses as 
people lost their jobs and ventured 
into this business using skills and 
innovation focusing on selling 
homemade food items, organic 

vegetables and fish, medicine, etc.
“At this crisis moment, women 

have come forward and started 
businesses using Facebook. They 
have taken up the helm of running 
the family by helping to overcome 
financial difficulties brought on by 
the pandemic. They are selling a lot 
of products with their skills, labour 
and talent,” said Nasima Akter 
Nisha, president of the WE.

The WE opened its Facebook page 
a few years back, and only 30,000 
people liked the page until March. 
But, since March, it garnered a 
massive one million new members, 
helping hundreds of women sell 
their products.

“Many women are not only 
becoming self-reliant through 
this but also taking the country 
forward,” Nisha added.

Wholesale Mall BD, an 
F-commerce site with 1.07 lakh likes 
and a focus on selling cosmetics 
and skincare products, witnessed a 
surge during the lockdown as many 
people went online as brick-and-
mortar shops were shut.

Although many online-based 

entities were forced to shut their 
business because of inadequate 
supplies from abroad, Abu Ishahaq 
Khan, the owner, ensured the supply 
of the products from top importers.

“Before the pandemic, I used 
to get more than 60 orders on 
an average per day. During the 
lockdown it almost doubled,” he 
added.

Currently, Wholesale Mall BD 
makes 70 to 80 deliveries to its 
customers per day, according to 
Khan, who founded the site little 
over one year ago.

“The most important thing in 
this business is gaining the trust of 
the customers,” he said.

“For that, keeping promises, 
handing over the right products, 
delivering products on time, and 
focusing on overall customer 
satisfaction - these are the key 
issues,” Khan added.

The sales in Market Bangla, a site 
that focuses on agro-products with 
an audience of 3 lakh in Facebook, 
got turbocharged during March to 
July as people opted for healthy food 
to keep them fit amid the pandemic.

Before the pandemic, it used to 
receive around 80 to 90 orders per 
day, which went past 350 during the 
period.

Demand for river fish, haor fish, 
hilsa fish, organic dry fish, meat, 
organic foods, herbal products 
for health and beauty, dry fruits, 
fresh fruits, special spices, pickles, 
vegetables from hill tracts, beans, 
seeds and lentils swelled that time, 
according to Habibur Rahman Jewel, 
managing director of Market Bangla. 

To cater to the increasing 
demand, he had to recruit 40 people 
and purchased four delivery vans.

”Since the virus came to this 
country, people are more inclined 
towards safe foods. The upper-class 
and the middle class are willing 
to spend extra money for organic 
food,” Jewel told The Daily Star. 

“This trend will continue even in 
post-pandemic times,” he said.

Mahfuj Alam cofounded an 
f-commerce business in July and 
received a tremendous response 
from customers.

TimTom Paradise would receive 
around 50 orders for products like 

international books, writing and 
drawing pad, LCD writing and 
drawing pad and magnetic colourful 
balls and cubes.

”F-commerce relies heavily on 
Facebook boost. When we have 
enough supply in stock, we spend 
more money on boosting,” said 
Alam, adding that they spend $30 
per day on an average for giving a 
boost to pages on Facebook.

Boosted posts are ads one creates 
from posts on their Facebook page. 
Boosting a post may help them get 
more people to react, share and 
comment on it and allow them to 
reach new people, according to the 
social media site. 

More than 3 lakh stores run 
operations based on Facebook, with 
over 1,000 running their business 
through only the social media 
platform, which accounts for more 
than 80 per cent of all social media 
users in Bangladesh.

Although there is no specific 
figure of the F-commerce market size 
in the country, it may range from Tk 
300 crore to Tk 350 crore per year, 
according to industry people.
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Villagers to benefit if MFS providers 
can give microcredit: minister
STAR BUSINESS REPORT

The unbanked population, especially villagers, would 
be highly benefited if the mobile financial service (MFS) 
providers get the right to provide microcredits, Telecom 
Minister Mustafa Jabbar said yesterday.

The marginalised people will be able to start small 
businesses if they get small capital, he said. “MFSs in 
Bangladesh are ready to provide that capital.”

This new window will help in providing banking 
services to the unbanked population, giving a boost to 
the economy, he said. The minister made the comments 
through a digital platform at a workshop on “Current 
scenarios of digital financial service and technological 
innovation” organised by the Telecom Reporters’ Network 
Bangladesh (TRNB) at La Vinci hotel in Dhaka.

Nagad, the digital financial service of Bangladesh Postal 
Department, has recently crossed a major milestone as 
its daily transaction went past Tk 200 crore, said Tanvir A 
Mishuk, managing director of Nagad.

Enhance use of energy mix to 
boost power sector: experts

FROM PAGE B1
The government is focusing on renewable 
energy by reducing dependence on coal, 
gas and oil for power generation, said 
Mohammad Alauddin, chairman of 
the Sustainable and Renewable Energy 
Development Authority.

Considering the various challenges in 
Bangladesh, it is not possible to rely on 
renewable energy right now, he said.

“However, the government is working 
hard on the use of solar energy by installing 
solar panels on roofs. Plans are also 
underway to import hydropower. We think 
that the wind power can be an alternative 
source and we are conducting more 
research on these matters.” 

The presence of a “capacity charge” is 
causing the government to pay out Tk 176 
per unit to some power plants for their 
idle capacity, he said. In comparison, the 
average per unit cost excluding the capacity 
charge of the past five years is estimated at 

just Tk 5.91.
The government is also planning on 

finding ways on how to reduce prices in 
these sectors and several attempts are 
also being made to overcome the excess 
cost that the government is spending on 
capacity charges, he said.

Mohammad Hossain, director general 
of Power Cell under Power Division, said 
the government has put emphasis on 
exchanging energyinstead of just importing 
energy on the basis of regional cooperation 
with India and Nepal. He also said the 
government was taking due measures in 
addressing rising cost, inefficiency and 
higher financial burden on the power sector.  

While moderating the session, CPD 
Distinguished Fellow Mustafizur Rahman 
said the power and energy sector has 
now moved into a second generation 
of problems, from concerns regarding 
electricity generation to that on pricing and 
suitable energy mix.  

Govt to buy 150,000 
tonnes of rice from India
From page B1
This development comes as the government is moving fast 
to replenish the country’s depleting public food stocks and 
tame the soaring price of rice in local markets.

Food grain stocks at public warehouses slumped 46 per 
cent to 7.46 lakh tonnes as of December 23, down from 
13.86 lakh tonnes on the same day a year ago, according 
to the food ministry. The retail price of coarse rice rose by 
13 per cent to Tk 46-50 per kilogramme as of yesterday 
compared to its value from a month ago, data from the 
Trading Corporation of Bangladesh shows.

Until December 23, the Directorate of Food could 
procure just 306 tonnes of paddy and 13,567 tonnes 
of rice from local farmers and millers after beginning 
procurement from the current Aman paddy harvest.

The amount of paddy and rice purchased was no less 
than 1 per cent of the targets of 200,000 tonnes of paddy 
and 500,000 tonnes of rice for the season, data from the 
food ministry shows.

Factory activity on slow recovery path
FROM PAGE B1
Fertiliser production more than 
doubled to 84,470 tonnes in August 
compared to a month ago, pointing to 
the ongoing economic revival. It rose 
a staggering 14 times from August last 
year, BBS data showed.

Cement production rose 2.44 per 
cent year-on-year but declined 27.15 
per cent compared to July. 

The manufacturing of petroleum 
products jumped 150.80 per cent in 
August from July and 11.31 per cent 
year-on-year thanks to the easing 
of the lockdown that accelerated 
movement of people and vehicles. 

In August, electricity generation 
recovered its lost ground both 
compared to the level of July this 
year and August last year. The 
manufacturing of pharmaceuticals 

rose 1.16 per cent in August compared 
to July and 9.9 per cent in comparison 
to the corresponding month in 2019.

Mild-steel production slumped 
7.07 per cent in August compared to 
a month ago and 18.62 per cent year-
on-year. Jute textile’s production went 
down 22.49 per cent year-on-year. 

Tea production advanced 50 per 
cent in August from a month ago but 
was 16.17 per cent lower than the 
level seen in August last year. 

Edible oil production was down 
32.1 per cent in August compared to 
July and 3.86 per cent, year-on-year.

The manufacturing of soap and 
detergent dropped 44.32 per cent 
from July’s level and 13.93 per cent 
from August last year. 

“The recovery in manufacturing 
appears to have slowed in August, 

except in fertiliser and cotton 
textiles. This is due to weak external 
and domestic demand,” said Zahid 
Hussain, a former lead economist of 
the World Bank’s Dhaka office.

“The recovery in Bangladesh’s main 
export markets has stumbled, and 
domestic consumer confidence does 
not appear to have returned to the pre-
pandemic level.” 

According to the economist, it 
is probably not realistic to expect a 
sustained industrial recovery until the 
transmission of the virus is brought 
down to a manageable level.

“The government needs to make 
sure that the stimulus packages reach 
the intended targets such that existing 
employment is sustained and efficient 
firms survive the pandemic-induced 
crisis.”  

A visionary who blazed trails for many
FROM PAGE B1
The industrial conglomerate 
is involved in a number of 
manufacturing and service-oriented 
sectors such as food and beverages, 
steel, furniture, real estate, textile, 
agribusiness, plastics and jute.

More than 75,000 people are 
directly and indirectly employed 
by Partex Group, which comprises 
about 50 enterprises.

Hashem, also a former member 
of parliament from his hometown 
of Noakhali, died of a coronavirus 
infection on Thursday at the 
Evercare Hospital in Dhaka. He 
was 77. Following his demise, 
condolences started pouring in 
from both home and abroad. 

Awami League General Secretary 
Obaidul Quader, Industries 
Minister Nurul Majid Mahmud 
Humayun and Commerce Minister 
Tipu Munshi were among the 
noted politicians who expressed 
grief at the sudden demise of the 
industrialist. “I got to know him 
during our time together at Amin 

Market in Chattogram,” said Abdul 
Hai Sarker, chairman of Dhaka 
Bank.

The relationship grew deeper 
after shifting to Dhaka in 1978, he 
said. 

“He had a wonderful personality 
and was creative like a craftsman 
when it came to entrepreneurship. 
We have lost one of our very good 
friends,” said Sarker, also the 
chairman of Purbani Group and 
former president of the Bangladesh 
Textile Mills Association.

Hashem was a reflection of 
some of the country’s greatest 
entrepreneurial exploits as he went 
from the humble beginnings to the 
head of a vast industrial empire 
by serving the people with quality 
goods. He was also one of the 
country’s best examples of a self-
made businessman.

Following his success in the 
general commodity business, 
Hashem turned his attention to 
particle boards, which are still a 
unique item in the country today.

“Although our family business 
was divided among five brothers 
with separate entities, we 
implemented various projects 
in accordance with our father’s 
vision,” Showkat Aziz Russell, a son 
of the eminent business personality, 
told The Daily Star yesterday.

“My father’s final dream project 
was to launch the country’s 
largest private-sector petroleum 
refinery mill in Chattogram, but 
unfortunately, he met an untimely 
demise,” he added.

The five groups owned by the 
brothers are Amber Group, Partex 
Star, Partex Group, Danish Group 
and Partex Papers.

The petroleum refinery 
Chattogram is expected to go into 
production soon as all related 
construction works were recently 
completed.

Once operational, the refinery 
will produce about 10,000 gallons 
of petroleum products each day, 
Russell said.

Hashem was also a pioneer 

and leading businessman in other 
growing sectors, according to BTMA 
President Mohammad Ali Khokon.

For instance, he was the pioneer 
in the condensed milk, particle 
boards, private banks, universities, 
and sugar mills segments, he said.

“Our business relationship 
turned into a family relationship 
over time. I was involved in many 
of his family affairs, and he was 
in mine. We lost not only a good 
friend, but also a very brilliant 
entrepreneur and guardian,” 
Khokon added.

Hashem founded City Bank, 
United Commercial Bank Ltd and 
Janata insurance Ltd.

The philanthropist established 
a school and a hospital under his 
name in Noakhali, both of which 
are non-profit organisations.

He founded the MA Hashem 
University College in Noakhali 
and was a member of the board of 
trustees of North South University, 
the first private university in 
Bangladesh. 
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NEWS In BriefGLOBAL BUSINESS

India challenges 
Vodafone arbitration 
ruling in Singapore
REUTERS, New Delhi

India has challenged in Singapore an international 
arbitration court’s verdict against it over a $2 billion tax 
claim involving Vodafone Group Plc, a senior government 
official told Reuters on Thursday on condition of 
anonymity.

Vodafone in September had won the case against 
India, ending one of the most high-profile disputes in the 
country that had caused concern among investors over 
retrospective tax claims on companies.

An international arbitration tribunal in The Hague had 
ruled that India’s imposition of a tax liability on Vodafone 
was in a breach of an investment treaty agreement between 
India and the Netherlands. India had 90 days to appeal 
the ruling.

India’s finance ministry did not immediately reply to an 
email and message seeking comment on the story.

India lost another international arbitration case this 
week, against Cairn Energy, over a tax dispute. It has been 
ordered to pay the UK-listed company over $1.2 billion in 
damages and costs.

REUTERS/FILE

Different types of 4G, 5G and data radio relay antennas 

for mobile phone networks are pictured on a relay mast 

operated by Vodafone in Berlin, Germany.

RK Metal: from rags to riches
Its proprietor turns into a leading agri-machinery maker from a small-time welder

SUZIT KUMAR DAS

Paritos Kumar Malo, the 
proprietor of RK Metal, 
has shown that with a little 
determination and courage, 
anyone can go from humble 
beginnings to a real-life success 
story.

“It was 1997 when I borrowed 
Tk 50,000 from my maternal 
uncle to open a small welding 
shop but now, I earn Tk 50 lakh 
per year,” Malo said.

RK Metal, a maker of 
agriculture machinery with 
15 employees, is situated in 
the Habili Gopalpur area of 
Faridpur town.

“My father was a fisherman 
and I had to help him maintain 
our big family since childhood,” 
the 45-year-old entrepreneur 
said.

Malo, son of Santos Kumar 
Malo, is the eldest among three 
brothers and the father of two 
daughters.

“I had to leave school in 
eighth grade to help meet 
my family’s expenses. Later I 
learned the skill of mechanical 
engineering at the Christian 
Indurates Centre of the Mission 
House for two years,” he added.

After completing the course, 
Milo worked at the Mission 
House as a production officer 
for seven years. He later passed 
his SSC but soon found himself 
earning for other things.

“That’s when I felt that I no 
longer need to work for others. 
Then I decided to do something 

by myself to stand on my own 
feet and open a welding shop,” 
he said.

RK Metal currently 
manufactures around 16 types 
of agriculture machinery, such 
as multi-crop power threshers, 
maize threshing machines and 
axial flow pumps, under the 
supervision of the Bangladesh 

Rice Research Institute (BRRI) 
and Bangladesh Agriculture 
Research Institute (BARI). 

The machinery produced at 
the small workshop in Faridpur 
town sells for between Tk 40,000 
to Tk 2 lakh with a profit margin 
of Tk 10,000 for all variations.

During a recent visit to 
the RK Metal workshop, this 

correspondent found that its 
workers were passing busy times 
in making numerous farming 
equipment.

Shahid Sheikh, a farmer 
from the Char Salepur village 
of Faridpur’s Charbhadrasan 
upazila, purchased a multi-crop 
power thresher for Tk 1.8 lakh 
from RK Metal. “I heard from 

other farmers that RK Metal’s 
agriculture machineries are the 
best in our district,” he added.

Similarly, Malek Bapari, 
a farmer of Gosail village 
under Dhaka’s Nababgang 
upazila, said all the agriculture 
machinery he bought from RK 
Metal are still working very well 
due to their excellent quality.

According to Malo, 
both government and non-
government organisations 
helped RK Metal come as far as 
it has through various initiatives, 
including skills training.

Md Ayub Hossain, chief 
scientific officer of BARI, said 
although RK Metal is a very small 
business, the quality machinery 

it produces is very good.
Some would even say that the 

company makes the best multi-
crop power threshers and power 
seeders in the country.

“The demand for agricultural 
machinery is increasing day by 
day as the number of agricultural 
workers is decreasing every 
year,” he added.  

SUZIT KUMAR DAS

Left, People take a look at agriculture machinery manufactured by RK Metal. Right, Paritos Kumar Malo, the owner of RK Metal, looks on when a worker welds a machine. 

China launches antitrust probe 
into tech giant Alibaba
REUTERS, Hong Kong/Beijing

China has launched an antitrust 
investigation into Alibaba Group 
and will summon the tech giant’s 
Ant Group affiliate to meet in 
coming days, regulators said on 
Thursday, in the latest blow for 
Jack Ma’s e-commerce and fintech 
empire.

The probe is part of an 
accelerating crackdown on 
anticompetitive behaviour in 
China’s booming internet space, 
and the latest setback for Ma, 
the 56-year-old former school 
teacher who founded Alibaba 
and became China’s most famous 
entrepreneur.

It follows China’s dramatic 
suspension last month of Ant’s 
planned $37 billion initial public 
offering, which had been on track 
to be the world’s largest, just two 
days before shares were due to 
begin trading in Shanghai and 
Hong Kong.

In a strongly worded editorial, 
the ruling Communist Party’s 
People’s Daily said that if 
“monopoly is tolerated, and 
companies are allowed to 
expand in a disorderly and 
barbarian manner, the industry 
won’t develop in a healthy, and 
sustainable way”.

Shares in Alibaba fell nearly 
9% in Hong Kong, their lowest 
since July, while rivals Meituan 
and JD.com both fell more than 
2%.

Regulators have warned 
Alibaba about the so-called 
“choosing one from two” 
practice under which merchants 
are required to sign exclusive 

cooperation pacts preventing 
them from offering products on 
rival platforms.

The State Administration for 
Market Regulation (SAMR) said 
on Thursday that it had launched 
a probe into the practice.

Financial regulators will also 
meet with Alibaba’s Ant Group 
fintech arm in coming days, 
according to a separate statement 
by the People’s Bank of China on 
Thursday, casting another cloud 
over a potential revival of the 
share sale.

The meeting would “guide Ant 
Group to implement financial 
supervision, fair competition 
and protect the legitimate rights 
and interests of consumers,” the 
statement said.

Ant said it had received a 
notice from regulators and would 
“comply with all regulatory 
requirements”. Alibaba said 
it would cooperate with the 
investigation and that its 
operations remained normal.

Fred Hu, chairman of 
Primavera Capital Group in 
Hong Kong, an Ant investor, 
said global markets would 
watch to see whether the moves 
were “politically motivated” 
and whether regulators targeted 
private but not state monopolies.

“It would be a tragedy if the 
antitrust law should be seen as 
‘targeting’ successful private tech 
companies only,” he said.

Ma has kept out of the public 
eye since a late October forum 

in Shanghai where he blasted 
China’s regulatory system, 
accusing it of stifling innovation 
in a speech that stung officials and 
set off a chain of events that led to 
the shelving of Ant’s IPO.

The practice of requiring a 
merchant to sell exclusively on 
one platform, which Alibaba has 
defended in the past, has long 
been a source of friction.

In a lawsuit last year, home 
appliance manufacturer Galanz 
accused Alibaba of penalising it 
for refusing to stop selling goods 
on rival platform Pinduoduo. The 
case was resolved. In an ongoing 
case, JD.com accused Alibaba’s 
Tmall of restricting vendors from 
trading with it by signing exclusive 
deals.

After years of largely hands-off 
treatment of e-commerce, Beijing 
has made its antitrust intentions 
clear.

Last month, it issued draft rules 
aimed at preventing monopolistic 
behaviour by internet firms, and 
the Politburo this month vowed to 
strengthen anti-monopoly efforts 
in 2021 and rein in “disorderly 
capital expansion”.

China also warned internet 
giants this month to brace for 
increased scrutiny, as it slapped 
fines and announced probes into 
mergers involving Alibaba and 
Tencent Holdings.

Liu Xu, a researcher at the 
National Strategy Institute of 
Tsinghua University and a long-
time advocate for antitrust 
enforcement, said he expected 
other tech platforms to face 
scrutiny.

 “Chinese internet firms had 
enjoyed unprecedented growth 
with light regulation for years,” a 
regulatory source said, declining 
to be named given the sensitivity 
of the matter.

“The latest regulatory moves 
against them have sent out a clear 
message that the golden time for 
many of them has ended and 
there’s no company in China that 
can be too big to fail.”

Regulators have also become 
uncomfortable with parts of 
Ant’s sprawling empire, chiefly its 
credit business that contributed 
close to 40% of first-half revenue. 
Days before Ant’s planned listing, 
regulators told Ma and two top 
executives that its online lending 
business would face tighter 
scrutiny, sources told Reuters.
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A logo of Alibaba Group is seen at the World Internet Conference in Wuzhen, Zhejiang province, China.

Gold rises on weaker dollar as 
market eyes Brexit deal

REUTERS

Gold prices rose on Thursday 
backed by a weaker dollar ahead 
of a widely expected Brexit trade 
deal, with uncertainties around 
a new variant of the coronavirus 
overshadowing vaccine optimism.

Spot gold was up 0.1 per cent 
higher at $1,873.96 per ounce by 
1233 GMT. U.S. gold futures were 
little changed at $1,878.60.

“A combination of a weaker 
dollar, negative real rates and low 

yields along with uncertainties 
around the new strain of 
coronavirus is helping gold at 
the moment,” said UBS analyst 
Giovanni Staunovo.

Concerns about the spread of 
a more infectious coronavirus 
variant which has led to a 
tightening of restrictions in Britain 
lifted the safe-haven appeal of the 
precious metal.

Elsewhere, Britain and the 
European Union were on the 
verge of striking a post-Brexit trade 

agreement, supporting sterling 
and weighing on the dollar.

“However, broadly, the outlook 
for gold is not bullish... The recent 
vaccine optimism has smudged 
gold’s appeal,” said Hareesh V, 
head of commodity research at 
Geojit Financial Services, adding 
that neither did he expect gold to 
crash. “Economic uncertainties 
still exist and the metal will keep 
drawing support from ultra-low 
interest rates.”

Data on Wednesday showed the 

number of Americans filing first-
time claims for unemployment 
benefits remained elevated but 
posted a fall last week.

Meanwhile, U.S. President 
Donald Trump’s threat to not sign 
a nearly $900 billion stimulus bill 
was largely brushed off by market 
participants.

“Investors are pretty optimistic 
about fiscal and monetary 
supports from governments 
around the globe, even though a 
vaccine reduces the might of the 

virus. The economy needs it,” 
UBS’ Staunovo said.

Bullion, up around 24 per 
cent this year, is set for its biggest 
annual gain since 2010, with the 
unprecedented stimulus pumped 
in by major governments to 
offset the economic blow of the 
coronavirus crisis expected to lift 
inflation rates.

Silver was up 0.7 per cent at 
$25.71. Platinum gained 0.3 per 
cent to $1,017.62 and palladium 
rose 0.4 per cent to $2,332.55.

US jobless claims drop
AFP, Washington

A flurry of new data Wednesday provided more evidence 
the US economy is faltering as Covid-19 cases have spiked.

Consumer confidence fell as incomes and spending 
declined, and new home sales slumped, according to 
government and private data.

And economists warn that the situation could deteriorate 
further without government help.President Donald Trump 
has rejected the long-awaited, $900 billion pandemic relief 
bill that would extend aid to workers and businesses.

In a video message Tuesday, he demanded Congress 
amend the package -- finally approved after months of 
partisan wrangling -- to increase the direct relief payments 
from $600 to $2,000. The trove of data was  “not nearly 
as great as hoped for,” said economist Joel Naroff in an 
analysis.

He pointed to the drop in personal income as the 
most troubling sign, saying  “it is clear that people are 
not replacing their government welfare payments with 
private sector income.” While new applications for US 
jobless benefits fell by 89,000 last week after two weeks of 
increases, they remain high and have risen in four of the 
past six weeks, the Labor Department reported.

Applications fell to 803,000 in the week ended 
December 19 from an upwardly-revised 892,000 in the 
prior week, according to the seasonally-adjusted data.That 
was far below the level economists had been expecting, 
although analysts warn that the data can be erratic due to 
seasonal adjustment errors around the holidays.


