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Loan moratorium also 
for those enjoying easy 
rescheduling: BB
STAR BUSINESS REPORT

Bangladesh Bank yesterday said businesses which had 
rescheduled their defaulted loans under relaxed rules 
issued last year were entitled to enjoy its loan moratorium 
facility.

In May last year, the central bank allowed defaulters to 
reschedule classified loans by making a down payment of 
only 2 per cent instead of the 10 to 50 per cent stipulated 
in existing rules.

The repayment tenure is 10 years with a grace period of 
one year.

In addition, defaulters were permitted to enjoy a waiver 
of their whole unrealised interest if they applied to pay 
back their loans within one year by giving a 2 per cent 
down payment.

But a good number of clients have failed to pay loan 
instalments in time due to the ongoing economic hardship.

Against this backdrop, they will enjoy the moratorium 
for the portion of the loans which were supposed to be 
paid back this year, according to a central bank notice.

Defaulters who made the commitment to repay the 
whole of their loans under the one-time exit policy of the 
central bank’s relaxed rules, will get the moratorium as 
well. But they have to provide the unpaid portion of their 
loans within the next six months.  

AHSAN HABIB

Earnings of state-run fuel 
supplying companies dropped in 
the July-September period due to 
a sharp fall in income from bank 
deposits and in fuel sales amid 
the Covid-19 outbreak.

Padma Oil’s earnings fell 14.5 
per cent year-on-year to Tk 62.89 
crore in the first quarter of fiscal 
2020-21.

Meghna Petroleum’s earnings 
plummeted 13.4 per cent to Tk 
70.78 crore and that of Jamuna 
Oil 12.5 per cent to Tk 44.9 
crore.

All three companies used to 
have a handsome amount as bank 
deposit and the interest incomes 
are their main source of earnings.

As of the first quarter of FY21, 
Meghna had Tk 1,189.35 crore 
as fixed deposits and Padma Tk 
140.35 crore while Jamuna had 
Tk 1,445 crore as short-term 
investment in fixed deposit as of 
June 30 in 2019.

“Of the drop in earnings, 
around 20 per cent was caused 
by the pandemic induced slow 
economy while the major blow 
came from the falling interest 
income from April,” said Md 

Masudul Islam, company 
secretary of Jamuna Oil.

Scheduled banks pulled down 
the interest rate for deposits to 
single digits following an order of 
the banking regulator to provide 6 
per cent interest on deposits and 9 
per cent on lending since April 1.

The net interest income of 
Meghna is 15 per cent higher than 
what the company earns from 
petroleum sales, according to 
company officials.

Meghna’s earnings from 
interest dropped 19.2 per cent 
year-on-year to Tk 66.14 crore in 
the first quarter of 2020-21 and 
the trend was the same for Padma 
and Jamuna.

Banks offer higher deposit rates 
to state-owned oil companies as 
they keep their funds in banks for 
a long period, said a top official 
of a listed oil supplier preferring 
anonymity.

State-run fuel suppliers’ earnings drop in Q1
Falling interest income and poor sales to blame
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Forex reserve 
crosses $43b
STAR BUSINESS REPORT

The country’s foreign exchange reserves yesterday hit a new 
record of $43.17 billion thanks to the upward trend of 
remittance and lower import payments, Bangladesh Bank 
data showed.

The reserves, one of the major macroeconomic 
indicators of an economy, touched the $41 billion mark 
on October 28 and rose to $42 billion on December 15.

The reserves stood at $32.68 billion in December 
last year. This means Bangladesh’s foreign exchange has 
increased more than $2.1 billion this month.  

Between July and November, remittance earnings rose 
to $10.90 billion, up 41.32 per cent year-on-year. The rally 
of remittances has also kept its pace this month, making a 
large contribution to the foreign exchange reserve. 

Remittance stood at $1.91 billion in the first 29 days of 
December in contrast to $1.59 billion in the same period 
a year ago.

“This is surely a very good news for Bangladesh before 
the start of a new year,” Finance Minister AHM Mustafa 
Kamal said in a statement released by his ministry yesterday.

This is another milestone, which portrays the economic 
stability of Bangladesh, he said.

Remittance has played a vital role in boosting the 
foreign exchange reserves amid the ongoing coronavirus 
pandemic, the minister said.

“I would like to express my gratitude towards the 
expatriates, who worked hard and helped the government 
achieve the milestone under the strong leadership of Prime 
Minister Sheikh Hasina.

READ MORE ON B3 

STAR BUSINESS REPORT

Although the country’s economic 
activities gained pace after the coronavirus 
containment measures came to an end on 
May 30, it is still far off from normal levels, 
a leading chamber said in a review.

“The pace with which various business 
activities have picked up varies from sector 
to sector depending on the demand for 
goods and services,” the Metropolitan 
Chamber of Commerce and Industry 
(MCCI) said in its review of the economic 
situation in Bangladesh between July-
September 2020.

During the quarter under review, the 
gradual rise of electricity, petroleum and 
gas usage indicates that the economy is 
returning to normalcy. 

A large segment of informal industries, 
services and other activities have also 
resumed operations but they seem to be 
running at a much lower level than their 
full capacities.

For example, the export-oriented 
garment and leather industries alongside 
the domestic steel, food-processing and 
transport sectors are not running at full 
speed yet. 

However, the positive changes need to 
be interpreted carefully. 

“Private investors are trying to cope 
with the situation instead of making 
further investments but the good thing 
is that economic activities are increasing 
gradually,” the report said.

Bangladesh is now confronting some 
major challenges in steering its economy 
to a higher growth trajectory, the MCCI 
added.

These challenges include slow 
implementation of development projects, 
low investment and sluggish growth of 
revenue.

Therefore, a significant increase in 
public and private investment is necessary 
to maintain competitiveness and generate 
further growth. 

Regarding agriculture, the MCCI said 
that the government rolled out a refinance 
scheme of Tk 5,000 crore to help the sector 
tackle the economic losses incurred by 
Covid-19 for an 18-month tenure, which 
includes a 6-month grace period.

According to the latest Bangladesh 
Bank data, as many as 43 banks signed 
participation agreements with the central 
bank to disburse the fund.

However, only a small number of 
lenders have so far made disbursements 
and as of September 2020, just Tk 1,892 
crore, or 37.84 per cent, of the total amount 
was provided as loans to around 78,526 
farmers.

Sectors recovering at 
varying paces: MCCI
Country still far off from full economic recovery

“Private investors 
are trying to 
cope with the 
situation instead 
of making further 
investments but the 
good thing is that 
economic activities 
are increasing 
gradually.” 

READ MORE ON B2 

12 applauded 
for supply chain 
brilliance
Special mention 
of 3 others
STAR BUSINESS DESK

A third edition of Bangladesh 
Supply Chain Excellence 
Awards 2020 has recognised 
12 businesses and 
individuals and made special 
mention of three others for 
management brilliance in 
logistics network.  

The awarding ceremony 
was hosted through a digital 
platform on Tuesday.

Launched in 2018 by IPDC 
Finance in collaboration 
with Bangladesh Supply 
Chain Management Society 
(BSCMS), the awards aims 
to highlight changemakers 
developing the systems 
for moving products and 
services.

READ MORE ON B3 
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Bangladesh should lobby its major 
trading partners, including China, 
Japan, India and the European 
Union, to safeguard duty privileges 
for export growth once it leaves the 
group of least developed countries 
(LDCs), believes a leading 
entrepreneur.

By 2050, the Asian region will 
possess 50 per cent of the world’s 
wealth and Bangladesh should 
also focus more on its markets like 
China, Japan and India, said Syed 
Nasim Manzur, managing director 
of Apex Footwear, yesterday.

“I have not opened franchise 
retail shops in Madrid, London 
and any country in Europe. But last 
month I opened a franchise retail 
store at Kathmandu and I have a 

plan to open three more such stores 
in Nepal next year,” he said.

Manzur also said he would do 

the same gradually in Sri Lanka and 
India for his belief of Asian markets 
being the future of business 

for Bangladesh, thanks to their 
substantial consumer base.

“However, we will also have to 
secure the EU markets definitely as 
this trade bloc is the largest export 
destination for our country,” he said.

Manzur was addressing a 
virtual discussion on “Rise of 
Geo-economics and Bangladesh”, 
organised by the Economic 
Reporters Forum (ERF), Fredrich 
Ebert Stiftung (FES) and the 
Research and Policy Integration for 
Development (RAPID).

Bangladesh’s middle-class 
consumers total 3.5 million 
who are the main strength of the 
economy. So Bangladesh is also a 
major market for other countries, 
he said.

Lobby trading partners for duty 
benefit after LDC graduation
Apex MD Syed Nasim Manzur suggests at virtual discussion

Bangladesh should focus more on Asian markets 

The country should use its huge consumer base as strength in 
trade negotiations 

A trade negotiation office should be formed 

Govt should persuade the new US administration to restore GSP

Bangladesh should improve skills, education and governance

FOR A BIGGER 
SHARE IN 
GLOBAL TRADE…
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JAGARAN CHAKMA and AHSAN HABIB 

Most of the industries in 
Bangladesh witnessed drastic fall 
in profits in the outgoing year due 
to the protracted pandemic. The 
pharmaceuticals industry was an 
exception.

Complete and credible data are 
yet to be released, but industry 
leaders say the domestic market 
saw a handsome growth in 2020.

The industry clocked 17.36 per 
cent higher export growth during 
the July to November, bringing 
home $69.82 million. 

“The pharmaceuticals industry 
achieved good growth as patients 
have started to visit hospitals again 
to receive treatment and doctors are 
seeing patients,” said Rabbur Reza, 
chief operating officer of Beximco 
Pharmaceuticals Ltd. 

Despite the pandemic, 
pharmaceutical firms tried to keep 
their regular operation up and 

running to supply essential drugs 
to the markets both at home and 
abroad. Reza believes the industry 
achieved more than 10 per cent 

growth in 2020.
Incepta’s Chairman and 

Managing Director Abdul 
Muktadir said drug-makers were 
comparatively in a better position 
in 2020 than others because it deals 
with an essential product.

“From April to June, the industry 
was impacted. Since then, drug-
makers have made a turnaround,” 
said the entrepreneur, adding that 
the industry may post a 5 per cent 
growth at the end of the year. 

Mohammad Mujahidul Islam, 
director for marketing and sales 
at Eskayef Pharmaceuticals, said 

the industry had done very well 
amidst limitations. Companies 
manufactured generic anti-
coronavirus drugs that help save 
many Covid-19 patients around the 
globe. The pharmaceutical industry 
demonstrated its capability during 
the pandemic.

“We were able to manufacture all 
available Covid-related medicines 
well ahead of many countries. This 
preparedness along with the selfless 
services rendered by our doctors and 
health service providers have helped in 
better tackling the pandemic,” he said.

 
Domestic market size reached 
Tk 25,300cr this year 

The sector achieved around 15pc 
growth  

In 2019, local demand was 
Tk 22,000cr, up from Tk 18,755cr 
in 2017

Local companies meet 98pc demand 

Exporters enjoying 10pc cash incentive 
on export from this year  

Total export destinations: 145

Number of manufacturers: 200

Major players: Square, Eskayef, Beximco, 
Incepta, Beacon, Opsonin, Renata

THE INDUSTRY 
AT A GLANCE

Drug-makers stay strong 
in a tough year

READ MORE ON B3 
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Sectors recovering at varying paces: MCCI
FROM PAGE B1

In the broad industry sector, the 
manufacturing sub-sector recorded a 
low growth of 5.84 per cent in FY20 
compared to the previous fiscal, when 
it was 14.20 per cent.

Within manufacturing, the large 
and medium scale industries’ sub-
sector performed similarly worse than 
it had in the previous fiscal, growing 
5.47 per cent in FY20 following 14.84 
per cent in FY19.

The small-scale manufacturing 
industries also witnessed a stunted 
growth rate of 7.78 per cent in FY20 
against 10.95 per cent in FY19. 

However, to overcome the possible 
Covid-19 impacts on the sector, 
the government rolled out a bail-
out package of Tk 30,000 crore in 
April to provide working capital for 
affected industries and service sector 
organisations at a low interest rate.

Accordingly, on April 12, the 
central bank launched the stimulus 
package and as of September 17, some 
2,062 large companies received low-
cost loans totalling Tk 25,461 crore, or 
84.87 per cent of the package.

Bangladesh Bank later formed a 
Tk 5,000 crore pre-shipment credit 
refinance scheme for local products 
and the export sector. 

But despite the scheme, export-
oriented industries have not made any 
progress, the MCCI said.

The scheme was issued on April 
13 but only Tk 16.6 crore, or 0.33 
per cent, had been disbursed as of 
September 30.

But on August 24, the central bank 
relaxed the rules for availing the pre-
shipment credit refinance scheme 
with an aim to help local exporters 
continue shipping products. 

The tenure was also extended from 
the previous four-month timeframe to 
two years. 

Meanwhile, many service industries, 
sans education, have already resumed 
their activities amid the current crisis 
and have contributed to the country’s 
economic recovery.

According to the trade body, among 
all components of domestic credit, 
private sector credit growth stood 
at 9.48 per cent between September 
2019 and September 2020 while it was 
10.66 per cent during the same period 
for 2018-19.

Meanwhile, public sector credit 
growth was 32.04 per cent at the end 
of September 2020 compared to a 
higher growth of 44.40 per cent at the 
end of September 2019. 

Export earnings in the July-
September period of FY21 increased 
by 2.58 per cent to $9.90 billion from 
$9.65 billion in the corresponding 
quarter of the previous fiscal. 

The overall export growth in July-
September of FY21 was largely driven 
by the garments sector, which alone 
fetched $8.13 billion, or 82.12 per 
cent, of the total exports.

In line with the government’s 
efforts to tackle the Covid-19 fallout, 
Bangladesh Bank has raised the export 
development fund (EDF) to $5 billion 
from $3.5 billion. 

As of September 30, 2020, about 
$2.99 billion or 59.80 per cent was 
distributed among 2,202 applicants.

In the first three months of the 
current fiscal, the net foreign direct 
investment (FDI) decreased by 60 per 
cent to $68 million from $170 million 
in the corresponding three months of 
FY20, according to the central bank’s 
balance of payments data. 

On the other hand, the gross 
inflow of FDIs during the period 
under review also decreased by 24.69 
per cent to $540 million from $717 
million in the corresponding three 
months of FY20. 

FDI inflow to Bangladesh is low 
compared to that of many countries 
at similar level of development, the 
MCCI said in its review.  
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ISLAMI BANK BANGLADESH 

Md Mahbub ul Alam, CEO of Islami Bank Bangladesh, opens seven new branches, in Karnafuli, Gunagori, Patenga, 

Terri Bazar and Chowdhury Hat of Chattogram, Bera of Pabna and Kalir Bazar of Gaibandha, through a digital 

platform on Tuesday.

SQUARE FOOD AND BEVERAGE

Md Parvez Saiful Islam, chief operating officer at the Square Food and Beverage, Imtiaz Firoze, head of marketing, 

and Ajoy Kumar Kundu, chief operation officer at Mediacom and executive director of Maasranga Television, attend 

a press conference at Pan Pacific Sonargaon Dhaka recently. Registration of contestants of TV cooking contest 

Shera Radhuni started yesterday and will continue till January 31, 2021.

State-run fuel suppliers’ 
earnings drop in Q1
FROM PAGE B1

State banks currently offer the fuel 
suppliers over 6 per cent interest on 
deposits while the private banks 7 per 
cent, which is much lower from what 
the companies used to get earlier, the 
official said.

“It is a bit weird to find the central 
bank to create pressure on the banks 
to lower the rate further when we are 
trying to make best use of our funds, 
make more profits and disburse 
higher dividends.” 

The impact would be clear in the 
next quarter, he added.  
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Forex reserve 
crosses $43b
FROM PAGE B1

Remittance has been on the 
rise riding on the stagnation 
of the global ‘hundi’ cartel, 
an illegal cross-border 
financial transaction. 

The hundi cartel has 
been rendered ineffective 
across the globe due to the 
restrictions on movement 
imposed by countries to 
limit the spread of the 
coronavirus.

But the decrease in 
imports has also helped to 
push the reserve in recent 
periods. Imports declined 
by 8.84 per cent to $20.24 
billion at a time when 
exports grew by 0.86 per 
cent to $15.52 billion.

The three indicators -- 
remittance, imports and 
exports -- have elevated 
the reserves to record highs 
following the outbreak.  

12 applauded for supply chain brilliance
FROM PAGE B1

“I congratulate both the organisations for 
such a timely step because it is important 
to incentivise and recognise the good 
work that goes behind building an 
organisation,” said Rubana Huq, president 
of the Bangladesh Garment Manufacturers 
and Exporters Association.

“It’s not just one person that does it, it’s 
not one strategy or one vision that does 
it, it’s a collaborative effort. And people 
who are a part of this collaborative supply 
chain effort need to be recognised and 
celebrated,” she said.

If there is one set of heroes that all 
organisations had this year, it has to be 
the supply chain professionals, said Kedar 
Lele, chairman and managing director of 
Unilever Bangladesh. 

“They’re the ones that kept the 
organisations humming, they’re the ones 
that ran the factories and brought in the 
products.” he said.

“Today’s event is all about innovation 
and invention,” said Mominul Islam, 
managing director and CEO of IPDC 
Finance.

“Those who can continuously reinvent 
their processes, their internal resourcing, 
their corporate culture, and can collaborate 
continuously can attain this excellence.” he 
said. 

“This year is an unprecedented year 
for mankind and supply chain was one 
of the worst affected sectors during this 
pandemic,” said Naquib Khan, president 
of the BSCMS, which serves as a platform 
for supply chain professionals and 
practitioners in Bangladesh.

“This year was the most challenging 
year for all of us for continuing supply 
chain practices, but supply chain cannot be 
stopped,” he said. 

Marico Bangladesh received two awards, 
for supply chain finance management and 
for supply chain planning process.

Apex Footwear and Marico Bangladesh 
received the accolade for customer service, 
warehousing and distribution, Reckitt 
Benckiser (Bangladesh) logistics and 
transportation management and British 
American Tobacco Bangladesh supply 
chain collaboration and partnering. 

Unilever Bangladesh was lauded for 
supply chain sustainability, Supply Chain 
Alliance supply chain talent development 
and Berger Paints Bangladesh for supply 
chain enabling technology.

Asma Akhter from Unilever Bangladesh 
and Zeba Samiha from Berger Paints 
Bangladesh bagged the award as young 
supply chain talents of the year.

Hasnain Ishtiaq from British American 
Tobacco Bangladesh won supply chain 
professional of the year award. This category 
also had two of the special mentions, Md 
Abdul Alim from Unilever Bangladesh 
and Mohammed Zia Uddin from Reckitt 
Benckiser (Bangladesh). 

The other special mention was of 
Kishwar Ahmed Hashemee from Kludio, 
a cloud kitchen-based food delivery 
company, under the supply chain enabler 
technology category.

International Supply Chain Education 
Alliance was the knowledge partner of 
the event, anchored by its CEO, Ejazur 
Rahman.  

Dollar hits 
two-year lows 

REUTERS, London

The dollar sunk to its lowest 
in more than two years in 
Asian trading on Wednesday 
and riskier currencies 
surged, as investors looked 
past the latest delay in US 
fiscal stimulus and bet that 
global market risk appetite 
would increase in 2021.

US Senate Majority 
Leader Mitch McConnell 
on Tuesday blocked a vote 
on increasing COVID-19 
relief payments to $2,000, 
adding another delay to 
fractious negotiations over 
fiscal stimulus.

STAR BUSINESS DESK

The Industrial and Infrastructure 
Development Finance Company 
(IIDFC) yesterday distributed cheques 
of “carbon revenue” among six brick 
manufacturers for reducing carbon 
dioxide emissions by 77,628 tonnes 
between 2016 and 2017 by using an 
HHK Technology. 

IIDFC Chairman Matiul Islam 
handed over the cheques to the 

recipients at an event at MTB Centre 
in Dhaka. 

The emission reductions for this 
period certified by the United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate 
Change (UNFCCC) were purchased 
by Asian Development Bank (ADB) 
who remitted the purchase price of 
$620,980 in foreign exchange.  

The six firms are Universal Bricks, 
Kapita Auto-Bricks, Haair Bricks, 
Banolata Refractory, Eeta & Tiles and 

Bricks 2010 Ltd. 
Mahbubur Rahman, managing 

director of Mutual Trust Bank and 
chairman of the audit committee for the 
IIDFC, and IIDFC Managing Director 
Golam Sarwar Bhuyian were present.

The HHK technology uses a 
combination of powdered fuel and 
clay and captures the heat generated to 
dry brick in an adjacent tunnel, which 
leads to lower energy consumption 
and air pollution.

Brick makers get ‘carbon 
revenue’ for going green

IIDFC

IIDFC Chairman Matiul Islam poses at an event at MTB Centre in Dhaka yesterday, when he distributed “carbon 

revenue” cheques among six brick manufacturers for reducing carbon dioxide emissions by 77,628 tonnes between 

2016 and 2017 by using HHK Technology.

Lobby trading partners for duty benefit after LDC graduation
FROM PAGE B1

Bangladesh should use this reasoning 
in different trade deals to secure 
advantages once it makes the status 
graduation from a least developed 
to a developing country in 2024 he 
suggested.

For this purpose, Manzur suggested 
forming a trade negotiation office 
comprising officials from the National 
Board of Revenue, Bangladesh Bank 
and the commerce, foreign and other 
relevant ministries. 

Former foreign secretary Humayun 
Kabir echoed him. He suggested 
undertaking measures to secure 
American markets as it was the single 
largest export destination of Bangladesh.

This includes lobbying the Biden 
administration to revive the suspended 
Generalised System of Preferences 
(GSP) status for Bangladesh, as US 
Congress might soon take up a new 
GSP scheme following the expiry of 
the current one today.

Bangladesh will have to be smarter 
to avail the trade opportunities after 
the graduation as the global trading 
system is more complex now, especially 
since the Regional Comprehensive 
Economic Partnership (RCEP) was 
signed last month.

For instance, the strategic 
relationship between China and 
Japan was not so warm. However, 
both China and Japan are signatories 
to the RCEP. The same could be said 
for China and Australia, he said.

Nihad Kabir, president of the 
Metropolitan Chamber of Commerce 
and Industry (MCCI), backed Manzur.

She also suggested for greater 
coordination among ministries, trade 
bodies and government departments 
for more understanding on trade 
negotiation.

For instance, Bangladesh should 
have been called to join the RCEP 
since it has a strong consumer base, 
but it was unfortunately not even 
invited to the negotiations, she said. 

“We have to improve our skills 
and we have to take the advantages of 
global trade,” said Kabir.

The tax administration needs to be 
reformed to be more integrated with 
global trade and investment as a high 
import duty to safeguard revenue 
generation might isolate Bangladesh 
and turn into an impediment to 
joining any big trade deal, she said.

If Bangladesh wants to meet the 
global aspiration in trade, it needs 
to improve its skills, education and 
governance system, added Kabir.

Presenting a keynote paper and 
replying to journalists’ queries, RAPID 
Chairman MA Razzaque advocated 
for the lobbying, especially so that the 
EU does not withdraw trade privileges 
for Bangladesh all in one go following 
the graduation.

For instance, the EU will grant 
Bangladesh a three-year grace 
period up to 2027 before taking the 
graduation into account to impose 
a nearly 10 per cent duty on the 
country’s exports, he said.

Bangladesh should suggest a 
gradual imposition of the duty, by an 
annual 2 per cent, he said. 

By this time, Bangladesh will 
also be eligible for signing free trade 
agreements (FTA) with the EU, 
considering the time and difficulties 
faced in inking such deals. Similar 
steps should be taken for the UK, as 
Britain is coming out of the EU, said 
Razzaque.

However, Bangladesh should be 
very judicious in signing FTAs with 
any country. The country need not 

make a mad rush for it, he said. 
For instance, China has pledged 

more than $27 billion in foreign direct 
investment (FDI) for Bangladesh but 
so far only $2 billion has materialised. 
But the opposite has occurred in case 
of Vietnam and Myanmar, he said. 

China invested more than $28 
billion in Vietnam, far less than what 
it had promised, while $6 billion in 
Myanmar, he said.

Commerce Secretary Md Jafar 
Uddin said the government was 
targeting to sign either FTAs or 
preferential trade agreements (PTAs) 
with 11 countries soon. Bangladesh 
will sign a PTA with Nepal soon as a 
similar one was inked with Bhutan on 
December 6, he said. The government 
has targeted to export $5 billion worth 
of ICT products and services in the 
next five years, he said.

It has been working to export 
another $10 billion worth of halal 
food, which will offset the annual 
export earnings of $7 billion after 
graduation, he added.

Commerce Minister Tipu Munshi 
said the government has been 
delaying signing FTAs to safeguard 
generation of revenue from import 
duties, which was a major source of 
government income. The government 
is also working to improve skills and 
education in specific areas like leather, 
ICT and plastic goods by undertaking 
projects, he said. 

The minister expressed hope for 
businesses to make a rebound for the 
Covid-19 vaccine now being available 
in the market.

ERF President Sharmeen Rinvy, 
General Secretary SM Rashidul Islam, 
RAPID Executive Director M Abu 
Eusuf and FES Resident Representative 
Tina Blohm also spoke.

Drug-makers stay strong in a tough year
FROM PAGE B1

An analysis of listed companies 
showed profits plunged during the 
April to June period before bouncing 
back in the following quarter.

Profits dipped 31.1 per cent to 
Tk 417 crore in the second quarter 
compared to the previous quarter.

At the height of the pandemic in 
Bangladesh, doctors had stopped 
seeing patients at their chambers, 
and people were also reluctant to 
visit physicians to avoid catching the 
deadly virus. As a result, the sales of 
prescription drugs dropped. 

The profits soared 76 per cent in the 
July to September period compared to 
the second quarter as some normalcy 
returned following the easing of the 
lockdown. 

“We have made tremendous 
achievement this year along with 
achieving double-digit growth as 
companies have given the effort to 
manufacture anti-coronavirus drugs 
and other essential medicines,” said 
SM Shafiuzzaman, secretary-general 
of the Bangladesh Association of 
Pharmaceutical Industries.

Manufacturing of anti-coronavirus 
drugs like Favipiravir and Remdesivir 
was a tremendous achievement for the 
industry.

“Local companies showed 
efficiency to manufacture the generic 
version of the anti-coronavirus drugs, 
allowing people to buy them at a 
reasonable price across the globe,” 

Shafiuzzaman said.
The industry earned about Tk 

150 crore this year from the exports 
of Remdesivir, a broad-spectrum 
antiviral medication that has proven 
to be effective for the treatment of 
severe Covid-19 cases, said Monjurul 
Alam, director for global business at 
Beacon Pharmaceuticals.

Bangladeshi Remdesivir was 
exported to Central America, Central 
Asia and Africa. 

Eskayef, Beacon, Incepta, Beximco, 
and Square are producing the 
generic version of the drug, which 
was first developed by American 
biopharmaceutical company Gilead 
Sciences. People bought vitamin 
supplements and antibiotic drugs 
abundantly to enhance immunity and 
treat the disease. 

Alam said the industry had done 
well in export markets and registered 
around 15 per cent growth. However, 
small manufacturers achieved negative 
growth.

Md Ziauddin, deputy general 
manager for marketing of Acme 
Laboratories, said in the early stage 
of the pandemic, the industry faced 
challenges in importing raw materials 
due to the supply chain disruption 
globally.

Bangladesh imports around 90 
per cent of raw materials from India, 
China and Europe.

“Pharmaceutical products are 
essential for all countries. So, exports 

and domestic sales did not decline 
despite the Covid-19 outbreak,” said 
Ananta Saha, international business 
manager of Renata.

One of the major manufacturers 
and exporters, Renata ships products 
to 27 countries and sells nutrition 
products in bulk quantity to the 
Unicef for distribution in African 
countries.

“Although we were unable to 
approach our clients personally, buyers 
supported us by communicating 
online to place fresh orders,” Saha 
said.

The pandemic prompted medicine-
makers to introduce digital marketing 
to boost sales. “Manufacturers are 
sincere in developing manufacturing 
facilities and improving quality,” Saha 
said. 

Bangladesh exports medicines 
to 145 countries, including a few 
highly regulated markets such as the 
European Union and Australia.

Islam said Eskayef did not back 
down from its responsibilities. 

“The clear guidelines from the 
management were to consider the 
Covid-19 period as a war and to give 
our best to serve humanity.”

“Of course, we got hurt, hundreds 
of our colleagues were turning 
Covid-19 positive and suffered, but 
we remained fearless and got the 
courage to overcome all the challenges 
and fight the disease to the best of our 
abilities.”  

SME 
Foundation 

gets new 
MD

STAR BUSINESS DESK

Former additional secretary 
Md Mafizur Rahman 
has recently joined SME 
Foundation as managing 
director.

He was a director 
at Bangladesh Public 
Administration Training 
Centre and the directorate 
general of Bangladesh 
Industrial Technical 
Assistance Center, says a 
press release.

Rahman started his 
career as an officer of 
Bangladesh Civil Service 
(administration) in 1988.

He completed his post-
graduation in management 
from the University of 
Dhaka and attained a 
PhD degree from Rajshahi 
University.

Md Mafizur Rahman
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NEWS In Brief

Indonesia says $9.8b EV battery 
MOU agreed with LG Energy Solution
REUTERS, Jakarta

Indonesia and a unit of South Korean firm LG Group have 
signed a memorandum of understanding (MOU) on a 
$9.8 billion electric vehicle (EV) battery investment deal, 
the head of Indonesia’s Investment Coordinating Board 
said on Wednesday.

The deal was signed on Dec. 18 and includes 
investments across the EV supply chain, the board head, 
Bahlil Lahadalia, told a news conference.

An official at LG Energy Solution, a unit of LG Group, 
South Korea’s fourth-largest conglomerate, confirmed 
it had agreed an MOU but could not provide details or 
the deal’s value. LG Group in Seoul referred Reuters to its 
affiliate. Bahlil said the agreement made Indonesia the 
first country in the world to integrate the electric battery 
industry from mining to producing electric car lithium 
batteries.

“We have signed an MOU for the construction of 
an integrated electric battery factory from upstream to 
downstream,” Bahlil said.

“Mines, smelters, precursors, cathodes, cars to recycling 
facilities will be built in Indonesia,” he said, adding that the 
project will be located in North Maluku and Central Java.

Under the MOU, at least 70 per cent of the nickel ore 
used to produce the EV batteries must be processed in 
Indonesia, he said.

Indonesia aims to start processing its rich supplies of 
nickel laterite ore for use in lithium batteries as part of a 
bid to eventually become a global hub for producing and 
exporting EVs.

Bitcoin hits record $28,600 
as 2020 rally powers on
REUTERS, London

Bitcoin on Wednesday hit a record $28,599.99, taking 
gains this year past 295 per cent amid heightened interest 
from bigger investors.

The world’s most popular cryptocurrency was last up 3.7 
per cent at $28,375. Since breaking $20,000 for the first 
time on Dec. 16 it has surged by nearly half.

Bitcoin has increasingly seen demand from larger U.S. 
investors, in particular, attracted by its perceived inflation-
hedging qualities and the potential for quick gains, as well 
as expectations it would become a mainstream payments 
method.

REUTER/FILE

A representation of virtual currency Bitcoin is seen in 

front of a stock graph in this illustration.
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In pandemic, Fed showed its muscle 
in markets still matters

REUTERS

The US Federal Reserve’s response to the 
coronavirus pandemic began on Feb. 28 
with a 44-word statement of faith in the 
economy from Chair Jerome Powell, an 
old-school measure aimed at calming 
nosediving financial markets.

Within weeks, though, its actions 
became so groundbreaking they cast the US 
central bank as creditor to the world and 
open to frightening amounts of risky debt.

Even Powell felt the Fed had “crossed a 
lot of red lines that had not been crossed 
before.”

“We saw the economies around the world 
shutting down,” he said in late spring, “and 
we felt called to do what we could.”

That included fast promises of massive 
bond purchases, an open window for dollars 
for other central banks, and eventually 
loan programs covering virtually any US 
business and many local governments.

Still, what happened proved the 
alarmists wrong: The Fed’s balance sheet, 
a rough measure of its footprint in the 
economy, grew much less than expected; 
its most controversial lending programs 
attracted modest interest and will end Dec. 
31. Yet the Fed did prove what may be the 
more important point: It mattered just by 
being there and moving fast.

The Fed couldn’t address all the 
economic problems of the pandemic. 
Perhaps the biggest challenge, getting cash 
to families as unemployment hit a post-
World War II record 14.7 per cent, required 
an act of Congress.

But it did show how forceful it remained 
in restoring trust in fragile moments. 
While it took months to flesh out its 
most innovative responses, the key steps 
happened with the flip of a switch in March 
when its traditional tools - including the 
offer of short-term loans to financial firms - 
were deployed in force.

It was a version of the classic central 
bank edict to lend freely against adequate 
collateral, but the speed and size of the Fed’s 
initial steps “rewrote the playbook,” said 
Julia Coronado, president of consulting 
firm MacroPolicy Perspectives.

“Early on they were gobbling up assets 
in the hundreds of billions and forcibly 
restarting markets, and there was no 
particular restraint other than ‘we are going 
to do it until it works.’”

It proved a stark contrast to the Fed’s 
response to the 2007-2009 financial crisis, 
Coronado noted, when it took roughly four 
years to scale up three successive programs 
of “quantitative easing.”

The US economy faced a frightening 

array of risks last spring.
Efforts to control the spread of 

COVID-19 triggered a national state of 
emergency on March 13 and restrictions 
forcing whole sectors of the economy 
to close temporarily. The hard-stop for 
airlines, hotels, restaurants and anything 
“non-essential” wiped out 22 million jobs 
from February to April, unleashing fears of 
a second Great Depression.

For central banks, crises are most 
perilous when confidence is corrupted - 
when what’s considered a risk-free trade 
on one day, with two parties trusting they’ll 
both be around, looks dodgy a day later. 
That loss of faith, at its worst, brings a halt 
to the short-term lending that keeps the 
broader economy humming and triggers a 
wider collapse.

When that started to happen in 
March, the Fed’s initial moves propped 
up trading in Treasury bonds, short-
term corporate loans, and other essential 
financial instruments, arguably preventing 
a financial crisis from being piled onto all 
the other problems.

It took much less than anticipated. 

Analysts including former New York Fed 
President William Dudley forecast the Fed’s 
balance sheet would top $10 trillion by the 
end of 2020.

From mid-March to mid-June the 
“gobbling” of assets inflated the Fed’s 
holdings from $4.2 trillion to $7.1 trillion. 
Then the expansion braked, and the 
balance sheet has barely budged since then.

Why? Even in a once-in-a-century crisis, 
private markets - knowing the Fed stood 
at the ready - provided plenty of loans 
on their own, greasing the economy and 
keeping risk in private hands rather than 
loading it onto the central bank.

“That is a happy outcome,” said William 
English, a professor at the Yale School of 
Management and former head of the Fed’s 
monetary policy division. “People did 
think the Fed would have to do more direct 
credit provision.”

“It turned out the announcements 
basically meant that investors got 
comfortable again.”

The nature of the crisis may have helped.
The last nine months have been 

devastating, with more than 18.4 million 

US residents infected with COVID-19 
as of Dec. 23, and more than 326,000 
dead. Roughly 10 million fewer people 
are working now than in February. The 
economy at the end of 2020 will be about 
the size it was at the end of 2018.

Still, it was a crisis with a clear cause that 
shocked an otherwise healthy economy. A 
resolution to the pandemic now appears 
in view as the first vaccines rolled out this 
month. The economy remains technically 
in recession, with millions of families 
facing hardship and months until the full 
impact of the vaccine is felt.

Through the year, the Fed’s role has been 
partly redefined: the crisis forced it into 
closer cooperation with the Treasury, and 
into a potentially more important future 
role in keeping government borrowing 
costs down as the country finances record 
levels of public debt.

But in terms of future crises, the Fed’s 
template should now be set, Coronado said. 
“Going in, the narrative was that monetary 
policy was done,” Coronado said. Instead, 
“it was hugely impactful. The game changed 
dramatically and to the good.”

REUTERS/FILE

The Federal Reserve Board building on Constitution Avenue in Washington, the US.

DWOHA CHOWDHURY, from Sylhet

Active listening, which requires the 
listener to fully concentrate and 
understand with patience before 
responding, is a key value for any 
leader, according to Syed Mohammad 
Kamal, Bangladesh country manager 
at Mastercard.

“Be it within your team, 
organisation, customers or the 
new generation, if you really listen, 
something might come up that you 
never thought before and can bring a 
right solution,” he said.

Kamal believes that a company’s 
top brass must always share 
information in different layers before 
taking strategic action.

Even at Mastercard, the New 
York-based multinational financial 
services corporation, information 
dissimilation is done in a fitting 
manner.

“If a top leader can take a decision 
collectively by involving everyone, it 
brings a better result since everyone 
feels like they are a part of the 
initiative,” the country manager 
added.

There are times when members 
of the top brass are required to take 
decisions on their own but these are 
exceptional cases that only happen 
during times of emergency as a form 
of crisis management.

“But still, if you are able to discuss 
with a larger team, it gives good 
output,” Kamal said.

A leader must also be capable of 
accepting ideas that aren’t his own 
and without this ability, he or she will 
not be able to make their organisation 
successful, he added.

Since being a member of the top 
brass requires you to make the right 

decisions at the right time, Kamal 
suggests that taking calculated risks is 
the way to go.

“The industry we work in, a small 
mistake could be a huge risk for us 
and for our consumers as we are 
giving financial solutions to people,” 
he said.

“If we cannot regularly bring in the 
right solution by finding customers’ 
pain point, it’s hard to survive in 
the financial sector, which needs 
continuous innovation,” said Kamal, 
who has been Mastercard Bangladesh’s 
country manager since 2013.

“Evaluating values of customers, 
addressing their pain points, 
bringing in continuous new 
innovation, educating customers 
about the innovation -- these all are 
interconnected with a huge workforce 
to ensure that our customers stick 

around,” he added.
A majority of financial products 

would fail if the right ingredient is not 
added.

So, a leader must have the ability 
to foresee because if he cannot do 
that, survival in the long run will be 
impossible.

Kamal also emphasised on the 
need to build long-term strategies 
while keeping a weather eye on what 
one’s competitors are up to.

The Mastercard country manager 
was born in Dhaka and brought up 
in Chattogram, where he attended 
the Chattogram Collegiate School, 
Chattogram Commerce College and 
Chattogram University.

Later, he completed his master’s 
in business administration from the 
Royal Roads University in Canada.

Even though Kamal has been 
working in the financial sector since 
2005, he never worked at any bank.

“As I work at Mastercard, people 

think I must have been a banker, but 
not really. I worked half my career in 
FMCG companies,” he said.

From zonal sales manager of ACI 
Consumer Brands from 1998 to 
2003, he moved to Berger Paints and 
served as regional sales manager till 
2005.

After a 14-year career in FMCG, in 
2005, he got an offer from Western 
Union, the world’s leading money 
transfer company, and started a whole 
new path. Then in 2013, he joined 
Mastercard Bangladesh as country 
manager.

“I thoroughly enjoy my career. 
From the beginning, I always like to 
take challenges. I’m always passionate 
about my job and always try to own 
the institution I’m in,” he said.

Throughout his career, Kamal 
experienced how the financial industry 
changed from analogue to digital and 
embraced a more digital means of 
life amid the ongoing coronavirus 

pandemic.
Kamal said during the pandemic, 

notable change has emerged in digital 
commerce and the country is moving 
towards a digital future by 2021.

“We saw a majority of payments 
were made digitally amid the Covid-19 
outbreak. Be it mobile financial service 
(MFS) or cards. We already achieved 
the momentum and if we are able to 
continue it, there’s no reason not to 
call us digital,” he added.

According to Bangladesh Bank 
data, ATM transactions stood at Tk 
14,327.5 crore as of February 20 but 
rose to Tk 15,328.8 crore by October.

But a more significant change 
happened in ecommerce. In February 
this year, the ecommerce transactions 
through cards were Tk 247.1 crore and 
grew to Tk 640.4 crore by July and Tk 
543.1 crore in October.

In Bangladesh, 70 per cent of 
the people are still out of banking 
coverage and most rural residents are 

comfortable with traditional banking 
systems.

“But it’s changing as people are 
adapting slowly. Now people are using 
MFS and agent banking to transfer 
money and the number is showing 
that a huge change is visible now. 
People started being digital savvy,” 
Kamal said.

Besides his professional career, 
Kamal is involved with the 
American Chamber of Commerce 
in Bangladesh, Foreign Investors’ 
Chamber of Commerce and Industry 
and Bangladesh Association of 
Software and Information Services.

Kamal believes that networking 
is important and one major scope 
is by attending public speeches or 
programmers, where someone gets to 
talk or mingle with a set of people.

“During networking, you have to 
open up, speak rightly, do constructive 
discussion and try to get input from 
the person you’re talking to,” Kamal 
said.

For newcomers in a corporate 
career, he has one key suggestion to 
give.

“Whatever you do, do it 
passionately. Until you enjoy the 
work, do it. Once you feel you’re 
not enjoying it, leave it and start 
something new.”

Active listening: a key trait  
for any leader

Mastercard Bangladesh Country Manager Syed Mohammad Kamal says at  
The Daily Star’s The Chief Executive Show powered by Marico

“If a top 
leader can 
take a decision 
collectively 
by involving 
everyone,  it 
brings a better 
result since 
everyone feels like 
they are a part of  
the initiative.”

“If we cannot regularly bring in the 
right solution by finding  customers’ 
pain point, it’s hard to survive in the 
financial sector,  which needs continuous 
innovation.”

Syed Mohammad Kamal


