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égngladeshis Need to Project Themselves Positively to the Public in the USA

Interview with Bangladesh Ambassador to USA, Humay;un Kabir

The Daily Star (DS): How
would you assess the present
state of US-Bangladesh rela-
tions? What are the particular
areas of ceoperation that are
being stressed between the
two countries?

B adesh and the United
States have traditionally en-

{ny:i:l excellent bilateral rela-
from the fact that

people of USA gave tremen-
dous su to our liberation
struggle in 1971, United
States has been one of our
most important partners in
development. The assistance
received over the years from
the Bcoplc and government of
the United States significantly
contributed to our socio-eco-
nomic development. Apart
from economic cooperation,
our two countries have uu;;_rked
very closely in matters of in-
ternational peace and stability .
Qur position against the illegal
occupation of Kuwait and our
participation in the mtmltina—
tional forces during the Per-
sian Guif conflict, enhanced
our esteem among the Ameri-
cans and the US government.

As you know, support for
dcumm.;; is an essential ele-
ment in US foreign policy.
After a decade of autocratic
rule, restoration of democracy
in Bangladesh in 1991 ushered
in a new dimension in our re-
lations with the United States
of America. US invitation to
former Prime Minister Begum
Khaleda Zl:;l' soon after her as-
sumption of office to a meeting
with the US President is an

indication of the US govcrn—
ment's tion of the free
and fair election held. in

Bangladesh. her visit,
the then Prime Minister had
an opportunity to meet with

tcg Con leaders and
U essmen where she
discussed ways to further stre-

hen the existing friendly

ations between our two
countries .

Present administration of
President Bill Clinton is keen
to see that our r:lnhumn I&c-
come .:g::gﬂ' wit wider
coopera in all fields. Our

rticipation in UN Peace

tions and our
active participation in Opera-
tion Restore Deémocracy in
Haiti have taken the state of
our bilateral relations to new

heights. Duri resenta-
tion ni—credrrtﬁiﬁ ident
Bill Clinton "saluted”
Bangladesh for its contribu-
tions to UN peace- ing ef-
forts . He also paid tes to
the " t strides” made by
toward democ-

and economic reforms

his admiration

for the cour and fertitude
of - lpeople for
democratic reforms and se-.
z::l for human ts. Presi-
t Clinton gave his assur-

ance that the US would con-
tinue to encourage American
COi to invest in+«Bangl-
adesh and “re-emhasised” his
t's Cwvwaomutument to
assist Banglades., s cconomic
development process.

I _ believe that con-
tacts at political leader-
ship level tl': an mﬂ:lﬂ{ﬂ';-
ment in dﬂfﬂﬂgﬂ‘ﬂl o
lateral relations. Such con-
tacts help In better apprecia-
tion lntr understanding of
each others’' view points . |

therefore took the inlu;:ive ol
arranging meetings r our

leaders including the
For Minister, Finance
Minister and the Commerce
Minister with the leaders ol

the US Administration the

. Our former Foreign
Minister was invited the
Chairman of the Foreign Aflairs

Sub-committee for Asia and
Iacific

of the US House ol

bilateral
arr
current Chairman of the Ap-

aﬂmatjnns and

These were the first
level
Republican
US Cong
nance

Representatives in 1993, This
was the first time that a for-
eign minister of Bangladesh
was invited by this powerful
Congressional Commitiee, The
LOHCcasion was an unprece-
dented opportunity for the

Foreign Minister to present
Bar:gladesh's view poinis to the
US Congressional . leaders. His

statement was appreciated by
the members of the comunit-
tee and widened their under-
standing of our country. The
Foreign Minister also met
with Mr. Anthony Lake, the
National Security Adviser and
one of the closest advisers to
President Clinton on foreign
policy matters. During this
meeting, Mr. Lake reiterated
his governiment's happiness at
the very close relationship be-
tween our two countries and
assured the American ov-
ernment's full support to fur-
ther. strengthen the relation-
ship. The former Finance
Minister during several of his
visits to Washington in con-
nection with the World Bank
and the IMF meetings also
had opportunities to meet the
political leadership of the USA
which have certainly con-
tributed to the growth in our
relations. Last year |
a meeting with the

International

mmittees of the US House of
Representatives for him .
: olitical
contacts with the new
leadership of the
ress when the Fi-
Minister was able to

the US Department of Ener
held the first of its kind single
country workshop on natural
gas for Bangladesh. The work-
shop which was atlended by a
very high level delegation from
Bangladesh acted as a catalyst
for making future cooperation
in this field feasible. The
workshop brought in contact
our policy makers with both
the private and public sector
people in the US in the natural
gas lield.

Relations between two
countries cannot develop fully
if efforts are confined to formal
channels only. The embassy
has therefore been relentless
in its efforts to cultivate the
friendship and goodwill of the
American people and govern-
menjt in a more meaningful
manner. One such contact re-
sulted in developing interest
in the wildlife of Bangladesh
by the world renowned New
York-based Boronx Zoo. The
Zoo has an extensive interna-
tional programme in more
than 54 countries for
strengthening and capacity
building in wildlife conserva-
tion. Dr. Alan Rabinoitz, Direc-
tor lor Asia Programine is now
due to visit Bangladesh in the
field of wildlife conservation
and development of zoos.

. I have toured the US as ex-
tensively as has been possible
and endevaoured to make
contacts with political leaders
, academics, industrialists,
businessmen, cultural centres,
and the American people in
general . [ am happy to say that
I have found a treasure of

Bangladesh Embassy in Washington, DC is

vigorously disseminating in the

business

community infromation on the wide-ranging macro-
economic and sectoral reforms undertaken by the
government of Bangladesh and the consequent
investment oppertunities that now prevail. The
volume of business inquiries received and cleared

_il?ﬂle embassy is steadily growing

riray the bold economic re-
orms of the government and
the steps taken towards
str ening of democracy in

e Congress in this coun-
try has a very important role
in for policy matters. We,
at the bassy, have thus de-
voted ourselves to maintain a
close relationship both with
the leaders and their staff. We
made il a point to establish
contacts with as many Con-
gressional leaders as possible
and to project our interest to
them. As a result of our sus-
tained eflorts, the House For-
eign Affairs Committee ar-
ranged an exclusive hearing on
what was called “The Other
South Asia,’ meani CcOun-
tries in South Asia other than
India and Pakistan. This was
the first time in many years
that Bangladesh received
some focussed atlention in the
US Congress and in which the
issues, pes and aspirations
ol the pvorlt: of our country
were highlighted. We have
tried to maintain the momen-
tum and 1 have been assured
by the present leadership of
the Congress of their contin-
ved support. Our them Foreign
Minister has foramlly invited
Congressman Richardson to
visit Bangladest. | have also
been told by [he current
Chairman of the House Inter
natioenal Relations Sub-com
mittee for Asia of his keen
interest to visit Bangladesh in
the near future. Such visits
will no doubt be a significant
step forward in our existing
relationship.

Our comtipuous efiorts in

expanding areas of cooperation
yielded positive results when

y—
goodwill for our ple and
our country. People in this
country are very supportive of
our endeavours for bettering

the socio-economic condition

and institutionalising of
democracy in our country.
DS: at is the volume and

nature of US investment in
Bangladesh and what policies
do you think would encourage
more US investors to come fo

Bangladesh?

he current rough esti-
mate ol 8 25 million invest-
ment in Bangladesh from

USA does not correctly cap-
ture US  investment interest
in the country. There are 1]
US-owned manufactluring
companies operating in Bang-
ladesh. Furthermore, one US-
owned life insurance company,
two US commercial banks
operate in Bangladesh. Added
to this are investment in off-
ice and transport equipment
of about 10 American service
sector firms. During the
Bangladesh Petroleum Invest
merit Roundtable (BPIR) held
on September 14, 1993, in
Houston, Texas, USA, 6 five
companies signed memoran
dum of understanding with
Bangladesh for exploration of
oil and gas Second BPIR is
expected to be held sometime
this year. Mcanwhile | Occi
dental Ol and Gas Corporation
has concluded a preduction
sharin contract with
HBangladesh, and a PSC has
been signed recently and ex
ploration work has already be
gan. Various US compangjes
have also proposed Lo Invesl
in Bangladesh s power sector
If negotiations between (these
tential US investors and the
angladesh authorities are

first .

successful once we have following a number of eco-

worked out In details our gas
pricing policy. we shall see
totdl US investment in the
country jump-up by several
hundred million dollars.

The government has put in
place a sound policy frame-
work to attract foreign in-
vestment in Bangladesh. The
Industrial policy s been sig-
nificantly changed. The gov-
ernmient announced the Na-
tional Petroleum Policy in July
1993 intended to stimulate in-
véstment in exploration, pro-
duction. refining, marketing,
and pipeline infrastructure.
These  policies and recent
macro-econoemic reforms as
well as the government's
commitment to de
rinciples and rule of law have

een  well appreciated by
prospective investors. The
sound policies are however
not always being implemented
on the ground. As a result , po-
tential investment interest
often do not get translated into
actual investment. Investors
complain that although the
government has adopted sound
measures like "one stop” ser-
vice, in practice potential in-
vestors are shuttled around
different places and the pro-
cesses involved, are cumber-
some. In the present world
when all countries are com-
E’eting with each other for

reign investment, this im-
plementation bottleneck can
prove very costly.

Bangladesh Embassy in
Washington, DC is vigorously
disseminating in the business
community infromation on the
wide-ranging macro-economic
and sectoral reforms under-
taken by the government of
Bangladesh and the eonse-
quent investment opportuni-
ties that now prevail . The vol-
ume of business inquiries re-
ceived and cleared by the em-
bassy is steadily growing . Over
the last two years, the embassy
has succeeded in encouraging
representatives of a number of
US companies to visit Bang-
ladesh, for whom appointment
with relevant officials and cha-
mbers were made . The Em-
bassy organised a programme
for a Bangladesh business
delegatiorr led by President of
FBCCI in October, 1995. They
visited New York . Washington,
Houston and Los Angeles and

met with cross-section of
business community and
generated a great deal of

" interests among US investors

to invest in-Bangladesh. During
the annual Bank-fund meeting
of '95 | the World Bank spon-
sored a half-day seminar on in-
vesimen! opportunities in
Baungladesh -which was ad-
dressed by the fermer Finance
Minister and President ol
FBCCI, Chairgnan. BOI and the
meeting was attended by a
large number of potential in-
vestors. As this trend contin-
ues and intensifies, with ap-
propriate support and Bal.‘:E-
stopping from Ministries and
agencies in Bangladesh . there
are reasons to be hopeful that
the interest of US businesses
will grow and flow of invest

ment will rise significantly. So
far sensilising US investor is
concerned a good deal ol
progress has been achieved
during the last two years and
we should be now entering the
phase ol concretising invest

menl projects in the next few
years. particularly in power
telecommunications, oil and
gas development, electronics,
tourism and perhaps even pri

vale sector linanced physical
inirastructure projects.

DS Has the image percep-
Hon of Bangladesh changed in
the recent years wfter the
resloralion u_n? democracy anrl
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nomic reforms under n to
open up the economy?
The restoration of democ-

racy and radical reforms to-

wards development of a free

and healthy private sector in
Bangladesh have dramatically
changed the image of Bang-
ladesh in the US. In a recent

Congressional hearing, both

the Chairmen of the House
Forelgn Affairs Committee for
Asia and Pacific and the
Assistant Secret of State of
the South Asian Bureau have
lauded Bangladesh's transform-
ation from an international

baskel case to a country that
has attained self-su cigmy in

food. President Clinton prai-
sing the economic reforms of
Bangladesh has said, "I believe
further economic reforms will
foster a vibrant and robust
private sector resulting in the
economic growth necessary to
meet the hopés of the Bang-
ladeshi PEDE e for a better _]j%e
for their children and gran-
dchildren.”

Bangladesh is also- being
praised by different sections of
the society for its success in
population growth control
programmes, notable expan-
sions of child immunization
programme and in particular
rapid inerease of girls enroll-

ment in schools through such

innovative programmes as
Food for Education. The gov-

ernment's effort together with

Ir:rugrammes ,of other NGOs
ike Grameen Bank in alleviat-

. ing pﬂvﬂnﬁ and rehabilitation

of women has had a very posi-
tive impact on the image of
Bangl
periment of collateral-free mi-
cro-credit management in
Bangladesh has drawn wides-
pread attention in this country
and has been a great positive
factor in projecting the inno-
vative character of the people
of Bangladesh to which a
special reference was made by
President Clinton while re-
ceiving my credentials.

As | mentioned earlier our
close cooperation with the
United States in international
peace and security have earned
us a place of respect among
the US leadership. The Amer-
ican people respect the people
of Bangladesh for their courage
+1nd resilience in me the
viirious challenges it faces,
including that of natural cala-
mities. from within their
limited resources. Of late, they
are also applanding us for great
strides we have made in up-
grading our indigenous disas-
ter management capacity. |
believe that the US views us
today as a nation looking for a

partper in development rather

than a nation with ap outs-
tretched hand for handouts..

DS: What her measure
could be taken to increase
trade between the US and
Bangladesh?

Bangladesh's export to USA
is gradually on the increase.
Our main export items to USA
are readymade garments, knit
wear, frozen food, leather and
leather goods. jute goods, etc.
Out of the total export. the
contribution of RMG is around
75 per cent,

Jur cxﬂ;rl target to USA
was 8950 .48 milion during FY
1994 -95. Against this target,
our actual export to USA dur-
ing FY 1994-95 was 81181 .31
mitllion

In order to increase ex-
ports, the following measures
may be helpful : a) develop-
ment of marketability ol our
exports through quality im-
provement and product di-
versification: bl increased par-
ticipation in trade fairs in USA
by our exporters. c) strength-
ening institutional reforms in
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Clinton’s ‘95 tour?

h. The successful ex- *

_glton

Bangladesh to fully achieve the

target of an orts led -
wth; d) intrndﬂn new it%l?mgs
of export to the %I'E narket,
and €] maintenance. ol quality
and delivery schedule by the
exporters.

DS: Has there been a belter
perception in the media about
Bangladesh after

As | mentioned earlier, re-
lations between two sovereign
nations becomnie stronger with
face to face contact
the leadership of the two
countries. Although many of
our leaders visited the United
States over the years, there
have not been many high level

visits from the USA to Bang- -

ladesh. We have therefore
urged with the leadership -of
this country to come to Bang-
ladesh and to see for thenis-
elves our endeavours in upli-
fting the quality of the lives of
our people. Our former Foreign
Minister during his meeting
with Mr. Anthony Lake last
year raised the matter of high
level visits from the USA and
said that Bangladesh would be
very happy io receive the
American President and the
First Lady. Mr. Lake said that
due to preoccupations, it
might not be convenient for
the President to visit but a visit
by the First Lady could be
considered. We were really
happy that Mrs. Clinton did
indeed decide to visit our
country.

Mrs, Clinton's visit was, in
many ways, a landmark in US-
‘Eangiadesh relations. The US

Hillary -

etween

laind and people. 1 am sure
President Clinton' has also
learnt more about our country
from the experiences ol his
wife and daughter.

Ds: What s the current
vieww about child labour, now
that Bangladesh has eliminated
almost all child labour, particu-
larly in the field of all its -
ment exports to the US which
carry certificates that the
items have not been the prod-
uct of child labour? :

- The number of child work-
ers jn the garments sector in
Bangladesh is estimated at
roughly five per cent of the
workforce in that sector. As a
result of various measures
taken by .government and the
BGMEA, the incidence of child
labour has significantly re-
duced and is now virtually non-
existent, ;

A Memorandum of Under-
standing (MolU) on the elimi-
nation of child labour from the
garment industry was signed
on July, 4, 1995 by BGMEA.,
UNICEF and ILO. By signing
the MoU, Bangladesh has un-
dertaken a noble task to
eliminate child labour in the
garment sector in a humane
and socially responsible man-
Ner.

The Textile Importers
Association in USA, and the
apparel importers are satisfied
with our decision to eliminate
all child labour [rom the gar-
ment factories. They have,
however, emphatically told us
that they did not support any
‘Boycott Call' of Bangladeshi
garments.

e
In the last decade or so, the number of Bangladeshis
kiving in the United States has increased manifold.
Among them many have come as immigronis.
There is also a successful professional group of
Bangladeshis across the US. There are a number of .
companies owned by expatriatée Bangladeshis who
are doing good business locally in consultancy,

construction, computer technology etc.

First Lady holds «an official po-
sition of particular honour and
importance. Although a private
visit, Mrs. Clinton's trip was
the second highest level visit
by a US dignitary to Bangla-
desh since that of Mr. Henry
Kissinger. She highly praised
the successes of the Grameen
Bank that she had witnessed
during her visit to our country.
She said that her husband as
Governor of Arkarrsas sought
advice from Prof. Yunus for

creating Arkansas’ own group-
based borrowing programme
called “The Faith Fund."

She also said that the Treasury
Department was establishin
an annual Presidential Awar
for microenterprise excel-
lenc@® According to reports
from various sources, she par-
ticularly enjoyed her stay' in
Bangladesh, her interaction
with rural women, and has
come back to the United
States with a very positive view
of our country and our people.
She has spoken very well of
Bangladesh in her public ap-
earances in the country.
hile addressing WB officials
on November 8, 1995 Mrs.
Clinton . in reply to a question
on incentjive for girls' educa-
tien, specifieally mentioned
the highly successful Bangla-
desh experience of Food for
Education Programme as well
as sgecial stipend programme
for ¢irls. The American media
including the prestigious New
York Times and the Washin-
Post as the televisiort
networks gave wide coverage.,
The media coverage of her
visil has Emﬁclﬂl Bangladesh
all over the United States and
lhave helped Americans to
¢hange their perception of our
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DS: Has there been any per-
ceptible change in the US pol-
icy and role towards our re-
gion, particularly Bangladesh?
The US administration has
created a separate department
Jor South.Asia in the State
Department. What has been its
main focus? _

The Chairman of Asian and
Pacific Affairs Sub-Committee
of the US House of Repre-
sentatives last year described

US interest toward South Asia'

as "the step child” in American
Foreign Policy. It is not for me
to comment on the views of a
US Member of Congress but |
can only state that we would
like to see more focussed
attention  of .the US te our
region. With the end of Cold
War and the Soviet occupation
of Afghanistan, there was some
downscaling of American
interest in South Asia. ~
Fortunately, in recent
months we are experiencing a
rehewed interest of the US in
our region. The prime minis-
ters of India and Pakistan have
come to Washington on official
visits and as a result political
and economic interaction with
these two countries have been
re-uivigorated. | am very hope-
ful that similar US interest in
the smaller nations of the re-
gion including Bangladesh will
be forthcoming. The special
Congressional hearing on the
'Other South Asia” should vin-
dicate my optimism. Ameri-
cans today are attracted by
India as it formms the tenth

. largest market for them. | tell.

thein that South Asia together
could form the seventh largest
market and hence it would be
unwise to ignore the smaller
nations., The creation of a
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Bureau of South Asian Affairs in
the US State Department cer-
tainly of greater impor-
tance laid by the American
government toward South Asia.
I beli the primary focus of
the eau is India-Pakistan
relations, Non-proliferation,
the Kashmir Issue, the situa-
tion in Afghanistan and human
rights, promotion of democ-
r and development of trade
and commerce. But to diffuse
their mono-syllabic approach.
my strategy here in talking to
officials as well as policy mak-
ers has been to emphasise that
in long-term strategic interest
of perpetuating in -historic
perspective US presence in
South Asia. they should widen
and diversify their focus in
terms of greater involvement
with their huge capital and
technological inventory into
private sector-led economic
development of the whole re-
gion. With an enabling atmo-
sphere in terms of policy re-
forms, this should now be pos-
sible to have much greater in-
teraction in trade and business
development than narrow fo-
cus on some historical regional
litical disputes only. [ have
ound very positive and enthu-
siastic response to the new
way of US looking at the region
from a human and sub-conti-
nental approach where all
courntries will benefit.

DS: Would you tell some-
thing about the Bang shis in
the US and how they are doing
in different fields?

In the last decade or so, the
number of Bangladeshis living
in the United States has in-
creased manifold. Among themn
many have come as immi-

ants. There is also a success-
ul rofessional group of
Bangladeshis across the US.
There are a number of com-
anies owned by expatriate
angladeshis who are doin
good business locally in consul-
tancy, construction, computer
technology eic. Some of these
companies worth millions of
dollars are looking into the
possibility of investing in
Bangladesh. Then there is a
large number of Bangladeshi
students in the USA. I am
happy Lo say thal generally the
Bangladeshi community in the
United States have done well.
They are engaged in various
professions and haye made a
positive contribution to the so-
ciety. But | feel. like other
ethnic Asian communities,
time has come for expatriate
Bangladeshis, who have money
and influence, to get into the
mainstream of social and polit-

ical life of this country.
1)S: What would you suggest

for increasing ecentact_and co-
dp e Falion hetiveen. the: fivo
cowiries?

| think | have .nswered this

question atl length in reference
to other questions. 1 may how-
ever add that in order to in-
crease contact and cooperation
beiween two countries we
need to continue to project
eurselves positively to the pub-
lic in this country. We must be
able to resolve our domestic
problems in a positive and
constructive manner in order
to prevent scaring away pro-
spective investors and the
existing US business in Bang-
ladesh. We must also make
vigorous eflorts to project the
new image of Bangladesh in
local media. particularly spe-
cialised journals on invest-
ment, tourism etc. Frankly, the
better we do at home on all
fronts the more we get a
better image abroad.

lUnder unavoidable circum-
| stances, INTERNET could not

be published today.
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