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Air Parabat’s
Dhaka-Ishwardi
route opens

State Minister for Informa-
tion Prof Abu Sayeed has said
the government has taken steps
to create a healthy competitive
environment between govern-
ment and private agencies in
the light of free-market econ-
omy, reports BSS.

%mf Sayeed said this while
inaugurating the Dhaka-Ish-
wardi domestic route of Air
Parabat, a private sector do-

mestic airlines, at Ishwardi
Airport Sunday.
he ceremony was ad-

dressed. among others, by Zin-
natul Ferdous MP, Shamsur
Rahman MP, chairman of Air
Parabat Air Vice Marshal (retd)
A K Khandaker and its manag-
ing director Nadira Alam.

Prof Sayeed described the
development of communica-
tions system as precondition to
national development and
progress and added the govern-
ment has been providing all
possible incentives to encour-
age private entrepreneurs in the
sector.

He said a revolutionary
trend will be initiated in the
country's communications sys-
tem through the opening of
Bangabandhu Bridge.

Jakarta raises
train fares by

. 41.5 to 100 pc

JAKARTA, May 11;: Jakarta
will raise train fares by 41.5 to
100 per cent, except for Econ-
omy Class tickets. after this
week's increase on sea and air
fares, a press regort said today,
according to AFP.

State-owned railway com-
pany PT Perumka will imple-
ment the increase from mid-
night May 12 (1700 GMT), on all
Executive and Business Class
trains.

PT Perumka had director
Eko Sasputro said Economy
Class tickets would be tem-

orarily kept at current fares
Because of the financial crisis.
despite instructions from the
transport ministry to raise
fares.

"We have consulted with the
minister for transportation
and the Director General of
Land Transportations, includ-
ing on the decision to hold off
on raising ticket prices on
Economy Class trains consider-
ing the turrent situation and
condition of the underprivi-
leged,” Saputro was quoted as
saying by the daily,

Had the increases been im-
posed on economy fares, inter-
city rates would have gone up
100 per cent to 39 rupiah per
kilometer [less than one cent
per 0.62 miles) from 19.43 ru-
piah.

A Perumka official said the
firm had long planned to raise
fares due to the slide of the In-
donesian economy that caused
operating costs to soar 80.6 per
cent, the report said, without
detailing other fares.

Despite the price hike, Pe-
rumka was optimistic trains
would remain a popular travel
option with Thursday's sharp
37 per cent increase on airfares.
The firm planned on adding ex-
tra wagons and better ticketing
sService,

‘Boycott Pak
products’

As a four-day exhibition of
Pakistani products began at
Sonargaon Hotel yesterdai{. a
large number of posters calling
for boycotting Pakistani goods
have f{looded the surrounding
walls of the hotel. reports UNB.

Increase Bangia:]:;h‘s weal-
th, boycott Pakistani products,”
says the poster that was
originally produced by Bang-
ladesh government in exile in
1971 during the War of Libe-
ration.

The poster was reproduced
by Muktijuddho Jadughar
(Liberation War Museum) as
part of its reproduction pro-
gramme of all publications of
the 1971 government,

“The poster was reproduced
by us ... but [ don't know who
pasted those there.” said Akku
Chowdhury, Member Secretary
of the Trustees of the museum.

He told UNB that they repro-
duced some B types of posters
published during the Liberation
War. "Perhaps, someone who
bought or collected the posters,
pasted those,” he added.

KSA opens 2nd
largest dam
in ME

RIYADH, May 11: Saudi
Arabia has inaugurated the sec-
ond largest dam in the Middle
East, after Aswan in E i, ata
cost of around 66 million dol-
lars. newspapers reported yes-
terday, says AFP.

The all-concrete dam for

culture and drinking water
in the Bisha region of southwest
Saudi Arabia, inaugurated on
Saturday by Crown Prince Ab-
dallah Ibn Abdel Aziz, has been
named after King Fahd.

It has a capacity of 325 mil-
lion cubic metres (11.375 bil-
lion cubic feet) of water, mea-
sures 500 metres (yards) in
length, 103 metres in height,
and jts wall is 80 metres thick.

The desert kingdom, which
in 1984 achieved self-suffi-
ciency in wheat production,
now has a total of dams.
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Bangladesh Railways (BR) is
trying to change its old ways.

Corruption, inefliciency and
mis-management are syn-
onyms for the state-run net-
work that reaches almost every
nook and corner in the country.

Last year, it drained as much as
Tk 100 crore of public money.
Started by the colonial

Britishers nearly 120 years agn.
the railways in Bangladesh,
once the prime mover of pas-
senger traffic and cargo, have
been in the red for many years.

Times have changed. BR is
now making moves to privatise
some parts of its commercial
operations and also handing
over the responsibility of run-
ning trains on certain routes to
private operators.

The [lirst such initiative
came less than a year ago, when
the Dhaka-Narayanganj rail
route, a stretch of 18 kilome-
tres, was offered to private op-
erators.

H A International' won a
one-year, renewable, contract
by offering to pay the govern-
ment Tk 65 lakh annually. This
was nearly 20 per cent more
than what the government
earned previously. The com-
pany is still making a profit.

n the first day of its opera-
tion -- July 7, 1997 -- the com-
pany sold tickets worth almost
double the amount the BR used
to sell. Now, in less than six
months, the company was sell-
ing tickets worth about Tk
50.000 everyday, nearly four
times BR could make out of this
route.

Passengers are happy. "The
private service is much better in
terms of comfort as the opera-
tors are taking special care of
the passengers on board. The
compartments are much
cleaner and the trains operate
on time, not stopping fre-
quently at smaller stations,”
says Rezaul Karim, a govern-
ment olficial who las com-
muted on this route for the past
five years.

ow, hundreds of com-
muters have come back to the
Dhaka—Narayan%fm shuttle
irain because of the better ser-
vice and the reliability.

Anwar Hossain, Managing
Director of H A Group which
runs the train, also says this is
exactly the reason. "Our empha-
sis on service and maintaining
schedule has resulted in in-
creased number of passengers.”

But some of the old problems
remain.

“It's not that the number of
commuters was much less.
When the government operated
the train service, 80 per cent of
the passengers used to travel
without tickets. But now 70 per
cent buy tickets. We can make a
comfortable profit if the re-
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Railwaysreels under heavy losses, draining a billion a year

T "a

With so many vying for a seat on trains, Bangladesh Railways should have been the most profitable business on

m— . g

earth. BR books will tell you a shocking story, however. Last year, it cost the public exchequer a sum that could more
than pay for running the Dhaka and Jahangirnagar Universities which are seats of learning for roughly the same
number as the BR employees.

maining 30 per cent passengers
buy their tickets."

There are other aspects in
which BR is failing, ap-
pallingly. Safety has never been
a concern for the authorities.
And it is common knowledge
that maintenance is in a sorry
state.

In most cases, the accidents
which have killed scores of pas-
sengers could have been avoided
and occurred for reasons such
as lack of care, attention and
accountability. .

Was there any valid reason
for the latest incident on early
Sunday morning, which killed
17 passengers?

“It's just callousness,” says
Communications Minister An-
war Hossain.

And this has been the case
for years, without a remedy.

Roads are better, faster,

In fact, for the last few vears,
it has been a losing battle for

BR
On inter-city routes. r.il

wayvs is lacing new compelition.
Buses are better these days if

one considers comfort and
costs. And now there are no
dearth of luxury buses connect-
ing major cities.

These bus services are also
claiming a share when it comes
to cargo, a monopoly for lorries
and trains for long. Inter-city
buses, in many ways faster and
more reliable, are now ferrying
even perishable goods and con-
sumer items. Some domestic
courier service providers have
also emerpged as #ood clients

Solution lies in private

hands

Bailing out BR appears a
daunting task. Donors like
World Bank and Asian Devel-
opment Bank say gradual pri-
vatisation could be a solution.

And, the success of the
Dhaka-Narayanganj operation
seems to have encouraged the
government to turn to private
operators in a bigger way.

Already, BR has employed a
private firm to handle its com-
puterised ticketing for inter-
cily trains. In another step, the
on-board service for the newly-
introduced Shuborno Express

has been contracted out to a
private firm.

Even operation of some mail
trains is being considered for
lease-out to private companies.
The government plan is to in-
vite an operator if its offer can
beat the average revenue for the

revious 3-35 years on a particu-
ar route.

Al the moment, trains on
two long-distance, high-density
routes are being considered, ac-
cording to a senior BR official.
The Kamaphuli mail train on
the Dhaka-Chittagong route
and the Dhaka-Mymensingh
Balaka Express have been cho-
sen lor the p 1

Sourees sav the BR author
tics are also considering six lo-
cal train services in the Lal-
monirhat Railway Division for

rivate operators. These have
ong been incurring huge losses.

Repair and maintenance
as well

BR. which once had two ma-

jor facilities for repair of tracks

and rehabilitation of locomo-

tives and passenger carriages, is
today almost fully-dependent

— Star File Photo

on foreign expertise and techni-
cal assistance for all major re-
pair works.

Things are changing on this
front as well, thanks to indi-
vidual initiatives backed by en-
couraging signals from the gov-
ernment.

A private firm, Aananda
Builders, successfully per-
formed the reconstruction of 23
passenger coaches in the last
three months.

BR officials say some major
aspects of the existing railway
workshops at Parbatipur and
Saidpur may also be leased out
lo private companies.

Some more plants in the
private sector are also expecled
to undertake carriage recon-
struction work and build cargo
wagons.

Glorious history

[t was on November 15, 1862,
when the colonial Britishers
laid the first rail track in what
is now Bangladesh. That was
only 37 years after the world's
[irst-ever public railway had
been opened to traffic between
Stockton and Darlington in

Road to recovery lies in private hands

England.

The 53.11-kilometre broad-
gauge rail line between Dar-
shana and Jagati was the be-
ginning. Soon after, the British
saw the potential of tea, jute,
cotton and other commercial
items in this fertile deltaic soil.
and hence the utility of rail-
ways.

The Hardinge Bridge across
the mighty Ganges was opened
to traffic on January 1, 1915. By
then Dhaka, Narayanganj,
Chittagong, Cnmil}l'a and
Chandpur had been rail-linked
under the Assam Bengal Rail-
way Company.

Some lﬂg years after the
start, the railways in this
country sustained the most
devastating blow.

In 1971, after the War of Lib-
eration, the Bangladesh Rail-
ways found itself in 300 parts.
Three hundred bridges and a
large number of stations were
badly damaged.

Committed efforts restored
some 2700 kilometres of rail-
way tracks. But bad manage-
ment, theft and pilferage eroded
much of its potentials. The
hardware and rolling stock
suffered heavily because of theft
and mismanagement.

Corrupt inspectors and su-
pervisers have allowed travel
without tickets at the cost of
standard of services.

Today, with some 489 rail
stations, 284 diesel locomo-
tives, 1397 passenger coaches,
16,255 goods wagons, Bang-
ladesh railways® still carries
more than 100,000 passengers
and .-nearly 9,000 tonnes of
freight a day.

e government subsidises
the BR to pay for its 40,410 em-
ployees. Every year, the pay-
ment from the state exchequer
is going higher,

Some officials admit that
only large-scale privatisation
of its commercial operations
could save Bangladesh's gener-
ally well-covered railway net-
works.

Communications Minister
Anwar Hossain agrees with the
view. He confirms that efforts

.are: being made for, privatisa-

tion "in as many areas as pos-
sible”.

"The sky is the limit so far
as potential of privatisation of
the railways is concerned. How-
ever, since this is a new concept
and we do not have a sample
structure before us in this field,
we have to do it carefully,” he
told The Daily Star.

The minister, however,
speaks of limitations, and
refers to bureaucratic impedi-
ments and resource constraints
for improving railway track
conditions before many lines
could be handed over to private
operators.
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reservations on the

Japan’s cabinet

approves $ 35b

supplementary
budget

TOKYO, May 11: Japan's
Cabinet approved a 4.6 trillion
yen (35 billion dollars) supple-

mentary budget Monday as part
of the government plan to
jump-start the economy with
public spending, says AP.

The measure, targeted for the
fiscal year that started April 1,
will require 6.2 trillion yen (46
billion dollars) in new govern-
ment bonds, the Ministry of Fi-
nance said.

The budget plan would pro-
vide funding for a wide range of

rojects, including 826.5 bil-
ion yen (6.2 billion dollars) for
developing telecommunica-
tions infrastructure and pro-
moting technology.

A ministry official briefing
reporters said the spending
plan would boost the country's
combined regional and na-
tional deficit to 6.7 per cent of
gross domestic product in the
current fiscal year.

Originally, the ministry had
forecast that the country's com-
bined fiscal deficit would come
to 4.7 per cent of GDP. The
deficit in the fiscal year that
ended March 31 was an esti-
mated 5.9 per cent.

Common market

Gulf states still
haggling over
customs barriers

ABU DHABI, May 11: Gulf
Arab states are still haggling
over how to tear down their cus-
toms barriers in line with a 15-
year-old agreement to set up a
common market, official said
yesterday, reports AFP,

Despite several rounds of
talks over the past few years,
the six-nation Gulf Cooperation
Council (GCC) remains split on
proposals to reduce the percent-
age of national contribution to
the output of industrial units so
they are exempted from cus-
toms tariffs in member states.

A technical committee met
last week and recommended
lowering that percentage to 30
per cent from 40 per cent, but
Saudi Arabia was opposed, ac-
cording to a memorandum by
the Riyadh-based GCC Secre-
tariat.

"Saudi, Arabia expressed
roposed
cut in national contribution to
the added value in industrial
units in the GCC," according to
the memoranda published in
the United Arab Emirates (UAE)
daily Al-Bayan.

The added value includes the
difference between the institu-
tion's total turnover and the
costs of the raw materials,
ﬁmds and services used in pro-

uction at that unit.

The added values in various
sectors make up the gross do- .
mestic product, the barometre
of economic performance in
any country.

Tofael opens ‘Made in Pakistan’ show in city

India, Pakistan should not
tax Bangladeshi products

Star Business Report

Commerce and Industries
Minister Tofael Ahmed has
called for resolving internal
problems in SAARC member
countries to increase regional
trade and economic coopera-
tion.

SFeaking as chief guest at
the launching of a display of
Pakistani products in the city,
the minister said there was
enormous scope for increasing
regional trading -- representing
only 3.8 per cent of the gluhai’
business of the SAARC nations
-- through reducing tariff for
the four LDCs of regional fo-
ruim.

He said India and Pakistan
should give Bangladeshi prod-
ucts a zero- tariff-entry to re-
duce their huge trade imbal-
ances against Bangladesh.

The trade show, dubbed
"Made in Pakistan”, was organ-
ised at a city hotel by the Pak-
istan High Commission in
Bangladesh and the Karachi-
based Export Promotion Bu-
reau.

The minister pointed out
that all regional blocks like
NAFTA. EU, ASEAN were doing

more than 40 to 60 per cent
trade among their member
states.

Of their global trade. the EU
covers 60 per cent. ASEAN 40
per cent and NAFTA more than
43 per cent by doing business
among themselves, the minis-
ler said,

"We could also succeed like
North American Free Trade
Area and European Union if we
continue to cooperate among
ourselves.”

Pakistan High Commis-
sioner Karam Elahi and FBCCI
president Yussuf Abdullah
Harun also spoke on the occa-
sion.

The commerce minister said
it was "sad” that some people
tried to create problems when
the government wanted to in-
stall bus services between
Dhaka and Azmeer,

"There are train links be-
tween India and Pakistan and
there is no problem. But when
we talk about bus communica-
tlion between India and
Bangladesh, there's a lot of neg-
ative talk about it,” he said.

He said Bangladesh could
not avail India and Pakistan's
derogation to export its prod-
ucts as they had set a rule that
Bangladeshi products must add
40 per cent value in the country
to get into their markets.

He referred to a proposal
where member states agreed to
reduce value addition to 20 per
cent and urged the both gov-
ernments to endorse it at a
forthcoming SAARC ministe-
rial meeting in Colombe this
July.

He said SAFTA would not be
succeed until India and Pak-
istan reduced tariff rates sub-
stantially.

*We have very very good ce-
ramic products, but we cannot
export to India” as
Bangladesh's ceramic industry
adds about 30 per cent value to
its products, he said.

e minister suggested the
member states take steps to in-
crease regional trade to 10 ]p-er
cent from the present level of
three per cent by the end of the
century.

The said

minister

"Bangladesh needed support

irom both the countries at the
May 18-20 WTO ministerial
meeting in Geneva for main-

taining GSP and quota facilities
from the US and the EU.

To increase bilateral trade,
Karam Elahi said there should
be a re%u]ar shipping service be-
tween Chittagong and Karachi.

The High Commissioner
said SAPTA and SAFTA would
not only help in increasing the
intra-regional trade but would
also contribute to rectifying the
trade imbalances among the
SAARC members.

Yussuf Abdullah Harun said
the present low level trading
among the SAARC members
was “totally unacceptable.” He
said India and Pakistan should
allow Bangladeshi products
without any tariff.

A total of 54 stalls have been
erected for the four-day fair
where Pakistani engineering
products, foods, textiles, [reez-
ing equipment, construction
malerials, handicrafts, sta-
Uuncc? products are being dis-

play

Software fund and file fail to find their way

By Shehab Ahmed

An ambitious plan to turn
Bangladesh into a software-ex-
porting nation remains a pipe
dream. Four years on, govern-
ment officials have failed to tap
a five crore taka revolving fund

to help entrepreneurs set up an

Information Technology (IT)
village and train manpower for
the scheme.

Since 1994, the plan had
been gathering dust in the file
cabinets of Export Promotion
Bureau (EPB), assigned to de-

velop thrust sectors to boost ex-

ports.
IT was selected the most

prospective sector which could

be the one of engines of devel-
opment as Bangladesh sought to
lind new avenues of growth in
the next century,

EPB officials said there had
been no dearth of enthusiasm
on the part of the government,
which duly approved the project

but failed to Ipr:pare the modus
operandi so far.

"We are not a bank, we do not
have expertise to process project
E"rnlfuaats from prospective,” an

PB official told the Star.

The official said it had been
trying to borrow competent per-
sonnel from the banks to acti-

vate the project.

"Two bankers with project
credit experience opted to join
us but we have failed to get the
services of an engineer lor ap-
praisal of the proposals,” he
added.

The plan, among others, en-
visages setting up of the IT vil-
lage, where competent profes-
sionals would develop software
lor exports.

The site has been located at
Ashulia In Savar. The Com-
puter Council was given the
lask to train at least 1,000 com-
puter teachers for developing

manpower,
Earlier in 1994, Bangladesh
Information Technology Group
was formed, with 23 organisa-
tions dealing in computers.

To prop up computer busi-
ness, a task force recommended
lowering duties and tariff on
computer and its components,
bringing it down to 2.5 per cent
from 42 per cent.

The task force, headed b
rofessor Jamilur Reza Choud-
ury of BUET, had also visited

India to see how they were using
computer technology, designing
and exporting software.
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Arab o1l

ministers

meet to boost prices

first and loremost as Arabs.
Arab nations
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The Arab world today

Modern Arab history has been dominated by a fight with colonialism and
almost four decades of conflict with Israel. lraq'’s invasion of Kuwait in 1990
and the Gulf War ended Arab unity. Today, many no longer see themselves
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The Arab countries support a population of approximately 270 million with

63.6 in Egypt alone. Although some nations generate a vast amount of
national wealth, its distribution varies greatly.
GDP Per capita GDP
Algeria - $97 billion $3,480
Bahrain $7.1 billion $12,100
Comoros® $370 million %
Djibouti* $500 million 1
Egypt $152 billion
iraq $38 billion ,000
Jordan %17 billion $4,280
Kuwalt  $30.7 billion $16,900
Lebanon $15.8 billion $4,360
Libya $32.9 billion $6,510
Mauritania $2 4 billion ~_ $1,110
Morocco $87.5 billion $3
Oman _ $17 billion _ _ 10,
Palestinlan Terr. n/a n/a
Qatar $10.7 billion 20
Saud! Arabla ~$173 bilion 210
Somalle®  $16 billion s
Sudan $23.7 billion 70
Syria ____$74 4 billion ,000
Tunisia  $371billion ‘5%5250
UAE. = $627 billion $22.480
Yemen $23 4 billion $1.655
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DAMASCUS, May 11: Arab
oil ministers held an energy
conference in the Syrian capi-
tal on Sunday to discuss efforts
to bolster crude prices, as Qatar
criticized the policies of non-
Arab producers, reports AFP.

Syrian Prime Minister
Mahmoud Al-Zohbi opened the
conference of the Organisation
of Arab Petroleum Exportin
Countries (OAPEC). in whic
OPEC Secretary General Ri-
walnu Lukman also took part.

"The price of oil is very
low.... it will have negative con-
sequences for producer coun-
iries," warned Qatari Ener
and Industry Minister Abdallah
Ibn Hamad Al-Attiya on the
sidelines of the conference.

"OPEC provides 70 per cent
of (world) exports, and Gulf
states and other Arab countries
are providing only 40 per cent...
a minority is fixing prices and
imposing its views on the ma-
jority,” he told reporters, with-
out naming countries.

Prices have fallen to 14-15
dollars a barrels, way below the
1997 average of 19 dollars.
Saudi Arabia, Kuwait and the
United Arab Emirates have lost
more than four billion dollars
so far this year because of the
fall, experts said.

The output of Syria, a small
Ernducer. is around 600,000

arrels per day (BPD), of which
375,000 BPD is exported.

The oil ministers of Saudi
Arabia and other major Gulf
producers will meet next month
to discuss prices ahead of
OPEC's mid-year conference.
Oman’'s Oil Minister said on
Saturday.

But oil analysts in the region
ruled out any decision on output
reductions at the June 16 meet-
ing in Rivadh of the ministers
of the six Gulf Arab monar-
chies.

Omani 0Oil Minister Mo-
hammad Al-Ramahi said low
oil prices would top the agenda
of the Riyadh talks, which take
place a week before the June 24
conference of the 11-nation Or-
ganisation of Petroleum Ex-
porting Countries.

OPEC agreed in March on
voluntary output cuts of around
1.245 million BPD to rescue oil
prices, which have plunged to
their lowest level in nearly nine
years because of a large glut in
the market.

Mexico and other indepen-
dent producers also pl out
put reductions, bringing the to-
tal committed cuts to more than
1.5 million BPD.



