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Private CNG conversion plants

start operations by April 99

The three private compa-
nies, which were given permis-
sion to set up compressed natu-
ral gas (CNG) conversion, filling
and marketing stations, are ex-
pected to go into operations by
April next year.

After receiving permission
from the government late last
month, the three companies --
Texas Gascon Services (BD) Ltd.
Natural Gas Fuels Ltd and East
Coast Trading (Pvt) Ltd -- are
now in the process of procuring
equipment for conversion of
the fuel-run cars into gas-pow-
ered ones.

"In the first phase, we will
set up gas filling equipment in
two st&tiun?l and the pmces:; of
importing these equipment has
airi:gd mg:-:-tarl‘.f:::l.““:l saI.Jid Sohail
Ahmed, Managing Director of
Texas Gascon Services (BD) Ltd.
"We will be able to start opera-
tion by April next year."

Sohail said that his com-
pany would import from I[taly
the equipment for conversion
of fuel-using cars into gas-run
ones whereas the filling sta-
tions equipment would be
bought from the USA. The cost
for commisstoning one gas fill-
ing station would range between
US $ 150,000 and US $ 200,000.

The privale companies have
been asked to set up and operate
their filling stations in accor-
dance with the New Zealand
standard no N253425 and the
existing safety rules relating to
compression, storage and dis-
pensing of gas cylinders. The
companies will be allowed duty-
free import of equipment for
filling stations and conversion
Kits tor vehicles.

"We will bring quality
equipment so that we can pro-
vide the best possible safety
measures and satisfactory ser-

By Monjur Mahmud

vices to our customers,” said an
official of another company
which also got permission for
setting up CNG plant."The job

will be a tough one for us as the

government-owned Rupan-
tarita Prakritik Gas Company
Ltd (RPGCL), which is now the
sole CNG conversion company,
could not serve customers prop-
erly. As a result, car owmners
have lost their interest in con-
version. "We have to overcome
this negative image regarding
CNG plants.”

RPGCL now charges Tk
23,500 for converting a normal
car into a gas-using one. But ils
real conversion cost is Tk
31.500 mainly because of its
high overhead costs, and as a
result it gives a Tk 8000 subsidy
on each vehicle. But the private
companies said they could keep
their conversion fees low -- be-
tween Tk 24,000 and Tk 27,000

-- with the help of their better
management capabilities.
RPGCL, a subsidiary of
Petrobangla, converted onl
about 900 vehicles since 1997,

But it could not pravide proper
services to clients as most of the
filling stations faced technical
troubles and remained inoper-
ative for quite a long time.
Apart from being a cheap
source for fuel, CNG is also con-
sidered to be an effective tool to
fight air pollution in the city.

A major problem that the
companies are facing is the un-
availability of land for settin
up refilling stations. One o
them, East Coast, is seeking a
tie-up with Padma Oil Com-
pany. The rest of the two com-
panies are also trying to make
arrangements with a number of
private stations, sources said.

The CNG companies will buy

ECB sets
euro rates

LONDON, Dec 23: The last
formnal meeting of the European
Central Bank this year had lit-
tle effect on European stock
markets.

Hints by Wim Duisenberg
that the ECB would not be cut-
ting rates again for some time
were shrugged off Wednesday.

The ECB announced its
guidelines for the euro in a

ress conference after the mar-
et closed Tuesday.

“They're going to have a nar-
row band for managing the euro
to make sure they have a
smooth launch,” said Roger
Monson, head of equity strategy
at Rabobank.

Despite Duisenberg's com-
ments, analysts think the ECB
will have to lower interest rates
in 1999. HSBC

European economist Robert
Prior predicted the central
bank would lower rates by 25
basis points in -

February, ,with another 25
points lopped off in April.

The ECB Tuesday set interest
rate boundaries between 2 per-
cent and 4.5 per cent, with the
key short-term rate remaining
at 3 per cent. --CNN Internet

BR clarification

The Bangladesh Railway
(BR) in a clarification yesterday
said that the lease contract for
Padmarag Express was fi-
nalised through open competi-
tive bidding on the basis c:fpthe
highest coach-trip rate offered
by the responsible bidder. After
a four-month operation, the
contractor asked for reduction
of the number of coaches from
ten to eight, which would result
in a 20 per cent reduction in
railway’s revenue. This was not
accepted by BR and the contract
has terminated with one
month notice as per provision
of the contract. Bids have been
received against fresh tender
and a new contract will be
awarded soon. The new contract
is likely to be awarded at a
higher coach-trip rate than be-
fore.

Bangladesh Railway's sch-
eme for leasing commercial
function of passerger trains to
private firms is being expanded
and more trains will come un-
der this scheme
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natural from companies
at Tk 1. cu meter and
will sell CNG to customers at Tk

7.45 per cubic metre over a pe-
riod of five years. However,
tariff for production and ng

of CNG will be fixed from time
to time, in accordance with the
changes in government deci-
sions.

The companies have been
asked to set up five CNG refill-

stations along with ade-
quate workshop facilities for
conversion of 4, vehicles

annuin. Each of the compan
is expected to attain a of
establishing 25 sta-
tions and conversion of 20,000
vehicles to CNG within five
years.

If the companies can

achieve their target, 75

stations will be set m
60.000 vehicles will be con-
verted to CNG within five years.

Viagra perfume

maker laughs off
Pfizer lawsuit

NEW YORK, Dec 23: The
maker of an imitation fra-
ﬁrance named "V " on Tues-

ay laughed off a lawsuit filed
against him in Manhattan Fed-
eral Court by Pfizer Inc that
charges his company with
trademark dilution, reports
Reulers.

"I did it all as a gag." said
Herbert Harris, who co-man-
ages Park Plaza Fragrances Inc,
a store in Manhattan that sells
snock-offs of brannd name per-
fumes and cosmetics. "It cost
more for the paper for that law-
suit than I'll ever make on the
perfume.”

Harris said he made 600 to
1,000 units of sell in his store at
1.50 dollar a bottle. The idea
came to him when he said he
“failed” a trial of the impotency
drug before it came to market. ‘|
thought if I can't have Viagra
one way |'ll get it another way.”
he said. Viagra has since made
Pfizer one of the hottest phar-
maceuiical stocks

Russian PM calls for doubling
trade with India by 2000

' NEW DELHI, Dec 23; Russian
Prime Minister Yevgeny Pri-
makov sought to reassure busi-
ness leaders Tuesday that his
country remains a safe place for
investment, reports AP.

Primakov, speaking to In-
dian business leaders at the end
of his state visit to New Delhi,
tried to set at rest concerns
about Russia’'s economic prob-
lems, including the collapse of .
its banking system. He said
Russia was committed to its in-
ternational financial obliga-
tions, an open economy and
noninterference with dollar ex-
change rates. |

Russia was also proposing
lowering taxes for foreign in-
vestors and would consider re-
paying Indian businessmen
who lost money deposited in
banks backed by the govern-

ment in the recent banking cri-
sis.

He called for a doubling of
India-Russia trade by the year
2000 and for increased Indian
investment in his country.

Russia has been one of Indi-
a's largest trade partners, but
Russia's economic crisis has hit
bilateral trade that has been
dwindling since the breakup of
the former Soviet Union. Trade
between the two countries has
fallen from a high of $5.5 bil-
lion in 1990 to $1.5 billion in
1998.

"This we cannot accept.” said
Primakov calling for twofold
increase in trade by 2000 and a
fourfold increase by 2005.

In his meeting with his In-
dian counterpart Atal Bihari
\.Fajé)ayee Monday, Primakov
said the two prime ministers

pledged to personally oversee
removal of obstacles standing
in the way ol belter trade.

Primakov also urged more
cooperation in electronics.
thermal power, the transfer of
science and technology, coal
mining and oil refining.

Earlier, Tuesday, the Rus-
sian prime minister met India’s
leading opposition politicians.

The calls on former prime
minister Inder Kumar Gujral
and Congress Party leader So-
nia Gandhi are a matter of cour-
tesy for foreign dignitaries, and
an important precaution given
India's volatile politics. India
has had five governments in the
last seven years. and the cur-
rent coalition led by the
Bharatiya Janata Party has
had a shaky nine months in
power.

Monday, Russian and Indian
officials also signed seven
agreements, including a crucial
document extending current
military and technical coopera-
tion through 2010 and eco-
nomic deals.

Primakov said President
Boris Yeltsin will visit India
next year to sign a strategic

artnership agreement defining
ong-term relationships in po-
litical and other fields. Yeltsin,
who was to visit India this
month, put off his visit after his
health deteriorated.

Tuesday afternoon, Pri-
makov left for the former So-
viet republic of Kazakhastan on
his way back to Moscow. He is
to sign an agreement on the ex-
change of information and on
checkpoints on the border be-
tween Russia and Kazakhastan.
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launch the car worldwide in the autumn of 1999.
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A prototype of Honda Motor's next generation "super-efficient’ car is unveiled at a press
conference at the Honda headquarters in Tokyo Monday. The vehicle, made of aluminum
and weighing only 800 kilograms, achieves a mileage of more than 30 kilometres (18.75
miles) per litre, the highest level among current gasoline-powered cars. Honda plans to
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Algeria is eager to streng-
then the bilateral relations
with Bangladesh through
expanding trade, the new Alge-
rian ambassador Aissa Seferd-
Jeli said in Dhaka yesterday,
reports BSS.

The new Algerian envoy,
who called on the Minister for
Commerce and Industries To-
fail Ahmed at his office, said
Bangladesh had the trade ca-
pacity on many items.

Regular exchange of infor-
mation between public and pri-
vate sectors of both the coun-
tries could help expand bilat-
eral trade between Algeria and
Bangladesh., he said and
stressed the need for frequent
visits of trade delegations to
each other's country to boost
trade between the two countries.

Seferdjeli also observed that
it would help strengthen the
iraternal bondage between the
lwo countries.

Tofail Ahmed welcoming the

Al gerigi keen to expand
trade with Bangladesh

new Algerian envoy to Bangla-
desh referred to many com-
modities here which Algeria
could import. "We are trying to
explore a possibility that
Bangladesh increases its ex-
ports to Algeria.” he said and
stressed the need for frequent
visits of trade delegations be-
tween the two countries in this
regard.

Tofail Ahmed described Al-
gerla as a prospective country of
O million people with foreign
currency reserve of 8.5 billion
US dollars. Bangladesh can

benefit by expandin rts to
Algeria, I{e nl?mmf s

He recalled with deep respect
Father of the Nation Ean[;:-
bandhu Sheikh Mujibur Rah-
man and said he visited Algeria
in 1973 as he used to value the
Iriendship with that country.
The present government is do-
ing everything to maintain that
relationship, he also said.

All Pak banks
allowed to
operate in euro

KARACHI, Dec 23: Pakistan
has allowed all local and for-
eign banks operating in the
country to handle transactions
in the euro currency from Jan-
uary 1, bankers said yesterday.
reports AFP.

The central State Bank of
Pakistan has issued a circular
permitting banks to open euro
accounts for transactions re-
lated to exports and imports
and remittances, they said.

The banks can accept euro
deposits in the country and de-
termine rates of exchange and
will report details to the central

bank regularly.
senior executive -in the

state-run Habib Bank Limited
said his bank had set up neces-
infrastructure for dealings
in euro, training of staff and
educating clients about proce-
dures.
Muhammad Aurangzeb,
Country Manager of Dutch
Bank ABM Amro, welcomed the
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India’s indigenous small car rolls
out 1n recession-hit market

NEW DELHI, Dec 23: Pride
ran high as the first indige-
nously-built Indian small car,
the Indica, rolled out of the
Tatas' Telco plant in the west-
ern city of Pune.

But India has driven into a
car market which recorded
three Ecr cent negative growth
over the past few months and
into a niche segment being
flooded by leading global auto
makers. ;

Saddled with huge capacity
Built-up, American, South Ko-
rean, Japanese and Italian car
makers are hitching their
hopes on the small car segment
which has posted a 10 to 12 per
cent growth in the last two
years.

The Indica, to be launched
formally in Mumbai on Decem-
ber 30 and opened for booking
on January 14 next year., was
first exhibited at the Auto Expo
here in January 1998. In its
first run, the company will
limit the number of bookings to
10.000.

The 1400cc Indica hopes to
redefine the concept of a small
car in the country, dictated for
over a decade by the 800cc car
from Maruti -- the India-Suzuki
collaboration. "What we have is
a larger car with a larger engine

riced like a small car,"” said
ata gisuuﬂ chairman Ratan
Tata. He hopes the Indica's
launch will change the cate-

orisation of the the."small car”
y price and not size.

While the petrol version of
the 1400cc car gives about 15
kmpl, the diesel version gives
20. The petrol engine is 60 bhp
and the diesel one 53.5 bhp.
While Telco is yet to decide on
the prices, experts say the petrol
Indica could be placed at Rs.
270,000 (86,400) and the diesel
between Rs. 320,000 to Rs.
400,000 (87.600-9,500).

The company is offering an
18-month unlimited mileage
warranty on the Indica and
says it will be ready with a left
hand drive version for the Eu-
ropean market in six months.
The Indica is coming in four
versions — standard petrol and
diesel, diesel with aircondition-
ing, and the version for the
high-end market with power
steering and windows.

"We have done it without a
joint venture or collaboration
and launched it on time as
promised,” Tata declared in an
obvious dig at those who had
been sceptical of Telco's Rs. 17
billion ($404 million) — repeat
Rs. 17 billion (3404 million) —
Project Mint to design and
launch a small car,

"l am particularly delighted
today as it marks the fulfill-
ment of a promise...giving India
a car designed here...a car
meant for the country,” he said.
"We will concentrate on the lo-

By K S Nayar
cal market first before thinking
of exports,” he added.

Tata conceded that the In-
dica came at a challenging time
but was optimistic of a
turmaround in the market. "The
car was coming at a time when a
slowdown was happening. We
know the market is bad but it is
not going to continue,” he told
The Financial Times newspa-
per. "The country will not re-
main in perpetual recession.”
Automobile majors, which
rushed to India perceiving an
emerging world-size car mar-
ket, are drastically scaling
down their business plans in
the face of dipping sales but
they see the small car segment
as driving future growth.

Faced with the continuing
erosion in its market share, the
scountry's largest car maker
Maruti Suzuki with about 80
per cent marketshare and in-
stalled capacity of 250,000
units was prodded to hurry up
with new models to take on the
fierce competition that is

emerging.
TE:& gouth Korean automo-

bile major Daewoo, whose In-
dian subsidiary has an in-
stalled capacity of 87,000, took
a gamble to come out with Matiz

th a single’ version but a
clutch of luxury features includ-
ing power windows and power
steering. Company officials in-
sisted that it would not go for a

basic stripped-down model at a
lower |price and justified the
price of Rs. 355, (87,900).

Daewoo president S.N. Park
told IANS that his mmpagg has

rojected sales of 40,000-50,000
or Matiz, which it hopes to
achieve when the economy
picks up growth in the next few
years.,

Although Matiz has a 93.30
per cent share in South Korea
compared with the other Ko-
rean chaebol Hyundai's Altoz,
being produced in India under
the Santro label since Septem-
ber, analysts said in the price-
sensitive Indian market, Dae-
woo will find the going tough.

They said the three-cylin-
der, 796cc Matiz's price may
dampen its market prospects as
it has to compete with cut-
priced Hyundai's (installed ca-
pacity 120,000 units) four-
cylinder 999cc Santro selling at
Rs. 299,000 (87.100) for the base
model. There is also Maruti's
993cc Zen at Rs. 346,000
($8.200). Now there is the In-
dica. Analysts said it is as an
insurance against any adverse
Indian conditions that Daewoo
Is aggressively pursuing an ex-
port strategy -- 50 per cent of
production for the overseas
market.

They said the winner could
well turn out to be Indica. Telco
is developing, in collaboration
with Hongkong's Matheson

group, a countrywide network
of about 100 dealers. The ana-
lysts said Indica is likely to
emerge as the top seller, cutting
into Maruti's dominance in the
small car segment. :

Daewoo's Park is unfazed,
saying his company is target-
ting a growing market for high-
l::rﬁnnnancc cars in India. Un-
ike Maruti models that, Park
claimed, used old carburettor
technology, Daewoo has the lat-
est engine technology that has
done away with pollution-caus-
ing carburettor. "With the con-
tinuing improvement in the
standard of living of Indians,
there is an emerging market for
sophisticated cars which Matiz
will cater to,” he said.

Analysts saild taking on
Santro will be a difficult task
for Zen and Matiz because
Hyundai has already indi-
genised critical parts such as
engine, transmission and body.
It expecls to achieve economies
of scale as it is producing these
parts to meet the shortiall for
the Altoz model in South Korea.

Park agreed that competi-
tion is getting tough in the
small car t. He said the
size of the small car segment,
%mh was 60,000 units mﬂéﬁ
in 1997-98. "In the next fiscal
we project the small car seg-
ment to grow to 120,000," he
said. India Abroad News Servicea

WASHINGTON, Dec 23: The
International Monetary Fund
vesierday said South Korea,
Thailand and Malaysia faced
brighter prospects in 1999, with
their economies either limitin
output declines or staging mod-
est recoveries after deep reces-
sions this year, reports AFP.

Indonesia too was makin
progress toward stability, al-
though the process has been
complicated by political uncer-
tainty and slowness in the im-

lementation of reforms, the

MF concluded in the latest edi-
tion of its World Economic
Outlook report. -

The study also found that
China had been growing faster
than predicted by the IMF in Oc-
tober and had taken effective
measures to protect itsell from
financial upheavals elsewhere
in Asia.

Hong Kong meanwhile is es-
timated to have suffered a five

r cent contraction in growth
or 1998, partially rellecting
sharp falls in property and
stock market prices.

But in South Korea and
Thailand, according to the IMF,
"financial markets have al-
ready recovered significantly,
the exchange rate collapses of

KUALA LUMPUR, Dec 23:

Malaysia's total financin
needs for the 1998-99 fisca
year are estimated at 62 billion
ringgit (16 billion dollars), the
national economic action cou-
ncil said yesterday, reports
AFP.
I The amount comprises 26
billion ringgit to meet the fiscal
deficit, 31 billion ringgit to re-
structure the financial system
and five billion ringgit to de-
velop infrastructure, a council
spokesman said.

The council was set up to
recommend policies to put the
ailing economy back on track
following the Asian financial
| crisis.

: Malaysia needs $16b for
1998-99 fiscal year’

National news agency
Bernama quoted the unnamed
oflicial as saying that Malay-
sia's needs would be more than
adequately financed through
non-inflationary domestic
means and without recourse to
deficit financing.

"Malaysia's savings rate is
high at over 40 cent of gross
national product and there is
sufficient liquidity in the bank-
ing system.’

The external current account
is expecled to record large sur-
pluses in 1998-99, thereby pro-
viding additional liquidity for

the economy, the spokesman
added.

'IMF sees brighter prospects for
ROK, Thailand, Malaysia

late 1997 and early 1998 have
been partly reversed, interna-
tiorial reserves have been sub-
stantially replenished and
stock markets have rebounded.”

The report credited tighter
nmonetary policies that the IMF
said had achieved "considerable
success in re-establishing fi-
nancial stability” and health-
ier exchange rates.

With a return of investor
confidence, notably in response
to large current account sur-
pluses, short-term interest
rates have now come down to
between five and efif,lll per cent,
rates that prevailed prior to the
acute financial crises both
countries suffered in 1997.

The IMF has come under
sharp criticism, notably in US
academic circles, the US
Congress and in some quarters
at the World Bank, for its insis-
tence that countries receiving
its support first tackle currency
weaknesses by raising interest
rates.

Higher rates, critics contend.

impede recovery and take a
heavy toll on national living
standards.

In Indonesia, interest rates
are also coming down followi
a strengthening in the loca
currency, the rupiah, and
in light of weaker inflationary
pressures, the report found.

The IMF acknowledged that
the imposition of capital and
exchange controls in Malaysia
last September. initiatives that
found little favour among fund
economists, "may have facili-
tated the easing of interest
rates.”



