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Moving ahead with a 'patriotic' agenda

OFAIL Ahmed, the
firebrand student leader of
the sixties and one of the

prime movers of the War of
Liberation. has an astonishing
flare when he talks about
commerce and industry, which
are not supposed to be his cup of
tea. Roughly three years into
the two key ministries, he
exudes confidence while
speaking of his agenda at home
and abroad. He has learnt the
tricks of the trade well enough
to make his counterparts from
the developed countries agree to
his proposal at international
meetings. In Geneva, all agreed
to accord market access to LDCs
when Tofail Ahmed led the
campaign for the 48 poor na-
tions. Excerpts of a revealing
interview (See the Star Website
for details)

THE DAILY STAR (DS): You
have been the minister for
Commerce and Industries for
nearly three yecars now. Have
you been able to make any

es?

Tofail Ahmed (TA): Of
course. When | started working
in the ministry of commerce, it
was such a ministry that [ was
really wondering what is to be
done. Just after taking the re-
sponsibility, I solved the irregu-
larities of GSP certificates. And
even a time came when our ex-
port to European Union was
about to be halted and I had to
take the responsibility of re-
solving it. After successful ne-
gotiation with important lead-
ers of the European Union - 1
had three rounds of discussion
with. them - | was ultimately
successful in resolving the
problem. And this also proved
that we were transparent in the
affairs of the ministry and that
the government was account-
able to the people. So this is
number one,

And then, many decisions
had been pending for 2-3 years.
Even a small decision could not
be given by the past government
like providing permission for
n%ening of the American
Chamber of Commerce and In-
dustry in Bangladesh.

I became the minister on
June 23 and entered the Secre-
tarial on June 26 after twenty-
one years. After the killing of
the Father of the Nation I never
entered the Secretariat. On June
27. the American Ambassador
David Merrill met me in my
ministry and told me that for
the last two and half years they
had been showing interest to
have the permission for open-
ing of the American Chamber of
Commerce in Bangladesh but
they did not get it. I picked up
the red telephone and talked to
the Prime Minister. I promised
the American Ambassador that
within the following seventy-
two hours this permission
would be given. I could give it in
48 hours. And within a month. I
inaugurated the American
Chamber of Commerce and in-
dustry in Bangladesh. So,-this
was the situation.

Similarly, the officials of
the ministry of commerce did
not know what is to be done
with regard to WTO, the World
Trade Organisation, of which
we are a member. Bangladesh is
not only a member of WTO, it is

also i spokesman and co-ordi-
nator for the Least Developed
Countries. Neither our govern-
ment nor the Least Developed
Countries could pressurise or
mobilise opinion for getting the
market access to the more de-

veloped. economies. In the first .

ministers’ conference in Singa-
pore, 1 played a very important
role. Not only did 1 represent
my country I also represented
48 nations as their spokesman
and co-ordinator. When the
proposal of getting market ac-
cess was almost rejected, it was
[ who took the floor and spoke
not less than half an hour to the
developed nations. There I pro-
posed that we have to have the
market access. In the declara-
tion of the rhinisters’ confer-
ence, there must be a ph
where it must be included that
market access is to be given to
the least developed countries,
Many countries ,uﬂpused my
proposal and after | had spoken,
the meeting was postponed for
twenty minutes and ultimately
my proposal was accepted.
hen I went to Geneva to at- .

tend the high-level meeting
where | was the co-chairman. |
also played very important role
there. TEE. meeting was divided
into two parts. One was led by
the -South African Commerce
Minister and another was
chaired by me. The South
African Commerce Minister led
a thematic discussion on the
report and [ played on the deci-
sion of the thematic discussion.
So for the first time, the world
multilateral organisations like
WTO, IMF, UNDP, took the de-
cision that a comprehensive

lan of action will be taken in
avour of the Least Developed
Countries.

Then Bangladesh is the first
country in the world from
where ICP or the Integrated
Country Programme was
launched. The UNCTAD Secre-
tary General came. Then the
UNIDO conference was held in
November 1997 and | was
chairman of the conference. It
played-a very important role.

So in this way the ministry
of commerce is now plsg;ing a
very important role in the in-
ternational forum. And being
the commerce minister, I vis-
ited many countries of the
world and I had the opportuni
to attend many internationa
meetings. 1 could place
Bangladesh in a very high posi-
tion. The people of the world
have now started thinking that
Bangladesh is not only a coun-
try of cyclones and famine,
Bangladesh is a country of
pride.

DS: So you also undertook
the task of building
Bangladesh's image abroad.

TA: The commerce min-
istries in all the countries of the
world are Ela}ring a very impor-
tant role. Commerce is a major
issue all over the world now. As
a commerce minister 1 get the

opporiunity to visit many coun-
tries, have discussions, negotia-
tions, trade negotiations. I at-
tended the commerce ministers’
meeting in Bangkok. 1 attended
the DTl meet in UK three times.
I was in Washington in the
month of June last year where |
inaugurated the US-Bangladesh
Business Council. Many reputed
US companies were present Lo
express their interest in invest-
ing in Bangladesh. So I've been
to many parts of the world
where | have had the chance to
pm%,e;t Bangladesh's image.

: Back home, what are the

"areas in which you have made

things change as far as policies
are concerned?

TA: The present government
is the only government working
in very close co-operation with
the private sector. We have a
task force in the ministry of
commerce of which the private
sector leaders are members. Af-
ter every two or three months,
we get together and identify the
problems and resolve them.

The goal of the present gov-
ernment is to play the role of a
facilitator. The present gov-
ernment does not control busi-
ness. We see businessmen as
businessmen and we don't try to
identify them by their political
affiliation.

I have an advisory council
consisting of chamber leaders.
Here too, we get together and re-
solve problems, There are even
members from the opposition.
There are members trom al-
most all the political parties
who have representation in

arliament. Members of Jatiya
arty, BNP, Jamaat are all pre-
sent in these meetings. They are
the key players for our eco-

.nomic development, so we take

their advice because they are
the ones who are facing the
problems. There is the Governor
of Bangladesh Bank, Chairman
of NBR, officers from relevant
ministries who are there. So the
ministries of commerce and
industry are playing the role of
a facilitator. And this is a very
important role.

We have made a change in
our industrial policy. Previ-
ously it was for three years.
Now it is for five years. These
changes in policy are also made
in consultation with the private
sector people. Members of oppo-
sition were taken into those
meetirigs where we decided to
change the industrial policy. At
these meetings. we have eco-
nomic leaders of the country,
business leaders of the country
and members of political par-
ties. .

DS: Were the decisions unan-
imous when political leaders
were also part of the process?

TA: Yes, we are unanimous
in our decisions because the
major opposition party and the

~present government believe in

the same economic policy -

-market economy, -liberalisa-

tion.

We had a committee for dis-
tribution of fertiliser. There
also we had opposition repre-
sentation. We have a Privatisa-
tion Board. There also, the op-
position parties have members.
The government may change
with time, but the policies will
remain. That is why we wanted
national consensus on such an
important issue. And success-
fully, for the last three years, we
could distribute fertiliser to the
farmers. There was an increase
in price of fertiliser, but the
farmers are buying the fer-
tiliser at the same price. It rose
by a thousand taka but farmers

have not been allected. Because
we have proper monitoring.

DS: Is it because the mid-
dlemen are mo longer reaping
the benefits?

TA: Yes, that's right. That's
where we have acted.

DS: Now, to regional
trade, what is the situation in
this area? Where do we stand
today? Lol

TA: When | attended a Saarc
Commerce Ministers' confer-
ence in islamabad, | was thun-
dered when | saw the Rules of
Origin criteria. They did not ex-
pect anything from member
states of Saarc, because the do-
mestic value added contents
was supposed to be 50 per cent
for the developed countries
within Saarc, the developing
countries like India, Pakistan,
Sri Lanka, and 40 per cent for
the LDCs like Bangladesh, -
Nepal, Bhutan and Maldives. I
proposed 20 to 30 per cent vdlue
added contents and ultimately
it was done. On the basis of my
proposal it was agreed that it
would be 30 per cent. Now we
will be able to export our prod-
ucts to India,

Then, what did the past gov-
ernment do? They reduced the
customs duty. As a result,
Bangladesh became a market
for other countries includin
India. But nobody reciprocated.
But we had the obligation.

But now, this year we ex-
ported 20 million dollars more
to India, but India exported less
to Bangladesh. India has al-
ready announced that they will
withdraw barriers to most of
the items. On an average, 50 per
cent tariff concessions will be
given to us. Our maximum tariff
duty was 350 per cent. So it was
reduced to 300 ger cent. In the
third year of their (BNP gov-
ernment's) term, they reduced it
to 50 per cent.

True, we are members of
WTO and we have a lot of obli-
gations and we will have to lib-
eralise our trade regime. But
tariff on finished products was
lt]sser than that of raw materi-
als!

DS: What could have been
the rationale behind that?

TA: The past government
was interested in imports. The
paper had 15 per cent customs
duty. But if yvou imported the
raw material for it, the duty
would be 30 per cent.

DS: So the BNP government
acted in the interests of the im-
porters? |

TA: | don't like to say it like
that, but you can understand
why. Say, if there is no customs
duty on the import of SSP and
TSP, but there is customs duty if
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tries to be disinvested. They could disinvest only 10. Now
it 1s our turn to implement the unfinished task. But
when we are trying to implement the reform pro-
gramme, the opposition comes from the major
opposition party.”

my Chittagong SSP, TSP plants
import raw materials like rock
phosphate. So there is no duty
on finished products, but there
is duty on the raw matetial!

DS: What is the Tariff Com-

mission doing then?

TA: It's true that there exists
the Tariff Commission. After
1975, after the killing of the Fa-
ther of the Nation, the Tariff
Commission is an entity which
does not have any value. The
NBR does nol give any impor-
tance to the Tariff Commission.
They put forward hundreds of
recommendations anel only five
Or six are accepted.

So there were inany anoma-
lies in the tarifl regime. We are
now updating it. The finance

minister and myself are work- -

ing togelher to update it.
DS: Coming back to SAPTA

TA: SAPTA was framéd in
1993. It came into being in
1995. As one of the signatories
to SAPTA. Bangladesh could
not play its due role. They
agreed in the Rules of Origin
that the value-added contents
would be 40 per cent. Then there
was the question of SAFTA, the
South Asian Free Trade Area. I
said very boldly that unless we

could fulfil the obligations of _

SAPTA, we cannot enter into
SAFTA. Even we are interested
to have a market access to Pak-
istan. Sri Lanka, India on non-
reciprocal basis. :

DS: How are these countries
responding?

TA: It is still at the negotiat-
ing level, but we hope it will be
decided in the third ministerial
meeting of WTO in Seattle in
November this year. And there |
will play a very important role.
If it is proved that LDCs are
marginalised, then measures
will be taken in favour of the
least developed countries. But
as | mentioned, there was a

meeting in Leon, there was a °

meeting in Marrakesh, there
were ministers in the United
Nations. And for the first time,
in the first ministers' confer-
ence, it was I, on behalfl of
Bangladesh and the 48 nations,
who proposed it, and it was ac-
cepted. Now it is moving to-
wards implementation. So in
that meeting we hope that the
Least Developed Countries will
get market access,

Of course by this time, Aus-
tralia, Switzerland and many
other countries are according us
market access. We are getting a
market in the European Union
through GSP. We are gettin
quota from the United States o
America. We are the fifth
largest readymade garment ex-
Eﬂrters to USA and sixth to the

U.

Sometimes we are talking

"about trade imbalance between

India and Bangladesh. There is
trade imbalance between China
and Bangladesh also. There is
trade imbalance between USA
and Bangladesh also ... Europe
and Bangladesh also. Some-
times it is in our favour; some-
times it is in their favour. .

You know. we are sur-
rounded by India, so we are im-
porting rice from India, we are
importing yarn from India, cot-
ton from India, fabric from In-
dia and so many things. So that
is the reason that they export
more to us. On the othetr hand,
we have a good market in India
for such products like ceramics,
finished leather goods. Our ex-
porters have the European
market, American market and
export less of their products to
the market of India.

DS: Do we really have a
strong product base to export to
India?

TA: Let me tell you that India
is a country that first looks at
the interests of its domestic in-
dustries. India is also a member
of WTO. but it did not liberalise
as fast as we did. That is the

ditference. India exports about

35 to 40 billion dollars every
ear and imports 40 to 50 hil-
fon dollars. That is their {rade
imbalance, which they try to
reduce. We are also narrowing
our imbalance. Now we can
meet from our exports about 70
per cent of our imports. When
we took over it was 59 per cent.
Our exports have increased by
10 per cent in terms of the im-
port bill.

When I became the minister,
our exports were USS 3.8 bil-
lion. In our first year, exports
grew to USS 4.42 'hillion, at 13
per cent.

DS: But that was the trend of
grqwth at that time.

TA: In the second year of our

terms. our exports were LISS-

5.16 billion growing at 16.81
per ceni. And this year, our ex-
ports will be USS 5.6 billion.
And | hope that we'll be able to
reach the target. ,

DS: Last year's floods halted
much of the economic activity.
Still you are hoping to hit the

et?

A: T'll be frank with you. I »

made an ambitious target in the
ast. In our export policy for
ive years, the first year's target

was USS 5.63 billion. In the:

second year, it is USS 6.1 bil-
lion. It increased like this and
in the terminal year it was USS
8.1 billion. But when [ saw the
performance of the last year,
the growth of 16.81 per cent, [
thought, let it be more. So what-
ever we estimated in our Exim
Policy, that is 5.63, I made 200
million dollars more. '

DS: It is still garment-based.

TA: We have started diversi-
f}dn%]t:ur export basket items.
We- have got a massive help
from the World Bank -- USS 47
million which is being called
matching grant fund or MGF. If
a private sector company. for
example, gives 50 thousand
taka, they will be given 50 thou-
sand from this grant, So it's
fifty-fifty. And I have proposed
to make the chairman of this
fund management from the pri-
vate sector.

Then, we have identified
computer sector as a thrust
area, and you know many com-
panies are coming up. I have al-
ready inaugurated five or six

companies - NIIT, IBM, TATA
elc. So many companies are

mmmﬁ and boys are getting
trained. -,

We already have a fund with
EPB and we will distribute this
fund for diversification of ex-
port. Banks are giving funds to

oung unemployed but energetic
ys who have involved them-
selves in computer software
business. We are updating the
laws and putting in place the in-
tellectual property rights act. It
is difficult to get the exaet data
on software export. Officially it
is said that USS 10 tnillion is

exported, ‘but it may be 'niore. '

Maybe we have already exported
USS 100 million. So if we can
develop this IT sector, it will
play a more important role
than readymade garments.

DS: What are other areas
which you think hold potential
in Bangladesh for export and

TA: We think there are manj,r-

items like diamond jewellery,
artiticial flowers, natural [ow-
ers, cormputer soltware, agricul-
tural products, melamine, ce-
ramics. So diversification ef-
fort is there. Though at this
moment we are earning -‘72-73
per ceni from RMG, but other
sectors will come up.

I can assure you, we are giv-
ing cash incentives to the
leather sector and jute sector
also. But all over the world the
consumer items are facing a
setback, so the prices are also
low. Jute market is very dull
now. Leather market is very
dull. We have a potential
leather industry. Yesterday |
had the opportunity to talk to
Mr. Manzur Elahi. He is a
member of our Export Promo-
tion Bureau. This year he is ex-
Fecting 20 million US dollars
rom exports. But there are not
that many companies who are
interested to export. Then, there
is the frozen food industry. The
prospects of these sectors are
VEery br'i?ht. And we are giving
them help.

We are interested in back-
ward linkage industries. I have
visited many industries. I was
really amazed. Our en-
trepreneurs have the potential.

. Some of these industries are

most modern, computerised. |
was really impressed.
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But it is I who told the Indians that
we will export gas but only after
fulfilling our domestic needs.
First we have to see how
much we have.”

DS: But still there are not
many coming up in backward
linkages,

TA: Let me tell you the rea-
son. This year, India is invest-
ing 25 thousand crore rupees in
two sectors only -- in textiles
and in jute. They are giving the
money to real investors, not. to
sick industries, at a subsidised
rate of interest. The price of
yarn in India is USS 2.5. Here it
is 3.5. We are giving one dollar
in cash incentive, so that our
people can buy it. But unfortu-
nately, it became good for the
exporters but bad for the indus-
trialists. the backward linkage
industrialists. Derogation of
rules of origin by the EU from
three-stage to two-stage has
made exporters very happy. but
we can only meet 30-35 per cent
of our demand and the rest is
imported. When we negotiated
the two-stage derogation, our
knitwear exporters became very
happy, but we shall-have to help
the backward linkage indus-
iries, otherwise they will shut
down. I have already talked
with the finance minister.

DS: The government has
been talking about all these
thli':ulgs for long, but nothing

has happened so far.

TA: This year, we have with-
drawn 2.5 per cent DSC
(development surcharge) from
textiles and three per cent ad-
vance income tax. This will
take eflect from July 1. Every
exporter will benefit from it. We
are upgrading our customs de-
partment also.

DS: Do you get support or co-
operation from BNP when it
comes to national economic
agenda?

TA: No, we do not. It is the
BNP government which identi-
fied 55 industries to be disin-
vested. They could disinvest
only 10. Now it is our turn to
implement the unfinished task.
We made Saifur Rahman a
member ol the Privatisation
Board, but later he declined and
now Kamal Ibn Yusuf (of BNP)
and some others are members
of the Board. So when we are
trying to implement the reform
programme, the opposition
comes from the major opposi-
tion party.

It was BNP which decided to
privatise the Chittagong Steel
Mills. We haven't decided
whether it will be ﬁiven to pri-
vate sector. Now, when BNP was
in government, they sold goods
from Chittagong Steel Mills (o
such people who have not paid
till now, There is a man belong-
ing to BNP who is not paying.
There are many companies like
that. There were such irregular-
ities.. .

DS: Why do we need the in-
dustry ministry? Do you think
the state should continue to
own and run businesses?

TA: No, we don't think the
government should continue
doing that. Gradually ...

DS: But I remember you hav-
ing said that the government
would set up more fertiliser fac-
tories in public sector ... :

TA: No, no. Not at all. Only
in private sector. You know
there is this Western on In-
tegrated Project submitted by
Unocal to utilise gas in Shah-
bazpur. They have expressed in-
lerest to set up three fertiliser
[actories on their own. One in
Bhola one is Jessore and an-
other in’ North Bengal. For
Shahjajal (in Sylhet), we have
already floated tender and got
response from four interna-
tional companies like ABCDL,
Foster Wheeler, an Italian com-
pany and an Indian company.

DS: And a Chinese company

- as well?

TA: No. When BNP was in
government, it was decided to
give it to a Chinese company

under supplier's credit. We have

given up that idea. Even the
Shajlalal will be in private

. must be

seclor. Whatever land and ma-
chinery we have will be our eq-
uity. And we may get 10, 15 or
20 per cent share, But a export-
oriented foreign company will
be the owner of this Shaﬁjalal
factory.

Another we are thinking of
may be in Chandpur or some-
where else which will be pro-
ducing ammonia or nitrogen.
S0 we are not Fping to establish
any lertiliser factory in public
sector.

Then question comes about
the private sector projects like
KAFCO. We will take a lesson
from KAFCO and will be very
careful in future. The govern-
ment will not be a guarantor as
it is in KAFCO. And gas price
will be decided according to in-
lernational rates. Everything
will be done in a proper way --
lransparent, accountable and
definitely in the interests of the
country.

DS: So it has been a bitter
experience for you in the gov-
ernment, this KAFCO experi-
ence. How bitter is it?

TA: The people who were in-
volved in this should be tried

- because they sold the interest of

the country. 1 cannot think of
this. | am a minister, a respon-

sible man in the government.

The negotiation is going on and
I will not be able to tell you ev-

erything. And definitely, 1 am
sure. you will not ask me. Sim-
ply I will say that when Ershad
was the President, this project
came into being. He 50{{:1 our
country to the foreigners.

When BNP was in the gov-
ernment, they too did not play
the role of a patriotic govern-
ment, The agreement was made
by Ershad and was imple-
mented by BNP. Now | am tak-
ing the responsibility of accep-
tance of this project. That I am
not going to do. And that is the
reason when the commercial
settlement was almost going to
be made, I said this is not going
to be done like this. This is why
we have appointed IFC as advi-
sors. They will advise on re-
structuring and they will also
do the technical audit. We will
get the report by 31 May. Then
we will have a meeting again.
Those who are the partners
have also realised the problems.
The construction cost for
KAFCO was mitially USS 300
million. Then it was made USS
430 million! At the cost of
whom? And that was unso-
licited! Not through a tender!

Now the general contractor
is a shareholder, a lender and
an off-taker. So everybody is

retting benefit. But Tk 200 crore
as been given as equity by
BCIC, but till today we did not
get a single taka from KAFCO.
Now there is a citizen litigation
case in the High Court. Our par-
liamentary standing committee
has decided to go for a study on
how this negotiation was done.

‘DS: So youw are doing an in-

quiry into that?

TA: Not exactly an inquiry.
But we would like to see how all
these things were done,

DS: If you are not cond
a proper inquiry, how are you
going to try those responsible?

TA: You see the politicians of
this country are unfortunate. If
one of them commits murder,

he says he did not commit mur-

der and tries to say he is being

victimised. If there is a charge
of corruption against a politi-
cian, then he calls it a politicalk
vendetta. He invokes. human
rights.

Today Ershad is duingﬂ&uli-
tics in this country and talking
big. There is nobody more cor-
rupt than him in Bangladesh.
He is a shameless man.

DS: The Awami League gov-
emnment released him.

TA: No, it was the court that
released him.

DS: But the public perception
is that he came out of jail as
part of an understanding with
the Awami League.

- TA: BNP was in power for
five years. And there were only
two cases f[iled against him. He
was in jail when BNP was in
power. They gave him cellular
Ehnnes and they used to talk to

im. They are hypocrites.

DS: Coming back to
and development of industries,
you said that the opening of the
Bangabandhu Bridge would
open the floodgates to industri-
alisation n northern

desh. There are no signs
of it as yet. g

TA: | visited various parts of
Bangladesh recently. | visited
the industrial estates, We will
make plans for people to invest
in these industrial estates.
Keeping the Bangabandhu
En‘dge in mind, we are going to
esta

trial park and it has been de-
cided. More benefit will be given
to those investing in the north-
ern parts of Bangladesh.

There have been economic
problems all over the world, in
Southeast Asia, India, Pak-
istan. So Bangladesh, being a
least developed country, is still
better off in comparison to oth-
ers. There is negative growth in
export in India, Pakistan and
NE]JEI.L But we are doing very
well in exports even after the
floods.

Our private sector people are
very good. People want to make

ropaganda that they are de-
aulters, this and that. But one
must try to understand why a
businessman becomes de-
faulter. There are many rea-
SOMS.

DS: It is true that there are
many circumstantial default-
ers. But the wilful defaulters
punished. Are you do-
ing that?

TA: We have taken many de-
cisions and so did our Finance

Minister. We are reforming the
banking sector. Things have
changed a lot in this sector.

DS: The small and medium

‘industries are not much sup-

port. There are complaints that
many of them are dying...

TA: If we did not give sup-
port. why was there a tremen-

dous growth of industries last

year? There were floods for

three months. Every industry

chis. campaign slogan,

lish more industries. We -
- wouild like 1o set up an indus-

suflered because of the floods.

DS: There are certain prob-
lems which had nothing to do
with the floods. They say they
do not have enough support.
There is a tremendous lack of
logistics. There are power sup-
ply problems and such other

5.

TA: We are not only giving
the infrastructural support, but
financial support also. I have
already started taking to the
bank people so that these small
and medium industries people
can borrow from banks. We
would like to set up industries
in our industrial estates.

There are some estates where
there are no more places for in-
dustries. There is a tremendous
demand in Narayanganj
Hosiery Palli, then there is a
projeclt in Konabari and many
other places. | opened an estate
in Naogaon.

About electricity, we are try-
ing our best. The usage of elec-
tricilfr has gone up tremen-
dously. You see the high rise
buildings in Dhaka city. Where
there was one plot for one fam-
ily in Dhanmondi, there are
now 24 families in one plot. In
every rooml, there is air condi-
tioner, Iridge etc. We are signing
contracts with power compa-
nies. So it will be all right very
SOOI,

DS: How soon?

TA: | want to be fair. We do
not have the habit of simply
passing blame on the past gov-
ernment. But the last govern-
ment claims to have increased
500 MW. That is not true. The
power plants set up under their
government and under that of
Ershad have inferior quality
machinery and there was so
much corruption. Raozan 1 and
2 are similar to KAFCO. These
are Lhe similar cases ol 1mis-
handling and corruption.

We are trying to do every-
thing in the private sector,
which takes longer time, Ar-
ranging finance for the private
sector takes time. If the gov-
ernmernt does things in the pub-
lic sector. it becomes very
quick. KAFCO came into being
after 13 years. It started in 1981
and was completed in 1993. But
public sector projects like Ja-
muna and CUFL were completed
much quicker,

DS: Why can't you do this
about a power plant, now that
the extent of urgency is so
great?

TA: We want the private sec-

"tor to play an important role.

Now from our experience, 1 be-
iieve there are certain sectors
where the government should
continue to play a role, at least
until things take a shape. What
happened in Manila? There was
a time when every day there
were power failures for 15 times
or so. (The then President Fidel)
Ramos said he would remove
the darkness from Manila as
For
Manila, he bought ,a, power
Elant with public money. Later,

e allowed private sector people
to set up barge-mounted power
plants and others in the private
sector.

DS: There have been com-
plaints that the government is
f;l;iing in taking decisions. De-
TA: That is absolutely incor-
rect. You see, a private Ameri-
can company set up a power
plant in Pakistan. Their price
of electricity was 6.5 cents, We
negotiated with the same com-
pany. The price of electricity is
2.97 cents. When Pakistan saw
this, they started re-negotia-
tions.

When I became a minister,
Unocal came to Bhola, met me.
They told me within 18 months
they can set the power plants up
to produce 400 MW and supply
Bhola, Barisal, Khulna and
more.

But then came the question
of pipelines. What should be the
measurements of the pipelines?
The diameter should be 36°
inches or 24 inches. It could be
established in Bhola but there
would be more expenditure. So
the negotiations are going on,
what should the price of gas be

- and what should the price of

electricity be? The foreign com-
panies want to set up pipelines
so that, if things change, they
can export gas to Khulna.

Negoliations are going on
with AES company. We have
awarded the contract to a Chi-
nese company for the Megh-
naghat plant. Thgn there is
Baghabari. I think®™we are head-
ing for a solution.

DS: How long do you think it
will take to solve these power
problems?

TA: Within a year there will
be tremendous development.

DS: Do you support export of
gas to India or any other coun-

TA: You see, | am not against
the export of gas, but it is [ who
told the Indians - when there
was a business rmo--icil meeting
and the American Commerce
Minister was there, there was
an MOU with Enron - that we
will export gas but only after
fulfilling our domestic wants.
First we have lo see how much
we have. We still do not know
how much we have. At the mo-
ment we have 10 TCF with we
can continue up till the year
2015. Every year our require-
ment will be higher. We are go-
ing to get gas from a field devel-
oped by Occidental, We are going
to get gas from Sangu Valley. We
are going to make power plants,
fertiliser factories.

When we are going to allow
these foreign investors to invest
in Bangladesh's energy sector.
What is a production sharing
contract? Firstly, they will re-
cover their money which has
been spent. Then we will have a
portion and they will have a
portion. We will have to bu
their portion. That is why wi
the best blocks we are moving a
bit slow because we have to con-
sider a lot of things. Our offi-

‘cials are working very hard on

this, but our [gna} is to protect
the interest of the country.

DS: Thank very much you
for your time. :



