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Concord —thriving on innovation
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Concord's engraved cement concrete tiles plant in operation
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One hine n
received a letter from the ministry
project. We

woming in 1991, we

cancellimg the llv-ovel

were bewildered by the decision
since we had borrowed and invested
SO Much inthe project, Savs Kamal
adding "Concord should have
LOT iy OLaps lonthat day

Hult it did not. Ihscouniing whal
ever had been lostin thi ol -,-.HI.'J.H
led ] neLhy qu pDattie,
Nar | 1N 1 his | (d |
{ 15 L ure char | [ |
un ! | 1a<i1oni 1S lelt tha
Concord did 1 liversiiv s busi
nessoverthevearsandso, « H.‘-;L]
\erk | bare i1s vulnerability and lel
1 llv Shaken. Secondly, govern-
ment constructions made up 4
chunk of its business pertfolio

S0, the order was given- "Find

new business,
ton

[he jourmey of Concord as an
innovative, highly cost-cutting
construction material producer
company began from this point. The
rescarch team pinpointed a number
Ol reve dilﬂ}-_: lacts. For brick
walls are the most ¢ APENSIVE Ones In
the world. Each s(uare leet of brick
wall in Bangladesh is about 20 per
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stirer than a concrete wall in
the US, while brick walls are 50 per
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one cubic leet ol
Making (
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does not have
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cent weightier as well, The lighter a
wall, the more quake tolerant it is. I
will also reduce structural costs of a
bullding, as the beam and column
sizeswill come down

| he research works lurther lfound

thart cheap housing cntically

|'L'1l.l-.'1.’.1:; the cost ol

largest com-

which i1s the

ponent of a building. In Bangladesh

stones used 1ol

MCIele costs dne Lil.“"nl.'k'll!

cubic feet ol concrete abroad

nis 1s mainly because Bangladesh

IS own stonge (uicir-

L his 1s an dlogical situation. We

are a poor country, but we have to
pay more than the richest countrvin
the world for raw materials.,

S0, W
thought that we couldn't reduce the
price ol stones, but surely couldcut
the use of concrete by changing
designs. We had to use new technol-
ogy and innovate design to reduce
concrete use and we did that.”

So, the 10-man Tk 50 lakh budget
research team selttled down to work
in full swing. Itlooked into the differ-
ent cost-saving practices in differ-
ent countries and came up with a
design that would save 40 per cent
concrete and 25 per cent building
reinforcement needs without allect-
ing the structural strength of a build-

Revolutionising

FROM PAGE 20
pany and
network across the «
ducing the

distributor
.-IH]I-:-Ir'_s.

enhanced
INLro-
and same
Presently the come-
pany has around 150 active dealers

same price
service’ policy.
IH::.?;-,: resirud lllfillj;,[ we spent
a 1ot of money [or improving the
capabilinies ol our dealers and
increasing the network of our busi-
Director ol
Rahimalrooz (Bangladesh) Limited.
| he 1982
extended a policy supporn to local
industries by imposing a ban on
import ol those products, which
were also produced locally. Earlier,
the local industries had 1o compete
vith l'nn:ign producits.
- I'he policy during 1982-90
helpedthe company grow faster and

ness, said Niaz Rahim,
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expand its domestic network. This is
exactly how many of the so-called
Asian tigers flourished under a
captive market. However,
Rahimalrooz did not try to under-
mine 1ls customers interest by
increasing price in absence of fors
eign products. This also helped the
company earm astrong goodwill and
customer confidence

I'he company was facing a lot of
challenges 1o survive due to the
open market policy from the carly
nineties. Its products were compar-
atively less competitive in terms of
price, as the cost of production was
higher mainly due 1o lower output,
Increasing the production of batter-
ies was the only solution to becom-
ing compettive both at home and
abroad

Ihe company made an agree-
ment with Chloride Industrial
Batteries Ltd, UK, in 1991 for techni-
cal collaboration. Rahimalrooz
Batteries Ltd manulactures special-
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ing. The team suggesied hollow
concrete blocks (o make buildings
light so that highter structures might
support the walls,

In lact, these were nothing new

and had been in use in the US. We

just studhed the process, advantages

and 1h.1!'|1h d them. These made Iy
dreamcome true (o provide a pucca
building at the cost ol a tin-shed
structure.

{lllltil[tt luiill"s |]¢i\ IlIH‘_'.-

automaltic plants at dillerent places
of the country churning out some

100,000 preces ol blocks in every 10-

hour shult. [t has imported its block-
making plant from Germany and
hasitsmanpower trained in the US

What advantages these concrele

blocks have?

“Well, for one, these are econom-
ical,” Kamal said lifting a hollow
block and slowly turming it in his
hand. "Block walls are resistant to
everyday abuse done by careless
people. They come in permanent
colours and so don't need any extra
plastering. They keep the room
temperature low and thereby help
save energy.”

But on top of it, blocks are envi-
ronmentally friendly,

"Yes, they are,” Kamal shook his
head. "According to a 1993 estimate,
two billion pieces of bricks are made

in Bangladesh every year. To make
these, Tk 1375 milion worth ol
lirewood Is required which pushes
the Tuel cost for making each piece
ol bricktoTk 1."

\gamnst this estimate, each block
costs Tk 0.20 in fuel expenditure in
terms ol electricity. This means a
huge Tk 1.6 billion (1993 estimate)
annual saving in fuel cost for the
country.

Kamal can go on giving details
about more such cost saving aspects
ol blocks. IFor example, the laying
and platering of one billion pieces of
5-inch think brick walls would
require 13.5 million bags of cement
while it would need 6.77 billion bags
of cement 10 both make and lay
hollow blocks 1o cover the equiva-
lent space ol wall. This means & net
6.73 millionn bags of less ¢ement
import the cost of which would
come to around US$24 million.

A walk along the pavement by
Sheraton Hotel gives one another
view of the Concord paving blocks.
In Bangladesh, where digging and
re-digging of pavements 1s almost a
perpetual rituwal, these blocks can
radically save public money and
stop theft.

'If you need to dig a pavement,
just lift the blocks and do whatever
you want to," said Kamal, "After

completion, just put the blocks back
and they will click against one
another, You don't need to re-
cementthe whole thing.”

Cost saving being the pivotal
poimnt ol its business plan, Concord
has also introduced a whole range
of innovative products like ceiling
blocks, mono-laver high-
compressed Terrazzo tiles and
cladding tiles.

Ihe celling blocks are used (o
make slabs that are reinforced in two
directions and are much lighter than
conventional slabs with the same
load-bearimg capacity.

“This leads 1o massive savings in
costs, as the structure can be
designed for a much lower self-
weight,” explains Kamal.

As part of its latest addition 1o
innovative building construction
method, Concord is importing a
plant from the US to make structural
concrete blocks. With this method,
high-rise buildings can be built
without any column. This will cut 40
per cent costs by eliminating the
need for plastering and paints while
ensuring high seismic resistance.

‘In fact, columns are risky for
earthquake, as bad workmanship in
one column can endanger the whole
building. But this load bearing walls
will eliminate such chances. We are

he field of energy

ised industrial batteries. IBL,
equipped with modern production
machinery and testing facility,
produces a wide range of lead-acid
industrial barteries with capacities
ranging from 20AH to 2500AH in a
single cell. The batteries are used for
applications 1n telecommunica-
tions, power station, raillway system,
electric vehicle, forklift, ship, buoy
lightingand solar power system

As the company was desperately
(rying to enter the foreign market,
the first breakthrough in this regard
was during 1992-93 when it
exported 1S produets to Nepal. It
expanded its export base by acquir-
INg Yuasa Battery (Bangladesh) Lid
in 1994 and launched its own brand-
-Volta Batteries--for the global
market.

"We participated in the Dubai
trade fair but faced serious hitches
as nobody was interested o visitany
Bangladeshi stall due to the coun-
(ry s negative image. It was an uphill
lask to promote any local product in
the overseas market at that time,”
Niaz Rahim recalled.

To overcome the situation, the
company undertook different confi-
dence-building activities 1o pro-

mote its products abroad, which
started with Nepal. "And we also
learned a lot from these activities,”
he wenton.

In January 2000, the company
opened its first international office
in Ahmedabad, India. Itis marketing
itsVolta battery in India for two years
now and has an extensive distribu-
tion network of 350 dealers all across
the neighbouring country.

The company also has distribu-
tion networks in Middle East and
South EastAsia.

Export is going up and the com-
pany has to expand its capacity 1o
maintain the present growth rate.
BME (balancing, modernisation
and expansion) has become essen-
tial to increase the present ability as
the company's capacity reached its
peak-point,

RBL's present capacity is 400,000
pieces while it has already under-
taken an expansion programme 1o
enhance its ability 1o 700,000 within
ashortspan ol time.

RBL, an 150 9002 certified com-
pany, is the largest lead-acid battery
manulacturer in Bangladesh, ofler-
ing the most extensive range ol
automotive and specialised indus-
trial bartteries. The manufacturing
over 300 different types ol batteries
with excellent export growth record
has put the company in a leading
position as a South Asian regional
player.

Besides battery manulacturing,
the company received distributor-
ship of Dunlop tyre in 1981, It is
selling the Tull range ol tyres - start-

ing from truck to autorickshaw -
and maintains printed ‘fixed price’
policy.

"Rahimalrooz firmly believes in
the reward of integrity. We have

using this method in our mammoth
Lake City project and this has helped
us keep apartment prices at mini-
mum.”

Another cost-saving factor for
concrete blocks is that these can be
built with strength according to the
height of the building, On the other
hand, bricks are built with the same
strength and as such the same bricks
are used for both low and high-rise
buildings. This is not cost-effective
forthe low-rise building owners.

So far, Concord has invested
some Tk 32 crore in its structural
block and floor-making plants. It
will produce 80,000 pieces of struc-
tural blocks a day from February. If
the land and machinery prices are
taken together, the investment
would go beyond Tk 160 crore.

Concord has already started
seeing profits in its block, Terrazzo
and pavement projects,

Although its products were novel
and the benefits quite attractive,
Concordhad adifficult time with the
marketingof the same.

“IU s a very conservative markel
and nobody wants to risk such huge
investments in a building. So, ini-
tially we had 1o concentrate a lot on
marketing. We had to educate the
people and apprise them of the
benelits of using our products. We
had (o price our products very low
and olfer free samples 1o clients,
which was a real test for our market-
ing team, Finally, we madeit.”

Today many well-known real
estate firms are using Concord
products to make their offers com-
peutve. But iniually, Concord's own
projects were the only consumers of
1ts products.

In marketing and popularising its
products, Concord had to face
strange odds. For example, its ready-
mix concrete mixture which it sells
(o clients on order was rejected by
construction supervisors although
the mixture was high in terms of
quality because of computer
weighted use of ingredients. The
reason for rejection was that if they
buy ready concrete from Concord,

then the scope for pilferage for site

SUPEIVISOrS Cedses.

Behind all these new ventures
worked Kamal's time-tested busi-
ness philosophy you have to diver-
sify and spread risks to different
baskets for growth.

Concord is now eyeing another
highly-ambitious project an
amusement park.

“Idon't call itambitious, it is very
much a viable project,” says Kamal
in an air of usual confidence. "The
city is growing and so are the resi-
dents’ needs for entertainment.
Unlfortunately, Dhaka city hardly

be the most admired and trusted
organisation by excelling in every-
thing we get ourselves involved, side
by side following ethical business
practices and adding value to stake-
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An array of Rahimafrooz batteries

consistently adopted a long-1erm
growth perspective. Our reputation
for reliability and exceptional ser-
vice remains the most successful
and enduring trademark,” said
Feroz Rahim, Managing Director of
the company.

"We had a very steady growth
record in the past..we even don't
believe in sudden rise, and most of
our lelds are unconventional,”
Feroz maintained. "Our vision is to

holders.”

He went on, "We maintain integ-
rity in all our dealings, excellence in
performance and total commitment
to customer satisfaction. We think
ahead and create new initiatives.”

Since its incepuon in 1954,
Rahimafrooz has expanded, diversi-
fied and consolidated in its quest to
enhance corporate values and
ensure customer satisfaction.

To face unbearable load shed-
ding during the dry season every
year, the company has introduced
Instant Power System (IPS) as a
power back-up system. This enables
a user (o get electricity for up to two
and a hall hours ata single go during
load shedding.

The company introduced solar
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has anysuchscopes.”

So, Concord plans a Tk 60 crore
venture in Ashulia where it has
already acquired 30 bigha land.
Along with a Canadian company,
Concord wants to launch this mega
project by December next year.

A big chance that the company
has ushered in the government's
system of conducting construction
business is that the government
departments are now encouraged 10
invite construcrion bids in terms of
square foot area and not in terms ol

some vague specifications.

The Public Works Department
has recently adopted a new bidding
system for constructing houses
according to floor space. This has
saved government money, while
Concord with its strong backward
linkage industry has competed
successfully against other compeli-
1OrS.

"We could lower our offers by as
much as 17.5 per cent because of the
price advantage in using cost-saving
materials,” said Kamal.
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A Concord building where innovative products were used

power system in 1986. As a partner
of BP Solar, it provides solar power
products to the rural areas of the
country in cooperation with
Grameen, LGED, BRAC and some
other organisations. The people in
Mymensingh, Tangail, Narsingdi,
Chittagong Hill Tracts and some
other places are now using solar
Energy.

Despite the poor rate of return,
the company is still patronising
solar power as part of s social
commitment. It has installed solar
vaccine refrigerators, water purifi-
cation system, railway signalling
system, telecommunications ser-
vices, navigation lighting system eic.
This has helped improve the living
condition by creating employment
opportunities for the rural popula-
tion.

“The world is gradually leaning
lowards non-conventional, renew-
able energy sources. Rahimalrooz is
continuing its ¢fforts to contribute
to make that transition possible in
Bangladesh,” Niaz Rahimsaid.

Rahimalrooz Energy Services Lid
(RESL), another subsidiary of the
group, is the hrst private power
services company established 10
meet the country's growing demand
for 'uninterrupted and clean power'
through developing a network of
"‘distributed power systems’, seiting
the standard for elliciency, ccon-
omy, environmental impact and
reliability.

RESLintends to take the "distrib-
uted power' concept to the mass
market using state-of-the-art tech-
nologies from General Electric and
Honeywell, USA.

The company struck an agree-
ment with General Electric Power
Systems in June 2000 to market its
Proton Exchange Membrane (PEM)
fuel cell- powered generator sets.

It is a novel gas-based power
generation system, having a pro-
duction capacity of 75 kilowatt. But
the capacity can be raised up to 750
kilowartt by making a series ol con-
nections,

agreement with Sensai Lanka (Pvt)

L

As tyre manufacturing is not
[easible in the country, the company
went ahead with an alternative way
by tyre retreading. “Trye retreading
IS as good as a new tyre, but saves 50
percent cost,” Niazadded.

T'he group 1S going 1o introduce
battery-driven electric vehicles for
the first ume in the country by
February. It has already imported
vehicles for trial operation.

"Electric vehicles can be popular
if the government reduces duty on
these items (0 promote environ-
ment-friendly transports,” he said
adding that "these vehicles may
substitute the polluting public
vehicles.”

Initially, the company plans to
demonstrate and test two and three
wheeler vehicles. These vehicles
would run on bartery and have zero
emission and minimal noise.

“If the government and people
can fathom the gravity of the pellu-
tion problem, the company's initia-
tive will help reduce the pollution
level in the city,” Feroz Rahim
observed.

Rahimalrooz Superstores Lid
(RSL), wall open its first chain of
super stores in July 2001 at Rifles

Square at Dhanmondi in the city.
Each store will have a total floor
space ol 7,000 square fect offering
10,000 vanety of products from fresh
vegetables to meat to dry and
canned food 10 toileiry products.
RSL also intends 1o ensure bring
excellence in retail experience in al

the major metro areas of the coun-"4

ry.
Rahimafrooz has signed an

(o set up a chain of world-class

supermarkets in Bangladesh for
consultancy services including
technology transfer.

This will be the first of its kindin
the country and will change theway
Bangladeshis shop, Niaz said, add-
ing after Sri Lanka, Bangladesh
would be the second countryinthe
region with organised fresh produce
marketofsuchalargescale. b‘s Bt
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