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BTRC to seek proposals for pvt
sector fixed phones by August

WorldTel controversy remains unsettled

STAR BUSINESS REPORT

Against the backdrop of huge
unmet and growing demand, the
telecom regulator is going to seek
proposals from interested parties
for installation of land phones in
private sector.

However, the controversy over a
contractawarded during the imme-
diate past regime to Bermuda-
based WorldTel for providing fixed
phones in private sector still
remains unsettled.

Meanwhile, Bangladesh
Telecommunication Regulatory
Commission (BTRC) has finalised
the procedures.

"BTRC is planning to call for
expression of interest by August to

install fixed line phones," BTRC
Chairman Syed Marghub Morshed
told The Daily Starrecently.

More than one company will be
allowed to operate in the fixed
phonesector, he said.

"A competitive environment
will help increase tele-density in
the country," Morshed said.

There is a huge scarcity of land-
line phones as the state-owned
monopoly, Bangladesh Telegraph
and Telephone Board (BTTB),
cannotmeet the demand.

BTTB has some 6,66,000 fixed
line phones all over the country
against 10,25,000 cellular mobile
phones provided by four private
operators.

The immediate past Awami

League government had awarded a
contract to WorldTel to install
3,00,000 fixed phones in Dhaka.
However, the BNP-led four-party
government, in its white paper on
"corruption" of the previous AL
government, identified the deal as
non-transparentone.

The Bureau of Anti Corruption
(BAC) filed a case alleging that the
then post and telecom minister,
Mohammad Nasim, had
appointed a private firm,
Consosietes Limited, for consult-
ing services without any competi-
tive bidding in order to 'illegally
award' the contract to WorlTel.

According to the BAC, the con-
sultant made fictitious recommen-
dations favoringWorldTel, thelone
bidder of the project, to make its

financial proposallooklucrative.

Earlier, BTRC had investigated
the "controversial" deal on a
request from WorldTel, when the
company claimed that there was
no corruption in the process and
BTRC should look into the matter
to determine its eligibility to con-
tinue the project.

Official sources said BTRC will
also look into this government's
allegation that the deal was not
transparent.

The WorldTel deal was the first
ever contract to install and operate
a private telephone exchange in
the country, breaking the BTTB
monopoly in the telecommunica-
tions sector.

The exchange was to be set up
by WorldTel within three years
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Vendors display Indian mangoes at Badamtali wholesale market in Dhaka. The delicious summer fruit sells between Tk 50 and Tk 60 a kg. Local mangoes are
yettoarrive in markets.

World Fair Trade Day today

STAR BUSINESS REPORT

In a bid to promote fair treatment
for producers and consumers in
trade, the second World Fair Trade
Dayisbeing observed today.

International Federation for
Alternative Trade (IFAT) has
declared May 17 as the second
World Fair Trade Day.

Sixty-one countries including
Bangladesh are observing the day
to create awareness among people
to eliminate unfairness between
producers and buyers and to pro-
mote fair trade.

Fair trade is a concept which
promotes a market system where
the producers of developing coun-
tries can easily export their prod-
ucts to the markets of rich coun-
tries, said Syeda Parveen Saleh,
director of Ecota Fair Trade Forum
(EFTF), the pioneer of fair trade

movement in Bangladesh, at a
press conference held at Dhaka
Reporters Unity in Dhaka yester-
day.

Ecota Fair Trade Forum is a
national networking body of the
organisations involved in crafts
and hand-woven textiles. At pres-
ent, it has nineteen member-
organisations and fourteen more
partner-organisations.

Fair trade system discourages
the entry of middleman in trade so
that actual producers will earn
what they really deserve, said
Abdul Awal, chairman of Ecota, at
the conference.

The exercise of fair trade can
help alleviate poverty and increase
the standard ofliving.

The slogan for this year's World
Fair Trade Day s "Fair Trade: Trade
thatShares"

Accordingto the organiser, nine

standards of fair trade include
creation of opportunities for
deprived producers; accountabil-
ity and transparency among the
stakeholders and trade partners;
increase efficiency; provide fair
wage; equal wages for male and
female; safe working environment;
avoiding child-labour; and aware-
ness of environment.

To mark the World Fair Trade
Day, Ecotahas organised a seminar
titled "Towards Fair Trade: An
Exploration of handicraft sectors in
Bangladesh" at BRAC Centre in
Dhaka.

At the seminar venue, a display
of products, a producer gathering
and an award giving ceremony for
the best producers will also take
place.

Ecota has also organised a
signature campaign in support of
fair trade.

Canada to lift tariffs on
Nepalese garments

AFP, Kathmandu

Canada will lift tariffs on Nepalese
garments and textiles in a boost for
the kingdom's struggling export
market, officials said Thursday.

Canada currently imposes duty
of between 18 and 35 per cent on
suchimports from Nepal.

The agreement, which takes
effect from 2004, was signed
Tuesday by Lava Kumar Devkota,
secretary in Nepal's commerce
ministry, and Canadian
Ambassador Peter Sutherland.

The decision was part of an
initiative launched last year by
Canadian Prime Minister Jean
Chretien "to reduce poverty in the
world's poorest countries,"
Sutherland said in a statement.

Nepal's exports to Canada,
topped by garments, handicrafts,
carpets and pashmina products,
were worth 3.5 million US dollarsin
2002.

Imports from Canada to Nepal
accounted for 3.39 million dollars
and included food products,
machinery and medical instru-
ments, according to the commerce

ministry.

"This arrangement is expected
to provide great relief to the
Nepalese garment and textile
industries as it comes at a time
when Nepal's exports recorded a
downward trend because of inter-
nal and international political
developments," said industrialist
Shyam Prasad Pokharel.

Nepal has been ravaged by a
seven-year Maoist insurgency,
although the rebels and govern-
ment have been observing a
ceasefire since January 29 and are
holding peace talks.

JAL to take
cost-cutting

measures
AFP, Tokyo

IaEan Airlines System Corp. will
take emergency cost-cutting mea-
sures to save some 30-40 billion
yen (260-345 million dollars) as
art of efforts to cope with the
allout from SARS, a report said
Thursday.

Asia's top carrier, JAL, plans to
cut expenses for aircraft and fuel
and ask 50-70 flight attendants to
take unpaid leave of absence in
Iug}ia, the Nihon Keizai newspaper
said.

It also plans to cut executive
compensation by five to 10 per
cent, according to the business
daily.

The flag carrier will reduce the
number of international flights to
save 10 billion yen but fly more
often on profitable domestic
routes, itsaid.

Taiwan cuts
2003 growth

forecast
AFP, Taipei

Taiwan has cut its 2003 economic

rowth forecast to 2.89 per cent
rom 3.68 per cent after taking
SARS impact into account, officials
said Friday.

"The spread of SARS (Severe
Acute Respiratory Syndrome) has
affected local business activities
and consumption," the
Directorate General of Budget
Ac%ounting and Statistics (DGBAS)
said.

"We expect private consump-
tion in the second quarter will fall
1.1 per cent from a year earlier, the
first decline in history," it said in a
statement.

The DGBAS' deputy director-
general Hsu Jan-yau told a news
conference that "if the disease
extends to the end of this year, our
GDP growth this year will be cut a
further one per centage point (to
1.89 percent)".

with modern equipment and
technology on a build-own-
operate (BOO) basis.

Currently, more than 1,50,000
applicants are on waiting list for
fixed phones. BTTB recognises that
the underlying demand level is
significantly higher and the waiting
time for a phone can be up to 13
years.

The installation fee-- Tk 10,000
for Dhaka and Chittagong and Tk
8,000 for district towns-- is one of
the highest in the world, which
works as a mechanism of control-
ling demand.

The current unsatisfied
demand for fixed telephones is
likely to continue to grow, experts
said.

Japan lawmakers

question validity
of GDP data

AFP, Tokyo

Senior Japanese lawmakers Friday
questioned the validity of year to
March gross domestic product
(GDP) data, which showed real
growth of 1.6 per cent but a nomi-
nal contraction of 0.7 per cent.

Real economic growth, which
does not take into account fluctu-
ating prices, surpassed the govern-
ment's goal of 0.9 per cent growth,
prompting some politicians to
suspectitwastoo good to be true.

"(The government) is announc-
ing fictitious figures. It would be
false accounting if you were in the
general business world," said
Mitsuo Horiuchi, chairman of the
general council at the ruling
Liberal Democratic Party.

Ray of hope tfor tea

Two high yielding clones developed

IQBAL SIDDIQUEE, Sylhet

When industry people call for
enhancing tea production in the
face of increased domestic con-
sumption, local researchers have
come up with two new high yield-
ingteaclones.

The two new clones, BT-14 and
BT-15 developed by the
Bangladesh Tea Research Institute
(BTRI), will definitely help boost
the production of tea, officials of
theresearchinstitute said.

The average production of BT-
14 is 3,380 kg a hectare while BT-15
yield is 4,830 kg. At present, the
average production of existing
varietiesis 1,250 kg per hectare.

The new cloned varieties will
increase the per hectare produc-

tion in course of time, hoped BTRI
Director AFM Badrul Alam. Earlier,
BTRI, which was established in
1966, developed 13 clone varieties.

Internal consumption is rising
by 3.5 per cent annually against
nearly 1 per centrise in production,
according to officials. Many fear if
this trend continues, Bangladesh,
the world's fifth largest tea
exporter, may become a tea
importing country soon.

The director of the BTRI said
BT-14 has been selected from
crossbreeds of TV-9 and BT-1. It
morphologically looks like a
Manipuri hybrid.

Leaves of BT-14 are medium in
size and semi dark-green. The
plantis very fast growing. Its pluck-
ing table is fairly compact with a
good spread of plucking points.

BT-14 is fairly tolerant to
drought and resistant to most
common teainsects and disease.

BT-15 has been selected from
the crossbreeds of BT-1 and TV-1.
The plant has fairly good spread
with compact plucking table. Its
pruningrecoveryis satisfactory.

BT-15, which is also fairly resis-
tant to common pests and tolerant
to drought, can be planted in
slopes of hillocks and as well as in
the plain land. According to BTRI
officials, this clone is best suited to
CTC (crush, tear and curl) manu-
facturing process.

Commerce Minister Amir
Khoshru Mahmud Chowdhury
formally released the two new
clones at a function on April 29 at
BTRIatSrimangal, Moulvibazar.

Jute industry fate now
pivots on local market

UNB, Dhaka

With Bangladesh's jute goods
export affected severely by the Iraq
war, the future of jute industry is
now heavily dependent on local
market.

Industry sources said popular-
ising jute bags could be one good
alternative while the government's
protective measures, as in India,
would also be needed.

They said the government
directive must be firm to ensure
that all grains -- rice, lentils, sugar,
wheat - are packed (in case 0f 10-Kg
and above) in bags of jute, which is
also environment-friendly.

The country's main competitor,
India sells 80 per cent of jute prod-
ucts locally. Bangladesh, on the

other hand, sell only 20 percent of
jute products in the local market
and that too showing a diminishing
trend.

India always followed a protec-
tive policy towards jute and has
made sure that the local demand
forjute goods remains pegged to 80
per cent of their production.

India hasarestrictive regulation
that jute bags must be used in case
of at least 60 per cent packing of
any grains over 10-kg.

"The effect of the war will not be
as dreadful for India as it will be for
us because of their low export
volume," said Bangladesh Jute
Goods Association President
Shahedul Islam.

The Iraq war not only halted
export of one lakh bale of jute

goods to the Arab country, but also
stalled export to the entire Middle
East who import 60 per cent of
Bangladesh's jute products.

With the disappointing sce-
nario, industry sources said they
apprehend that export of jute
goods might decline by around 50
per centin the nextfewmonths.

As aresult, they said, many mills
would have to hold on to their
"ready unshipped stocks" due to
cancellation of orders or delay in
shipments. Many will also be short
oforderssoon.

The industry people also sought
various fiscal measures in support
of the exporters as well as protec-
tive measures to ensure a substan-
tial share of the local market for
jute goods.

Regulating spectrum: Careless

whisper of mismanage

P
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"That's one small step for man, one
giant leap for mankind." It has
been the longest travelled (point-
to-point 238,856 miles) human
voice transmission since Neil
Armstrong uttered upon stepping
on the MooninJuly 20, 1969.

Despite the Pentagon's ongoing
onslaught in Vietnam, people on
the planet Earth shared that
moment of truth with this great
American space explorer, the first
man on the Moon.

Armstrong was supposed to say,
"That's one small step for a man,"
but either he omitted the word "a"
or the poor radio transmission
could notregisterit.

Nevertheless, thanks to NASA's
magnificent interplanetary radio
communications network, it kept
Apollo-11 connected to our world
through live voice-data communi-
cation with Edwin Aldrin and
Michael Collins, other astronauts
ofthe mission.

Functionality of this communi-
cation system depended on a
unique natural resource, radio
frequency. It is the only natural
resource, which is indestructible
andis equally available in any place
exposed to theatmosphere.

Electromagnetic spectrum
includes all frequencies that travel
in waves from 10 hertz, just below
human audible range, to 1025
hertz, cosmicrayrange.

Since radio frequency is a lim-
ited natural resource, it must be
used rationally, efficiently and
economically. The International
Telecommunication Union (ITU)
upholds the right of all countries'
equitable access to this limited
resource.

Global consensus, on the way
the various bands of the spectrum
are used, is essential for smooth
operation of a growing range of
critical applications.

ITU recommends the outline to
manage the radio spectrum while
each country manages the fre-
quency allocation among the
respective users. The more effi-
ciently a country manages its
spectrum, the better is for the
industry, the consumers and the
national economy.

What the Bangladesh govern-
ment has done amounts to mis-
leading the wireless industry while
managing the spectrum. When the
telecom ministry used to regulate,
a mid-level officer from the
Economic Cadre Service used to
head the spectrum allocation
committee.

ABU SAEED KHAN

This body was inefficient. It
assigned enormous volume of
spectrum to the applicants, who
neither uses nor surrenders them.

However, a no-nonsense spec-
trum management was envisaged
when the telecom regulator was
established in January 2002. But
Bangladesh Telecommunication
Regulatory Commission (BTRC)
hasfailed to deliver.

Such failure of the regulator has
been the largest roadblock to
proliferate the information and
communication technology (ICT).
Because, the end-to-end high
speed bandwidth infrastructure is
nonexistent in Bangladesh. Thanks
to the BTTB's institutional indiffer-
ence.

Now the private sector is ready
to fill that gap with various smart
wireless solutions. But the profes-
sional limitation of BTRC has
become a national embarrass-
ment.

While one department of BTRC
issues the license, its other depart-
ment is reluctant to allocate neces-
sary spectrum. Such a regulatory
malfunction has been penalising
theindustry.

It is true that BTRC lacks the
required independence to effec-
tively regulate the sector. But its
hierarchy, which is entirely com-
posed of retired government offi-
cers, is reluctant to exercise what-
ever independence has been
granted.

Section 56 of the telecom law
says about the formation of a
"Spectrum Management
Committee", headed by a
Commissioner. BTRC has the
discretion to structure this com-
mittee.

This provision of the telecom
law is to eliminate the corrupt
practices and mismanagement
from the conventional spectrum
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Instead of worshipping various government offices, the
BTRC should have respected the retired officials'
proficiency in spectrum management. Expertise in this
field is derived from experience, not from official
positions. In fact, spectrum management is one of those
few areas in telecom, where the grey hairs still call the

shot.

allocating process. But law pro-
poses, BTRCdisposes.

The commission earnestly
constituted a 21-member "Spec-
trum Management Committee".
Eight of its members are from the
army, navy, air forces, police, BDR,
and civil and military intelligence.
Soundslike a firing squad.

Four deputy secretaries, each
from the ministries of Telecom,
Home, Information and Foreign
Affairs, form the second majority. A
miniature officers' club?

Radio, Television, Civil Aviation
Authority, Shipping Department,
BUET, FBCCI, BTTB and mobile
operators also send respective
representative. Quite a crowd. A
BTRC officer is the member-
secretary of this committee. Thank
God!

Evidently eighty-five per cent
members of this committee are in
civil and military bureaucracy.
Their relevance in such a commit-
tee for highly technical and com-
plex issue like spectrum manage-
ment is questionable. Dominance
of the uniformed officers, with
forty per cent penetration, also
sends an ultrasonic signal for
militarisation of this professional
body.

Scarcity of expertise in spec-
trum management is globally
prevalent and Bangladesh is not an
exception. The armed forces are
always the extensive user of radio
spectrum. They also have the
maximum spectrum management
expertise in our context. Many of
such experts have retired and their
skill, which was developed at the
taxpayers' cost, remains
unutilised.

Instead of worshipping various
government offices, the BTRC
should have respected the retired
officials' proficiency in spectrum
management. Expertise in this
field is derived from experience,

not from official positions. In fact,
spectrum management is one of
those few areas in telecom, where
the grey hairs still call the shot.

Besides, the presence of BTTB,
FBCCI and mobile operators in this
committee are the clear conflict of
interest. Because they represent
the largest users of widest radio
frequency pool.

Moreover, the mobile operators
association is not even a registered
entity. Therefore, it must not be
allowed to have any kind of repre-
sentation in a national committee,
which allocates spectrum for the
rivalsin the industry.

Such inconsistent composition
of this committee could be ignored
if the spectrum allocating process
were transparent. Regrettably, the
allegations of gross discrepancies
have been looming over the insti-
tutional sanctity of BTRC.

Subsection 8 of section 56
mandates the commission to
forward the application for spec-
trum to the committee within
seven days of the receipt of such
application. The committee is
mandated to revert within 30 days
along with itsrecommendations.

But neither the commission nor
its committee follows the provision
of this law. Applications for spec-
trum either get "lost" or get
dumped in the "cold storage."

Therefore, the commission and
its spectrum management com-
mittee members are equally guilty
of violating the provisions of sec-
tion 56 under the Bangladesh
Telecommunication Act, 2001.

Their prosecution will be a
"giantleap" in our history of gover-
nance. Let that be our theme of
today, the World
Telecommunications Day.

The authoris a telecom analyst
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