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Business competitiveness
Performance better despite 
negative factors

T
HIS is sort of a curtain-raiser on what we might expect 
to see in the Global Competitiveness Report 2004-05 
to be published by the World Economic Forum. But we 

have to keep our fingers crossed over Bangladesh's ranking 
relative to other countries till such time as the report is not 
released.

It is a very interesting survey that the Centre for Policy 
Dialogue (CPD) carried out on a hundred top companies to 
appraise itself of the business environment in Bangladesh as 
seen through the eyes of players in the field. The World 
Economic Forum will make use of the data collected and 
deductions made by the CPD to determine Bangladesh's 
standing in terms of competitiveness in the world of 
business.

The conclusions reached by the CPD go to show that 
whilst business competitiveness slid further last year the 
corporate sector showed robust resilience with gains made 
in production, export and employment. It is significant that in 
spite of corruption, bureaucratic inefficiency, lawlessness 
and crime the corporate sector performed well mostly 
because of its ability to 'adjust with the global changes'. 
Investment, employment, production and export 
performance improved in the first nine months of the 2004 
fiscal compared with the score card of the year before.    

Improved corporate sector performance should not lull the 
government into believing that the off-repeated criticisms 
levelled against misgovernance are any misplaced or 
diluted. In fact, the gains would have been so much more had 
the police functioned for the protection of businessmen and 
the parliament and the judiciary been more effective. It is 
edifying to note that 91 per cent of the companies waxed 
critical of the government officials' favouritism toward well 
connected firms and individuals. As many as 54 per cent of 
the respondents held the view that donation to political 
parties influenced policy outcomes. The legal framework for 
private business remains vulnerable to manipulation.

On the positive side we have the non-resident 
Bangladeshis investing more and more in the country mostly 
in the real estate, housing, readymade garment and textile 
sectors and hotels and restaurants. Obviously their full 
investment prudential is yet to be tapped and realised. This is 
one area where we must lay a greater emphasis on. That the 
Bangladeshis are finding investment opportunities abroad 
comes as a pleasant surprise. It is perhaps a sign of both 
entrepreneurial maturity and lack of confidence in the 
investment climate of the country. Whatever it is, there is so 
much to do on the part of the government to facilitate further 
growth of the corporate sector.

Frequent flooding inside 
DND dam 
Will the authorities wake up now? 

T
HE plight and unbearable sufferings of the people 
living in the entire Dhaka-Narayanganj-Demra, in 
short DND, embankment area is a clear example of 

unplanned urbanisation and lack of contingency planning. 
The whole area surrounded by the dam has been totally 
waterlogged since the heavy downpour of last week bringing 
miseries and chaos to the lives of the residents. Many 
residents have been leaving their homes for other 
accommodations, since there is no sign of the situation 
improving even after a week. Others remain in the area 
braving the calamity in whatever way they can.  

How can they expect a quick change anyway? There is no 
drainage system in the area, the pumping machines being 
used to pump out the water do not seem to be effective; so 
basically they are trapped in a vicious circle of manmade 
disaster. First of all the dam was essentially built to protect 
the capital and its surrounding areas from devastating floods 
like the one in 1988. In fact it gets flooded almost every year if 
there is heavy rainfall. Even during this year's floods, the area 
was submerged but the residents said water level began to 
recede after some time. Unfortunately that wasn't the case 
after the unexpected heavy rainfall of last week. Local 
residents say the present situation is unprecedented. 

But what we do not understand is since water logging in the 
area is common feature, why did the authorities fail to take any 
precautionary measures for unpredictable situations like this? 
Why did they allow unplanned urbanisation in the area in the 
first place? And even if they did, why were not there any steps 
to make it habitable? Can anyone actually imagine a habitat 
any where in the world without a drainage system? It is 
impossible to feel the sufferings and distress thousands of 
people marooned in waist deep water have been gong 
through. All we can do is hope that the authorities concerned 
would not just sit on the crisis.
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A
GREEING on a Constitution 
after any conflict is very 
difficult. It is worse trying to 

adopt a constitution while the coun-
try in question is still in a state of war. 
It is an arduous task where ques-
tions of legitimacy, institutional infra-
structure, methods of apportioning 
power and respect for rights of all 
parties have to be given patient 
consideration.

Basic issues have to be 
addressed -- should the state be 
federal, unitary or confederal? 
Should it be parliamentary, presi-
dential or a hybrid between the 
two? Complex questions about the 
format of the judiciary and duties 
and powers of the law courts have 
to be agreed upon. The delicate 
question of balance between the 
rights of the majority and that of the 
minority will also have to be 
defined clearly. The sensitive 
question of authority of the State as 
opposed to human rights also need 
to be delineated. It is not an easy 
task.

Over the last three decades the 
world has witnessed several coun-
tries walk this tightrope while they 
transformed themselves from bitter 

armed conflicts to reconciliation and 
political stability. This list includes --
Albania, Bosnia-Herzegovina, East 
Timor, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Cambodia, 
Namibia, Nicaragua and Zimbabwe. 
This process of change is still on in 
Afghanistan and has just started in 
Iraq.

Most jurists agree that crafting a 
permanent new Constitution for Iraq 
will require vision and flexibility. The 
future sharing out of power, rights 
and obligations in that country and 
creation of a framework for forming 

a stable government and a demo-
cratic constitution will need accom-
modation of many contradictions.

If democracy means the rule of 
the majority, the majoritarianism will 
be opposed very strongly in that 
country by the Sunni Muslims and 
the Kurdish ethnic community. It will 
be difficult for them to agree to Shiite 
Arab domination (who constitute 60 
per cent of the population). The 
other difficult question will be that of 
federalism and the status and 
integration of the Kurdish 'autono-
mous' areas within the national 
polity.

Added to this is the anxiety that if 
constituent-assembly elections are 
held prematurely, then there might 

be two different outcomes -- a highly 
fragmented assembly constituted of 
representatives from more than fifty 
political groups or the possible 
domination by religious parties.

These are very valid reasons for 
not rushing into such a scenario. I 
believe that it would be better to 
allow political platforms to emerge 
through transparent and intensive 
dialogue between representatives 
from the Sunni Arab, Shia Arab and 
Kurdish communities. This will 
enable alternative political groups to 

emerge and arrive at some degree 
of consensus. The new Special 
Representative of the United 
Nations Secretary General Ambas-
sador Ashraf Jahangir Quazi could 
monitor this exercise and clarify the 
rules of the game along with the 
Iraqi Administration now in place. 
The recent efforts of UN Under-
Secretary General Lakhdar Brahimi 
enabled the CPA to avert a crisis by 
offering a timetable for elections that 
all sides found acceptable. This 
success should not be lost and 
efforts should now be made to build 
on this and develop consensus 
among all Iraqi stakeholders with 
regard to a general set of principles, 
consistent with international law that 

will guide the process of transition.
Less than six months are left 

before the next stage of the constitu-
tional evolution moves forward in 
Iraq. It might therefore be advisable 
to consider forming a constitutional 
Preparatory Commission (CPC). 
The interim government could 
select the composition of this body 
and also lay down its structure, 
mandate and rules of procedure. 
This could then act as a forum for 
reflection and debate, with mem-
bers from different important politi-

cal parties and ethnic groups oper-
ating on an equal footing. The CPC 
could be aided in its task by experi-
enced jurists who have functioned in 
similar roles in other countries that 
have moved out of war into peaceful 
governance.

The CPC could then foster con-
sensus not only on constitution-
making itself but also but also on the 
basic features of government 
through civic debate. It could, in this 
regard also supplement the carrying 
out of a national dialogue represent-
ing all political and social constitu-
encies. Not being externally 
imposed or controlled, the CPC 
could be that much more accept-
able.

Nevertheless, the biggest prob-
lem that will have to be tackled first 
is the question of security. This is an 
important pre-condition for free and 
fair elections. At this point of time, 
this is just not there. Unless this is 
ensured, the voting will be, more 
likely than not, coerced. Without this 
element, both election workers and 
voters will be unable to exercise 
their respective responsibilities 
suitably and the electoral outcome 
will not gain the desired acceptance.

In this context, I also agree with 

the assumptions of Jamal Benomar, 
a senior advisor to the UNDP, who 
has stated that 'if the international 
community and the Coalition are 
committed to the legitimacy of a new 
Iraqi constitution and to the future of 
democracy in Iraq, they should 
recognise the absolute necessity of 
a thorough, unrushed and consulta-
tive constitution-making process 
that takes account of lessons 
learned in other countries.' We must 
be careful at this crucial juncture of 
Iraq's history. The way the constitu-
tion making format is implemented 
could determine whether Iraq 
moves towards further chaos and 
authoritarianism or undertakes the 
true path of good governance and 

democracy. This opportunity must 
not be lost.

It would therefore be important 
for the authorities in Baghdad, 
Washington, London and New York 
to have the necessary political will 
to:

a) address security issues that 
inhibit meaningful debate and 
consensus building among all 
stakeholders;

b) establish transparency in the 
constitutional process;

c) involve as many key stake-
holders as possible in drafting the 
new constitution;

d) make sure that the Constitu-
tion rests on a substantive consen-
sus regarding fundamental princi-
ples;

e) prepare comprehensively 
about the preparatory work that 
includes methods and timetables 
according to which the new constitu-
tion will be written, discussed and 
subsequently approved;

f) not allow any particular political 
force to dominate the constitution 
drafting body;

g) ensure that the dialogue 
among the key stakeholders are 
thorough so that there are no 
remaining bones of contention; 

h) promote legitimacy by encour-
aging popular participation and 

i) make sure that the new Iraqi 
constitution incorporates principles 
of universal human rights, including 
the rights to participation and demo-
cratic governance.

Muhammad Zamir is a former Secretary 

and Ambassador.
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not gain the desired acceptance.

POST BREAKFAST

What more can he do?
As a nation we  are quite difficult to  
understand. Gordon Greenidge 
who built the foundation of Bangla-
desh Cricket and helped us to get a 
landmark achievement had to leave 
in disgrace, thanks to some venge-
ful journalists and   BCB officials. 
The role of media  in making him a 
national villain was regrettable. He 
spoke some thing about entering  
the Test arena which is proving 
painfully true now. 

Then came a talkative heart 
patient as the national coach and  
his competent companion,  the 
physio who announced he would 
give the fitness of the Aussies to the 
Bengal Tigers in some three months 
and ended up making Mehrab 
Hossain Opi almost crippled. Our 
media  just adored them.
Now there are some people who are 
after Whatmore. His credential as a 
coach is beyond doubt. People can't 
expect him to play in the field for our 
incompetent players. What can he 
do if the players take playing in 
straight bat as a forbidding thing, go 

for fishing the ball way outside the 
off stamp. It is our so called profes-
sional cricketers who need to be 
sincere. 
Joy
Dhaka

This is not cricket!
I am (have been, more preciously) 
an ardent follower of cricket. How 
happy I was, along with my friends 
the day we got the passport to play 
in the international level. A new era 
dawned or so  we thought. For me it 
was a welcome end to the insincere 
clapping and cheering for other 
nations and a fresh start with all 
enthusiasm for OUR nation. Our 
team started, stumbled and did well 
and stumbled and stumbled…..We 
knew it was a 'test-babe', it needs 
time to grow the fangs. Today I want 
to scream, for God's sake, enough is 
enough. 

Today I feel shy of TV to avoid any 
Bangladesh cricket match just to 
avoid to see the near sinful acts - 
how easily and shamelessly they 
are throwing their wickets, how 

insincerely they are bowling to get 
thrashed. I have grown up an aver-
sion towards cricket in general. 
This is the cricket for which the 
bottomless basket spends crores of 
taka every year. A cricketer gets 
some 60,000 taka per month, while 
a graduate or a masters will be over 
the moon if he gets a job with a 
salary of Tk 5,000 per month. 
Saif
Dhaka

Weird ads 
I can't help but comment on the 
recent TVC of 'Double Cola' that 
starts with a jingle which is closer to 
quite an unpleasant shrill (no 
offence meant to the famous singer) 
and then all the excessive bright 
colours and funnily dressed 
Ferdous who fails to portray any real 
life character that may exist. I won-
der which person dresses up so 
much in yellow and orange (not 
even HIMU), has a weird hair dye (or 
is it a vain attempt to copy Shahrukh 
Khan in Kal Ho Na Ho) and goes 
around with a cola can that looks 

more like a beer can. And I was 
more shocked to read a write-up in 
the Prothom Alo actually praising 
the commercial.
 Creative advertising has always 
been a challenge in Bangladesh, 
and now a lot of jumping around (in 
the name of dancing), bright 
colours, high-pitched jingles have 
become a common theme; and not 
to forget the flashily dressed attrac-
tive female models. Some may 
argue saying that the mentality of 
the consumers is kept in mind and 
advertising agencies put the 'blame' 
on the client saying 'the client is 
unwilling to change his views on 
presenting the product as we sug-
gest otherwise'. But my question as 
a commoner is: Is the client so 
stubborn that he wants to portray his 
product with an awful presentation 
and ridiculous themes? Who do 
they have in mind when they launch 
the product?
Arani Siddiqi
IBA, DU 

Bangladesh, a 
springboard?

I was flabbergasted by Shejuti 
Khan's diabolical assertion (Letter, 
DS, September 15), in response to 
Dr. Fakhruddin Ahmed's article, "For 
friendship Bangladesh should look 
East" (DS, September 12), that 
"ASEAN countries encourage 
treaties with Bangladesh to actually 
use Bangladesh as a springboard to 
enter the vast and booming Indian 
market." So Bangladesh is merely a 
"springboard," or a stepping stone 
for ASEAN countries to trade with 
India, according to Shejuti Khan! 
This is a very serious accusation, 
and very humiliating to Bangladesh. 
Will Shejuti Khan please name the 
ASEAN countries which told her so?
Let me remind Shejuti Khan that 
with a population upwards of 143 
million, Bangladesh is a huge mar-
ket -- one seventh of India as a 
matter of fact. Goods produced in 
Bangladesh immediately have an 
internal market size of 143 million 
people. This is the market India is 
trying to monopolise. By flooding 
Bangladesh with Indian goods and 
not allowing Bangladeshi goods into 
India, India is trying to suppress the 

growth of indigenous industries in 
Bangladesh.
Bashir Siddiq
New York

Dispelling miscon-
ceptions about Aus-
tralia
The column 'Letter from America' 
published on 12 September 2004 
contained some misconceptions 
about Australia.  The purpose of this 
letter is to dispel the misconceptions 
generated by this piece.  The author 
suggests that, "One reason for  
America's greatness is its generos-
ity…One cannot say that Austra-
lia….  Still clinging to a white Austra-
lia policy, it severely restricts non-
white immigration, and conse-
quently occupies one of the lowest 
rungs among the western nations!"  
This is inaccurate as now the white 
Australia policy is nothing more than 
an historical embarrassment that 
was outlawed in the early 1970s.  
On the contrary, the present Austra-
lian immigration policy is one of the 

most transparent among the 
nations.  However, unlike America 
(with their DV system), Australia 
does not encourage immigration of 
unskilled workforce.

Australia was one of the first few 
nations to recognise Bangladesh's 
independence in December 1971.  
An Australian (Dutch-Australian) 
joined our liberation war directly 
after leaving his position as chief 
executive of BATA based in Tongi.  
He was the only foreigner to have 
been awarded with the honourable 
'Bir Protik'. 
Moazzem Hossain
Brisbane

Love thy neighbour 
It appears that the recent remarks 
on Bangladesh-India relations by 
our foreign minister and an article in 
defence of the same by Dr 
Fakhruddin Ahmed have drawn 
many comments in the readers' 
column. 

One of the major deficiencies of 
our media seems to be that it is very 
poor in its standard and lacks patrio-

tism. Either our media people do not 
watch CNN or Indian channels or 
don't read Indian newspapers. It 
leaves no doubt in anyone's mind, 
provided he/she is pro-Bangladesh, 
that the recent spread of venom in 
the old and supposed-to-be-
moderate newspaper like the 
Statesmen and later in the Hindu 
against Bangladesh and its govern-
ment do not bear the mark of profes-
sional ethics of journalism. I person-
ally find it insulting when our neigh-
bours raise the issue of minority 
(Hindu) oppression in Bangladesh. 
On the other hand, our journalists 
were very quiet while a real incident 
took place in Gujarat. 
It is about time that our media rose 
up to counter the falsehoods spread 
by their Indian counterpart and 
clearly identify and state where the 
relation has gone sour. 
Khandaker R Zaman 
Dhaka

MONZUR HOSSAIN 

N
O W - A - D A Y S  f r o m  
academic discussion,  
newspaper articles and 

from government's strategic vision, 
suggestions are made like that the 
Bangladesh government should 
turn its eye to the east to achieve 
its development goals. This means 
that the government should try to 
strengthen its bi-lateral and multi-
lateral ties with the East Asian 
miracle countries. The suggestion 
is justified by the main facts that (i) 
'our neighbour' India's big market is 
not virtually open for us, (ii) India 
often causes trouble to the process 
of our economic development, and 
(iii) we are not getting benefit from 
the SAARC as the member 
countr ies do not  th ink the 
'development goals' regionally, 
rather they think it individually and 
try to maximise own benefits even 
by making decisions which may be 
harmful to others' interest. But the 
scenario is quiet different in the 
East Asian region, where the 
development goals have been 
achieved mainly by regional 
cooperation. East Asian (EA) 
countries' success in achieving 
take-off within last two to three 
decades from the "poor-status as 
like as present Africa" is extremely 
praiseworthy and the World Bank 
termed it as "miracle". 

The questions are what we were 
doing at that time and what we can 
do now? The answers of these 
questions are explored. The 1980s 
was crucial and at that time we were 
under the autocratic regime of 
Ershad who had not had much time 
to look at the East's flight or our 
development vision. Unlikely, many 
EA countries achieved take off 
under the 'authoritarian govern-
ment' that creates a mixed-bag 

feeling among the researchers and 
academicians about the role of 
democracy on development.  
However, unfortunately we missed 
many opportunities of development 
in the 1980s, which I may call a "lost-
decade" for Bangladesh.

What we can do now? To set our 
East-looking strategy, we need to 
understand the East Asian Develop-
ment Dynamism. It is widely thought 
that Japan is the main architect of 
this regional development dyna-
mism. Nonetheless, the way the EA 

countries became developed may 
not be suitable for current backward 
countries like Bangladesh or Viet-
nam. It is quite a debate among the 
researchers, policy makers as to 
whether the East Asian model can 
be transferred to other region. 

The track of industrialisation is 
now more complex, needs to be 
thought in the globalisation con-
text. Since the last three of the 
ASEAN (Vietnam, Cambodia and 
Laos) are already caught in region-
alism, they have a hurry mode to 
fly. This is important for us to 
observe how they could achieve 
take off  in  the context  of  
globalisation and regionalism, and 
to take initiatives alike.

How the East has achieved take-
off? East Asian flight was leaded by 
Japan, then newly industrialised 
countries -- 'NIEs' -- (Korea, Taiwan, 
Hong Kong and Singapore) fol-

lowed, after that ASEAN 4 (Thai-
land, Malaysia, Indonesia and the 
Philippines) joined. Now Vietnam, 
Laos, Cambodia (Myanmar can be 
ignored for its bad political situation) 
are on the way. The pattern of their 
flight is commonly known as that of 
'flying geese', one group following 
another. How this has happened? 
Once a group was caught in 
regional dynamism, they were 
under constant pressure to improve 
technology, human capital, compet-
itiveness etc. for survival in the 

regionalism. It is important to note 
that the EA countries' development 
was not a poverty reduction strat-
egy; rather it is a social process of 
catching up with the forerunners. 
Their growth was realsed by stag-
gered participation in the regional 
production network through trade 
and investment. The supply linkage 
was established by Japan and other 
groups, and Japanese firms are the 
main sources of technology supply 
too.

What are the main determinants 
of late industrialisation of EA? EA 
countries are late comer in the 
process compared to the West. If 
they were late, Vietnam, Laos and 
Cambodia will be so late because 
of the globalisation factors. To 
understand it, some points need to 
be pondered over. The institutions 
in late industrialisation that under-
score its success are: an interven-

tionist state, large diversified 
business groups (for example, pre-
war Zaibatsu and post-war keiretsu 
in Japan, chaebol in Korea), an 
abundant supply of competent 
salaried managers and engineers, 
an abundant supply of low-cost 
well-educated labour force, and 
the important one from my point of 
view is their development-minded 
bureaucracy. State interventions 
such as subsidies, different inter-
est rates, different prices for import 
and export etc. is thought as the 

key to success. Moreover, they 
successfully imposed discipline on 
subsidies and incentives, made 
'rent-seeking' into 'productive 
investment'. States in modern 
history have always intervened to 
spur economic growth. Even the 
first industrial revolution, whose 
guiding principle was laissez-faire, 
is now being reassessed by histori-
ans. The British government inter-
vened to maintain law and order 
and to minimise the transfer of 
technology capability to foreign 
lands. In the second industrial 
revolution in Germany and the 
U.S., infant industry protection was 
the primary characteristics of that 
era. The question: is it possible 
now to make such interventions 
with the strong role of WTO, IMF, or 
World Bank? Perhaps it is not 
possible. Therefore, latecomers of 
this age will be so late in industrial-

ising, or will never be industrial-
ised.

 While the revolution in the west is 
based on inventions and innova-
tions, late-industrialisation in the 
East has come about a process of 
'learning by doing'. Only the 'institu-
tional set up' has been found signifi-
cant in their development rather 
than other elements like natural 
resource endowment, population, 
and market. The corporate institu-
tions (inclusive of R&D) first bor-
rowed technology, and then modi-

fied and optimised to enhance the 
price and quality competitiveness. 
Nonetheless, at recent time technol-
ogy and capital transfer can only be 
done by accumulation of foreign 
direct investment (FDI). Therefore 
to find us in a catching-up position, 
building of strong institutions, both 
at government and corporate level, 
is a compelling necessity. 

With this background, how much 
can we be benefitted from the 
individual collaboration with the 
East? Already some high level visits 
have been exchanged recently 
between Bangladesh and Vietnam, 
Indonesia, Thailand etc., some 
trade and counter trade arrange-
ments have been made with some 
EA countries to facilitate trade. 
Above all, we are trying to join the 
ASEAN. It is important to note that 
comparative advantages are better 
in EA countries than ours. They are 

more interested to look at our mar-
ket because of their competitive 
products. FDI flows are higher in 
those countries, and they are our 
competitors in attracting FDI and in 
some other aspects.

Against this backdrop, appar-
ently only integration with the 
ASEAN regional dynamism can 
make difference for us if, and only if, 
we really want to be in a catching-up 
position. The historical process of 
industrialisation always tended to 
allow leaders and laggards, forerun-
ners and followers. Vietnam has 
already set its target to be industrial-
ised and modernised within 2020, 
with an existing growth of around 7 
percent. Since our effort has not 
been successful so far to join the 
ASEAN, I have profound belief that 
only Japan can help us in this regard 
if we could be able to pursue them, 
at government level as well as 
individual level, because Japan has 
strong influence over the region. 
Here we have to strengthen our 
relationship with Japan more by 
exchanging top-level visits and by 
making them sympathetic on our 
vision and mission. Of course, for 
this we might have to follow their 
suggestion about our development 
plan. Along with, we have to main-
tain good relations with the EA 
countries unless or until we have 
succeeded to join the ASEAN. 
Joining the ASEAN would be a 
breakthrough for our development 
from many respects including 
increasing FDI flow, manpower 
supply as the wage level in these 
countries is becoming higher, as 
well as we could find market for 
some of our products. 

Monzur Hossain is a Ph.D. candidate at 
National Graduate Institute for Policy 
Studies, Tokyo.

Looking at the East Asian development dynamism
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