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PLEASURE IS ALL MINE

Ripples reaching distant shores

i

electronic, give blow-by-blow
account of a still gyrating situation but held together
by a central pull. The press has been focused on mur-
der of Rajib and death of Shanto of a heart attack,
their vicious vilification by religious extremists, urging
the participants about safety and security precautions

and calling for mounted police vigil.

An organisation that calls itself Hefzate Islam has
threatened demonstrations against what they term
“un-Islamic activities” from Shahbagh after Friday
prayers. The reinforced law and order apparatus is at

the ready but risks for violence exist.

The local media's news gathering at firsthand and
prompt information dissemination, are keeping the
people abreast of things and the tempo going.
Proximity to events is their strength reflected through
transparency and authenticity of what they are cater-
ing to public hunger for news and views. But the imme-
diacy of the goings-on can both be an advantage and a

HE world media is
viewing protestations at
Shahbagh Chattor from

angles that are likely to be dif-
ferent from the local media's

perspectives. Altogether, they

- = : make for a hugely informative
) experience for the readers and
observers.
SHAH HusAIN IMAM The local media, print and

disadvantage for the press. Advantage because of the

obvious grip over the developments and disadvantage
due to a sense of involvement and intimacy that any
serious journalist would be imbued with. A lot of pas-

sion is at play.

It is not the job of the press to be judgmental but
what is extremely important is its input to the people
enabling them to form an informed judgment on a

particular development.

A malicious disinformation campaign has been
spearheaded by anti-Shahbagh elements. Information
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instigation.

At a time when the air is rife with speculation,
rumour mongering and various conspiratorial theo-
ries, the media has to exercise utmost responsibility in

its coverage.

Overseas media lays claim to dispassionate judg-
ment, but that with a slant, more often than not.
Nevertheless, the western coverage of Shahbagh phe-

Minister Hasanul Haq Inu has, for his part, cautioned
some newspapers against alleged religious

Overseas media lays claim to dispassionate judgment, but that with a slant,
more often than not. Nevertheless, the western coverage of Shahbagh
phenomenon has, by and large, been positive marveling at the
congealing of a moral force with a great gender balance.
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The Independent, UK, in an exhaustive report titled
The war Bangladesh can never forget dubbed the pro-
tests as being unprecedented in nature as well as in
scale. It has reasoned why: “This country driven by a
national agony at its creation which have never been
fully addressed” is seeing its youth rise with a discon-
tent to get the unfinished work done.

One specific gain from western media coverage has
been the resurrection of memories overseas of the
Liberation War and crimes committed against human-
ity. More than forty years after Bangladesh's inde-
pendence, amnesia had set in and those moments
were being consigned to oblivion. But Projonmo
Shahbgh has revived all that. Friends of Bangladesh

have been reincarnated.
How the Pakistani soldiers and officers could

escape trial through a blackmail dovetailing the
release of Pak army POWSs and their Pakistani collab-
orators to the repatriation of Bangladeshis stranded
in Pakistan, is coming to fresh light. The narrowing
down of the number of collaborators with specific
charges against them from around 50,000 to 11,000,
and their eventual release on the annulment of col-
laborators' act after the violent changeover in 1975
are being ruminated. A reference to Liberian war
criminal Charles Taylor having been imprisoned not
in Liberia but under the provisions of the ICC in the

Hague has also been drawn.
Another very important point is derived from

allusion to British authorities' attention having been

drawn in 1995 to the war criminals living in London

by a Channel 4 documentary.
The Guardian in UK published a report lately on

the protests reaching London East-End saying:
“Theirs (Projonmo) is a grassroots uprising for the
most essential and neglected values of our age: secu-

larism, the protection of minorities from persecution

and the removal of theocratic thugs from the private
lives and public arguments of 21st century citizens.”

In a post-script to the article the following is

stated: “The struggle against the razakars is entering
a new phase, on whose outcome rests the future of

secularism, justice, and freedom in Bangladesh.”
There is still a fear of the unknown, but as the

wisdom goes fear nothing more than fear itself.
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Attracting FDI from the US ought to be given high priority

Dr. Mustafizur Rahman, Executive Director, CPD, talks to
A.B.M. Shamsud Doza of The Daily Star about the possible

impact on the economy of Bangladesh if the US withdraws

GSPfacilities.

The Daily Star (TDS): It is reported that our
main export product to US market, gar-
ments, is not included in the GSP facilities.
Experts have been saying that if the US
cancels our GSP facilities, it will have
spillover effect on other market facilities
we enjoy in the US and European markets.
What is your take on it? And if it is so,
would you like to explain it with some
examples?

Mustafizur Rahman (MR): [t is true that out
of the total export of about $5bn from
Bangladesh to the USA in FY2012 only an
insignificant proportion, less than half a
percentage, received duty-free market
access under the current US GSP scheme.
As is known, RMG export, which constitutes
more than 90% of Bangladesh's exports to
the US, is not eligible for preferential treat-
ment under the US-GSP scheme. Neither
does Bangladesh receive preferential treat-
ment under any other bilateral preferential
initiative of the US such as the AGOA or the
CBI. However, any cancellation or suspen-
sion of the GSP will have adverse implica-
tions for Bangladesh several reasons.

First, this will transmit a negative signal
about Bangladesh not being a reliable sour-
cing country. This could undermine the
confidence of US importers of apparels
from Bangladesh even though apparels
enter the US market duty-paid.
Cancellation of US-GSP will likely increase
the pressure exerted on importers by US
consumer groups which have in the past
expressed their concern as regards work-
place safely and labour rights in
Bangladesh's export-oriented industries.
Second, US investors who are exploring
investment opportunities in Bangladesh
will feel discouraged if any sanctions are
enforced, particularly if such investments

are oriented towards the US-market.
Third, the US-GSP hearing has already

alerted other GSP donor countries who are
closely following the developments in this
regard. Any sanction by the US will likely
have a domino effect with adverse conse-
quences. The recently held debate in the EU
parliament is a case in point. It may be
noted that unlike the US-GSP scheme, pref-
erential schemes such as the EBA and

Canadian GSP are of high importance to
Bangladesh, particularly for the RMG sec-

tor.
Fourth, whilst at the moment Bangladesh's

market access under the US-GSP scheme is
rather insignificant, it ought to be noted
that the number of items which are offered
duty-free access under the scheme is quite
large. If Bangladesh is able to build the
supply side capacity and is able to diversify
its exports, the scheme's importance will
increase significantly in the medium term.
Any sanction could thus be potentially
more damaging for Bangladesh than would
appear at first glance. Lastly, and this is
important to note, any sanction will seri-
ously negate the possibility of a bill to be
floated in the US Congress that would allow
duty-free entry of Bangladesh's apparels in

the 1JS market.
It will thus be in our interest to do our best,

both on the home front and during the
upcoming GSP hearing, so that

Bangladesh's eligibility under the US-GSP
scheme is maintained and continued.

TDS: Do you find our labour standards
satisfactory?

MR: In recent times Bangladesh's track
record, particularly in ensuring labour and
trade union rights and work place safety,
has come under close scrutiny of the US
and other major trading partners and major
buyers. Recent incidences of fire and the
consequent deaths have once again drawn
attention to Bangladesh's export-oriented
industry's performance in view of the
above. To be true, elimination of child
labour from Bangladesh's export oriented
RMG sector, enactment of Bangladesh
Labour Act 2006 and the revised minimum
wage of 2010 and its enforcement, have
been well appreciated by all concerned
stakeholders. Bangladesh has also ratified
33 ILO conventions including seven of the
eight core ILO conventions; Workers Welfare
Councils have been constituted in majority

of enterprises in the EPZs.
However, there is a need to do much more

in terms of enforcing the rights of workers,
which are stipulated by law, and our obliga-
tions under the conventions we have rati-
fied. All involved government agencies will
need to significantly strengthen their
respective capacities to enforce compliance
with building code, safety regulations, fac-
tory inspections and fire-safety; those who
violate the laws must be brought to justice.

[
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Entrepreneurs will need to take an enlight-
ened perspective to ensure that workers are
able to exercise their trade union rights at
work places and are allowed to exercise the
right of collective bargaining. At present,
[LO and other organisations as well as some
of the major buyers have programmes in
place to promote decent labour practices,
better compliance assurance and work
place safety in the RMG sector. These will
need to be further strengthened and
expanded. Whilst conceding that labour
rights and working conditions will need to
be improved on a continuing basis, con-
crete time bound goal posts should be set
out to ensure that progress is made in each
of the above areas.

TDS: One of the most important competi-
tive edges Bangladesh has over other coun-
tries is cheap labour. It is difficult to main-
tain labour standards and cheap labour
edge at the same time. So, how can we
solve this problem? There is also the con-
stitutional obligation of the government to
ensure labour rights.

MR: Evidently, Bangladesh's wage rates in
the RMG sector are the lowest in the
region. The race to the bottom in terms of
wages has created a situation where wage
rates cannot ensure decent living condi-
tions for workers. Wages will need to rise in
future through periodic revisions; at the
same time Bangladesh's competitive edge
will have to be maintained if it is to ensure
and improve upon its current market
share. Bangladesh will need to gradually
move from the current mass-production
segment of the demand curve to
upmarket, to the middle, fashion and
design focused, segment of the market.
There is also significant scope to enhance
productivity in the RMG sector. Studies
have shown that maintaining conducive

' and safe working

\ environment at the
enterprise level has
positive implications
in terms of raising
productivity.
Pressure should also
be put on major
buyers who take
advantage of desper-
ate producers
through offer of low
cutting and making
charges. Steps will
need to be explored
to promote direct
marketing linkages
to reduce the influ-
ence of intermediar-
ies who control the buyer-driven apparels
market and take away a significant margin
of the difference between retail price and
what is offered to the producers. In some
of Bangladesh's competing countries sup-
port provided by the state, including hous-
ing facilities for workers, allows them to
improve their living standards, beyond

what is offered through wage income.
There is a need to promote investment in

human resource development in the RMG
sector, improve fashion and design capacity
at the enterprise and sectoral levels,
develop the “brand Bangladesh” and
strengthen forward linkages of the sector
through public-private partnerships of
various configurations. This is a gradual
process and everyone understands that
wages can't be raised significantly over-
night, but we ought to strategise in the
medium term in a manner that workers in
the RMG sector are able to enjoy decent
wages.

TDS: If Bangladesh signs the TICFA treaty
with the US, our GSP facilities will sustain
and our garments industry will get duty-
free access to the US market. It is reported
that Bangladesh is dragging its feet on the
labour provisions particularly mentioned
in the treaty. What do you think about this?
How do you evaluate the TICFA treaty?

MR: Signing of TICFA could potentially
have positive impact on US-Bangladesh
bilateral relations. The US has been keen
on signing TICFA and a proposal has been
on the table for quite some time now. We
know that Bangladesh had some concerns
with regard to intellectual property rights,
labour issues and continuity of the
flexibilities enjoyed under various interna-
tional initiatives and derogations as LDC.
It is reckoned that most of these have now
been addressed through successive revi-

sions of the framework agreement.
TICFA is a platform which will allow

Bangladesh and US to have regular consul-
tations on issues of mutual interest.
Indeed, the US has signed similar frame-
work agreements with a large number of
developing countries. Signing of TICFA will
also create a conducive environment for
tabling a bill in the US Congress for duty-
free access of Bangladesh's RMG sector.
TICFA could also offer a buffer where vari-
ous concerns of US could be discussed
before these go to other platforms such as
the GSP hearing. Indeed, my understand-
ing is that not signing the TICFA has hard-
ened US position in the context of the
current US-GSP discourse.

TDS: It seems that we are lacking in eco-
nomic diplomacy. How can we do better in
this field?

MR: The US is an important partner of
Bangladesh, and this partnership goes
beyond the remit of interests concerning
trade and commerce and aid and invest-
ment. As a single country, the US is by far
the most important export destination of
Bangladesh and a major source of remit-
tance earnings for the country. Good rela-
tionship with US is also important for
Bangladesh from the perspective of getting
US support in various international fora.
S0 maintaining good relationship with the

US is in Bangladesh's own interest.
In the current world commercial diplo-

macy is seen to be a critically important
component of overall diplomacy.
Bangladesh could significantly enhance
export of readymade garments to the US
market if a bill is passed in the US
Congress to this effect. Regrettably, for the
first time over the last several years no
such bill has been tabled in the US
Congress. Our efforts should be directed to
strengthen the Bangladesh caucus in the
US Congress; we should also do more to
assuage concerns of African countries in
the context of any possible duty-free offer
to Bangladesh and other Asia-Pacific

LDCs.
Attracting FDI from the US ought to be

given high priority. The US-GSP scheme,
even in its current form, offers significant
market access opportunities if Bangladesh
is able to diversify her export basket. US
investment, targeting the US market, tak-
ing advantage of US-GSP scheme, could
play an important role in significantly
enhancing Bangladesh's export earnings
and domestic employment opportunities.
Bangladesh's economic and commercial
interests should be put at the centre of our
bilateral partnership and diplomatic rela-
tionship with the US.



