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Now the import ratio has been reduced by
85-95% for the main ceramic products”

In conversation with Shirajul Islam
Mollah, MP, President of Bangladesh
Ceramics Manufacturers and Exporters
Association (BCMEA) and Managing
Director, China-Bangla Ceramic
Industries Limited

Please share your insights into the ceramics
industry. What is the next five-year plan?
he ceramics sector is currently in the
developing stage. Earlier, all ceramic-
related products had to be imported, but
now the import ratio has been reduced
by a significant 85 to 95 percent for the
main products (ceramic tiles, sanitary ware,
and tableware). With increasing demand,
production has been increased by making
proper use of the available resources (wages,
quality of skilled manpower and gas prices)
which, compared to our neighbouring
countries (e.g. India and China), are much
more favourable and hence this puts us in a
stable position, since the main products are
gas-based.

The raw materials of the ceramics industry
have to be imported. This leads to us facing
lots of challenges. Whether the containers of
raw materials arrive from China or Italy, the
destination is Chattogram port. Sometimes,
it takes us 50-60 days to just process the
shipments at the port which causes us huge
damages. This is an area where government
intervention is required as businesses suffer
from such occurrences. One of the reasons
is that the Chattogram port is overbooked,
with about 160 to 170 ships waiting to be
unloaded whereas the capacity to unload is
only seven to eight ships. Moreover, food
items and products or materials which need
to be urgently unloaded get priority, further
prolonging processing times.

Currently, there are about 62 companies
in the ceramics sector. In the next five years,
I believe that this number will cross 100. An
increase in demand and a rise in the number
of entrepreneurs are going to be the two
driving forces behind this. Our major future
plans include fulfilling local demands and
exporting at a large scale.

If we are to increase the size of the
industry, the importance of exports cannot
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be overstated. The government needs to at
least increase the incentive on exports to 20
percent from the current 10 percent.
Currently, we are producing sanitaryware,
kitchenware, and tiles. What is the scope
for further growth and improvement?

The growth aspect in the tiles, tableware and
sanitaryware sub-sections of the industry is
vital. Over the last year, we have experienced
increasingly positive growth rates, thus this is
a good sign.

The government needs to provide
upgraded versions of all the elements
needed for production of ceramic products.
Automation processes usually exist in
production. All the raw materials aside,
the work involved in the production is
completely machine-based, not a manual
process.

The government has imposed a one
percent customs duty charge on the
machinery involved in the ceramics industry.
What are the challenges? How can we
overcome them?

LNG production is something which has
already come into the pipeline. We are getting
gas, as required, without much problem.
Coals can be used as complete substitutes
for natural gas. However, using gas as a raw
material involves a uniform system, which
might be preferred.
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Each country adapts to what it has,
whether a resource be limited or in
abundance. There is a factory in Khulna
which is already using the coal-based process
in production. In Bhola, there is gas so they
are usually gas-oriented. Thus, alternate
methods of production will allow the re-

allocation of resources in an efficient manner.

Since we have been doing expos for quite
some time, what has been the outcome so
far? What was the output from last year's
expo? What are the expectations from the
upcoming expo?

The first ceramics fair took place last year, at
the Bashundhara Convention Centre, where
representatives of the ceramics industry,
including 13 multinationals and some local
companies, were present. This year we will
be holding the second edition of the fair
from December 5 to 7, 2019, This year, we
plan to welcome representatives from 20
different foreign companies along with most
of the major local companies which will be
represented by their own employees and
directors.

The ceramics fair is a great initiative,
especially considering the developmental
stage the ceramics industry finds itself in.
We have the required skilled manpower,
resources (gas at reliable prices) and the
potential to import LNG gas. These three

components will help increase the size of the

overall industry.

The positive outcome of the fair will
be that the different stages of production
will come together to plan for the future
while also promoting the ceramics industry
in Bangladesh. The fact that the ceramics
industry is producing these products in
Bangladesh is not known by most people.

My request to everyone 1s to come
to the fair and explore and get to know
how the ceramics industry functions and
what it produces. The innovations and
advancements of the ceramics industry can
be discovered, where people can understand
its value in the overall development context
of Bangladesh. We will, thus, be able to
present, to the world, foreign entities and
our local markets, the idea that Bangladesh
is the right place to develop the ceramics
industry.
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Why design is a crucial element
for the ceramics industry

SAJJADUR RAHMAN

Those days are gone when businessmen
had to rely on foreign products for
designing their items. Now most of

the factories have their own design

and product development team which
brings out four to six new products -
from plates, cups, mugs to cutlery and
dinner sets — every year.

Designers and owners get ideas from

everything, such as a nice building,
mosque, saree, monument or a foreign
product.

“Two years ago, | saw a jamdani
saree designed beautifully. | bought
it and handed it over to our team to
replicate the design in ceramic products.
They did it successfully,” said Irfan
Uddin, general secretary of Bangladesh
Ceramic Manufacturers and Exporters
Association (BCMEA) and a director of
FARR Ceramics.

Irfan said they have their own design
and development team, and most of
them are fine arts graduates.

DBL Ceramics, which is a relatively
new entrant in the market, follows
[talian and Spanish designs to attract
customers, both in local and export
markets.

“But to make those products we need
special dyes and chemicals that push up
our production costs,” said MA Jabbar,
managing director of DBL Ceramics, a
concern of apparel giant DBL Brothers.

The company employs eight artists
dedicated to designing ceramic
products.

Other companies such as Akij
Ceramics, Shinepukur Ceramics, Monno
Ceramics, Artisan Ceramics, X-Ceramics,
China-Bangla Ceramic, Paragon
Ceramics and RAK Ceramics also
produce products with their dedicated
design team.

But there is another way to design
products as raw material suppliers also
help factories design products.

“Whatever design you want, tell them
and they will make the design for you,”
said Shirajul Islam Mollah, president
of BCMEA and managing director of
China-Bangla Ceramic Industry that
began operation in 2002.
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He said designing of products will
get more importance when Bangladesh
boosts its exports to the global market.

Design matters a lot for ceramic
products, according to salesmen at the
capital’s Elephant Road, a retail hub
of the products. They said they were
trained by the companies so that they
can brief customers about the quality
and aesthetic side of the products, be it
a cup or a dinner set.

“Customers do not see the quality of
the products, rather they prefer good-
looking ones. They even want to spend
more when they like a product, solely
for its design,” said Kamal Hossain,

30, a salesman at a store of Shinepukur
Ceramics.

He said tableware products, which
were a luxury even 10 years ago, have
now become common for use.

The first use of practical pottery
vessels is thought to be thousands of
years back. Historians believe it was
as far back as 9000 BC. These vessels
were used to hold and store grain and
other foods. It is believed that ancient
glass manufacturing is closely linked
to pottery making, which flourished in
Egypt in about 8000 BC.

Later, ceramic art spread to almost all
developed cultures, which was evident
in vanished cultures, like that of the
Iron Age population in Africa over
3,000 years ago. Later the use of cerami
products became popular in cultures
such as those of the Chinese, Greek,
Persian, Mayan, Japanese, and Korean as
well as the modern Western cultures.

During the 19th and 20th centuries,
Japan, United Kingdom, Germany and
other European countries dominated
the industry and export markets. But
a jump in production costs, including
wages and currency appreciation, made
ceramic manufacturing unfeasible for
many of those nations, even in China.

The first factory in Bangladesh was
set up in Bogura in 1958. Two factories
emerged in 1960s and one in 1974.
Then half a dozen new companies
entered the market in 1990s after which
it proliferated post-2000.
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