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Cries for store rent waiver grow louder

SOHEL PARVEZ

For more than two months, Motahar
Hossain has been unable to run business at
his two clothing retail stores in the capital’s
Bashundhara City as the major shopping
centre has remained closed to keep the
coronavirus pandemic at bay.

As a result, all eight of his employees have
remained idle while no sales have been made.
Hossain's business expenses to pay salaries for
the staff, space rent and service charge remain
a constant.

He paid salaries to his workers in full for
the month of March but in April, he managed
to pay only 30 per cent of their total salaries
by borrowing the money from relatives. He is
yet to clear the dues, including rent and service
charge, for May.

In the last two months, Hossain completely
missed out on the two biggest sales seasons of
the year: Eid-ul-Fitr, the biggest festival for the
Muslim and Pahela Baishakh, the first month
of the Bengali New Year.

Even if his stores reopen after the
coronavirus crisis is over, he will have the
increased burden of making up for any unpaid
rent and service charge.

Despite the fact that many of the other shop
owners at Bashundhara City are facing similar
difficulties, the authorities of the country’s
second-largest shopping complex are yet to
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offer any form of discount or waiver on the
rent or service charge.

“Frankly speaking, I do not have the capacity
to pay. We wait for the Eid festival during
the rest of the year to register a handsome
amount of sales. But we lost that scope,” said
a frustrated Hossain, the proprietor of Ayesha
Fashion at Bashundhara City.

Hossain has been unable to pay his rent for
four months now.

This prompted the owner of his outlet to
contact Hossain on serval occasions during
the nationwide shutdown to ask for the rent.

Hossain was left with little option other
than convincing the owner to defer the
payment.

He is just one of the thousands of small and
medium-sized entrepreneurs who shuttered
stores following the government’s directive to
close all businesses on March 26 in an effort to
curb the spread of the coronavirus.

Bangladesh has more than 30 lakh retail and
wholesale stores with Dhaka city alone being
home to 2.40 lakh of those shops, according
to data from the Dhaka Metropolitan Shop
Owners Association (DMSOA).

Like Hossain, most shop owners depend
on sales to make an income. But with the
coronavirus pandemic having already taken a
serious toll on the economy, many small-scale
entrepreneurs have been pushed to the brink
of bankruptcy.

“On the one hand, we could
not sell our products. On the
other, owners are demanding rent.
This is really a very bad situation,”
said Liyakwat Hossain Shobuj,
proprietor of Aroush, a punjabi
store at Bashundhara City.

Many stores pulled up their
shutters on May 10 after the
government eased some of the
restrictions.

However, the authorities of
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a number of well-known establishments,
namely Bashundhara City, Jamuna Future
Park, Gausia Market and Eastern Plaza,
decided to keep their premises closed since the
highly communicable disease could rapidly
spread through shoppers if health guidelines
are not met stringently.

Meanwhile, the markets that have already
reopened have been unable to recover from
their losses due to the poor customer turnout.

Considering the situation, any discount
or waiver provided by mall authorities
could reduce the financial pressure on shop
proprietors.

However, the owners of the outlets are yet
to provide any assurance of any kind as they
themselves mostly depend on the rent for their
incomes.

“Many owners are unwilling to consider

our problem and give us any relief. As we
cannot do business because of the lockdown,
owners should also bear the part of the burden
to reduce the pressure on us,” said Sazzadur
Rahman, who runs mobile phone retail
outlets at Orchard Point and Metro Shopping

Mall in Dhaka.

“Many owners are pushing for rent and a
number of shop operators had to make partial
payments amid the pressure from owners. We
want a two-month waiver for rent to overcome

the dip in sales.”

A number of proprietors have had to give
up their businesses while new entrants will
not enjoy good business at this time, Rahman

said.

“Owners should offer us some respite. If the
rent for a month is waived, we can at least pay

salaries to our staff,” he added.

A few of the space owners though are
considering standing by their tenants.

“I will consider it if any of my tenants
approaches me. Because, it is tough for
anyone to pay three months’ rent under these
circumstances,” said Mohd Selim, who owns
several store spaces at Eastern Plaza.

“They are small shop owners and they have
not received any stimulus. They need support,”
he added.

If the rent was waived for even a month, it
could be a win-win situation for both owners
and tenants, said Tasnim Alam Proshun,
owner of a mobile phone retail store, Hello
Enterprise, at Orchard Point.

“Ultimately, it will be the loss of owners if
any shop operator quits,” he said.

Md Helal Uddin, president of the National
Association of Shop Owners of Bangladesh,
feels that the rent issue should be settled
mutually between shop owners and tenants.

“The government has not waived or reduced
the electricity, water and gas bills. Part of the
utility bills should be waived to help both
tenants and owners.”

Each retail outlet at the mall is owned
by separate individuals. Therefore, the rent
issue is a matter between shop owners and
tenants, said Sheikh Abdul Alim, in-charge of
Bashundhara City Shopping Mall.

“No decision has been taken yet regarding
the payment of service charge for April and
May,” he added.

Mohammed Alamgir, director of Jamuna
Group, the owning company of Jamuna
Future Park, said his company is yet to take
any decision on the service charge and rent.

“The micro, small and medium enterprises
(MSMEs) should be given support because
60 per cent would be out of business if they
remain inactive for a long time due to the
lockdown,” said Atiur Rahman, a former
governor of the central bank at a virtual
discussion on Monday.

Credit growth plunges to 12-year low

AKM Zamir UDDIN

As more and more economic data
trickle in of the past few months,

stood at Tk 10,66,474 crore as of
March, according to data from the
Bangladesh Bank.

Private sector credit growth

Private sector credit growth so far this fiscal year

(in %); source: BB

we are getting a more accurate
barometer of the sweeping pall of
pessimism that has enshrouded
the economy.

Take the case of private sector
credit growth, which nosedived to
8.86 per cent in March, the lowest
since December 2008, indicating
the businesses’ overly glum
outlook.

The first confirmed cases of
COVID-19 in Bangladesh were
announced on March 8 and
22 days later the government
enforced a stay-at-home order
to flatten the curve on the rogue
virus that has upended lives and
livelihoods like no other.

The credit growth had been
maintaining a downward trend
for the last two years but the fall
in March was relatively steeper
compared with the previous
months.

March’s figure is also lower
than the 9.13 per cent reported in
February.

Credit flow to the private sector

is supposed to have declined in 1.5
April and May to a large extent as 1
most economic activities were on
pause until May 30, said a central 10.5
bank official. 10
Operations of all factories, 95
industries and services across the
country were largely suspended 9
during the time. 8.5
The Bangladesh Bank will 8 } } } }
disclose the credit growth figure = = & S
- = A o

for April within a day or two.

“There is no demand for
fresh investment at this moment
as both the local and global
economies are going through
a tough situation,” said Zahid
Hussain, a former lead economist
of the World Bank’s Dhaka office.

And this was reflected in the
private sector credit growth in
March.

The falling trend in the credit
growth could be slowed once
businesses begin to receive funds
smoothly from the stimulus
funds unveiled by the central
bank, he said.

“But the economy will not
rebound unless people become
confident about the government’s
initiatives to improve the health
sector.”

E-commerce and businesses
that produce medical products
like mask, personal protective
equipment and hygiene items will
get a boost during the pandemic.

The enterprises making these
products should be extended all
types of cooperation, including
financial support, as it will make
the economy vibrant to a certain

Mar

level, Hussain added.

“There is no possibility that
the private sector credit growth
would accelerate until the world
gets a vaccine to fight against
the coronavirus,” said Ahsan H
Mansur, executive director of
the Policy Research Institute of

Bangladesh.

Contraction of private
sector credit growth means
unemployment  would  rise

alarmingly and the country would
have to face the consequence in
the days ahead.

Besides, the private sector has
been facing various problems for
a long time and this has been
reflected in the credit growth, said
Mansur, also a former official of
the International Monetary Fund.

Government borrowing from
the banking sector has been
growing since the beginning
of the fiscal year, which can
potentially crowd out private
sector investment.

The government should avoid
borrowing from scheduled banks
as this would harm the private
sector, he said.

Both the central bank and the
government should start working
on mitigating problems so that
the private sector can make
a turnaround in the quickest
possible in keeping with a global
recovery.

The government will have to
take initiatives to improve the
country’s ranking in the index of
the ease of doing business and to
iron out bureaucratic tangles in
the interest of the private sector.

“This will help the economy
recover at a faster pace,” Mansur
added.

FMCG companies tuning products to
cash-strapped consumers’ means

AHsaN HaBiB

The makers of cereal, toiletries and other
supermarket staples in Bangladesh are
increasingly working to reshape their
cash-strapped
consumers from trading down as the
coronavirus pandemic continues to limit
economic activities and cut incomes of

product lines to keep

millions of people.

Some fast-moving consumer goods
companies are rolling out new brands at a
lower price range and initiating price cuts
while others are offering more affordable
pack sizes and bundle packs and free

deliveries.

“We have already offered economy
bundles for some products where prices
will be comparatively lower,” said Jesmin
Zaman, head of marketing of Square

Toiletries.

One instance is its offer of baby powder

with a pack of diapers.

Square Toiletries sells products under
brands such as Senora, Jui, Meril, Revive,
Kool, Zerocal, Sepnil, Magic and White

Plus.

The company is working on bringing out

capacity,” Zaman said.

a cheaper version of its already low-cost
sanitary napkin brand Femina.

“We are doing this so that people stay
with us even after their reduced purchasing

Another such initiative to hook
customers is Marico Bangladesh’s rollout of
hand wash and hand sanitiser through the
Mediker SafeLife range under a “no profit”

RS

commitment for the first six months.

“We have launched it as a commitment
to our consumers and society during this
period of crisis,” said Christabel Randolph,
director for legal and corporate affairs of
the Bangladesh subsidiary of the Mumbai-
based company.

This new range will give some relief to
consumers in the situation, she said.

Marico’s
Coconut Oil, Parachute Advansed, Hair
Code, Saffola Active, Set Wet and Parachute
Advansed Body lotion.

Despite the rising prices of raw materials
and transportation cost, ACI Consumer
Brands says it has refrained from hiking the
prices of its products.

“Our consumer products have a thin
profit margin, so we have little scope to
cut prices,” said Syed Alamgir, managing
director of ACI Consumer Brands, adding
that now they were focusing on service, not
profits.

ACI can pride itself for owning several
brands that have gone on to become a
household name in Bangladesh such as
ACI Aerosol, Savlon, ACI Mosquito Coil,
ACI Pure Spices and Flour.

brands include Parachute

READ MORE ON B3

Govt mulling over
eating the rich

Hike in excise duty on big
account balances in the works

(@) EYEON

SOHEL PARVEZ

The government may
increase excise duty on big- “nGET
ticket account balances in Q

banks in its bid to collect

more taxes from relatively well-offs to attain increased
revenue collection target for next fiscal year and take the
economy on the path of recovery from the COVID-19-
induced slowdown.

Account holders who have bank balances of more than
Tk 10 lakh at any time of the year irrespective of debit or
credit may see up to 20 per cent hike in excise duty from
fiscal 2020-21, said officials of the finance ministry.

Up to Tk 10 lakh

DISTRIBUTION
OF DEPOSITS IN
ACCOUNTS AS
OF 2019

SOURCE: BB

More than Tk 10 lakh

Accounts with
Tk 10 lakh-plus
deposits

ACCOUNT

DISTRIBUTION
AS OF 2019

Accounts with
up toTk 10 lakh
deposits

Currently, account holders with bank balances exceeding
Tk 10 lakh but less than Tk 1 crore any time during a year
face a Tk 2,500 deduction as excise duty by banks in line
with the government rules.

The rate of excise duty goes up to Tk 12,000 per account
per year for balances upwards of Tk 1 crore but less than
Tk 5 crore.

The excise duty goes up to Tk 25,000 per account in case
debit or credit balances in the account exceeds Tk 5 crore
any moment, according to the NBR.

However, small ticket account holders, who have
up to Tk 1 lakh balance at any time during a year, are
exempted from excise duty. Account holders with a
balance between Tk 1 lakh and Tk 5 lakh have to pay Tk
150 excise duty a year.

READ MORE ON B3
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Fashion app sells off unwanted
stock to aid Bangladeshi workers

REUTERS

A British shopping app is raising money to help
hard-pressed garment workers in Bangladesh by
selling off clothes ditched by global fashion brands
as the coronavirus crisis decimated their sales.

Under Mallzee’s Lost Stock initiative, boxes of
clothes - with brand labels removed - are sold for
35 pounds ($44), with 37 per cent of the retail
price donated to a charity supplying food and other
goods to clothing workers hit by layoffs and unpaid
wages.

“We had the industry contacts to be in the perfect
position to connect consumers with the cancelled
stock supporting garment workers and helping
avoid the clothes ending up in landfill,” Melanie
Gray, a spokeswoman for Edinburgh-based Mallzee,
said.

Labour advocates in Bangladesh welcomed
Mallzee’s efforts but expressed concern that
such initiatives could let big brands off the hook
over mass cancelled orders that are putting the
livelihoods of thousands of workers at risk.

“I appreciate this. But why do our workers have
to live on charity?” Kalpona Akter, founder of the
Bangladesh Centre for Worker Solidarity, told the
Thomson Reuters Foundation.

“It will be highly appreciated if they (Mallzee)
can pressurise brands and ensure that they pay up.”
Millions of Bangladeshi households depend on
the garment sector, which has been hit hard by the
pandemic. Exports fell by 84 per cent in the first half
of April as $3 billion-worth of orders were cancelled
or suspended, according to factory owners.

As the industry reels from the blow, Rubana Hug,
president of the Bangladesh garment manufacturers
and exporters association, said schemes like Lost
Stock were “imperative.” Last week, Bangladeshi
manufacturers said they would blacklist Western

fashion brands that “exploit” them by failing to pay
their bills due to the coronavirus crisis, days after
threatening to sue a major British retailer over its
debts.

Several manufacturers have struggled to clear
workers’ dues in the last two months due to the
cancellations, and hundreds of unpaid garment
workers protested on the streets last month.

®
mallzee

Since launching the programme two weeks
ago, Mallzee has sold 80,000 boxes of clothes, far
exceeding its goal to sell 10,000, Gray said.

She said the company had collected enough
funds to supply parcels of food and sanitary
products to help 80,000 garment workers and their
families.

Mallzee is working in partnership with Sajida
Foundation, a Bangladeshi NGO, which plans
to begin the distribution of the aid packages next
month.

“We're in the process of making a list of garment
workers who need the relief. It can support them
for two months,” said Muhymin Chowdhury,
spokesman for Sajida Foundation.

Researchers say charitable efforts will not be
enough to support workers in the longer term,
urging the government to work with factory owners
to create a social safety net for garment industry
employees.

Dollar loses
safe-haven
shine

REUTERS, London

The euro reached an 11-week high

on Tuesday as the dollar lost ground,
with investors maintaining their
hopes for a global economic recovery.

The optimism persisted within
markets despite growing concern over
U.S.-China tensions and mass protests
across the United States over the death
of a black man in police custody.

Traders remain hopeful that
central banks will continue to
buy government bonds and other
financial assets to protect their
economies from the coronavirus
pandemic.

The European Central Bank, for
instance, is expected to increase
its 750 billion-euro Pandemic
Emergency Purchase Programme,
or PEPP, on Thursday, probably by
around 500 billion euros.

The Bank of Japan, ECB and the
Federal Reserve have increased their
balance sheets by 10 per cent, 20
per cent and 70 per cent respectively
since the start of this year, said Kit
Juckes, macro strategist at Societe
Generale.

The euro last fetched $1.1178, up
0.4 per cent on the day, after rallying
to $1.1185, its highest since March 17.

The U.S. dollar fell to a three-
month low of 1.3503 against the
Canadian dollar and was last trading
down 0.4 per cent. It also fell against
the Australian dollar, which rose to
$0.6852, its highest since Jan. 24.

China buys US soybeans after
halt to US purchases ordered

REUTERS, Chicago

State-owned Chinese firms bought at least
three cargoes of U.S. soybeans on Monday,
even as sources in China said the government
had told them to halt purchases after
Washington said it would eliminate special
treatment for Hong Kong to punish Beijing.

The purchases, totaling at least 180,000
tonnes of the oilseed, were for shipment
in October or November, the peak U.S. soy
export season when American soybeans are
usually the cheapest in the world, three U.S.
traders with knowledge of the deals said.

It was not immediately clear why buying
continued after Beijing's message to state-
owned firms, but U.S. traders said Chinese
importers still have not covered a large share
of October and November soybean needs.

“It's murky, really hard to say,” said one
U.S. export trader. “Maybe they wanted to
knock a few cents off the price, or maybe
there’s some other agenda. The do need the
beans.” Earlier, two sources familiar with
the matter said China told state-owned firms
to halt large-scale U.S. soybean and pork
purchases. One of them said state purchases
of U.S. corn and cotton have also been put
on hold.

The soybean sales on Monday were small
compared to recent purchases by state-owned
firms totaling 1 million tonnes or more at a
time.

China is ready to suspend imports of more
American agriculture products if Washington
takes further action on Hong Kong, the
sources said.

Any sustained halt in buying would further
threaten progress in meeting goals set in the
Phase 1 trade deal signed in January. China
pledged to significantly boost purchases

of U.S. agricultural products, after slashing
imports during the bruising trade war.

The U.S. Department of Agriculture
and U.S. Trade Representative’s office did
not immediately respond to requests for
comment.

Chinese foreign ministry spokesman Zhao
Lijan told reporters during a daily briefing
Tuesday that he was unaware of the situation.

On Friday, U.S. President Donald Trump
said he was directing his administration
to begin the process of eliminating special
treatment for Hong Kong in response
to China’s plans to impose new security
legislation. China said on Monday it will
counter U.S. attempts to harm Beijing's
interests.

Chinese importers canceled 10,000 to
20,000 tonnes of American pork shipments,
equivalent to roughly one week’s orders in
recent months following Trump’s comments
on Friday, the source said.

In a worst-case scenario, if Trump
continues to target China, Beijing will scrap
the Phase 1 deal, a second source familiar
with the government plan said.

“There’s no way Beijing can buy goods
from the U.S. when receiving constant attacks
from Trump,” the person said.

U.S. comn, wheat and lean hog futures
weakened on Monday due to concerns about
rising trade tensions. Soybeans were flat.

Under the initial trade deal, China pledged
to buy an additional $32 billion worth of U.S.
agriculture products over two years above a
baseline based on 2017 figures.

The USDA reported that China bought
$1.028 billion worth of soybeans and $691
million of pork in the first quarter of 2020.
China also bought corn, wheat and soyoil
this year.

Asian markets extend gains on
hopes virus crisis is easing
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The easing of lockdowns around the
world and signs that economies are
slowly recovering provided further
impetus for Asian stocks Tuesday,
though traders remain on edge over
China-US tensions and growing
unrest across several large American
cities.

Donald Trump’s decision not to
impose strict sanctions on Beijing
over its Hong Kong security law
allowed investors to get June off to
a healthy start, while a slowdown in
virus infections and deaths globally
continues to keep the mood positive.

Europe pressed ahead with a
further loosening of measures, with
schools, pools, pubs and tourist sites
reopening -- despite fears of a second

wave of infections -- providing hope
that shattered economies can begin to
rebuild.

Data showing improvements in
factory activity in some countries,
particularly badly hit Italy, also gave
traders hope.

“May’s data suggested the worst
of the contraction may be behind us,
but we see a bumpy restart in coming
months,”  BlackRock  Investment
Institute strategists said in a report.

Tokyo rose 0.8 percent, while Hong
Kong climbed 0.5 percent after a more
than three percent surge Monday.

Shanghai added 0.1 percent and
Seoul was up 0.5 percent after data
showed South Korea's economy
shrank less than first thought in the
first quarter.

Singapore rose more than one
percent as the city began easing its
own shutdown measures and Manila
also climbed more than one percent.
There were healthy gains in Jakarta,
Wellington and Taipei, though Sydney
was slightly lower.

Investors appeared to brush off
news that China had ordered its state-
run agricultural firms to temporarily
halt buying some US farm goods,
which raised questions about the
impact on the countries’ trade pact
signed in January.

That came after Trump on Friday
unveiled a series of moves against
China over Hong Kong but stopped
short of imposing specific strict
measures, suggesting the US prefers to
avoid a confrontation at this point.
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Retailers wrestle with mountain
of unsold stock

REUTERS, Madrid

Forget fast or slow fashion, now it's
ground to a halt.

A mountain of apparel stock has
been piling up in stores, distribution
centers, warehouses and even
shipping containers during months
of COVID-19 lockdowns. As
retailers reopen around the world,
they have to work out how to get
rid of it.

Their main options? Keep it in
storage, hold a sale, offload it to
“off-price” retailers like TJ] Maxx
which sell branded goods at deep
discounts, or move it to online
resale sites.

None are ideal,
damage-limitation.

Real estate company Knight

and all are

to shoppers next year instead.

But stowing away piles
inventory is risky.

“This is not like wine that gets
better with age. Your inventory gets
worse,” said Emanuel Chirico, chief
executive of PVH Corp, which owns
Calvin Klein and Tommy Hilfiger,
on a recent earnings call.

In the United States, clothing
sales fell 89 per cent in April from
the same month in 2019, while in
Britain clothing sales sank by 50
per cent compared with an already-
squeezed March.

Retailers hope

of

that easing

of lockdown measures will see
shoppers return to stores, eager

to unleash pent-up demand. But
there is no guarantee that sales will
rebound any time soon.

Many stores are likely to pursue
a combination of holding sales
as well selling stock to off-price
retailers. The mix will depend on
consumer appetite,, how much
merchandise stores have to shift
and how fast they must free up
space for new collections.

In-store discounts are usually a
better option as dumping inventory
in bulk to off-price players returns
just pennies on the dollar for the
retailers.

Off-price retail group TIX,
which started opening its T] Maxx

and Marshalls stores this month,
said in May there was “incredible
availability” of stock on the market.

UK-based Parker Lane Group,
which helps companies manage
excess stock and advises on selling
off-price, is processing at least
double its usual volume of up to
1.5 million items of apparel per
month, founder Raffy Kassardjian
told Reuters.

“Some of our customers are
waiting for retail to open up to
gauge their performance before
they make a commitment on how
much stock they want to write off,”
he said, referring to both selling at
discount in-store and offloading to
off-price.

Potentially more lucrative is

Frank told Reuters it had fielded
inquiries for excess stock for over 6
million square feet (557,500 square
meters) of short-term let warehouse
space in Britain since the pandemic
took hold there in March.

Yet storage is only a realistic
option for evergreen “basics” that
are not tied to one particular year
and could be sold at a later date
should consumer demand bounce
back - items like underwear, t-shirts,
chinos and classic sneaker styles.

Apparel chains including British
high-street retailer Next and
German sportswear brand Adidas
said they had stashed away unsold
basics, with the aim to offer them

A person is seen inside an empty shopping mall during a partial
lockdown in Leverkusen, Germany on March 20.

moving merchandise to online
re-sale marketplaces that take a
commission on sales, although
that option is largely only open for
high-end brands.

California-based luxury re-sale
marketplace Tradesy opened a
new business unit in April to deal
with the jump in brands looking
to sell stock they were stuck with
after department stores canceled
wholesale orders, said CEO Tracy
DiNunzio.

“A number of these brands are
set to go live in the next couple of
months,” she said, adding some
may set up their own landing page
on Tradesy while others would sell
more discreetly.

REUTERS/FILE

Mixed fortunes for London
shops hit by pandemic

AFP, London

Behind the colourful shopfronts in
England’s Lane, a picture-postcard street
near north London's Primrose Hill, business
owners are experiencing mixed fortunes as
a result of the pandemic lockdown.

While window displays stay empty
and shutters are drawn, including at
The Washington pub, certain shops are
benefitting as customers avoid big queues
elsewhere and seek out items that are hard
to find at major retailers.

The newsagent and stationery store
are enjoying fresh custom from people
working remotely and home-schooling
their children.

The street’s bike shop has meanwhile
struggled to keep up with demand.

“It's madness right now, everyone is
cycling,” Michael Falkowski, co-owner of
the Impressed store, tells AFP as he busily
fixes a bike.

The Grain bakery has expanded its
offering, transforming itself into a mini
grocer by replacing tables for customers
with shelves.

Owner Kristin Labrague, who has
temporarily laid off two of her workers,
told AFP that while “it’s a bit frightening
to take public transport... we wanted to stay
open and feed the community”.

Across the street, the Chamomile cafe
has shut.

Irit Reed, who runs the eatery with
husband David, says “the decision to close
was based on the safety of our staff, our
customers”.

Ordinarily the cafe would have people
waiting patiently for a table and brunch,

but it now has a notice attached to its pale
blue exterior with a message asking for
help.

“Like many other small businesses and
industries who have been required to close,
we have been hit pretty hard,” it reads.

“If anyone is able to donate to help us
and our team through this next challenging
period, we would be eternally grateful.

“In return we will be offering a free hot
drink or discount once through this crisis,”
the message adds.

Irit speaks of the “shock” she has felt.

“We've worked hard all our lives, all
of a sudden not being able to work is
devastating.” UK retail sales dived by
a record 18.1 percent in April with the
country in coronavirus lockdown.

But most shops will soon be allowed
to reopen, as Britain -- with the world’s
second-highest death toll in the coronavirus
outbreak -- took its biggest step out of
lockdown on Monday.

Outdoor markets and car showrooms
reopened as businesses seek to lure back
customers and recoup losses suffered since
Britain effectively shut down on March 23.

In England’s Lane, the Visage hair
salon must wait a while longer to reopen,
along with pubs, restaurants and gyms
throughout Britain.

Without state funding “I don’t know
what we would have done”, says co-owner
Estella Cicek, referring to government
measures to pay workers’ wages and delay
payment of taxes during the lockdown.

Irit is meanwhile upbeat about the
future.

“The cafe will reopen no question,” she
insists.

Why can't the ride-hailing services ply
the roads yet when everyone else can?

FROM PAGE B4

“The government should allow us to
resume the service as people who used to
it are now suffering a lot in its absence,”
said Maliha M Quadir, founder and
managing director of Shohoz, another
ride-hailing service with around three
lakh registered drivers.

DRIVERS' DEMAND

With no affiliation with the government-
recognised union and no bargaining
power with companies, ridesharing
drivers said their voice has long been
ignored.

“We have never received any privileges
extended by the government as we have
no union. Even during this pandemic,
no driver received any food or cash
incentives from the government,” said
Belal Ahmed, general secretary of the
DRDU.

Some Uber drivers say the company still
sends them notifications for repaying the
dues during the shutdown.

“It's a cruel joke for Uber to ask for
the little dues even if they know we are
now jobless and unable to manage our
daily expenses,” said Jobayer Ahmed, a

driver, who uses both Uber and Pathao
apps.

He said no company directly stands
beside the drivers during the difficult
period although the companies charge 25
per cent of the fare. But some drivers who
run the ride-sharing service on OBHAI
have received cash donations from a
foundation.

Uber hasn’t replied to an emailed
question on the notifications for unpaid
dues.

When drivers call for reducing the
charge, Uber said the rate is analogous
across all markets, Ahmed said.

“In Bangladesh, it is a profession and the
owners of the cars let drivers run them. But
in other countries, people who are also the
owner of the cars share the ride.”

The commission taken by the
ridesharing platforms should be brought
down to 12 per cent from existing 25 per
cent, he said.

There are more than one lakh
professional drivers in Bangladesh and
the number of overall registered drivers
would be about 4 lakh, according to the
DRDU.

Govt mulling over eating the rich

FROM PAGE B1

And bankers deduct Tk 500 as excise tax from accounts
with debit or credit balances from above Tk 5 lakh to Tk
10 lakh.

Officials said the excise tax rates for account balances
of up to Tk 10 lakh are unlikely to change to give relief
to lower-middle-income people, many of whom suffered
income losses and salary cuts as economic activities
nosedived in the face of the 65-day general shutdown to
battle the deadly COVID-19 in Bangladesh.

The NBR data showed that it collected Tk 1,285 crore as
excise tax from bank balances in fiscal 2017-18, down from
Tk 1,295 crore a year earlier.

“We have seen that most of the excise duty comes
from accounts with high bank balances,” said an official
of the finance ministry requesting anonymity as he is not
authorised to speak with the media.

He expects that the measure to hike excise duty would
bring in a couple of hundreds of crores in revenue next
fiscal year. The fresh hike is likely to come three years after
the government increased excise duty on bank balances to
achieve higher revenue goal.

Initially, the government wanted to hike the duty on
bank balances of upwards of Tk 1 lakh.

But following public outcry, it stepped back from
increasing the tax on account balances of up to Tk 10 lakh
in any bank account, thus averting saddling the lower-
income people with higher tax burden and discouraging
savings in banking channel.

Until December 31, last year, there were 10.65 crore
bank accounts and Tk 12.14 lakh crore in balance.

And only one per cent of the account holders had more
than Tk 10 lakh in deposits in their accounts. And in terms
of balances, these accounts accounted for 71 per cent of the
total deposits, according to data from the Bangladesh Bank.

FMCG companies tuning products to
cash-strapped consumers’ means

FROM PAGE B1
The move from the FMCG companies
comes as the pandemic continues to shrink
consumers’ pockets.

A significant number of Bangladeshi

households are not working and
experiencing meaningful financial
pressures.

About 74 per cent of the families have
seen a reduction in income because of the
coronavirus pandemic, according to a new
study of Brac, Data Sense and Unnayan
Shamannay.

In the first week of this month, the Asian
Development Bank said the coronavirus
pandemic would cut 37 lakh jobs in
Bangladesh.

One in five among the members of the
labour force in Bangladesh were without
jobs in April, said Rizwanul Islam, a
former special adviser for the employment
sector at the International Labour Office
in Geneva.

And the future looks equally bleak.

The World Bank has forecast the
Bangladesh economy would grow by 2 per
cent to 3 per cent this fiscal year and 1.2 per
cent to 2.9 per cent in the next fiscal year.

Golden Harvest has introduced new

vegetables and packaging in its array of
frozen foods to lessen the labour required
at home seeing that many might no
longer be able to afford domestic house
help.

“We have plans to offer our products in
bulk quantity so that the price becomes
lower,” said Rajeeb Samdani, chairman
Golden Harvest, whose portfolio ranges
from dairy products to frozen foods.

The company is working on a low-profit
margin to make the products affordable
and bring convenience to people’s lives, he
said.

“To facilitate consumers during the
COVID-19 period, we have introduced free
home delivery service through which, for
the time being, consumers can buy products
at a price lower than the maximum retail
price,” said Naquib Khan, corporate affairs
director of Nestlé Bangladesh, the local
operations of the world’s biggest packaged
foods maker.

This is to help consumers save while
continuing to enjoy tasty and nutritious
Nestlé products, Khan added.

Nestlé sells products under its world-
famous brands such as Nescafe, Maggi
and Nido.
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Spain jobless
figures down
significantly as
crisis eases

AFP, Madrid

The number of new
jobseekers in Spain was
close to 27,000 in May,
around 10 times lower than
in March and April during

Government of the People’'s Republic of Bangladesh
Office of the Project Director

Bangladesh Railway

Outer Circular Road, Kamalapur, Dhaka-1217
No. PD/DTJOLP/TENDERMWD2-920

Package Mo. WD2: Design, Supply, Installation and Testing-Commissioning of Computer Based Interlocked
Signaling System at 7 (Seven) stations including interlocking of selected level crossings and installation of
optical fiber cable based telecommunication system for block operation and CTC interface work {Turnkey
Works) in connection with construction of 3rd and 4th Dual Gauge Track in Dhaka-Tongi seclion and
Doubling of Dual Gauge Track in Tongi-Joydebpur section.

Dated: 1.06.2020

the coronavirus. l.ockdow.n, Rif:
the labour ministry said 1. IFT No. FDIDTJOLP/TENDER/WDZ2-831; Dated 20.02.2020
Tuesday.
Spain  imposed  a 2. Comigendum 1; PDIDTJOLPTENDERMWD2-859; Dated 08.03.2020
nationwide s{gﬁfgg&gg 3. Corigendum 2: PD/DTJDLPITENDER/WD2-884: Dated 19.03.2020
of the virus, and that month 4, Comgendum 3; PD/IOTJDLPTENDER/WDZ2-504, Dated 15.04.2020
it counted more than 5, Corrigendum 4: PD/DTJOLPTENDERMWD2-208; Dated 05.05.2020
302,000 new ]obseekgrs .
and, another 280000 in Corrigendum No. 5 (dated: 01.06.2020)
But in May, th | No. isi
lockgow;n Wa:y grzs(man; if ET Provision as per Corrigendum-4 Fg::::":: da:ml:l-eﬁl
eased, the government
counted a total of 26,573 17. | Tender last selling date | 05.07.2080 (during office hours) 16.08.2020 {during office hours)
new jobseckers in the |l 48 | Tander closing date and Date Time Date Time
eurozone’s  fourth-largest ' - g
economy, where the total time 06-07-200 Up to 12:00 hrs 17=08-2020) Up o 12:00
number of unemployed BST his BST
d . illion.
Stazt iﬁ; ifd“(‘,‘f ;f:rch, the 19 Tandar opening date and Date Time Date Tme
I(\II[i}]iE(;nal Sﬁa}ti}sltics I?Stiuite lime 06-07-2020 At 12.30 hrs 17-08-2020 AL 12:30 hrs
- ‘whnic . calculates EST EET
figures in a different way,
gave Spain’s jobless figure 21 Place/dateffime of pre- | Conference Room ‘Meghna’ (5th | Conference Room  ‘Meghna'
ot p d g
?uri%o ;gi”égﬁmfl};g: tender meeting Fioor), Rail Bhabam, 16, Abdul | (5th Floor), Rail Bhaban, 16,
who have been furloughed. (Gani Road, Dhaka Abdul Gani Road, Dhaka.
Between mid-March and Date & time: 10.06.2020 at 11.00 | Date & time: 20.07.2020 at
the end of May, a total of hrs BST 11.00 hrs BST
3.7 million people were

furloughed under a plan
rolled out by the labour
ministry.

The leftwing government
of Prime Minister Pedro
Sanchez banned layoffs and
simplified access to such
temporary unemployment
programmes in a bid to
ease the impact of the crisis
in employment.

GD-922

Al other terms and conditions of the Tender Motice shall remain unchanged.

Construction of 3rd and 4th Dual Gauge Lines
in Dhaka-Tongi Section and Doubling of Dual
Gauge Line in Tongi-Joydebpur Section Project
Call phone: +88 01711506113
E-mail: pd.3rddthi@railway.qov.bd

Md. Shahidul Islam
Project Director
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TAMING CORONAVIRUS RAMPAGE

Why can’t the ride-hailing services ply
the roads yet when everyone else can?

ManamupurL HasaN

After passing nervous two months thanks to
the countrywide general shutdown, hitting the
Dhaka streets again has become a compelling
need for Md Belal Hossain, who drives a car
under a ridesharing service.

But the partial reopening of the economy
has not brought any good news for him as the
Bangladesh Road Transport Authority (BRTA)
has asked all ridesharing services to stay off the
roads until further notice, although restrictions
were eased for transport services and buses,
minibuses, trains and domestic airlines have
resumed operations.

“The decision is frustrating. If the operation
does not resume soon, my family will starve,”
said Hossain, who mainly provides ride-hailing
services by way of both Uber and Pathao.

His plight began at the beginning of March
when the country reported the maiden cases
of COVID-19. As the situation worsened,
the government was compelled to enforce
a shutdown, banning the movement of all
public transport.

And with it went Hossain's source of
livelihood.

Until the coronavirus reached the shores of
Bangladesh, he used to drive a car by paying a
monthly rental of Tk 22,000.

He has been with Uber since 2016 when the
San Francisco-based American multinational
ride-hailing company debuted in the country
and has been taking home about Tk 18,000 a
month on an average.

The income was enough for Hossain to rent
a small flat in the capital’s Mohammadpur for

his wife and two children at a monthly rent of
Tk 5,000.

But, he has been unable to pay the rent for
the last two months.

“Even on Saturday, the landlord paid a visit
for the rent. I requested him to wait for a few
more weeks as I had thought that ridesharing
services would be operational again,” he told
The Daily Star over the phone in an emotional
voice as if he was on the verge of tears.

If he can’t pay the rent for June, he fears he
might be evicted.

He has been buying daily essentials from a
local grocery shop on credit assuring the shop
owner, whom he knows for a long time, that
he would repay when the situation returns to
normalcy. He owes the grocer more than Tk
20,000.

“When I go the grocery to buy something,
I cannot look at his eyes because I feel so
ashamed. I went to every potential source to
get some donation or food incentive, but I got
nothing.”

He submitted the photocopy of his national
identification card to the office of the local
ward councillor and visited it for a dozen
times only to get rejected.

And neither Uber nor Pathao provided

anything during this hardship. “T had thought
at least Uber will do something for me as I
have been with them for a long time.”
CALLS FOR REOPENING GROWS LOUDER
On May 30, the BRTA sent a letter to 12
ridesharing service providers instructing them
not to resume operation. The government
agency did not explain why.

Drivers strongly protested the decision.

Uber
sh@hoz

oathdo

“While bus, train, CNG-run vehicles and
minibus are allowed to ply on the roads, the
authorities put us in the red zone. But why?”
said Md Kamrul Hossain, president of the
Dhaka Ridesharing Drivers Union (DRDU), an
organisation of app-based drivers representing
around 5,000 members.

He urged the government to allow them
to resume operations immediately as many
families depend on their earnings.

“We are from lower-middle-income groups
and we can't go outside for begging. The only
solution is to allow us to drive again as it has
already been allowed for everyone else.”

The companies echoed the same. On June

1, Pathao and Uber jointly wrote a letter
to the BRTA seeking permission to resume
operations.

Ridesharing service, which is operated with
the help of technology, is capable of providing
the safest transportation to the public, the
letter said.

OBHALI also wrote to the agency seeking
approval to run the trial of its car and CNG-
run vehicle services.

SAFETY CONCERNS

The main reason for not allowing the
ridesharing companies to return to roads
is safety concerns because of the highly
contagious nature of the virus.

BRTA’s Acting Chairman Yousub Ali Mollah
recently told The Daily Star that they decided
to halt the operations as most vehicles under
ridesharing services are motorcycles and
maintaining a social distance might be difficult
for passengers and riders.

“If the situation changes, we will consider
resuming this service.”

However, the companies argue they are
safer than any other mode of transport.

In the letter to the BRTA, Uber and Pathao
said while mass transports like bus, train and
subways are closed in many other countries,
ridesharing service was allowed to continue as
they were deemed safer.

As there is no restriction on cars and
motorcycles, there will be an increase in
offline trips that would pose a threat to safety
and hygiene for both drivers and passengers,
the companies said.

The companies are providing training to
drivers through video tutorials and pictorials

so that they can make a safe journey during
the crisis, according to the letter.

“The transport service we provide is the
safest. We are far safer than the bus,” Hossain
said.

Uber said it has spearheaded the formation
of a ‘Transport Safety Alliance’ in partnership
with DBL Pharma, Zantrik, Dettol (Reckitt
Benckiser) and Fresh Tissue.

The alliance will raise safety awareness
amongst consumers and equip drivers with
necessary health and safety supplies to ensure
safer rides.

Uber and its allies will distribute key
safety supplies such as masks, soaps, tissues
and hand sanitisers to drivers from Zantrik's
distribution points.

Reckitt Benckiser will provide Dettol soap
bars free of charge and Fresh will distribute
tissue papers, the ridesharing company said in
an email to The Daily Star.

“As always, we will continue to invest in
technology, safety protocols and will comply
with all government guidelines to help keep
everyone who uses the Uber platform safe,”
said Ratul Ghosh, head of East India and
Bangladesh at Uber.

Pathao has consistently been taking
necessary steps in making sure that safety is
perfectly ensured in these times, said Sayeda
Nabila Mahabub, director for marketing and
public relations at the company.

It is providing facemasks, hand sanitisers,
disinfectants and hand gloves to its drivers
and will also provide regular health check-up
facilities to customers.

READ MORE ON B3

Beximco Pharma bracing for

EU to give €90m to

remdesivir export to 30 countries

AHSAN HABIB

Beximco Pharmaceuticals seem to
be going through a purple patch
of late.

After  grabbing  headlines
globally last month for being
the first company to market
remdesivir, the antiviral drug that
has shown promise in treating
COVID-19 patients, the local
pharmaceutical company is now
set to export the medicine to more
than 30 countries this month.

“We are in talks and have made
alot of progress in some cases. We
expect that we can export from
this month,” Rabbur Reza, chief
operating officer of the company,
told The Daily Star yesterday.

Without mentioning names of
the countries, he said they have
been approached by some Asian,
African, Middle Eastern and
European nations.

“We will export the medicine
through our government and so
we are receiving requests through
their governments only,” he said.

Though Beximco
Pharmaceuticals’ stocks plunged
2.8 per cent to Tk 68 on the
Dhaka Stock Exchange yesterday,
the price is far better than it was

data of the premier bourse.

Market analysts said investors
are  optimistic  about the
company’s performance as it has
produced a drug like remdesivir to
meet the growing demand of the
local and international markets.

When most other listed
companies suffered a massive
drop in their prices amid the
fallout of the pandemic, Beximco
Pharmaceuticals was faring quite
well, they said.

Some other local companies
including Eskayef (SK-F), Incepta,
Beacon, Healthcare and Square
have also got the go-ahead
to manufacture remdesivir, a
drug developed by American
biopharmaceutical company
Gilead Sciences.

Eskayef began distributing its

version of remdesivir, Remivir,
last month.
The injection, which was

previously developed to treat the
Ebola virus but did not work, has
come to the limelight as one of
the most promising treatments for
COVID-19 that has claimed 375,656
lives around the world so far.

Data from a trial by the
National Institutes of Health in
the US showed that remdesivir

by 31 per cent compared to a
placebo treatment, but did not
significantly improve survival.

California-based Gilead has
a patent on remdesivir, which
means it has exclusive rights
to make it. But, international
trade rules allow nations defined
by the United Nations as least
developed countries, including
Bangladesh, to ignore such
patents and make drugs more
affordable in their markets.

The United Nations-backed
Medicines Patent Pool, which

- = Bemsivir

TV ipnerion

contacted Beximco asking if it
was interested in the voluntary

licencing for remdesivir,
Reza was quoted as saying by
Bloomberg.

Gilead has since licenced five
companies including Cipla and
Mylan NV in India and Ferozsons
Laboratories in Pakistan to make
generic versions of the drug and
sell in 127 countries.

Meanwhile, on Sunday,
Beximco Pharmaceuticals sent
some remdesivir to Pakistan

for three critically ill COVID-19

A spokesperson of Beximco
said they sent 48 vials of Bemsivir,
the brand name of remdesivir,
on humanitarian grounds and at
the request of the Pakistan high
commission in Dhaka.

“Beximco was requested by
official authorities to provide
Bemsivir for a small group of
critically ill patients against a
special import permit issued by
the Drug Regulatory Authority of
Pakistan,” he said.

Recently, a medicine
manufacturer in Pakistan named
Searle Pharma announced that it
plans to import remdesivir from
Bangladesh. The firm said it had
entered into an exclusive licensing

and marketing agreement
with  Bangladesh’s  Beximco
Pharmaceuticals.

“Searle Pharma is planning
to import remdesivir in finished
form (ready-to-use) to meet the
country’s urgent requirements,”
the company told the Pakistan
Stock Exchange recently.

Beximco Pharma, listed on
the Alternate Investment Market
(AIM) of London Stock Exchange.
Norway’s Norges Bank, the world’s
biggest sovereign fund, controls 3
per cent of Beximco, according to

three months ago, according to

reduced hospitalisation

stays

is helping Gilead find partners,

patients by a special cargo flight.

data compiled by Bloomberg.

Garment exports to major destinations nosedive

REerAYET ULLAH MIRDHA

Bangladesh’s garment exports to major
destinations suffered a devastating blow in
April as factories put up the shutters while
demand hit rock bottom because of the
coronavirus pandemic worldwide.

Apparel  shipment to the EU,
Bangladesh’s largest export market, was
only $220 million in April, while the
average monthly earnings usually stand at
nearly 1.5 billion, according to data from

Bangladesh Garment Manufacturers and
Exporters Association (BGMEA).

In July-April, Bangladesh exported
garment items worth $15.06 billion to the
EU, which is 14.61 per cent lower than that
in the same period last fiscal year.

Garment export to the US, the country’s
single largest export destination,
amounted to only $70 million in April,
against the average monthly earnings
of $500 million in the usual times, the
BGMEA data shows.

In July-April, the amount stood at $4.44
billion, which is 12.64 per cent lower than
the earnings in the same period last year.

Export also declined to the Canadian
market: In April, Bangladesh exported
garment items worth $9.5 million. During
July-April the amount reached $746.35
million, a 21.64 per cent drop year-on-
year.

“We foresee continued slowdown in
exports till the end of this year,” said
BGMEA President Rubana Hugq.

April and May have seen freefall in
exportsand based on the current discussions
with the buyers, exporters would have to be
skeptic in making a generalised prediction,
she added.

“We may see exports plummeting by 30-
40 per cent in upcoming months since retail
markets are yet to pick up and the impact of
COVID-19 on consumer behaviour is still
unknown.”

The sector is still
uncertainties, she added.

facing many

Nivea teams up with e-commerce platforms
to reach customers’ doorsteps

STAR BUSINESS REPORT

Global skincare brand Nivea has partnered
with multiple e-commerce platforms in
Bangladesh to make its wide portfolio of
personal care products easily available
to consumers through the touch of their
fingertips as the coronavirus pandemic
pushes people online.

Through the partnerships, the brand
aims to cater to the growing needs of
consumers by providing more accessibility
of skincare products, including shower gels,

roll-ons and face washes, among others.

Its partners are Daraz, Chaldal, Shwapno,
Shajgoj, Eorange, Shoparu, Ghore bazar,
Meenaclick and Shop Up.

Nivea is a German personal care
brand that specialises in body-care and
is owned by Hamburg-based Beiersdorf
Global AG.

“We have seen a growing demand even
during this lockdown for our products.
Hence it was only natural that we keep
our supply chains moving to get closer to
our consumers,” said Sudhanshu Krishna,

associate director for international business
at Nivea, in a statement yesterday.

Nivea is now reshaping delivery models
for the sake of the consumers as it looks to
provide greater convenience.

The service will be available for
consumers in Dhaka and will soon expand
to the cities in line with the expansion
of the e-commerce companies. It will
also offer multiple payment options for
customers.

In Bangladesh, Nivea is represented by
International Distribution Company.

garment workers
laid off for COVID-19

StAR BUSINESS REPORT

There is finally some good news for the hard-up garment
workers as the European Union (EU) will provide more
than € 90 million to those who have lost their jobs because
of the global coronavirus pandemic.

Each worker will get their respective handout directly,
possibly through the use of their bank or mobile financial
service account and a government agency, to ensure
transparency in the distribution of the fund.

The initiative is still at the very preliminary stage as the
EU has been holding meetings with authorities concerned
for the release of the fund.

“The BGMEA (Bangladesh Garment Manufacturers
and Exporters Association) and BKMEA (Bangladesh
Knitwear Manufacturers & Exporters Association) will
help prepare the list of retrenched workers,” said Yasir
Obaid, chairman of the trade body’s standing committee
on automation.

The EU has been holding meetings with leaders of
both the BGMEA and the BKMEA to assess the total
number of retrenched workers, he told The Daily Star
over the phone.

The exact number of workers can be known in the first
week of July as those laid off in June will also be included
in the final assessment.

The amount that each worker will get from the fund is
yet to be finalised.

“The exact final amount might be a little bit more than
€90 million as far as I can understand from the meeting,”
he said.

The sector has been particularly hit hard by the
pandemic: more than 1,000 garment factories have
faced order cancellations amounting to $2.97 billion,
a development that can leave more than a million of its
4 million-odd workers without a job, according to the
BGMEA.

Earlier in April, the EU announced a €5 million cash
support for Myanmar’s garment workers.

Benapole custom
releases goods in
record 19 minutes

STAR BUSINESS REPORT

Benapole Custom House yesterday issued the release order
and cleared a consignment of chilli, turmeric and ginger in
just 19 minutes -- a new record for the port.

The customs duty paper was printed in 10 minutes and
the release order in the next 9 minutes, said Belal Hossain
Chowdhury, Benapole custom commissioner.

Some 42 railway wagons carried the 2,600 tonnes of
spices, he said.

“The goods were released in the quickest possible time
to prevent a potential crisis,” Chowdhury added.

If the documents are correct, not only rail cargo, all
types of consignments can be cleared quickly, said

Naeem Miron, a revenue officer of Benapole Customs
House.

Rubel Enterprise from Bogura brought the products
from India, according to import documents.

Importers have to pay parking fees and extortion
charges if the products are carried through trucks, whereas
rail cargoes are free of such matters, Chowdhury said.

One wagon can bring four trucks of goods at a time and
a train of 100 bogies can bring about 400 trucks a day.

Moreover, the chances of false declaration in rail cargo
remain low and the rent is less than half of trucks’, he
added.



