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US considering adding 
Alibaba, Tencent to 
China investment ban
REUTERS, Washington/Shanghai

The Trump administration is considering 
adding tech giants Alibaba and Tencent 
to a blacklist of firms allegedly owned or 
controlled by the Chinese military, two 
people familiar with the matter said on 
Wednesday.

Targeting Asia’s two most valuable 
companies would be US President Donald 
Trump’s most dramatic step yet in a recent 
raft of measures unleashed against Chinese 
companies as he seeks to cement his 
hardline policy against Beijing during his 
final days in office.

Defense Department officials, who 
oversee the blacklist designations, have not 
yet finalized plans and are also discussing 
adding other Chinese firms to the list, 
the sources said, speaking on condition 
of anonymity because the deliberations 
are private. Both companies declined 
to comment. The discussions were first 

reported by the Wall Street Journal.
Shares in Alibaba, China’s biggest 

e-commerce firm, finished down 3.9 per 
cent on the Hong Kong Stock Exchange 
while Tencent, a gaming and social media 
behemoth, lost 4.7 per cent. Alibaba’s US-
listed shares closed down just over 5 per 
cent on the news on Wednesday.

Some investors expressed skepticism, 
however, that Alibaba and Tencent would 
face long-term restrictions - given that 
they are worth a combined $1.3 trillion, 
widely held by US investors and the likely 
reputational and financial hit to US stock 
markets.

“It’s a very bad policy and there’s enough 
money in Asia, lots and getting bigger, that 
one shouldn’t force these companies out of 
America,” said Thomas Caldwell, chairman 
of Caldwell Investment Management in 
Toronto and an investor in the New York 
Stock Exchange. “Money and markets 
should be neutral.”

JAMUNA BANK

Gazi Golam Murtoza, a director of Jamuna Bank, and Md Fazlur Rahman Chowdhury, deputy managing director, open 

an ATM booth at Morapar area of Rupganj upazila of Narayanganj.

Export-import licence fees 
can now be paid online 
FROM PAGE B1

He, however, could not state exactly how many days or 
how much money could be saved. 

“We cannot say (anything about it) without conducting 
any study,” Khan told The Daily Star over the phone after 
the signing.

But it is sure to occur as it will do away with going to 
bank branches or Bangladesh Bank and allow making 
payments from anywhere using the online tools available, 
he said.

This will also help Bangladesh improve in the ranking 
of the ease of doing business as such initiatives will remove 
barriers to business, he said.

The CCIE launched the OLM software in July last year to 
fast deliver services.

At yesterday’s ceremony, Munshi said Bangladesh has 
advanced towards digital payment systems because of the 
government’s plan for digitalisation. 

For instance, many young people have started opening 
business platforms using the digital facilities, he said.

Even basic commodities like onion and edible oil are 
also traded on digital platforms, the minister said, adding 
that this was previously unthinkable in Bangladesh. 

The strength of the digital platform has been realised 
when the pandemic was at its most severe with people 
confined to their homes and online sellers moving in and 
serving people digitally, the minister also said.

Munshi also expects Bangladesh’s ranking in the ease of 
doing business to improve due to the move. 

This is the beginning, the minister said, adding that 
gradually such payment systems would be introduced at 
the ministry’s two other offices, of the Registrar of Joint 
Stock Companies and Firms, and Export Promotion 
Bureau.

CCIE Suleman Khan and Subhash Chandra Das, chief 
financial officer of Sonali Bank, signed the deal on behalf 
of their respective offices.

Commerce Secretary Md Jafar Uddin and Ataur Rahman, 
managing director and chief executive officer of Sonali 
Bank, also spoke.  

SS Steel to enter ceramics market
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Of the total amount, Tk 24.75 crore would 
be equity investment for a 99 per cent stake.

“We already have a consumer base so 
catering to ceramic needs will be easy for 
us,” Opgenhaffen said.

Besides, the demand for ceramic 
products in construction is on the rise, 
especially in the rural areas, he added.

According to the Bangladesh Ceramic 
Manufacturers and Exporters Association 
(BCMEA), the market for ceramic products 
was valued at around Tk 35,000 crore in 
2019. 

The industry’s production capacity has 
grown by about 200 per cent in the last 11 
years and Bangladesh currently holds 0.14 
per cent of the global market for ceramic 
products.

Local suppliers cater to around 80 per 
cent of the domestic demand.

“You could ask why we chose Southeast 
Union Ceramic, but the answer is that the 
company is run by Chinese management 
who are sound and efficient in the sector,” 
the SS Steel chairman said.

Southeast Union Ceramic has huge 
potential in the market since it uses state-
of-the-art technology at its factory, which 
is a China-Bangladesh venture company 
located in Bagerhat, Khulna.

The company’s historical profitability, 
asset valuation and potential will be 
considered in an extra general meeting 
(EGM) of SS Steel, where the company 
will seek approval from its shareholders to 
complete the purchase.

Southeast Union Ceramic has a 
production capacity of around 9.6 crore 
square feet of tiles per annum, according 
to data published on the Dhaka Stock 
Exchange website yesterday.

However, SS Steel is not alone in its 
foray into the ceramic market as more than 
a dozen other companies are preparing to 
do the same.

For example, Meghna Group of 
Industries (MGI) is investing Tk 400 crore 
to set up a ceramics factory at the Meghna 
Economic Zone in Narayanganj.

Of the 68 ceramic manufacturers 
currently operating in Bangladesh, 20 
produce tableware, 32 make tiles and the 
remaining 16 produce sanitary ware.

So far, around Tk 9,000 crore has been 
invested in the sector which employs 
about five lakh workers, including two 
lakh women. More than 25 crore pieces of 
tableware, 20 crore square metres of tiles 
and 83 lakh pieces of sanitaryware were 
produced in Bangladesh in fiscal 2017-18, 
BCMEA data shows.

“Once the shareholders approve our 
proposal, we will finance the Tk 200 crore 
cost from the bank and company fund,” 
Opgenhaffen said.

SS Steel has retained earnings and share 
money deposit of Tk 118 crore and Tk 40.30 
crore respectively, according to its first 
quarterly financial report of fiscal 2020-21.

In regards to their takeover of Saleh 
Steel, the chairman said that SS Steel has 
already completed the acquisition.

Established in 1995, Saleh Steel has the 
capacity to produce about 84,000 tonnes of 
MS rods and coils annually.

The new investment alone is expected to 
increase SS Steel’s turnover by about Tk 500 
crore a year.

Regarding the company’s current 
business situation, its chairman said their 
business has been relatively stable so 
far thanks to the government’s ongoing 
infrastructure projects.

“However, the price of raw materials has 
risen while container handling is tight so 
the transit time has increased, which has 
had a bad impact on us,” he added.

The company’s profits dropped 3.68 per 
cent to Tk 18.56 crore in the July-September 
period of 2020-21 according to its quarterly 
financial report.  

City Bank 
executes cross-
border Shariah 
blockchain LC 
STAR BUSINESS DESK

City Bank on Wednesday 
said to have executed a 
cross-border letter of credit 
(LC) transaction under a 
Shariah-based financing 
arrangement using 
blockchain technology, 
claiming it was the first 
Bangladeshi bank to do so.

International Islamic 
Trade Finance Corporation, 
the trade solutions arm of 
Islamic Development Bank, 
was City Bank’s adviser and 
financer for the LC under a 
Murabaha Trade Finance.

The LC was issued on 
behalf of Debonair Group, 
a leading Bangladeshi 
garment exporter, for the 
import of accessories from 
Hong Kong-based Apparel 
Link, the bank said in a 
statement. 

Processing time for 
this transaction, from LC 
draft initiation to issuance 
and advising, took only 
38 minutes compared to 
the typical 24 to 72 hours 
required for cross-border 
LCs.

Blockchain technology 
allows parties to manage 
their own data while 
transacting and viewing 
shared information 
seamlessly and securely 
with their trading partners 
and service providers. 

“This transaction will 
pave the way for improved 
digital trade through 
blockchain technology,” 
said Sheikh Mohammad 
Maroof, City Bank’s 
additional managing 
director.

“With this system, all 
parties involved will be 
using one platform where 
all can track progress and 
get notified when required, 
to take the next actions 
in the process, hence 
more transparency and 
trust,” said Abou Jallow, 
operations general manager 
at the corporation. 

Furniture makers endure tough 
times amid pandemic
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In response to a query, Hatil’s Rahman 
said sales for small-scale producers will be 
around 40 per cent lower by the year’s end 
while the number would be 20-25 per cent 
for big producers.

In regards to export income, Rahman 
said shipments had been halted for three 
months.

Besides, some countries are still under 
lockdown so exports might fall by around 
30 per cent, he added.

Furniture exports totalled $76.41 
million in July-November, 2020, which is 
3.15 per cent lower compared to the same 
period the previous year and 29.68 per cent 
short of the industry target, data from the 
Export Promotion Bureau shows.

According to a recent study by the 

Access to Information (a2i) programme 
styled, ‘Post-Covid-19 jobs and Skills in 
Bangladesh’, approximately 6 lakh workers 
were laid off in the furniture sector and the 
number may rise.

The market size of the sector was around 
Tk 10,000 crore in 2019.

Kamruzzaman Kamal, marketing 
director of Pran and owner of Regal 
Furniture, said they were impacted during 
the government-imposed lockdown 
between March 26 and May 30 but later 
things started to rebound.

“We have almost returned to pre-
pandemic levels as our products are 
affordable,” he said.  “I hoped to see some 
growth in 2020 but it turned out to be 
worse than the previous year in terms of 
sales,” Kamal added.

New US jobless claims still high 
in final week of 2020 at 787,000
AFP, Washington

The United States saw 787,000 new applications for 
unemployment benefits in the final week of 2020, the 
Labor Department said Thursday, indicating layoffs remain 
widespread months into the coronavirus pandemic.

The total was just 3,000 less than the previous week, 
seasonally adjusted, but still nowhere near the record-low 
unemployment seen before Covid-19 broke out in the US 
in March, causing widespread business restrictions that 
crippled the economy.

Another 161,460 people, without seasonal adjustment, 
filed claims under a program for freelance workers not 
normally eligible for government benefits in the week 
ended January 2.

That was much lower than in prior weeks, but the 
program briefly lapsed in that period, before an extension 
took effect, meaning the total could rise again in coming 
weeks. “The underlying story here is clear. A combination 
of Covid fear and state-mandated restrictions on activity 
in the services sector is squeezing businesses, and no real 
relief is likely until a sustained decline in pressure on 
hospitals emerges,” said Ian Shepherdson of Pantheon 
Macroeconomics.

Money whitening scope does more harm than good
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However, if such policy is 
continued year after year, it 
creates incentives for making 
white money black and then 
making it white to benefit from 
concessional tax rates, he said. 

“This is not only unfair to 
honest taxpayers but also harmful 
for tax revenue mobilisation and 
investment efficiency in the long 
run.”

While unveiling the budget 
in June, Kamal introduced the 
provision that no authority, 
including the NBR and the Anti-
Corruption Commission (ACC), 
can raise any question on the 
declaration of untaxed money.

Now, individual taxpayers 
are allowed to disclose any 
undisclosed home property, 
including land, building and flat, 
by paying tax at a particular rate 
per square metre.

Individual taxpayers can 
disclose undisclosed cash, bank 
deposits, savings certificates, 
shares, bonds or any other 
securities on paying taxes at a 
rate of 10 per cent. They can also 

invest in the capital market and 
show it in their tax returns. They 
have to maintain a lock-in period 
for a year.

Black money is largely 
attributed to tax evasion, and 
its direct impact is the loss of 
government revenue.

The size of the black money in 
Bangladesh is hard to come by. 
But a paper of the International 
Monetary Fund in 2018 gave some 
idea.

The size of the shadow 
economy in Bangladesh was 27.6 
per cent of the gross domestic 
product as of 2015, and it averaged 
33.6 per cent from 1991 to 2015, 
the paper said.  

The shadow economy includes 
all economic activities which are 
hidden from official authorities 
for monetary, regulatory, and 
institutional reasons.

Monzur Hossain, research 
director of the Bangladesh 
Institute of Development Studies 
(BIDS), said the money was 
already absorbed in the economy 
in the form of bank deposits or 
some forms of investment. 

“I don’t support the wholesale 
scope to legalise black money. 
This is damaging to the economy 
because it encourages people to 
amass black money and then 
legalise them.”

Prof Mahbubul Mokaddem, 
chairman of the economics 
department at the University of 
Dhaka, said if investigations were 
not carried out, it could not be 
known whether the money had 
been amassed through illegal 
means such as bribery, smuggling, 
drug-trafficking, and casino 
business. 

“It is not right that the source 
will not be asked,” he said. 

Prof Mokaddem thinks that 
there is no weakness in the tax 
policy, but there is a weakness in 
the tax administration. 

“The tax administration can’t 
monitor properly. Even if it 
catches a tax-dodger, the case is 
settled through a corrupt means. 
As a result, the government is 
deprived of revenue.”

He called for setting up a tax 
ombudsman, which will have 
personnel to look into complaints.  

Khondkar Ibrahim Khaled, a 
former deputy governor of the 
central bank, said the government 
should carry out a study to find 
out why people were legalising 
money this year and had not done 
so in the past.

Zahid Hussain said it was true 
that policy distortions provide 
incentives for tax evasion leading 
to the creation of black money. 
This is particularly a problem 
in the real estate business where 
high duties and fees on land 
registration and deed transfer 
incentivise undervaluation. 

“The steps taken in recent years 
by the government to reduce 
stamp duties and other fees are 
indeed commendable.”

He said the results achieved 
from black money whitening 
policies in the past had mostly 
been disappointing in terms 
of investments and revenue 
collection. 

“The results achieved in the 
first half of the current fiscal 
year is exceptional. This could 
be because of increased freedom 
allowed in the use of the money 

whitened,” Zahid said. 
Hossain of the BIDS called 

for raising the fine above the 
regular tax rate if scopes for 
legalising untaxed money were 
to be given. 

“Institutional framework has 
to be strengthened. Otherwise, 
people will continue amassing 
black money and whitening 
them by paying just 10 per cent in 
penalty.”

He said the government should 
take actions against the people 
who don’t whiten black money. 

“We will have to fix institutional 
weaknesses, and the ACC should 
go for the enforcement of laws, 
so that black money is not 
generated.”

Allowing the scope for 
whitening black money in the 
name of economic recovery, 
increasing revenue, investment, 
and creating jobs will legalise 
money laundering and facilitate 
corruption, said the Transparency 
International Bangladesh in June.

“Such scope is unethical, 
discriminatory, and anti-
constitutional.”

GDP growth will 
be 7.4pc this fiscal 
year: PM
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Bangladesh is said to have 
posted the third-highest 
GDP growth in the world 
in 2020, according to the 
International Monetary 
Fund. Sheikh Hasina 
informed that the country’s 
per capita income reached 
$2,064 in 2020.

After the Awami League 
government assumed 
office in 2009, Bangladesh 
was established as a self-
dignified country in the 
world in the last 12 years, 
said the premier, adding 
that the country achieved 
outstanding success in 
the social, economic and 
infrastructure sectors.

The Economist has 
ranked Bangladesh ninth 
among 66 emerging 
economies, she said. 

Bangladesh will be the 
24th largest economy by 
2030 as per the World 
Economic Forum forecast, 
she said.  


