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People’s desperation to visit their 
permanent residences for Eid 
celebrations brings cheers to vehicle 
rental services providers amidst the 
gloom of the pandemic.

This gives them somewhat of an 
edge over inter-district transport 
service providers as the government 
enforced restrictions on the long route 
transports to curb the spread of the 
coronavirus.

For the last couple of days, 
the demand for private cars and 
microbuses soared 100 per cent with 
a 50 per cent hike in rent compared to 
the pre-pandemic Eid seasons. 

Amid a second wave of coronavirus 
infections, public transport services 
were suspended from April 5. 

Although the government revised 
the decision to resume public 
transport services within major cities 
two days later, the long-route transport 
services were kept suspended.

On May 4, the government decided 
to extend the ongoing lockdown till 

May 16, keeping suspended inter-
district buses, launch and train 
services.

Then, people finally started to 
move out from the capital to their 
destinations on foot, goods-carrying 
trucks, pick-up vans and motorcycles, 
leaving the low-income people to bear 
the brunt as they have to pay extra or 
almost double than the usual for the 
journeys. 

Well-off families are teaming up 
with others to rent cars or microbuses 
to go to their homes.  

“In the last five days, I made eight 
trips carrying home-bound people. 
But in April, the total number of trips 
was less than 10,” Md Shagar, a driver 
of a privately owned car, told The 
Daily Star yesterday.

Shagar, who works for a car 
company paying a remuneration of Tk 
600 per trip, said among recent trips, 
the highest payment from customers 
was Tk 22,000 for a trip to Cox’s 
Bazar and Tk 12,000 for another to 
Chattogram. 

A trip to Cox’s Bazar on a regular 
day costs Tk 15,000 and Chattogram 
Tk 8,000. Shagar hoped that if the 
trend continues, the income of this 
month would be better than that of 
recent months, as their income had 
fallen significantly for the low number 
of trips made in recent times.      

Md Shahed, a resident of Dhaka’s 
Uttara, said the most enjoyable part 
of his life was to visit his hometown 
during Eid seasons. 

“No restriction could prevent the 
people from going home during such 
festivals,” he said, adding that he 
was looking for a car to leave for his 
hometown in Habiganj. 

“However, the fare is very 
exorbitant as around Tk 2,000 has 
been demanded by the car owners,” 
he added.

Zakir Hossain, who works for a 
private company in Dhaka, said it has 
been over a year since he visited his 
hometown in Cumilla district as he 
skipped the trips in the last two Eids 
for the virus.

Car rentals boom amid 
transport restrictions

READ MORE ON B2 

FIROZ AHMED

With long distance transport services suspended, people are opting for rental cars to get to their permanent residences 
around the country to celebrate Eid-ul-Fitr holidays. The photo was taken near Gabtoli in the capital yesterday.  

REFAYET ULLAH MIRDHA

Some 200 garment factories could not pay 
workers’ salaries and festival bonuses as of 
yesterday although the Eid-ul-Fitr festival is just 
knocking at the door, said union leaders.

Many factories are trying to clear the 
payments on the last working day before Eid, 
Md Towhidur Rahman, president of Bangladesh 
Apparel Workers Federation, told The Daily Star 
over the phone.

However, Faruque Hassan, president of 
the Bangladesh Garment Manufacturers and 
Exporters Association (BGMEA), said some 99 
per cent of factories have already paid the bonus 
and 97 per cent paid salaries as of yesterday.

Primarily, some 40 factories were in trouble 
in making the payments but through intense 
monitoring and consultation with the banks, 
the problems were solved, he said. 

“Now, three to four small factories are in 
financial trouble and we are hopeful that the 
workers of those troubled factories can be paid 
by tomorrow [Wednesday] as the banks have 
already assured us,” said Hassan.

Some factories, especially the small and 
sub-contracting factories, are in trouble as 
their financial strength is not as strong as the 
bigger ones during this Covid-19 pandemic 
which jolted the global economy, including the 

garment supply chain, he said.
So banking support this time is very important 

for paying the workers of those troubled factories. 
Banks do not show interest in giving loans to 

the small factories. Moreover, many faced work 
order cancellations from international retailers 
and brands, he said.

200 RMG factories yet to pay salary, bonus
Union leaders say

Workers of Binni Garments blocked off the road in front of the Kamalapur container terminal in 
the capital for several hours since 9:00am yesterday demanding payment of their wages and 
festival bonuses.  AMRAN HOSSAIN

READ MORE ON B2 

STAR BUSINESS REPORT

Dhaka stocks crossed the 5,700-point mark 
for the first time in three months yesterday 
with insurance and banking stocks leading 
the charge.

The DSEX, the benchmark index of the 
Dhaka Stock Exchange (DSE), soared by 78 
points, or 1.39 per cent, to hit 5,724.36.

Among all listed sectors, insurance and 
banking rose the highest by 5.21 per cent 
and 3.09 per cent respectively, according to 
data of LankaBangla Securities.

“The stock market is shining after a 
long time because investors are optimistic 
about its future,” said Mostaque Ahmed 
Sadeque, former president of DSE Brokers’ 
Association. This is because a move by the 
Investment Corporation of Bangladesh 
(ICB) to raise funds from abroad to invest 
in the stock market has had a positive 
impact on investor confidence.

The stock market stabilisation fund of 
the Bangladesh Securities and Exchange 
Commission (BSEC) also positively 
impacted investor confidence, Sadeque 
told The Daily Star yesterday.

The BSEC previously approved the draft 
rules regarding its stock market stabilisation 
fund worth Tk 21,000 crore. The fund 
would be used to save ailing stocks.

“Actually, people are preferring to keep 
funds in the stock market as the banking 

interest rate is very low,” he said.
“So, if they get some dividends from 

stocks, its yields are higher than that of 
bank deposits,” Sadeque added.

This year, investors are happy to see a 
rising trend in the index before Eid-ul-Fitr. 
The index has been on the rise for the last 
five consecutive trading days.

Banking stocks rose after many of the 
lenders declared handsome dividends 
despite their prices being low, said another 
stock broker preferring anonymity.

This is because investors suspect the 
asset quality of banks to be very low.

Insurance stocks have risen for the 
last few weeks only because of gambling, 
the broker said, adding that the market 
regulator should find and punish those 
who are involved in such activities.

Turnover, another important indicator 
of the stock market, rose 3.8 per cent to Tk 
1,403 crore. At the DSE, 218 stocks advanced, 
71 fell and 73 remained unchanged.

Dhaka Insurance topped the gainers’ 
list with 9.92 per cent followed by Metro 
Spinning, Pioneer Insurance, Sonar Bangla 
Insurance and Rupali Bank.

Stocks of Beximco were traded the most, 
worth Tk 120 crore of shares, followed by 
Brac Bank, National Feed Mills, British 
American Tobacco, Robi Axiata and Square 
Pharmaceuticals.

Stocks hit 3-month high
Fuelled by gambling, experts say

Alice Labs raises 
$5 lakh as  
seed fund

STAR BUSINESS DESK

Alice Labs, a startup by 
Bangladeshi entrepreneurs, 
has raised $500,000 as seed 
fund as it aims to expand 
its footprint in Southeast 
Asia, Middle East and 
North African markets to 
cater to businesses looking 
to provide better customer 
services, said the company 
yesterday.  

Anchorless Bangladesh 
led the financing round 
with participation from 
HOF Capital, said Alice, 
operator of MyAlice, an 
artificial intelligence (AI) 
driven multi-channel 
customer service platform 
for e-commerce and online 
businesses.

This is yet another 
example of the promises 
offered by local startups 
that have been attracting 
the attention of local and 
global investors.

Bangladesh currently 
has more than 1,200 
active startups with over 
200 new companies 
being born each year. 
And prospective startups 
brought in more than $308 
million from international 
venture capital funds 
in the last decade, 
according to a study by 
business consultancy firm 
LightCastle Partners.

“With this momentum, 
we believe we can scale our 
growth across a few key 
markets through our highly 

READ MORE ON B2 

DWAIPAYAN BARUA, Ctg

Mahbubul Alam has been 
re-elected president of the 
Chittagong Chamber of 
Commerce and Industry 
(CCCI) in an election that 
saw all director hopefuls 
emerging victorious 
without any votes. 

Earlier, the leaders of the 
Federation of Bangladesh 
Chambers of Commerce 
and Industry (FBCCI) were chosen through non-
participatory polls in continuation of a recent ominous 
trend that saw directors being picked through partial 
election or on the basis of consensus among the potential 
candidates, often backed by ruling parties. 

This may not bode well for the associations and the 
business community as office bearers elected without 
the direct votes of the members may fail to shield the 
interests of trade and commerce. Instead, they may serve 
the interests of the people who support them, said several 
businessmen. 

Tarafder Md Ruhul Amin, a director of Saif 
Powertech Ltd, and Syed Mohammad Tanvir, a director 
of Pacific Jeans, became the senior vice-president and 
vice-president of the CCCI, respectively, for 2021-
2023.

The three were elected unanimously in the first meeting 
of the newly elected directors at the chamber office at 
the World Trade Centre yesterday as there were no other 
contestants, said a press release.

Only 24 candidates had submitted nomination papers 
against an equal number of posts as of Sunday, the last day 
for submitting the nomination papers. 

Ctg chamber walks the 
same path as FBCCI
The port city’s trade body gets 
leaders in non-participatory 
election; Mahbubul elected 
president for record 5th time

Mahbubul Alam

READ MORE ON B2 

REJAUL KARIM BYRON and MD FAZLUR RAHMAN

Rapid coronavirus vaccination, upgrading the 
creaking health system and expanding social 
protection should be the focus of the upcoming 
budget to bring the crisis under control, 
economists said.

“Vaccination should be the number one 
priority,” said Zahid Hussain, a former lead 
economist of the World Bank’s Dhaka office.

“We have to get rid of the coronavirus at any 
cost. Otherwise, there will be wave after wave of 
infections and the entire fiscal year will be spent 
in managing the crisis,” said Ahsan H Mansur, 
executive director of the Policy Research Institute 

of Bangladesh, a think-tank.
The caution from the economists came as 

Bangladesh is going through the second wave of 
Covid-19 with rising infections and deaths from 
the rogue pathogen, which is ravaging India and 
many other countries.

Finance Minister AHM Mustafa Kamal is set 
to unveil his third budget on June 3.

“We already see in India how devastating 
the pandemic could be. There is no alternative 
for us. We have to put our all focus on 
addressing the coronavirus,” said Mansur, 
also a former official of the International 
Monetary Fund.

Zahid Hussain recommended the budget 
focus on crisis management, 
prioritising spending on health and 
targeting fiscal support to distressed 
families and enterprises.

It also needs to restore the 
functionality of education and build 
on the resilience demonstrated by 
agriculture while keeping an eye on 
revenues.

“A business-as-usual budget like 
last year will miss the boat again,” 
Hussain said.  

In the current state of the economy, there is 
hardly any scope to boost revenue collection 
by raising tax rates. And officials said the 
government might keep its tax collection target 
unchanged for the National Board of Revenue 
in the next fiscal year because of the devastating 
effect of the coronavirus pandemic on the 
economy.   

Tax revenue mobilisation will depend 
on rate rationalisation and administrative 
improvements through digitalisation, said 
Hussain.

“We need to move towards simpler rate 
structures in customs, VAT, and corporate tax 
regimes. Efforts should continue to focus on 
limiting capital flight, tax avoidance, and tax 
evasion.”

Mansur said the budget had to be prepared in 
sync with the current situation.

“This means it would not be wise to unveil an 
ambitious revenue generation target because it 
will not be attained.”

He said the whole population had to be 
brought under the coronavirus vaccination drive 
as quickly as possible. For this, there should be a 
budget allocation.

ZAHID HUSSAIN
Former WB lead economist

AHSAN H MANSUR
Executive director of PRI

MUSTAFIZUR RAHMAN
Distinguished fellow of CPD

MONZUR HOSSAIN
Research director of BIDS

Put fight against Covid at the 
heart of budget: economists

READ MORE ON B2 
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Payments industry must continue 
evolving and innovating
FROM PAGE B4

It can help companies reform and adopt relevant go-to-
market strategies by delivering necessary insights. 

By creating a unique digital identity for every customer, 
companies can easily provide a more engaging and 
personal experience and improve security efficiency. 

Innovation and value propositions must align with the 
new normal of seamless and frictionless digital commerce. 
As the consumer experience becomes a major competitive 
differentiator, the payments industry must keep evolving 
to cater to changing preferences and expectations without 
compromising safety and security.

We have seen digital payments in e-commerce double 
in Bangladesh from 15 per cent before the pandemic 
to 35 per cent now. There has been a surge in merchant 
categories like grocery, electronics, drugs and pharmacies, 
wallet loading, hotels and food delivery. 

Now, it is time to allow a 5 per cent incentive by the 
government for digital modes of payments – 3 per cent to 
users and 2 per cent to the merchants for accepting digital 
payments. We recommend that this incentive is allowed 
for the next three years starting from the upcoming budget.

Debit cards should be allowed for contactless payments 
to ensure more frictionless payments. Credit card 
acquisition should be simplified, and traveller’s quota 
should be increased to $25,000 per year.

These efforts will help the people of Bangladesh 
embrace the new normal and provide an impetus to the 
nation’s goals for financial inclusion and fulfil the ‘Digital 
Bangladesh’ vision. 

The author is country manager of Mastercard Bangladesh.

Japanese investors sanguine about 
business potential in Bangladesh
FROM PAGE B4

DS: Why are Japanese companies interested in 
investing in Bangladesh? What are the barriers 
that Bangladesh need to remove to attract more 
Japanese investment?

Naoki: Bangladesh exhibits tremendous 
development potential due to its 
advantageous geographical location in Asia, 
linking India and the Asean. The Japanese 
companies will look at the advantages 
of Bangladesh, such as labour cost, skills 
availability, logistics, infrastructure, and 
benefits of EPZs and special economic 
zones.

Undoubtedly, Japanese investors have 
high hopes for the business potential in 
Bangladesh, in readymade garment, power 
and energy sectors, and other sectors such 
as ICT, light engineering, pharmaceutical, 
and agro-based industry.

DS: How do you look at the Japanese Special 
Economic Zone in Bangladesh?

Naoki: The development of the Japanese 
Economic Zone in Araihazar also makes 
Bangladesh a more attractive destination 
for Japanese investment. To that end, 
direct and indirect incentives are required, 
including corporate tax incentives. 

Also crucial is coordinated improvement 
in investment climate among relevant 

ministries and authorities. Then, I believe 
the Araihazar Economic Zone will become 
the No.1 investment destination among 
many other economic zones in Asia. 

Bangladesh has the advantage of 
attracting Japanese companies as they 
intend to diversify their production bases. 
Besides, the Beza Japan office is eager to 
assist Japanese companies in enhancing the 
bilateral business relationship. 

The Bangladesh Economic Zones 
Authority (Beza) and Japanese trading 
giant Sumitomo Corporation have jointly 
established a new special purpose company 
(SPC) to run the economic zone. The Jica 
has provided 21.1 billion Japanese yen for 
the SEZ in 2015 and 2019 through a yen 
loan.

The SPC will commence its own 
development work and sales activity from 
the end of 2021 and start its operation 
before the end of 2022. Once the whole 
development project is complete, the 
economic zone will accommodate dozens 
to 100 companies. 

Araihazar will soon become a game-
changer to accelerate FDI to Bangladesh, 
particularly Japanese direct investment. 
This zone by itself will be a $1 billion 
investment project.  

Khulna, Barishal traders 
pleased by customer turnout

FROM PAGE B4

Saidur Rahman Shahin, owner of M Ali Cloth Store, said 
no new designs for dresses or other clothing were brought 
in this season. Instead, they continue to offload previous 
stocks through online sales.

In the past, Tk 10 to 12 lakh of apparel products were 
sold daily during the seven-day lead up to Eid. Now though, 
the number has come down to just Tk 7 to 8 lakh.

“We don’t expect more sales this time around and we’re 
happy just to pay our staff,” Shahin added. 

A seller of Topten, a popular clothing brand, said that 
sales are going well even though no one is buying expensive 
clothes at the moment.

Saidur Rahman Rintu, president of the Barishal Chamber 
of Commerce and Industry, said sales were a bit lower this 
year as long-distance and inter-district transport is closed. 

To resolve the issue, he demanded the immediate 
reopening of such transport facilities. 

He went on to say that a considerable number of people 
in Barishal division have been unable to conduct their Eid 
shopping due to financial constraints amid the ongoing 
Covid-19 pandemic.

Car rentals boom amid 
transport restrictions
FROM PAGE B1

“So this time I am going home to celebrate Eid with my 
family. The situation of the pandemic is bad but my parents 
are adamant to see me,” he said.

“We rented a Hiace-branded microbus for the members 
of the family with Tk 9,000, up from Tk 4,000-5000 in pre-
pandemic times,” he said.

Sheba.xyz, a startup that provides various services 
through its online app and site, connected hundreds of rent-
a-car companies with their platform.

Ilmul Haque Sajib, co-founder of the company, said 
since inter-district bus services had been suspended, the 
demand for trips with rental cars has also increased from 
the beginning of this month ahead of Eid. 

“Those who can afford it are renting a car and going 
home to the village with the family. Since the beginning of 
this month, the demand for Noah, Hiace and other private 
cars has been increasing,” he added. 

Around 50 trips have been made every day using Sheba’s 
platform in the last few days, which is twofold that before 
Eid when the situation was normal.

“Usually, the fare increases by 10-15 per cent centring Eid. 
However, in the current situation, the rent has increased by 
another 20 per cent over that,” said Sajib.

Abdul Alek, owner of the Central Business Center & Rent 
A-Car, said the demand for trips before Eid this year was 
four to five times higher than any other year. 

“I have a total of 14 cars but I can’t meet the current 
increasing demand and had to turn down many customers,” 
he said. A driver of a private car claimed that they had to pay 
bribes to some police personnel at some check posts as such 
transport services outside Dhaka are now restricted due to 
the lockdown. This is also a reason for the increase in rent.

Mir Istiar Hossain, owner of the Mir Rent-a-Car on Green 
Road of the capital, said requests started flooding in from 
from the beginning of this month. 

“Especially, the big microbuses are all booked, not a 
single one is available till Eid.” 

“Usually, we would make 20 trips every day in the 10 days 
before Eid,” Hossain said. Now the situation is that there is a 
demand for 100 cars every day. It used to cost Tk 6,000 to go 
from Dhaka to Sirajganj. Now it has increased to over Tk 12,000.  

Put fight against Covid at the 
heart of budget: economists
FROM PAGE B1

“Vaccinating three lakh people a day will 
not work. We have to increase it by 10 
times. If we can do that, we will be able to 
bring the situation under control.”

“This is worth spending because it 
would take the virus out of the country. 
The return may be as high as 100 times if 
we compare the price of a dose of a vaccine 
with the output loss the country has been 
witnessing.”

Bangladesh’s healthcare system has 
always been weak, and the coronavirus has 
shown that again.

“We have not been able to use the last 
year in rebuilding the health system. But 
we can’t afford to waste another year,” the 
PRI executive director said.  

“If the government upgrades the 
hospital system on an urgent basis, it 
will be a permanent improvement and 
serve the nation in the years to come. This 
investment will not go waste.”

Economists emphasised expanding the 
government’s social safety net programmes 
to cover both the old poor and the new 
poor during the pandemic.

The social protection programmes do 
not cover the new poor and those who 
have lost their jobs. 

“If we spend to protect the poor and 
vaccinate the people, it will shield them 
from the pandemic and redirect the 
economy to a higher growth trajectory.”

More should be done for the small and 
medium enterprises in terms of monetary 
policy and fiscal measures, said Mansur, 
also the chairman of Brac Bank, a lender 
focused on SMEs.

There are hundreds of thousands of 
SMEs that have received nothing from the 
government’s stimulus package. There has 
to be a major loan protection scheme for 
financial institutions so that they can lend 
without any reluctance, he said. 

Bangladesh faces daunting challenges 
in creating jobs. And Mansur said the 
challenge could not be overcome by 
creating jobs in the public sector. 

“The solution lies with the private 
sector. The government has to create an 
investment-friendly climate.” 

There should be more focus on social 
protection and employment rather 
than economic growth, said Mustafizur 
Rahman, a distinguished fellow of the 
Centre for Policy Dialogue.

The health sector should be given 
priority. “The allocation did not go up 
as expected in the 2020-21 budget. The 
expenditure has also been much too low.”

Cash transfers have proven to be 
effective in boosting aggregate demand 
and multiplier positive effects on the 
economy, leading Rahman to call on the 

government to expand social safety net 
coverage to support the old and new poor.

There should be a change in the 
duty structure to support the SMEs and 
domestic market-oriented industries, he 
said. He requested the government to use 
more aid money in financing the budget 
deficit.

“This will help the country as the sales 
of high-cost national savings certificates 
have gone up. The higher sales of savings 
instruments may create debt distress.”

He asked the government to set aside 
funds to boost food stocks, which are on 
the decline from a comfortable level.

The price of rice has gone up by 20 
per cent, hitting the low-income people. 
Rice accounts for 30 to 35 per cent of 
the consumption basket of this group of 
people.

“The stability of rice price is highly 
important,” Rahman said, calling for the 
continuation of incentives for the export 
and remittance sectors.

Rahman and his think-tank CPD 
have always opposed the black money 
whitening facility.

“The government might say that it 
has collected a lot of money because 
of the facility. But, the point is there are 
no statistics on the number of honest 
taxpayers who become disincentivised 
because of it.”

“The scope is sending a wrong signal 
from a governance perspective. So, the 
scope should be discontinued.”

Monzur Hossain, research director of 
the Bangladesh Institute of Development 
Studies, said the government might need 
to unveil an ambitious budget to support 
the people and the economy. But it may 
push up the budget deficit to as high as 
10 per cent of the gross domestic product.

“But the government should not be 
concerned about the higher deficit as there 
is idle money in the banking system.”

Bangladesh has been receiving a 
record amount in budget support from 
multilateral partners since the pandemic 
struck the country. Funding for the 
vaccination drive has also poured in.

Hossain called on the government 
to raise the number of cash support 
beneficiaries to at least 50 lakh and 
support them at least four times a year 
until the impact of the coronavirus peters 
out.

The government should use 
microfinance institutions to channel the 
stimulus packages to small businesses as 
they do not have access to banks, he said. 

An increase in the allocation for 
the infrastructure sector will accelerate 
economic development and create 
temporary jobs, Hossain added.  

STAR BUSINESS DESK

The Hongkong and Shanghai Banking 
Corporation has launched a digital 
payments solution for the apparel sector, 
which is the key and main currency earner 
of the country’s exports with an around 85 
per cent contribution.     

The HSBC recently signed an agreement 
with Babylon Group in an effort to migrate 
the apparel manufacturer’s payments onto 
the bank’s online banking platform. 

HSBCnet enables all kinds of local 
payments such as salaries, wages and 
vendor payments remotely and without 
any manual intervention. 

The solution eliminates paper-based 
instructions typically required to process 
local payments, allowing clients to authorise 
transactions seamlessly – including via 
mobile application. It supports clients to 
achieve faster banking turnaround times, 
reduced costs and greater transparency 
across the payments cycle with robust 
security and audit trail features.

The HSBC has also extended remote 

printing facilities to Babylon Group, which 
will allow printing cheques from several 
office locations across Dhaka, Savar and 
Chattogram through a centrally managed 
Cheque Outsourcing Services.

Babylon Group can issue checks from 
wherever is most convenient, enabling 
same-day handover, without unnecessary 
physical movement and couriers under 
the solution, which would have otherwise 
taken up 3 to 4 days. “Our vision is to 
enable simple, fast and secure payments 
for our customers through our technology 
propositions,” said Kevin Green, head of 
wholesale banking at HSBC Bangladesh. 

“Digitalisation and the fast adoption 
of technologies continue to be critical for 
sectors that are vital, such as garments, the 
largest sector in Bangladesh,” he said.

“HSBC is developing and deploying 
some of the industry’s most advanced and 
innovative technology to make banking 
easier and more secure for our customers. 
We are committed to being a key part of our 
clients’ digital transformation as their chosen 
transaction banking partner,” he added.

HSBC rolls out digital payments 
solution for apparel sector

Alice Labs raises $5 lakh 
as seed fund

FROM PAGE B1

targeted offerings,” said Founder and CEO 
of Alice Labs Shuvo Rahman.

Incorporated in Singapore in 2018, 
Alice Labs currently operates in South Asia 
and Southeast Asia including Bangladesh, 
Myanmar, Singapore and Nepal serving 
over 50 e-commerce stores and enterprises, 
including major brands and retailers 
like Unilever, Coca-Cola, Giordano, and 
Maybelline, among others, said Alice Labs.

In Bangladesh, it also serves four local 
private banks to help them manage and 
provide automated customer services.

The company said its MyAlice enables 
businesses to streamline customer service, 
making it more efficient and customer-
friendly. Businesses can connect all of their 
customer-facing channels, such as website 
chat and social media messaging platforms, 
to MyAlice to automate conversations for 
both sales and service through natural 
language processing (NLP) and machine 
learning (ML) with the ability to smoothly 
transition to a live operator when required, 
said the company.

Clients are able to automate over 70 per 
cent of conversations, reduce service costs 

by more than 30 per cent and increase 
sales significantly -- all the while improving 
customer satisfaction and retention, it 
added. Rahman said human interference 
is usually not required in addressing 
customer’s problems.

Alice Labs said through machine learning, 
MyAlice strives to decode the complex 
behaviour of shoppers across different regions 
and help businesses better communicate 
with them in their native languages, allowing 
clients to offer highly targeted localised 
support and better cater to diverse consumer 
habits. Use of MyAlice can enable clients to 
reduce customer service-related costs by up to 
50 per cent, said Rahman.

“Alice Labs has an edge in being able to 
service markets that are often overlooked by 
larger global players,” said Rahat Ahmed, 
founding partner and CEO at Anchorless 
Bangladesh, a venture capital fund.

Tala Al Jabri, partner at technology-
focused venture capital firm HOF Capital, 
said Alice Labs has managed to produce 
considerable traction with leading 
enterprises on a global scale already, and 
this capital infusion will only further 
augment Alice’s reach.   

200 RMG factories yet to pay salary, bonus
FROM PAGE B1

“Hopefully all the payments would be 
made by tomorrow (Wednesday) as we are 
also working with the banks to convince 
them into giving loans to small factories,” 
Hassan added.

Regarding the holidays, he said the 
factory owners have been allowing extended 
holidays to the workers in consultation 
with them. The government has also agreed 
on extended holidays but on condition it 
is in consultation between workers and 
factory management.

Nazma Akter, president of the Sammilito 
Garment Sramik Federation, a workers’ 
platform, also said more than 90 per cent 
of factories have paid the salary and bonus 
to the workers so far. 

“We have been receiving phone calls 
and complaints from workers of different 
factories that they were yet to be paid,” 
Akter told The Daily Star. 

The workers have been working amid 
the risk of contracting Covid-19 and during 
the month of fasting. So they need to be 
paid properly and timely, Akter said. 

Many workers have been suffering on 
the way to their village homes because of a 
lack of public transports on the roads and 
highways, she said. Akter demanded justice, 
condemning police firing rubber bullets on 
workers of Ha-Meem Group on May 10.

Md Nasir Uddin, inspector general of 
the Department of Inspection for Factories 
and Establishments, could not be reached 
by phone for comment.  

Ctg chamber walks the 
same path as FBCCI
FROM PAGE B1

All of the candidates were backed by ruling Awami League 
lawmaker MA Latif, also a former president of the CCCI, 
said the businessmen, on condition of anonymity. 

The election was scheduled for June 10. But the polls 
were not required as the number of candidates was not 
higher than the posts. 

This was the fourth time that no voting was held in the 
election of the century-old trade body in the port city.

The last participatory election took place in 2013 when 
Mahbubul Alam-Nurun Newaj Parishad, backed by Latif, 
bagged 20 posts. Alam, chairman of M Alam Group, 
became president for the first time.

Rules were changed in 2017 to allow a person to contest 
in the election for more than three consecutive periods. 
The amendment paved the way for Alam to become the 
president for the record time. 

Contacted, Latif said there was no need for another 
panel in the election since the previous rivalry among 
the businesspeople did not exist, and they all wanted to 
work together. “The members unanimously decided to 
pick this single panel as the current panel represents the 
businessmen from various groups,” the lawmaker said. 

Alam said the Chattogram chamber has set up a “centre 
of excellence” to develop skilled workforce. 

“This will help us create skilled workforce and meet the 
requirement for such workers at Mirsarai Economic Zone. 
Then, we will not need to depend on foreign workers,” he 
said in his reaction after the election.
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SYED MOHAMMAD KAMAL

Since the beginning of 2021, the world has 
been experiencing another deadly wave 
of the Covid-19 pandemic. In South Asia, 
infection rates have increased, and death 
rates are higher than in the first wave in 
2020. Even as the drive to vaccinate has 
accelerated, several countries have been 
forced to opt for lockdowns and announce 
strict containment measures. 

Bangladesh is the third most affected 
country in South Asia, after India and 
Pakistan. According to ReliefWeb, the 
largest humanitarian information portal, 
Bangladesh is recording almost 50 per cent 
more deaths per day than its previous peak 
in June 2020. As the situation worsened, 
the country went into a strict lockdown for 
the second time since March 2020. 

The pandemic has changed many things 
in our day-to-day life, the way we live, 
shop or commute, and has brought about 
changes in the behaviour that was earlier 
unthinkable. These changes in our work 
and personal lives will not roll back even 
when the severity of the pandemic subsides, 
or treatments render it less dangerous. 

The disruption will have a lasting impact, 
particularly on marginalised sectors and 
communities – micro, small and medium 
enterprises and those employed in informal 
sectors like construction and agriculture.

One of the key positive changes during the 
pandemic was the acceleration in technology 
adoption across the country. The pandemic 
alerted citizens to the vulnerability of cash 
and the resilience of digital payments. Even 
with all the restrictions during the lockdown, 
commerce needed to keep flowing to fulfil 
basic needs. 

Digital technologies enabled essential 
commerce and consumers swiftly switched 
to digital modes of payments. Today it is 
a strategic and operational priority for 
businesses across categories ranging from 
grocery stores to lifestyle shopping, food 

deliveries and pharmacies. 
Though the shift to digital payments 

is not new, it has accelerated rapidly over 
the last year. Today, people realise how 
the “touch-free” aspect of contactless and 
digital payments can deliver personal 
safety benefits amidst social distancing and 
heightened concern for health protection. 

Last year, the World Health Organisation 
also advised consumers to switch to 
contactless payments and avoid handling 
cash to prevent the spread of Covid-19.

As per a Mastercard study, 79 per cent 
of people globally and 91 per cent in the 
Asia Pacific are saying that they will opt 
for tap-and-go payments as they enable 
transactions without the need to touch 
a point of sale (POS) terminal or pass 
the card to another person. Alternative 
payments methods such as mobile 
payments have grown, while cards retained 
their strong incumbent position supporting 
e-commerce and POS transactions. 

Digital payments for e-commerce and 
contactless transactions are truly essential 
to building a resilient business and earning 
customer loyalty, now and in the future.   

The payments industry is relentlessly 
focussed on innovation to introduce 
improved products and services for 
consumers, providing them with a simple, 
safe and seamless shopping experience, 
with the security of transactions being of 
utmost importance. The growth of digital 
commerce in the last year led to a greater 
risk of cyber-attacks and payments frauds, 
and this must be addressed.   

Newcomers, who are not digital natives, 
are more at risk. To ensure a safe and 
secured payments system, all the players 
in the ecosystem must come forward to 
exchange knowledge and intelligence. 
Some modern technologies such as 
biometric authentication and artificial 
intelligence can effectively help us detect 
threats like payments fraud.

Due to the rapid migration to 
digitalisation, specialised and authentic 
business data is now available and can 
be applied to get business and consumer 
insights critical to recovery and growth. 

Payments industry must 
continue evolving and 

innovating

READ MORE ON B2 

REFAYET ULLAH MIRDHA

The relationship between Japan and 
Bangladesh is a trusted and time-
tested one. Bangladesh became Japan’s 
biggest recipient of official development 
assistance in 2020. Since the Covid-19 
pandemic started more than a year 
ago, there has been a lot of talks and 
anticipation about Japanese businesses 
moving base to Bangladesh. In a 
series of high-profile interviews, The 
Daily Star tries to understand the 
increasing interest of Japanese investors 
in Bangladesh, its growth prospects, 
barriers to growth, ground realities, 
and how to attract more Japanese 
investment. As part of the series, 
today, we are running the interview 
of ITO Naoki, Japanese ambassador to 
Bangladesh.

DS: What lessons can Bangladesh 
learn from Japan’s growth trajectory?

Naoki: Bangladesh at present 
and Japan in 1971 share almost 
the same level of GDP per capita 
(About $2,000). Japan achieved 
rapid economic growth after the 
Second World War, particularly 
in the 1960s and the 1970s. That 
was based on the improvement of 
infrastructures, namely, highway 
and railway networks, airports, 
and coastal industrial zones, and 
industrialisation policy focusing on 
prime sectors, including automobile, 
steel, electronics, textile, and SMEs. 

Bangladesh has been implementing 
several mega infrastructure projects 
to accelerate the growth, targeting 
to graduate from the grouping of 
the least developed countries (LDC) 
by 2026 and realise an advanced 
economy by 2041. 

In addition to industrialisation 
and infrastructure development, 
Japan focused on human resources 
development, education, health, 
and SMEs. I am pleased to note that 
Bangladesh is now putting its priority 
on these areas.

DS: As we celebrate the 50th 
anniversary of Bangladesh, how 
significant has the contribution of 
Japanese companies been in the country’s 
journey towards a developing nation? 
How do you assess Japan’s role in 

developing our economy?
Naoki: Since the independence, 

Bangladesh has become the 
largest recipient of Japan’s official 
development assistance (ODA). 
The construction of the Kanchpur, 
Meghna, and Gumti second bridges 
and the existing bridges rehabilitation 
project are excellent examples of the 
Japanese ODA. Those bridges have 
significantly reduced the travel time 
between Dhaka and Chattogram.

Japanese companies transferred 
their know-how and skills to the 
Bangladeshi engineers and workers 
for future maintenance work and 
infrastructure construction by 
themselves. 

As a potential hub of the regional 
economy, Matarbari Port would 
connect South Asia and South-East 
Asia. In other words, it could re-shape 
Bangladesh as a trading nation deeply 
incorporated in the inter-regional and 
global value chains.

In parallel to the support 
for building infrastructures, the 
investment from the Japanese private 
sector has also played a significant role. 
As of September 2020, cumulative 
direct investment from Japan reached 
$390.18 million.

Furthermore, as of April 2021, 
some 321 companies are operating in 
Bangladesh. The number quadrupled 
from 83 in 2010. The amount of 
investment in FY2019-20, even under 
the Covid-19 pandemic, was $60 
million, about three times higher 
than in FY2009-2010, when it was $22 
million.

Currently, Mitsubishi Motors 
Corporation is exploring the 
possibility of making a new 

investment to establish a completely 
knocked down (CKD) assembly plant 
for National Brand Cars. This project 
would be immensely impactful for 
Bangladesh’s industrialisation and 
the diversification of its economy 
through technology transfer and the 
creation of significant employment 
opportunities. 

DS: What are some of the main 
achievements of the bilateral value-
chain of Japan and Bangladesh? What 
is the bilateral trade scenario? What 
steps should be taken to strengthen trade 
relations?

Naoki: Japan is the largest export 
market for Bangladesh in Asia. Over 
the last 10 years, the export figures have 
doubled and reached $1.2 billion. The 
main export items are textile, ready-

made garments, and leather products. 
I expect these sectors will continue to 
secure a significant position, and the 
key is to establish the brand image by 
increasing productivity and assuring 
better quality. I firmly believe that is 
possible. 

Pharmaceuticals, agricultural 
and fishery products, and the food 
industry have high potential. Your 
marvellous mangoes are yet to enter 
the Japanese market. Once exported, 
Bangladesh’s mangoes and lychees 
will undoubtedly be popular among 
our consumers.

I reiterate the importance of 
concrete and early solutions to tax, 
customs, and foreign exchange 
(remittance) issues, which have already 
been raised by Japanese companies 
operating in Bangladesh. The existing 
companies will play a critical role in 
enhancing foreign direct investment, 
and those steps are necessary to make 
Bangladesh an attractive destination 
for future investment. Bangladesh 
needs to reduce cost and bring ease of 
doing business. 

Following a series of dialogues with 
the Bangladesh government, areas 
such as parent companies’ loans for 
working capital, royalty remittance, 
container round-use for companies at 

the export processing zones (EPZs), 
and registration fee of two-wheelers 
have made considerable advance.

Nevertheless, several remaining 
business risk factors impede 
newcomers into a market, such as 
delay of letters of credit payment, tight 
regulation on telegraphic transfer for 
import transaction, cash incentive 
for RMG exports, and difficulties in 
customs clearance. 

Let me emphasise that a business 
environment needs to improve 
from the eyes of existing companies, 
and to attract further investment to 
Bangladesh, we must find solutions to 
their challenges.

I also would like to look at our 
economic partnership from a different 
angle. When Bangladesh graduates 
from LDC status by 2026, it needs to 
keep or even further expedite the flow 
of trade in goods and services with 
other countries. I believe it is vital for 
Bangladesh to proactively conduct 
studies and then advance negotiations 
on bilateral free trade agreements 
(FTAs) with countries, including 
Japan.

DS: Japan’s contributions have 
been fundamental in various areas of 
infrastructure development. What are 
the other sectors where Japan has made 
notable contributions?

Naoki: In the Japanese FY2020, the 
government of Japan provided 373.2 
billion Japanese yen ($3.423 billion) 
to Bangladesh as project loans and 
financial assistance for Covid-19 
countermeasures. This amount means 
that Bangladesh has become the 
largest recipient, overtaking India, on 
a single Japanese fiscal year basis for 
the first time in the history of the yen 
loan.

The government of Japan and the 
Japan International Cooperation 
Agency (Jica) have contributed to the 
development of Bangladesh through 
loans, grant aid, and dispatch of 
the Japan Overseas Cooperation 
Volunteers (JOCV) in various fields, 
including education, health, water/
sanitation, and agriculture. 

In the past, support in the 
agricultural sector included the 
establishment of agricultural research 

institutes and universities. Notable 
examples are the establishment of the 
Citrus and Vegetable Seed Research 
Centre under Bangladesh Agricultural 
Research Institute in the late 1970s 
and the Institute of Postgraduate 
Studies in Agriculture, which became 
the first graduate school of agriculture 
in Bangladesh in 1998. 

Japan extended technical 
cooperation and support for skills 
transfer through the JOCV. The 
radishes that were grown on a trial 
basis were later called Tasaki radish, 
after a JOCV who popularised them.

In the future, Japan will broaden 
its contributions to include the IT 
sector, food value-chains, and human 
resource and skills development. 
These are essential for the sustainable 
and inclusive growth of the economy 
and society.

DS: Will Japan continue the GSP 
facility for Bangladesh even after the 
graduation of the country from the LDC?

Naoki: Japan is now providing 
the government of Bangladesh 
with special preferential treatment 
(SPT), which is applied only to 
LDCs. Although subject items and 
applied tariff rates differ from the 
SPT, Japan will continue to provide 
the generalised system of preferences 
(GSP) after Bangladesh’s graduation 
from the LDC group in 2026. 

On the other hand, from a long-
term perspective, just receiving 
GSP will neither increase export 
nor contribute to strengthening 
Bangladesh’s competitiveness in the 
global market. By concluding FTA 
or economic partnership agreement, 
Japan and Bangladesh will be 
able to form a new partnership of 
trade and investment. Then, more 
new investments from Japanese 
companies could be expected. That 
would lead the country to expand 
trade and promote economic 
diversification. 

As a first step, I would urge both 
Japanese and Bangladesh’s companies 
to share that FTA or PTA (preferential 
trade agreement) is beneficial in 
expanding their business between the 
two countries.

Japanese investors sanguine about 
business potential in Bangladesh

ITO Naoki, Japanese ambassador to Bangladesh, says in an interview

“Let me emphasise that a business 
environment needs to improve from the 
eyes of existing companies, and to attract 
further investment to Bangladesh, we 
must find solutions to their challenges.”  

ITO Naoki
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Like other parts of the country, shops in the 
Khulna and Barishal divisions have become 
inundated with customers ahead of Eid-ul-Fitr, 
the biggest religious festival in Bangladesh.

“Our sales began in earnest after the fifteenth 
day of Ramadan,” said Akash Mahmud, a 
salesman at the Rang Bangladesh outlet in 
Khulna.

As Eid draws nearer, the number of daily 
customers has increased significantly.

“Many youths are coming to buy panjabis of 
different colours and range,” he added.

Other than branded retail outlets or 
showrooms, roadside stalls and hawkers have 
also seen a steady uptick in business.

Currently, there are more than 500 hawkers 
and other small retailers operating in Khulna 
city with about 200 of them being seasonal 
occupations that depend on Eid sales.

Thanks to competitive prices and convenient 
locations, many of these roadside sellers are 
often busier than their large-scale counterparts.

“My store has been packed for the last few 
days and I am very pleased with sales so far,” 
said Muhammad Mamun Hossain, the owner of 
Mamun Cloth Store.

On KDA Avenue of Khulna city, affluent 
locals were seen checking consumer electronics 
stores for big ticket items such as refrigerators, 
air conditioners, televisions and so on.

Masharof Hossain Babu, an agent of the 
regional Walton office, told The Daily Star that 
the demand for these products rises sharply 
ahead of Eid every year. 

However, this year’s sales are not up to 
previous levels.

“Our air conditioner sales are not good at the 
moment,” he added.

Liakat Hossain Liton, president of Bagerhat 
Chamber of Commerce and Industry, said 
that sales have not reached the expected level 
as customers have become strict with their 
spending due to the economic uncertainty 
caused by Covid-19.

“We are still trying to recover from our losses 

of last year,” Liton added.
Similarly, traders say that sales are at least 30 

to 40 per cent lower than their pre-pandemic 
levels. According to them, this is because the 
restrictions on public movement and gatherings 
are preventing customers from turning up in 
higher numbers.

In Barishal town, Mrinalkanti Saha, 
vice president of the South Chawkbazar 
Businessmen’s Association, said that there were 
about 50 wholesale shops in the region that sold 
products worth up to Tk 20 lakh just for Eid.

However, sales have almost halved amid the 
ongoing coronavirus crisis.

“It costs over Tk 1 crore a year to keep my 65 
employees and much of that would come from 
Eid sales but that is not happening this year,” he 
added.

Apparel items are always a hot item ahead of 
the religious festival with more than Tk 3-5 crore 
worth being sold in Chawkbazar each year.

Half of this amount would come from 
wholesale shipments to other districts but since 
there were no transportation facilities this time, 
sales have taken a serious hit, Saha said.

DISTRICTS 
I N  F O C U S

Khulna, Barishal traders 
pleased by customer turnout

As Eid draws nearer, the number of customers has increased significantly in most shops of Khulna and Barishal. 

The photo was taken from KDA Avenue of Khulna city recently.
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