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In September 2019, the Awami League 
government was hailed by various 
quarters for launching a crackdown 
on gambling, extortion, and other 
criminal activities that had been 
ripping apart our social fabric for 
some time. The raids resulted in the 
arrest of more than 250 individuals, 
including 11 from different AL-affiliate 
organisations. Among the prominent 
criminals whose names had surfaced 
were Khaled Mahmud Bhuiyan, 
back then the organising secretary 
of Dhaka South City unit of Jubo 
League, Ismail Hossain Chowdhury 
Samrat, and AKM Mominul Haque 
Sayeed, then president and joint 
general secretary of the same Jubo 
League unit, respectively. All three 
had been operating illegal casino 
(gambling) businesses, apart from 
organised extortion and money 
laundering schemes, among other 
criminal activities.

The drive came on the heels of the 
Awami League government’s victory 
in the much-talked-about 2018 
general election, which they won 
riding high on their “zero tolerance 
against corruption” manifesto.

While Samrat and Khaled had 
been arrested and put behind bars, 
Mominul fled to Singapore. Last 
year, however, both Samrat and 
Khaled secured bail in the multiple 

cases against them, while Mominul 
returned to the country recently, 
apparently using a different passport, 
as the Bangladesh immigration 
department does not have any 
information on his return to the 
country.

It would be interesting to note 
that while Samrat secured bail in 
the fourth case of money laundering 
citing “poor health,” after he was 
produced before the court from 
Bangabandhu Sheikh Mujib Medical 
University (BSMMU) hospital, where 
he had been receiving treatment, one 
of his first actions after getting bail 
was to stage a “showdown” when he 
went to Dhanmondi to pay respect 
to the father of the nation, with a 
fleet of motorcycles and pickup vans 
carrying his supporters as part of his 
motorcade. 

Coming back to the point, all 
three of these “casino kingpins” were 
apparently expelled from the party 
positions they had held after their 
criminal activities were exposed 
during the drive. I am using the word 
“apparently” because now there 
seems to have surfaced a new divide in 
opinion among senior party leaders 
on whether these criminals had been 
permanently expelled or if they still 
retain their primary membership 
within their respective organisations. 

All three are becoming active 
in the political scene ahead of the 
upcoming general election. Per media 
reports, both Samrat and Khaled are 
flexing their muscle as they are being 
considered for reinstatement to party 
positions by a faction of senior leaders 
to utilise their strength during the 
election. 

This should never be allowed. 
First of all, these are known 

criminals, people who have grossly 
violated the law of the land, 
unscrupulously misled the country’s 
youth, shamelessly plundered and 
then laundered the nation’s resources 
abroad, and mercilessly extorted 
money from innocent people 
misusing their political powers. Such 
people should never be allowed to 

make a comeback into the fold of 
any political party, let alone the one 
that has been built on the ideologies 
of leaders like Bangabandhu Sheikh 
Mujibur Rahman, who toiled all his 
life for this nation and in trying to 
realise his ever-living dream of Sonar 
Bangla. 

Allowing such criminals to 
return to their party positions, or be 
involved or associated with the party 
in any way, would go directly against 
the Awami League’s anti-nepotism 
agenda, and set a very risky and 
dangerous precedent. Such a move 
would erode the core tenets and values 
of the Awami League – everything 
the party stands for – and encourage 
all the party leaders, activists, and 
workers to indulge in criminal 

activities using their political muscle, 
safe in the knowledge that if they get 
caught, they can return to the party 
after a slap on the wrist and short trip 
to the prison, or even a nice holiday 
abroad, if one is lucky and have been 
informed on time.

The fact that Mominul, on his 
return, has been made general 
secretary of Bangladesh Hockey 
Federation, instead of being arrested 
on criminal charges, is shocking 
itself. The nation is not in a position 
to take more of such shocks. 

Transparency International 
Bangladesh (TIB) has also raised 
concern about the return of these 
prodigal sons in the political scene. 
“What message do the government 
and the ruling party want to give 

to the countrymen? No matter 
whatever crime is committed, will 
the offender be able to get away 
with it if he is associated with the 
ruling party? The government and 
the ruling coalition must take the 
responsibility to counter this evil 
process of institutionalising muscle 
power and corruption in the political 
arena,” said TIB Executive Director 
Iftekharuzzaman, in a statement 
issued by the organisation. 

In a democracy where it is the 
people’s trust, confidence and love 
that matter to win elections, why 
would a ruling political party feel 
the need to resort to seeking help 
from criminals? What else are these 
criminals capable of, other than 
striking fear in the hearts of the 
people? 

The ruling party has been bold 
and vocal in condemning, in the 
strongest possible terms, the use of 
muscle power by the previous ruling 
regimes in this country. So why is 
a segment of the ruling party now 
trying to tread the same path? Does 
it not have confidence in the party’s 
ability to win elections? Given all the 
pictures of success the ruling regime 
paints before the people, this should 
certainly not be the case.

Criminals like Samrat, Khaled, 
Mominul and the others should be 
behind bars and miles away from the 
political scene, especially given that 
the election is coming up. To win the 
ruling party’s favour, these notorious 
criminals can go to any length, which 
might unleash havoc in the country. 
The ruling party must own up to the 
responsibility of its actions and that 
of its affiliates and associates, and 
keep criminals away from the political 
scene. There is no alternative to this.
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The growth and evolution of our 
digital economy

Over the last three decades, 
the world has been swept up in 
digital transformations to the 
point where point-and-click 
consummation of everything – 
from buying groceries and finding 
romance to settling taxes and 
working from anywhere – have 
become the norm. In this digital 
lifestyle, the demarcation between 
the physical and the virtual has 
become fuzzy and transmutable. 
And this is no longer the private 
turf of the young generation; 
today, various facets of this digital 
lifestyle are openly embraced by 
an octogenarian video-calling 
their grandchildren in a far-off 
land they have never seen, or a 
semi-literate middle-aged parent 
in a remote rural area using 

telemedicine service, or a retired 
professional using live video 
streaming to enjoy a game of 
cricket. 

With this new lifestyle comes 
a new economic paradigm: 
digital economy. Just as our 
real identities commingle with 
our digital avatars, the digital 
economy also coexists with 
the real economy. However, its 
growth and evolution predicate 
the necessity of formulating new 
implements fit for the digital 
era, such as policy on how to 
tax the digital economic actors, 
ways and means of regulating 
electronic payments and digital 
asset transfers, legal framework 
for digital privacy, data security 
and cybercrimes, and many other 
such issues. 

When an e-commerce site 
within our national borders sells a 

product, it entails transferring a 
physical object from a seller to a 
buyer – no different from buying 
such a product in a real market or 
a shop. It is easy to see why such a 
transaction should automatically 
come under the purview of a 
transactional tax such as sales tax 
or VAT, and all such transactions 
should accrue towards income 
tax filing by the seller. But what 
is not so obvious is how to tax 
such goods transactions across 
the borders, or tax digital services 
such as online advertising or 
professional services, especially 
when such services are, again, 
rendered across the borders. 

When an online merchant 
sells a pair of shoes and ships 
them from, say, Singapore to 
Dhaka, how do we ensure that the 
merchant collects the proper VAT 
and import duty from the buyer 
and deposits to Bangladesh’s 
exchequer? Or when some 
business entity in the country 
advertises on Facebook or Google, 
how do we collect the appropriate 
VAT on such transactions since 
neither of them have registered 
subsidiaries in Bangladesh? Or 
better yet, when a local content 
provider generates subscription 
and advertising revenue off of 
YouTube, how do we bring such 
income under the income tax 
regime? 

Such questions have been faced 
not only by the tax administration 
in Bangladesh, but all over the 
world. The expansion of tax net to 
the digital economy is imperative 

if we want to ensure a level playing 
field for both the real and digital 
economies. Then again, in the 
real economy, there are tiny 
players – small street-corner tea 
stalls or shoe-shine stands – that 
justifiably should not be chased 
by tax collectors. Similarly, in the 
digital economy, there are tiny 
merchants selling a few artefacts 
on Facebook or online stores who 

should not be taxed, while the 
medium-to-big online merchants, 
whether local or international, 
must pay their fair share of taxes. 

However, taxing the digital 
economic actors entails new 
approaches that the tax 
administration must learn how 
to incorporate into their modus 
operandi. This should take into 
account similar measures taken 
by other countries. For example, 
the Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development 
(OECD) has chalked up elaborate 
regulatory measures to collect 
and apportion taxes on cross-
border e-commerce transactions. 
India has even introduced an 
equalisation levy on multinational 
e-commerce enterprises. 

However, all such taxation 
measures are inexorably 
tied to cultural adoption of 
electronic payments and the tax 
administration automatically 
getting its due share in a routine 
fashion. Here we see a tremendous 
gap between the rapidly rising 
volume of transactions in our 
digital economy and the share of 
such transactions that are settled 
electronically. 

A recent IFC study on 
electronic payments has found 
that since 2010, there has been 
a fivefold increase in online 
payments, but the bulk of that is 
due to the electronic settlement 
of public service salaries and 
pensions in Bangladesh. It is very 
strange to note that the private 
sector and the general public are 

lagging behind the government 
in terms of their overall share of 
electronic payments. For lack of 
a better analysis, we can generally 
attribute this anomaly to cultural 
disinclination towards and lack 
of trust in electronic payment 
methods; Bangladesh has the 
lowest penetration in the region 
for non-cash instruments of 
payments, such as credit/debit 

cards and digital wallets. 
The monstrous growth in 

mobile financial transactions over 
the last 15 years is still dominated 
by point-to-point (through agents) 
and person-to-person (P2P) 
transactions. On the other hand, 
the vast majority of e-commerce 
order fulfilment is still done via 
cash on delivery (COD). This has 
to change in order to take the 
shackles off our digital economy. 

For the vast majority of the 
people, the electronic payment 
purveyors must come up with 
systems that are easy to use as 
well as inexpensive in terms of 
transaction costs. And only then it 
may bring on the cultural change 
and mainstream adoption of 
electronic payment methods that 
we have shied away from, despite 
huge growth in digital financial 
transactions in the last 10 years.

It is a given that, with time, 
the share of our digital economy 
will subsume almost the whole 
economy. The organic evolution 
from the real economy to a digital 
economy has been happening in 
Bangladesh for more than two 
decades, but there are disjointed 
developments creating huge gaps 
in the digital economy, especially 
in terms of digital payments and 
getting a fair share of taxes from 
the digital economy. It is high 
time the government and the 
private sector developed a trusted 
partnership to embark on an 
exhilarating journey towards our 
destined digital economy in an 
accelerated manner.
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