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In 2019, Bangladesh, a nation with 
millennia-long history in farming, 
crossed a remarkable milestone: 
it achieved self-reliance in rice 
production. The International Rice 
Research Institute (IRRI) proudly 
mentioned on its website how this 
country rose from a food deficit 
beginning in 1971, when its annual 
production was a paltry 15 million 
tonnes, to a staggering 54 million 
in 2019 – that, too, with a declining 
land available for farming due to 
ever-increasing urbanisation. IRRI 
correctly pointed out that such a 
spectacular progress was possible 
largely due to the improvement in 
the genetic potential of rice varieties 
through breeding, availability 
of climate-smart rice varieties, 

improved management practices 
and facilities, and government 
policy support.

The other crucial contributing 
factor to this growth is certainly 
the ever-optimistic farmers of the 
Bengal delta, an archetype of which 
we see in Sultan’s paintings. The 
other important role was played by 
the nation’s scientific community, 
including Bangladesh Agriculture 
University (BAU), Bangladesh 
Rice Research Institute (BRRI), 
Bangladesh Institute of Nuclear 
Agriculture (BINA), Department 
of Agricultural Extension (DAE), 
Bangladesh Agricultural Research 
Council (BARC), and many 
other such organisations. Their 
researchers worked tirelessly with 
a strong conviction for years on 
end to develop better rice varieties 
that would be tolerant to drought, 
flood, salinity, and pests, and be 
economical to grow and farmer-
friendly. All these together made 
such a spectacular stride possible.

The story doesn’t end there. 
Bangladesh is among the top in 
the production of freshwater fish, 
vegetables, potato, and fruits 

too, despite having a much lesser 
amount of land than the others. 
Similar to rice production, these 
were made possible through the 
combined efforts of growers and 
scientists, together with generous 
policy support.

However, sustaining such 
a growth poses a significant 
challenge. BRRI, which has so 
far commercialised over 100 rice 
varieties, has found that it takes 
15-16 years to develop a new variety 
and another three for field testing. 
But their growth potential and 
other desirable properties start 
declining within 10 years, keeping 
the scientists on the search for even 
better ones. This is a never-ending 
race that only gets faster with time.

But research work is arduous, 
painstaking and long. A significant 
amount of time and effort goes into 
reviewing what is already known 
in the scientific community by 
going through the large volume of 
published work. And with time, the 
volume of such work is increasing 
almost on a logarithmic scale. 
Worldwide, a new research paper 
is published every 30 seconds, 
making it one million each year. 
A search on any single topic, such 
as the tumour suppressor p53, will 
find a staggering 70,000 published 
papers, as a World Economic Forum 
(WEF) blog post states. Access 
to reliable knowledge and the 
academic literature has become 
a fundamental bottleneck for the 
scientific community, policymakers, 
and business people. It is one of the 
reasons why it takes much longer to 
win a Nobel Prize for a scientist after 
publishing the work, as Nature, a 
prestigious scientific journal, has 
mentioned. A 2022 article titled 
“The Nobel Prize Time Gap” reported 
that, between 1901 and 2019, the 
time span from publishing a paper 
to actually winning a Nobel Prize 

continuously got longer. Only in 25 
percent of the cases, the winners 
were recognised within 10 years 
of publication; the rest had to wait 
at least 10 and in many cases more 
than 20 years. But in 2011-2019, the 
delay ranged from 26 (medicine) to 
31 years (economics). The authors 
have found various reasons for this 
phenomenon, one of which is the 
large number of works that must be 
reviewed before a winner is chosen. 
Humans alone simply cannot do 
that and, quite naturally, scientists 
are resorting to tools powered by 
artificial intelligence to search and 
analyse such documents.

Last year, another article in Nature 
cited an example from the University 
of Gothenburg in Sweden, where 
a team researching on self-driving 
vehicle algorithms found more 
than 10,000 papers to be reviewed. 
It would have taken over a year to 
review them, involving hundreds of 
person-hours. Luckily, AI-powered 
tools were already available to them, 
which offered a “quick and precise 
overview of what should be relevant 
to a certain research question,” as 
the article quoted the team. Only 

an AI-powered search tool can offer 
such targeted navigation of the 
knowledge landscape, enabling a 
scientist to save years from mundane 
tasks for better utilisation in higher 
value-added scientific endeavours. 

Bangladesh stands at the 
threshold of a paradigm shift in 
technological development as it is 
poised to change gear into a faster 
mode of economic development, 
and realising its vision of becoming 
a developed nation by 2041. But will 
it be possible without making use 
of the modern tools in science and 
technology?

The answer is only too obvious. 
Following the global standard and 
to achieve their research goals, 
scientists in Bangladesh have 
already started using such AI-
powered computational readers 
and scientific knowledge miners. 
Recently, the Bangladesh University 
of Engineering and Technology 
(Buet) pioneered in this arena by 
offering such AI software to its 
researchers, teachers and students to 
speed up its research activities. This 
is what it takes to lead the nation in 
the age of digital technology. 

Ushering AI in Bangladesh
Artificial intelligence tools in research works 

to further power up economic progress
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ACROSS
1 Pago 
Pago
Person
7 Cooking mint
11 Come into view
12 Rocker Collins
13 Pane material
15 Follow
16 Trial group
18 Nasty 
21 A lot
22 Twister shape
24 Co. abbr.
25 Travel aid
26 Compete 
27 Basement
29 Not too spicy
30 Spotted
31 Cotton pod
32 Once more
34 pasture 
growth

40 Trade fair
41 Find in a 
reference book
42 Freshman, 
usually
43 Hot and 
humid

DOWN
1 Attach a patch
2 French friend
3 Gents 
4 Picks an entrée
5 Extreme pain
6 Anchor’s 
offering
7 III humor
8 Cry of insight
9 USO
audience
10 High trains
14 Bungle 
16 Music’s 

Quincy
17 Cry of 
surrender
19 Smithy sight
20 Sam of 
“Jurassic Park”
21 Quirk
22 Distant
23 Was a pioneer
25 Juicy fruit
28 Entice
29 Madison’s 
successor
31 Intolerant sort
33 Piercing tools
34 Ran into
35 Devonshire 
river
36 Chimp, for one
37 Alias letters
38 Total 
39 Bond, for one

The annual national budget and 
the discussions on it are, in a sense, 
quite boring and unattractive. 
Because the budget is only an 
account of the government’s 
income and expenditure, one can’t 
expect it to make any fundamental 
changes to the economic structure. 
Year after year, the same kind of 
budget is prepared with a slightly 
increased amount than the previous 
year – a little less is allocated in 
some sectors while a little extra in 
others, depending on the priorities 
set by our policymakers who are 
usually influenced by the pressure, 
lobbying and demands of various 
powerful individuals, institutions, 
companies, organisations, etc. 

On the other hand, the political 
economy of resource collection 
and distribution by the state and 
its impact on people’s lives and 
livelihoods can be understood by 
analysing the budget. In that sense, 
the discussion and analysis of the 
budget is important, but to make 
it effective, one needs to shift the 
focus from size, growth, deficit, 
etc to the distributional aspects 
of the budget to understand how 
much money the government is 
collecting from which section of 

the society, and how the collected 
money is going to be used for the 
welfare of which section. 

If we analyse the government’s 
revenue collection plan under the 
proposed budget for the 2023-24 
fiscal year, it becomes clear that, as 
always, the government is relying 
mostly on indirect taxes to increase 
revenue, which will put more 
inflationary pressure on the people 
who are already suffering from high 
inflation. Whereas in developed 
countries, 70-80 percent of the 
total tax revenue – in neighbouring 
India, it is more than 50 percent 
– is collected via direct taxes, in 
Bangladesh, at least 64 percent of 
tax will be collected from common 
people through indirect taxes like 
various duties and VAT on essential 
goods. Moreover, pressure will 
increase on the relatively low-
income people in order to increase 
direct tax collection as well. While 
the surcharge-free asset limit 
for the rich has been increased 
from Tk 3 crore to Tk 4 crore, 
and the threshold of tax-free 

annual income has been raised 
to Tk 3.5 lakh from Tk 3 lakh, the 
government has proposed to make 
a minimum payment of Tk 2,000 
for every TIN holder during tax 
return submission – whether they 
have a source of income or not. 
This means a large portion of the 
population, including pensioners 
and homemakers, will have to pay 
the minimum tax despite earning 
less than Tk 3.5 lakh.

To meet the budget deficit, net 
foreign loans will be taken to the 
tune of Tk 102,490 crore, and Tk 
155,395 crore will be borrowed 
from domestic sources. While 
benefits from these loans in the 
time of an economic crisis are 
questionable, the burden is sure to 
be borne by the general public. 

This begs the question: how 
much of these funds will be spent 
for the common people’s benefit, 
and how much will be used to 
patronise the vested interests? 
For example, 22 percent of the 
budget will be spent on public 
administration, 12.4 percent on 
interest payments, 5.5 percent 
on defence, 4.2 percent on public 
order, 11.5 percent on transport 
and communication, 4.6 percent 

on power and energy, etc. After 
that, not enough is left to be spent 
on healthcare, agriculture and 
social safety nets, and what is left is 
also not used properly.

While indirect taxes have 
been increased, allocations for 
their direct benefits have been 
decreased, which is evident from 
the declining proportion of budget 
allocations for agriculture, health, 
education, and social safety nets. 
Although the budget allocation 
for the agriculture sector has been 
increased in terms of monetary 
value, as a percentage of the 
budget, it has been decreased by 
0.33 percent – from 4.97 percent 
of the current fiscal year to 4.64 
percent of the next fiscal year. 
Similarly, allocation for the health 
sector has been increased by Tk 
1,889 crore, but as a share of the 
budget, it has been decreased by 
0.4 percent – from 5.4 percent of 
outgoing fiscal year to five percent 
in the upcoming fiscal year – and 
is just 0.76 percent of the GDP. 
According to the  World Health 

Organization, at least four to five 
percent of GDP should be allocated 
to the health sector to ensure 
universal health coverage. 

According to Unesco, four to six 
percent of a country’s total GDP 
should be spent on education. In 
Bangladesh, it is already below 
two percent and is still decreasing. 
In the current fiscal year, it was 
12.01 percent of the budget or 1.83 
percent of the GDP, which has been 
reduced to 11.57 percent of the 
budget or 1.76 percent of the GDP 
for the upcoming fiscal year. 

The allocation for the power and 
energy sector, on the other hand, 
has been increased to Tk 34,819 
crore (4.6 percent of the budget) 
from Tk 27,066 crore (3.8 percent 
of the budget) in the outgoing 
year. But the increased allocation 
is mainly for the power sector; 
the budget for the energy sector’s 
development has been reduced 
from Tk 1,798 crore to Tk 911 crore, 
which is not enough to solve the 
current energy crisis. As a result, 
import dependency of the energy 
sector will not be reduced, and the 
cycle of paying capacity charges by 
leaving the power plants idle due to 
fuel shortage will continue.

In the midst of the ongoing 
economic crisis, where allocation 
for social safety nets needed to be 
increased, it has been decreased 
as a proportion of the budget 
and GDP. Allocation to the social 
safety net programmes has been 
decreased from 16.75 percent of 
the current budget (2.55 percent 
of GDP) and 17.81 percent of the 
revised budget (2.65 percent 
of GDP) to 16.58 percent of the 
proposed budget (2.52 percent of 
GDP). There are already questions 
as to what percentage of this 
allocated money actually reaches 
the poor. The government survey 
itself showed that more than 
46 percent of the registered 
beneficiaries were not eligible for 
the benefits. In addition, some 
programmes shown under this 
sector as a strategy to show more 
total allocation are not eligible for 
social protection programmes at 
all. 

For example, 63 percent of the 
Tk 43,398 crore taka allocated as 
direct financial assistance will go to 
800,000 government employees of 
grades 10-20 as pension payments. 
Apart from this, Tk 21,700 crore for 
subsidy in the agriculture sector, 
Tk 11,217 crore for interest subsidy 
on savings certificates, and Tk 
5,000 crore for incentives given 
to small and medium enterprises 
have also been shown as social 
safety net allocation. As a result, 
fewer poor people will receive 
social safety benefits, and those 
who receive them will get much 
smaller amounts than needed. 
While the monthly allowance of 
the country’s poor elderly men and 
women, widows and dependents, 
and the disabled has been increased 
by Tk 50 or Tk 100, the allocation 
for selling rice under VGF and OMS 
has been reduced by 29.33 percent 
and 9.76 percent, respectively, 
compared to the current revised 
budget. 

While it is not clear how 
this budget will contribute to 
building a “Smart Bangladesh,” as 
mentioned by the finance minister 
in his budget speech, it certainly 
seems to be a smart mechanism of 
taking more from the people while 
returning less – like the previous 
ones. 

In the midst of an economic crisis, where 
allocation for social safety nets needed to 

be increased, it has been decreased as a 
proportion of the budget and GDP. Allocation 

to social safety nets has been decreased 
from 16.75 percent of the current budget and 

17.81 percent of the revised budget, to 16.58 
percent of the proposed budget. There are 

already questions as to what percentage of this 
allocated money actually reaches the poor. The 

government survey itself showed that more 
than 46 percent of registered beneficiaries 

were not eligible for the benefits.
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Whom is the budget 
supposed to serve?
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