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Bangladesh-France 
ties on right track
Greater French investment 
vital in achieving our 
development goals
We are delighted to see the increased prospect of trade and 
connectivity between Bangladesh and France following the 
two-day visit of French President Emmanuel Macron. This is 
the first visit by a French president to Dhaka in 33 years, which 
demonstrates the growing importance of Bangladesh in the 
region. We also recall with gratitude the French support for 
the people of Bangladesh during our Liberation War in 1971. 
Against this backdrop, the positivity expressed on both sides 
in Dhaka promises to usher in a new era of partnership based 
on mutual trust and interest. And although it is yet to reach 
the level of a “strategic” one, both sought to advance it by 
signing two bilateral instruments to enhance cooperation in 
different fields including infrastructure and satellite.

The Bangladesh government, as Prime Minister Sheikh 
Hasina said while welcoming her French counterpart, sees 
Macron’s “push for strategic autonomy” to be in alignment 
with our own foreign policy. Later, she again noted his support 
for Bangladesh’s sovereign policy independence. It cannot be 
denied that any strategy of non-interference at this particular 
time comes with a political caveat for local observers, with 
Bangladesh preparing for its next parliamentary election in 
five months, but it also strengthens our position as a nation 
as Bangladesh tries to diversify its partnerships and navigate 
through an increasingly complex geopolitical landscape, 
while the Western world, including France, focuses more on 
South Asia to advance their Indo-Pacific vision. 

Geopolitical strategies are fraught with competing 
interests. But there are rich dividends to be reaped by 
strategic cooperation in areas of mutual interest. On Monday, 
Bangladesh and France, in further acknowledgement of the 
potential of their growing ties, signed those two bilateral 
instruments, including a credit facility agreement between 
Bangladesh’s Economic Relations Division (ERD) and the 
France Development Agency (AFD) on “Improving Urban 
Governance and Infrastructure Program”. The other one is 
a Letter of Intent (LOI) on cooperation between Bangladesh 
Satellite Company Limited (BSCL) and Airbus Defence and 
Space SAS, France related to the Bangabandhu-2 Earth 
Observation Satellite System. A number of vital areas of 
cooperation were also discussed during bilateral talks, 
including climate change, energy, security, etc. According to 
a report quoting the residence of the French president, the 
country has big plans for investments in strategic projects 
in Bangladesh, including nuclear power, hydropower, and 
aeronautics. 

It is because of such collaboration that total trade between 
the two countries soared from €210m in 1990 to €4.9b in 
2023, with France being the 5th country for exports. Evidently, 
the possibilities are endless if both countries, especially 
Bangladesh, continue to explore and engage in mutually 
beneficial projects. We hope this spirit of collaboration will 
keep on enriching both of our nations.

ADC Harun’s 
infamy finally gets 
noticed
Why was his excessive use of 
force not addressed before?
After numerous allegations of abuse of authority against 
Additional Deputy Commissioner of Police (ADC) Harun-
or-Rashid, we are relieved to see that his violent tendencies 
have finally gotten the police administration’s attention. 
According to media reports, Harun was transferred less 
than 24 hours after he tortured two members of Bangladesh 
Chhatra League (BCL) at Shahbagh police station on Saturday 
evening. A three-member probe committee was formed by 
police to look into the matter, and on Monday afternoon, the 
home ministry suspended Harun.

Over the past few years, ADC Harun has racked up an 
“impressive” record with his abusive behaviour. There have 
been a number of media reports detailing how he assaulted 
students, teachers, journalists, members of opposition 
parties – anyone who protested on a public issue or against 
a government policy. His excessive use of force has been 
brought to the notice of police higher-ups many times, but in 
vain. In one instance last year, he even slapped a fellow police 
member, the video of which went viral. When this issue was 
raised before the then DMP commissioner, he categorically 
said no action would be taken against the ADC. In March this 
year, Harun reportedly led a police attack on journalists and 
lawyers during the Supreme Court Bar Association (SCBA) 
election. One of the victims, a senior reporter at ATN News, 
said he had complained to senior police officials about 
Harun’s assault, but no action had been taken.

However, we find it curious that after all the failed attempts 
to draw attention to his abuse of power, the police authorities 
decided to act only when he assaulted two members of the 
ruling party’s student wing. Does this not imply that due 
process against an act of injustice was taken based on political 
considerations?

That ADC Harun has broken rules by overexerting his 
authority on a number of occasions should have been 
addressed a long time ago. We urge the police administration 
to pay heed to all complaints of police misdemeanour and 
brutality with the same fervour that they did in the case 
of ADC Harun. They must remember that their primary 
obligation is to the citizens of the country, not the ruling 
party.

The somewhat comfortable 
macroeconomic situation that 
Bangladesh – with high economic 
growth, low inflation, and good foreign 
exchange reserves – was experiencing for 
the last few years has now disappeared. 
The economic pressure came from 
high global commodity prices, high 
imported inflation, and supply chain 
disruptions. But Bangladesh is not the 
only country feeling the pressure – 
every country, rich and poor, has been 
struggling to recover from the fallout of 
the pandemic and war in Ukraine.

However, while countries like Sri 
Lanka – on the verge of an economic 
collapse – have begun to turn around, 
Bangladesh’s economy is still facing 
difficulties on many accounts. The 
fiscal year 2022-23 ended with several 
disquieting factors on the economic 
front.  Most of these problems could 
not be handled properly due to policy 
failures.          

Notwithstanding marginal fluxes, 
high inflation has remained a prevailing 
concern. The Bangladesh Bureau 
of Statistics (BBS) reported that the 
monthly average inflation was 9.02 
percent as of June 2023, surpassing 
both the government’s projected rate 
of 5.6 percent for FY2023 mentioned 
in the finance minister’s budget speech 
and the central bank’s projection of 
7.5 percent in the Monetary Policy 
Statement for January to June 2023. To 
compare, in FY 2022, average inflation 
was 6.15 percent. Worryingly, latest BBS 
estimates reveal that average inflation 
in August 2023 was 9.92 percent while 
food inflation went as high as 12.54 
percent.

Policymakers continue to ascribe 
the escalation of prices to exogenous 
factors such as high import prices 
of essential commodities. However, 
global prices have been on a downward 
trend for several months now. Hence, 
Bangladesh’s inflation cannot be 
attributed to high import costs anymore. 
But prices of domestically produced 
commodities are continuously rising 
despite ample local production. Market 
manipulators creating a supply crisis 
and the inability of policymakers to take 
any measures against them have left 
common people undone, since wages 
have not increased as inflation has.

Most countries, following the Ukraine 
war, adopted a contractionary monetary 
policy to control money supply in 
their respective markets. In contrast, 
Bangladesh Bank kept interest rates 
fixed at nine percent for lending and six 
percent for deposits. High inflation and 
a low lending rate made money cheaper, 
encouraging people to borrow. As such, 
broad money supply (M2) increased to 
10.48 percent in FY2023 compared to 
9.43 percent in FY2022. BB kept the 
lending rate low under pressure from 
the business community. On the other 
hand, depositors were losing money 
due to high inflation, which has eroded 
their purchasing power. Finally in July, 
Bangladesh Bank adopted a market-
based interest rate policy as part of an 
IMF conditionality for the $4.7 billion 
loan. 

The external sector also has a relation 
with inflation. Our foreign exchange 
reserve is increasingly shrinking. With 
a reserve of $41.8 billion in June 2022, 
the country was comfortable in terms 
of spending for its imports and external 

payments. The gross official forex 
reserve reached $31.20 billion in June. 

But, in July, the central bank started 
to calculate the forex reserve as per 
the IMF’s Balance of Payments and 
International Investment Position 
Manual (BMP6) method. According 
to this, our reserve had declined to 
$23.06 billion by August 30. BB has 
now excluded the amount disbursed 
for export development funds, foreign 
currency loans to local banks, and other 
funds which are not readily available for 
use. In the past, the inclusion of these 
funds made the forex reserve look larger 
than it actually was. 

For the past several years, Bangladesh 
enjoyed stability in its external sector 
even during periods of relatively 
low export performance or sluggish 

growth in remittance. This provided 
policymakers with some amount of 
flexibility and confidence. Regrettably, 
they failed to make any strategic 
decisions to address the impacts of the 
global economic crisis on Bangladesh’s 
external sector and its macroeconomic 
situation.

The value of taka was kept artificially 
high for a long time even though 
countries such as China, Cambodia, 
India, and Vietnam had depreciated 
their respective currencies. A strong 
currency was helpful for importers, but 
not desirable to exporters. However, 
despite the depreciation of taka 
against the US dollar, export sector 
performance was not impressive in 
FY2023. According to data from the 
Export Promotion Bureau (EPB), 
export revenue growth was 6.7 percent 
compared to the government’s target 
of 11.4 percent. Depressed demand in 
importing countries has been the main 
reason behind low export income. 

Remittance growth in FY2023 was 
only 2.7 percent – lower than the rate 
of migration growth, which was 11.38 
percent in the outgoing fiscal year. 
Serious concerns about the remittance 
flow have been raised since the increased 
number of migrant workers departing 

for foreign labour markets is not 
reflected in the patterns of remittance 
flows into the country. It is said that 
a large volume of remittances come 
in through hundi. The government’s 
incentive of two to five percent for 
remitters is not attractive enough. The 
cost of sending remittance through 
formal channels is often higher than the 
government incentive to do so.

Imports also declined by 15.76 percent 
in FY2023, which can be attributed 
to a combination of policy measures 
and the decline in global commodity 
prices. The implementation of selective 
import restrictions, challenges in 
accessing foreign currency to initiate 
letters of credit, and the significant 
depreciation of the taka played crucial 
roles here. While some degree of import 
restriction was necessary in view of 
high commodity prices globally and to 
control imported inflation, the import 
of capital machinery and intermediate 
goods which are crucial for production 
has been reduced. In view of falling 
global prices, the import restrictions 
policy is no longer an effective way to 
reduce inflation. 

The foreign exchange market has 
also experienced multiple exchange 

rates, which made it rather chaotic. 
The central bank’s unified and market-
driven exchange rate system allows the 
exchange rate between the taka and the 
US dollar (or any other foreign currency) 
to be determined by the market. BB will 
no longer provide specific exchange 
rates for buying or selling foreign 
currency, thereby promoting market 
stability. But the outcome of this 
measure is yet to be observed. 

Failure to increase export and 
remittance earnings has created 
pressure on Bangladesh’s trade and 
current account balance. In FY2022, 
the current account deficit reached 
negative $18.6 billion for the first time. 
Trade deficit was also high at negative 
$33.2 billion. Though the balance of 
trade and current account balances 
improved somewhat compared to 
FY2022, deficits are still high. In 
FY2023, trade deficit amounted to 
negative $17.15 billion and current 
account deficit amounted to negative 
$3.3 billion. 

More worryingly, the financial 
account deficit recorded in FY2023 was 
the highest in Bangladesh’s history at 
negative $2.14 billion. Thus, the overall 
balance of payments was a negative 
$8.2 billion in the outgoing fiscal year. 

Financial account balances encompass 
foreign direct investment (FDI), 
remittances, and other investments 
and are substantial contributors to the 
forex reserves. The declining reserves 
result from the deteriorating financial 
account balances. The strain on reserves 
has made it extremely difficult to pay for 
imports and service debt. 

High energy prices are another 
important source of inflation in 
Bangladesh. The capacity payments 
made to independent power producers 
(IPPs), including rental and quick 
rental power plants, have escalated 
substantially over the years. Seemingly, 
the government is trying to earn this 
amount by hiking energy prices for 
consumers and producers. The pressure 
from the IMF to remove subsidies is 
also forcing the government to raise 
energy prices at a time when the cost 
of living is already high. Energy prices 
have been increased several times 
since 2021, which contributed to 
inflationary pressure. There has been 
a scarcity of natural gas – a primary 
fuel for power generation – due to the 
progressive decline in domestic supply. 
This shortage has been offset by higher 
imports of liquefied natural gas (LNG) 

to fulfil unmet demand. There has also 
been a dearth of public investment 
in the power and energy sectors even 
though various geological surveys have 
indicated the prospect of finding gas in 
the country. 

Government borrowing from the 
central bank in FY2023 also fuelled 
inflation by increasing money supply. 
The inability to generate adequate 
domestic resources gives little fiscal 
space for the government to undertake 
activities such as supporting the poor in 
times of high inflation. Macroeconomic 
stability deteriorated further in FY2023 
due to higher borrowing from BB, 
which is equivalent to printing money. 

Clearly, the major economic 
challenges facing Bangladesh are 
results of inadequate and incorrect 
policies. Added to this are poor policy 
implementation, inherent structural 
weaknesses, lack of good governance, 
and an absence of reform initiatives. 
With two months of FY2024 having 
passed us by, there is still no silver 
lining in terms of overcoming these 
challenges. It is also doubtful that any 
dramatic changes will occur during 
the rest of FY2024, since all efforts will 
be devoted to political activities and 
economic issues may take a backseat.

All that went wrong for 
Bangladesh’s economy
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Innovative approaches to preventing dengue
The number of dengue fatalities this 
year has increased to 716 from 281 
in 2022, making this the deadliest 
dengue year since the first outbreak 
in Bangladesh in 2000. A total of 
1,45,335 dengue cases have been 
reported this year.

Dengue continues to pose a 
significant global health threat. 
With the increasing incidence of 
infections and the potential for severe 
outbreaks, it has become crucial 
to explore innovative methods to 
prevent its spread.

One novel strategy includes 
introducing the bacterium Wolbachia 

into Aedes aegypti mosquitoes, which 
are the principal carriers of dengue. 
Wolbachia is known to hinder these 
mosquitoes’ ability to transmit the 
dengue virus to humans. When 
Wolbachia-infected male mosquitoes 
mate with uninfected females, 
the resulting eggs do not hatch, 
resulting in a decrease in mosquito 
numbers over time. This strategy has 
demonstrated extraordinary efficacy 
in field-testing.

Apart from this, other methods 
have also been used. Advancements 
in genetic engineering have led to the 
development of genetically modified 

mosquitoes that are resistant to 
dengue virus infection.

Lastly, traditional mosquito 
control focuses on eliminating 
adult mosquitoes, but targeting 
mosquito larvae can be equally 
effective. Innovative methods include 
deploying larvicide-impregnated 
oviposition containers – artificial 
breeding sites for mosquitoes that 
contain larvicidal agents. These 
containers attract female mosquitoes 
to lay their eggs, but the larvae are 
exposed to the larvicide, disrupting 
their development and preventing 
them from becoming disease-

transmitting adults.
In the battle against dengue, 

innovation is key. These strategies, 
when integrated with existing 
methods, have the potential to 
reshape the landscape of dengue 
prevention. However, it’s essential 
to balance these innovations 
with rigorous research, ethical 
considerations, and continuous 
evaluation to ensure their long-term 
efficacy and safety.

Obaida Karim
Research associate, Brac James P 
Grant School of Public Health
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