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Steel production fell 
significantly in September 
compared to the previous 
year as the industry reeled 
from a damaging slump in 
demand

Story on B4

Excelerate keen 
to ensure smooth 

LNG supply
STAR BUSINESS REPORT

Excelerate Energy, a leading provider of liquefied 
natural gas (LNG) and associated infrastructure 
solutions, is interested in scaling up its services 
in Bangladesh to ensure that the country gets a 
smooth supply of the fuel.

The US-based company also plans to invest more 
in the energy sector and decarbonisation projects in 
the country, according to Steven Kobos, president 
and chief executive officer of Excelerate Energy.

He made these comments during a meeting 
with Professor Muhammad Yunus, chief adviser 
to the interim government, at State Guest House 
Jamuna in Dhaka yesterday.

Kobos was accompanied by Peter Haas, a former 
US ambassador to Bangladesh who recently joined 
Excelerate Energy as strategic adviser.

Derek Wong and Ramon Wangdi, vice presidents 
of the company, and Habib Bhuiyan, country 
manager for Bangladesh, were also present.

Excelerate Energy is currently invested in 
two offshore floating storage and regasification 
units that supply 1.1 billion cubic feet of gas to 
Bangladesh, accounting for about 34 percent of 
the country’s daily gas supply.

Kobos, also chairman of the US-Bangladesh 
Business Council, hailed Yunus for assuming 
leadership of the interim government, saying it 
will increase business confidence in Bangladesh.

“There has been a lot of interest in Bangladesh 
from American companies since you took 
over,” Kobos said, adding that some of the top 
US companies, including members of the US-
Bangladesh Business Council, were excited about 
business prospects in the South Asian country.

The chief adviser welcomed more US investment 
in Bangladesh, saying his government has taken 
steps to attract foreign direct investment and 
improve the business climate in the country.

“You have come at the right time here,” Yunus 
told Kobos at the meeting.

During his recent visit to the US, the chief 
adviser spoke at an event of the US-Bangladesh 
Business Council, inviting all 50 of its members, 
including some of the top American multinational 
firms, to invest in Bangladesh.

Lamiya Morshed, senior secretary and the 
head of SDG affairs of the chief adviser’s office; 
Ashik Chowdhury, chairman of the Bangladesh 
Investment Development Authority; and Saiful 
Islam, energy secretary, were also present at the 
meeting.

The company also plans to invest 
more in the energy sector  

of Bangladesh 

UCB auditing 
activities of previous 
board, management

STAR BUSINESS REPORT

United Commercial Bank (UCB) is currently running a 
forensic audit to look into the role played by the previous 
board of directors and management committee, its 
new chairman, Sharif Zahir, said in a press conference 
yesterday.

A forensic audit is an examination of a firm’s or 
individual’s finances to derive evidence that can be 
used in a court of law or legal proceeding, according to 
investopedia.com.

“In each case, we are taking note of the role played by 
the previous management and board,” he said in response 
to a question during the press conference at the UCB head 
office in Dhaka.

Running for more than four decades, the private 
commercial lender had its board reconstituted by the 
Bangladesh Bank on August 27. A few days later, its 
managing director, Arif Quadri, resigned.

Since 2018, the bank has been heavily influenced by 
the previous board members, specifically former land 
minister Saifuzzaman Chowdhury Javed and his family.

Having apparently gone into hiding since the fall of 
the Awami League government on August 5, these board 
members are alleged to have used the bank to illegally 
make personal gains at home and abroad.

The UCB is one of the first lenders which appointed 
auditors after the central bank reconstituted their boards 
following the fall of the previous government, said UCB 
Chairman Sharif Zahir.

READ MORE ON B3 

Jobless rate among graduates 
tripled in nine years: WB

STAR BUSINESS REPORT

The share of unemployed tertiary-educated 
youth within the total unemployed population 
in Bangladesh increased to 27.8 percent 
in 2022 from 9.7 percent in 2013 as many 
struggled to find jobs that match their skills 
and educational qualifications, according to 
the latest World Bank (WB) report.

The report also said that nearly 12 lakh 
people in the country may face extreme 
poverty this year due to job losses and 
declining real wages.

Government jobs can accommodate a little 
over 5 percent of the total workforce, the 
Washington-based multilateral lender said 
in its report, titled “Bangladesh Development 
Update”.

Besides, the private sector is not generating 
enough employment opportunities, it said.

While policies in many countries support 
entrepreneurship and startups, many young 
people in Bangladesh face challenges in 
pursuing entrepreneurship due to a lack 
of resources, financing and mentorship, 
according to the WB.

It said limited access to financing due to 
limited collateral and gender discrimination 
by banks is a major constraint for female 
entrepreneurs in expanding their businesses 
and exporting products.

On the other hand, numerous studies 
indicate a growing mismatch between the 
competencies of graduates and the demands 
of the job market, so unemployment remains 
high.

“Younger and more educated cohorts, 
especially females, face high unemployment 
rates,” the report said.

Despite a decline in the country’s overall 
unemployment rate between 2016 and 2022, 
nearly one-fifth of young women remain 
unemployed, indicating greater difficulties 
for women in finding suitable jobs after 
completing higher education.

Discrimination in pay, upward mobility and 
hiring practices inhibit female employment, 
the report noted.

While launching the report at the WB 
office in Dhaka yesterday, Abdoulaye Seck, 
World Bank country director for Bangladesh 
and Bhutan, said the analysis indicates that 
young people, particularly in urban areas, 

face significant challenges in finding a job.
“Most new jobs have been created in the 

agriculture sector, where a significant portion 
are low-paying informal employment,” he said.

Not enough jobs have been created in the 
industry and service sectors. Most firms in 
Bangladesh are small and encounter various 
obstacles for growth and job creation, he 
added.

Between 2016 and 2022, the manufacturing 
sector experienced an average annual growth 
of 9.1 percent, but employment in this sector 
declined by 9.6 percent. Most new jobs were 
created in the agriculture sector, where a 
significant portion are low-paying informal 
employment, according to the WB.

The informal sector continues to dominate 
the economy, accounting for 84.9 percent of 
the total employment, the multilateral lender 
said.

Job creation in large industries has 
stagnated. Frontier readymade garments firms, 
which generate nearly half of the country’s 
total firm revenues, provide only 1 out of every 
12 formal private sector jobs, it added.

The report also said foreign direct 
investment (FDI) remains low and the business 
environment has significant shortcomings, 
including challenges in accessing finance 
and energy, high costs of doing business and 
cumbersome customs and trade regulations.

Overall, real wages declined by an average 
of 2.6 percent across all categories, indicating 
a significant deterioration in the standard of 
living, particularly for low-income groups.

WAGES REMAIN EXCEEDINGLY LOW
Average hourly wages in Bangladesh 

remain lower than those in lower middle-
income countries, South Asia and structural 
peer countries.

The report attributed low wages to 
Bangladesh’s low labour productivity 
compared to its peers.

The WB highlighted significant challenges 
facing Bangladesh in job creation, job quality, 
skills shortages and skills mismatches.

It said the private sector will need to 
generate more jobs, but most firms in 
Bangladesh are small and face significant 
obstacles for growth.

Large industries have stagnated in job 
creation, and foreign direct investment (FDI) 
remains low due to a challenging business 
environment.

20% people of Bangladesh 
remain vulnerable to poverty 

Vulnerability to poverty has 
shifted towards urban areas

Bangladesh’s Gini index 
(inequality) rose from 0.50 
to 0.53 during 2010-2022

In 2022, 4 in 10 
Bangladeshis were either 
poor or at risk of falling 
into poverty

REASONS BEHIND 

HIGHER NUMBER 

OF EDUCATED 

UNEMPLOYED
(As per World Bank)

Business environment is not supportive for the entry of new companies 
and industries

Protective trade regime is creating barriers to export diversification

There is a mismatch between skills of graduates and demands of employers

Many young people face challenges in pursuing entrepreneurship

Bangladeshi firms lag behind peers in investing in technologies

POVERTY: 
KEY POINTS

UNEMPLOYMENT AFTER 
TERTIARY-LEVEL EDUCATION
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Many young people face 
challenges in pursuing 

entrepreneurship due to a 
lack of resources, financing 
and mentorship, the World 

Bank says

READ MORE ON B3 

SOHEL PARVEZ

Until early September this year, Mahfuza 
Begum’s Surzu Handicrafts was making 
eco-friendly, lightweight and reusable net 
shopping bags out of jute and cotton for a 
handful of buyers. 

And it was not on a regular basis, 
for putting in the effort required the 
placement of orders from buyers first.

Since the middle of last month, her 
small production unit with 10 machines 
has been busy making the bags thanks to 
the interim government’s decision to ban 
the use of polythene and polypropylene 
shopping bags across all superstores.

The ban came into effect from October 1.
Since then, Surzu Handicrafts has 

supplied more than 20,000 shopping 
bags to supermarkets. At present, Begum 
has orders from supermarket chains to 
supply another 32,000 bags.

“Biodegradable bags were neglected and 
their use was limited and deemed as fancy. 
Now, we see a huge demand,” she said.

Prior to the ban, Surzu Handicrafts 
used to make roughly 1,000 bags a month. 
“We could run two-three machines daily 
at that time,” she said.

She said increased demand for the eco-
friendly bags has created employment 
opportunities for many. “I have engaged 
15 women to make the bags in their 

homes,” said Begum.
Tahmidul Islam, owner of Baeki 

Centre, which also makes eco-friendly 
bags, said they used to make promotional 
items before the government asked 
supermarkets to use biodegradable bags.

Since the ban came into effect, Baeki 
has supplied more than 30,000 bags to 
superstores, he said.

LACK OF SUPPLY OF FABRIC
Both Begum and Islam said although 

they were seeing very high demand from 
supermarkets, they were unable to meet 
it because of an alleged shortage of fabric 
used to make the bags. 

Besides, prices of jute and cotton 
fabrics have shot up suddenly, they said.

“There is huge demand but the problem is 

a lack of availability of the fabric,” said Islam.
He said prior to the ban, one yard of 

fabric cost Tk 32 but now the price has 
risen to Tk 38 to Tk 40.

“This has increased our production 
cost,” he said.

Another challenge was that most 
supermarkets want to delay making 
payments as much as possible, he said.

“We have to buy fabrics with cash 
payments but most superstores do not 
want to pay us instantly,” said Islam. 

“This has led to us having a lack of 
working capital. If we got payments every 
week, we would have been able to pay 
our fabric makers and keep production 
uninterrupted,” he said.

Begum said the raw materials required 
for manufacturing the bags have become 
scarce.

Businesses said most of the jute goods 
makers were focused on making fabrics 
suitable for the export market and were 
unprepared to meet the sudden spike 
in demand for fabrics used for low-cost 
shopping bags.

“We have had to start hurriedly so that 
we can supply the superstores,” said Begum.

Sabbir H Nasir, managing director 
of Shwapno, the largest retail chain, 
said the ban had posed implementation 
challenges. 

Superstores in Dhaka have started using eco-friendly shopping bags as the government 
has banned the use of polythene and polypropylene bags.

Ban on polythene bags a boon  
for eco-friendly sack makers

PHOTO: PRABIR DAS
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Govt likely 
to reduce 
VAT on 
edible oil
STAR BUSINESS REPORT

The interim government 
is likely to reduce the 
value added tax (VAT) on 
the import, processing 
and trade of soybean and 
palm oil to cut their prices 
in the local markets, the 
commerce ministry said in 
a statement.  

At a meeting in 
Bangladesh Secretariat 
chaired by Finance and 
Commerce Adviser 
Salehuddin Ahmed 
yesterday, the Bangladesh 
Trade and Tariff 
Commission (BTTC) 
recommended reducing 
the VAT on imports of 
crude soybean and palm 
oil.

Currently, the VAT is 
15 percent and the BTTC 
suggested bringing it down 
to 10 percent.

It also suggested a 
complete withdrawal of 
the VAT at the production 
and trading stages of both 

types of edible oil.
The commerce ministry 

has decided to also request 
the National Board of 
Revenue (NBR) to reduce 
the VAT, according to the 
statement.

The NBR will take a 
decision in this regard 
later, said the ministry.

The developments 
have come about against 
a spike in the prices of 
soybean and palm oil in 
the international market 
over the last couple of 
months.

At the meeting, 
representatives of the 
Bangladesh Vegetable Oil 
Refiners and Vanaspati 
Manufacturers Association 
said the prices would not 
increase if the interim 
government withdrew the 
import tariff on edible oil.  

Currently, the 
VAT is 15 percent 

and the BTTC 
suggested 

bringing it down 
to 10 percent
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STAR BUSINESS DESK

United Commercial Bank PLC (UCB) 
has brought in a new range of products 
-- both savings and loan packages -- in 
alignment with the “Three Zeroes” vision 
of Chief Adviser Prof Muhammad Yunus.

The vision advocates for building 
a world with zero poverty, zero 
unemployment and zero net carbon 
emissions. 

UCB recently introduced these 
products at a press conference at the 
bank’s head office in the capital’s Gulshan, 
according to a press release of the bank.

UCB Chairman Sharif Zahir was the 
special guest while Abdul Hai Khan, 
executive vice chairman, Grameen Trust, 
Mohammad Mamdudur Rashid, managing 
director and CEO of UCB, along with other 
high officials of the bank, were present.

The newly launched products include 
Swadhin (zero unemployment), Somota (zero 
poverty) and Sabuj Sonchoy (zero carbon).

In addition, three new loan packages 
have also been launched -- UCB Progoti 
(zero poverty), UCB Shobuj Shomriddhi 
(zero carbon) and UCB Shuchona (zero 
unemployment).

“UCB is committed to introducing 

sustainable banking solutions and 
relevant products so that the world gets a 
bit more livable for us all. These products 
will not only add value to the customers’ 
banking experience but also help achieve 

a world of three zeroes,” said Sharif Zahir.
The retail product line-ups (savings 

account) come with benefits including 
attractive interest rate on balance, 
dual currency debit card, and no 

maintenance cost.
The new loan packages aim to bring 

down poverty, carbon emission and 
unemployment to zero percent, the press 
release added.

Sharif Zahir, chairman of United Commercial Bank (UCB), and Abdul Hai Khan, executive vice-chairman of Grameen Trust, along 
with other high officials of the bank, pose for photographs after launching new products at the bank’s head office in the capital’s 
Gulshan recently. 

UCB introduces new products 
aligned with ‘Three Zeroes’ vision

PHOTO: UCB

Pubali Bank signs 
deal with Ramada by 
Wyndham Cox’s Bazar
STAR BUSINESS DESK

Pubali Bank PLC and Ramada by Wyndham Cox’s 
Bazar signed a memorandum of understanding 
(MoU) at the bank’s headquarters in the capital 
recently.

Under this agreement, all Pubali Bank cardholders 
will enjoy up to 60 percent discount on room rates, 
50 percent discount on Banquet halls and 10 percent 
discount at all restaurants on A La Carte Menus at the 
hotel in the Kolatoli area of Cox’s Bazar, according to a 
press release.

Mohammad Anisuzzaman, deputy managing 
director of Pubali Bank, NM Firoz Kamal, deputy 
general manager and head of Card Business Division, 
and Chevan Gooneratne, general manager of Ramada 
by Wyndham Cox’s Bazar, signed the deal on behalf of 
their respective organisations.

Mohammad Anisuzzaman, deputy managing director of Pubali Bank, NM Firoz Kamal, deputy general manager 
and head of card business division, Chevan Gooneratne, general manager of Ramada by Wyndham Cox’s Bazar, 
and other senior officials pose for photos at a memorandum of understanding (MoU) signing ceremony at the 
bank’s headquarters in the capital recently.  PHOTO: PUBALI BANK

Islami Bank holds Shariah 
supervisory meeting

STAR BUSINESS DESK

Islami Bank Bangladesh PLC held a 
meeting of its Shariah Supervisory 
Committee recently at Islami Bank 

Tower in Dhaka, according to a press 
release.

Mohammed Monirul Moula, 
managing director of the 
bank, Abu Bakr Rafique, vice 

chairman, Mohammad Abdus 
Samad, member secretary 
along with other members of 
the committee, attended the 
meeting.

Mohammed Monirul Moula, managing director of Islami Bank Bangladesh, Abu Bakr Rafique, vice-chairman, 
and Mohammad Abdus Samad, member secretary, along with other members of the bank’s Shariah Supervisory 
Committee attend a meeting at Islami Bank Tower in Dhaka recently. PHOTO: ISLAMI BANK PLC

India’s rate cuts 
may be delayed 
to 2025
REUTERS, Mumbai

A sharp jump in India’s retail inflation for 
September has prompted several economists to 
push back domestic rate cut bets to the first-half 
of 2025 from early December, with some citing 
growth as a bigger factor that could determine the 
timing of an interest rate reduction.

Annual retail inflation clocked in at 5.49 
percent in September, its highest level in nine 
months, due to rising food prices. It rose sharply 
from 3.65 percent in August and was above 
economists’ forecast of 5.04 percent.

“September CPI print has reaffirmed our 
view that despite a stance change, near-term 
inflation risks do not favour a December rate cut,” 
economists at CitiBank said in a note.

“While our base case remains Feb-2025 rate 
cuts, we continue to see risk of further delay to 
Apr-2025 as inflation could still be averaging 4.5 
percent by the time of Feb-2025 MPC (Monetary 
Policy Committee) meet,” they added.

The Reserve Bank of India (RBI) held rates steady 
at 6.5 percent for a tenth straight meeting last week 
but eased its stance to ‘neutral’ from ‘withdrawal 
of accommodation’, raising expectations of a rate 
cut as early as December.

Food inflation, which accounts for nearly half 
of the consumption basket, rose to 9.24 percent 
in September, compared to 5.66 percent a month 
prior. Economists expect food inflation to peak 
in October and see high chances of the overall 
inflation print climbing further.

“The Committee is unlikely to ease until it has 
some confirmation of the winter disinflation and 
CPI heading back towards 4 percent,” economists 
at JP Morgan said.

“Therefore, we push out our first cut to the 
February meeting under the assumption that 
headline CPI continues to soften after October 
and is seen to progressively head below 4.5 percent 
in early 2025.”

RBI Deputy Governor Michael Patra said last 
week that the central bank will look through the 
upcoming inflation “hump” and then make a 
decision, while Governor Shaktikanta Das said 
considering the significant risks that lie ahead, it 
would not be appropriate to specifically talk about 
the timing of a rate cut.

India’s annual retail inflation 
clocked in at 5.49 percent in 

September, its highest level in 
nine months, due to rising  

food prices
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UCB auditing
FROM PAGE B1

The audit found an instance 
where some decisions 
were taken without any 
management report being 
filed, even though the reports 
are mandatory, he said.

Many things have 
also been approved in 
board meetings ignoring 
management reports and 
advisory councils, he added.

Unfortunately, the bank 
was run by the previous 
board of directors and the 
management could do 
nothing about it, he said.

The audit will unearth 

all malpractices and none 
of those involved will be 
able to get off scot-free as 
legal steps will be taken 
against them, he said.

“Now, we are bringing 
transparency and there is 
no liquidity crisis in the 
bank,” assured Zahir.

At the press conference, 
the bank also launched 
a new range of products 
for both deposit and loan 
packages in alignment with 
the “Three Zeroes” vision of 
Prof Muhammad Yunus, 
chief adviser of the interim 
government.

Jobless rate
FROM PAGE B1

To address these challenges, 
Bangladesh needs a 
comprehensive policy 
approach that improves 
the business environment, 
attracts foreign investment, 
promotes export 
diversification and enhances 
education and technical 
training systems to align 
with employer demands.

JOB LOSSES, WAGE 
CUTS MAY PUSH 12 LAKH 
INTO EXTREME POVERTY

In the report, the WB 
projected that extreme 
poverty at the $2.15 per day 
threshold is projected to 
increase by 0.7 percentage 
points to 6.1 percent in 2024.

As a result, 12 lakh 
people may be affected this 
year, the report said.

Workers in Bangladesh’s 
industrial and service 

sectors were significantly 
impacted between FY23 and 
FY24. Job losses in these 
sectors reached 5.6 percent 
and 4.1 percent respectively, 
accompanied by wage 
reductions of 2.3 percent in 
industry and 0.7 percent in 
services at the time.

According to the WB 
report, about 20 percent 
of the population remains 
vulnerable to poverty due 
to shared characteristics 
with the poor.

In 2022, four in 10 
Bangladeshis were either 
poor or at risk of falling 
into poverty. Urban 
vulnerability grew, with 
more at-risk individuals 
living in cities by 2022.

It also said that 
vulnerability to poverty 
has shifted towards urban 
areas.

China may raise 
$850b in new 
debt to spur 
growth: report
REUTERS, Beijing

China may raise an additional 6 trillion yuan ($850 
billion) from special treasury bonds over three 
years to stimulate a sagging economy, local media 
reported, a figure that failed to revive sentiment in 
the country’s stock market.

The Caixin Global report, which cited sources 
with knowledge of the matter, comes after 
Finance Minister Lan Foan on Saturday said 
Beijing will “significantly increase” debt, although 
the absence of details on the size and timing of the 
fiscal measures disappointed some investors.

The size of the expected fiscal package has been 
the subject of intense speculation in financial 
markets. Chinese shares hit two-year-highs 
earlier this month on news of the stimulus, before 
retreating in the absence of official details.

On Tuesday, stocks dipped about 0.3 percent, 
suggesting little excitement among investors 
about the reported amount, although analysts say 
it would at least stabilise growth in the near-term.

“This is in line with our expectations,” said Xing 
Zhaopeng, ANZ’s senior China strategist. “For 
next year, we still think a growth target of around 
5 percent is likely to be maintained. So, for a 5 
percent growth rate, that should be enough.”

Reuters reported last month that China 
planned to issue special sovereign bonds worth 
about 2 trillion yuan ($285 billion) this year as part 
of fresh fiscal stimulus.

Data in recent months, including Monday’s 
trade and new lending figures for September, 
missed expectations, raising concern that China 
may not reach this year’s roughly 5 percent growth 
target and will struggle to fend off deflationary 
pressures.

In late September, authorities unleashed 
monetary stimulus and property sector support 
measures. Soon after, a meeting of top Communist 
Party leaders, the Politburo, vowed the “necessary 
spending” to bring growth back on track.

“The probability of reaching a growth rate of 
about 5 percent at least in 2024 and 2025 would 
increase a lot,” Bruce Pang, chief China economist 
at Jones Lang LaSalle, said of the impact of the 
reported 6 trillion figure.

The size of the expected fiscal 
package has been the subject of 
intense speculation in financial 

markets

STAR BUSINESS REPORT

The Dhaka Chamber of Commerce and 
Industry (DCCI) has urged for increasing 
the automation of port operations by 
improving associated logistics and 
coordination among trade related 
agencies to facilitate exports.

The economic contribution of 
Bangladesh’s international trade as 
a percentage of the country’s gross 
domestic product (GDP) can be increased 
through these measures, according to 
Ashraf Ahmed, president of the DCCI.

He was speaking at a focus group 
discussion on “Easing the Business 
System: An International Trade 
Perspective”, organised by the DCCI at its 
auditorium yesterday.

At present, international trade 
accounts for about 25 percent of the 
country’s GDP, Ahmed said while 
presenting the keynote paper.

He also said the private sector has been 
plagued by numerous problems in recent 
times.

For example, the devaluation of taka, 
higher inflation, shortages of foreign 
currency, interest rate hikes for bank 
loans and difficulties in opening letters of 
credit are among their chief concerns.

The DCCI president mentioned 
that business expenses are constantly 
increasing as a result of bureaucratic 
complications and lengthy procedures at 
the customs houses and ports.

Furthermore, a lot of time is wasted 
during the import-export process due 
to the lack of automation, testing and 
scanning facilities at the country’s ports.

As such, local businesspeople 
are constantly lagging behind their 
competitors in international trade, 
Ahmed said.

Citing how the interim government set 
its export target for fiscal 2024-25 at $57.5 
billion, he said automation and modern 
facilities must be ensured at all ports to 
this end.

He also stressed on increasing the 
country’s foreign currency reserves to 
facilitate its international transactions.

SM Lablur Rahman, member of the 

Civil Aviation Authority of Bangladesh, 
said the import-export process seems to 
be very time consuming in most cases 
because of lax coordination between 
relevant government agencies and private 
companies.

He added that after the third terminal 
of the Hazrat Shahjalal International 
Airport in Dhaka begins operations, 
airfreight will increase two-three times 
and three cargo villages will be established 
there.

He informed that a “time-based 
measurement system” for goods will 
be implemented very soon to facilitate 
the process of clearing goods from the 

country’s airports.
M Fazlur Rahman, member of the 

Chittagong Port Authority, said due to 
the lack of coordination among related 
agencies, container logjams and other 
obstacles are being created in many cases.

To resolve this issue, he emphasised 
on increasing automation activities 
and upskilling the organisations and 
individuals involved in this process.

Md Kamal Hossain, deputy secretary 
of Mongla Port Authority, said very 
few businesses use the link seaport 
even though it features all the required 
infrastructure.

Against this backdrop, he urged the 

private sector to use Mongla Port as much 
as possible.

Farhana Iris, joint secretary (WTO 
wing) of the commerce ministry, stressed 
on increasing the capacity of concerned 
agencies to improve Bangladesh’s status 
in international trade.

Md Hasan Ali, superintending engineer 
of the Bangladesh Land Port Authority, 
said of the country’s 24 land ports, 23 are 
used for trading with India while the last 
one is for trading with Myanmar.

He said projects are underway with 
the aim of implementing automation 
activities at all land ports, which will be 
completed within the next 2 years.

Business expenses are constantly increasing as a result of bureaucratic complications and lengthy procedures at ports and 
customs houses.

Enhance port automation  
to facilitate int’l trade

Experts say at DCCI discussion

PHOTO: STAR

Ban on polythene 
FROM PAGE B1

“We need one lakh 
shopping bags for our 
stores daily. We get around 
1,000 to 2,000 bags…So, 
there is a huge demand and 
supply gap,” he said.

Nasir said they were 
offering shopping bags for 
anywhere between Tk 6 and 
Tk 20 so as to refrain from 
putting too much pressure 
on customers.

“We have to use two 
paper bags for fish and 
meat. This is costly for 
us. But we have to do this 
as wax laminated paper 
bags are unavailable in 
Bangladesh,” he said. 

“What is needed is to 
ensure the production 
of wax laminated paper 

bags and increase the 
supply of jute bags,” he 
added.

“Raising awareness 
among customers is 
necessary as not all 
customers are taking the 
move positively. We are 
encouraging them to reuse 
the bags,” said Nasir.

“Once our ancestors 
used to go shop with 
bags. We need to start a 
campaign to adopt old 
habits,” he said.

Nasir said amid the 
shortage of bags, they were 
requesting customers to 
bring their own bags.

He said the government 
could have encouraged a 
gradual shift toward the 
eco-friendly bags.



BUSINESS
DHAKA WEDNESDAY OCTOBER 16, 2024
ASHWIN 31, 1431 BSB4

Global public debt 
may exceed $100tn 
this year: IMF
AFP, Washington

Global public debt is expected to reach a record $100 
trillion this year, the IMF said Tuesday, warning that the 
fiscal outlook for many countries may be even “worse 
than expected.”

In its latest report on fiscal policy, the International 
Monetary Fund said it expects global public debt to 
hit 93 percent of global gross domestic product (GDP) 
this year, and to approach 100 percent of GDP by 2030 
-- 10 percentage points higher than in 2019, before the 
Covid-19 pandemic hit.

“Global public debt is very high,” Era Dabla-Norris, the 
deputy director of the IMF’s Fiscal Affairs Department, 
told reporters ahead of the report’s publication.

“There are very good reasons to believe that the debt 
burden -- or the debt outlook -- could be worse than 
expected,” she said, pointing to current spending pressures 
to address issues like climate change, overly-optimistic 
debt projections, and the possibility of large amounts of 
unidentified debt. “So the bottom line is that it’s time for 
countries to get their fiscal house in order,” she said.

The IMF report introduced a new “debt-at-risk” 
approach to assessing the risks to debt projections.

It estimated that, in a worst-case scenario, global public 
debt could hit 115 percent of GDP by 2026 -- almost 20 
percentage points higher than the Fund’s baseline estimate.

The report found that “global factors increasingly drive 
the fluctuations in government borrowing costs across 
countries,” suggesting that elevated levels of debt in key 
countries could “increase the volatility of sovereign yields 
and debt risks” for others.

EV sales up 
30.5% in 
int’l market
REUTERS

Global sales of fully electric 
and plug-in hybrid vehicles 
rose by an annual 30.5 
percent in September, 
as China surpassed its 
record numbers recorded 
in August and Europe 
resumed growth, market 
research firm Rho Motion 
said on Tuesday.

Gains in the US market 
have been slow and steady 
in anticipation of the Nov. 
5 election, which makes it 
difficult to predict future 
trends in the country, data 
manager Charles Lester 
told Reuters.

Chinese carmakers are 
seeking to grow their sales 
in the EU despite import 
duties of up to 45 percent 
and amid cooling global 
demand for electric cars. 
Chinese and European 
automakers were going 
head-to-head at the Paris 
car show on Monday.

EVs - whether fully 
electric (BEV) or plug-
in hybrids (PHEVs) - sold 
worldwide reached 1.69 
million in September, Rho 
Motion data showed.

Sales in China jumped 
47.9 percent in September 
and reached 1.12 million 
vehicles, while in the 
United States and Canada 
they were up 4.3 percent to 
0.15 million.

Desco 
reports  

Tk 505cr loss 
in FY24

STAR BUSINESS REPORT

State-run Dhaka Electric 
Supply Company Ltd 
(Desco) posted a loss of Tk 
505.7 crore in the fiscal 
year that ended on June 
30, 2024.

This was the second 
consecutive year of losses 
for Desco. 

The company’s loss 
per share was Tk 12.7 
during the financial year, 
an improvement from a 
loss of Tk 13.61 a year ago, 
according to a disclosure 
on the Dhaka Stock 
Exchange (DSE) website.

Desco attributed the 
slight improvement in 
losses to a modest increase 
in distribution revenue and 
reduced losses from foreign 
exchange fluctuations. 

Despite this, the 
board recommended no 
dividend for the fiscal 
year, citing negative 
retained earnings. 

Desco, responsible for 
distributing electricity 
in the western and 
northeastern areas of 
Dhaka, recorded a loss of 
Tk 541 crore in FY23, the 
first time the company 
posted a loss since FY02. 

Shares of Desco declined 
5.91 percent to Tk 22.3 
yesterday on the DSE.

Reform and the 
pressing needs 
of our economy
MD MOHIUDDIN RUBEL

As the current political transition in Bangladesh stands, it 
presents a rare opportunity for massive reform that must 
not be missed. Navigating this pivotal time requires focus on 
changes that enhance governance, foster a business-friendly 
environment, and protect the rights and freedoms of our 
people. This reformative era should aim to build a transparent, 
competitive ecosystem that boosts investor confidence and 
curbs corruption.

The challenges of our economy, particularly in the financial 
sector, cannot be overlooked. High levels of non-performing 
loans (NPLs) and liquidity crises arise from systemic flaws, a lack of 
protection, and insufficient accountability. These shortcomings 
have created opportunities for political interference, resulting in 
significant losses for our nation.

Our flawed financial frameworks hinder our pursuit of an 
economy driven by youth and small-and-medium enterprises 
(SMEs), primarily protecting the interests of lenders. The absence 
of an exit policy traps borrowers in uncertainty, denying them 
the chance to turn their situations around. This scenario is a 
significant drawback for young entrepreneurs. To overcome 
these constraints, we must create a system that prevents undue 
interference and upholds accountability and fairness; one where 
laws serve the greater good, leaders act as enablers of progress, 
and discrimination is actively addressed.

Political reform is a crucial step for a new governance paradigm 
-- one that emphasises transparency and accountability at every 
level. A political system that prevents vested groups from wielding 
undue influence and resists the politicisation of institutions is 
essential for progress.

At this critical time, businesses must not be victims of politics, 
particularly given the disruptions we’ve seen, 

like internet blackouts and political 
activities affecting supply chains. 

There must be a consensus that the 
economy should take precedence 
over politics and that industrial 
security must be prioritised.

A governance structure 
fostering inclusivity in decision-
making is essential. Regulatory 

coherence, improved policy 
coordination, and greater 

accountability are needed to 
minimise the risks of arbitrary 

decisions that harm businesses. A clear 
separation of functions within government 

departments is equally crucial to address conflicting priorities 
effectively.

The failure to integrate plans across various government sectors 
undermines effective governance and transparency, affecting 
industries’ day-to-day operations, whether in customs, port or tax-
related activities. Dismantling siloed governance and embracing 
effective public-private partnerships are necessary steps.

A smoother transition from LDC status is also crucial for 
our economy; however, given our limitations in resources, time, 
administrative capacity and governance challenges, our position 
regarding this transition must be carefully considered.

An acute focus on infrastructure, logistics, supply chain 
management and long-term energy policies should take 
precedence in the reform agenda. Infrastructure development 
has been a cornerstone for countries like Malaysia, South Korea, 
and Vietnam, providing valuable lessons for Bangladesh in terms 
of industrialisation and economic growth.

As things stand, Bangladesh lags behind many of its 
competitors in the Global Logistics Performance Index. Even 
during recent floods, our national highway connecting to 
a major port was submerged, exposing our infrastructure’s 
vulnerabilities and raising questions about our resilience and 
investment in infrastructure and sustainable energy.

In aligning policies with global competition, we must revisit 
trade and foreign policies to ensure they are responsive to 
market realities and position Bangladesh as a competitive player 
on the international stage. Developing strategic partnerships, 
enhancing trade agreements and promoting initiatives that 
attract foreign investment in niche sectors are essential steps.

While prioritising our economic agenda, attention must 
also be given to protecting SMEs, advancing the ESG agenda 
and promoting technology and skills adoption. Innovative 
approaches supported by thoughtful policy frameworks are 
needed to create synergies that drive meaningful impact.

This reformative era must inspire a collective vision that 
aligns with our people’s hopes and aspirations. It is our moment 
to break free from past constraints and usher in a new chapter of 
growth and opportunity. The time for change is now. 

The author is a director of the Bangladesh Garment 
Manufacturers and Exporters Association

Nobel prize brings global 
inequality back in focus

REUTERS, London

The Nobel committee has put the spotlight 
back on global inequalities. Bestowing its 
prestigious economics prize on Daron 
Acemoglu, Simon Johnson and James 
A Robinson,  is a reminder that income 
disparities among and within nations are 
just as important as climate change, the 
AI “revolution” and ageing societies.

It is a much-needed wake-up call. 
The wealthiest 20 percent of the world’s 
countries are now around 30 times richer 
than the poorest 20 percent, the Royal 
Swedish Academy of Sciences noted. And 
the gap is persisting even though poor 
countries have become richer.

The newly minted Nobel winners have 
provided compelling evidence of why 
inequalities among nations arise and 
persist. Their findings, detailed in “Why 
Nations Fail”, the 2012 book by Acemoglu 
and Robinson, is that institutions and 
politics are key.

The book’s conclusions – backed up 
by impressive empirical evidence ranging 
from ancient Rome to modern-day 
Nogales, a city split between Arizona and 
Mexico – is that “inclusive institutions” 
make countries richer. Democracy, the 

rule of law and the protection of property 
rights distinguish those systems from 
“extractive” arrangements where a small 
ruling class owns most resources and 
wealth.

At a global level, these extractive 
systems are alive and well. The poorest 
half of the world’s population owned 
just 2 percent of global wealth in 2021 
while the richest 10 percent controlled 
76 percent of it, according to the World 
Inequality Report. 

Admittedly, the gap between average 
incomes in the richest 10 percent of 
countries and those in the poorest 50 

percent has dropped from more than 50 
times in 1980 to less than 40 recently, 
but it is still huge. And inequality within 
countries has almost doubled in the same 
period.

Acemoglu, who like Johnson teaches at 
the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 
and Robinson, who is a professor at the 
University of Chicago, have had some 
trouble explaining why some countries 
with less-than-democratic systems, like 
Singapore and China, have become much 
wealthier. 

Nevertheless, their Nobel prize will 
refocus attention on an issue that 

risks taking a back seat to other global 
challenges – like the fight against 
climate change and the developed 
world’s demographic time bomb – and 
fascinations such as the rise of AI, which 
Acemoglu has criticised.

But their award is important for 
another reason. Next month’s US 
presidential election could strain some of 
the democratic foundations of the world’s 
largest economy. All the more timely, 
then, for the Nobel committee to reward 
research that underscores the importance 
of robust institutions.

Daron Acemoglu, Simon Johnson 
and James Robinson won the 2024 
Nobel economics prize “for studies of 
how institutions are formed and affect 
prosperity”, the Royal Swedish Academy 
of Sciences said on Oct. 14.

The prestigious award is the final prize 
to be given out this year and is worth 11 
million Swedish crowns ($1.1 million). 
“Reducing the vast differences in income 
between countries is one of our time’s 
greatest challenges. The laureates have 
demonstrated the importance of societal 
institutions for achieving this,” said Jakob 
Svensson, chair of the Committee for the 
Prize in Economic Sciences.

James A Robinson Simon JohnsonDaron Acemoglu

JAGARAN CHAKMA

The country’s steel production fell 
significantly in September compared to 
the previous year as the industry reeled 
from a damaging slump in demand and 
subsequent price reduction.

Amid nationwide protests, curfews, 
a political changeover and ensuing 
uncertainty, the past three months have 
been brutal for the local steel sector, with 
top suppliers like Bangladesh Steel Re-
Rolling Mills Ltd (BSRM) and Anwar Ispat 
warning of increasingly bleak conditions.

As mills faced losses on every tonne of 
steel they made, many lately opted to shut 
down their furnaces. 

“Millers are now selling products below 
production cost to cover staff salaries and 
utility bills,” said Tapan Sengupta, deputy 
managing director of BSRM.

Public construction and government 
mega-projects, accounting for around 67 
percent of the local steel demand, have 
been declining since July this year and 
came to a grinding halt after the August 5 
political changeover.

Meanwhile, the real estate sector has 
also been struggling due to persistent high 
inflation, further impacting steel demand.

Besides, new individual constructions 
in semi-urban and rural areas have been 
stalled as local public representatives fled 
during the political changeover, leaving the 
official approval processes in limbo.

According to sector people, combined 
sales of local steelmakers have dropped 
to 150,000 tonnes per month since July, 
down from over 500,000 tonnes per 
month previously.

“There is no demand like before, so we 
are forced to sell our finished inventory at 
a loss,” said Sengupta.

To clear the inventory, steel manufacturers 
have reduced prices by nearly Tk 6,000 to Tk 
6,500 per tonne in the past month to cover 
operating expenses.

According to the Trading Corporation of 
Bangladesh (TCB), 60-grade mild steel (MS) 
rod is being sold at Tk 93,000 per tonne, 
down from Tk 99,500 per tonne just a 
month ago.

“Steel usage is on a downward trend, 
making it difficult for millers to continue 
production at full capacity,” said Manwar 
Hossain, former president of the Bangladesh 
Steel Manufacturers Association (BSMA).

In this situation, overhead costs are 
increasing due to the inability to utilise full 
production capacity, he added.

Since the Covid-19 pandemic, 
steelmakers have experienced numerous 
hurdles, including capital shortages due to 
US dollar appreciation, high interest rates 
and inflation, according to Hossain, also 
chairman of Anwar Group.

There have also been increased letter of 
credit margins, disruptions in global supply 
chains, raw material shortages and rising 
gas and electricity prices, he said. “These 
factors have together put an enormous 
financial burden on steel manufacturers.”

The recent depreciation of the local 
currency taka against the US dollar to Tk 
120 has worsened the crisis for producers 
due to existing capital shortages, he added.

As a result, some mid-sized mills have 
been forced to temporarily halt production 
due to a lack of working capital and revenue.

Because of minimal profits or widening 
losses, almost all millers have reduced 
production by at least 60 percent, as they are 
selling below production cost, Hossain said.

Meanwhile, BSRM Deputy Managing 
Director Sengupta hoped for a brighter future 
for the local market. However, he believes that 
the situation will not improve overnight and 
that restoring public confidence in law-and-
order is important for people to undertake 
new construction projects.

“Businesses face ups and downs and 
if the situation improves, demand will 
rebound again,” he said.

However, Sumon Chowdhury, 
secretary general of the Bangladesh Steel 
Manufacturers Association, did not sound 
so optimistic.

He said no public projects have resumed 
construction work since the Sheikh Hasina-
led Awami League government was ousted 
by a mass uprising in August.

Even the interim government has yet to 
take any concrete decision regarding the 
ongoing construction works, he added.

Consequently, demand for steel from the 
public sector is almost nil while it usually 
accounts for nearly 67 percent of the total 
steel consumption, which is 7.5 million 
tonnes annually.

Chowdhury claimed that overall demand 
has declined by around 70 percent.

He also said the steel sector is the second-
largest industrial sector in Bangladesh in 
terms of market size and investment.

There are around 200 players in the 
local steel market, including some 40 
large manufacturers. The total current 
production capacity of the mills is around 
1.10 crore tonnes.

Monthly demand fell to 1.5 lakh tonnes from 5 
lakh tonnes in the last one month

Millers cut prices to Tk 93,000 per tonne from Tk 
99,500 in the last two weeks

Millers brought down production by 60% in the 
last one month

Government’s consumption almost zero since July

Individual consumption also fell as people are not 
spending much

Annual demand 75 lakh tonnes 

Production capacity 1.10cr 
tonnes per year

Government’s consumption 67% 

Individual and real-estate sector 
consume 33% 

Overall market size Tk 70,000cr 

Major active mills 40

KEY POINTS THE INDUSTRY

Millers bring down  
steel production as 

demand falls

To clear the inventory, steel 
manufacturers have reduced 

prices by nearly Tk 6,000 
to Tk 6,500 per tonne in 
the past month to cover 

operating expenses


