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FTA with Korea §alt farmers de

to benefit both

Says commerce adviser

START BUSINESS REPORT

Both Bangladesh and South Korea would benefit from
signing a bilateral free trade agreement (FTA), Commerce
Adviser Sk Bashir Uddin said yesterday.

“The people-to-people relation would improve and
increase trade between the two countries,” he said at a
meeting with Korean Ambassador Park Young-sik at
his office in Dhaka, according to a statement from the

commerce ministry.
Both discussed

increasing bilateral

trade and

investment. Bashir said a congenial environment for trade
prevails in the country and called upon Korean investors

to invest in Bangladesh.

He expects that Korean investors will invest more
in Bangladesh’s export processing zones as well as the
country’s light engineering and leather sectors.
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pressed

by low prices

MOKAMMEL SHUVO

The cracked and barren fields around
the Chowfaldandi village in Cox’s Bazar
suggest that the season for salt cultivation
has arrived. However, disheartened by
low market prices of the daily essential,
very few farmers are preparing their land
for that purpose.

According to farmers, prices of the
commodity are being suppressed by
unsold stockpiles of unrefined salt from
the prior season, when favourable weather
conditions lead (o a record volume of salt
being produced in Bangladesh.

Last year, total production jumped to
24.38 lakh tonnes, the highest in 62 years.

But  despite favourable  weather
conditions this time around as well, many
farmers in the coastal district, where most
of the country’s salt is produced, expressed
reluctance to cultivate salt, especially as
many have unsold stock on hand.

Visiting Chowfaldandi on Sunday,
huge salt heaps covered in black polythene
could be seen scattered across fields.

Farmers said those stocks were from
thelast season, which runs for six months
between November and May.

Abdur Rahim, a farmer, was selling
salt to a wholesaler. He said he had stored
1,000 maunds last season in the hope
that prices would rise in the future.

“But I never got as good a price as I did
three months ago. At that time, salt was
priced at around Tk 400 to Tk 450 per
maund. After stocking them for several
months, [am now having to sell at Tk 310 per
maund, missing out on around Tk 1lakh.”

Md Sarwar Kamal, a wholesaler in Cox’s
Bazar Islampur upazila, the largest salt
market in the region, said he purchases
salt from farmers for Tk 310 per maund.

He then charges millers Tk 400 per
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Many farmers expressed reluctance to cultivate salt, especially as many have unsold
stock on hand. The photo was taken from Gox’s Bazar sadar upazila on Sunday.

maund. But after taking transportation
and labour charges into account, his profit
on each maund stands at Tk 10 to 20.

He added that millers were unwilling
to buy salt at high prices as they also had
stocks from the previous season.

“Market trends show that the price of
newly cultivated salt will be much lower
than prices last year,” Kamal said, pointing
out various stockpiles of polythene-
covered salt in the surroundings.

Abdur Rahim, a farmer, explained
that they were unable to break even at
current prices.

“We get around 300 maunds of salt
from one kani (40 decimals) of land. This
year, the total cost, including the lease,
labour, polythene and water stands at
around Tk 1 lakh. So, if we get Tk 333 per

maund, we can break even. We have to
incur losses if the price is less than that.”

In Kutubdia’s Dhurung area, many
farmers started early salt cultivation this
year.

However, none of them could sell
their harvest at their desired price. A
farmer from Uttar Dhurung said salt
was now selling for Tk 230 in the area,
disappointing many.

However, Shamsul Alam, president
of the salt mill owners’ association of
Islampur, shared a different opinion.

“Since farmers got high prices for salt
last year, the cost of leasing the land
has been raised to Tk 1 lakh per acre
this year. This raised production costs
automatically, forcing the farmers to
swallow losses.”

Austrian firms
keen to invest
in Bangladesh

STAR DIGITAL REPORT

Austrian companies are eager (o invest
in Bangladesh as part of Austria’s efforts
to strengthen economic ties with the
country, said Katherine Wieser, Austria’s
non-resident ambassador to Bangladesh,
during a meeting with Chief Adviser
Professor Muhammad Yunus yesterday.

The envoy, based in New Delhi,
expressed Austria’swillingness to support
Bangladesh’s interim government in
implementing sweeping reforms.

She discussed interest from Austrian
firms, including one planning to establish
a technical school near Dhaka, though
assistance in securing soft loans from
Austrian financial institutions would be
necessary.

Responding promptly, Prof Yunus
directed officials to liaise with the
relevant ministry to address the matter.

Discussions also covered
counterterrorism, cross-border issues,
human trafficking, legal migration,

climate change, police reforms, and law-
and-order.

Ambassador Wieser noted that
Bangladeshis represent the sixth-largest
migrant community in Austria, which
follows a long-term policy of promoting
legal migration.

The chief adviser urged Austria to
welcome more Bangladeshi workers
through legal channels, emphasising that
it would reduce human trafficking from
Bangladesh.

Lamiya Morshed, senior secretary and
principal coordinator for SDG affairs,
and Tasbirul Islam, honorary consul of
Austria, were present at the meeting.

24 factories of Beximco shut
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group’s custodian, told
The Daily Star yesterday
evening that he had not
been approached regarding
these issues.

He also claimed that
Beximco  Group  does
not have any LC opening
problems.

Beximco Group landed
in hot water following the
arrest of its vice-chairman
Salman F Rahman, who
served as private sector
adviser to ousted Prime
Minister Sheikh Hasina.
He was also an influential
figure in Bangladesh’s
financial sector.

Over the past three
months since the political
changeover in August, 23
ready-made garment (RMG)
and textile production
units at the Beximco
Industrial Park in Gazipur
have shut down due to an
inability to open LCs for
raw material imports.

As a result of the
four-month  operational
suspension, the

conglomerate is facing a
liquidity crunch and has
been unable to pay October

textile factories employ
around 40,000 workers,
with a monthly salary bill
of around Tk 80 crore.
During normal operations,
Beximco’s textile exports
were valued at $30 million
per month.

While Beximco was
able to pay wages for July,
August and September,
it currently does not have
adequate liquidity to cover
October salaries, he said,
urging the protesting
workers to wait until
November 20 for the
October payment.

“The total salary amount
is huge. It is not possible
to abruptly transfer funds
from other ventures to
clear these dues,” he told
The Daily Star.

Chowdhury said they
previously considered
declaring layoffs but were
not allowed to do so by
the government due to the
large number of employees.

Beximco Group has Tk
23,000 crore in loans with
Janata Bank, of which Tk
19,000 crore turned non-
performing during the
July-September  quarter,

Act restricts banks from

Speaking on condition

Islami Bank to realise

Banks asked
to ensure

lending more than 25
percent (10 percent funded
and 15 percent non-funded)
of their paid-up capital to a
single entity.

While Beximco seeks
government  intervention,
Md Anwar Hossain,
administrator of the
Bangladesh Garment
Manufacturers and
Exporters Association

(BGMEA) and vice-chairman
of the Export Promotion
Bureau (EPB), believes that
the large group should not
rely on the government to
pay worker salaries.

“If Beximco cannot
pay salaries, management
should talk to workers to
find a mutually agreeable
solution,” Hossain said.

He urged the company
to clarify its intentions first.

He  suggested the
company sell its assets to
generate liquidity and pay
workers’ salaries.

The BGMEA
administrator  said  the
government would not
assume responsibility for
the company. Instead,
Beximco management

of anonymity, a top official
from another venture of
the group said their recent
situation and the recent
appointment of a receiver
by the central bank sent
negative signals to foreign

buyers.
The official said buyers
have already inquired

about the reasons for the
receiver’s appointment.

This could affect the
export performance of
other Beximco ventures in
the near future.

The official commented
that the appointment of
a receiver usually signals
financial insolvency and
erodes buyer confidence in
the company.

Meanwhile, Beximco
receiver Md Ruhul Amin
said: “The liquidity crisis
has emerged recently, but
what about the money
the group earned over the
years?

“Did they actually loot
the money,” he questioned.

The government-
appointed custodian of
the troubled group said
that he would soon visit
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Mansur emphasised that
the central bank would
not shut down companies
such as S Alam Group and
Beximco.

“We are trying to prevent
fund diversion,” he added.

However, he said legal
action would be taken
against the S Alam Group’s
chairman and other
officials for alleged crimes
in the banking sector.

Islami Bank Chairman
Masud added that the
S Alam Group did not
just take out money,
but also destroyed the
bank’s relationships with
international lenders.

The chairman
added that they would
invite  former  foreign

shareholders like IFC and
Alraji Saudi Group to invest
in it again by January.

“In the three months
since the board was
reconstituted in August,
deposits have increased
by around Tk 5,000
crore and remittance is
also increasing,” he said,
adding that they are now
suspending new lending.

“We restarted the Real-

Network (BEFTN) and the
National Payment Switch
Bangladesh (NPSB), which
reflects that all the services
are now open at Islami
Bank.”

The bank is going (o
appoint three officials at
each of its 2,700 agent
points to increase the flow
of deposits, he added.

By early September this
year, S Alam Group, whose
founder weaponised his
close political ties to the
ousted Awami League
regime, accounted for more
than half of the total loans
disbursed by Islami Bank of
Tk 174,000 crore.

S Alam, along with his
family and associates,
has at least a 30 percent
stake in the Shariah-based
lender, according to its
annual reports.

However, allegations
are rife that the group has
a much higher stake by
holding numerous shares
under pseudonyms.

Once a  profitable

institution, Islami Bank’s
financial stability began to
deteriorate after S Alam
Group started exerting
influence  following a
change to the top brass.

Undil 2015, the S Alam
Group had no stake in
Islami Bank.

Afterwards, the
conglomerate began buying
the bank’s shares through
seven shadow companies,
documents show.

After fully taking charge
in 2017, S Alam Group
appointed 7,240 employees
and officials in violation
of rules and regulations.
Most of them hailed from S
Alam’s hometown of Patiya
in Chattogram.

Founded in 1985 by
Saiful Alam, a relative of
former Awami League
politician Akhtaruzzanan
Chowdhury Babu and
former ILand  Minister
Saifuzzaman Chowdhury,
S Alam Group grew into
one of Bangladesh'’s largest
conglomerates.

smooth
exchange
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8,000 pieces of coins of all
three denominations at all
other branches.

Moreover, every sub-
branch will have to store
2,000 pieces of Tk 1 coins,
2,000 pieces of Tk 2 coins
and 1,000 pieces of Tk 5
coins in their respective
vaults.

The Bangladesh Bank
said the balance of coins
at banks may decrease
as a result of higher
transactions.

So, if the balance
decreases from the
minimum required
number, the banks should
collect coins either from
the public, its own feeding
branch or, if necessary,
the nearest stations of the
central bank, it added.
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