
BUSINESS
DHAKA WEDNESDAY JANUARY 22, 2025, MAGH 8, 1431 BS   •   starbusiness@thedailystar.net

$76.27
(per barrel)(per ounce)

COMMODITIES

Gold Oil

$2,719.49

ASIAN MARKETS

TOKYOMUMBAI SINGAPORE SHANGHAI

39,027.98

0.32%

3,795.3775,838.36

0.33%1.60%

3,242.62

0.05%

0.43%
5,202.61 14,511.52

STOCKS

DSEX

0.13%

CASPI

BTRC initiates 
telecom licensing 
reforms for 
better services
STAR BUSINESS REPORT

The Bangladesh Telecommunication Regulatory 
Commission (BTRC) has launched efforts to 
reform the country’s telecom licensing regime to 
align with contemporary demands.

A committee, led by BTRC Commissioner Brig 
Gen (retd) Iqbal Ahmed, has already held three 
meetings to restructure the network and licensing 
roadmap.

BTRC Chairman Maj Gen (retd) Md Emdad Ul 
Bari shared this information at a press conference 
at the commission’s office in Dhaka yesterday.

“Currently, we observe that many licences are 
functioning as intermediaries, increasing costs 
instead of promoting cost efficiency. We intend 
to review this and strive for a licensing framework 
that is streamlined, effective, and efficient,” he 
said.

Bari said that the reforms aim to safeguard 
consumer interests rather than protect 

READ MORE ON B3

VAT hike to 
minimally 
impact 
goods prices
Salehuddin says
STAR BUSINESS REPORT

The recent hike in value-added tax (VAT) 
and supplementary duty (SD) rates will 
not have any significant effect on the 
prices of goods, said Finance Adviser 
Salehuddin Ahmed yesterday.

“What is the worst that could happen?” 
he told journalists after a meeting of 
the Advisers’ Council Committee on 
Government Purchase at the Bangladesh 
Secretariat.

The National Board of Revenue 
(NBR) increased VAT and SD on nearly 
100 goods and services on January 9, 
leading to apprehensions that it would 
stoke inflation, put further strain on 
consumers’ wallets, and slow down 
businesses.

The NBR raised the indirect taxes at a 
time when overall revenue collection fell 
by 2.62 percent in the July–November 
period, increasing pressure on the 
government to borrow from domestic 
and foreign sources.

The VAT increase also aligns with the 
recommendations of the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) as part of a $4.7 
billion loan it approved for Bangladesh in 
January 2023.

Regarding the criticisms of 
READ MORE ON B3
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Overall situation of foreign direct investment 
In million $; SOURCE: BB
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JAGARAN CHAKMA and                         

MD MEHEDI HASAN

The flow of foreign direct investment 
(FDI) in Bangladesh fell to $104.33 
million in the July-September 
quarter of fiscal year 2024-25, 
the lowest in at least six years, as 
foreign investors stayed away from 
Bangladesh amid deadly political 
unrest, labour agitation, and a 
persistent economic crisis.

The South Asian country received 
71 percent less foreign investment 
year-on-year, down from $360.5 
million in the July-September period 
of FY24, as both the flow of net equity 
and reinvested earnings declined, 
according to data released by the 
Bangladesh Bank (BB) yesterday.

In July-September FY25, only 
$76.79 million came as net equity, 
registering a 46 percent slump year-
on-year.

During the period, reinvested 
earnings by the companies operating 
in the country dipped 73 percent 
year-on-year to $72.9 million.

The first-quarter FDI data was 
the lowest since the July-September 
quarter of FY20.

The new data on foreign 
investment inflow comes at a 
time when businesses have been 
suffering from a slowdown owing 

to a host of reasons: high inflation, 
import restrictions, dollar shortages, 
political uncertainty, and volatile 
law and order.

The uprising in July, which 
toppled the Awami League in early 
August, led to an unstable law and 
order situation. This took a serious 
toll on investment inflow during the 
quarter.

Regarding the dwindling 
foreign investments, Zaved Akhtar, 
president of the Foreign Investors’ 
Chamber of Commerce & Industry 
(FICCI), said investors prioritise 
predictability and stability in policy 
and the economy before making 
significant capital investments.

“Over the last two to 
three years, Bangladesh has 
experienced significant economic 
mismanagement, which has 

eroded investor confidence and 
discouraged them from committing 
to investments in the country,” he 
said.

“To make things worse, the 
July-September period was one of 
the critical moments of the year 
when the country faced significant 
destabilisation, and investor 
confidence was further dented. They 
opted to rein in any decisions for 
investments and adopted a ‘wait-
and-see’ approach.”

In the July-September period 
of FY25, the highest investment 
came from the United Kingdom, 
followed by South Korea and China, 
according to BB.

M Masrur Reaz, chairman and 
chief executive officer of Policy 
Exchange Bangladesh, said the 
decline in FDI inflow is unsurprising, 
given the country’s ongoing 
macroeconomic challenges, 
including inflation and an unstable 
currency exchange rate.

He noted that a period of massive 
political unrest during that time 
also impacted foreign investment.

“Investor confidence was shaken, 
both among existing and prospective 
investors, which is evident in the 
declining FDI inflow. They are closely 
monitoring the situation,” he said.

READ FULL STORY ONLINE

Net FDI hits six-year low

On the dwindling 
foreign investments, 

Zaved Akhtar, president 
of FICCI, said investors 

prioritise predictability 
and stability in policy 

and the economy before 
making significant 

investments

SUKANTA HALDER

How have local private sector businesses 
fared in recent years?

To gain a micro-level understanding, 
ask the question to house yard workshops, 
rural handicraft units, tiny grocery stores 
and small leather and footwear ventures.

These businesses have been struggling 
for over three years, gasping for air amid 
a challenging economic climate.

This is because high prices have eroded 
consumer demand, while increased 
power and utility bills have increased 
operating costs.

Access to bank loans has also 
become increasingly difficult for these 
small ventures, officially categorised as 
cottage, small, and medium enterprises 
(CMSMEs).

Instead of easing, the situation for 
around 78 lakh CMSMEs across the 
country, which contribute one-fourth 
of the gross domestic product (GDP) and 
employ 40 percent of the total workforce, 
has worsened in late-2024.

On top of the stubbornly high inflation, 
nationwide protests, violence, curfews, 
recurrent flooding and punishingly high 
interest rates on bank loans have brought 
the CMSMEs to their knees.

Credit data from the central bank also 
shows the economic disaster facing the 
CMSMEs.

During the April-June period of fiscal 

year 2023-24, small businesses received 
Tk 54,526 crore in bank loans. This 
figure plummeted to Tk 42,950 crore 
in the subsequent quarter, according to 
Bangladesh Bank (BB) data.

Compared to the same period in FY23, 
loan disbursement in April-June of FY24 
witnessed a 13.10 percent decline.

BB data also shows that CMSMEs 
borrowed Tk 2.25 lakh crore in FY24, a 
mere 0.46 percent increase compared to 
the previous year’s Tk 2.24 lakh crore.

Meanwhile, private 
sector credit growth in 
November of last year 
reached a three-year low 
due to weakened credit 
demand, a dearth of new 
investment, and a surge 
in government T-bills 
and bonds.

According to Syed 
Abdul Momen, deputy 
managing director and 
head of SME Banking at 
BRAC Bank, businesses 
mainly seek loans for 

two purposes: managing operations and 
expanding their businesses.

“Given the current economic 
situation, there is little to no demand for 
loans aimed at business expansion,” said 
the banker.

“Entrepreneurs are now focused on 
securing the minimal financial support 
required to meet their working capital 
needs,” he added.

Similar to Momen, Sanjib Kumar Dey, 
the head of the SME and Agri-banking 
division at Mutual Trust Bank, said that 
high inflation and costly loans have 
compelled small businesses to shelve 
their expansion plans over the past three 
years.

“Business owners have been primarily 
focused on survival rather than growth,” 
Dey said. “Banks, too, are exercising 
caution in lending amid the prevailing 
economic uncertainties.”
‘SITUATION IMPROVING SLOWLY’
Compared to July or August of last year, 
when a nationwide protest culminated 
in a government ouster, the current 

SMEs lose credit appetite 
in economic turbulence
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EV sales dropped 
in Europe in 2024
AFP, Paris

Sales of electric cars slid last year in Europe in an 
otherwise stable market, data from carmakers 
showed Tuesday.

A total of 1.99 million battery electric vehicles 
were sold in Europe last year, a drop of 1.3 percent 
from 2023, according to data from the European 
Automobile Manufacturers Association (ACEA).

The figures represent a stall after several years of 
strong growth for electric vehicles (EVs) in Europe, 
and raise questions about the transition away 
from internal combustion engine (ICE) vehicles.

According to data published last week by the 
Rho Motion consultancy, EV sales rose 25 percent 
globally last year thanks to a surge in China.

According to ACEA data, overall car sales edged 
0.9 percent higher in Europe -- including Britain, 
Iceland, Norway and Switzerland, to just shy of 13 
million.

“Battery-electric cars remained the third-most-
popular choice for buyers in 2024,” the ACEA said 
in its monthly report on sales figures.

Cars with petrol engines accounted for one in 
three new cars sold last year, followed closely by 
simple hybrids with 30.9 percent market share. Plug-
in hybrids accounted for another 7.1 percent of sales.

Fully battery-electric vehicles accounted for 
13.6 percent of total sales in 2024, a drop from 14.6 
percent market share in 2023.

Sales of EVs, which are more expensive than 
ICE vehicles, are still highly dependent upon 
incentives.

EBL workshop 
focuses on 
NBFI financial 
disclosures
STAR BUSINESS DESK

A workshop on “Sustainability and Climate-
Related Financial Disclosures” for senior 
executives of non-banking financial institutions 
(NBFIs) was held at Eastern Bank’s head office in 
Dhaka recently.

It was the second day of the two-day workshop 
organised by the Joint Impact Model (JIM) 
Foundation with the support of Bangladesh 
Bank, UK International Development, British 
International Investment, and Eastern Bank PLC 
(EBL).

The workshop focused on fostering sustainable 
financial practices in Bangladesh and ensuring 
long-term economic and environmental resilience, 
according to a press release.

Participants from the NBFIs took part in the 
workshop.

PRICES OF KEY ESSENTIALS 
IN DHAKA CITY
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Haier Bangladesh holds 
‘Partner Meet-2025’

STAR BUSINESS DESK

Haier, a leading home appliances brand 
in the world, organised its “Partner Meet-
2025” in Bangladesh yesterday.

The event brought together key 
stakeholders, distributors, and business 
partners from across the country.

Wang Xiangjing, deputy managing 
director of Haier Bangladesh Ltd, 
inaugurated the event, said a press release.

“We wanted this year’s ‘Partner Meet’ 
to go beyond a traditional business 
gathering and create a space where our 
partners could see, touch, and experience 
the innovation that makes Haier the 
global leader in home appliances,” said 
Xiangjing.

The programme featured an impressive 
exhibition of Haier’s cutting-edge product 
range, including the 1st air purifying AC 

in Bangladesh, T3 Inverter, biggest drum 
washing machines, cutting-edge QD-mini 
LED TV, -30-degree real freezer, premium 
refrigerator, and smart appliances that are 
transforming modern living.

Attendees explored interactive 
demonstrations and participated in 
experiments that highlighted the superior 
performance, advanced features, and 
sustainability of Haier’s products.

The event’s interactive elements were 
met with enthusiasm and praise from 
Haier’s partners.

The programme also looked towards 
the future, highlighting the brand’s focus 
on sustainability, digital transformation, 
and user-centric solutions.

Haier Bangladesh will be dedicated to 
creating smarter, more connected, and 
eco-friendly appliances to improve the 
daily lives of Bangladeshis.

Wang Xiangjing, deputy managing director of Haier Bangladesh Limited, poses for 
photographs with participants of the “Partner Meet-2025” in Dhaka yesterday. 

PHOTO: HAIER BANGLADESH

Southeast Bank, AUST to strengthen 
ties for education and development

STAR BUSINESS DESK

A delegation led by Prof Golam Rahman, 
president of Dhaka Ahsania Mission 
and chairman of the trustee board of 
the Ahsanullah University of Science 
and Technology (AUST), recently made a 
courtesy call on MA Kashem, chairman 
of Southeast Bank, at the bank’s head 
office in Dhaka.

The primary aim of the meeting was 
to enhance mutual trust and banking 
relations between the two institutions, as 
well as to explore new opportunities to 
link the bank’s financial services with the 
academic environment of the university.

During the visit, the delegation 
commended Southeast Bank for its 
contributions to education, health, 
and poverty alleviation, and praised the 
quality of the bank’s financial services.

Southeast Bank Chairman Kashem 
emphasised the bank’s commitment 

to supporting the socio-economic 
development of the country, stating: 

“Education and human resource 
development are crucial for long-term 

national progress, and we will continue 
to extend our support to achieve this 
goal.”

Prof Rahman expressed his 
appreciation for Southeast Bank’s 
support, saying: “Dhaka Ahsania 
Mission and Ahsanullah University of 
Science and Technology are dedicated 
to advancing education in the country, 
with the help of institutions like 
Southeast Bank.”

Nuruddin Md Sadeque Hossain, 
managing director of the bank, Abidur 
Rahman Chowdhury and Masum Uddin 
Khan, deputy managing directors, AFM 
Golam Sharfuddin, general secretary of 
Dhaka Ahsania Mission and member of 
the Trustee Board of AUST, Mohammad 
Mohiuddin, member of the Trustee 
Board of AUST, and Prof Md Ashraful 
Haque, vice-chancellor of AUST, along 
with other senior officials from all the 
institutions, were also present.

MA Kashem, chairman of Southeast Bank, poses for photographs with a visiting 
delegation led by Prof Golam Rahman, president of Dhaka Ahsania Mission and 
chairman of the trustee board of Ahsanullah University of Science and Technology, at 
the bank’s head office in Dhaka recently. PHOTO: SOUTHEAST BANK

Midland Bank organises 
agent banking conference

STAR BUSINESS DESK

Midland Bank PLC recently organised the “Annual Agent 
Banking Conference 2025” at the Lakeshore Hotel in the 
capital’s Gulshan.

Md Ahsan-uz Zaman, managing director and CEO of the bank, 
presided over the conference, the bank said in a press release.

Agent owners and representatives from all 140 Agent Banking 
Centres of the bank participated in the daylong conference.

Ahsan Khan Chowdhury, sponsor and director of the bank 
and chairman of Pran-RFL Group, attended the event.

The bank awarded top performers for their outstanding 
performances in different categories.

The lender launched its first Agent Banking Centre in Tarabo, 
Rupganj, Narayanganj, on January 23, 2017, to bring modern 
banking services to the unbanked masses.

Currently, the bank operates 140 Agent Banking Centres in 
29 districts and 71 upazilas across the country.

Among others, Md Zahid Hossain, deputy managing director 
of the bank, and Javed Tarek Khan, head of the institutional 
banking division, were also present.

Md Ahsan-uz Zaman, managing director and CEO of Midland Bank, poses for group photographs with 
participants of the “Annual Agent Banking Conference 2025” at the Lakeshore Hotel in the capital’s 
Gulshan recently. PHOTO: MIDLAND BANK
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Dollar pares losses
REUTERS, Sydney

The dollar pared some overnight losses on Tuesday 
after US President Donald Trump suggested the 
United States could impose tariffs on Canada and 
Mexico in the near future, challenging suggestions 
his policies would be more gradual.

Trump told reporters his team was thinking of 
tariffs around 25 percent that could be announced 
on Feb. 1, but offered no other specifics. He also 
floated the idea of universal tariffs, but said the 
United States was not ready for that yet.

The dollar had fallen sharply on Monday after 
Trump’s first day included no specific plans on 
tariffs and officials signalled any new taxes would 
be imposed in a “measured” way, a major relief for 
trade-exposed currencies.

A following trade memo merely directed agencies 
to investigate and remedy persistent trade deficits.

World economy 
to improve in 
next 12 months
Global CEOs say in a 
survey by PwC
STAR BUSINESS REPORT

Global economic growth is on course to improve over 
the next 12 months, according to nearly 60 percent of 
CEOs surveyed under the PricewaterhouseCoopers’ 
(PwC) 28th Annual Global CEO Survey.

The survey was launched at the World Economic 
Forum Annual Meeting in Davos, which gathered 
responses from 4,701 CEOs across 109 countries.

It revealed that 42 percent plan to increase 
headcounts by 5 percent or more this year, with 
only 17 percent expecting reductions.

Optimism about emerging technologies like 
generative AI (GenAI) is driving this outlook as 
more than half of the CEOs reported employee 
efficiency gains from AI adoption, and 32 percent 
saw revenue growth in 2024. 

However, trust remains an issue, with only a third 
of CEOs expressing high confidence in embedding 
AI into key processes, according to a press release. 

Despite challenges, 49 percent anticipate 
profitability gains from AI within the next year.

The survey also highlighted a growing urgency 
for business reinvention. 

Four in 10 CEOs believe their companies will not 
be viable in a decade without significant change.

While 63 percent have taken steps to transform 
value creation, slow resource reallocation hampers 
agility, with two-thirds moving less than 20 percent 
of financial and human resources annually.

VAT hike
FROM PAGE B1

economists, Ahmed said, 
“Let critics say what they 
want. There’s no reason to 
stop them. The rationale 
behind this VAT hike will be 
explained in due time.”

Tax and VAT adjustments 
are typically made during 
the formulation of the 
national budget, and 
various measures will be 
adopted in the budget this 
year to ensure conformity 
with the hikes, he said.

While the VAT rates 
have been raised, certain 
customs duties have been 
reduced to achieve a 

balance, he said.
The Advisers’ Council 

Committee on Government 
Purchase yesterday gave 
retrospective approval 
to an Open Market Sale 
(OMS) initiative run 
by the Department of 
Agricultural Marketing last 
December.

Under the initiative, 10 
agricultural products such 
as potatoes, eggs, onions, 
raw papaya, and various 
green vegetables were sold 
at subsidised prices through 
trucks around the capital.

READ FULL STORY ONLINE

BTRC initiates
FROM PAGE B1

business entities. The 
initiative seeks to foster 
healthy competition and 
collaboration among 
stakeholders, including 
consumers, businesses, and 
the government.

Addressing challenges 
such as transitioning 
from existing licences, 
establishing sustainable 
investment policies, 
and creating effective 
regulations, the BTRC 
plans to submit its 
reform proposals to the 
government by March.

The chairman 

acknowledged the need for 
consumer-centric policies 
to ensure sustainability 
and facilitate, rather 
than regulate, telecom 
companies.

He said the committee 
would streamline complex 
network structures, reduce 
pressure on spectrum 
usage, and enhance fixed 
broadband services. 

The commission also 
aims to adopt green 
technologies and promote 
active sharing to support 
digital service expansion.

READ FULL STORY ONLINE

SMEs lose
FROM PAGE B1

business climate and credit 
outlook have improved, 
according to Mohammad 
Salekeen Ibrahim, head of 
asset at Eastern Bank.

“Banking activities were 
almost shut in July and 
August of last year. During 
that period, curfews and 
general holidays were 
frequent,” recalled the 
banker.

“Banks were unable 
to reach customers, and 
customers were likewise 
unable to access bank 
services,” he added. “While 
the overall situation in the 
country has shown signs 
of recovery since August, it 
has not fully stabilised.”

Ibrahim said they are 
looking for potential 
clients. However, the 
current business climate 

and high interest rates 
remain major obstacles.

“The loan disbursement 
rate may remain sluggish 
until the client confidence 
stabilises,” he commented.

The high-interest rate 
environment is a direct 
consequence of the central 
bank’s prolonged battle 
against stubbornly high 
inflation, which has been 
dragging on for more than 
two years.

In the first half of FY25, 
inflation averaged 10.87 
percent, according to the 
Bangladesh Bureau of 
Statistics.

To curb spiralling prices, 
the BB has been steadily 
increasing the policy rate, 
the rate at which it lends to 
banks, since May 2022.

READ FULL STORY ONLINE

EU launches 
WTO case 
against China 
patent rules
AFP, Brussels

The European Union 
launched a new challenge 
at the World Trade 
Organization (WTO) on 
Monday against China’s 
rules on royalty rates for 
high-tech patents, amid 
escalating trade tensions 
between Beijing and 
Brussels.

The European 
Commission accused China 
of pressuring innovative 
European high-tech 
companies into lowering 
their fees by allowing 
its courts to set binding 
worldwide royalty rates.

“The EU’s vibrant high-
tech industries must be 
allowed to compete fairly 
and on a level playing field,” 
said Maros Sefcovic, the 
EU’s trade commissioner.

“Where this is not the 
case, the Commission takes 
decisive action to protect 
their rights”.

The action comes as 
trade tensions are soaring 
worldwide, with tariff-
loving Donald Trump set 
to be inaugurated as US 
President.

It adds to a longer-
running spat between 
Beijing and Brussels, 
which has seen the pair 
accuse each other of unfair 
practices and take a series 
of tit-for-tat measures.

The EU slapped hefty 
tariffs on electric cars made 
in China last year. In turn, 
Beijing targeted European 
brandies and launched 
probes into EU subsidies 
of some dairy and pork 
products.

The latest challenge 
revolves around 
“standard essential 
patents” protecting 
technologies enabling the 
manufacturing of goods to 
meet a certain standard.

MD ASADUZ ZAMAN and        

KONGKON KARMAKER

The National Board of Revenue 
(NBR) has allowed the use of nine 
more customs stations for the 
import of potatoes, specifically 
from Nepal and Bhutan, aiming 
to diversify supply sources and 
reduce dependency on India.

The nine stations include 
Rohonpur in Chapainawabganj, 
Sonahat in Kurigram, Dhanua 
Kamalpur in Jamalpur, 
Nakugaon in Sherpur, Gobrakura 
and Karaitoli in Mymensingh, 
and Tamabil, Zakiganj, and 
Sheola in Sylhet.

Earlier, potato imports were 
allowed through four customs 
stations, including Benapole and 
Bhomra.

This facility will remain in 
effect till March, according to a 

gazette issued on Monday.
Traders had sought the initiative 

last December, when prices of the 
tuber reached a record high of 
Tk 80 per kilogramme amidst a 
usual drop in stocks ahead of the 
harvest season between February 
and April.

Now the facility will have 
little effect as prices have fallen 
by a massive margin across the 
country, and farmers fear massive 
losses amid bumper harvests.

Azizul Islam, who heads a 
farmers’ association in Dinajpur, 
expressed his frustration at the 
NBR’s move. 

“Why is the government still 
allowing imports now, when 
potatoes are available at cheap 
rates in Bangladesh?” he asked.

Islam, who hails from 
Gopalganj village in Dinajpur 
sadar upazila, highlighted the 

plight of local farmers.
“There has been massive 

production this year, and there 
aren’t enough buyers… If the 
government continues to allow 
imports, farmers will suffer 
severely,” he warned.

Potatoes in Dinajpur are 
currently being sold at Tk 13 per 
kilogramme (kg) at the fields 
and around Tk 15 per kg at retail 
markets. “If farmers are forced to 
accept such low rates, they won’t 
recover even the money spent on 
potato seeds, let alone make a 
profit amidst rising labour and 
land costs,” he said.

Islam urged the government to 
immediately halt potato imports 
and support farmers through 
state purchases.

“The government must 
prioritise farmers and take the 
necessary steps to safeguard their 

livelihoods,” he stressed.
Regarding the time taken for 

the facility to come about, Kazi 
Mostafizur Rahman, an NBR 
member of international trade 
(currently in charge), said, “The 
NBR took the move based on 
businesses’ demand when the 
prices were high.”

“But we received the official 
request to extend new routes from 
businesses at the end of December. 
We needed 20-22 more days for 
processing as we had to conduct 
vetting on this issue,” he said.

This year, acreage increased to 
a record high of 5.21 lakh hectares 
of land.

Annual demand stands at 85 
lakh tonnes to 90 lakh tonnes, 
whereas harvests amount to 
around 106 lakh tonnes.

In fiscal year 2023-24, 1.5 lakh 
tonnes were imported from India.

Govt eases potato import 
despite massive price fall

Potato growers say they will suffer severely if the government continues to allow imports as the country saw massive production this year.

PHOTO: MD QUAMRUL ISLAM RUBAIYAT
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Gold climbs to 
10-week peak
REUTERS

Gold prices climbed to their 
highest level in over ten 
weeks on Tuesday as the US 
dollar slumped following 
President Donald Trump’s 
inauguration and investors 
sought the safe-haven 
metal to hedge against 
uncertainty sparked by his 
tariff plans.

Spot gold climbed 0.7 
percent to $2,727.19 per 
ounce by 0625 GMT and hit 
its highest since Nov. 6, not 
far from an all-time high of 
$2,790.15 hit in October.

US gold futures were 0.2 
percent lower at $2,744.40, 
narrowing the premium 
over spot rates, after 
Trump did not immediately 
impose tariffs on Monday 
as was expected.

Profit of CVO 
Petrochemical 
surges 45% 
in Q2
STAR BUSINESS REPORT

CVO Petrochemical 
Refinery’s profit increased 
in the second quarter of 
fiscal 2024-25 thanks to a 
strong growth in turnover.

The company posted 
a 45 percent year-on-
year profit growth in Q2, 
reaching Tk 2.66 crore. 

Shares of the company 
gained 2.80 percent as of 
mid-day trading yesterday 
on the Dhaka Stock 
Exchange (DSE), reaching 
Tk 121.2.

The earnings per 
share (EPS) for October-
December rose to Tk 0.96, 
up from Tk 0.66 during 
the same period in 2023, 
according to a disclosure 
on the DSE.

The company attributed 
the EPS growth to a rise 
in turnover during the 
quarter.

The positive result in the 
latest quarter helped CVO 
to record EPS of Tk 1.88 
during the July-December 
period, compared to Tk 
1.76 a year earlier. 

Additionally, net 
operating cash flow per 
share (NOCFPS) surged 
to Tk 2, up from Tk 0.78 
during the corresponding 
period in 2023. 

The company 
mentioned higher 
customer collections 
outpacing payments to 
suppliers, employees, and 
operating expenses for the 
NOCFPS growth, as per the 
disclosure. 

Founded in 1984 as 
Chittagong Vegetable 
Oil Industries, CVO 
transitioned into 
petroleum production in 
2010. 

Its condensate 
fractionation plant has 
been producing motor 
spirit, high-speed diesel, 
and mineral turpentine 
since April 2014.

SMEs: Start 
locally, think 
globally
SALEKEEN IBRAHIM

Since the country’s independence in 1971, small 
and medium enterprises (SMEs) have played a 
pivotal role in GDP growth, employment, income 
generation, and local development. However, despite 
their substantial potential, most Bangladeshi SMEs 
struggle to transition from local markets to global 
trading platforms. It is embarrassing that, despite 
having immense potential to shine on the global 
stage, our entrepreneurs remain constrained by 
local limitations and fail to become formidable 
players in the international market.

Now, at the beginning of 2025, Bangladesh stands 
at a critical crossroads in its history. The nation 
must refocus its attention on SMEs from a fresh 
perspective. First and foremost, government support 
must be leveraged to help SMEs represent themselves 
globally. The government should expand policy 
support and incentivise entrepreneurs to promote 
SME exports on a broader scale. Entrepreneurs, 
in turn, should take advantage of initiatives such 
as export subsidies, training programmes, and 
trade fairs and similar entities. Additionally, the 
government should develop a robust business plan 
encompassing export strategies, target markets, and 
potential challenges.

Capacity building and skill development remain 
major barriers to global expansion. Training 
programmes focused on global trade, export 

procedures, digital marketing, and letters of 
credit (LC) can equip entrepreneurs 

with the necessary skills to 
succeed globally. Collaborating 

with institutions like the 
SME Foundation and trade 
associations can facilitate 
such training. In terms 
of capacity building, 
more emphasis should 

be placed on audiovisual 
content available on digital 

platforms. This approach can 
help overcome geographical barriers 

and support better time management 
for entrepreneurs. Digital tools and e-commerce 
platforms can also enable SMEs to reach a global 
audience. Entrepreneurs should invest in user-
friendly websites, enhance their online presence on 
social media, and leverage global marketplaces.

Most Bangladeshi enterprises face significant 
challenges in securing adequate financing. High 
interest rates, lack of collateral, and limited 
access to alternative funding sources hinder their 
ability to invest in global expansion. To address 
these challenges, the government, NGOs, and 
international donors should offer more financing 
schemes and grants tailored specifically for SME 
exports. Additionally, mitigating currency risks 
should be a strategic priority in international trade. 

For global acceptance, obtaining 
internationally recognised certifications, such 
as ISO standards, can significantly boost buyer 
confidence. SMEs in Bangladesh should focus 
on improving production processes, operational 
efficiency, adopting green business practices, 
ensuring superior quality control, and achieving 
high packaging standards to compete with top 
global players. Collaborating with international 
merchants, agents, and trade intermediaries can 
also help SMEs access new markets. Participation 
in global trade fairs and business matchmaking 
events can open doors to valuable connections.

In the context of global trade, branding with 
a unique selling proposition (USP) distinguishes 
one enterprise from another and creates demand 
for its products or services. SMEs should invest in 
building a distinctive brand identity that resonates 
with international audiences. 

Through determination, innovation, and 
visionary strategic planning, Bangladeshi SMEs can 
overcome barriers and become competitive players 
on the global stage. By fostering synchronisation 
between the government, financial institutions, 
donors, NGOs, and the private sector, Bangladesh’s 
SMEs have the potential to transform the nation 
into a global trading powerhouse. If we do not start 
thinking big now, it may never happen.

The writer is a banker

Asian markets swing as Trump 
revives tariff fears on taking office
AFP, Hong Kong

Asian markets saw big fluctuations 
Tuesday as Donald Trump took 
office warning he could impose 
stiff tariffs on Canada and Mexico 
next month but appeared to delay 
any action against China for now.

The new US president’s 
announcement that the country’s 
closest neighbours could be hit 
with 25 percent levies as soon as 
February 1 also jolted currency 
markets, with the Mexican peso 
and Canadian dollar tumbling.

His comments came as he 
signed a slew of executive orders 
that indicated he could resume 
his hardball approach to global 
diplomacy and trade, including 
pulling out of the Paris climate 
accord and the World Health 
Organization.

He also gave social media app 
TikTok 75 days to find a buyer for 
its US business, after it missed a 
deadline Saturday ordering its 
Chinese owners ByteDance to sell 
its US subsidiary to non-Chinese 
buyers or be banned.

“We’re thinking in terms of 25 

percent on Mexico and Canada, 
because they’re allowing vast 
numbers of people -- Canada’s a 
very bad abuser also -- vast numbers 
of people to come in, and fentanyl to 
come in,” he said in the Oval Office.

He had earlier said he would 
“immediately begin the overhaul 
of our trade system to protect 

American workers and families”. 
“Instead of taxing our citizens to 
enrich other countries, we will 
tariff and tax foreign countries to 
enrich our citizens,” he announced 
in his inaugural address.

Markets in Asia and Europe had 
enjoyed a healthy run-up Monday 
-- with Frankfurt hitting another 

record -- on hopes Trump would 
take a more gradual approach to 
trade policy, after news of positive 
talks with Chinese President Xi 
Jinping added to the optimism.

That lack of mention of China 
fanned hopes the economic 
superpowers will not embark on 
another trade war.

And Beijing said Tuesday 
it hoped the two sides could 
cooperate on the issue, with foreign 
ministry spokesman Guo Jiakun 
saying it is “willing to strengthen 
dialogue and communication with 
the United States (and) properly 
manage differences”.

However, Trump’s warning to 
Ottawa and Mexico City caused 
some nervousness on trading floors.

Shanghai, Singapore, Seoul, 
Wellington, Manila and Mumbai 
fell while Tokyo, Sydney, Taipei, 
Bangkok and Jakarta rose.

Hong Kong advanced, with 
embattled Chinese developer 
Country Garden soaring as much 
as 30 percent at one point as 
trading in the firm resumed after a 
nine-month suspension. It ended 
17.5 percent higher.

People walk past a sign showing the numbers for the Hang Seng 
Index in Hong Kong.  PHOTO: AFP/FILE

AFP, Davos

EU chief Ursula von der Leyen declared 
Tuesday that Europe was ready to negotiate 
with US President Donald Trump but 
the bloc will also seek to improve ties 
with China and other nations as global 
competition heats up.

Von der Leyen insisted that the United 
States remains an important partner, 
taking a conciliatory tone in a speech 
to the annual meeting of global elites in 
Davos, Switzerland.

The EU’s “first priority 
will be to engage early, 
discuss common interests, 
and be ready to negotiate” 
with Trump, she said.

“We will be pragmatic, 
but we will always stand by 
our principles. To protect 
our interests and uphold 
our values,” she said.

Trump returned to the 
White House on Monday, bringing with 
him fears he will deliver on promises to 
slap heavy tariffs on China and US allies 
including Canada and the European 
Union.

After his inauguration, Trump said he 
may impose 25 percent tariffs on Canada 
and Mexico as early as February 1.

He also announced the United States’ 

withdrawal from the Paris climate 
accord, which the European Commission 
president defended as the “best hope for 
all humanity” and vowed “Europe will stay 
the course”.

China’s Vice Premier Ding Xuexiang -- 
also a member of the Chinese Communist 
Party’s apex of power that rules the 
country -- will speak immediately after von 
der Leyen.

The EU chief reiterated her commitment 
to free trade during her speech, pointing 

to recent deals with 
Switzerland, the Latin 
American bloc Mercosur 
and Mexico.

Von der Leyen also 
said she and Indian Prime 
Minister Narendra Modi 
wanted to “upgrade” their 
partnership.

She stressed that 
Europe “must engage 
constructively with China 

-– to find solutions in our mutual interest” 
despite escalating trade tensions between 
the two.

“2025 marks 50 years of our Union’s 
diplomatic relations with China. I see it 
as an opportunity to engage and deepen 
our relationship with China, and where 
possible, even to expand our trade and 
investment ties,” she said.

At Davos, EU vows 
pragmatism with Trump

The EU’s “first 
priority will be 

to engage early, 
discuss common 

interests, and 
be ready to 

negotiate” with 
Trump

MAHMUDUL HASAN

Handset production in Bangladesh increased 
by 17.17 percent year-on-year in 2024, but 
local assemblers faced significant challenges 
due to sluggish sales and the rapid expansion 
of the grey market.

The local plants produced 2.73 crore units 
in 2024, up from 2.33 crore in 2023.

However, the production volume has 
dropped compared to the preceding years as 
it had reached an all-time high of 3.16 crore in 
2022 and 2.95 crore in 2021.

The latest increase in production did little 
to raise hopes for local assemblers as an 
increase in taxes, alongside the rise in the 
exchange rate of the US dollar against the 
taka, upended capacity expansion and profits.

Bangladesh’s journey in handset 
manufacturing began in 2017, when the 

government offered substantial tax benefits 
to encourage local production.

This policy spurred a meteoric rise in 
output, from only 40,000 handsets produced 
by Walton in 2017 to an impressive 3.16 crore 
units in 2022.

Global brands like Samsung, Oppo, Vivo, 
and Tecno established manufacturing plants 
in the country to capitalise on the growing 
market.

However, the sector experienced a sharp 
downturn in 2023, with production declining 
by 26.35 percent year-on-year.

This downturn was driven by several 
factors, including the high currency exchange 
rate, an increase in taxes, and a decrease in 
consumer purchasing power.

Consumers significantly tightened their 
spending owing to inflation remaining 
persistently high for the past two years.

The price of handsets has increased by 
about 40 percent in some cases due to the US 
dollar price hike.

Despite modest growth of 7 percent to 8 
percent in overall sales, the sector struggled 
under the weight of these challenges, said 
Rizwanul Haque, vice-president of the Mobile 
Phone Industry Owners’ Association of 
Bangladesh.

According to him, local assemblers now 
face a complex tax structure, including 
VAT of up to 7.5 percent at the factory level, 
customs duties of 8 percent to 10 percent on 
components, and an additional 5 percent VAT 
at each stage of sale.

In contrast, neighbouring countries like 
India benefit from lower tax rates, making 
their products more competitive.

The dominance of distributors and 
retailers further squeezed local producers’ 
profitability.

Meanwhile, the grey market, offering 
cheaper, often smuggled phones, continues to 
expand unchecked, undermining legitimate 
sales, Haque said.

According to the association, the grey 
market now accounts for 35 percent of the 
total handset demand in Bangladesh.

Bangladesh’s potential to become a 
regional manufacturing hub faces significant 
hurdles. Countries like India and Pakistan 
are advancing in component manufacturing, 
with policies favouring relocation and 
investment from China, added Haque.

Local assemblers add only about 20 
percent value as critical components like 
chips, displays, cameras, RAM, and batteries 
are imported.

To compete, Bangladesh must address 
its high tax regime, strengthen local supply 
chains, and focus on political stability to 
attract investment and bring stability to the 
industry, he said.

HANDSET PRODUCTION 
rose 17% in 2024 but 

challenges persist

CURRENT STATE
of mobile manufacturing

CHALLENGES
Price spiral

Expansion of grey market

Unaffordability

Political uncertainty

SECTOR AT A GLANCE

17 handset plants set up 
since 2017

Local value addition 15% 
to 20%

Handset 
manufacturing
(In lakh units); SOURCE: BTRC
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Production 
increased by 
17.17% in 2024

Local production 
dropped by 27% 
in 2023

Costly dollar 
contributed to 
price hike

It’s still lower 
than an all-time 
high in 2022

Sales in 2024 
increased 
about 10%

Industry witnessed 
first downturn 
in 2023

VAT at sales 
stage raised 
prices

Countries like 
India and Pakistan 
are advancing 
in component 
manufacturing, 

with policies 
favouring 

relocation and 
investment from 

China
Rizwanul Haque  
Vice-president of 

Mobile Phone Industry 
Owners’ Association of 

Bangladesh


