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Under-invoicing skews 
cardamom market

Consumers pay three times the import rate
MOHAMMAD SUMAN, Chattogram

Chattogram-based Especia 
International Trading received the 
delivery of a 10-tonne cardamom 
consignment in mid-January. 
The trader declared the 
import price at $7.5 per 
kilogramme.

After adding 
import expenses, 
customs duties, 
and shipping 
charges, the 
price of the spice 
reached around 
Tk 1,450 per kg. 

But the company 
sold the spice at 
Tk 4,200 per kg in 
wholesale, while the prices 
rose to Tk 4,500 in retail.

Compared to the import cost, 
cardamom is being sold at more 
than three times the price in the 
retail market.

Is the import price of cardamom 
really $7.5 per kg? 

Although cardamom is an 
essential spice item, a steep 59 

percent duty is levied on its import. 
Market insiders say this prompts 
importers to bring in the item 
through under-invoicing to evade 
the duty, with declared prices as low 
as $7.5 per kg against actual costs of 

$15-$20.  
When contacted, 
Tanmoy Das, the 

proprietor of Especia 
I n t e r n a t i o n a l 
Trading, declined 
to comment on the 
issue.

S e v e r a l 
importers, speaking 

on condition of 
anonymity, said that 

the actual import cost 
ranges from $15 to $20 per 

kg.
However, to evade duties, they 

declare only $7 to $7.5 per kg 
through banking channels, while 
the remaining payment is made 
via informal money transfers or 
hundi.

They further explained that the 
product carries around 59 percent 
customs duty, amounting to Tk 540 

per kg of cardamom. If the actual 
import price was declared, the duty 
payable would rise to Tk 1,100 to Tk 
1,150 per kg.

The importers argue that 
cardamom should be classified as a 
necessary item rather than a luxury 
product and that the duty rate 
should be reduced to 20 percent to 
30 percent from the existing rate of 
59 percent.

Reducing the tax burden 
would encourage truthful import 
declarations, as the high duty 
rate is the main reason for the 
underreporting, they claimed.

Shah Alam, a retailer at Riazuddin 
Bazar, stated that consumers are not 
reaping any benefits, even though 
cardamom was being imported 
through tax evasion.

Importers have raised the price of 
cardamom by Tk 200 per kg in the 
past few days without any reason, he 
added.

Evidence of under-invoicing in 
cardamom imports has surfaced, 
but customs officials have yet to 
confirm the matter.

READ MORE ON B2 

A variety of spices are on display at a footpath stall in Dhaka. Although cardamom is an essential spice item, 
a steep 59 percent duty is levied on its import. Market insiders say this prompts importers to bring in the item 
through under-invoicing to evade the duty. PHOTO: STAR/FILE

Govt revises 
down forex 
reserve target
REJAUL KARIM BYRON and MAHMUDUL HASAN

The interim government has revised its aim for 
foreign exchange reserves, saying it expects to 
have $28.6 billion by June this year, capitalising on 
strong growth in inward remittances, exports, and 
budgetary support from development partners.

The budget initially set a target of $31.6 billion, 
based on the central bank’s gross calculation.

As of January 29, the gross forex reserve stood 
at $25.32 billion, down from $26.20 billion in June 
last year, according to Bangladesh Bank (BB).

Bangladesh Bank now publishes two types of 
forex reserve figures—one of which is based on a 
calculation method advised by the International 
Monetary Fund, known as BPM6. Based on this, 
reserves stood at $19.97 billion as of January 29.

On Wednesday, the finance ministry presented 
the revised forex reserve and other macroeconomic 
indicators at a meeting at the Chief Adviser’s Office, 
chaired by Chief Adviser Prof Muhammad Yunus.

To meet the revised target, forex reserves need 
to increase by $3.28 billion by June.

According to the finance ministry, substantial 
growth in remittances and exports will help 
increase the forex reserve.

There is also a high possibility of receiving $2.5 
billion in budgetary support from three major 
development partners, including the International 
Monetary Fund, the Asian Development Bank, and 
the World Bank, by June.

Other bilateral and multilateral budgetary 
support is expected to contribute an additional 
$500 million to the forex reserve. READ MORE ON B3 

Cooking oil goes 
missing from grocery 

shelves, again
SUKANTA HALDER and  

MD NAZRUL ISLAM

Kitchen markets, including those 
in the capital Dhaka, are facing a 
shortage of both branded bottled 
and non-branded loose soybean 
oil, prompting prices to spike 
and causing frustration among 
consumers already struggling with 
stubbornly high inflation.

Retailers and wholesalers in 
several markets in major cities, 
including Dhaka, Chattogram and 
Barishal, said the oil supply has 
been reduced after the government 
rejected refiners’ requests to raise 
prices last month.

Local refiners then cited 
increased import costs as the 
reason for seeking higher prices.

Now, the supply shortage forces 
consumers to search from store 
to store for oil, a commodity for 
which Bangladesh heavily relies 
on imports to meet its annual 
requirement of 24 lakh tonnes.

“I was able to buy bottled soybean 
oil at the third store I visited, as I 
couldn’t find it in the first two stores 
in my locality,” said Sabbir Hossain, a 
resident of Mirpur-10 in the capital.

“However, only 5-litre bottles 
were available. I had no choice but to 
buy that, even though I was looking 
for a smaller one,” he added.

In December last year, bottled 
soybean oil disappeared from local 
kitchen markets. The situation 
normalised after authorities 
approved price hikes for the 
cooking staple.

“The government should 
investigate the matter to find the 
cause of this situation,” Hossain 

added.
Several kilometres away from 

Mirpur-10, at Karwan Bazar, one 
of the largest kitchen markets in 
the capital, retailer Hazi Mizan said 
he is getting only 25 percent of the 
bottled soybean oil he needs daily.

Other wholesalers also reported 
receiving as little as 30 percent of 
their daily demand.

“I have heard that refiners want 
to increase prices before Ramadan,” 
Mizan said.

The edible oil market, which 
remained relatively stable until the 
third week of January, has responded 
to the latest supply shortage.

According to official data, the 
price of bottled soybean oil per litre 
is now Tk 175 to Tk 176, marking 
a 1 percent increase over the past 
month.

Over the past week, the price 

of loose soybean oil per litre rose 
nearly 4 percent, reaching Tk 180-
Tk 182 yesterday, up from Tk 174-
Tk 175 per litre earlier, according 
to retail price data compiled by the 
state-run Trading Corporation of 
Bangladesh (TCB).

Retail prices of 2-litre bottles of 
soybean oil, as well as palm oil and 
rice bran oil, have also risen. For 
instance, a 1-litre bottle of rice bran 
oil increased by 6.41 percent to Tk 
205-Tk 210 yesterday.

Wholesalers said the supply 
of soybean oil began to decline 
and its prices started to rise after 
the commerce ministry, during a 
meeting on January 22, advised 
refiners to refrain from increasing 
prices ahead of Ramadan—the 
month of fasting when cooking oil 
consumption nearly doubles.

Price trends of cooking oil
Average retail price per litre in Dhaka; SOURCE: TCB

Loose palm oil Loose soybean oil Bottled soybean oil

Feb 6, 2024 Jan 6, 2025 Feb 6, 2025

1
3

0

1
5

6
.5

1
5

2
.5 1
6

4

1
8

1

1
7

5
.5

1
7

4

1
6

1
.5

1
7

1
.5

READ MORE ON B3 

Private sector 
credit growth 
slowest since  
at least 2015
STAR BUSINESS REPORT

Private sector credit growth decelerated to its slowest pace 
in at least 11 years due to uncertainty in the investment 
environment following the recent political changeover.

In December last year, credit flow to private firms 
grew 7.28 percent, the lowest growth since at least 2015, 
according to data of the Bangladesh Bank.

The flow of credit to the private sector increased 7.66 
percent in November.

The current investment environment, banks’ go-
slow strategy after the political changeover, persistent 
inflation, an increasing lending rate, and lacklustre loan 
recovery weighed on credit growth, industry insiders said.

“Investors, both local and foreign, do not invest without 
predictability,” said Fahmida Khatun, executive director 
of the Centre for Policy Dialogue.

She said that historically, private investment remained 
almost stagnant, between 23 percent and 24 percent of 
the country’s GDP, over the past decade for multiple 
reasons, including bureaucratic red tape, corruption and 
infrastructural bottlenecks.

At the end of December last year, total outstanding 
loans with the private sector stood at Tk 1,685,077 crore.

The central bank data showed that December’s growth 
was 2.52 percentage points lower than the target of 9.80 
percent for the July-December period of 2024.

Private sector credit growth has slowed due to several 
local and global factors, such as persistent inflation, a weak 
law and order situation, and the lack of uninterrupted 
power and gas supplies.

Another reason for the slowdown in credit growth is 
the repeated hikes to the policy rate, which have caused 
lending rates to increase. READ FULL STORY ONLINE
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Under-invoicing
FROM PAGE B1

They say verifying under 
or over-invoicing requires 
cross-checking import 
documents, banking 
records, packaging 
lists, invoice copies, and 
shipping papers through 
the exporting firm.

However, the process is 
time-consuming and does 
not always yield accurate 
results.

To address this, 
customs officials rely on 
the product’s selling price 
in the local market to 
estimate its actual import 
value, as per customs 
valuation rules.

Using a general market 
assessment method, they 
adjust the valuation price 
of imported goods to 
prevent revenue loss and 
curb duty evasion, customs 
sources said.

Mohammad Qausar 
Alam Patwary, deputy 
commissioner of Custom 
House, Chattogram, told 
The Daily Star that they 

were aware of importers 
underreporting costs 
compared to actual import 
expenses.

“A committee has been 
formed to investigate the 
matter, and they have 
collected the wholesale and 
retail prices of the goods. 
However, the committee 
has not yet submitted its 
report, and further action 
will be taken once it is 
received,” he said.

He added that he was 
unaware of the exact 
market prices gathered 
by the committee and 
that further clarity would 
come after the report was 
submitted.

A customs official who 
participated in the market 
assessment, speaking on 
condition of anonymity, 
stated that their survey 
found the wholesale price 
of cardamom ranging from 
Tk 4,000 to Tk 4,500 per 
kg, with premium varieties 
priced even higher.

International 
tourism fair 
begins in Dhaka
STAR BUSINESS DESK

The three-day international tourism fair titled 
“US-Bangla Airlines Dhaka Travel Mart 2025” 
kicked off at the Pan Pacific Sonargaon Dhaka 
yesterday.

Mohd Shuhada Othman, the Malaysian high 
commissioner to Bangladesh, inaugurated the fair 
as the chief guest, according to a press release.

Over 50 organisations from the UAE, Iran, the 
Maldives, Malaysia, Thailand, Nepal, Jordan, India, 
and Bangladesh are showcasing their products 
and services at the fair. 

Biman Bangladesh Airlines is offering a 
15 percent discount on airfare for travel to 10 
destinations in their international network. 

Online travel agency Firsttrip is offering one 
free air ticket against the purchase of one to any 
domestic destination on US-Bangla Airlines and 
Air Astra. Other participants are also offering 
discounts on air tickets, tour packages, hotel and 
resort rooms, and more.

SM Lablur Rahman, member of finance at the 
Civil Aviation Authority of Bangladesh, attended 
the 20th edition of the fair as the special guest. 
The event is organised by the Bangladesh Monitor.

US-Bangla Airlines, a private sector carrier of 
the country, is supporting the event as the title 
sponsor. Biman Bangladesh Airlines and Mutual 
Trust Bank (MTB) PLC have joined as the airline 
partner and banking partner, respectively. The 
tourism fair is powered by the leading online travel 
agency Firsttrip and travel company Akij Air.

Gold holds near record peak
REUTERS

Gold prices edged higher on Thursday, 
hovering near record highs hit in the 
previous session, as tensions in the China-
US trade war lifted safe-haven demand, 
while investors awaited the US jobs data 
for clues on the future direction of interest 
rates.

Spot gold was up 0.1 percent at 
$2,868.94 per ounce, by 0507 GMT, after 
hitting an all-time peak of $2,882.16 in the 

previous session. US gold futures shed 0.2 
percent to $2,887.90.

“Investors are trying not to miss this 
rally as they place their position because 
they are happy with the returns. That’s the 
reason why it’s hitting successive highs,” 
said Soni Kumari, a commodity strategist 
at ANZ.

“Bullion could hit the $3,000 level soon 
... however, what could make the market 
consolidate will be some clarity on trade 
ties or easing trade tensions.”

Standard Chartered advocates 
collective climate action
STAR BUSINESS DESK

The current model of development 
requires a critical reevaluation. Rather 
than prioritising development and 
investment as the core focus, we must 
shift our attention to sustainability, 
nature, natural resources, and 
communities, said Syeda Rizwana Hasan, 
adviser to the Ministry of Environment, 
Forest and Climate Change.

She made the comment while 
speaking at a workshop, organised by 
Standard Chartered Bangladesh, at the 

Westin Dhaka recently, according to a 
press release.

“It’s time to redefine what development 
and investment truly mean by placing 
these essential elements at the centre of 
our approach,” Hasan said.

The workshop, titled “Catalysing 
Climate Adaptation Action and 
Mobilising Investment,” brought 
together leading policymakers, financial 
institutions, development partners, and 
private sector representatives to discuss 
the urgent need for climate adaptation 
investments. 

Syeda Rizwana Hasan, adviser to the Ministry of Environment, Forest and Climate 
Change, Sarah Cooke, the British high commissioner to Bangladesh, and Naser 
Ezaz Bijoy, chief executive officer of Standard Chartered Bangladesh, pose for 
photographs at a workshop, styled “Catalysing Climate Adaptation Action and 
Mobilising Investment” at The Westin Dhaka recently. PHOTO: STANDARD CHARTERED

Md Abdur Rahman Khan, secretary to the Internal Resources Division and chairman 
of the National Board of Revenue, Sheikh Mohammad Maroof, managing director 
of Dhaka Bank, and Mahtab Uddin Ahmed, president of the Institute of Cost and 
Management Accountants of Bangladesh, pose for photographs during the launch of 
a co-branded credit card at the ICMAB office in Dhaka recently. 

STAR BUSINESS DESK

Dhaka Bank PLC and the Institute of Cost and 
Management Accountants of Bangladesh (ICMAB) 
recently launched a co-branded vertical Mastercard 
credit card for ICMAB members.

Md Abdur Rahman Khan, secretary to the Internal 
Resources Division and chairman of the National 
Board of Revenue, attended the launch of the card at 
the ICMAB office in Dhaka, according to a press release.

Sheikh Mohammad Maroof, managing director 
of the bank, said, “This joint venture will add a new 
dimension to the lifestyle of cardholders, allowing 
them to benefit from transactions both within the 
country and overseas.”

Mahtab Uddin Ahmed, president of ICMAB, said, 
“We will continue to work on strengthening our 
association with Dhaka Bank PLC and Mastercard to 
provide added value to them.” PHOTO: DHAKA BANK

Dhaka Bank, ICMAB launch co-branded credit card

Eastern Bank launches  
co-branded credit card

STAR BUSINESS DESK

Eastern Bank PLC (EBL) and the Institute 
of Chartered Secretaries of Bangladesh 
(ICSB) recently launched the EBL-ICSB 
Visa co-branded credit card at the bank’s 
head office in Dhaka.

Ali Reza Iftekhar, managing director 
and CEO of EBL, attended the launch of 
the card, according to a press release.

“This collaboration between EBL and 
ICSB brings exclusive benefits and financial 
flexibility to ICSB members, employees, and 
students through the globally recognized 
Visa platform,” said Iftekhar.

“The EBL-ICSB Visa credit card offers 

a range of privileges to meet the financial 
needs of chartered secretaries, further 
empowering them in their professional 
and personal financial journeys,” he added.

The newly launched co-brand card 
offers innovative solutions tailored to 
meet the specific needs of ICSB members.

M Khorshed Anowar, deputy managing 
director and head of retail and SME 
Banking of the bank; Ziaul Karim, head 
of communications and external affairs; 
M Nurul Alam, acting president of ICSB; 
AKM Mushfiqur Rahman, vice-president; 
and Mohammad Abdullah Al Mamun, 
treasurer, along with other councilors and 
members of ICSB, were also present.

Ali Reza Iftekhar, managing director and CEO of Eastern Bank PLC, and M Nurul 
Alam, acting president of the Institute of Chartered Secretaries of Bangladesh, 
attend the launch of the co-branded credit card at the bank’s head office in 
Dhaka recently.  PHOTO: EASTERN BANK

READ FULL STORY ONLINE
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BATBC’s profit drops yet it  
offers higher dividends

STAR BUSINESS REPORT

British American Tobacco Bangladesh 
Company (BATBC), the country’s top 
tobacco producer, registered a lower year-
on-year profit in 2024, yet announced 
higher dividends for shareholders.

Its profit dropped 2 percent to Tk 
1,750 crore. The company did not publish 
the reason for the drop while posting a 
disclosure on the Dhaka Stock Exchange 
(DSE) website yesterday.

At the same time, BATBC’s earnings per 
share (EPS) stood at Tk 32.42, compared 
to Tk 33.11 in the previous year.

Although its profit dropped, the board 
of directors of the company announced 
a 150 percent cash dividend, taking the 
total dividend for the year to 300 percent, 
including an interim dividend of 150 
percent.

In 2023, BATBC provided a 100 percent 
cash dividend for its shareholders.

Yesterday, the company’s stock price 
dropped by around one percent to Tk 350 
at the DSE.

At the end of the year, the net asset 
value per share of the company rose to Tk 
106.88, up from Tk 99.33 in the previous 
year. The company’s net operating 
cash flow per share surged to Tk 32.07, 

compared to Tk 18.90 in the previous 
year, the data showed.

Its record date, meaning the day a 
company finalises the list of shareholders 
eligible for the forthcoming dividend 
distribution, is February 26, 2025.

To provide the dividend, the company 
will virtually hold an annual general 
meeting on March 25.

Sponsors and directors of the company 
hold around 72.91 percent of its total 
shares, while the government holds 0.64 
percent and institutional investors 13.81 
percent.

Its foreign investors and general 
investors hold 4.52 percent and 8.13 
percent of the shares, respectively.

The cigarette company—which got 
listed in 1944—holds a paid-up capital 
of Tk 540 crore. Its reserves and surplus 
stood at Tk 4,862 crore.

BATBC profits 
(In crore taka) 

SOURCE: 
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Govt revises down
FROM PAGE B1

These prospects have made the 
finance ministry optimistic about 
increasing the reserve.

However, Zahid Hussain, former 
lead economist at the World Bank 
Dhaka Office, expressed scepticism 
about reaching the target.

“It’s true that exports and 
remittances are growing and that 
there is a high possibility of receiving 
budget support from development 
partners, but Bangladesh must pay 
various outstanding bills, including 
those for power, energy, and fertiliser 
imports,” he said.

“The government will have to 
import fuel and LNG (liquefied 
natural gas) to ensure uninterrupted 
electricity in the upcoming summer. 
Additionally, payments must be made 
for imports from India, including 
Adani Power,” he said.

He noted that a significant quantity 
of fertiliser must be imported for the 
Boro season, meaning much of the 

budget support would be used to 
meet these expenses.  

“So, it will be difficult to raise the 
reserve by more than $3 billion from 
current levels,” said Hussain.

The government has also 
revised its export growth target to 
10 percent, up from 8 percent in 
the original budget. Meanwhile, 
remittance growth has been revised 
to 15 percent, doubling from the 
initial target of 7 percent.

Hussain described this as a modest 
and achievable target.

“The export sector has also 
witnessed satisfactory growth in 
the first six months despite labour 
protests, factory closures in the RMG 
sector, and violence,” he said.

According to the central bank’s 
balance of payments statistics, 
exports grew by 11 percent in the first 
six months of the current fiscal year.

Meanwhile, remittances increased 
by 27.56 percent during the same 
period.

Cooking oil goes missing from grocery shelves
FROM PAGE B1

“We are receiving only about 15 to 
20 percent of the daily demand for 
soybean oil in our stores,” said Sabbir 
Hasan Nasir, managing director of 
ACI Logistics Ltd, which runs the 
country’s largest supermarket chain, 
Shwapno.

“We have heard that refineries are 
unable to make a profit. The price 
they paid for the oil is higher, and 
selling at the government-fixed price 
leaves them with no profit,” he added.

Globally, prices of both palm oil 
and soybean oil increased in the 
October-December quarter of 2024 
compared to the previous quarter.

Palm oil prices rose 22 percent 
to $1,145 per tonne in the October-
December period, up from $937 per 
tonne in the previous quarter.

Similarly, soybean oil prices 
increased by 10 percent to $1,101 
per tonne, according to World Bank 
Commodities Price Data.

To contain cooking oil prices, the 

interim government reduced value-
added tax (VAT) twice, cutting it to 5 
percent from 15 percent after taking 
office in August. On December 9, 
the authorities allowed refiners to 
increase prices.

Abul Hashem, an edible oil 
wholesaler in Moulvibazar, one of the 
major wholesale commodity markets 
in the capital, said supplies improved 
slightly after the December price 
hike.

Currently, only 25 percent of the 
required oil is available, with one 
refiner supplying over half of the 
demand, he added.

The government should investigate 
whether the rejection of refiners’ 
demands this year led to the latest 
supply reduction, he said.

Abu Bakar Siddique, a wholesaler 
at Karwan Bazar, said some refiners 
are compelling them to buy other 
products to get soybean oil supplies.

“Otherwise, they do not deliver the 
cooking oil,” he said.

Traders in Chattogram and 
Barishal raised similar concerns.

Md Ismail Hossain, a retail trader 
at Kazir Deuri market in Chattogram, 
claimed that all brands have reduced 
the supply of bottled soybean oil.

He said that previously, company 
agents supplied products four times 
a month, but now they are delivering 
only once a month.

“Moreover, even with cash 
payments, products are not readily 
available,” he said. Pana Saha, a shop 
owner in Barishal city, reported a 
similar supply crunch.

WHAT REFINERS SAY

Biswajit Saha, director of corporate 
and regulatory affairs at City Group, 
which markets the Teer brand of oil, 
said that their daily supply of soybean 
oil to the market remains unchanged 
at 1,507 tonnes, even under current 
conditions.

“We regularly provide all supply-
related data to the government’s 
monitoring cells and intelligence 

agencies. They also visit the factory to 
ensure that the supply to the market 
is being carried out properly,” he 
added.

For comment, The Daily Star 
approached Mustafa Haider, group 
director of TK Group, a leading 
importer and commodity processor 
marketing the Pushti brand. 
However, he did not respond to calls 
or messages.

Taslim Shahriar, senior assistant 
general manager at Meghna Group 
of Industries, another commodity 
importer and processor which 
markets the Fresh brand of oil, said 
the current shortage is temporary.

“We have purchased a large 
quantity of soybean oil. The supply will 
normalise before Ramadan,” he said.

Mohd Dabirul Islam Didar, head of 
finance and accounts at Bangladesh 
Edible Oil Limited (BEOL), said their 
supply of Rupchanda brand soybean 
oil to the local market remains 
normal.

Agro-processors 
warn of price hike if 
VAT not revised
STAR BUSINESS REPORT

The Bangladesh Agro-Processors Association (BAPA) 
yesterday warned that the prices of processed food products 
will soon rise if the government does not revert the current 
value-added tax (VAT) and duty rates to their previous levels.

“If this issue is not resolved within the next few days, we 
will be forced to increase our product prices,” said BAPA 
President MA Hashem. Citing how higher VAT and duty 
rates have reduced their earnings, he questioned whether 
the country’s processed food industry would survive 
much longer if it keeps incurring such losses.

Hashem made these remarks while speaking to 
reporters at the National Board of Revenue (NBR) 
headquarters in Agargaon, Dhaka, following his second 
meeting with NBR Chairman Md Abdur Rahman Khan.

Agro-businesses had raised concerns after the NBR 
decided to increase VAT and supplementary duties (SD) on 
nearly 100 goods and services on January 9. Later, the tax 
administrator retracted its decision on nine items.

READ FULL STORY ONLINE
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Dhaka stocks 
extend gain  
for sixth day
STAR BUSINESS REPORT

Dhaka stocks continued their gaining streak for a sixth 
consecutive trading day yesterday despite experiencing a 
lower turnover than that on the previous day.   

The DSEX, the benchmark index of Dhaka Stock 
Exchange, gained 9.11 points, or 0.17 percent, to close at 
5,179.17.

The country’s premier bourse exhibited mixed 
performance across its other indices. The DSES index, 
which tracks Shariah-compliant companies, increased by 
0.05 percent to 1,147 points. Conversely, the DS30 index, 
representing blue-chip firms, declined by 0.07 percent to 
1,912 points.

Among the securities to undergo trade, 195 advanced, 
147 declined, and 53 remained unchanged.

Despite posting gains, turnover declined more than 
8 percent to Tk 429.65 crore at the end of yesterday’s 
trading session. Metro Spinning topped the gainers’ list, 
surging 10 percent, while Khulna Printing & Packaging 
saw the biggest drop, falling over 9 percent. 

Services and real estate, non-bank financial institutions 
(NBFIs), and textiles were the top three sectors that closed 
in the positive territory. In contrast, paper and printing, 
ceramics, and food and allied were the top three that 
closed in the negative territory.

Large-cap sectors exhibited mixed performance. 
NBFIs experienced the highest gain of 2.16 percent, 
followed by fuel and power sector at 1.20 percent, and 
telecommunications at 0.38 percent. 

Regulation without 
enforcement

MAHTAB UDDIN AHMED

Thinking about building your dream home in a 
prominent real estate compound? Brace yourself for a 
mountain of rules that, surprise, primarily benefit the 
authority. RAJUK’s official regulations? Think of them 
as background noise. Disobey real estate company rules, 
and you might lose your roof. Meanwhile, local “tough 
guys” across town enforce their own “law” with truly 
more consistency than the country’s actual rules, which 
exist for show. And guess what? The big fish in other 
industries do the same thing, taking full advantage of law 
enforcement whenever possible.

The Bangladesh Competition Act 2012 ensures 
fair competition, consumer protection, and market 
innovation. It created the Bangladesh Competition 
Commission (BCC) to combat anti-competitive practices 
like collusion, cartels, and dominance abuse. The act 
aims to prevent restrictive agreements, curb predatory 
power, safeguard consumers, and foster economic growth 
through transparent markets.

However, the BCC, formed in 2016, consists solely of 
administrative bureaucrats, lacking experts in law or 
economics -- a clear non-compliance with Section 7(3) 
of the act. Calls for reconstitution demand specialists to 
ensure the commission operates effectively. After all, fair 
competition needs referees well-versed in the rulebook.

For eight years, the BTRC was the sole regulator 
addressing competition, introducing the Significant 
Market Power (SMP) concept for one MNO and one tower 
company. However, this failed to support smaller players. 
In mobile financial services (MFS), the once-praised market 
leader is now seen as a competition barrier. Commodity 
discussions focus more on talk than action. Despite 
concerns, the central bank or commerce ministry hesitates 
to intervene while the BCC and other regulators remain 
silent. This inaction harms consumer welfare, allowing 
unchecked dominance in key markets and stifling fair 

competition, ultimately limiting 
consumer choices and innovation.

Many, including regulators, 
often misunderstand the 

purpose of competition law. 
During my tenure as CEO 
of a telecom company, the 
leading telecom operator 
was designated as having 
significant market power. 

However, some, including 
BTRC officials, argued the 

dominance was a result of 
being “smarter” and making 

faster strategic investments, like 
their fibre deal with Bangladesh 

Railway, questioning why success warranted regulatory 
intervention. Despite the SMP declaration, the leading 
MNO’s market share remained unaffected.

This reflects a fundamental misinterpretation of 
competition law. It doesn’t penalise success but prevents 
undue dominance that harms consumers and marginalises 
smaller competitors. Currently, other operators struggle 
to profit despite significant investments. If unchecked, 
Bangladesh risks following India’s path, where 12 telecom 
providers consolidated into four, potentially shrinking 
further to two major players. This would allow the 
dominant player to dictate prices, harming consumers and 
deterring investors. Protecting smaller operators ensures 
a fair market, benefiting consumers and encouraging 
healthy competition and investment.

Competition authorities worldwide impose hefty fines 
to curb anticompetitive practices. The EU penalised 
Google, Microsoft and Intel billions while in the US, Apple 
paid $400 million for e-book price-fixing and airlines 
faced collusion fines. India’s CCI enforces fair competition, 
fining Google $162 million (Android) and $113 million 
(Play Store), DLF $110 million for unfair homebuyer terms, 
and automakers $400 million for restricted spare parts.

Strengthen the BCC by appointing independent 
experts in law, economics, and industry. Establish 
transparent investigation guidelines, penalise violations 
swiftly, and encourage regulator collaboration. Conduct 
market studies to remove barriers, foster competition and 
safeguard consumer interests by ensuring fair prices and 
genuine choices through strict monitoring.

The BCC remains nothing more than a showpiece -- 
loud when needed but powerless in reality. While other 
countries actively crack down on big players, we are still 
debating if market dominance is just “smart business”. 
Fair prices? Real innovation? Consumer protection? 
Keep dreaming. And let’s not forget that both the biggest 
players in telecom and MFS are backed by NGOs, which 
aligns with the interests of today’s NGO-minded advisors. 
So, it’s safe to say the BCC will stay in its deep, comfortable 
sleep for a long time.

The author is president of the Institute of Cost and 
Management Accountants of Bangladesh and founder 
of BuildCon Consultancies Ltd

Container transport remains 
suspended at Ctg port for second day

Drivers of prime movers go on fresh strike

STAFF CORRESPONDENT, Ctg

Container movement to and from 
Chattogram port remained suspended for 
the second consecutive day as transport 
workers again went on work abstention 
yesterday morning -- just four hours after 
they had withdrawn their previous strike.

Drivers of container-carrying prime 
movers resumed work at 6:00am 
yesterday after a 34-hour work abstention.

However, they once again stopped 
operating their vehicles at 10:00am, 
alleging that the district administration 
did not keep its word as it failed to meet 
one of the key demands made by the 
prime movers.

This development severely impacted 
the port’s operations.

One vessel left the port yesterday after 
postponing its scheduled departure by a 
day, but it left behind a significant volume 
of export containers as they could not be 
transported to the port in time.

Three other vessels also deferred their 
scheduled departures yesterday.

The Colombo-bound vessel, AS Sicilia, 
had initially postponed its departure on 
Wednesday, expecting the stalemate to 

be resolved by nightfall so that it could 
receive a substantial volume of exports. 

However, according to port sources, 
the vessel, which was scheduled to take a 
total of 786 TEUs (twenty-foot equivalent 
units) of export-laden containers, was 
only able to receive 545 TEUs.

Two other Colombo-bound vessels 
-- HR Shahare and HR Hera -- were also 
scheduled to depart the port yesterday.

An official of Karnaphuli Shipping, the 
local shipping agent of the two vessels, 
stated that HR Shahare, which berthed at 
the port jetty on Tuesday afternoon, had 
bookings for 900 TEUs of export-laden 
containers, but was only able to load 20 
TEUs.

Not a single export container could be 
transported from private depots due to 
the non-operation of prime movers, the 
official added.

Meanwhile, HR Hera was only able to 
receive 30 TEUs out of its booked 200 
TEUs.

Additionally, the Singapore-bound 
vessel Yuan Xiang Fa Zhan postponed 
its departure as only 8 TEUs of export 
containers out of the scheduled 60 could 
be loaded onto the vessel.

Transport workers again went on work abstention yesterday morning -- just four 
hours after they had withdrawn their previous strike. The photo was taken on 
Wednesday. PHOTO: RAJIB RAIHAN

US trade 
gap swells
AFP, Washington

The US trade gap swelled 
last year to its second-
largest on record, 
government data showed 
Wednesday, as deficits 
come under the spotlight 
with President Donald 
Trump’s return to the 
White House.

In 2024, the overall 
US trade deficit grew to 
$918.4 billion, widening 
17 percent from 2023 as 
imports ballooned more 
than exports, said the 
Commerce Department.

The trade deficit in 
goods also reached a new 
record for the year, in 
official data going back to 
1960.

The high figures 
could attract renewed 
scrutiny under the new 
US administration, with 
Trump already threatening 
tariffs on major US partners 
over trade imbalances and 
other issues.

Over the weekend, 
Trump announced fresh 
duties on the United States’ 
three biggest trading 
partners in goods -- 
Canada, Mexico and China 

-- before reaching deals 
with Canada and Mexico to 
halt the levies for a month 
as talks continued.

Chief among his 
justifications were 
concerns over illegal 
immigration and the flow 
of deadly fentanyl across 
US borders, but he has 
previously also pointed to 
America’s trade deficits 
with its neighbors.

Stock markets wavered 
as tariffs targeting Beijing 
came into effect Tuesday, 
with an accompanying 
suspension of duty-free 
exemptions for low value 
parcels sparking worry.

With Beijing’s 
announced retaliation, 
economies are on edge over 
the prospect of broadening 
trade wars.

For all of last year, 
imports jumped by 6.6 
percent or $253.3 billion 
while exports increased 3.9 
percent by $119.8 billion.

Driving the growth 
in goods exports were 
products like computer 
accessories and 
semiconductors, while 
travel was a key factor 
behind services exports 
growth.

Imports surged on the 
back of goods like consumer 
goods, computers and 
semiconductors, as well as 
foods.

In 2024, the 
overall US trade 

deficit grew to 
$918.4 billion, 

widening 17 
percent from 

2023 as imports 
ballooned more 

than exports

Abul Khair Steel aims to 
cut ecological footprint

JAGARAN CHAKMA and DWAIPAYAN BARUA

Steel factories are often seen as some of the 
biggest culprits of environmental pollution 
due to their massive energy consumption, 
heavy water use and harmful emissions.  

However, by placing environmental 
responsibility alongside growth at the core of 
its business, Abul Khair Steel (AKS) is showing 
how heavy industrial manufacturing can still 
minimise its ecological footprint.  

In Chattogram’s Sitakunda area, two AKS 
factories are producing steel while adopting 
rainwater harvesting and utilising solar power.  

Located by the Dhaka-Chattogram 
highway, these factories, which produce 
long and flat steel, are equipped with fume 
treatment facilities that remove harmful 
particles from emissions before releasing 
them into the atmosphere.  

The long steel plant, spanning 750 acres, 
features two rainwater reservoirs covering 
over 50 acres. 

The flat steel unit occupies 300 acres.  
The long steel plant alone requires nearly 

200,000 litres of water per hour -- enough to 
fill two Olympic-sized swimming pools daily.  

Instead of depleting groundwater 
resources, AKS depends on rainwater 
harvesting, as its two reservoirs on 50 acres in 
nearby hilly areas ensure a year-round water 
supply.  

“Our commitment is to ensure that every 
drop of water used in our production cycle 
is either harvested or recycled,” said Imran 
Momin, chief executive officer of AKS, during 
a recent media interaction at the Sitakunda 
facility.  

“This not only reduces our environmental 
footprint but also sets an example for other 
industries to follow,” he said.  

To address air pollution at the steelmaking 
units, AKS has installed an advanced fume 
treatment facility that captures harmful 
particulates and neutralises pollutants before 

releasing them into the atmosphere.  
Momin said this technology improves 

air quality, benefiting both workers and the 
surrounding community.  

To further reduce its carbon footprint, AKS 
has also installed a 12-megawatt solar power 
facility for its steel factories.  

“We do not see environmental responsibility 
as a burden but as a necessary investment 
for the future,” Momin said. “Cleaner 
productions lead to long-term economic 
benefits, including energy efficiency and 
reduced waste.”  

For melting scrap, refining it and producing 
long steel, AKS also has Thermo-Mechanical 
Treatment (TMT) technology and an Electric 
Arc Furnace (EAF) refining facility.  

Besides, the company operates the 
country’s largest oxygen plant, optimising 
the steel refining process.  

Since entering the flat steel manufacturing 
sector in 1993, AKS has continuously 
expanded its product range.  

The company’s production basket includes 
corrugated iron sheets (CI sheets), colour-
coated steel, zincalume (aluminium and 
zinc-coated steel), galvanised plain sheets (GP 
sheets), cold-rolled coils (CR coils) and fibre 
sheets.  

With an annual flat steel production 
capacity of 6.4 lakh tonnes, AKS products are 
widely used in both residential and industrial 
applications.  

The company imports hot-rolled coils 
from Japan, Korea and China as raw materials 
for its flat steel factory.  

The company’s flagship brand, “Goru 

Marka Dhew Tin,” a galvanised corrugated 
(GC) sheet, has been the leading local market 
brand for over 20 years.  

Currently, AKS plans to introduce 
additional galvanising and colour-coating 
corrugated sheet lines to cater to both local 
and international markets, according to 
company officials.  

At present, Bangladesh meets a large 
portion of its flat steel demand for the 
electronics and automobile industries by 
imports from China and India.  

AKS looks to reduce this dependency 
by increasing domestic production. 
Company officials said AKS is making 
significant investments in new facilities and 
infrastructure to achieve this goal.  

With the addition of unit-2, the 
consolidated annual long steel production 
capacity will reach 3 million tonnes of 
reinforced steel bars, making AKS the largest 
steel-making plant in South Asia, according 
to AKS CEO Momin.  

While AKS’s main focus remains on 
meeting domestic demand, the company also 
sees export potential for its products.  

With growing international recognition 
for Bangladeshi steel, AKS has already begun 
sending product samples for verification in 
the United States.  

“Our policy is to first ensure that the local 
market is adequately supplied,” said Momin. 
“However, any surplus production will be 
directed towards exports, strengthening 
Bangladesh’s position in the global steel 
industry.”  

The CEO said, “Going green is not just a 
choice but a necessity for long-term success.”  

The company currently employs more than 
5,340 people in its long steel division, with 
plans to add 1,800 more with the expansion 
of rolling unit-2.  

As a conglomerate, Abul Khair Group 
employs more than 55,000 people across 
various industries.

By placing environmental responsibility alongside growth at the core of its business, Abul Khair Steel is showing how heavy industrial 
manufacturing can still minimise its ecological footprint. PHOTO: COLLECTED

Its factories are equipped with 
fume treatment facilities that 

remove harmful particles from 
emissions before releasing 
them into the atmosphere


