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Automation boosts Barishal’s salt processing

SUSHANTA GHOSH

The use of automatic machines has
increased processed salt production
by 25 percent in Barishal, while
improved efficiency has turned
Jhalakathi district in the division into
a manufacturing hub.

The shift from traditional manual
methods to modern centrifuge
machines has tripled production
capacity in some factories, said
Mohammad Ali Azgar, deputy
manager of the Jhalakathi office of
the Bangladesh Small and Cottage
Industries Corporation (BSCIC).

Additionally, training programmes
aimed at enhancing worker efficiency
have also played a significant role, he
said.

At present, around two-thirds of
the division’s processed salt factories
are located in and around Jhalakathi,
thanks to the convenient river
transport facilities and the existence
of a century-old tradition of salt

processing.

According to BSCIC Jhalakathi,
there are 12 salt processing factories
in Barishal division, eight of which
are situated in Jhalakathi.

Three of the eight factories have
adopted automatic machines,
resulting in a threefold increase in
salt production, said Mohammad Al
Amin, an officer at BSCIC Jhalakathi.

“Several others are in the process
of upgrading their machinery.”

The majority of the salt produced
in Barishal is used in tanneries and
dried fish processing units, with a
smaller portion being processed for
edible consumption, he said.

Currently, the eight salt processing
factories in Jhalakathi employ
around 300 to 400 permanent
workers, with an additional 1,000 to
1,200 temporary ones depending on
the industry.

Barishal division produces around
3,800 tonnes of industrial salt, of
which 3,200 tonnes come from

Around two-thirds of Barishal division’s processed salt factories are located
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in and around Jhalakathi, thanks to convenient river transport facilities.

Jhalakathi, he said.

The entire 900 tonnes of edible
salt produced in Barishal annually
comes from Jhalakathi, Amin said.

A major portion of the salt is
supplied to leather factories and dried
fish processing hubs, particularly
in Bhola and Patuakhali, where
the demand for coarse or locally
produced salt is high, he said.

Raw salt is transported via trawlers
from Kutubdia and Chattogram,
where it is refined and packaged for
distribution.

Every 50-kg bag of industrial salt
is sold at Tk 630, while a 25-kg edible
salt bag is priced at Tk 370, traders
said.

Anup Kumar Sarker, manager of
New Jhalakathi Salt Industries, one
of the factories that have installed
modern centrifuge machines,
said monthly production in his
factory increased to 60 tonnes after
installing a centrifuge machine in
2018, whereas it was below 20 tonnes

under the manual system.

Mohammad Liyon, owner of
ARS Salt Industries, said he started
using automatic machines six
years ago.

“My factoryoperatesat full capacity
for six months, but production slows
during the rest of the year due to a
shortage of crude salt from Kutubdia
and Maheshkhali.”

Liyon said automation had
boosted production in his factory by
25 to 30 percent.

Humaun Kabir, owner of Lucky
Salt Industries, said he has initiated
plans to set up a modern mini-auto
factory, as manual salt production is
no longer profitable.

Modernisation will significantly
impact local salt manufacturing,
which began in the area during the
British era, according to Chitta Dutta,
a veteran resident.

Automation is expected (o
enhance employment opportunities
in the region, he said.

Ramadan on the horizon
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Now, the supply shortage is forcing
consumers to rummage from store
to store for soybean oil, a commodity
for which Bangladesh relies heavily
on imports to meet its annual
requirement of 24 lakh tonnes.

According to official data,
the price of bottled soybean
oil per litre is now Tk 175 to Tk
176, reflecting a nearly 1 percent
increase over the past month and a
2.33 percent increase over the past
year, according to retail price data
compiled by the state-run Trading
Corporation of Bangladesh.

Nurul Alam Shikdar, a retailer in
the Pallabi Extension area of Mirpur,
said yesterday, “On February 10, I
received only 10 percent of the bottled
soybean oil I required for my shop.
Today (February 15), the situation
remains the same - there has been no
increase in supply.”

“The  supply has improved
somewhat in the last seven days,”
said Firoj Alam, deputy general
manager of Daily Shopping grocery
store, which has 75 outlets across the
country.

However, the supply has not
reached the expected level yet, he
said, adding that they placed an order
for 5,000 bottles of five-litre soybean
oil at the end of last week, but received

only 1,200 bottles.

Abu Bakar Siddique, a wholesaler
at Karwan Bazar, said, “A week ago,
I used to get one-fourth of the edible
oil  demanded from dealers. But now,
I'm not even getting that. The supply
has decreased even further.”

Abul Hashem, an edible oil
wholesaler in Moulvibazar, one of the
major wholesale commodity markets
in the capital, said he had received
only 25 percent of his demand, which
has now risen to about 50 percent.

However, he added that there were
still no signs of the edible oil market
returning to normal within the
timeframe promised by the adviser.

A wholesale  trader  from
Khatunganj, Chattogram, who has
been in the business for 24 vears,
said that despite the commerce
adviser’s remarks, there had been no
improvement in the supply situation
of bottled soybean oil in the market.

He mentioned that dealers had
supplied him with only 5 to 10
percent of his demand previously,
and the situation remained the same.

Taslim Shahriar, senior assistant
general manager at Meghna Group
of Industries, a commodity importer
and processor marketing the
Fresh brand of edible oil, said an
import-laden ship would arrive at
Chattogram’s port by February 25.

As such, the edible oil supply
situation is expected to be resolved
between March 5 and 6, he added.

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

The reporter also tried to contact
Biswajit Saha, director of corporate
and regulatory affairs at City Group,
which markets the Teer brand of

edible oil. However, he did not
respond (o calls.
Atia Sultana, deputy director

for operations at the Directorate
of National Consumers’ Right
Protection (DNCRP), said the DNCRP
had organised a stakeholder meeting
today at its headquarters to review
the latest updates on edible oil,
ensure price stability, and maintain a
steady supply.

SM Nazer Hossain, vice-president
of the Consumers Association of
Bangladesh, told The Daily Star that if
the government had taken the proper
initiatives, the problem would have
been solved within seven days.

“They know where the issue
lies. However, despite knowing the
problem, they have not taken the
necessary steps,” he added.

29 IIG operators still owe Tk 205c¢r
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But although the BTRC previously
issued multiple instructions (o
Aamra Technologies to pay its dues
in instalments, the company has so
far failed to comply.

As Aamra Technologies’ IIG license
will expire on April 2027, giving the
company just 28 months to renew
its approval, the request to pay all
dues through 36 instalments is
unreasonable, the BTRC said.

The company’s operational activities
are fully suspended at present.

BdHub Limited has applied
to pay Tk 049 crore through six
monthly instalments for undisclosed
bandwidth dues and asked to waive
the delay fee of Tk 0.66 crore.

Mango Teleservices Limited has
requested permission to pay the dues
owed as of September 2024 within
the next 15 days.

Virgo Communication Limited has
requested to pay Tk 0.10 crore of its
regular fees by the end of February,

with the remaining amount (o
be settled through 15 monthly
instalments.

The company also requested to
settle its undisclosed bandwidth dues

in two phases, with 50 percent to be
paid by February and the rest by April.

Global  Fair Communication
Limited has requested to settle its
full outstanding dues through 30
monthly instalments.

Intraglobe Communication
Limited has requested to pay its
dues in one month while Maxnet
Online has sought three instalments
and Velocity Network asked to make
payments in stages.

Currently, the outstanding
amount for undisclosed bandwidth
charges is Tk 90.52 crore.

Six companies -- Delta, Maxhub,
Startrek, FExabyte, Cybergate, and
ADN Telecom -- have requested
corrections  to  accounts  for
undisclosed bandwidth charges as it
is not listed in the guidelines and also
considering how the accounts are
allegedly erroneous.

Peerex Networks Limited, after
filing a writ petition, has obtained
a three-month stay order from the
court on the BTRC’s letter.

Fiber@Home Global Limited,
with outstanding VAT charges of
Tk 5.90 crore, mentioned that a
writ regarding its VAT payments is

Wheat acreage lowest
on record
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“However, just two to three years ago,
I used to cultivate wheat on all this
land,” he said.

Bangladesh produced 11.72
lakh tonnes of wheat in FY24. The
nation’s average wheat production
has been roughly 11 lakh tonnes for
the last seven vyears, according (o
the Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics
(BBS).

The USDA said Bangladesh’s local
production accounts for 15 percent
of the total demand, forecasted at 77
lakh tonnes for the current FY25. The
rest is imported.

Wheat planting in Bangladesh
begins in early December and
harvesting takes place in the March-
April period the following year.

Md Abdul Hakim, principal
scientific officer and head of the
wheat breeding division of the
Bangladesh Wheat and Maize
Research Institute (BWMRI), said it
was crop competition in which wheat
was losing.

“This year’s acreage is the lowest in
history. You will see potatoes on miles
after miles of fields where wheat was

grown last year. You cannot imagine.
Many small farmers have planted
potato even by borrowing,” he added.

Hakim said Panchagarh and
Thakurgaon were major wheat
cultivation areas. However, maize

acreage has declined drastically in
the greater Dinajpur district, he said.

“On the other hand, we have seen
higher wheat acreage in Rajshahi,
Jashore, and the greater Kushtia
districts,” he said.

Wasim Royal, a resident in
Darshana upazila of the western
district of Chuadanga, said acreage
of the grain increased this year
in his area because there was no
pest infestation in the wheat crop
cultivated by farmers last year.

In 2016, wheat blast struck the crop
fields in southwestern Bangladesh in
its first outbreak in Asia.

The disease affected over 1 lakh
hectares of area, costing the country
a financial loss of at least Tk 1,800
crore in terms of lost vields in that
year, according Lo experts.

“Wheat was almost out in our area
because of blast disease. The crop has
returned Lo our area,” Royal added.

in court, and indicated that further
action will be taken accordingly, as
per BTRC documents.

The company has agreed to pay for
revenue sharing, excluding VAT, until
the court’s decision is made.

The telecom regulator recently
decided to hold meetings with the
IIG operators to clarify the issue of
undisclosed bandwidth charges.

It also decided to send letters to
the IIG companies that have not paid
regular dues, granting them a ten-day
deadline to do so.

Aminul Hakim, president of the
International  Internet  Gateway
Association of Bangladesh, said some
of the bandwidth acquired by IIGs
remains unsold while a portion is
allocated to maintaining traffic flow.

“But the BTRC'’s calculations for
undisclosed bandwidth have not
accounted for these factors,” he
added.

Hakim also said that the telecom
regulator determines its dues for
revenue sharing based on a fixed
selling price that far exceeds the
market rate.

“So, we have urged them to
reconsider this,” he added.

GDP may cross
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Dialogue (CPD), underscored the
need for the national statistical
agency Lo re-estimate the GDP size.

“Many reports, including the
‘White Paper on the State of the
Bangladesh Economy’, have identified
flaws in the BBS's GDP growth
estimates,” he said.

As a result, the actual tax-GDP
ratio and debt-GDP ratio cannot
be accurately accounted for, added
Rahman.

“First, the BBS should develop a
robust methodology for calculating
GDP,” he emphasised.

Furozone economy
grew by 0.1% in Q4

AFP, Brusscls

The eurozone economy grew by 0.1
percent in the fourth quarter, official
data showed [Iriday, a welcome
revision after preliminary figures
showed growth slowed to a halt.

The datawasunchanged for annual
growth for 2024 at 0.7 percent in the
20-country single currency area,
according to the Eurostat statistics
agency.
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