DHAKA THURSDAY SEPTEMBER 18, 2025

ASHWIN 3, 1432 BS
@he Baily Star

» BUSINESS

Women’s participation
in banking declines

Sluggish economy and rural branch expansion cited as key factors

SUKANTA HALDER

sector fell in the first half of this year
compared with the last six months of
2024, amid unemployment among female
graduates showing an uptick.

Top bankers said recruitment slowed
during the current economic turbulence,
with new hires favouring men. Some
women also left troubled banks facing
uncertainty or internal restructuring.

New branches have recently opened,
mainly in semi-urban and rural areas.
Family responsibilities and childcare may
have discouraged women from taking
these posts, since most of their families
live in cities.

Meanwhile, the central bank says it
has instructed banks to ensure that half
of all agent banking staff are women.
The Bangladesh Bank (BB) believes this
will help increase women'’s participation
in the banking sector, especially in rural
areas.

According to the central bank, female
participation in banking dropped by
4.96 percent, or 1,867 individuals, in the
first half of this year compared with the
second half of last year.

Women accounted for 16.53 percent
of the sector workforce in the first half of
2024, rising to 17.57 percent in the second
half. By mid-2025 this had slipped to
16.78 percent.

There were 35,782 women among
the sector’s 213,267 stafl at the end of
June, according to the BB’s latest Gender
Equality Report of Banks and Financial
Institutions.

Mohammad Ali, managing director
of Pubali Bank PLC, said the sector is
expanding mainly in rural areas but most
female officials prefer to stay in urban
centres, especially Dhaka, for family and
personal reasons.

“Many female employees have spouses
who are also employed in Dhaka, making
relocation difficult,” he said.

“While banks are opening new
branches outside Dhaka, no new branches
are being approved within the city. As a
result, the demand for human resources
is shifting to rural areas, but women are
often reluctant to take up these roles. In
fact, about 80 percent of the total female
workforce in banking is now concentrated
in Dhaka.”

“Unless our social values evolve to
support women working outside major
cities and unless women themselves feel
empowered to seize those opportunities,
female representation in the sector will
remain stagnant,” said Ali.

Hasina Sheykh, professor of banking
and insurance at Dhaka University,
said traditional cultural expectations
in Bangladesh still strongly influence
women’s careers.

“When we think of a woman, we
often immediately think: mother, sister,
daughter or daughter-in-law. These roles
carry expectations that directly affect
women'’s careers,” she said.

Drawing on her own experience, she
said her mother worked in an educational
institution but never aimed for a top
position, believing that climbing too high
professionally would come at the cost of
her family.

“I have seen this mindset up close,
where women’s professional lives are
supported only if they do not disrupt
family responsibilities such as cooking,
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childcare or household chores,” she
added.

She said that in her own classrooms,
she now sees a 50-50 gender ratio, or even
more women. “But the question is, where
do they go after graduating?”

Most begin careers in banking
with enthusiasm, but many leave after
marriage or childbirth, she said.

She added that when a qualified
woman leaves the workforce, the loss is
not just personal but societal.

“If this trend continues, and more
women join the workforce without
adequate family support, we will face
a societal shift that requires full-time
daycare models like those in the West. But
even that will not solve everything,” she
commented.

Mahia Juned, additional managing
director of City Bank PLC, said the recent
fall in female participation appears to
be driven mainly by trends in private
commercial banks.

The share of women in the workforce
of private commercial banks dropped

from 17.9 percent to 16.62 percent in the
first half of this year, a shift not seen in
foreign, specialised or state-owned banks,
she said.

“Recruitment across the banking sector
remains low due to the ongoing economic
situation. Where hiring does take place,
we are seeing a higher proportion of
male recruits. Also, in some troubled
banks, employees may have left due to
uncertainty or internal restructuring,”
she added.

M Rezaur Rahman, head of human
resources division at Dhaka Bank, said
that the female employee ratio at their
bank is not declining but is gradually

increasing.
He acknowledged that women
in Bangladesh still face significant

challenges in entering and sustaining
banking careers.

According to him, Dhaka-based
recruitment processes, social
expectations, and safety concerns often
deter female applicants, especially for
branch roles outside major cities.

He added that long hours, frequent
transfers, and a lack of flexible work
options make it difficult for women to
balance work and family life.

Many also exit mid-career due (o
marriage, maternity, or relocation abroad,
he said.

IN NUMBERS

Among the four types of commercial
banks, 43 private banks employ the most
women, at 24,050 or 16.62 percent of
their total workforce.

Six state-owned banks employ 8,748
women, representing 16.68 percent
of their staff. Three specialised banks
employ 1,952 women, or 16.28 percent of
their workforce.

Nine foreign commercial banks have
the smallest number of female staff,
at 1,032, but the highest proportion of
women at 25.18 percent.

Out of 61 scheduled banks, private
commercial banks account for 67.21 percent
of all female stafT, followed by state-owned
banks at 24.45 percent. Overall, women
make up 16.78 percent of all officers and
employees, the BB report says.

According to the report, women hold
just 12.97 percent of board seats across
the sector. Foreign banks have the highest
share of female board members at 17.24
percent, while state-owned banks have
the lowest at 3.85 percent.

Female participation is highest at the
entry level, but drops at mid-level and
senior roles. Among scheduled banks,
the proportion of female officers under
30 years old is nearly double that of those
over 50 years old. Turnover among female
staft is highest in foreign banks, according
to BB.

BB’S 50% FEMALE QUOTA IN AGENT
BANKING

Arief Hossain Khan, executive director
and spokesperson of the central bank,
said it has instructed banks to ensure that
half the workforce in agent banking is
female.

“This policy could be a powerful
lever to increase women’s participation,
especially in rural areas,” he said, adding
that hiring in banking remains sluggish
due to lingering effects of the Covid-19
pandemic.

“We believe that once recruitment
returns to normal levels and banks
prioritise gender equity in their hiring,
this target can be more meaningfully
achieved,” he said. “We are engaging with
private banks and closely monitoring
implementation procedures to ensure
these instructions are followed.”

“We recognise that real progress will
require not just rules, but also structural
changes in hiring practices, outreach to
under-represented communities, and
support for women who face barriers
in moving outside urban areas,” added
Khan.

Fahmida Khatun, executive director
at local think tank Centre for Policy
Dialogue (CPD), said the declining trend
in female representation in banking is not
encouraging.

According to the economist, women’s
participation depends on various factors,
including the workplace environment.
Many choose banking because it is more
organised and structured than other
industries.

Fahmida urged banks to be more
proactive in creating clear pathways for
qualified women to move into senior
leadership and boardroom positions.

Bangladesh and the
Bitcoin opportunity

MATIUR M RAHMAN

Bitcoin is a decentralised digital currency that enables
peer-to-peer  transactions  without intermediaries
such as banks. Its fixed supply of 21 million coins and
cryptographic security set it apart from fiat currencies,
which are prone to inflation. As a deflationary asset, many
consider Bitcoin “digital gold”, a store of value and hedge
against economic instability.

Bitcoin challenges traditional notions of money by
offering a predictable, limited supply, making it an
appealing alternative to inflationary national currencies.
With only 21 million bitcoins available and more than
8 billion people worldwide, competition to secure a
share is intensifying. Just as the internet transformed
communication, Bitcoin is building a global financial
network that enables direct value exchange across
borders.

Educating the public is crucial to unlocking Bitcoin’s
benefits. Citizens need to understand the history of money,
blockchain technology and the principles behind Bitcoin.
Government and private institutions should launch
public awareness campaigns and introduce educational
initiatives explaining both the potential benefits and the
challenges associated with Bitcoin and blockchain.

In a world where fiat currencies lose value through
inflation, Bitcoin offers individuals a way to preserve
wealth. Its scarcity and decentralised nature make it
an attractive asset for long-term savings. Encouraging
citizens to hold Bitcoin securely using private wallets
can promote financial sovereignty and reduce reliance
on traditional banking systems. Businesses face similar
challenges, as inflation and currency devaluation threaten
corporate balance sheets. By holding Bitcoin, companies
can hedge against these risks while integrating Bitcoin

payments and blockchain-based
services into their operations,

positioning themselves to
. remain competitive in a
rapidly evolving  global

a E" ‘ economy.
’ Bangladesh could
e benefit greatly by
- diversifying its  foreign

reserves with Bitcoin. This
would reduce reliance on
the US dollar, strengthen
financial independence and
provide a hedge against global
economic shocks. A national Bitcoin
reserve could help manage debt through potential long-term
appreciation, enhance sovereignty by reducing dependence
on external financial systems and enable international trade
outside traditional channels of control. Such a reserve could
also support crisis management by providing decentralised
liquidity and funding long-term infrastructure and
innovation through reserve growth over time.

Bitcoin mining is another strategic opportunity.
Mining involves solving cryptographic puzzles to validate
transactions and secure the network, with miners
rewarded in new Bitcoins and transaction fees. Although
energy-intensive, mining is essential to Bitcoin’s
decentralised infrastructure. Bangladesh could invest in
renewable energy-powered mining facilities, creating jobs
and technological expertise while directly accumulating
Bitcoin. Mining could also strengthen cybersecurity by
ensuring national participation in the global proof-of-
work system, projecting influence in a digital space where
traditional military power is limited.

Globally, the Bitcoin mining hash rate remains
concentrated. As of 2025, the United States contributes
about 38 percent, China 21 percent, Kazakhstan 13
percent, while Canada, Russia and Germany each
contribute between 5 and 10 percent. Other countries,
including Iran, Venezuela and Malaysia, hold smaller
shares. With the right energy policies and investment,
Bangladesh could establish itself in this growing sector.

Despite this potential, Bitcoin remains banned in
Bangladesh. Yet embracing it could act as a catalyst for
national prosperity, financial innovation and global
competitiveness. Citizens, businesses and the government
all have roles in this transition. Lifting the ban and
investing in education, infrastructure, and strategic
reserves could position Bangladesh at the forefront of
the next financial era. With informed participation, the
country could secure a place in the decentralised digital
economy and chart a path towards sustainable economic
independence.

e

The writer is a software engineer at JPMorgan
Chase & Co. He can be reached at matiur.rahman@
thebitcoinworld.org

Fed rate cut will animate

di ' ith
US ‘positive’

REUTERS, New Delhi/Washington

Trade discussions between Indian and US officials on
Tuesday were “positive” and “forward-looking”, New
Delhi said, after President Donald Trump struck a more
conciliatory tone following punitive tariffs on India over
its Russian oil purchases.

Trump and Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi said
they spoke by phone on Tuesday to mark the latter’s 75th
birthday, which falls on Wednesday, and Trump said he
thanked Modi for his help in ending the war between
Russia and Ukraine, but gave no details.

A US delegation led by Brendan Lynch, assistant US
trade representative for South and Central Asia, met
Indian trade officials headed by Chief Negotiator Rajesh
Agrawal in New Delhi.

“It was decided to intensify efforts to achieve early
conclusion of a mutually beneficial Trade Agreement,”
India’s commerce ministry said in a statement, also
without giving details.

Talks covered bilateral trade ties, including a possible
India US trade deal, it added.

Both sides are now expected to hold a formal sixth
round of trade negotiations.

However, it was not immediately clear whether New
Delhi would meet Trump administration’s demand to
cut Russian oil purchases, or open its agriculture and
dairy sector for the US companies, a major demand in
the negotiations. The call was the first publicly known
between Trump and Modi in three months.

Trumpian paradox

REUTERS, Washington

The US Federal Reserve will be cutting
both camaraderie and borrowing costs.
This week’s meeting of the central bank’s
monetary policymaking committee is on
track to be one of the most contentious in
recent memory, featuring newly installed
White House economic adviser Stephen
Miran as a governor alongside Lisa Cook,
who President Donald Trump is trying
to oust by leveling unsubstantiated
allegations of mortgage fraud. The circus-
like atmosphere only undermines the
administration’s aims.

A telegraphed and highly anticipated
reduction in benchmark interest rates,
to between 4 percent and 4.25 percent,
probably would have happened sooner.
Instead, Trump complicated matters
with inflationary tariffs and yield-rattling
attacks on Fed independence. Amid
his repeated cries for cheaper money,
the president has publicly lambasted
Chair Jerome Powell for being “too late,”
stymying a housing market recovery and
the accompanying spending.

Powell’s caution is well reasoned,
however. The consumer price index
increased to 2.9 percent in August from
a year carlier, its highest reading for
2025. Cars, clothes, food and housing all

became costlier, with nagging fears of
greater increases as Trump’s trade war
progresses.

The tense equilibrium between inflation
and weaker employment also may be
tipping. Companies have been unable
to pass on the entirety of extra tariffs.
Stretched shoppers are footing about 30

percent of the bill and exporters 10 percent
of it, while importers cover nearly 60
percent, according to Piper Sandler analysts.
With monthly job additions stalling over the
summer, the Fed is now focused on growth,
00, instead of just prices.

This looming rate cut could have been
less contentious. Miran, a Trump loyalist

Federal Reserve Chair Jerome Powell (right) leads US President Donald Trump
on a tour of the Federal Reserve’s $2.5 billion headquarters renovation project in

Washington, DC.
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who has expressed a desire to put the
central bank under the executive branch’s
purview, is a fox in the Fed henhouse.
By confirming his appointment,
Republican senators also betray their
lack of commitment to independence.
Multiple federal courts have ruled
against the attempts to fire Cook, yet the
administration is pushing the Supreme
Court to decide.

A central bank left at arm’s length from
elected officials is better able to resolve
macroeconomic emergencies and act in
response to fiscal policy with less influence
from political bias, a structure beneficial
to investors. Consider some evidence from
US bonds. The yield on 30-year Treasury
notes was 3.9 percent in mid-September
2024 when Democrat Kamala Harris was
the presidential frontrunner even though
the Fed’s benchmark interest rate was
more than 5 percent. It now trades at
about 4 percent. Trump’s avowed desire
to make it cheaper to borrow is directly
contradicted by his own actions.

The US Federal Reserve’s monetary
policymaking committee is due to convene
on September 16-17 in Washington, during
which Chair Jerome Powell has signaled
plans to lower the benchmark interest
rate by 0.25 percentage points (o a range
between 4 percent and 4.25 percent.



