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Economy at a critical point
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Foreign exchange reserves 
stabilised at a level 
above three months of 
import coverage, it also 
said, attributing this to 
prudent macroeconomic 
management and structural 
strengthening of the 
economy’s external front.

“A VICIOUS CYCLE”

Speaking at the event, 
Prof Mustafizur Rahman, 
distinguished fellow at the 
Centre for Policy Dialogue 
(CPD), recognised that 
some stability has returned 
but said it comes at a cost.

“The [existing] high 
policy rates being used to 
curb inflation really hurt 
investment. But interest is 
only one part of the cost of 
capital. Entrepreneurs face 
many other expenses as 
well,” he said.

“We needed to ease the 
burden on entrepreneurs 
in these other areas, like 
strengthening institutional 
capacity and reducing 
corruption. We should have 
done more, especially since 
the cost of capital is already 
high. But we didn’t,” he 
added.

The economist said 

the lack of initiatives has 
trapped the economy in 
a “vicious cycle” of high 
interest rates increasing 
the cost of capital, which 
is raising the cost of doing 
business, and which 
ultimately depresses 
investment and job creation.

He warned that without 
faster reforms and stronger 
revenue mobilisation, 
Bangladesh risks slipping 
into a debt trap.

Former World Bank 
economist Zahid Hussain 
said the economy is 
sending mixed signals.

Remittances, slower 
illicit outflows, stronger 
revenue trends, steady 
electricity supply and 
natural-disaster resilience 
are positives, he said. But 
inflation, falling real wages, 
stagnant employment, 
weak export momentum 
and low investment paint a 
more worrying picture.

“Overall, the negative 
basket outweighs the 
positive,” he said, noting 
that while the situation has 
not deteriorated as severely 
as feared, more decisive 
implementation of reforms 
could have produced 

stronger results.
“This government has 

shown ample evidence of 
intent to reform. But at 
the ground level, we still 
do not see major, visible 
results. To push reforms 
forward, willpower alone is 
not enough-stamina is also 
crucial,” he added.

Meanwhile, Bangladesh 
Bank Governor Ahsan 
H Mansur stated that 
stabilising the financial 
sector remains difficult, 
even though the external 
sector is showing no major 
signs of stress.

He mentioned several 
reform initiatives taken by 
the interim government 
to stabilise the financial 
sector, including changes 
to the Bank Company 
Act, issuing the Bank 
Resolution Ordinance and 
restructuring the boards 
of several banks. “We also 
have to make the next 
government accountable for 
these things because these 
are significant progressions.”

The governor said 
reserves have risen by about 
$10 billion over the past 16-
17 months, and reiterated 
that the policy rate will not 

be lowered until inflation 
declines to a tolerable level.

Shafiqul Alam, 
chief adviser’s press 
secretary, criticised 
sections of the business 
community and media for 
highlighting “only negative 
developments”, failing to 
acknowledge reforms such 
as the Chattogam port 
modernisation drive.

“If the Chattogram 
port becomes efficient, 
the garment sector 
would benefit first,” he 
said, adding that the 
government has not 
seen a single welcoming 
statement from the many 
top trade bodies.

National Board of 
Revenue (NBR) Chairman 
Md Abdur Rahman Khan 
said the tax-to-GDP ratio 
has fallen from over 10 
percent a few years ago 
to around 7 percent now, 
as revenue cannot be 
collected from all sectors of 
the economy.

Speaking on Prof 
Rahman’s warning about 
falling into a debt trap, 
he said, “We have already 
fallen into a debt trap; 
unless we acknowledge this 

truth, it will not be possible 
to move forward.”

Meanwhile, speaking on 
the government’s reform 
initiatives, Anisuzzaman 
Chowdhury, special 
assistant to the chief 
adviser, said there is no 
textbook for the sequence 
and speed of reforms.

“We must decide what 
comes first, what comes 
later, and how to balance 
them. Low-hanging fruit 
should be taken first, but 
sometimes distortions or 
internal balance issues 
prevent that,” he said.
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61% of women
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It also found that essential 
facilities remain rare. Only 
21 percent of enterprises 
provide childcare rooms, 
and just 31 percent offer 
full paid maternity leave.

Despite the rising 
participation of women in 
agro-industries, the study 
said empowerment remains 
limited due to restrictive 
household decision-making, 
weak representation at work 
and low awareness of labour 
rights.

Rayan called for tighter 
enforcement of labour laws, 
gender-responsive facilities 
and stronger grievance 
and reporting systems to 
ensure safety and dignity 
at work.

In the same session, 
Badrun Nessa Ahmed, 
senior research fellow at 
BIDS, presented findings 
on wage disparities 
between cities and rural 
areas in her paper titled 
“One size does not fit all: 
urban heterogeneity and 
labour market inequalities 
in Bangladesh”.

Drawing on Labour 
Force Survey data, she said 
workers in metropolitan 
areas earn 2.6 times more 
than those in rural areas. 
Between 2013 and 2022, 
rural wages grew by only 
4.2 percent, compared with 
10.7 percent in big cities.

An instrumental 
variable analysis showed a 
21.6 percent wage premium 
in metropolitan areas, 
while smaller towns offered 
only 5.2 percent.

“Urban Bangladesh 
is not homogeneous. 
The advantages are 
heavily concentrated 
in big cities,” Ahmed 
said, pointing to factors 
such as agglomeration, 
productivity clustering and 
better job matching.

She recommended 
strengthening secondary 
cities, improving urban 
services and formalising 
labour markets to reduce 
widening spatial inequality.

Another study, 
presented by senior 
research fellow Mohammad 
Golam Nabi Mozumder, 
warned of ecological 
pressures linked to 
rapid mechanisation in 
agriculture. 

Titled “The irresistible 
shift from agriculture to 
agri-venture: technology, 
habitus, and the looming 
threat of ecocide”, the 
study examined how 
rising wages and persistent 
labour shortages are 
turning farming from a 
livelihood into a profit-
driven agri-venture that 
risks upsetting ecological 
balance.

Based on interviews 
in 14 districts, the study 
recorded heavy use of 
hybrid seeds, synthetic 
fertilisers and pesticides, 
along with inefficiencies 
when machines are used 
on small, fragmented plots. 

It also found 
irregularities in the 
subsidised machinery 
market, ranging from 
counterfeit equipment to 
dual-branded machines 
and contract terms that 
vary widely.

Mozumder warned of 
a “pesticide treadmill” 
that is degrading soil 
and threatening aquatic 
life, calling it a looming 
“spectre of ecocide”. 
He urged policymakers 
to regulate machinery 
distribution, set quality 
standards and promote 
agro-ecological models to 
protect the environment.

SM Zulfiqer Ali, 
research director at BIDS, 
moderated the session.

HC upholds 
decision to merge 

five banks
STAR BUSINESS REPORT

The High Court yesterday upheld the interim 
government’s decision to merge five shariah-
based banks with Sammilito Islami Bank 
Limited, summarily rejecting a writ petition that 
challenged the legality of the move.

The bench of Justice Fahmida Quader and 
Justice Md Ashif Hasan passed the order after 
hearing arguments on the petition filed by Shahidul 
Islam, a general investor in the stock market.

Barrister Sayed Mahsib Hossain appeared for 
the petitioner, while Additional Attorney General 
Md Arshadur Rouf opposed the petition during 
the hearing.

Speaking to The Daily Star, lawyer Hossain 
said the court rejected the petition on the ground 
that the Bank Regulation Ordinance, 2025 – 
under which the merger took place - contains no 
provision to safeguard shareholders’ interests in 
the event of a merger.

As a result, the government’s decision will 
remain in force, he added.

He also said his client has not yet instructed him 
to move an appeal before the Appellate Division

Islam submitted the petition on November 18, 
seeking a rule on why the authorities should not 
be directed to protect the interests of existing 
shareholders of the five banks – First Security 
Islami Bank, Union Bank, Global Islami Bank, 
Social Islami Bank and EXIM Bank.

Extortion
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190 to strengthen workers’ 
rights. The country is the 
second in Asia to ratify 
all ten fundamental ILO 
conventions and the only 
nation in South Asia to 
ratify Convention 190.

He added that the 
government has set 
minimum wages for seven 
sectors and is in the process 
of setting wages for seven 
more. Work is underway to 
set the minimum pay for 21 
sectors in total.

Employers less
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While the average 
university graduate takes 
about 10 months to find 
a job, NU graduates often 
wait much longer, with 
many unable to secure 
employment at all. This 
points to a systemic 
mismatch between their 
education and the skills 
demanded by employers.

The research explored 
whether academic 
performance (CGPA) affects 
employment outcomes for 
NU graduates. The results 
were striking: CGPA had 
little to no effect.

“Good grades might help 
a graduate get shortlisted 
for interviews, but they 
don’t guarantee job offers,” 
said Chowdhury. “This 
raises questions about 
whether NU academic 
results truly reflect job 
market competencies.”

In contrast, practical 
experience -- such as 
internships or part-time 
jobs during studies -- 
significantly increased 
a graduate’s chances of 
finding stable employment. 
Graduates with such 
experience were far more 
likely to be employed, 

suggesting employers 
value hands-on skills over 
academic scores.

NU graduates not 
only face long periods 
of unemployment, but 
many also end up in 
underemployment, taking 
jobs that do not match 
their qualifications or offer 
job security.

The study painted 
a worrying picture for 
NU graduates. Only 23.7 
percent had salaried jobs, 
and just 1.6 percent were 
self-employed. A large 33.2 
percent were unemployed 
and actively looking for 
work, showing the severity 
of the crisis.

Another 29.1 percent 
were in irregular, short-
term, or daily-wage jobs, 
often unrelated to their 
studies and offering little 
long-term stability.

The study also found 
that college quality and 
access to training strongly 
influence job prospects. 
Graduates from higher-
ranked colleges performed 
better, and those who 
received off-campus ICT 
training had slightly 
higher chances of finding 
employment.

Banks asked 
to ready 
default
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due to unpaid annual 
fees, renewal charges, or 
similar non-transactional 
dues, as such liabilities do 
not render a borrower a 
defaulter under current 
rules.

Lenders have also been 
instructed to immediately 
update KYC and e-KYC 
information of borrowers 
and all associated persons 
or institutions, in line 
with the definition of a 
“defaulter” under Section 5 
of the Bank Company Act, 
1991.

In addition, banks have 
been told to take steps 
such as appointing legal 
counsel to expedite the 
resolution of CIB-related 
cases pending with the 
High Court.

They must also inform 
the CIB of any court cases 
that have already expired 
or reached a verdict so the 
database can be updated 
accordingly, said BB 
officials who attended the 
meeting.

NEIR to boost local high-end mobile 
production, curb grey market

Says industry owners
STAR BUSINESS REPORT

Mobile phone assemblers yesterday 
said the introduction of the National 
Equipment Identity Register (NEIR) — a 
system to identify and block unauthorised 
handsets — will allow local companies to 
manufacture high-end phones and sell 
them at prices comparable to the grey 
market.

“Without the NEIR system, we cannot 
produce high-end phones locally because 
the grey market affects the prices,” said 
Jakaria Shahid, president of the Mobile 
Phone Industry Owners’ Association of 
Bangladesh (MIOB), at a press conference 
at the Dhaka Reporters Unity.

“Once the system is in place, we will 
be able to produce high-end phones and 
offer them to customers at prices close to 
what they currently pay,” he added.

The grey market, also called a dark 
market, involves trading goods through 
unofficial or unauthorised channels, 
outside the original manufacturer or 
trademark owner.

The NEIR system is scheduled to take 
effect on December 16.

Meanwhile, mobile phone traders 
suspended their blockade outside 

the Bangladesh Telecommunication 
Regulatory Commission (BTRC), which 
they had staged to demand a delay in 
the NEIR rollout and lower import taxes 
on mobile phones. The suspension came 
after the regulator agreed to reform the 
NEIR system. 

Protesters also claimed that the 

introduction of NEIR will push up the 
prices of handsets.

Shahid rejected these claims, saying 
these rumours are being spread to protect 
the interests of a specific group.

He added that the grey market is 
currently the biggest challenge for the 
mobile industry in Bangladesh. It controls 

a large share of the market, worth Tk 
6,000 crore, and causes the government an 
annual revenue loss of over Tk 2,000 crore.

“This is not just a financial loss,” Shahid 
said. “The use of insecure devices also 
threatens cybersecurity, users’ personal 
information, and national financial 
stability.”

He added that a certain group is 
spreading false information, claiming 
that a 57 percent duty will be imposed 
once the NEIR system is launched. In 
reality, the 57 percent duty on mobile 
imports was introduced back in 2019.

According to the association, 
Bangladesh’s mobile industry currently 
has 18 manufacturing companies, with 
over Tk 3,000 crore in foreign and local 
investment, providing direct employment 
to 50,000 workers.

The country can produce 15 lakh 
smartphones and 25 lakh feature phones 
per month, but 30–40 percent of this 
capacity remains unused due to pressure 
from the grey market.

The industry contributes significantly 
to the national economy, paying more 
than Tk 2,000 crore in taxes, Tk 500 
crore in wages, and Tk 400 crore in utility 
bills annually.
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