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Telcos seek priority
fuel supply amid
concerns

MAHMUDUL HASAN

Mobile operators have urged the government to ensure
priority fuel supply and stable electricity for telecom
infrastructure, warning that any possible shortages could
disrupt nationwide connectivity.

In a letter sent to the chairman of the Bangladesh
Telecommunication  Regulatory  Commission  on
Monday, the Association of Mobile Telecom Operators of
Bangladesh (AMTOB) said the situation has already begun
affecting telecom operations.

Referring to the government’s responsible power-
consumption directives, Mohammad Zulfikar, secretary
general of AMTOB, said, “Following the latest directives,
many fuel stations have ecither stopped fuel supply
altogether or are dispensing significantly reduced
volumes.”

The letter also called for priority and uninterrupted
fuel supply for core network locations and data centres,
assured fuel availability for base transceiver station
(BTS) sites of the four mobile operators and four tower
companies, and maintenance transport, and reduced load
shedding at critical telecom facilities.

AMTORB said telecommunications is a declared essential
service and currently serves more than 185 million
subscribers in Bangladesh, supporting critical services.

“Telecommunication  services constitute critical
national infrastructure and play an indispensable role
in enabling emergency communications, public safety,
government services, digital financial transactions,
business operations and everyday connectivity for
citizens,” Zulfikar said.

Operatorssaid their networksremain heavily dependent
on diesel and petrol-powered generators, particularly
during power outages, to keep thousands of base stations,
transmission links and data centres running.

“Any disruption to fuel availability therefore poses a
serious risk to uninterrupted nationwide connectivity,”
Zulfikar added.

Without reliable fuel supply, the association warned,
telecom networks could face outages across large
geographical areas, potentially affecting government
services, emergency communication systems and business
operations.

In the letter, AMTOB requested the telecom
regulator to coordinate with relevant authorities so that
telecommunications services are treated as a priority
sector for fuel allocation.

Container handling
at RSGT terminal
hits record high

DWAIPAYAN BARUA, Ctg

The Red-Sea Gateway Terminal (RSGT)
Chittagong recorded its highest-ever
monthly container throughput of 30,308
TEUs (Twenty-foot Equivalent Units) in
February since Saudi operator RSGT
International (RSGTI) began operations in
June 2024.

Major equipment, such as ship-to-
shore gantry cranes for the terminal, is
being procured, so the terminal is not yet
operating at full capacity and remains
partially functional. However, officials
said it has shown steady growth in
container handling over recent months.

The Chittagong Port Authority fully
funded and built the 32-acre terminal -
previously known as Patenga Container
Terminal -- near the Karnaphuli estuary
at a cost of about Tk 1,230 crore.
Construction finished in July 2022, but
operations were delayed due to the late
appointment of a foreign operator.

RSGTI was selected as the terminal’s
operator by the Awami League
government in December 2023 under a
22-year “equip, operate and maintain”
contract. Partial operations started in
June 2024, initially handling only export
containers.

For almost a year, the terminal was
unable to handle imports as the National
Board of Revenue (NBR) had not provided
a scanner. RSGTI invested $3.5 million
to install the scanner, allowing import
container handling to begin in May 2025.

Officials  said average  monthly
container volume remained below 5,000
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TEUs during the first 11 months-- until
April last year. After import operations
started in May, throughput rose (o
over 16,000 TEUs and has continued to
increase gradually.

Container handling improved further
after the terminal received 14 hybrid
rubber-tyred gantry cranes in October.
All 14 cranes became fully operational in
December 2025, boosting efficiency and
capacity.

In January this year, throughput
reached 24,722 TEUs, according to data
from the terminal. It rose to 30,306 TEUs
in February-- out of which 16,758 TEUs
were import containers and 13,548 TEUs

were export containers.

Syed Aref Sarwar, head of commercial
and public affairs at RSGT Chittagong,
said, “This milestone reflects the trust of
our partners and the dedication of our
team in delivering efficient, world-class
terminal services.”

He added that the operator invested
around $30 million last year to procure
four modern ship-to-shore cranes
from China-based SANY Marine Heavy
Industry. They are being customised for
the terminal and are expected to arrive by
May this year.

Once the four cranes are installed, both
volume growth and vessel performance are

SOURCE: RSGT

expected to improve further, Sarwar said.

He also stressed the need for full
digitisation of customs procedures to
improve efliciency, reduce costs, and
strengthen the logistics ecosystem.

Khairul Alam Suzan, former vice
president of the Bangladesh Freight
Forwarders Association, said container
handling and delivery activities at the
terminal are at a satisfactory level given
the current volume.

He added that the operator built a
modern and spacious cargo shed at the
terminal to store and handle less-than-
container-load cargo, which has sped up
operations.

Bangladesh must decide: Compete for
global capital or settle for less

YASIR AZMAN

Bangladesh stands at a decisive crossroads.
A newly elected government has taken oflice.
Expectations are high. Markets are watching.
Investors, both domestic and foreign, are
recalibrating their outlook.

The question is simple: will Bangladesh
position itsell as a serious competitor
for global capital, or allow uncertainty to
constrain its economic ambition?

For decades, global companies have helped
build critical pillars of Bangladesh’s economy.
Unilever Bangladesh has manufactured
locally for decades, building supply chains
that empower thousands of entrepreneurs.
Standard Chartered Bank Bangladesh has
facilitated cross-border trade and capital
flows for more than a century. Metlife
contributes 80 percent of the total income
tax paid by the insurance industry to the
national exchequer. In the country’s digital
backbone, Grameenphone, alongside Robi
and Banglalink, has invested billions of
dollars to connect Bangladesh to the global
digital economy.

These are not speculative investors. They
are long-term partners.

Yet annual foreign direct investment
remains below 1 percent of GDP, far behind
peer economies such as Vietnam. The
difference is not demographics. It is not
market size. It is confidence. Perceived risk
has accumulated over time.

Foreign investors bring long-term capital,
advanced technology, knowledge transfer
and global governance standards. They
strengthen the energy, telecoms, banking,
manufacturing and export sectors. Notably,
just 198 members of the Foreign Investors’
Chamber of Commerce and Industry (FICCI)
contribute nearly one-third of national
revenue  collection, an  extraordinary
concentration that underscores both their
importance and the need for long-term

sustainability.
Large-scale investment decisions are
not emotional; they are mathematical.

From the perspective of existing investors
who have built substantial operations over
decades, believed in the country and risked
their capital, the evaluation centres on
predictability, regulatory stability, capital
mobility, tax symmetry and the efficiency of
dispute resolution.
POLICY PREDICTABILITY MUST BE NON-
NEGOTIABLE

Large-scale infrastructure investment
requires long-term clarity and policy
predictability. When policy direction shifts
frequently or short-term fiscal objectives

override  long-term  sector
investment confidence weakens.

Over the vyears, parts of the telecoms
sector have been approached through a
short-term revenue-maximisation lens rather
than a long-term infrastructure strategy.
Despite global technological convergence,
Bangladesh has maintained a fragmented
licensing framework, introducing multiple
intermediary layers such as ICX, IIG, NTTN,
TowerCo and other infrastructure categories.
While each was introduced with specific
policy objectives, the cumulative effect has
restricted efficiency gains from experienced
operators, increased structural complexity
and raised service delivery costs, ultimately
affecting consumers.

Predictability does not mean rigidity.
Regulation must evolve with markets.
But it should evolve through transparent
consultation, consistent application and a
forward-looking strategy.

For global investors, the central question
is straightforward: can long-term capital
be deployed with confidence that rules will
remain stable, proportionate and consistently
applied?

planning,

Corporate tax on mobile
operators in the region
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remains narrow, governments often rely on
sector-specific taxation,a practice uncommon
in mature economies. In Bangladesh, this
imbalance has disproportionately affected
telecoms, banking, insurance and financial
services.

While the general corporate tax rate can be
aslow as 20 percent, mobile network operators
face 40 percent for listed companies and 45
percent for non-listed ones, significantly
higher than the regional average of around
26 percent. Banking, insurance and financial
institutions also face elevated corporate
tax rates ranging from 37.5 percent to 40
percent. Such high sector-specific taxation
limits reinvestment and discourages foreign
direct investment at a time when Bangladesh
needs fresh capital to accelerate growth.

Telecoms consumers pay an effective 39
percent indirect tax on services, alongside
SIM taxes and other levies. Operators
additionally bear import duties, spectrum
fees and mandatory revenue sharing.

In 2025, Grameenphone’s contribution to
the national exchequer was approximately
equivalent to 77 percent of its reported
revenue.

*NPT=Non-publicly traded
*PT= Publicly traded
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Institutionalising consultative While rationalising sector-specific taxes

policymaking, ensuring regulatory neutrality,
aligning competition measures with global
best practice, and anchoring sector strategy
in long-term digital objectives would send a
powerful signal.

Predictability is the strongest lever to
unlock new capital from both existing and
prospective investors.

RATIONALISE SECTOR-SPECIFIC
TAXATION

Bangladesh’s telecoms, banking, insurance
and financial sectors face disproportionately
high tax burdens compared with regional
benchmarks.

The telecoms sector carries one of the
highest effective tax burdens in the region.
While revenue mobilisation is important,
excessive sector-specific taxation reduces
reinvestment capacity and slows digital
infrastructure expansion.

A sustainable economy must balance tax
rates with a broad tax base. When the tax net

may raise short-term revenue concerns, a
more balanced framework would stimulate
investment, expand the tax base and generate
stronger, more sustainable government
revenues over time.

Strategic recalibration is needed, including
a gradual reduction of supplementary duties
and sector levies, alignment of taxation with
regional benchmarks, and incentives for
growth sectors.

The goal should be long-term revenue
sustainability driven by growth, not short-
term extraction.

ENSURE A LEVEL PLAYING FIELD IN THE
DIGITAL ECONOMY

The digital ecosystem has evolved.
Telecoms operators invest billions in networks
under strict regulatory and fiscal frameworks,
while global digital platforms operate under
different compliance structures.

This asymmetry creates a structural
imbalance.

Mobile network operators and fixed
broadband internet service providers (ISPs)
both deliver internet access, often to the
same consumers. Yet their tax and regulatory
treatment differ sharply. ISPs operate under
the general corporate tax regime, paying as
low as 20 percent corporate income tax, or
27.5 percent for unlisted entities. In contrast,
mobile network operators face a sector-
specific corporate tax rate of 40 percent to 45
percent.

The disparity extends to consumers. Mobile
internet users pay an effective indirect tax of
approximately 39 percent, while broadband
customers pay only 5 percent VAT. There is
no connection tax for broadband services,
whereas mobile subscribers are subject to a
Tk 300 SIM tax.

Such differences create artificial price
distortions within the same digital ecosystem.
Customers of mobile operators bear a
significantly higher fiscal burden for accessing
comparable internet services. Over time, this
uneven structure weakens incentives for
nationwide mobile broadband expansion,
particularly in rural and underserved areas
where mobile networks are often the primary
access point.

Ensuring a level playing field does not
mean limiting competition or discouraging
innovation. It means aligning regulatory and
fiscal treatment across comparable services
so that investment decisions are driven by
efficiency and innovation, not structural
asymmedtry.

If Bangladesh seeks to build a sustainable
and inclusive digital economy, regulatory
coherence is essential.

PROTECT THE CONFIDENCE OF EXISTING
INVESTORS

Attracting new foreign direct investment
is important, but safeguarding existing
investors is equally critical. Investors already
present send the strongest signal to global
markets. When they expand, reinvest and
publicly express confidence, it enhances
Bangladesh’s credibility.

Conversely, unresolved legacy issues,
prolonged disputes or uncertainty over
profit repatriation create caution signals
internationally.

Investor  confidence is shaped by
experience.  The  long-running  audit
dispute between telecom operators and the
Bangladesh Telecommunication Regulatory
Commission illustrates the challenge.

In 2017, the BTRC initiated an audit of
two large mobile operators covering the
period from 1997 to 2014, a long retrospective
window that unsettled long-term investors.
In 2019, the BTRC claimed Tk 125 billion
from Grameenphone. More than 70 percent
of the claim represents late fees, making the
demand largely penalty-driven, while the
audit period itself was retrospective. The claim
was reportedly many times higher than those
faced by peer operators, based on differing
methodologies within the same industry,
raising concerns about proportionality and
consistency.

Sixyearson, the matter remainsunresolved.
Early efforts at amicable settlement and
arbitration did not proceed.

For global investors, such prolonged

disputes, retrospective interpretations and
jurisdictional ambiguities clevate perceived
risk. Capital flows where rules are stable and
enforcement is predictable.

Challenges are not limited to telecoms.
The exits of multinational pharmaceutical
companies such as  GlaxoSmithKline
Bangladesh and  Sanofi  Bangladesh
highlight broader concerns about regulatory
complexity and market sustainability.

Bangladesh’s ambition to become a high-
income, digitally advanced economy will
require sustained foreign investment. The
capital exists globally, but competition for it
is intense.

The path forward is clear: institutionalise
non-retroactive  regulatory  enforcement,
ensure time-bound dispute resolution,
strengthen policy consistency and treat
existing investors as strategic partners.

Bangladesh does not lack potential. It
must now demonstrate predictability.

The world is watching, and capital will
follow clarity.

The new government may consider
structured quarterly engagement with major
foreign investors, fast-track mechanisms to
resolve long-pending regulatory matters, and
clear frameworks for dividend repatriation
and foreign currency access.

Retention is as important as attraction.
SIMPLIFY AND MODERNISE THROUGH
STRATEGIC DEREGULATION

Strategic deregulation does not mean
weakening oversight; it means making

regulation clearer, faster and more
predictable.  This requires eliminating
redundant approvals, overlapping
jurisdictions and outdated compliance

requirements that increase costs without
adding value. Digitised licensing processes,
single-window clearances, defined timelines
and reduced discretionary interpretation
would materially improve the ease of doing
business.

For investors, regulatory complexity
is often more damaging than taxation.
Fach additional approval layer, procedural
ambiguity or delayed clearance raises risk
premiums and slows capital deployment.
A streamlined and transparent regulatory
environment signals institutional maturity,
reduces friction, accelerates investment
cycles and  strengthens  Bangladesh’s
competitiveness in an increasingly contested
regional landscape.

Bangladesh has proven that it can deliver
growth. The next challenge is to restore and
strengthen confidence.

The new government has a rare
opportunity to reset perceptions and send
a strong pro-investment signal to global
markets. Clear reforms in predictability,
regulatory efficiency, dispute resolution and
digital policy coherence will elevate not just
one sector, but the entire investment climate.

Most foreign investors remain committed
to Bangladesh’s long-term potential. But
commitment requires clarity.

The time for indicative signals alone has
passed. The time for structural action is now.

The writer is chief executive officer of
Grameenphone



