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Putting people hrst

Prime Minister Tarique Rahman’s
development strategy of putting people
first is a breath of fresh air. His thinking
on this appears to be evolving. He has
outlined some concrete elements of the
strategy through three core programmes:
the family card, the farmer’s card, and
the health card. These programmes aim
to provide income transfers to vulnerable
sections of the population that may have
been left behind in earlier development
strategies.

Thisisawelcomestart. Yeta“PuttingPeople
First” strategy requires a comprehensive
approach, backed by sustainable financing
and sound implementation. This article
seeks to offer some thoughts on what such
a comprehensive approach might involve
and the possible financing implications. An
implementation plan will have to evolve once
the development strategy and the associated
financing framework are endorsed.

The new government has inherited a
perilous economic situation. GDP growth
fell to 3.5 percent in FY2025, while both
private and public investment rates
have declined substantially. Poverty is
rising, the unemployment rate among
educated youth is in double digits, and
underemployment is widespread across
economic  sectors.  Macroeconomic
stability is fragile, with rising inflation,
negative export growth in the first eight
months of FY2026, increasing foreign
debt and debt servicing costs, and a
negative balance in the current account
of the budget. Four major current
expenditure items - debt servicing,
salaries and pensions of civil servants,
operational costs of government, and
subsidies -- now exceed total revenue.

This already constrained
macroeconomic balance faces further
pressure from the Iran war, which has
disrupted the global energy chain
through damage to energy infrastructure
in the Middle East and disruption to global
energy transport routes. Global energy
prices have surged, energy transport
options have narrowed, and freight and
insurance costs have risen sharply. As
an energy-import-dependent economy,
Bangladesh faces a severe energy price
and supply shock that could destabilise an
already fragile macroeconomic situation.

Against this backdrop, what might
constitute a comprehensive development
strategy for putting people first? In my
view, such a strategy must contain three
interrelated components: recovery of GDP
growth, investment in human capital, and
arethinking of social protection.

STRATEGY FOR INCLUSIVE GROWTH

Global experience shows that the
only sustainable way to reduce poverty
is through inclusive GDP growth. The
most effective way to achieve this is
to create sufficient decent jobs that
generate employment and income for a
growing workforce. The term “inclusive”
is important because many countries,
including Bangladesh, have experienced
growth without adequate job creation.

One of the most important ways
to reconcile job creation with growth
acceleration is to promote labour
intensive  exports. The readymade
garments revolution and the remittance
boom illustrate this clearly. Both have
supported growth and job creation and
have been lifelines for the economy of
Bangladesh. However, limited export
diversification and heavy reliance on low
skilled migrant labour have constrained
employment and income potential.

Policies that reduce trade protection,
maintain a competitive exchange rate,
contain inflation and thereby lower

Japan to release

oil stocks

Sadig Ahmed
writes for

nominal interest rates, strengthen the
investment climate through deregulation,
reduce trade logistics costs, and upgrade
skills through education and training
reform can unlock this potential.

Despite strong potential, progress
in labour intensive service exports
remains limited. Opportunities in
aviation, shipping and ICT services could
transform employment prospects for
educated youth. Experiences of countries
such as the Netherlands, Hong Kong,
Singapore, Qatar, Turkey and the United
Arab Emirates demonstrate the strong
employment potential of aviation and
shipping through forward and backward
linkages. Deregulation to attract domestic
and foreign investment, alongside skill
development, will be essential.

Perhaps the greatest scope for
expanding employment and income
lies in the micro and small enterprise
sector in both urban and rural areas.

body of research already exists on how this
can be achieved, and many experienced
experts could assist the government
in improving access to education and
training while raising quality standards.

Alongside improved education and
training services, major improvements
in healthcare are needed to strengthen
human capital. Here, both financing and
service delivery remain key challenges.
Data suggest that limited public spending
on healthcare, only 0.34 percent of GDP
in FY2025, has made outof-pocket
expenses prohibitively high. Even this
modest public spending is further
undermined by corrupt practices and
weak service delivery.

Along with policy reform to raise
health spending to at least 1 percent of
GDP over the next three years, a thorough
overhaul of governance and service
delivery in the health sector will be an
essential component of a development
strategy that puts people first. To reduce
out-of-pocket expenses for poor and
vulnerable groups, the prime minister’s
idea of introducing a health card is an
excellent step. This initiative should be
viewed more broadly as part of a move
towards a universal healthcare system
in Bangladesh. Several good practice
examples exist in the region, including
Thailand, Malaysia and India. Bangladesh
can learn from these experiences in
developing a universal healthcare system.

REFORM  OF THE  SOCIAL
PROTECTION SYSTEM
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The government will launch the “Farmers’ Card” on a pre-pilot basis among 25,000
farmers in nine upazilas. Cardholders will receive benefits including agricultural
inputs at fair prices, government subsidies and incentives and access to agricultural

machinery at affordable rates.

This sector is already the largest source
of employment outside agriculture,
accounting for 34 percent of the labour
force. Yet it suffers from low productivity,
limited investment, weak technology
adoption and low incomes. Research
shows that the biggest constraint is a
lack of access to institutional credit.
Addressing this challenge must be a
priority. Other barriers include tax and
regulatory constraints, inadequate skills,
limited technology and weak institutional
support. One important  reform
would be the creation of a one-stop
support institution for micro and small
enterprises, similar to the Small Business
Administration in the United States.

STRATEGY FOR HUMAN CAPITAL

Strategies for inclusive growth and
human capital must go hand in hand.
Successive labour force surveys show
weak education and training outcomes
that have limited the benefits of the
demographic dividend. Both quantity
and quality remain challenges, driven
by severe [unding constraints and
weaknesses in service delivery.

In FY2025, public spending on
education and training was only 1.6
percent of GDP. No country can hope to
develop human capital with such limited
investment. This must rise to at least 3
percent of GDP over the next three years.
At the same time, major improvements in
service delivery will be necessary. A large
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Initiatives by Tarique Rahman to
introduce a family card, a farmer’s card
and a health card are consistent with
the need to overhaul the delivery of the
social protection system in Bangladesh.
A major reform effort began in 2014.
I led an international technical team
financed by the UNDP (o develop a new
social protection strategy for Bangladesh,
drawing on the latest global thinking and
international good practice. The strategy
recommended consolidating the chaotic
and often duplicative 145 schemes into five
life cycle-based programmes, converting
programmes into direct income transfers
and eliminating corruption through a
range of administrative reforms. The
document was recognised by UNDP as
high quality, and the government agreed
to adopt it.

Twelve years have passed, yet very little
hasbeenimplemented. Instead of increasing
financing as recommended by the strategy,
budget allocations have been reduced
every year, reaching an all-time low of 0.74
percent of GDP in FY2025. With a poor and
vulnerable population estimated at around
68 million, this allocation undermines the
credibility of the social protection system. It
is therefore hardly surprising that income
inequality remains high in Bangladesh and
poverty is rising.

The prime minister’'s ideas on
reforming the national social protection
system fit well with the life cycle model of

social security. He may wish to revisit the
approach we had advocated to help move
forward with reform of the national social
security system.

FINANCING STRATEGY

Arguably, the greatest challenge is to
develop a credible financing strategy. The
weak macroeconomic situation, together
with the emerging global energy crisis,
presents a major constraint that will require
careful navigation and management.

Recovery of GDP growth will require
the investment rate to rise from the
current 28 percent of GDP in FY2025
to at least 32 percent to 34 percent of
GDP to support annual growth of 6 to 7
percent. This will require an increase in
both private and public investment. Much
of the increase will have to come from the
private sector, which will need to grow
from 22 percent of GDP in FY2025 to at
least 27 percent over the next four to five
years.

Domestic private investment alone
will not be sufficient. A strong increase
in foreign direct investment will be
necessary, particularly in export-oriented
enterprises. Significant improvements
in the investment climate through large
scale deregulation and governance
reform will be essential to boost private
investment. Strengthening human capital
through skill development will also be
critical.

Higher investment and faster growth
will increase demand for imports and
therefore require additional foreign
exchange. Successful implementation of
a labour-intensive export strategy will be
crucial to avoid a balance of payments
crisis. The ability to attract suflicient
foreign direct investment will also help
mobilise the required foreign exchange.

Given the rapid accumulation of
external debt, declining concessional
financing and rising debt servicing
costs, external borrowing will need to
remain cautious and focused on high
priority investments in primary energy,
water and transport, as well as export-
oriented agriculture and manufacturing.
Multilateral development banks should
remain the main source of such financing.

On the domestic front, a sound
banking sector is essential to support
private investment and finance working
capital for production, trade and
commerce. Urgent efforts are needed
to repair the damaged banking system.
Given the large gaps in non-performing
loans, capital adequacy and provisioning,
adequate new funding will be required
to revive weak banks. Since the treasury
is borrowing even to finance current
operations, it cannot finance deficits in
the banking sector. Liquidity support
from Bangladesh Bank would further fuel
the already high rate of inflation. The most
feasible options are therefore long-term
borrowing from multilateral development
banks and strategic sales to domestic or
foreign investors in a transparent manner.

The most urgent priority, however,
is fiscal reform. The tax system must be
overhauled to raise tax revenue from 6.5
percent of GDP in FY2025 to 10 percent
by FY2029 and 12 percent by FY2031. This
should be complemented by corporate
governance and pricing reform in state
owned enterprises, which could generate
additional non tax revenue of around 1.5
percent of GDP.

At 2.4 percent of GDP, the subsidy level
in FY2025 is not sustainable. This should
be reduced to below 1 percent of GDP
through reforms in the power and primary
energy sectors, including renegotiation of
independent power producer contracts,
improvements in corporate governance
and pricing reforms. Much of the
additional resources generated through
tax reform, state enterprise reform and
subsidy rationalisation should be used
to increase public spending on health,
education and training, water, primary
energy and social protection, as discussed
carlier.

The writeris vice chairperson of the Policy
Research Institute of Bangladesh (PRI).
He can be reached at sadigahmed1952@
gmail.com

Islami Bank delays
US investor’s entry
into mCash

STAR BUSINESS REPORT

Islami Bank has decided to postpone its earlier
plan to onboard US-based B100O Holdings LLC as
a strategic investor in mCash Ltd, a subsidiary
formed to operate mobile financial services.

The shariah-based bank disclosed the decision
yesterday on the Dhaka Stock Exchange (DSE)
website.

It said the board reviewed the progress of the
proposed strategic investment involving the
onboarding of B100 Holdings LLC as a strategic
equity investor in mCash Ltd.

“After due deliberation, the board has decided
to postpone the earlier decision regarding the
proposed onboarding of B100 Holdings LI.C as a
strategic equity investor in mCash Ltd to complete
the necessary due diligence and obtain regulatory
clearance.”

Earlier, on March 9, Islami Bank announced
that the paid-up capital of mCash Ltd would be
increased in phases to Tk 500 crore as part of the
agreement.

Under the proposed capital structure, Islami
Bank will retain at least 51 percent of the equity,
while B100O Holdings LLC will hold up to 49
percent through the subscription of shares.

The bank’s profit fell to Tk 99.77 crore in the
first nine months of 2025, down from Tk 267.71
crore in the same period of 2024.

Shares of the bank dropped 2.7 percent to Tk
42.30 yesterday at the Dhaka bourse.

Trust Bank
allowed to appoint
multiple directors
from sole sponsor

STAR BUSINESS REPORT

The Bangladesh Bank has allowed Trust Bank
to appoint more than one director from its sole
sponsor shareholder, the Army Welfare Trust,
exempting the lender from a provision in banking
law.

The central bank issued a notice in this regard
recently, exempting the bank from complying with
a provision of Section 23 of the Bank Companies
Act, 1991, as amended in 2023.

The provision states that no institution
or company may appoint more than one
representative director to a bank’s board.

A senior Bangladesh Bank official said the
provision was relaxed as Trust Bank has only
one sponsor shareholder, while the number is
generally higher at other banks.

The exemption allows the bank to appoint
more than one director from the Army Welfare
Trust, the official added.

Oil poised for
further gains

REUTERS, Singapore

Oil prices could extend gains at Monday’s open
as the US-Israeli war against Iran entered a third
week, putting oil infrastructure at risk and
keeping the Strait of Hormuz shut in the world’s
largest supply disruption.

US President Donald Trump threatened further
strikes on Iran’s Kharg Island oil export hub,
drawing a defiant response of further retaliation
from Tehran.

Brent and US West Texas Intermediate crude
futures have already spiked sharply and rattled
global financial markets. Both contracts have
surged more than 40 percent so far this month to
their highest levels since 2022 after the US-Israeli
attacks on Iran prompted Tehran to halt shipping
through the Strait of Hormuz - a key chokepoint
for a fifth of global oil supply.

Trump has urged China, France, Japan, South
Korea, Britain and others to deploy warships to
secure the strategic gateway.

Why does the port of Fujairah

REUTERS, Tokyo
Japan plans to start releasing oil from its stockpiles on
Monday to soften the shock from the US-Israeli war on
Iran, a stark reminder of the oil crisis half a century ago
that prompted Tokyo (o create reserves.

As gasoline prices across Japan started to rise with the
war disrupting supplies from the Gulf’s Strait of Hormuz,
Tokyo pledged to release a record 80 million barrels of oil,
about 45 days of supply for the resource-poor nation.

The government has asked Japan’s refiners to use the
released crude, which will reduce the national reserves by
17 percent, to secure domestic supplies. It is not known
how much of the oil will go to a global release of 400
million barrels being coordinated by the International
Energy Agency to address the war’s supply shock and
price volatility.

Japan’s release shows how seriously Tokyo views the
disruption, said Yuriy Humber, CEO of Tokyo-based
consultancy Yuri Group.

“The reserves can help stabilise supplies and prices in the
short term but they mainly buy time. They can’t fully offset
a prolonged disruption in the Strait of Hormuz,” he said.

Any potential release from 12 million barrels jointly
held in Japan by Saudi Arabia, United Arab Emirates and
Kuwait would be in addition to the announced 80 million
barrels, the Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry says.

Japan started its national oil reserve system in 1978,
several years after the Arab oil embargo. The Group of
Seven nation, reliant on the Middle East for around 90
percent of its oil, now stockpiles 254 days of consumption.

matter to the oil market?

REUTERS, London

Some oil-loading operations have been
suspended in the United Arab Emirates’
Fujairah port, a major global hub for
refuelling ships as well as crude and fuel
exports, after a drone attack and fire on
Saturday.

WHY DOES FUJAIRAH MATTER
GLOBALLY?

Fujairah exported more than 1.7 million
barrels per day of crude oil and refined
fuels on average last year, according to
Kpler data, a volume equal to about 1.7
percent of daily world demand.

The portislocated on the Gulf of Oman,
approximately 70 nautical miles from
the Strait of Hormuz, which is effectively
closed due to the Iran war, increasing
the importance of Fujairah’s {lows to the
global market during the current conflict.

It sold 7.4 million cubic metres (about
7.33 million metric tons) of marine fuels
in 2025, making it the fourth largest in
the world after Singapore, Rotterdam and
China’s Zhoushan.

WHY DOES IT MATTER TO THE
UAE?

The UAE, which before the war began
produced more than 3.4 million bpd of
crude, operates a 1.5 million bpd pipeline

that can transport some crude to bypass
the Strait of Hormuz.
The Abu Dhabi Crude Oil Pipeline

Smoke rises in the Fujairah oil industry zone, caused by debris after interception of
a drone by air defenses, according to the Fujairah media office, amid the US-Israel

conflict with Iran, in Fujairah, United Arab Emirates on March 14.
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(ADCOP), also known as the Habshan-
Fujairah Pipeline, transports oil from Abu
Dhabi’s fields to Fujairah. The port loads
the UAE crude grade Murban, sold mostly
to buyers in Asia.

With Hormuz largely shut to exports,

significant disruptions at Fujairah
would force Opec’s third-largest
crude producer to shut down more
production.

WHY DOES IT MATTER TO CRUDE
AND FUEL MARKETS?

The port has a storage capacity of
18 million cubic metres, making it
one of the world’s top hubs for storing
crude and fuels as well as blending
operations.

Blending in the oil industry is the
process of mixing different petroleum
components to create finished products
such as gasoline and bunker fuels that
meet specific standards.

Major global storage companies
operate at the port, including VTTI, Vitol,
ADNOC, Vopak, and others.

The Fujairah Oil Industry Zone hosts
the Middle FEast's largest commercial
storage capacity for refined products.



