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Red tape hobbles Can Al make Bida
- =\ Japanese investment more eflective?

Akiko Okumura

RASHIDUL HASAN and JAGARAN CHAKMA

Despite decades of development ties, Japanese
investment in Bangladesh has yet to match the
scale seen in Vietnam or other peer economies.
Official figures put direct Japanese investment
in Bangladesh at around $350 million,
compared to $79 billion in Vietnam.

The gap is less about a lack of interest
and more about bureaucratic hurdles, policy
inconsistencies and a shortage of mid-
level managerial talent, according to Akiko
Okumura, executive vice-president of the Japan
External Trade Organization (Jetro).

Speaking to The Daily Star in an interview,
she said the core challenge lies in Bangladesh’s
business environment. “It needs improvement -
especially in tax systems, customs clearance and
work permits.”

These issues, she explained, consistently
feature in inquiries received by Jetro from both
existing and prospective investors.

Her colleague Kazuiki Kataoka, country
representative of Jetro’s Dhaka office, echoed
the concern, adding that investors also face
difficulties repatriating profits. “Many of these
problems are related to bureaucracy.”

While logistics and energy shortages also
persist, administrative inefficiencies and
regulatory unpredictability weigh more heavily
on investment decisions, the officials suggested.

They pointed to the complexity of
Bangladesh’s administrative structure -- with 47
ministries compared to Japan’s 13 -- as a source
of inefTiciency.

“This creates a lot of red tape,” said Okumura.

“Simplifying the government structure
could significantly improve the business
environment.”

Rather than chasing new investors, Jetro
recommends that Bangladesh prioritise
resolving the concerns of companies already
operating in the country.

“If existing problems are solved, new investors
will automatically become interested,” Kataoka
said. “The first step is to focus on the existing
Japanese companies.”

This approach, the Jetro official added, would
strengthen Bangladesh’s reputation as a reliable
investment destination.

Okumura also noted that official figures
do not capture the full picture, as many
multinational ~ Japanese firms  channel
investments into Bangladesh through third
countries such as Singapore or Switzerland.

Beyond policy, human capital poses a
challenge, according to the Jetro officials.

“Bangladesh does not lack skilled workers,”
Okumura said. “But there is a shortage of middle
managers.”

This gap limits companies’ ability to scale,
as mid-level managers play a critical role in
bridging operational and strategic functions.
Addressing it will require sustained investment
in training and leadership development, she
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“With the new government in place and
elections not due for another five years, there
is an opportunity to ensure political and social
stability. This allows companies to plan long-
term strategies.”

Such stability, Okumura believes, could serve
as a catalyst for increased foreign investment,
provided it is accompanied by meaningful
reforms. Among the most pressing expectations
from the government is institutional reform.

The Jetro officials welcomed recent
moves toward ministerial consolidation but
emphasised the need for deeper reform.

Meanwhile, Okumura said talks over
Japanese involvement in operating the third
terminal at Hazrat Shahjalal International
Airport have resumed after nearly one and a
half years.

Jetro views the development as a positive
signal for bilateral cooperation. Talks were
halted during the interim government period
due to disagreements on service charges,
operational control and revenue-sharing issues.

Following the formation of the new
government, (wo rounds of discussions have
taken place — one in March and another in
April.

progress to emerge in the coming months.

On trade, Bangladesh’s exports to Japan
remain heavily concentrated in ready-made
garments (RMG), accounting for roughly 80
percent of shipments.

Ando Yuji, Jetro’s senior director for
global strategy in Southwest Asia, sees scope
to diversify, but said it will require a shift in
industrial policy.

“Bangladesh has built its competitiveness
on abundant and low-cost labour,” he said. “To
diversily, it needs to gradually move towards
more capital-intensive industries.”

At the same time, labour-intensive sectors
such as leather goods, footwear, home
appliances and food processing could offer
immediate opportunities, leveraging the
country’s existing strengths, he added.

The recently signed Economic Partnership
Agreement (EPA) between Bangladesh and
Japan is expected to open new avenues for trade
and investment, the Jetro officials noted.

While they refrained from detailing specific
benefits, they indicated that the agreement
would support broader economic cooperation
and help address some of the structural issues
highlighted by investors.

HSBC pre-
tax profit
falls in Q1

AFP, Hong Kong

HSBC said Tuesday that
pre-profit fell to US$9.4
billion in the first quarter,
missing expectations, as
it was hit by credit losses
from United Kingdom
fraud-linked issues and the
Middle East crisis.

The 11 percent on-
year drop meant the
lender came up short of
the US$9.6 billion it had
forecast for the first three

months of the year.
“The decrease reflected
higher expected credit

losses and other credit
impairment charges in 1Q
26, an adverse impact from
notable items and a rise in
operating expenses,” HSBC
said in a Tuesday statement.

The bank’s expected
credit losses surged to
USSL3 billion, primarily
reflected in a $400 million
“fraud-related, secondary,
securitisation exposure
with a financial sponsor in
the UK,” it said.

It added that a US$300

million increase in
allowances reflected
“heightened  uncertainty

and a deterioration in the
forward economic outlook”
caused by the Iran war.

The company’s Hong
Kong-listed  shares  fell
more than four percent in
afternoon trade. The bank
forecast “amid-to-high single-
digit percentage adverse
impact on profit before tax”
from a range of issues.

Trump broke Opec.
He may regret it

REUTERS

US President Donald Trump’s military
forays in Venezuela and Iran have
weakened Opec more than anyone
thought possible just months ago. The
White House may view this as a major
win, but it may ultimately leave both
the US and energy markets worse off.

For decades, the Organization of the
Petroleum Exporting Countries, under
its de facto leader Saudi Arabia, has
exercised outsized influence over oil
markets, dialling output up or down
by tapping spare capacity to manage
prices and defend market share.

That influence has long been
eroding as the US and other non-Opec
members have gained prominence in
the past decades. The percentage of
global oil production Opec oversees
fell from a peak of about 50 percent
in the 1970s to roughly 35 percent last
year - and down to around 26 percent
in March in the wake of the closure of
the Strait of Hormuz at the start of the
Iran war.

The United Arab Emirates, the
cartel’s fourth-largest producer, quit
the group last week after 60 years to
pursue its energy strategy free of Opec
production quotas, directly challenging
Saudi Arabia and its Gulf neighbours.

Trump - a long-time critic of Opec
— hailed the UAE’s departure as “great,”
arguing it would help push oil prices
lower.

That may prove true - and the
US president’s muscular foreign
policy may ultimately prove to be
the producer group’s undoing. But a
weaker Opec is not necessarily good
news for consumers or producers —
including the US.

Opec has long been a lightning

US President Donald Trump

rod for US lawmakers who accuse
it of acting as a cartel. Trump has
levelled blistering criticism at the
group for years. In 2018, he accused
Opec of being a monopoly that kept
oil prices “artificially high.” After
returning to office last year, he
renewed pressure on the group to
keep prices low.

This year, he went far beyond tough
talk.

The lightning-fast US raid on
Venezuela in January saw long-serving
President Nicolas Maduro captured
and replaced by a Washington-{riendly
government. The Trump
administration swiftly took control of
Venezuela’s oil sector, redirecting most
ofits exports to the US and opening the
country’s vast oil reserves to Western
companies.

Venezuela, a founding Opec
member in 1960, saw its production
wither over recent decades to
under 1 million barrels per day as a
result of mismanagement, chronic
underinvestment and US sanctions.
That is less than 1 percent of global
supplies.

But output is now expected to
rebound as fresh capital flows in. While
Trump has not objected to Venezuela
remaining in Opec, itis hard to imagine
Caracas agreeing to curb output under
Opec quotas given Washington’s tight
oversight of its energy sector.

The US-Israeli strikes on Iran on
February 28 triggered a far more
dramatic cascade, leaving Opec
fractured and largely powerless.

Tehran sealed off the Strait of
Hormuz within hours of the first
strikes, trapping roughly a fifth of the
world’s oil and gas supplies inside the
Gulf.

During the 40-day active conflict,
dozens of energy facilities were
targeted across the Gulf, including
tankers, oil and gas fields, refineries,
pipelines and storage terminals.

The closure and the fighting forced
producers to shut in around 10 million
bpd, while Saudi Arabia and the UAE
diverted some output to ports outside
the Gulf.

Washington implemented its own
blockade in mid-April while US efforts
to break the Iranian blockade have so
far done little to revive traffic through
the narrow waterway.

Opec’s traditional pillars - Saudi
Arabia, the UAE, Kuwait and Iraq
found themselves bereft of their main
export route, usable spare capacity and
operational flexibility.

In short, they were essentially
powerless in the face of the biggest oil
shock in history.

This, in turn, created an opening for
the vast US oil and gas industry - now the
world’s largest in terms of production -
to rapidly ramp up exports to Asia and
Europe, further eroding Opec’s market
share and influence.

Reports. Summaries. Meetings. What he does not see is what has already changed
overnight.

A cyber intrusion attempt in Fastern Europe. A sudden shift in semiconductor
export controls. A quiet naval movement in the Indo-Pacific. A surge in Al-
generated narratives is shaping public opinion across borders.

None of these arrives as “events”. They arrive as signals. And by the time they
become visible, they are already oo late. This is the paradox of modern diplomacy.

The world no longer changes through announcements. It shifts through
patterns -- subtle, fragmented and often invisible. Bangladesh is not at the centre
of global power rivalry. But it does not need to be.

When tensions rise in the Strait of Hormuz, fuel prices in Dhaka move. When
shipping routes are disrupted, export timelines shift. When cyber risks escalate,
financial systems feel the pressure. We are not in the theatre of conflict. But we live
in its consequences.

And those consequences are no longer triggered by events. They are triggered
by signals that few are trained to read.

Traditionally, diplomacy has been a craft of negotiation. A discipline built on
relationships, experience and timing. But today, that is no longer enough.

Because the world is no longer slow enough (o be negotiated into clarity. It
must be interpreted in real time.

Artificial intelligence is often framed as a tool of automation. In diplomacy, its
role is entirely different. It is not here to replace diplomats. It is here to expand
their field of vision. To scan what no human team can scan. To connect what no
single report can connect. To detect patterns before they become crises.

But here lies another paradox. Having access to more data does not
automatically create better decisions. In fact, it often creates noise.

The real advantage lies not in having information -- but in building the
institutional capacity to interpret it. This is where most countries will fail. Not
because they lack technology. But because they lack the architecture to turn
signals into strategy.

What is needed is not just the adoption of Al It represents a new layer of
capability -- something we may call diplomatic intelligence. Not intelligence
in the classical sense of espionage, but intelligence as a system. A system that

continuously reads the world.
Imagine a Ministry of Foreign Affairs where Al
systems quietly monitor global policy shifts,
economic indicators, technological alliances and
media narratives. They detect anomalies. They
surface weak signals. They connect distant dots.
But they do not decide. That remains human.
Diplomats interpret. They contextualise. They
judge intent, culture and consequence.
And from that interaction emerges
something powerful: not just information but
foresight.
This same capability can quietly redefine how
countries like Bangladesh position themselves for
foreign investment. Investors do not move only on
incentives; they move on expectations of stability, policy
direction and future risk.

Diplomatic intelligence would allow the Bangladesh Investment
Development Authority (Bida) to read emerging supply chain shifts, anticipate
regulatory changes in key markets and identify sectors where global capital is
about to flow before it becomes obvious.

Instead of reacting to investor interest, Bangladesh can proactively signal
readiness -- aligning policies, infrastructure and narratives with where capital
is heading.

In a world of uncertainty, the countries that attract investment are not
always the largest or the cheapest, but the ones that appear most predictable
in an unpredictable system. The ability to read signals, therefore, becomes not
just a diplomatic advantage but an economic one.

There are early signs of this model emerging globally, though not always
under the same name. Countries like Singapore and the UAE have begun
integrating real-time data analytics into policy and investment decisions,
using predictive insights to anticipate shifts in trade, technology and capital
flows.

During recent global supply chain disruptions, some governments were
able to reposition themselves quickly -- offering targeted incentives and
regulatory clarity just as firms began diversifying away from concentrated
manufacturing hubs.

These were not reactive moves. They were informed by continuous signal
monitoring -- tracking geopolitical tensions, logistics bottlenecks and
corporate relocation patterns.

The lesson is subtle but important. Competitive advantage is no longer
built only on resources or geography. It is increasingly built on the ability to
sense where the world is moving before it gets there.

Over time, this creates a different kind of diplomacy. One that does not wait
for crises. One that reads them before they happen. One that does not react to
the world -- but anticipates it.

For countries like Bangladesh, this is not a luxury. It is a necessity. Because
in an interconnected world, vulnerability does not come from weakness alone.
It comes from not seeing change early enough. And in the coming decade, the
countries that matter will not be the ones with the most power. They will be
the ones with the clearest signal-reading capability.

Diplomacy was never merely about negotiation; it is, at its core, a system
of sensing, decoding and shaping realities before they harden into outcomes.
And those who fail to build this capability will not lose influence dramatically.
They will lose it silently -- one missed signal at a time.

The author is a research affiliate at MIT and member of UNESCO Al Ethics
Experts Without Borders. He can be reached at zulkarin@mit.edu

Brent holds near
S114 a barrel

fresh hostilities in the Middle East, while investors monitored developments in
the US-Israeli conflict with Iran.

The US and Iran launched new attacks in the Gulf on Monday as they
wrestled for control over the Strait of Hormuz with duelling maritime
blockades, shaking a fragile truce.

Brent crude futures eased 93 cents, or 0.8 percent, to $113.51 per barrel at
0719 GMT after settling up 5.8 percent on Monday. US West Texas Intermediate
(WTTI) crude fell $2.16, or 2 percent, to $104.26, after gaining 4.4 percent in the
previous session.

“Prices continue to trade in a highly volatile range, driven largely by ongoing
tensions in the Strait of Hormuz,” said Phillip Nova’s senior market analyst
Priyanka Sachdeva.

“While prices have eased slightly in recent sessions, this is not due to any
real improvement in fundamentals, but rather a temporary relief after the US
launched ‘Project Freedom’,” she added.

The US on Monday launched a new operation aimed at reopening the strait
to shipping. Maersk later said the Alliance Fairfax, a US-flagged vehicle carrier,
exited the Gulf via the strait accompanied by the US military.

“It shows that limited safe passage is possible under current conditions and
helps chip away at some of the worst-case supply disruption fears,” said Tim
Waterer, chief market analyst at KCM Trade in an email.

“However, it’s still very much a one-off event rather than a full reopening,”
he added. Still, Iran launched attacks in the Gulf on Monday to counter US
moves for control over the Strait of Hormuz, which connects the Gulf to wider
markets and typically carries oil and gas supply equal to about 20 percent of
global demand every day.

Several commercial vessels were reportedly struck in the area, while a key
oil port in the United Arab Emirates was set ablaze after an Iranian strike.
Trump’s attempt to use the US Navy to free up shipping is the war’s biggest
escalation since a ceasefire was declared four weeks ago.



