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Will the budget for FY2020
be any different?

Fahmida Khatun

Bangladesh'’s national budget for FY2020 will be the first budget of the
newly elected government that came to power following the election
in December 2018. Hence many would like to see how the budget is
going to implement the promises made in the election manifesto of
the ruling party. If taken seriously, election manifesto is a document
which can act as the reference point of a political party to deliver on
its commitments. The election manifesto of the ruling party is quite a
comprehensive document that outlines the achievements of the last
10 years and elaborates the pledges to be delivered during the next
five years. Some of the important deliverables will have to be achieved
through budgetary allocations.

The issue of the size of the budget is not so relevant anymore. Quite
naturally, the size will continue to increase in a growing economy with
a large population. Still, the size hovers around 18 per cent of our gross
domestic product (GDP) on average. This is not large if compared with
other emerging economies. Rather, the quality and inclusivity aspects of
the budget are more important for Bangladesh at this point in time. The
GDP growth for FY2019 is predicted to be 8.13 per cent. Despite such
a high growth, the economy is experiencing a number of challenges.
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Economic growth could not create enough jobs in the economy leaving
some 11.6 per cent of total youths unemployed. Inequality is evident
in all respects, all forms—between rich and poor, between men and
women, and between the eastern and western parts of the country.
Private investment is stuck at around 23 per cent of GDP. Exports and
remittances have seen slow growth in FY2019. Thus formulating a
budget is not an easy task in such circumstances.

One of the weak links of our national budget is its implementation. This
is applicable both for Annual Development Plan (ADP) and revenue
mobilisation. The estimated budget is revised downwards in the mid-
way. Then again the final numbers at the end of the fiscal year are even
lower than the revised budgetin most cases. This demonstrates the weak
capacity of our budget implementation effort. As opposed to our family
budget, the national budget develops expenditure plans first. Then the
finance minister looks for resources to make those expenditures. One
of the major sources of resource is domestic resource mobilisation, of
which taxation is a key component. As the development expenditure
is increasing, the government has to set high targets of revenue
mobilisation to meet up expenses. However, neither our tax base is
broad enough nor our tax collection mechanism is efficient enough to
generate the targeted amount of taxation. As a result, for the last couple
of years, there has been a huge shortfall of revenue mobilisation from
the targets. Even with such deficit in revenue generation, the budget
deficit remains below the target of five per cent. Why is that? Because
ADP implementation also remains below the target. While this reflects
our inability to fulfil commitments, the other aspect of the budget is no
less important. And that is, the quality of budget implementation.

When it comes to the quality of expenditures, transparency and
accountability are questionable in many cases. Large infrastructural
projects are not completed timely. The delay costs dearly. Waste of
resources and corruption are not unheard of. Many a time, poor quality
infrastructures require an even larger amount for their maintenance.
The other issue is to increase investment in social sectors. Such



TSI AEH 8 TLA©

investment should not only be for construction of schools and clinics but
also for ensuring quality of education and health services. Improving
the quality of teachers through training, overseeing the curriculum and
syllabus in schools and monitoring the healthcare services are only
a few means for quality enhancement. Similarly, resource for social
safety net programmes is essential to address poverty. Surprisingly,
government pension is considered part of the social safety net budget
which makes the social safety budget larger than the actual amount
flowing to the poor.

We would also like to see how the budget addresses the ongoing crisis in
the financial sector. The banking sector is burdened with huge amounts
of default loans. The government has been injecting resources to the
losing banks, mostly owned by the state. Such regular recapitalisation
has not resulted in improvement of the health of the problem-struck
banks. It has rather created incentives even for the private commercial
banks to misappropriate taxpayers’ money. The recently published
Financial Stability Report 2018 by the Bangladesh Bank points out
that the net profit of the banking sector has decreased because of
large amounts of default loans. This implies that banks’ contribution
to revenue generation will be lower. Rescheduled loans are becoming
defaulted again and again. But banks continue to reschedule those
default loans. How is it consistent with the election pledges of the
ruling party?

Zero tolerance to corruption has been announced by the highest
political authority of the current government. This is a laudable move.
But this is not going to be a simple task given the nature of governance
in the country at present. It will require strong and harsh measures.
Institutional reform of the organisations in charge of monitoring
corruption issues and taking measures against the corrupt are still
unfinished. Budget can allocate more resources for digital governance
and capacity development of officials. However, if the responsible
bodies are not allowed to function without influence and fear, we will
not be able to progress much on this count.
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So the finance minister has a tall order in front of him. In terms of issues,
the upcoming budget will have to deal with the same old ones. But it
is time to change the approach. During its third term in leading the
country, the ruling party will have to address the sources rather than
the symptoms of the problems. Budgetary measures will be one of the
tools to eliminate those.

31 May 2019
The Daily Star
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The emerging cracks in
our external sector

Mustafizur Rahman

The robust external sector performance has been a strong pillar on
which Bangladesh’s impressive macroeconomic stability and growth of
recent years was founded. The strong performance was underwritten
by several factors.

Firstly, the growth and combined earnings of export and remittances
contributed to a comfortable current account balance position.

Secondly, the forex reserves had been on a secular rise boosted by inflow
of export earnings, remittance flows and inflows of short-, medium- and
long-term (MLT) loans.

Thirdly, Bangladesh Bank was able to undertake sterilisation
interventions on a regular basis to influence the exchange rate of
Bangladeshi Taka (BDT) in a way that arrested the slide of BDT at a time
when the real effective exchange rate was on the rise.

Fourthly, the debt and debt-servicing liability remained comfortable in

the backdrop of the low levels of foreign loans incurred and utilised, and
the concessional nature of the loans.

PH
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The emerging cracks

However, in the last couple of years, cracks have started to appear in the
external balance which, if not addressed with the urgency the concern
deserves, could not only undermine the external sector performance
but also put overall macroeconomic stability and the growth narrative
under threat.

Firstly, as evidence bears out, since 2011, for the first time, the overall
balance was in the red in FY2018, when it was United States dollar
(USD) (-) 0.8 billion. This negative position has continued in the first
three quarters of FY2019. The negative would have been much higher
had the growth of imports not come down significantly, from the high of
25.2 per cent in FY2018 to 5.1 per cent during July-March of FY2019. If
imports post higher growth in FY2020, the deficit in trade and current
account will rise further. Much will also depend on commodity price
movements.

Secondly, the yawning current account gap is, at present, being financed
through large inflows in the financial account where the overwhelming
share is accounted for not by foreign direct investment (FDI) or
portfolio investment, but by the inflow of short and MLT loans. This is
corroborated by the fast rising loans in the pipeline which increased
from USD 18.1 billion in FY2016 to USD 22.1 billion in FY2017 to USD
35.8 billion in FY2018. One will need to keep in mind that since 2015,
because of (lower) middle-income graduation, the cost of Bangladesh’s
borrowings has been on the rise significantly. Thus, accumulated debt
and the debt-servicing liability will rise sharply.

Thirdly, with rising import payments, capacity of forex reserves to
underwrite imports has been falling sharply, from eight months’
equivalent in FY2017 to only about 5.3 months in March FY2019. At the
same time, buyers’ credit from the private sector has been on the rise,
from USD 3.85 billion in December 2015 to USD 10.2 billion in December
2018. In this backdrop, the capacity of the central bank to continue to

3R
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undertake sterilisation interventions in the foreign exchange market, at
least on the scale seen in recent past years, may be rather limited.

The cumulative impact of the external sector trends is clearly depicted
by the distance between the Seventh Five Year Plan (7FYP) targets and
the actual on-the-ground performance. The overall balance in 7FYP was
envisaged to be a positive of USD 5.45 billion in FY2019 instead of the
negative estimated for this year based on trends so far (for July-March
FY2019, the overall balance stood at (-) USD 0.33 billion). Net FDI was
projected to be USD 7.4 billion for FY2019 (and about USD 10 billion
in FY2020) as against actual figures averaging around less than USD 2
billion annually.

Addressing the emerging tensions

It will not be easy for Bangladesh’s policymakers to deal with these
cracks. A lot will depend on Bangladesh’s capacity to enhance forex
earnings from exports and remittances. In a welcome development,
export growth rate in FY2019, at about 11.6 per cent in FY2019 (July-
April), surpassed the target of 6.4 per cent. Remittances have also
posted an impressive growth of 10 per cent over the corresponding
period, although the number of workers going abroad in this period
has come down by more than 11 per cent. This will likely have a lagged
response and slow down future growth.

From a medium-term perspective, the urgency of a push towards export
diversification, move up the value chain to more value-added products
and skills upgradation towards higher competitiveness cannot be
overemphasised. However, in the short-term, the expected deficit in the
current account may be brought down by containing imports. As was
noted earlier, import growth has come down sharply in FY2019. Fiscal
measures are an option. The import tariffs on rice have been raised
significantly in recent times to discourage imports. The government
may also consider raising import duties on selected luxury items and
consumer goods. The other option to discourage imports is to go for

>0
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raising letter of credit (LC) margins for imports. Indeed, the Bangladesh
Bank has already been resorting to this measure selectively.

As was pointed out, capacity to deploy sterilisation interventions by
the Bangladesh Bank has weakened in the face of depleting reserves.
Bangladesh’s export competitors have gone for significant depreciation
of respective currencies over the recent years. Since sharp depreciation
will have adverse implications for import payments, inflation and
consumer prices and interest payments, a gradual depreciation of the
BDT would be the preferred option. Indeed, this has been the strategy
pursued by the central bank which needs to be continued. However,
debt-servicingliabilities will keep on rising in view of the rising aid flows
noted earlier. The apprehension is that if the pressure on the reserves
keeps on rising, undertaking sterilisation may become increasingly
difficult. Realising the aspirations of 7FYP—to bring in more FDI in
the range of USD 7-9 billion annually—must be given top priority to
enhance exports and improve the overall balance situation.

There is no easy solution in dealing with the emerging cracks that are
weakening Bangladesh’s external sector position and performance.
How the 7FYP GDP growth targets are being achieved—and even
being exceeded—in spite of the disquieting external sector scenario
remains a disturbing question though. In recent times, many experts
have questioned the GDP growth rate figures on the ground that they do
not correspond with key variables contributing to macroeconomic and
sectoral performance of the Bangladesh economy, more particularly the
investment figures.

As the above discussion bears out, as far as the external sector is
concerned, key variables have significantly underperformed in FY2019
against what was projected for FY2019 in the 7FYP (for example, USD 7
billion of net FDI projected in the 7FYP compared to less than the USD
2 billion projected for this year; export projection of USD 47.5 billion in
the 7FYP instead of the estimated USD 42.5 billion for this year; positive
overall balance projected in 7FYP instead of the negative balance of this

38
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year). The projected net FDI flow during the first four years according
to the 7FYP was to the tune of USD 20.2 billion against the realised
amount of about USD 7 billion actually received over the corresponding
period. At the same time, the GDP growth figure for FY2019 has been
estimated to be 8.13 per cent, which is higher than the figure of 7.6 per
cent projected for FY2019 in the 7FYP.

Has there been an exceptional growth in capital productivity to sustain
such high growth? There is indeed a clear case to revisit the GDP growth
estimates.

Policymakers should be concerned about the external sector challenges
which come at a time when Bangladesh needs to take adequate
preparations to face the implications of the country’s dual graduation,
with the anticipated rising competitive pressure on export performance
because of preference erosion (emanating from the LDC graduation), and
the escalating cost and more stringent conditionalities associated with
foreign borrowing (originating from the middle-income graduation).

Against this backdrop, concrete initiatives to raise export

competitiveness, ensure appropriate use of foreign funds and improve
the quality of external sector management cannot be overemphasised.

12 June 2019
The Daily Star
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Looking beyond high growth
in Bangladesh

Fahmida Khatun

In 2018 Bangladesh began its graduation process from least developed
country to developing country status. Bangladesh has now met the
criteria for graduation set by the United Nations Committee for
Development Policy in terms of gross national income per capita, human
assets index and economic vulnerability index. Politically, the country
held its 11t national elections on 30 December 2018.

During the 2018 fiscal year, the economy grew by 7.9 per cent in a
continuation of high growth exceeding 7 per cent for the last three fiscal
years. At a time when the state of the global economy looks gloomy,
Bangladesh’s growth numbers indicate promise. The agriculture and
industry sectors saw higher growth rates than the previous year. The
service sector declined slightly, though its share in GDP remained at
52.2 per cent. Robust economic growth has contributed to an increase
in per capita income and a reduction in poverty over time.

Yet high growth has not increased the pace of job creation and poverty
reduction. According to Bangladesh’s Labour Force Survey 2016-17,
though the national unemployment rate is steady at only 4.2 per cent,
youth unemployment sat at 10.6 per cent in 2017. Despite a positive
demographic composition, with a large share of the country still young,
Bangladesh has not been able to benefit from its ‘demographic dividend".
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More worrying is that the youth unemployment rate is rising steadily. A
significant segment of the youth population — 29.8 per centin 2017 —
was not engaged in education, employment or training. Unfortunately,
the existing education system is not providing young people with the
required skills to be employable in the job market.

Linked to this is the issue of technology. Bangladesh will have to
embrace technology to remain competitive in the global market. The
economy must diversify and increase its productive capacity through
technological upgrading and innovation. But appropriate policies need
to be in place to reduce the digital divide.

Impressive growth also has not generated adequate income for all.
Stark income, consumption and wealth inequality remain a scar on
the economy. Official statistics show that in 2016, the top 5 per cent of
households possessed 28.9 per cent of the national income while the
bottom 5 per cent possessed only 0.2 per cent.

These challenges should be addressed through higher investment in
both physical and social infrastructure. Private sector investment is
hovering around 23 per cent of GDP. Foreign direct investment is not
impressive either. The main driver of growth has been consumption. As
a result, national savings declined in 2018 compared to the previous
fiscal year.

The trade deficit also widened to 6.1 per cent of GDP due to higher
imports of food, fuel and capital goods. This is despite export and
remittance growth. Export destinations of readymade garments
remained concentrated in the European Union and the United States
(US). A disproportionate share of readymade garment exports and a
narrow market concentration put the export sector at risk.

The high value of the Bangladeshi taka (BDT) against the US dollar
put exporters at a disadvantage when it came to some of Bangladesh’s
competitors in the global market. China, India, Sri Lanka and Vietnam
saw a depreciation of their currencies against the US dollar.
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But if the real effective exchange rate is considered, the BDT
appreciated. There may be a need for an adjustment of the exchange
rate in 2019 to increase exports. This will help reduce the deficit in
the balance of payments and current account. The volume of foreign
exchange reserves has been declining since 2017 and could only cover
five months of imports in 2018 compared to more than eight months
in the previous year.

Targets for revenue generation and expenditure efforts remain
unfulfilled, reflecting a weak fiscal framework. Bangladesh’s revenue-to-
GDP ratio is one of the lowest in the world at only 11.5 per cent in 2018.

Bangladesh’s graduation from the least developed country group
will lead to the withdrawal of the European Union’s and some other
countries’ Generalised System of Preferences schemes, meaning a loss
of duty free access to these markets. There may also be a curtailment
of access to concessional finance. The newly elected government will
design and execute the Eighth Five Year Plan and continue to implement
the Sustainable Development Goals. Resource mobilisation will be
critically important during this time.

Bangladesh has demonstrated significant success in the social sector in
the past. These successes include gender parity in primary education,
higher school enrolment ratios and adult literacy rates, reductions in
infant mortality, under-five mortality and maternal mortality, a lower
birth rate and higher life expectancy. Low allocation of budgetary
resources and inequality in accessing education and health services are
pertinent issues to be addressed.

Institutional and governance challenges in the banking sector in recent
years are likely to threaten the macroeconomic stability of the country.
Burdened with a large quantity of non-performing loans, various
irregularities, a weak central bank and problematic political influence,
the sector is being supported by the government through injections
of capital. It desperately needs reform and only strong political
commitment will make it happen.
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While several important economic indicators show promise,
Bangladeshi policymakers will have to remain vigilant to ensure that
growth is sustainable and inclusive and the country’s transition to
developing country status is a smooth one.

7 March 2019
East Asia Forum
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Our incomprehensible
obsession with GDP

Fahmida Khatun

Our obsession with Gross Domestic Product (GDP) seems to be growing
every day while economists keep questioning its source, method,
authenticity, etc.

There is no doubt that Bangladesh’s economy has been doing far better
than before. But this is not new. Every decade has given us one additional
percentage of GDP growth in Bangladesh. For an economy which starts
from a low level of growth but is making efforts to move forward, its
growth rate will be higher than economies which have already crossed
that trajectory and become advanced countries. Thus comparing our
GDP growth with those countries is flawed.

While Bangladesh may exceed some of the advanced economies in
terms of its GDP growth rate and size, it may still be behind in terms
of addressing inequality and ensuring distributive justice. As it stands
now, the top five per cent of the population possess about 29 per cent of
national income while the bottom five per cent account for only 0.23 per
cent of the national income. The pace of poverty reduction is slowing
while the speed of the growth of the ultra-rich population is increasing.
Inequality in consumption and asset ownership is also on the rise. Thus
the distributional aspect is totally absent in the GDP concept.
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The limitations of GDP are rooted in the way it is calculated. GDP refers
to the goods and services produced in a country in a given year. That
is all. It does not say anything more than that. It cannot say whether
the quality of life has improved or not, whether everyone has received
the benefit of that growth or not, whether it has reduced inequality or
not, whether the growth is sustainable or not, and so on. Since GDP
is the market value of goods and services, whatever is transacted in
the market in exchange for money contributes to GDP. Herein lies the
danger. The GDP calculation method does not care about the source of
such contributions.

One of my favourite examples is the issue of environmental degradation.
The intrinsic value of the environment is not taken into consideration
as it does not have a market price. Infrastructural or industrial
development may happen by wiping out forests and trees. Construction
activities or industrial products will increase GDP. If those trees are sold
in the market, even that would add to GDP. But what is the real cost of
such development? If one takes into account the cost of environmental
degradation and natural resource depletion, the sustainable growth
rate or ‘green’ GDP would be much less than the estimated growth rate.

GDP also does not take into account the unpaid household activities
performed by women. When my mother used to cook for us, she did
not contribute to GDP even though without her care and domestic
work, we could not have studied or worked outside and contributed to
the economy. But had she sold the food she prepared, she would have
added to economic growth! GDP is all about spending money in the
economy. Thus when my father retired and was left with pension only,
his contribution to GDP immediately fell.

This obsession with GDP overlooks the core problems of the economy.
Private investment is stuck at around 23 per cent of GDP—inadequate
for maintaining such a growth momentum and for creating enough
jobs for the youth. Public investment is increasing mainly on physical
infrastructure, while social infrastructure is being ignored. There is
low investment in public education, and barely any monitoring of the
quality of the mushrooming roadside private educational institutions
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that provide certificates but cannot convert certificate-holders into
useful human capital. Thus their employability is low despite a crying
demand for skilled human resources.

With an allocation of two per cent of GDP towards education, one does
not expect better. Healthcare receives even less than one per cent of
GDP. Hence the poor facilities in public hospitals and clinics, particularly
outside the capital, deprive larger communities of quality healthcare.
People spend almost 72 per cent of their total health costs out of
their own pockets. Out-of-pocket expenditure on health is highest in
Bangladesh compared to other South Asian countries. Rule of law, social
justice, safety and security are everyday concerns. While we boast about
achieving many gender-related targets, violence against women and
girls has become endemic. Numerous such incidents go unnoticed as
they are not reported. Perpetrators get away with such heinous crimes
by resorting to political power.

As I sign off writing this column, an alarming piece of news flashes on
the screen. Bank defaulters have been rewarded with a spectacular
rescheduling facility. They can delay their loan repayment by paying
only two per cent down payment rather than the existing 10-15 per
cent. They will have to pay only a maximum of nine per cent interest
on their rescheduled loans, but the existing rate is 12-16 per cent.
Their repayment tenure is 10 years with a grace period of one year.
Burdened with soaring loan defaults, the banking sector is now taking
a U-turn instead of solving the problems once and for all. This will only
encourage willful defaulters. It risks putting pressure on the liquidity
situation and net profit of banks. Such facilities may provide temporary
breathing space for the defaulters, but this will have a negative impact
on the banking sector.

So, what type of growth are we talking about? Because GDP growth is
only a hazy number that does not address the fundamental aspects of
economic development. This highly politicised number does not say
much about the quality of life of all citizens.

19 May 2019
The Daily Star
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BRI - an emerging new
international economic order

Rehman Sobhan

As we moved into the 215t century a new more sustainable set of
opportunities for the Third World to construct a more just and
balanced global economic order has presented itself. The onward
thrust of globalisation has led to transformative changes in global
comparative advantage. In a wide range of goods and services countries
of the Third World, particularly from Asia, have established their global
competitiveness to a level where China has emerged as the world’s
largest economy in purchasing power parity (PPP) terms with India
in third place. Between 1990 and 2017 Asia’s share of global gross
domestic product (GDP) increased from 23.9 per cent to 35.8 per cent
while China’s share of GDP grew from 1.6 per cent to 15.2 per cent. In
the area of global trade, Asia’s share increased from 22.7 per cent in
1990 to 37.6 per cent in 2017. China’s share of global trade in this same
period increased from 1.6 per cent to 11.5 per cent.

As a consequence of Asia’s enhanced competitiveness 61 per cent of
global foreign exchange reserves are now located in Asian countries,
including Central, West, South and East Asia, with China accounting for
27 per cent of total global reserves. A further manifestation of the shift of
global investment capacity is to be found in the Sovereign Wealth Funds

208



AANRS T fowi-8

(SWF) where 75 per cent of global holdings originate in Asia with China
accounting for 21 per cent of global SWF capital. Asia’s capital surpluses
are now underwriting the balance of payments and budget deficits of
the Western capitalist countries where 56 per cent of United States (US)
Treasury Bills are held by Asian countries with China accounting for 19
per cent of these holdings.

These trends in global capital accumulation are not likely to change
significantly in the years to come since they originate in the competitive
strength of the Asian economies and not in the price variabilities of
global commodity markets. The arguments now propagated by some of
the wealthiest countries that this relocation of competitive strength and
capital accumulation to Asia owes to malpractices in the global trading
system appears to be a self-serving argument which fails to address the
root cause of decline in the competitiveness of the West.

The enhancement of both economic competitiveness and capital
surpluses in the hands of some Third World countries, particularly
in Asia, provides a historic opportunity to use these strengths to
promote South-South cooperation as a route to construct a new, more
just international economic order for the 215t century. Central to any
initiative to restructure the global economic order is the relocation of
capital surpluses from the advanced capitalist countries of the West into
Asia with China as the principal source of global capital.

This relocation of global surpluses from the West to Asia has also created
conditions for challenging the monopoly of global capital flows and their
management by Western and international finance institutions such
as the International Monetary Fund (IMF), World Bank and the Asian
Development Bank (ADB). This monopoly over capital underwrote the
economic power of the West and empowered its institutions to write
the rules for governing the global economy so as to perpetuate their
hegemony over the global economic order. This relocation of global
financial power into Asian hands, now drawing upon the services of
some of the world’s largest banks and SWF to manage their funds, has
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created opportunities to re-write the rules for building a more just
economic order. China’s vast foreign exchange reserves of United States
dollar (USD) 3.2 trillion and capital accumulated in its various sovereign
wealth funds amounting to USD 1.7 trillion is specially provisioned to
play a vanguard role in building a more balanced order.

BRI as an instrument of cooperation

The refusal of the US and Europe to relinquish their dominance over the
management of the global financial institutions has encouraged some
countries of the South to draw upon the relocated capital surpluses
accumulated by the more advanced emerging economies. The BRICS
bank set up by Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa was the first
of these initiatives but its capital base and scope remains modest. China
moved further in designing an Asia-centric bank, the Asia Infrastructure
Investment Bank (AIIB), in partnership with some other countries, with
a strong enough capital base to challenge the monopoly of the World
Bank and ADB over development financing.

The AIIB served as an important demonstration of China’s intention
of using its capital surpluses to extend its economic reach across the
global South and even into the developed world of Europe. The AIIB’s
multilateral design and narrower focus on the infrastructure needs
of the developing world did not fully capture China’s more ambitious
vision to construct a new international order. China therefore decided
to autonomously move further through the Belt and Road Initiative
(BRI) programme by drawing upon its enormous financing capacity.
Chinese commercial banks such as the Bank of China and the CITIC had
already engaged themselves in funding large investment projects across
the world. In 2014, for example, Exim Bank of China disbursed USD 80
billion in project financing, more than the total disbursement of the
seven largest development finance institutions. China has now set up a
more dedicated BRI funding facility, the Silk Road fund.
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Over the last two decades China had steadily built up strong commercial
ties across the world. Its growing economic competitiveness had ensured
that by 2015 it was the largest trading partner of the US, a number of
European Union (EU) countries as well as many economies in Asia,
Latin America and Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA). The BRI must therefore be
viewed as a continuum of China’s expanded global economic reach and
resource base.

China’s financial capacity to underwrite the BRI programme is backed
by the availability of sizeable surplus capacity in its capital goods,
engineering and construction industries. Its mega construction
companies have emerged as world leaders in the construction sector.
These available assets invest China with the development capability
to operationalise its BRI programme. This opportunity to recycle
its financial investments in large infrastructure projects, located in
beneficiary countries, back into the Chinese economy will significantly
reduce the opportunity cost to China for implementing the BRI.

China’s global expansion has stimulated growth across the Asian region.
As a result, today Asia is the fasted growing region in the global system.
Over the next 25 years it will account for over 50 per cent of global growth.
Investment in this region and indeed in other fast growing economies of
the Third World would both provide for higher returns on capital and
also be safer sources of investment. The global financial crisis of 2007
which has persisted over the last decade due to severe deficiencies in
the direction and management of the financial institutions and system
of a number of Western countries indicates that the traditional overlords
of the global financial system are no longer its most reliable custodians.
Furthermore, some of the most advanced economies have shown that
incoming investments in their markets can be exposed to a variety of
restraints on political grounds as also to the political hazard of being
frozen or confiscated as part of wider strategic agendas.

Since capital surpluses of other Asian and some other Third World
countries are also sizeable there is scope for tapping into a much
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larger pool of investible resources to underwrite a large number of BRI
projects notjustin Asia but across the world in Sub-Saharan Africa, Latin
America and even Europe. China’s BRI programme can play a catalytic
role in drawing in countries with investible surpluses from Asia and the
BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa) to participate in the
development of the countries of the South.

As it stands today a partial relocation of global surpluses away from
Western capital markets to underwrite the large infrastructures deficit
which hold back development in many developing countries, can play a
major role in accelerating both global growth and reducing poverty in the
less developed countries. The improved economic linkages created by
these investments will further stimulate South-South cooperation both
as aresult of better connectivity as also through the enhanced transfer of
skills and technology associated with major investment projects.

Ensuring economic sustainability of BRI programmes

China remains the driving force behind Asia’s dynamic GDP and export
growth as also the primary source of accumulation of capital surpluses.
It can therefore not only sustain its commitment to the BRICS bank and
AIIB but can also underwrite major commitments to the BRI. This is an
awesome responsibility for one country. China will therefore need to
reflect on how it handles its global mandate. It will particularly need to
exercise caution in relation to the terms on which it transfers its capital
and skills. Under all circumstances China will need to avoid the prospect
of BRI beneficiaries falling into debt and dependency traps once
associated with the transfer of capital from the West. Debt liabilities
of Third World countries, accumulated to the Western colonial powers
precipitated the era of colonisation and later the construction of a global
economic order based on domination of the North and dependency of
the South which came to be known as neo-colonialism.

Today some of the former colonial powers are proclaiming that China’s
aggressive lending practices are contributing a form of debt trap
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diplomacy. In my view much of these criticisms are overstated. China
has little to gain from driving weaker partners into debt, thereby
reducing their capacity to trade. China has indeed helped out many of its
borrowers around the world through debt relief extended to more than
80 projects around the world between 2000 and 2017. But the risks
of over-indebtedness remain inherent in the circumstances of some of
the weaker economies which have been prone to overdependence on
external loans well before the BRI entered the global discourse.

Debt relief is at best a temporary solution. The substantive goal is to
restore viability to loss-making investment projects. This has been tried
by China in addressing the problems of some of the more talked — about
BRI debtors such as Pakistan and Sri Lanka. Both countries had been
accumulating international debts not just from China but multilateral
institutions as well as from the global capital market. A recent article
in the Economist (April 27) reports that Pakistan’s current levels of
indebtedness amounted to about 80 per cent of its GDP but China’s
share so far contributes about an eighth of the debt. With further BRI
loans being disbursed China’s share of debt may rise to a quarter of
Pakistan’s total debt. Sri Lanka’s debt dependence on China, according
to a recent article by two of its leading economists, Dushni Weerakoon
and Sisira Jayasuriya, amounted to 10 per cent of its external debt. Much
of this debt was accumulated independently of its BRI debts through
borrowing on hard terms.

In these countries two much-talked-about projects associated with
the BRI programme are the Gwadar port on the Arabian sea built by
the Chinese at a cost of USD 8 billion to connect Pakistan with the Silk
Road and Hambantota Port, in Southern Sri Lanka, built at a cost of
several billion dollars by the Chinese. Both projects initially threatened
to become losing concerns due to their inability to enhance capacity
utilisation and served as liabilities to the respective economies. The
Chinese bailed out both projects by converting a large part of the
debt into equity and taking over the management of both ports on a
long lease. China has now assumed the risk of making both ports
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economically viable through superior management and bringing in
further investments in the port region to increase capacity utilisation.

The leasing out of national ports to foreign companies with strong
management capabilities is common practice and has generated large
global business for some of the leading port management authorities
such as the Singapore Port Authority and Dubai Port Authority. A Chinese
port authority has already taken over the management of Greece’s main
port at Piraeus.

China has recently applied its model of swapping debt for equity in
Laos where it has invested USD 6 billion under the BRI in constructing a
railway which connects the landlocked country to China to its north and
the sea. China offered the loan on generous terms at 2.3 per cent, with 35
years maturity with repayment after five years and has assumed 70 per
cent of the investment as equity. This idea of China of converting debt to
equity under the BRI is sensible economics and makes it a stakeholder
in the project’s viability.

The projection of China as a 215t century imperialist ensnaring poor
countries in debt for nefarious strategic purposes is mostly propagated
by erstwhile great powers struggling to retain their global hegemony
without having to pay the price. However China, as a newcomer to the
big league of global investment finance will need to structure its terms
for financing of its BRI projects so that recipients can sustain the debt
and repay it through enhancement in their production base and its
diversification. Such a task would be made easier if China incorporated
its experience in Gwadar, Hambantota and Laos as a business model by
re-structuring its BRI projects as partnerships with the host country
rather than as exclusive loan-financed investments. To this end China
will need to restructure its own economy to create market space for
a widening volume of exports from Third world countries which have
benefitted from and been linked to China through the BRI

The possible risks of investing exclusively in capital-intensive
infrastructure projects through the BRI have not escaped the attention
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of the Chinese leadership. In his recent inaugural address to the 24
BRI global forum in Beijing on May 06, 2019 President Xi Jinping
projected the BRI as a comprehensive global economic partnership to
build a more integrated economic order to promote trade, investment
and technology transfer. BRI investment by China which is projected at
around a trillion US dollars may provide the physical manifestation of
this order but the economic activity generated through the process will
have an exponentially larger impact on not just China but its partners
in the projects.

Possible areas of research collaboration between think tanks on
the BRI agenda

We must recognise that the BRI as it is conceived by President Xi Jinping
in its totality is much more than just a programme to use Chinese capital
to construct infrastructure projects across the world. The BRI is, indeed,
a global initiative to construct a new international order based on
enhancing development and ending poverty across the South within the
framework of a more equitable world order. The scope of the BRI thus
extends to agendas for comprehensive, deeper economic cooperation
across the world.

The vision of a globally more cooperative order has traditionally been
articulated in certain global fora convened by international institutions
dreaming dreams abouta more just, harmonious world. No country came
forward to either take the lead in building such an order or in mobilising
funding for its realisation. The BRI is unique because it is presented to
the world as part of a national and foreign policy commitment by one
country, China, which today presides over the largest, most competitive,
economy in the world. Furthermore China has demonstrated what has
never before been promised before by any collective of countries, let
alone one country, that it is willing to invest part of its enormous wealth
towards the realisation of its vision. This again is not pie in the sky since
the trillion or so dollars committed to BRI is just a quarter of China’s
current capital surplus and can be replenished through further earnings
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through its global competitiveness. The BRI may not immediately take
us towards the promised land of global peace and order but will at least
demonstrate that at least one country is willing to move ahead in this
direction. This initiative may now inspire other countries to join this
ambitious enterprise but this is part of the future.

In the absence of any collective move to construct a new order China
will have to work out the specifics of its more comprehensive vision
on a bilateral basis. Such exercises will need to study the scope and
willingness of individual countries to engage with China in the project
and politically decide how ambitious they will be in participating in
such joint ventures.

Some of the think tanks in China which are already engaged in
studying the BRI and its prospects may find it useful to enter into
research collaboration with their counterparts in countries where
BRI is making or may make significant advances. The focus of such
collaborative research would be to study the current focus and impact
of BRI programmes, including those funded by the AIIB and to examine
the economic benefits and financial viability of these projects in the
beneficiary country. Study would also be required as to the terms and
condition of the loans appropriate for particular countries to ensure
that they do not end up overburdened with debt.

Work on identifying project priorities will remain important. However
in some cases a Chinese Think Tank and its partner institution in a host
country may review the broader agenda of the BRI to explore how far
it is possible to work out a more comprehensive programme for long
term cooperation with China. Such an exercise may also be extended to
include countries which may partner with China in regional groupings,
as for example in the Bangladesh, China (Yunnan), India and Myanmar
(BCIM) sub-regional group. Multinational groupings involve more
complex political and strategic issues which may also be examined in
order to design a comprehensive regional agenda for cooperation which
is mutually beneficial to all partners.
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It is particularly important that Chinese and Indian think tanks come
together to assess the concerns of the Indian government which have
so far kept them out of the BRI process. So far no plausible explanation
has been forthcoming from the Indian side for keeping itself outside
the BRI along with Trump’s USA and Japan. Both China and India as
well as their neighbours have much to gain from making the BRI into a
more inclusive enterprise. With both India and Japan as full partners in
the BRI such a pan-Asian grouping could once again recreate a bipolar
global order which remains essential to the peace and prosperity of the
215t century.

(This paper was prepared for presentation at a recent meeting of Think
Tanks in Beijing convened by the Xinhua News Agency, on the Belt Road
Initiative (BRI), as a companion event to the BRI summit on April 26, 2019
hosted by President Xi Jinping).

22 May 2019
The Financial Express
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Sale of non-performing loans to
asset management company

Fahmida Khatun

While Bangladesh is feted for being one of the fastest growing economies
in the world with a growth rate of 8.13 per cent in fiscal year 2018-19,
its banking sector is in the grip of despair. All major parameters of the
banking sector indicate its persistent fragility. Reforms in the banking
sector have not been in sight for long, even though the sector has been
grappling with huge governance crisis for more than a decade or so.
Needless to say, that as Bangladesh prepares for graduation from a least
developed country to a developing country and from a lower middle-
income country to an upper middle-income country, it has to prepare for
a sound financial system which will provide seamless access to finance
for development. Regrettably, the policymakers seem to be unwilling to
comprehend the headwinds of the banking problems and take up the
required reform agenda.

Recent data reveal that the amount of non-performing loans (NPLs) has
touched Bangladeshi Taka (BDT) 116,288 crore in September 2019. This
is equivalent to 11.99 per cent of the total outstanding loans in banks.
And, NPLs are clearly not a problem of the state-owned banks only. It is
also a serious problem in the private commercial banks. Additionally,
as of June 2019, loans worth BDT 54,464 crore were written off. The
opportunity cost of this money is huge for apoor country like Bangladesh.
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If this was allocated for social protection, the annual budget of all social
safety net programmes in Bangladesh (except pension for government
officials) could be doubled.

In the midst of such a non-stoppable practice of loan default, Bangladesh
Bank issued a circular on May 16 announcing that defaulters would be
allowed to pay only a 2 per cent down payment and loan repayment
period will be 10 years, with a one-year grace period. Moreover,
rescheduled loans were to be repaid at only 9 per cent interest rate,
which falls in the range of the lowest interest rate in the country. Bad
borrowers getting longer time to repay loans than good borrowers is
baffling as it clearly encourages the perverse behaviour of borrowers.

While the banking sector is saddled with huge amount of NPLs, it has
been reported that recently, the Asian Development Bank has proposed
to the ministry of finance to reduce NPLs through forming a public asset
management company (PAMC). The finance ministry is also reported
to have informed the media that the government would formulate a
special law to set up such a PAMC so that the PAMC can purchase NPLs
from banks and sell those off to individuals or corporate entities.

The use of AMCs to solve distressed assets of banks is a common
practice in the financial world. However, the formation of a PAMC for
reducing NPLs in Bangladesh raises a few questions. Do we have the pre-
conditions which should be in place in order for the AMC to function?
Are we willing to create an enabling situation for the PAMC to function?
We forget that the fundamental problem of Bangladesh’s banking sector
is the total absence of governance and that the problems are structural
in nature. So the first and foremost requirement is to ensure that there
is a strong government commitment for comprehensive reforms to
strengthen institutions and ensure public accountability.

Also, functioning of the AMC has to be backed by a strong legal
framework. Unfortunately, Bangladesh’s banking sector, in its current
situation, is not only a source of crony capitalism but is also guided by
outdated and dysfunctional legislation. There is no law for distressed
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asset take over, restructuring and additional collateralisation by banks
when borrowers default. Hence, in the present context, an AMC could
create more problems for the banking sector instead of solving the
existing ones.

Moreover, in operationlising a PAMC, the government has to inject
an initial equity which acts as the working capital for the company.
Evidences of many countries suggest that the initial capital provided to
an AMC by the government is rarely recovered. This is usually considered
as the sunk cost of the crisis that is borne by the government. It is to be
seen what will be the amount of this cost in case of Bangladesh.

It is important to understand that the PAMC is not a magic wand for
reducing NPLs. Because an AMC does not function in isolation and the
solution through AMC is not straight-forward. Setting up and operation
of a PAMC is expensive. Therefore, such a company should only be
established if the above-mentioned preconditions are met.

The other issue is that of potential investors. Which individuals and
companies will invest in the PAMC? Local or foreign? Can the authorities
guarantee a transparent process in case of local investors? Do local
investors have experience and corporate governance? Which foreign
investors will come forward? When foreign investment in the capital
market and banks of Bangladesh is not encouraging, then how much
interest will foreign investors show to invest in the PAMC? We have
seen global private equity firms such as the Carlyle group playing an im-
portant role in salvaging distressed asset-burdened banks in countries
such as China, India and South Korea. Can our PAMC attract Carlyle or
similar companies to rescue our banking sector? Can our policymakers
give them confidence?

Without resolving the above issues, the idea of PAMC is like old wine in
a new bottle.

1 December 2019
The Daily Star
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Basic wage as a proportion of total
wage for RMG workers has been falling

Khondaker Golam Moazzem

Dr Khondaker Golam Moazzem, Research Director, Centre for Policy
Dialogue (CPD), talks to Nahela Nowshin of The Daily Star about the
recent demonstrations of readymade garment (RMG) workers and the
underlying reasons behind them.

Could you shed some light on the demonstrations of RMG workers
that we have seen this week?

The demonstrations of RMG workers as reported in the print and
electronic media in the last several days reflect the spontaneous
reaction of general workers regarding the discrepancies in the new
minimum wages. Although the demonstrations were initially localised
in nature, they may spread over other regions unless the issues are
properly addressed. However, workers’ unrest on wage-related issues
in the RMG sector is a perennial problem due to less attention being
given to workers’ concerns amidst discussions and negotiations on
minimum wage. Workers only become fully aware of the revision of
minimum wages when they receive the wages in hand. Discussions on
minimum wage of RMG workers began in February 2018 and continued
till August 2018, the gazette was published in November last year and
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the minimum wage came into effect last December. Now we are in Jan-
uary 2019 which is when workers seem to have finally realised just how
much they will be benefited.

Workers were demanding a minimum wage of Bangladeshi Taka (BDT)
16,000 and finally the government set the wage at BDT 8,000 (for grade
7 workers). CPD in its study on livelihood expenditure of RMG workers
proposed a detailed wage structure for different grades. However,
the announced wages were way below the proposed wages. More
importantly, CPD and other organisations had said that the basic wage
as a proportion of the total wage would actually go down as a result.
When the minimum wage of BDT 5,300 was declared in 2013 for grade
7 workers, basic wage was BDT 3,000 which accounted for 56.6 per cent
of the gross wage. But last year when the minimum wage was set at BDT
8,000, the basic wage of BDT 4,200 accounted for 52.5 per cent. The
basic wage as a proportion declined for workers of other grades as well.

We had said even back then that there would be various consequences of
such a move. Firstly, overtime pay and other benefits (e.g. festival bonus)
which are calculated based on the basic wage would fall (as reported in
national dailies and electronic media). So despite an increase in the total
wage, workers would be less benefited when you assess basic wages
and other benefits as a proportion of the total wage.

Secondly, starting from 2013 until 2018, workers have gotten an
increment which is five per cent of their basic wages. But now workers
have realised that there isn’t much difference between their basic pay
under the new wage structure and the basic pay that they used to
get earlier under the system of five per cent increment. This is why a
sense of dissatisfaction is festering among workers, particularly those
who belong to upper grades. There is a tendency to excessively focus
on grade 7 or entry level workers. And wages of upper grade workers
did not rise by as much as that of the bottom-tier workers, partly due
to cost-related reasons. The demonstrations that we have seen in the
last couple of days reflect the fact that workers’ expectations have not
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been met; even though they didn’t get the wages they had asked for, they
had hopes that they’d get certain net benefits which didn’t materialise
either, particularly for upper grade workers.

RMG workers’ discontent about wages seems to have reached a
boiling point. What is the way forward?

In the gazette notification, there are 17 conditions and I believe solutions
to workers’ grievances lie within condition no. 9, 12 and 13. Ordinarily,
entry level workers tend to be better off than older workers under a
new wage structure and factory owners are usually cautious about
any dissatisfaction that may arise among senior workers as a result.
The introduction of increment with basic wages during the period of
revision of minimum wages in 2013 was a new initiative. Unfortunately,
this issue did not get proper attention when the discussion on minimum
wage in 2018 took place. In fact, this increment issue has introduced a
new dimension in the workers’ wage structure—new wage structure
should not only indicate the wage scale but also needs to indicate the
“fixation of wages” in the scale.

To assess equitability of workers’ wages under different grades, a
measuring indicator is used which shows whether a sufficient gap
between median wage and entry level wage has been maintained. For
example, in 2013, a grade 7 worker got 79 per cent of a grade 4 worker’s
wage. In 2018, a grade 7 worker got 86 per cent of a grade 4 worker’s
wage. This shows that the gap between the wages of a grade 7 worker
and grade 4 worker has reduced. This can work as a disincentive for a
skilled worker. And the demonstrations of RMG workers we are seeing
are a manifestation of this. Compared to other major garment-exporting
countries, the wage gap is far less in Bangladesh.

Unfortunately, in Bangladesh’s RMG sector, discussions have remained
limited to wage increase of entry level workers alone and incentivisation
of skilled workers has not received the attention that it deserves. In
CPD’s re-cent research study, we have proposed that upper grade
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workers get proportionally higher wage increases so that workers
can be incentivised in a progressive manner (the proportionate rise of
wages following promotions from grade 6 to grade 5 would be 7 per
cent; from grade 5 to grade 4 would be 10 per cent; from grade 4 to
grade 3 would be 13 per cent; and from grade 3 to grade 2 would be
15 per cent). It is important to take into account that jobs in the RMG
sector are increasingly becoming complex-operation-oriented because
of the changing product composi-tion (shift towards high-value, more
complicated products).

I think the existing gazette of workers’ wages could be used for solving
the problem. Taking the fixation issue into account, worker’s wage under
each grade (except grade 7) should be fixed by including the number
of increments received by the workers since the last revision of wages
in 2013 (no. of increments will be a maximum of five). Hence, the new
wage can be fixed by adding five increments with the announced basic
under the gazette. For example, the basic of grade 3, 4, 5 and 6 could be
re-fixed at a maximum of BDT 6,480, BDT 6,163, BDT 5,838 and BDT
5,463 respectively. This change in the basic wage in different grades
would reflect wage-skill matching in the operation of RMG workers.

The fact that some factories have been paying workers following
the old wage structure has emerged as another grievance during
the recent demonstrations. So there is also a legitimate concern
about the proper implementation of new wage structures.

It seems that traditional problems with regard to implementation of
the new minimum wage could not be avoided this time either. In 2013
when the minimum wage for RMG workers was first declared, we came
across several issues: (i) time required for full implementation of the
new wage; (ii) discrepancies in the early period in ensuring benefits and
wages according to their grades; and (iii) complaints regarding decline
in grade despite an increase in wage.
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These issues must be kept in mind when implementing a new wage
structure. The gazette has stipulated conditions so that a worker’s grade
does not go down and wages don’t decrease. If these conditions are met,
workers’ dissatisfaction could be contained to an extent. There is a need
for strict monitoring by the Department of Labour, DIFE, BGMEA and
BKMEA. A part of the responsibility should also be taken by brands,
buyers and consumers to ensure decent wages for workers.

Furthermore, we have to look beyond wages and acknowledge the
reality that workers have to face in their day-to-day lives such as rising
living costs. CPD has made a number of proposals with regard to this in
its recent report. Along with wages, the government should also think
along the lines of a “community development” approach, which includes
provision of healthcare facilities and housing, in RMG clusters for the
welfare of our workers.

11 January 2019
The Daily Star
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Why we still do not get fair clothing
industry in Bangladesh

Khondaker Golam Moazzem

Underpaid Bangladeshi tailors remain victims of ‘the system’

A week of violent protest by textile workers in Bangladesh is not having
an impact. “Why are the big brands not responding now?”

Thousands of textile workers have been dispersed with baton and tear
gas during demonstrations in the capital Dhaka. One fell dead last week.
Many were injured.

As a punishment, employers threatened to close factories. Bangladesh
points to the new minimum wage and asks the workers to resume work.
But little has changed. The ‘new’ wage of Bangladedhi Taka (BDT ) 8,000
(83, ed.) Had already been negotiated in November. Now it is paid out
for the first time. Textile workers reject that wage as inhuman and will
continue to do so.

According to the Bangladeshi think tank Center for Policy Dialogue
(CPD), a worker should receive at least BDT 10,000.

‘These are emotional, little coordinated protests, says political scientist
Shantanu Majumder (Dhaka University). ‘It starts with a spark in one
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factory and before you know it there are two thousand people on the street.
We will see this escalate more often. The workers no longer trust anyone’

According to trade unionist Nazma Aktar, the anger is immense. “People
do not believe or understand the promises. The lifespan increased by
seven per cent this year, while wages stagnated.”

Forward loans

Tailors in Bangladesh, the second supplier of clothing worldwide, do not
receive aliving wage. They survive through the labour of family members
and usurious loans and alms from the government. “17 per cent of the
workers we questioned sleep on the floor at their shabby home,” says
Dr Khondaker Golam Moazzem. The wage rises through supplements
for overtime, while the basic wage decreases relatively. That increases
the pressure. “The government must intervene,” says Dr Moazzem. “It is
also now that big brands have to make their voices heard, but it remains
silent.” Time is running out: workers no longer have many options.

Option 1: Local factories pay fair wages

“Different manufacturers sit in parliament and stop reforms,” says
Majumder. The government has too often chosen their position.
Employers also have an influence on the opposition. The manufacturers
say that their buyers, the western companies, move away with a higher
wage. “But cheaper cost countries like Vietnam or Pakistan cannot just
deliver the large quantities on time that Bangladesh does,” says the
political scientist. “The employers have an attitude problem.”

Option 2: Clothing brands offer fair prices

“Tell your readers that Western brands have to pay more,” says trade
unionist Aktar unambiguously. “The distribution of margin in the value
chain indicates that the margins for local manufacturers are too small,”
says Dr Moazzem. He argues that consumers should pay more and that
payment to be passed on to the workers through innovative means, such
as better banking facilities.
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Option 3: Help with government or trade union?

“The tripartite wage negotiations were poor this year compared to the
past,” says Moazzem.

Moreover, the democratic climate in Bangladesh is deteriorating, while
external inspection bodies in the sector are being phased out (DS 26
November 2018). “Bangladesh is tired of the international finger,” said
a German NGO employee. Workers cannot just set up a trade union. You
are still being fired for that. Majumder shares, “Only ten per cent of the
workers are members of a trade union, and the unions are fragmented.
Sometimes they lean towards the government.”

Option 4: You argue ...

. but until now the answer was repression. This worsens the
atmosphere with those who are injured. ‘41 per cent of the workers have
debts. Often this is to pay for a medical emergency, says Dr Moazzem.
Majumder concludes, “It’s not about how an individual prime minister
now responds to the unrest, but to the entire system that has to change.”

15 January 2019
Blendle.com
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How much has the youth
gained from growth?

Fahmida Khatun

If one asks owners or chief executives of companies and organisations
to single out one difficulty that they face, a chorus of voices will
respond in unison: lack of skilled human resources. On the other hand,
if one investigates into the one prominent challenge for the economy
at this very moment, many would point to the lack of employment
opportunities for the youth.

Bangladesh is a country of about 160 million people. The share of
population within 15-24 years is close to 20 per cent and the median
age of its people are a little over 26 years. Thus Bangladesh is uniquely
positioned to reap the benefits of this “demographic dividend”. But
how many of them have the opportunity to enter the labour market?
According to official statistics, overall unemployment rate is 4.2 per
cent in Bangladesh. However, youth unemployment rate is 10.6 per
cent. What do these young people do? Are they studying? Are they going
through training? No, not all of them. The share of youth from within the
total youth population in the country who are neither in education, nor
in employment or training (NEET) is 29.8 per cent.

Bangladesh’s economic growth has been consistently high during the

pastdecade. In fiscal year 2018, it reached a record high of 7.86 per cent,
a growth that has only been matched by China and India—two economic
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giants. However, our economic growth has not kept up with the rate of
job creation for our young workforce. These youth could be in NEET due
to the lack of quality jobs or they could be struggling to be in education
and training. Ironically, young people who are more highly educated
face greater problems in securing a job. According to the Labour Force
Survey 2016-17, unemployment among the youth who have received
secondary level education is as high as 28 per cent. Unemployment
rate among those who have received tertiary level education is 13.4
per cent. Higher unemployment among the educated youth is both due
to insufficient regular salaried jobs and their unwillingness to join low
paid informal jobs. In Bangladesh more than 80 per cent of jobs are in
the informal and unorganised sectors which are low paid. Whatever the
reason is, the reality is that education is not empowering the youth with
the right skills-set to be employable in the job market. Thus the country
is being deprived of much contribution from this large workforce since
the full potential of this young population remains unutilised.

Butwe have torecognise thatyouth unemploymentisamultidimensional
problem. If not addressed, the problem can become a threat to social,
economic and political stability of a country. Not only can it lead to
demoralisation, depression, loss of self-confidence and social exclusion
but it also brings stress to societies and families. Research has shown
that crime rates are positively related to youth unemployment.

The solution to such high youth unemploymentlies in the very structure
of the economy and the education system. The structure of employment
generation in Bangladesh is such that the industrial sector accounts
for 20.4 per cent, while the service sector creates 39 per cent of total
employment. The rest 40.6 per cent employment is in the agriculture
sector, even though agriculture’s share in GDP is less than 14 per
cent. So non-agricultural sectors have to create more opportunities
for employment. Though the manufacturing sector has potential for
higher opportunities, the sector is increasingly feeling the pressure of
being automated to increase productivity and remain competitive. This
means that labour intensity will decline. But if the scale of operations
is expanded, there may be need for more workers. Without skills
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development and training, the existing workforce will not be able to
cater to the demand of the newly emerging job market.

Another prospective area is small and medium enterprises. Recently,
a number of start-ups have emerged which is another source of
employment. Innovative and dynamic young people are creating jobs
for others instead of looking for secure jobs for themselves. These
have to be backed by favourable policy measures including access to
finance, better infrastructure, improved logistics and fiscal incentives.
The government has to formulate concrete plans so that rapid growth is
accompanied by high quality and more productive employment.

In the face of low employability of our young workforce the gap is being
fulfilled by hiring skilled people from neighbouring countries. So, quality
of education and appropriate skills are basic requirements for increased
opportunity for the youth. Investment in education sector must be raised
from its current level of only two per cent of the GDP. Also, the private
sector has to provide skills development by offering apprenticeships
and setting up training institutes. Experiences in other countries
show that technical and vocational training increases the possibility of
finding jobs for both the educated and uneducated unemployed. Sector
specific skills and knowledge are needed for developing their capability,
improving productivity and building entrepreneurship.

During the latter half of the 20™ Century, East Asian countries were able
to take advantage of their demographic dividend and grow very fast. At
present in many developed countries, people are aging fast resulting
in economic slowdowns in those countries. In Bangladesh, if the youth
workforce is engaged in economic activities of the country in a well-
coordinated manner they can contribute to increased income, more
savings, higher productivity and faster economic growth. With rapid
economic growth and several opportunities emerging, a change is on the
horizon for Bangladesh. Let the youth be a part of this positive change.

12 March 2019
The Daily Star
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Time to address
youth unemployment

Fahmida Khatun

Creating employment for its large young population is one of the major
policy challenges in Bangladesh at this moment. According to the
Labour Force Survey 2016-17 of the Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics,
the national unemployment rate is 4.2 per cent. However, youth
unemployment rate is 10.6 per cent, more than two and a half times the
national average. The survey also reveals that the share of unemployed
youth in total unemployment is 79.6 per cent.

Ironically, unemployment rate seems to be high among youth with
higher education. For example, unemployment rate is 13.4 per cent
among youths having a tertiary level education and 28 per cent among
youths having secondary level education. This striking feature of the
unemployment situation in the country indicates that education
offered by our institutions cannot empower the youth with income
and decent living, as one would have expected. The other aspect of
youth unemployment is the existence of NEET, that is, youth who are
“Not in Education, Employment, or Training”. Youth NEET is as high as
29.8 per cent.

Where does the problem lie? Talk to an employer. You will learn how
eager they are to make good recruitments. In desperation, they choose
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to hire from abroad providing high benefit packages. In a country with
a large population size, we cannot find enough employable youth!
One would have expected that a country such as ours, where we have
a large share of young population, would benefit from “demographic
dividend”. That is, with a high share of working-age population, the
ratio of dependent population would decline. Thus, it is imperative that
policymakers give more attention in engaging this young workforce in
productive activities.

Not only can this increase economic growth further, but can solve many
social problems including demoralisation, depression, social exclusion
and crime. Most importantly, it will also help in reducing inequality, a
phenomenon that Bangladesh has to address proactively. We should also
not overlook the political threat of prolonged and high unemployment.
Thus keeping the multidimensional implications of youth unemployment
in purview, we have to address the issue right now.

But the recognition of youth unemployment as an emerging problem
for the economy is absent in our policies. The national youth policy
2017 has paid inadequate attention on employment creation for the
youth. There is no concrete plan of action for generating employment
for young people in the policy. Of course, given that the private sector’s
contribution is higher in the economy, the major source of employment
will have to be the private sector. The government has to provide policy
support towards creating more jobs there.

While talking of creating opportunities, quality of education and skills
come to the forefront. Graduates coming out of universities do not
meet the expectation of employers. Conversely, job seekers find jobs
that are low paid and informal in nature. Youth unemployment in
many advanced countries has been solved by technical and vocational
skills. Not everyone has to go to universities. But in Bangladesh, poor
families would even sell land and valuables—often their last resort
for emergencies—to send their children (mainly sons) to universities.
Little do they know that the certificate is only a piece of paper when
they cannot enter the highly competitive job market with the type of
education they receive. This mentality has to change. We should rather
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focus on the comparative strength of every individual. The need for skill
development is being pronounced loudly.

There is the National Skills Development Council, there are private sector
and non-government sector initiatives for skills development. But here
again, expectation of employers is not met fully. Skills are not forward-
looking—which not only would think of the country’s job market, but
also outside Bangladesh, and not only for the present, but for the future.
We have to take into account the emerging realities, such as the fourth
industrial revolution which threatens to take away many jobs, but also
holds potential for creating new ones. There should also be access to
information on job opportunities, and transparent recruitment policy
of organisations.

Given the limited size of the labour market, self-employment should be
actively promoted. Opportunities for becoming entrepreneurs ought to
be accessible to all aspiring youth across the country, both in urban and
rural areas. Globally, start-ups have significantly changed the landscape
of job markets. We are observing such a wave in Bangladesh too, but at
arather slow pace. Access to fund and knowledge can help the dynamic
and ambitious youth flourish in this arena.

Of course, one of the structural issues of job creation is the lack of
adequate investment in the economy. With private investment hovering
around 23 per cent of gross domestic product (GDP) for the last
couple of years, adequate job creation is impossible. Lack of domestic
private investment is not encouraging foreign direct investment (FDI).
Though foreign investors are showing a lot of interest in investing in an
emerging economy such as Bangladesh, the realisation of such interest
is still much less. It is common knowledge that FDI flows in countries
which provide enabling policies, better infrastructure, skilled human
resource and corruption free environment. However, ease of doing
business index for Bangladesh indicates that foreign investors are yet to
be adequately confident to invest here.

Our economy, as it stands now, is on a fast-paced journey. With steady
high growth in the last decade, the country has experienced positive
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economic and social spillovers. However, youth unemployment could
hamper further progress in the medium term. The materialisation of
the aspiration to become a developed country by 2041 will also depend
on maximising the potential of young people, as human capital is our
key resource.

22 September 2019
The Daily Star
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Bangladesh’s LDC graduation and its
repercussions for RMG

Mustafizur Rahman

Bangladesh'’s least developed country (LDC) graduation, to take effect
from 2024, needs to be celebrated as a recognition of the country’s
remarkable progress on many fronts over the past years. At the same
time, there is no denying the fact that graduation will entail a number of
new challenges as Bangladesh moves forwards on its post-graduation
journey. Important questions that merit attention, and deserve to be
closely examined, relate to the possible impacts of graduation on the
country’s flagship sector, the export-oriented readymade garments
(RMGs) industry: what will LDC graduation mean for the future of the
RMG sector in terms of its competitiveness and performance; how
will the implications be felt at the enterprise level; in which ways
LDC graduation will impact on how RMG entrepreneurs conduct their
business and marketing; what initiatives will need to be undertaken
towards technological upgrading, social compliance, labour standards
and rights compliance, to address the post-graduation challenges.

Given the importance of the sector for Bangladesh’s macroeconomic
performance, employment, export earnings and balance of payments,
not to speak of the positive implications in terms of social parameters,
and overall, in projecting the brand Bangladesh to the world, answers
to the aforementioned questions are of heightened interest from the
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perspective of future development of not only the RMG sector, but also
the overall performance of the Bangladesh economy.

Implications of LDC graduation

As is well known, LDC graduation will result in Bangladesh losing
the preferential market access facilities enjoyed by the LDCs thanks
to the various unilateral, and bilateral, regional and global initiatives.
While the European Union (EU) has offered to extend the preferential
market access for an additional three years following graduation (i.e.
till 2027 in case of Bangladesh), there is no denying that future market
access scenario for Bangladesh will undergo profound changes in the
coming years.

In no sector will the implications of Bangladesh’s LDC graduation be
felt more acutely, and in such impactful ways, as the RMG sector of the
country. Not only because the sector accounts for more than four-fifths
of Bangladesh’s total global export earnings, but also because apparels
face tariff peaks in almost all key markets of Bangladesh. For example,
tariffs facing Bangladesh’s apparels are, on average, about 12 per cent
in the EU and 16-18 per cent in Canada. Accordingly, the depth of
preference erosion will be significantly high in case of exports of RMG
items from Bangladesh.

Itis also to be noted that the rules of origin (RoO) for preferential access
of apparels exported by the LDCs tend to be highly LDC-friendly (e.g. only
a single stage conversion requirement in the EU and a flat 25 per cent
domestic value addition requirement in Canada). Graduation to non-
LDC developing country status will also mean that the RoO are going to
be more stringent. Thus, on both counts, LDC graduation will require the
apparels sector to face new challenges. There will also be implications
in the form of preference erosion currently enjoyed by Bangladesh as a
member of regional trading arrangements such as the South Asia Free
Trade Area (SAFTA), where India, for example, offers duty-free quota-
free (DF-QF) market access to the four LDC members for all products
including the apparels or the LDC scheme run by China. Indeed,
apparels feature prominently in all the 40-odd preferential schemes
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from which Bangladesh currently benefits [excepting the United States
(US) Generalised System of Preferences (GSP) scheme which does not
include most of the apparels items exported by Bangladesh; however,
in any case, US had withdrawn the GSP facility for Bangladesh following
the Rana Plaza tragedy in 2013].

Estimates carried out at the Centre for Policy Dialogue (CPD) indicate
that Bangladesh’s exports will face an additional tariff of about 6.7 per
cent, on average, once the current DF-QF market access is no longer
available. The corresponding figures for the EU, non-EU and Canadian
markets are 8.7 per cent, 3.9 per cent and 7.3 per cent respectively.
Thus, preference erosion and more stringent rules of origin will
adversely, and significantly, impact the competitiveness of Bangladesh’s
apparels exports to the global market. The market signals are quite
clear: business as usual scenario is going to fundamentally change and
business as usual mind-set will also have to change profoundly.

Some of the competitors of Bangladesh are going for aggressive
regional trading arrangements (RTAs), with serious implications
for our RMG sector. Mention may be made in this connection of the
Vietnam-EU free trade agreement (FTA) which will allow a major
competitor of Bangladesh (Vietnam) to access the European market
on duty-free terms. This will eliminate the preferential margin that
Bangladesh currently enjoys vis-a-vis Vietnam, a non-LDC developing
country, in the EU market. Indeed, there may be a time, beyond 2027,
when Vietnam’s apparels would have duty-free access to the EU market
while apparels exported by Bangladesh would need to enter duty-paid
(if the current scenario prevails). Aggressive foreign exchange policies
pursued by competitors could bring new challenges for the RMG
industry of Bangladesh.

RMG performance will also be impacted by indirect factors. For example,
LDC graduation will have implications arising from stringent compliance
requirements under the trade-related intellectual property rights
(TRIPS) of the World Trade Organization (WTO), as also from changes
in the support regime concerning the enhanced integrated framework
(EIF) and the various special and differential treatment provisions of
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the WTO. In the past, the RMG sector has benefited from the technical
assistance and capacity building support received by Bangladesh as an
LDC; these will no longer be available.

Meanwhile, minimum wages in the RMG sector will, justifiably, continue
to rise at a time when the sector will be facing the challenges mentioned
above. Cost of borrowing by Bangladesh is rising already because of
its recently acquired middle income status; competing development
demands and prevailing domestic resource mobilisation performance
could mean that fiscal space for the type of incentives that the RMG
sector has been traditionally enjoying could shrink in future.

The upshot of the discussion is that, targeted policies and actions will
need to be undertaken at macro, meso (sectoral) and micro (enterprise)
levels to address the emerging challenges facing this flagship sector of
the country.

Going forward: Addressing the challenges

Bangladesh will need to pursue negotiations in various fora, jointly with
other graduating LDCs, to secure their common interests in view of
the emerging challenges. The country’s policymakers will have to take
a proactive stance in the WTO and lead the effort to design a package
of support towards sustainable graduation of the LDCs. Such a package
should include targeted initiatives in areas concerning preferences
(continuation), aid for trade (additional) and special and differential
treatment (in selected areas of interests to these countries), at least
for a few additional years. Already the idea of a package of support for
graduating LDCs has been mooted in various global fora. This idea is very
much inline with the UN 2005 resolution which asks members to extend
support towards sustainable graduation of the graduating LDCs. Indeed,
it was in response to this resolution that the EU offered the graduating
LDCs a three-year extension of the preferences under its everything but
arms (EBA) initiative. The proposed package would have provided the
graduating LDCs and their apparels sectors a much-needed breathing
space as they embark upon their post-graduation journey. Support for
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LDC graduation as part of South-South Cooperation is another possible
option. Bangladesh should take the lead in exploring the possibility of
extending preferential treatment under unilateral LDC schemes, such
as those run by India and China, for some years following graduation.
Indeed, China extended LDC preferential treatment to Samoa following
its graduation in 2014.

At the same time, Bangladesh will also need to keep in the purview
its future as a non-LDC developing country, and argue in favour
of strengthening market access and other special and differential
provisions in the WTO in support of the developing countries.

While GSP plus is an option for Bangladesh in the context of the EU,
the current eligibility criteria remain a constraint, not to speak of the
provision of strict enforcement of the 27 international conventions
on human rights, labour rights, environmental protection and good
governance. Bangladesh will also have to be prepared to go for bilateral
FTAs with key trading partners. Indeed, Bangladesh is one of the very
few countries which do not currently have any bilateral FTAs. This would
call for significant strengthening of analytical and negotiating capacities
on Bangladesh’s part. This will also require further strengthening
of Bangladesh’s ability to ensure compliance and enforce standards
(labour, social, technical, intellectual property rights, environmental).
In this regard, ability to continue pursuing the compliance initiatives
undertaken as part of Accord and Alliance, on our own, at the enterprise
level, will be important. An objective scrutiny of support measures and
incentives in place for the RMG sector will also need to be undertaken
to ensure WTO compliance, and avoid trade-related disputes once
Bangladesh has graduated. Some of the measures may have to be
revisited and redesigned to ensure compliance as a non-LDC.

In post-LDC Bangladesh, with the status of a middle-income country,
there will be a growing demand for better enforcement of workers’
rights and for gradually moving towards living wage systems of
compensation. These are also aligned with the SDG aspirations of
Bangladesh, particularly Goal 8 relating to decent labour.
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The next few years, in the run-up to graduation in 2024, should allow
Bangladesh the scope and space to design appropriate strategies and
take the needed preparatory steps towards sustainable LDC graduation
and sustainable transition of its RMG sector. Concerned stakeholders
must demonstrate that they are both willing and able to address the
anticipated post-graduation challenges. For ensuring a sustainable
and robust future for the RMG sector, aligned with the aspiration of
Bangladesh for graduation with momentum and sustainable LDC
graduation, all concerned stakeholders will have to do the needed
homework and start preparing for the post-2024 future of the RMG
sector with the urgency that the attendant tasks demand.

20 September 2019
The Daily Star
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Mahatma Gandhi and the
Sustainable Development Goals

Debapriya Bhattacharya

The world today will celebrate the 150 birth anniversary of Mahatma
Gandhi. Twelve years back, the United Nations voted to declare the date
as the “International Day of Non-Violence.” When people usually speak
about this iconic persona, they often highlight him as a great spiritual
leader;, who conceived and pursued the ideology of Satyagraha; he
had been a nationalist, anti-colonial leader who paved the way for the
independence of this sub-continent. Great personalities such as Martin
Luther King Jr, Nelson Mandela and Barack Obama were inspired by
Gandhiji’s thoughts and deeds. Indeed, our national non-cooperation
movement in March 1971, unleashed by the call of Bangabandhu
Sheikh Mujibur Rahman, bears a strong imprint of Gandhiji's civil
disobedience philosophy.

But could the Gandhian philosophy, the thoughts that are encapsulated
in Satyagraha, survive the test of time? To what extent currently
dominant development propositions resonate with Gandhian values
and principles?

As is well known, in 2015, the global leaders assembled in New York

to sign up for the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, which
espouses 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). The 2030 Agenda
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epitomised a new consensus about a vision of human kind for the next
15 years. To establish the continued relevance of Gandhian development
thoughts, it will be interesting to explore how much this agenda is
aligned with Gandhian outlook and reinforce each other.

The major aspiration of the 2030 Agenda is captured by the tagline
“Leave No One Behind.” Gandhiji viewed that, “Progress of a society
should be determined by the state of the most vulnerable and the weakest
ones.” People, who are furthest from the frontiers of development, are
to be brought up to the level of the others for “real development.” He
spoke about “the weakest and the most vulnerable”—not only about
the most income-poor people. This essentially echoes the concept of
“multidimensional poverty,” which stems from not only low-income,
but also from life cycle issues, social stigma, locational disadvantages,
gender disparity and other similar sources of risks.

The new global agenda has identified the fight against poverty as
numero uno of the SDGs. One of Gandhiji's powerful statements reflects
a similar thought where he says, “Poverty is the worst form of violence.”
What an extraordinary perspective on poverty which surpasses time for
its unique observation.

The 2030 Agenda upholds “universality” in development discourse.
Gandhiji expressed his adherence to universality through his attitude
towards religion. According to Gandhiji, religion or God has no country,
no colour, no caste, no creed. When asked, he said, “Yes,  am a Hindu, but
I am also a Muslim, a Christian, a Buddhist and a Jew at the same time.”
His universal humanism, however, did not shy away from recognising
existing diversity; he said, “Diversity is there, because we are not same
in all ways. But diversity should never be used to justify untouchability
or inequality”

The SDGs are distinguished by their emphasis on “sustainability”. This
idea of sustainability figures prominently in Gandhiji's teaching as well.
He mentioned that, “What we do today, is our future.” He also said,
“We should not look upon the natural resources—water, air, land—as
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inheritance from our forefathers.” He considered them to be the “loan
given by our next generation.”

The 2030 Agenda talks about “transformative” change—including
changing the way we live, produce and con-sume. Gandhiji was
the epitome of personal practice of sustainable consumption and
production. He underscored that for sustainability of the world,
individual responsibility is important—as has been also anticipated in
the SDGs. Gandhiji in his unique way mentioned, “Be the change you
wish to see in the world.” He wanted human beings themselves to be the
major change agent in the process. A similar idea is embedded in the
SDGs’ theory of change.

“Human development” has now become the cornerstone of mainstream
wisdom. Gandhiji reckoned health as one’s “biggest wealth, not the
golds and silvers”. He mentioned that to eradicate hunger,; people should
be ensured with nourishment, i.e. healthy food. This pronouncement
predates our current realisation that as we eradicate hunger, we need to
ensure nutrition, particularly for children. At the same time, Mahatma
held that education is a significant driver of change. For him, education is
a “life-time phenomenon”; “doing away with illiteracy is not necessarily
full education”. The measure of education for him was the revealed
amount of inner goodness or po-tentials of a person.

Nowadays, gender equality is a well-established assumption in our
development discourse in general and in the SDGs in particular.
The concern for gender equality was also prevalent in Gandhiji's
perspectives. Almost a century ago, he said, “We should not say that
women are inferior to men. It would be libel and it is a sin.” In fact, he
spoke quite extensively about education for women, and their social
positioning. He mentioned that, “The day we will be able to say that our
women are safe on the street at night—that is the day we have achieved
gender equality”. It only shows that how much Gandhiji was ahead of
his time.

Arguably, socio-economic development is fuelled by income,
employment, technology and innovation. The modern concepts of “full
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employment” and “minimum income” were also quite noticeable in
Gandhiji's expressed thoughts. He said that, “I do not want employment
for few, I want employment for the masses.” He propagated a right-
based approach, which is very much in line with the SDGs, when he said
that, “We need to give people a square meal based on a good work, not
necessarily based on charity”.

Gandhiji’s explicit fascination for charka and small-scale industries also
needs to be understood properly. For him, technology and innovation
have to be deployed to the service of the people and create broader
employment possibilities; not to be used as a means for laying off
people from their jobs and generate profits for few. He looked upon
rural employment and small-scale industries as a tool for eradicating
poverty, bringing the rural areas on a par with the urban areas, and more
importantly “localising the development” (another SDG require-ment).
Remaining sensitive to the possibility of technology and innovation, he
said that, “The unlimited capacity of the nature and all society to meet
or demand is yet to be fully tested through technological innovation.”

Gandhiji was a firm believer in the rule of law and democratic polity. He
fought against colonial rule, he fought against apartheid; through that
he wanted to establish human rights within its own context. For him, the
rule of law was manifested through non-violence, peaceful co-existence
and tolerance. He said, “You must tolerate others’ thoughts, if you really
believe that your thoughts are better than the others.” Interestingly, the
new development theories, as reflected in the SDGs, uphold that the rule
of laws and accountability, have to be established not only within the
country, but amongst the countries.

Gandhiji said that, “You have to look at the face of the weakest and the
poorest, when you do something for them, and see whether they are
taking charges of their own destiny.” Essentially, he talks here about
ownership,empowermentand solidarity. The Gandhian idea of solidarity
and partnership is best expressed through his relationship with the
colonial power in the context of joint fight against fascism during the
Second World War. Under the 2030 Agenda, the world seeks to unite,
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irrespective of the differences in level of development and governance
structure, against the common enemy of poverty, discrimination and
injustice. The “bold new world”, according to Mahatma, has to do away
with “politics without principles” and “commerce without morality.”

Celebrated author Pearl S Buck wrote, “He was right; we all knew he was
right. The man who killed him knew that he was right” The question is
whether this Gandhian “force of truth” can prevail in and be a solution
to our present world, which remains afflicted by violence, prejudice and
unilateralism. The answer to this probably will be defined by the extent
to which we will be able to deliver the new global vision of sustainable
development. The Gandhian force of truth will essentially be vindicated
through that delivery.

2 October 2019
The Daily Star
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Sustainable development of
Bangladesh: Lessons from Korea

Mostafa Amir Sabbih

Bangladesh is the land of 160 million inhabitants and one of the most
densely-populated countries of the world. It has achieved significant
progress in poverty reduction. In Bangladesh, the proportion of
population earning below United States dollor (USD) 1.90 (PPP) per
day decreased from 44.2 per cent in 1990 to 13.8 per cent in 2016.
The country has also expanded on average by 6 per cent per year
over the last decade, largely driven by garment exports and workers’
remittances which helped the country gain the lower-middle income
status in 2015. Bangladesh achieved commendable success in attaining
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), particularly MDG 1 (Eradicate
extreme poverty) and MDG 4 (Reduce child mortality). It has also made
significant progress in attaining gender parity and school enrollment
in primary and secondary education. However, there are a number of
challenges that remain for sustainable development in Bangladesh.

At the seventieth session of the United Nations (UN) General Assembly
on 25 September 2015, 193 UN member states adopted the 2030
Agenda for Sustainable Development. The learning of MDGs taught us
that the achievement of some Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)
would require a much greater stretch in Bangladesh. Bangladesh ranked
111t out of 156 countries as per the latest SDG index (SDGI) 2018 by
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the Sustainable Development Solution Network. This part outlines the
key areas of challenges for sustainable development in Bangladesh.

Inadequate quality of education

Promoting quality education is the most essential factor for improving
human capital and sustainable development of a country. Bangladesh
has had a remarkable performance regarding the treatment of
disparities in the access to education, school enrollment rates in primary
and secondary levels. However, this increase in quantity was not
complemented by the quality of education. The results of the National
Student Assessment carried out by Directorate of Primary Education in
2011 exposed that only 25 per cent of the students could master Class
5 English competencies while only 33 per cent could master Class 5
Mathematics competencies at the end of primary school cycle. A similar
result was found for the secondary school pass students. Students fail
to obtain the required level of competencies due to the substandard
performance in quality components, such as teacher-student ratio, the
proportion of trained teachers, teacher absenteeism, and inadequate
technical education system. According to Bangladesh Education
Statistics 2018, there is only one teacher per 45 students in secondary
schools, while only 66.9 per cent of these teachers are trained.

Unemployment and youth unemployment

One major area of concern for Bangladesh with regard to inclusive
development is its persistent unemployment and youth unemployment.
Atthe presentrate of labour force growth (1.9 per cent), an additional 21
million people will enter into the labour force by 2030. This poses both
a challenge and a window of opportunity in the form of demographic
dividend for Bangladesh’s. However, Bangladesh economy absorbed
just under 50 per cent of the increase in the working age population
into the economy in the period of 2000-10. According to Labour Force
Survey 2016-17, still 4.2 per cent of total labour force and 10.6 per cent
of youth are unemployed. Further, the 29.8 per cent of youth are not
in education, employment and training. Unemployment often resulted
from lack of new job creation, particularly in the industrial sector
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mainly driven by inadequate private investment and existence of a large
informal sector or grey economy (85.1 per cent of total employment).

Inadequate infrastructure, industrialisation and innovation

Bangladesh lags far behind other developing countries with regard to
its physical infrastructure such as roads, highways, ports, transport
and communication which are necessary for augmenting the private
investment and economic growth. As per SDGI 2018, Bangladesh ranked
very poorly with regard to its overall quality of infrastructure with a
score of 2.9 in the scale of 1 (extremely underdeveloped) to 7 (extensive
and efficient).

Itisvery difficult to sustain the pace of economic growth withouta strong,
diversified and highly productive industrial sector. The export industry
of Bangladesh is not very much diversified and highly development
on in some particular products. Based on the Herfindahl-Hirschmann
Index (HHI) or concentration index, this concentration has increased
in recent times with 0.40 per cent in 2018 from 0.34 per cent in 1995.
Bangladesh’s export basket has continued to remain development in
only one product — apparels, and particularly low-end items.

Information and Communications Technology (ICT) is a good enabler of
cost reduction/productivity enhancement and innovation facilitation.
SDGI data suggest that the use of ICT in Bangladesh is still at its early
stage. Although the number of mobile broadband subscribers increased
substantially (27.1 per 100 people) over the last two decades, still only
18.2 per cent people use internet for their work or recreational purposes.
Further, government expenditure on research and development (R&D)
is almost non-existent and data also are not available.

Poor status of rural development
In Bangladesh, still 65.7 per cent people live in rural areas where
agriculture is the dominant sector. The share of agriculture in GDP

declined from 24.5 per cent in 1990 to 13.8 per cent in 2018. This
presents some concerns since the largest segment (40.6 per cent) of the
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labour force is still engaged in this sector. Absence of a developed product
market, access to credit and other inputs as well as high transportation
cost reduce farmers’ profit and contribute to lower productivity. Rapid
population growth in rural areas resulted in more fragmentation of land
and peasant impoverishment. Further, due to the lack of opportunities
to work in non-farm activities and heavy dependence only on one
single crop (rice), workers tend to migrate to the urban areas and do
temporary non-farm jobs.

Concerns for environmental sustainability

Bangladesh is one of the most vulnerable countries that are facing
immense challenges due to climate change. Bangladesh ranked
as one of the extremely vulnerable countries as per the Climate
Change Vulnerability index (0.3 on a scale of 0-1). Its geophysical
position coupled with highly dense population, limited resources and
dependence on nature makes Bangladesh a hazard-prone country with
many subsequent catastrophic events like irregular rainfall patterns,
floods, flash floods, cyclones, saline intrusion, drought, sea level rise,
tidal surge and water logging. Another precondition of environmental
sustainability is responsible consumption and production. However,
industries are causing 60 per cent of the river pollution through wilful
discharge of effluent, even by those few having effluent treatment plants.

Action Agenda to address the challenges: Strategic lessons from
Korea

The Republic of Korea, from being one of the aid-dependent least
developed countries (LDCs) of world during the 1960’s, is one of the
advanced industrialised countries at present. Korea achieved this
success due to its rapid economic growth (with a per capita GDP of USD
29,742 in 2017 from USD 253 in 1970). This growth was largely driven
by its productivity increase in the industrial sector and its human capital
investment. The evolution of Korea’s ICT sector from underdeveloped to
an IT powerhouse during the period of 1980-2008 played a key role
towards increasing its productivity and trade competitiveness. Further,
during this period, Korea also made a rapid transformation of its rural
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economy through its community-based “New Village Movement”.
In addition, Korea has made some notable progress with regard to
achieving environmental sustainability through strategic decision
making. Therefore, Bangladesh, which is also one of the LDCs, expected
to graduate by 2024, can take many lessons from Korean experience to
address its sustainable development challenges.

Promoting quality education

Korean experience suggests that during the process, some types of
trade-off between quantitative growth and qualitative improvement of
education are inevitable. With Korea, during the rapid universalisation
process of elementary and secondary education, the deterioration of
educational circumstances occurred for a considerable amount of time.
However, the quantitative expansion of education became a driving force
towards policies improving education circumstances and a plus factor
for educational investment. As a result, it has improved to a decent level
at the present. In addition, in the early industrialisation stage where
the capacity of the private sector has not yet developed, the role of the
government in education, which is public in character, is very important.
With Korea, government-oriented/concentrated advancement systems
have been maintained all over the education system such as the single-
track school system; liberalisation of training and recruiting teachers;
enactment and operation of national education courses; and a national
and authorised textbook system including national, public, and private
schools. Such measures were very effective in securing minimal levels of
quality and equality of education among regions and classes.

Building resilient infrastructure, industrialisation and innovation

Korea's success of developing modern transport infrastructure suggests
that strategic plans for economic growth should be combined with
transport infrastructure. The Government of Bangladesh (GoB) should
adopt Public Transit-oriented policy measures through including
and adapting to the Intelligent Transportation System for national/
regional/urban public transport. Further, there should be a convergence
and integration of the public transport system with good access and
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benefit for users. Finally, there should be a clearly stated vision of the
government such as promoting dense development for transit station
areas, leading the urban planning by prioritising green transport and
encouraging private car users to change their mode to public transport.

Korea adopted three key strategies in order to develop their industrial
sector which can be important lessons for Bangladesh. These include,
1) An ‘economic growth first’ strategy for eradication of poverty which
is similar to Bangladesh; 2) Promote export-led growth with shifting
industrial strategies over time - from labour-intensive exports (current
stage of Bangladesh) to Heavy & Chemical Industries investment (to
upgrade exports) to human capitalinvestmentrationalisation (for export
competitiveness) to FDI & R&D (to upgrade technologies); 3) Prioritise
and promote early and effective development of those capabilities and
assets which were essential to enable sustained economic growth.

Korean ICT revolution experience suggests that the strategy to develop
the ICT sector and promote innovation should be operationalised in two
phases. Firstphase may include testing and improving upon technologies
already developed in advanced countries while the second phase should
concentrate on innovation (investing more in R&D), commercialising
new technologies and convergence of core technologies.

Reducing rural-urban gap and attaining inclusive growth

The success of the ‘Saemaul Undong’ or the ‘New Village Movement’ of
Korea, based on values of inclusive growth and inclusive partnership
suggests that it can be a good model for reducing the rural-urban
gap and increasing employment opportunities. It can also be a good
reference point for operationalising the SDG Localisation Framework of
Bangladesh. But in order this model to be successful and sustainable
in a country like Bangladesh, some preconditions are required to be
met such as, creation of common values; voluntary participation of
community members; upward decision making process; pooling of fund
from central and local government; inclusion of low and middle income
villagers and local groups; and shared prosperity. Another important
precondition is a successful land reform. This model can improve
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agricultural productivity through supporting small farmers; enforce
value chain through providing the farmers better access to market;
and promote sustainable agriculture (SDG 2) through generating
non-farming income. Some of the prescribed mechanism for rural job
creating by Saemaul Undong include providing microfinance to support
small farmers; operating and nurturing social enterprises in villages;
and rejuvenating local economy through carrying out projects in local
off-seasons.

Ensuring environmental sustainability

Bangladesh can learn few strategic lessons from Korea’s transformation
from a Brown economy to a Green economy. Korea boasts of being
the only developing country with successful reforestation (the
1960s~1980s) and currently 64 per cent land areas are under forest
coverage. But the industrial success brought serious environmental
pollution in the 1970s and the 1980s: rivers, soil and the air were in a
state as the current situation of the capital city of Bangladesh. However,
an alarm among people by the early 1990s and the shift to local
autonomy (1994) prompted serious actions to address pollution. Many
innovative initiatives such as the volume-based Waste Collection Fee
System was introduced during that time and today Korea has one of the
most modern waste collection and recycle systems in the world. Korea
launched the Green Growth strategy as a national strategy in 2008
where much emphasis was put on reducing GHG emissions, lowering
dependence on oil, coal and gas for energy and strengthening climate
change adaptation capacity.

24 November 2019
The Financial Express
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Addressing the Rohingya crisis:
Whose responsibility is it?

Fahmida Khatun

Ithasbeen almost 21 months since the influx ofabout 750,000 Rohingyas
to Bangladesh began in August 2017. Gradually, it is becoming clear to
us that the Rohingyas are here to stay for a protracted period of time.
Their prolonged stay has serious implications for Bangladesh. Already,
massive deforestation in the lush hilly land around Cox’s Bazar has
made the whole area barren. The ecosystem is being destroyed. There
are also social problems that are affecting the host communities.

The financial implication of hosting the Rohingyas is also huge. Though a
Memorandum of Understating between the governments of Bangladesh
and Myanmar was signed in November 2017 for repatriation of the
Rohingyas, it did not materialise due to unwillingness on the part of the
Myanmar government. The global experience shows that the refugee
repatriation time is 10 years on average. Our estimation shows that
if the Rohingyas stay for five years from the fiscal year (FY) 2018-
2019 onwards, the cost to maintain them will be United States dollar
(USD) 7,046 million till FY2023. With population growth and inflation
adjustments, this cost will continue to increase. Thus, if they stay for 10
years, the cost will be USD 17,204 million.
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Who is going to bear this cost? The international community has
extended great support in tackling the problem. Not only have they come
forward with financial assistance, they are also providing moral support
to Bangladesh by raising the issue at international forums. Thanks to
the proactive role of the government of Bangladesh, international
donor agencies, international and local non-government organisations
(NGOs), and many other organisations, the humanitarian activities have
been going smoothly. But there will come a time of donor fatigue. This is
not only because they may run short of resources, but also because their
priorities could shift. We live in a time when crises arise every other
day somewhere in the world. International security and cross-border
terrorism have become a serious matter of concern. So, everyone rushes
to attend the competing priorities on a continuous basis.

Hence, the ultimate burden of the Rohingyas will fall on Bangladesh.
Clearly, the policymakers will have to plan for this even though there
may be a denial syndrome among them about the length of stay of the
Rohingyas. So far, the government of Bangladesh has extended all-out
support to the Rohingyas by providing them with shelter and other
support. It is unthinkable for any country in the world to do what
Bangladesh has done for the Rohingyas. Who doesn’t know the fate of the
refugees crossing borders to the developed countries? Haven't we seen
the inhumanity and cruelty of the wealthy and powerful countries even
towards the children from poor, war-affected nations? But Bangladesh,
despite being a densely populated and lower middle-income country,
has shown such generosity which has put the developed world to shame.

However, when the flow of support for the Rohingyas dwindles, how
will the government meet the requirements of the Rohingyas? This
is an issue that the government needs to ponder on moving forward.
In this regard, an action plan should be in place. There could be a
three-pronged approach: first, international dialogues should be
continued, and Bangladesh has to pursue more energetic diplomacy
at the global level; second, bilateral talks with Myanmar should also
be continued. The issue should also be raised continuously at regional
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forums such as the Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multi-Sectoral Technical
and Economic Cooperation (BIMSTEC) and Bangladesh-China-India-
Myanmar (BCIM) Economic Corridor. Third, while the dialogues go on,
the Rohingyas should be looked after, and their economic and social
safety has to be ensured.

Shockingly, some international organisations have come up with the
suggestion of forming a solidarity compact. They cite examples of
Jordan, Lebanon and Ethiopia which had opted for such a compact in
dealing with refugees in their countries. In a nutshell, advocates of such
a solidarity compact promotes the idea that the host country should
keep the refugees in exchange for facilities such as duty-free market
access for its products, migration of its labour force and foreign direct
investment into the country.

This is an out-and-out unacceptable and meaningless proposal.
Currently, Bangladesh as a least developed country (LDC) gets duty-
free quota-free (DFQF) market access to many countries including
the European Union markets. When it graduates from the LDC group,
initially in 2024, and finally in 2027 after the three-year grace period,
Bangladesh will lose the DFQF market access in any case. Besides,
with not so promising global economic outlook and with increased
protectionism in the horizon, the desire to have DFQF in exchange for
keeping the Rohingyas is wishful thinking. In fact, this whole idea is
based on the political economy of the refugee problem. It is also the
reflection of a parochial mindset that thinks that the southern countries
will host refugees while the northern countries will provide some token
support to show their sympathy.

After the initial humanitarian support, now there is a need for
developmental interventions for the Rohingyas in terms of access to
education and skills development. Developing human capital is a good
idea in giving them the opportunity to earn a living. However, that
doesn’t imply that the Rohingyas should be integrated into the host
society. The host communities are already stressed due to the massive
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environmental damage and shrinking livelihood opportunities as a
result of competition from the Rohingyas who are available at a lower
wage. It is time to step up pressure on the Myanmar government for
repatriation of their people. The global community also has to accept
the fact that the Rohingyas are not only Bangladesh’s responsibility. It
is their responsibility, too. The international community has to play a
proactive role to support Bangladesh and create pressure on Myanmar
for repatriation of the Rohingyas at the earliest.

13 May 2019
The Daily Star
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The political philosophy of
Bangabandhu

Rounagq Jahan

For our generation who witnessed the birth of Bangladesh, it is a
daunting task to express in words the unique role played by the Father
of the Nation, Bangabandhu Shiekh Mujibur Rahman in the creation of
the new state. It is even more challenging to analyse the political ideas
underpinning his life’s work. Whenever I think of Bangabandhu I first
remember those exciting and memorable days of March 1971.

I consider myself to be very lucky that I was able to witness the events
of March 1971 and Bangabandhu'’s role in creating history. Very few
people are fortunate enough to see the making of history. I witnessed
the transformation of our movement for autonomy into our struggle
for independence. I witnessed how the main actor of this historic
transformation, Bangabandhu Shiekh Mujibur Rahman, realised an
impossible dream. There have been leaders in other countries who led
their nations. But few could create history. Bangabandhu was one such
rare grand actor of history.

It is unfortunate that even after 48 years of our independence and 43
years after his assassination there is no well-researched comprehensive
biography of Bangabandhu Shiekh Mujibur Rahman. Fortunately two
recent books, based on his personal diaries, have been published which
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can serve as original source that help us understand his ideals and
political philosophy.

The first book, The Unfinished Memoirs, published in 2012, throws
light on his childhood, and early political life. Though The Unfinished
Memoirs does not include events after the late 1950s it still illuminates
his political thoughts very clearly.

The second book, Karagarer Rojnamcha (Prison Diaries) which was
published in 2017, is based on his diaries when he was in prison after
he launched the six point movement in 1966. Here again his political
thoughts are made very clear. He discusses at length the different
methods of suppression of people’s movements pursued by an autocratic
state. He highlights the importance of fundamental civil and political
rights, particularly the need for ensuring freedom of expressions for
sustaining democracy.

In this article I quote extensively from his writings so that we can hear
his own voice. To understand his political philosophy we should always
keep in mind that Bangabandhu spent most of his life as a political player
outside state power. He struggled against colonial and undemocratic
state power, first against the British and later against the Pakistan state
to establish the economic, political, and cultural rights of the Bengalis.

He exercised state power only for a limited period of time -- barely three
and a half years after independence. His political discourse, as illustrated
in these two books, is that of a leader fighting authoritarian state power,
not that of a leader who was using state power to govern a country.

One of the remarkable features of his political life was his transformation
from an ordinary rank and file worker of a political party to an unparalleled
leader of millions of people. Bangabandhu possessed outstanding
organisational capacity; at the same time he was a great orator. Generally
we do not find such a combination of qualities in one leader.

In his Unfinished Memoirs Bangabandhu notes that he was more
interested in party organisational work than in discussing theoretical
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and ideological issues. Though he was not a political theoretician,
Bangabandhu had a few specific political ideals and goals and he
worked consistently to achieve them. His values are best captured in
three sentences which Bangabandhu penned on May 3, 1973. He writes:

“As a man, what concerns mankind concerns me. As a Bengalee, | am
deeply involved in all that concerns Bengalees. This abiding involvement
is born of and nourished by love, enduring love, which gives meaning to
my politics and to my very being.”

The above quote makes it clear that Bangabandhu identified himself
both as a human being and as a Bengali.

This self-identification helps us explore the main features of his political
philosophy, such as nationalism, secularism, socialism, and people-
orientation.

Nationalism
Independence, liberation, and democracy

From the beginning of his political life, Bangabandhu was proud of his
Bengali national identity. He was involved in the Pakistan movement
but he believed that Pakistan should be established on the basis of the
Lahore Resolution which envisaged two Muslim majority independent
sovereign states.

He perceived the nationalist movement not simply as a struggle to gain
independence from the rule of an external colonial power but also as
a struggle for the economic and political emancipation of the down-
trodden masses from various forms of oppression.

He joined the Pakistan movement in the hope that poor Muslim peasants
will be liberated from the exploitation of the landlord classes. He had
always viewed the Bengali nationalist movement as a movement for
the achievement of democracy as well as liberation of the oppressed
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people. Thus on March 7, 1971 he called upon the people to launch
simultaneously the struggle for independence and liberation.

Prior to the establishment of Pakistan, when as a student in Kolkata,
Bangabandhu joined the Muslim League. He belonged to the Shaheed
Suhrawardy and Abul Hashem faction of the party which was known as
the progressives group. In his Unfinished Memoirs he writes:

“Under Mr Suhrawardy’s leadership we wanted to make the Muslim
League the party of the people and make it represent middle-class
Bengali aspirations. Upto that time Muslim League had not become an
organization that was rooted in the people. It used to serve the interests
of landlords, moneyed men, and Nawabs and Khan Bahadurs.”

After the creation of Pakistan, Bangabandhu returned to Dhaka and
became involved in various progressive movements and organisations
which championed the linguistic, cultural, and economic rights of the
Bengalis. In 1948 he was imprisoned for participating in the movement
demanding recognition of Bengali as one of the state languages of
Pakistan.

He was also involved in other social and political protest movements,
such as the movement of poor peasants against prohibiting inter-
district trade in rice known as the “cordon” system. He supported the
movement of the fourth class employees of Dhaka University and was
again imprisoned in 1949.

Within a relatively short period after the establishment of Pakistan
he became convinced about the need for establishing an opposition
political party not only for championing the rights of the Bengalis but
also to challenge the authoritarian rule of the Muslim League. In his
Unfinished Memoirs he explained the rationale for the establishment of
the Awami League in the following way:

“There is no point in pursuing the Muslim League any longer. This party
has now become the establishment. They can no longer be called a party
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of the people ... if we did not form an organization that could take on the
role of the opposition the country would turn into a dictatorship.”

In 1949, the Awami Muslim League (AML) was founded and
Bangabandhu was elected the joint secretary of the party though he was
still in prison. In 1953 he became the general secretary of the party. The
demand for self-rule gained increasing popular support in East Bengal
from the mid-1950s. In 1955 Bangabandhu became a member of the
Pakistan National Assembly (NA). In one of his speeches in the NA we
already find a strong articulation of various demands of the Bengali
nationalists and his strong sense of Bengali identity. He said:

“They want to place the word ‘East Pakistan’ instead of ‘East Bengal.
We have demanded so many times that you should use Bengal instead
of Pakistan. The word Bengal has a history, has a tradition of its own.
You can change it only after people have been consulted. If you want
to change it then we have to go back to Bengal and ask them whether
they accept it ... what about the state language Bengali? What about
joint electorate? What about autonomy? ... I appeal to my friends on that
side to allow the people to give their verdict in any way, in the form of
referendum or in the form of plebiscite.”

In the council session of the party in 1955 the Awami League (AL)
dropped the word “Muslim” from its name and Bangabandhu
again became the general secretary of the party. In February 1966,
Bangabandhu presented his historic six points demand which put
forward a very radical notion of provincial autonomy leaving only
limited powers in the hands of the central government.

In March of that year he became the president of the AL and began
a country-wide campaign to popularise the six points which soon
became the sole agenda of the party. Six points captured the aspirations
of the nation and it was billed as the charter for the liberation of the
Bengalis. Following the launch of the six points, Bangabandhu was
again imprisoned and he was charged with treason by the Pakistan
government in the Agartala conspiracy case.
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In 1969, Ayub fell from power in the face of massive students’ movement.
Bangabandhu was released from prison and the students conferred
on him the title of Bangabandhu (friend of Bengal). During the 1970
election campaign Bangabandhu started using nationalist slogans such
as “Bangladesh” and “Joy Bangla.”

Thus, within a relatively short span of four years, between 1966 to
1970, Bangabandhu was able to unite the whole Bengali nation behind
his demand for liberation and independence. I do not think any other
nationalist leader had been so successful in mobilising such a huge
number of people within such a short period of time.

It is noteworthy that though throughout his life Bangabandhu was
involved in movement politics and talked about people’s emancipation
from exploitation and oppression, he believed in peaceful non-violent
political movements. From 1947 till 1970 the Bengali nationalist
movement became stronger day-by-day under his leadership but he
stayed within the bounds of democratic politics.

Whenever Pakistani rulers gave opportunities for election he
participated in them, though the elections were often not free and
fair and attempts were made to foil the election results. In Karagarer
Rojnamcha he points out repeatedly that by limiting the democratic
space an autocratic regime ultimately leads the country towards
terrorist politics. He writes:

“Newspapers arrived. 1 was alarmed that they [the Pakistani
government] are trying to shut down democratic politics ... If anybody
criticizes the government there will be cases against them under the
proposed secret act ... | myself am facing five cases under article 124,
section 7 (3) for making public speeches ... My fear is they are leading
Pakistan toward terrorist politics. We do not believe in that politics.
But those of us who want to do good for the people through democratic
politics, our space is shrinking.”
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Secularism
Non-communalism and equal rights for all citizens

Though he was a Bengali nationalist, Bangabandhu never tried to create
division and hatred between different identity groups. Many nationalist
politicians use provocative languages and symbols that encourage
violence between different groups. These days we are witnessing the
rise of such nationalist leaders even in Western democratic countries
who are trying to instigate intolerance and violence towards minority
groups. But Bangabandhu’s nationalist politics was different. He
believed in co-existence and mutual tolerance of different identity
groups and talked about equal rights of all citizens. He always stood
against communal violence.

Though he was involved in the Pakistan movement he believed that in
India, Muslims and in Pakistan, Hindus should enjoy equal rights as
citizens and live together in peace and harmony. He talked about equal
rights of all groups to practice their respective religions.

He witnessed the communal riots in Kolkata on August 16, 1947. He
points out that Suhrawardy asked his supporters to observe the day in a
peaceful way so that no blame could fall on the Suhrawardy government.
But unfortunately, communal riots did break out in Kolkata and later
spread to Noakhali. Bangabandhu saved both Muslims and Hindus
from acts of communal violence in Kolkata. Later when Suhrawardy
joined Mahatma Gandhi in efforts to bring back communal harmony,
Bangabandhu joined them.

After returning to Dhaka he joined Gonotantrik Jubo League and took up
the cause of building communal harmony as his main mission. He was
against all forms of communal violence, not simply between Hindus and
Muslims but also between different Muslim sects and between Bengalis
and non-Bengalis.
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In his Unfinished Memoirs he strongly condemns the anti-Kadiyani riots
thattook place in Lahore in 1953. In 1954, when riots broke out between
Bengali and non-Bengali workers in Adamjee jute mills in Narayanganj,
he rushed to the area to calm the situation. In 1964 when Hindu-Muslim
riots spread in India he started a civic campaign to prevent communal
riots in East Bengal. Even in his March 7, 1971 speech he asked people
to remain vigilant against the threat of communal violence. He said:

“Be very careful, keep in mind that the enemy has infiltrated our ranks to
engage in the work of provocateurs. Whether Bengalee or non-Bengalee,
Hindu or Muslim, all are our brothers and it is our responsibility to
ensure their safety.”

In his personal life he followed the preachings of Islam. But Bangabandhu
was against the political use of religion. He condemned the Muslim
League’s practice of using the slogan of Islam and not paying attention
to the economic well-being of the people which he argued was the goal
for which “the working class, the peasants, and the labourers had made
sacrifice during the movement for independence.”

Socialism
Equality, freedom from exploitation, and oppression
In his Unfinished Memoirs Bangabandhu writes:

“I myself am no communist, but I believe in socialism and not in
capitalism. I believe capital is a tool of the oppressor. As long as
capitalism is the mainspring of the economic order people all over the
world will continue to be oppressed.”

By socialism he meant a system that would free people from exploitation
and oppression and remove inequality. He visited China in 1952 which
left a deep imprint in his mind. He found great differences in the living
conditions of people in Pakistan and China which he attributed to the
differences in the two political systems.
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Bangabandhu believed that the government has a role to play in
removing inequality and freeing people from exploitation. He admired
the priorities set by the Chinese government in improving the socio-
economic conditions of the people. He writes:

“Everywhere we could see new schools and colleges coming up. The
government has taken charge of education.” He further writes:

“The communist government had confiscated the land owned by
landlords and had distributed it among all farmers. Thus landless
peasants had become land owners. China now belonged to peasants and
workers and the class that used to dominate and exploit had had their

”

day:

He did not want to see inequality grow in Bangladesh. In the council
session of the AL held during April 7-8, 1972, he reiterated his
commitment to promote an exploitation-free socio-economic system
and socialism was formally adopted as one of the ideals of the party. In
the next council session of the party held in 1974 he, again, pledged to
work for freeing the nation of exploitation and oppression.

People Orientation
People’s issues, people’s politics

Often we find leaders who lead people towards great goals but they do
not become emotionally involved with the people. Bangabandhu was an
exception. When [ compare the speeches of various leaders of the world
with those of Bangabandhu, one of his off-repeated expressions -- “love
for people” -- stands out as unique. He often talked about his love for
people and people’s love for him in return.

He always prioritised the issues that are upper-most in ordinary
people’s lives. His politics was people’s politics. During the campaign
for Pakistan when famine struck, he worked in feeding centres for the
famine victims. He worked to rescue the victims of communal riots in
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Kolkata. He participated in street rallies demanding food security for
the poor in East Bengal. His political philosophy was not centred only
around the goal of getting state power: He developed his political ideas
by being involved with the concerns of the ordinary masses.

This people’s orientation made him a pragmatist. In his diaries he
constantly refers to issues that would affect ordinary people’s everyday
life such as the rise in essential commodity prices or tax increase or
flood or famine.

At one level, Bangabandhu was a man of the masses. He learned about
people’s aspirations from them. At another level he was the leader of the
people. He carried forward ordinary people’s aspirations. He had faith
in people. That is why he could call upon people on March 7, 1971 to
join the liberation struggle with “whatever little they have.”

Four guiding principles of state

We see the reflections of Banganabdhu'’s political philosophy in the four
guiding principles of state adopted by our constitution: nationalism,
democracy, secularism, and socialism. He defended these four principles
in various speeches delivered in the parliament, in the party forums,
and in addresses to the nation.

Bangabandhu used to articulate the goals of his life’s work in two simple
words. He would either say he wants to build again “Shonar Bangla” or
he would say he wants to bring “a smile on the faces of the poor and
unhappy people.”” Bangabandhu never talked about GDP growth or
other theoretical issues. He knew very well how precious a smile was
and his goal was to achieve that priceless objective.

10 June 2019
Dhaka Tribune
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Winners and losers in the Fourth
Industrial Revolution

Fahmida Khatun

Every time I travel to a developed country, I observe new ways of doing
things. I find that human interaction has become unnecessary in getting
services. Machines have replaced workers. Asacitizen of aless developed
economy, | am sometimes taken aback with such fast pace of changes.
We are still used to getting personalised services! Starting from simple
things such as airline check-in to train tickets to restaurant reservations
to getting coffee from machines, technology has now become the service
provider. Immigration clearance in advanced countries is now a matter
of two to three minutes, while bank transfer takes only a few seconds.
We see fewer people, faster service. So technology is our new way of life.
This will continue to unfold with further technological revolution in the
coming days.

Modern economies have been observing a technological revolution for
more than halfa century. Now artificial intelligence, robotics, internet-of-
things, block chain, etc. are rapidly changing their economies, societies
and cultures. The Fourth Industrial Revolution (4IR) is changing every
spectrum of human life.

The most significant impact of 4IR will be felt in the labour market. Low-
skilled and repetitive work will be carried out by machines. Machines
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will be able to work better and faster. Of course, new types of jobs will
emerge with higher productivity and higher pay. New products and
services will be in demand. So, new skills and new jobs will be required.
But who will get those jobs and how the labour market will cope with the
technological “disruption” are important issues that should be explored.

The labour-market implications of the 4IR are very important for
Bangladesh, a country that has a large labour force. This is all the more
important because, despite having high growth, the economy has not
been able to create enough jobs.

On the other hand, the country has not been able to benefit from the
structural change in terms of employment generation. For example, the
contribution of agriculture to our gross domestic product (GDP) has
reduced to 13.7 per cent in 2018, compared to 28.7 per cent in 1990.
Contrary to this, the share of industrial sector has increased from 20.2
per cent in 1991 to 32.3 per cent in 2018. Similarly, the contribution of
the services sector has gone up from 48.3 per centin 1991 to 50 per cent
in 2018. However, employment generation does not follow the same
trend. Agriculture, being the lowest contributor to GDP, creates 40.6 per
cent of total employment. Industry creates 20.4 per cent and services
sector creates 39 per cent of total jobs. Besides, more than 80 per cent
of employment is in the informal sector with low and unpredictable
income without job security.

Some sectors of late are increasingly resorting to automation to increase
efficiency and productivity. The export-oriented readymade garment
(RMG) sector is one of them. Though the adoption of technology in
the RMG sector is still slow, the impact is already visible. The share
of female labour force has declined in the sector since they have
least technological skills. This indicates to the differential impact of
technology on workers. Not everyone will experience the impact in the
same manner. Not everyone will benefit from the technological change
in the same way.

No doubt, technology has made life smooth, saved time, and improved
efficiency. Technology has enabled us to be more productive and expand

Y



our economy. We can use technology for improving almost every sphere
of our lives, if we use it in the right manner. We can expect to have a
pollution-free, cleaner and smarter city, we can save time being more
efficient and have more leisure time, just to name a few prospects.

But technology can also be a source of inequality and discrimination.
During the Third Industrial Revolution, which is about information and
communications technology (ICT), we have observed a “digital divide”.
The privileged individuals with access to technology and education
could grab the new jobs. They could earn a lot more than those who did
not have access to technology. So if technology is in the hands of a few
rich people and if the benefits of technology are not distributed fairly, it
worsens the inequality situation.

The other issue related to technology is the quality of jobs. Our
attention is more on economic growth, less on the quality of growth.
We do not know whether those working in digital platforms, such as
e-commerce, have basic labour rights that guarantee a minimum wage
and bargaining power. Ensuring quality of jobs and maximisation of
decent employment should receive more importance, as we expand the
size of digital economy.

The distributional aspects of 4IR are to be ensured through well-
designed policies, such as education policy, labour policy, industrial
policy, digital policy, competition policy, tax policy, etc. In case of
education, the policy-makers should move beyond mere numbers,
such as enrolment rates and gender parity. More focus should be on
the quality of education, and opportunity for reskilling, retraining
and relearning. To improve the quality of education, adequate public
resources should be made available. The current allocation of only 2 per
cent of GDP for education is inadequate to bring any positive change in
the education outcome. But the tax-GDP ratio is only about 9 per cent.
The number of people under the tax net is much lower than that of the
potential taxpayers. Tax avoidance is high. As a result, resources from
tax collection cannot be ploughed back to sectors such as education,
health and social protection.

209



AANRS T fowi-8

So the distributional aspect of 4IR should be at the forefront. And the
realisation of technological opportunities to everyone’s benefit will
hinge on appropriate policy response by the government.

17 December 2019
The Daily Star
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