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President’s Memo
Aftab ul Islam, FCA

President, American Chamber of Commerce in Bangladesh

Aftab ul Islam

President’s Memo

The American Chamber of 
Commerce in Bangladesh 
(AmCham) is happy to present 
its 20th quarterly journal. 
The year 2012 has again been 
highly eventful nationally and 
internationally.  The year ended 
with a mixture of successes and 
challenges. It appears that the 
global economy is still facing 
multiple difficulties in moving 
forward. Bangladesh faced high 
inflationary situation causing the 
erosion of purchasing power of 
the consumers, and huge pressure 
on the balance of payment, 
creating newer and complex 
macroeconomic challenges. A 
dynamic and pragmatic economic 
policy should be presented to 
the nation so that it can support 
the requirements of a growing 
Bangladesh economy. 

After huge amount of sacrifice, 
Bangladesh had earned its 
independence in 1971. As a new 
born country in 1971, it was true that 
things were not in good shape to lead 
the country as it was expected. Of 
course the best thing for the country 
was its independence, a glorious 
identity created for the people 
of the country. If we summarize 
the achievements of Bangladesh 
so far, the following areas of our 
economy deserve careful attention, 
recognition and appreciation. 1) 
Agricultural production, which 
has come to a position to meet 
the national requirement, having 
potentials to grow further and 
rapidly 2) Success in Ready Made 
Garments (RMG) in terms of job 
creation, positively associated other 
social, economic and industrial 
development 3) Pharmaceuticals, 
we can observe tremendous amount 
of growth, earning the capacity 
to meet the local demand and 
increased export to many countries, 
and having the potentials to thrive 
4) Mobile technology, it has been 
a revolution in business and social 
life, many more things remain to 
accomplish 5) Ship Building; from 
ship breaking to shipbuilding, and 
then to export 6) Higher education 
in private sector, providing 
education to thousands of  students, 
with emerging new opportunities 7) 
Development of Small and Medium 
Enterprises, generating millions 
of employment thus creating 

opportunities for widespread 
innovation for continued growth. 
These are a few examples of success 
stories of Bangladesh from which 
we can genuinely take pride.  These 
all happened through the initiatives 
of our most resilient and dynamic 
private sector.  Now the question is, 
are we entirely happy with this? No. 
Are we ready to cope up with the fast 
emerging opportunities? No. Why is 
that? This is because of the lack of 
not only energy, roads, highways, 
railways, IT facilities, other 
infrastructures, etc. It is because of the 
lack of political stability associated 
with uncertain future, and because 
of poor governance. We need 
appropriate mechanism for right 
kind of governance everywhere; 
Politics, Bureaucracy, Institutions, 
Education, Construction, Leadership 
development, Maintenance etc. 
I believe the extensive use of 
information technology can greatly 
help the building of a required system 
and a new society, which could 
eventually provide accountability 
and transparency and thus reshape 
the future of Bangladesh. 

Finally, I would like to express my 
most sincere thanks to AmCham 
Members, friends of AmCham 
for their most valuable support 
and cooperation to AmCham. I 
hope you would once again enjoy 
reading the AmCham Journal 
January 2013 issue.
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Bangladesh Urban Dynamics: Bridging the 
Knowledge and Policy Gaps
Dr. Hossain Zillur Rahman
Chairman, PPRC

Urgency of an Urban 
Engagement

Cities have always existed in 
history and played important 
roles in human destinies. But 
contemporary urbanization as 
a multi-layered phenomenon is 
a whole new reality. The speed, 
the scale and the paradoxes of 
contemporary urbanization are so 
compelling that they pose major 
challenges to our mind-sets, our 
knowledge frameworks and our 
policy perspectives. For Bangladesh, 
grappling with its own compelling 
story of urban transformation, 
bridging the mind-set and 
knowledge gaps constitutes perhaps 
a crucial first-order challenge 
without whose resolution a scaled-
up policy engagement remains 
unlikely. The same is probably true 
for much of South Asia. 

Many of our policy-makers 
continue to interpret the reality 
of urbanization as an unwelcome 
story to be resisted rather than 
managed as a driver of change for 
inclusive growth and sustainable 

environments. Consequently, 
a peculiar political economy 
dominates characterized by a 
policy ambivalence on one hand 
and the entrenchment of a power 
nexus on the other that makes 
unplanned growth and poor urban 
governance the norm rather than 
the exception.The process of rapid 
urbanization in Bangladesh is thus 
taking place without the benefit 
of a substantive and broad-based 
urban policy vision. Existing 
urban discourse has proceeded on 
fragmented premises of physical 
planning, slum studies, municipal 
governance and migration studies 
while the economic dimension 
has been a missing focus as have 
been the issues of social anomie 
and sustainability. Compounding 
this fragmented discourse is a 
process of policy engagement 
that is at best sporadic and 

disjointed. Strategy formulation, 
as for example in the preparation 
of a draft national urban policy, 
have suffered policy neglect as 
have well prepared strategies such 
as the Dhaka Urban Strategic 

Transport Plan and JICA reports 
on Chittagong. The urgency thus 
is not only for a holistic urban 
strategy which combines the 
issues of sustainable urbanism 
and of cities as growth drivers, but 
also, for a strategy for scaling up 
the urban engagement.

Clearly, a new paradigm is called 
for, one which serves to scale up 
the policy focus on urbanization 
and emphasizes the need to think 
about it in an integrated, holistic 
way. To contribute towards this 
objective, PPRC with support 
from the World Bank and DFID 
has been implementing a long-
term urban study to distill existing 
knowledge, identify knowledge 
gaps, review critical policy issues 
and options, and, promote a long-
term engagement towards better 
urban outcomes. In the course 
of today’s workshop, an in-depth 
look will be undertaken on the 
issues of urban spatial growth, 
industrial location, access to 
services, transportation system 
choice and urban finance.

Revealing Statistics

An Urbanized Future

Need for an urban focus is 
urgent because it is no longer a 
secondary phenomenon. At its 
birth, Bangladesh had an urban 
population less than 5 million. By 
1990, this had increased to 22.4 
million and a decade and a half 
later, urban population stood at 
42.3 million. At an annual growth 

Bangladesh Urban Dynamics: Bridging the Knowledge and Policy Gaps
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rate of 3.7%, urban population 
growth in Bangladesh has been 
higher than all other countries 
in South Asia barring Nepal (1). 
A revised definition of urban has 
put current urban population 
at 23% (Census, 2011) but 
population density per sq. km 
which rose to 964 in 2011 from 
834 in 2001 points towards an 
overall urbanized reality that is 
larger than that indicated by the 
formal definition of urban area. 
Projections show a possible urban 
population of nearly 100 million 
(98.6) by 2030 (Table 1). 

Policy-induced Primate City 
Development

Dhaka alone contains 37% of total 
urban population, conforming to 

the classic case of primate city in 
which the population of the largest 
city is more than the combined 
total of the three next largest cities. 
Primate cities are not seen in China 
and India but can be seen in Thailand 
and Japan. The primacy index for 
Dhaka in 2001 was 2.05 meaning 
that Dhaka population was 2.05 
times larger than the combined total 
population of three next largest cities 
– Chittagong, Rajshahi and Khulna. 
The index has risen to 2.12 in 2010 
(2). But a twist on these statistics 
is that to a significant extent, such 

a primate city tendency is policy-

induced. Dhaka’s inexorable growth 

as primate city is mirrored in the 

extreme centralization of decision-

making and political authority. It is 
a moot point as to whether a more 
vigorous policy choice towards 
decentralization might have 
resulted in a greater spatial balance 
of urbanization even with Dhaka 
continuing to be the leading city.

Top Urban Districts

As per Population Census 2011, 
top 10 urbanized districts besides 
Dhaka and Chittagong are 
Narayanganj, Khulna, Gazipur, 
Jessore, Sylhet, Rajshahi, Narsingdi, 
Mymensingh, and Bogra. However, 
there are differences amongst these 
top urban districts depending on 
different indicators. For example, 
on the basis of population density, 
Dhaka, Narayanganj, Bogra, 
Khulna and Narsingdi have the 
highest densities while the three 
top districts of Chittgong, Rajshahi 
and Gazipurhav relatively more 
sparse population. There is also a 
strong co-relation between ranking 
of urban districts and location of 
industrial enterprises. 

A Migration-Fueled Urban 
Growth 

Urban growth and migration are 
integrally linked. PPRC Urban 
Residents Survey of 2009 shows 

Bangladesh Urban Dynamics: Bridging the Knowledge and Policy Gaps

Table 1: Projected Growth in Urban and Rural Population, 1950-2030

Year
Population (millions) Share of incremental Population (millions) percentage of the total

Rural               Urban Rural                         Urban Rural           Urban

1950 40.0 1.8 - - 95.7 4.3

1960 48.8 2.7 8.9 0.9 94.8 5.2

1970 61.4 5.1 12.5 2.4 92.3 7.7

1980 72.7 12.7 11.3 7.6 85.1 14.9

1990 88.3 21.8 10.6 9.1 80.3 19.8

2000 103.1 34.4 14.8 12.6 75.0 25.0

2010 115.7 52.2 12.6 17.8 68.9 31.1

2020 123.2 74.4 7.5 22.2 62.3 37.7

2030 124.1 98.6 0.9 24.2 55.8 44.3
Source: Computed from UN 2002: Table 3 and 4.  Cited in ESCAP 2003:25
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that in Dhaka only 16.4% are 
urban residents by birth meaning 
that remaining 83.6% are migrants. 
In Chittagong, the proportion 
of migrants is 68% and in the 
secondary towns, the proportion 
is around 50%. Population Census, 
2011 confirms these trends.

Why the Urban Attraction?

There are many reasons why 
people are flocking to the 
urban centres. Most important 
attraction is economic: 71% of 
the reasons cited by Dhaka and 
Chittagong residents are for 
employment, 21% for business 
purposes. Similar percentages also 
apply in the case of the secondary 
towns. But not all of the reasons 
are narrowly economic. 23.3% 
cite children’s education as an 
important reason for migrating 
to the two metropolitan centres. 
Student migrants per se are also 

an emerging reality: 15.3% of 
Dhaka and Chittagong residents 
are student migrants. 

Besides the economic and 
education-driven migration, 
some other factors also underlie 
the urban attraction. Lifestyle 

factors or the attraction of city 
life have brought in some of the 
urban residents. The city life 
lure is strongest for Dhaka and 
Chittagong – 22.3%, and smallest 
for the smaller towns – 13%.

Not all of the migration, however, 
is pull-driven. Some come due 
to distress factors such as loss of 
homesteads caused by river erosion. 
Proportion of such distress-induced 
migrants is 11% in metropolitan 
Dhaka and Chittagong and 8.3% 
and 6.6% in the larger and smaller 
district towns respectively. 

The Urban Spectrum

Bangladesh is in many ways 
unique that it prioritized city-
connecting rural roads i.e. the 
so-called feeder roads, well before 
its urban expansion. Based on 
these rural-to-city and city-to-city 
linkages, an urban spectrum has 
emerged defined by several urban 
linkage patterns. Urban growth 
of Dhaka itself relates to two 
dynamics. One is the emergence 
of a growth pole comprising of 
metropolitan Dhaka and two of 
its adjoining localities – erstwhile 
trading hub of Narayanganj 
and newly industrializing rural 
Gazipur. The other dynamic is the 
growth of Dhaka as the dominant 
destination of labour and produce 
from across the entire country, a 
case of primate city development. 
Map 1 based on the proxy indicator 
of bus passenger traffic shows this 
density of connectivity linkages 
between Dhaka and destinations 
across the country. Chittagong 
too is growing as a growth pole, 
as yet a much lesser one than 
Dhaka and there is also incipient 
emergence of a growth corridor 
between Dhaka and Chittagong. 
Other patterns include regional 
hub (Bogra), localized economies 
(Barisal), poverty-driven migration 
networks (Kurigram), seasonal 
labour migrations (north Bengal-
Sylhet) etc. 

Table 2: Rural-Urban Divide: Convergence and Divergence

Location Average Monthly Household 
Income (Taka)

Trend

Metropolitan:
Dhaka/Chit-
tagong

22658
Divergence
Metropolitan-Village Income Differential: 86.8%
Metropolitan-SecondaryTown Income Differential: 69.3%

Secondary 
Towns

13387

Villages 12129 Convergence
Secondary Town-Village Income Differential: 10.3%

Source: PPRC Recession Survey, 2009

Bangladesh Urban Dynamics: Bridging the Knowledge and Policy Gaps
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Urban is thus not an 
undifferentiated reality. Rural-
urban divide has given way 
to a rural-urban continuum 
stretching from the metropolitan 
core of Dhaka and Chittagong 
to secondary towns to market 
centres to urbanized villages. 
However, within such a rural-
urban continuum, two divergent 
economic trends appear to be 
consolidating (Table 2). 

PPRC 2010 data on household 
incomes show that there is 
convergence between villages 
and secondary towns in terms of 
income types and income levels. 
Non-farm component of village 
income is above 50% while 
average income in secondary 
towns is only 10% higher than 
incomes in villages. In contrast, 
there is clear case of divergence 
between metropolitan and rural 
incomes. Average household 
income in the metropolitan core 
of Dhaka and Chittagong is 87% 
higher than that in the villages 
and 69% higher than in the 
secondary towns.

Urbanization-Growth 
Interface

Urbanization and growth have 
gone hand in hand. During 
the period of rapid urban 
expansion since the mid 1980s, 
manufacturing sector has doubled 
its share of GDP from 9.69% (at 
constant price) in 1985-86 to 
18.36% in 2011-12 (at constant 
price). This manufacturing 
growth has occurred in the two 
metropolitan poles of Dhaka and 
Chittagong and to a lesser extent 
in the north-west to south-east 
diagonal transport corridors that 
has Dhaka at the centre.

However, it is not only 
manufacturing growth which 

has underpinned the economic 
story of urbanization. There have 
been two other equally significant 
economic stories, one a service 
sector driven growth of secondary 
cities and the other a remittance-
fuelled urban consumption boom 
in the villages.

An important dimension of the 
urbanization-growth interface in 
Bangladesh is that it has neither 
been an enclave type development 
i.e. an exclusively export-sector 
driven process of growth and 

urbanization, nor has it been a 
narrowly local one unconnected 
to the global economy. A critical 
finding of the PPRC Study is that 
just as only 2 export industries 
have accounted for 45% of L&M 
manufacturing value addition, 
taken as a whole domestic 
demand has been the principal 
driver of manufacturing growth. 
The supplementary case study 
on rise of industrial hubs brings 
out this interplay of domestic 
and international factors in 
underpinning the urbanization-
growth interface.

Economic Gains Qualitatively 
Greater than Social Gains

Between 2005 and 2010, extreme 
poverty in urban areas was 
reduced by 50% (from 14% to 

7%: HIES 2005, 2010). During the 
same period, urban literacy rate 
rose only by 2%. The divergent 
outcomes on economic and 
social indicators present one of 
the challenges of urbanization 
and in particular bring into 
focus the burgeoning problem of 
urban poverty. At a global level, 
this problem has already been 
recognized in the framing of 
the MDGs of which target 7D is 
“Achieve significant improvement 
in lives of at least 100 million slum 
dwellers by 2020”. Interestingly, 

this challenge of improving the 
lives of the urban poor is often in 
a conceptual quandary because 
attempts to understand urban 
poverty through the prism of rural 
poverty runs afoul of contradictory 
findings – a contrasting reality of 
economic opportunities on one 
hand and significantly greater 
social vulnerabilities of eviction 
threats and lack of public health 
and education opportunities on 
the other.

Urban Poverty

Knowledge gaps and lack of 
analytical understanding is 
particularly acute when it comes 
to urban poverty. Take the case 
of slums. Contrary to commonly-
held notions, studies have shown 
that there is no ‘typical’ slum; 

Bangladesh Urban Dynamics: Bridging the Knowledge and Policy Gaps
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the differences between such 
settlements can be as significant 
as their commonalities. In Dhaka 
and Chittagong, a striking new 
development is the privatization 
of slums. The urban poor has come 
to constitute a lucrative housing 
market for unscrupulous land-
grabbers and corrupt politicians 
and officials who establish 
informal housing settlements 
often on disputed public land.  
The typical targeting strategies 
that have worked so well in 
dealing with rural poverty is really 
off the mark when it comes to 
dealing with these different kind 
of vulnerabilities. 

The reality of urban poverty poses 
the challenge of going beyond the 
usual economistic measurement 
exercises that  often obscures an 
equally important analytical task, 
one more sociological in nature, 
namely the human faces of the 
urban poor. Getting this in focus 
is important because the urban 
poor, unlike the rural poor, enjoy 
less residential fixity and hence are 
more identifiable through other 
characteristics such as occupation, 
locational vulnerability etc. 
Urban poor also often suffer from 
a reality of being ‘illegal citizens’ 
within the urban scenario with 
greater burdens of insecurity and 
social discrimination. For these 
reasons, there is a derivative 
problem of statistical invisibility 
for the urban poor because public 
and private sector statistical 
systems tend to favour the 
‘formal’ and prefer residential 
identity as the basis for statistical 
inclusion. This is precisely 
the reason why the informal 
economy, despite providing by 
one estimate between 30 and 70 
% of employment, remains largely 
invisible in national statistics.  

Overcoming the statistical 
invisibility represents both a 
research and a social challenge.  
Social and policy mind-sets 
often have negative views on the 
occupational spaces the urban 
poor occupy. It is thus important 
not only to measure the urban 
poor but also to make visible and 
give legitimacy to the broad social 
faces of the urban poor.  These 
may include the following:street 
vendors, rickshaw-pullers, low-
wage workers in formal and 
informal enterprises, petty shop-
keepers, artisans, home-based 
workers, domestic workers etc. 
There may be other categories 
of the urban poor who do not 
necessarily suffer from the above 
problem of statistical invisibility 
but nevertheless merit attention.  
These are fixed income employees 
and impoverished middle classes 
who often do not qualify for policy 
attention on current yardsticks.    

Managing Urbanization: A 
8-Point Policy Space

Urbanization is a compelling 
and growing reality. Managed 

or ignored, the process will 
soon come to determine our 
economic prospects and the 
quality of our social lives. A well-
managed urbanization will be key 

to whether Bangladesh fulfills 
its ambition of graduation to a 
middle income country status. A 
scaled-up policy engagement is 
thus the need of the hour. It is 
critical to be strategic in choosing 
the policy space to address this 
challenge of managing the urban 
transition. An eight-point policy 
space is suggested each of is 
individually significant but also 
constitute cross-cutting and core 
components of an integrated 
policy vision. 

i) Infrastructure deficit is key to 
both the growth and sustainability 
agenda. Of particular significance 
here is the issue of mass transit for 
the metropolitan centres of Dhaka 
and Chittagong. The critical 
challenge here is about finding 
the required resource solutions. 

ii) Global experiences show that 
managing cities is no longer about 
traditional planning. The city is 
an integrated reality and requires 
a new style of management that 
prioritizes integration, managing 
trade-offs and civic engagement. 

Building such urban management 
capacity will have to a key priority. 
Such capacity-building will have 
to be a component of urban 
governance which is of course 

Bangladesh Urban Dynamics: Bridging the Knowledge and Policy Gaps
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the most cross-cutting of issues. 
Improving urban governance 
is a problem of long-term and 
sustained engagement requiring 
both political mobilization against 
vested interests and a continuing 
and active search for intermediate 
solutions to specific governance 
problems

iii) The skills component 
straddles the growth, poverty 
and urban management agendas. 
Already many of the leading 
industries report a growing 
shortage of domestic skilled 
manpower. The presence of a 
sizeable foreign work force in 
higher-level jobs within these 
industries is but one indicator 
of this skill shortage. Skills is 
also central to the issue of more 
effective urban management.

iv) The issue of services is central 
to sustainability but the added 
focus here has to be on standards 
as this will determine the quality 
of urban life. Key services include 
transportation, water, energy, 
sanitation, housing and public 
spaces.

v) The governance, skills and 
service agendas all impinge upon 
the problem of urban poverty. 
Nevertheless, it has been included 
as one of the eight strategic focus 
because without explicit attention, 
it has tended to suffer from a 
problem of ‘policy invisibility’. 

vi) The two final components of an 
integrated urban policy vision are 

environmental sustainability and 
urban aesthetics. Both of these are 
cross-cutting issues central to the 
agenda of sustainable urbanism. 
With Bangladesh identified as 
one of the frontier states at risk 
from climate change, this issue of 
sustainibilityhas become an even 
greater policy focus. 

vii) Urban aesthetics is an 
unfamiliar focus in the Bangladesh 
discourse but its inclusion has 
been deemed essential because 
it impinges critically on issues 
of resource efficiency, urban 
citizenship, public spaces, and, 
quality of urban life. 

viii) Not all of the urban 
challenges are about governance, 
management, infrastructure or 
finance. An issue rarely into focus 
in the urban discourse is civic 
culture. For example, the problem 
of urban congestion stem not only 
from inadequate infrastructure 
and poor governance but as 
importantly from norm and rule-
flouting citizen behavior. The 
issue of civic culture is important 
from a negative standpoint. Many 
of the urban solutions have to 
come from community initiatives. 
Good practice examples from 
around the world exist in this 
regard and a viable urban strategy 
has to prioritize this issue.  

Bridging Mind-set Gaps 
and Consolidating Policy 
Coalitions

While an effective policy vision is 
essential, as important is the need 

to nurture a solution-centric mind-
sets. Too often, the urban discourse 
becomes an exercise in problem-
listing without a corresponding 
search for viable solutions. Just as 
big solutions are needed, there also 
smaller entry points which have 
to be kept in focus. For example, 
uncoordinated road-cutting is a 
perennial bane for city-dwellers 
and yet the search for solutions has 
rarely descended to these real-life 
entry points. Lessons from other 
countries show that appropriate 
legal framework to regulate the 
tasks of coordination in the form 
of Street Works Act are precisely 
the type of ‘small solutions’ which 
lay the groundwork for resolving 
these festering urban problems.

In politically challenging and 
institutionally weak environments 
as in the case  of  Bangladesh, 
effective pursuit of an urban 
agenda also requires sustained 
policy advocacy and engagement. 
Building viable policy coalitions 
cutting across various urban-
relevant communities as well as 
institutional champions to pursue 
results-focused advocacy is a 
critical task towards scaling up the 
urban focus in Bangladesh. 

Reference: 

(1) World Development  
 Indicators, 2009 
(2) Mannan, M.A., 2010,  
 Migration and Urbanization,  
 Background Paper prepared  
 for Urban Strategy Study, PPRC
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AmCham in Action
A. Gafur
Executive Director, American Chamber of Commerce in Bangladesh

We are pleased to present our 
regular AmCham quarterly 
Journal, the 20th issue. In the 
beginning of the year 2013, I am 
taking the opportunity to thank 
AmCham members, advertisers 
and authors for their continuing 
outstanding support towards 
AmCham Quarterly Journal. The 
last quarter has been quite eventful, 
including lunch meetings with 
USAID Director Richard Greene, 
US Ambassador Dan Mozena, 
support to AmCham Hong Kong 
Delegation, a Conference on 
International Product Safety & 
Environmental Compliance by 
Apparel & Footwear Association 
(AAFA), actively supported by 
AmCham Bangladesh.  

The following are some of the 
activities carried out by AmCham 
during the last quarter.  

October 11, 2013: Lunch 
Meeting with Richard greene

For our October Lunch meeting 
we invited by Mr. Richard 

Greene, Mission Director, USAID/
Bangladesh, who spoke on “USAID 
and the Role of the Private Sector 
in Development”. Mr. Greene 
made a short presentation on 
USAID program in Bangladesh 
and the U.S. Feed the Future 
Presidential Initiative on Food 
Security. He also discussed Public-
Private Partnership and CSR 
programs, and the development 
partner’s role in addressing the 
constraints of private sector 
growth in Bangladesh. The 
speech of Mr. Greene has been 
incorporated separately.      

November 4, 2012: Lunch 
Meeting with Ambassador 
Dan Mozena

AmCham November Lunch 
Meeting was graced by the U.S. 
Ambassador to Bangladesh Mr. 
Dan Mozena, who spoke on 

“Transforming Bangladesh”. 
Ambassador Mozena said, 
“As I look over this past year, 
I am pleased… it has been 
transformative year in broadening, 
deepening, strengthening the 

partnership between America and 
Bangladesh”. The Ambassador 
outlined the American partnership 
with Bangladesh in development 
assistance program, natural 
disasters, cultural development, 
education, counter terrorism, 
engagement with Bangladeshi 
diaspora, etc. He also talked 
about the constraints, such as-
inadequate ports, railroads, road 
networks, power, energy, lack of 
quality education, challenges of 
corruption, etc and emphasized 
the urgent need to address those 
issues. The speech of Ambassador 
Mozena has been has been 
incorporated separately.

November 10-13, 2012: 
AmCham Hong Kong 
Delegation

The American Chamber of 
Commerce in Hong Kong (AmCham 

HK) led a delegation of senior 
regional and global executives 
from the Apparel, Footwear 
and Textile Sector to meet with 
Bangladesh Government officials 
from November 10-13, 2012. 

A. Gafur 

AmCham in Action
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AmCham Bangladesh extended its 
strong support and cooperation to 
AmCham HK for this trip. 

The delegation was warmly 
welcomed by the Government 
officials and agencies, such as 
Ministry of Commerce, Ministry 
of Finance, Export Promotion 
Bureau, Board of Investment, 
and by the private sector such 
as BGMEA, FICCI and AmCham 
Bangladesh. The delegation 
made a courtesy call on the U.S. 
Embassy officials in Dhaka. The 
delegation meeting facilitated 
the building of a strong win-win 
business environment mutually 
beneficial for the country and for 
the companies.  

The delegation represented 
more than two dozen brands 

and retailers, close to 30% 
of Bangladesh’s Ready-Made 
Garment (RMG) Export 

value. The main purpose 
of the trip was to develop 
an ongoing constructive 
working relationship between 

the business sectors and the 
Bangladesh Government to 
achieve full potential for 
growth. The four key near and 
longer term topics discussed on 
this trip were: 1) middle-level 
management education and 
training, 2) sustainable factory 
models, 3) consideration of 
a periodic review of local 
minimum wage, and 4) 
infrastructure development. 
AmCham HK and the 
delegation members share 
the desires of the Bangladesh 
Government to achieve the 
long-term goals of employing 

more people, providing safer 
working conditions, and 
producing a broad range of 
excellent products.    

AmCham in Action

Dr. S. A. Samad, Executive Chairman, Board of Investment (BOI) seen speaking at a Reception Dinner hosted 
by AmCham Bangladesh President in honor of AmCham Hong Kong delegation

Mr. Nate Herman, AAFA Vice President seen speaking at AAFA Conference
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December 5, 2012: AAFA 
Conference

The American Apparel & Footwear 
Association (AAFA) hosted its 
second International Product 

Safety and Environmental 
Conference in Dhaka. The 
conference was presented in 
cooperation with the American 
Chamber of Commerce 
in Bangladesh (AmCham 
Bangladesh). About four hundred 
participants attended this 
important conference. 

H.E. Mr. Dan Mozena, Ambassador 
of the United States of America 
made the keynote address. Mr. 
Nate Herman, Vice President, 
International Trade, American 
Apparel and Footwear Association 

(AAFA), Mr. Faruque Hassan, 
Vice President-BGMEA, and Mr. 
A. Gafur, Executive Director, 
AmCham Bangladesh addressed 
the conference.  

This event became more relevant 
and important following the 
occurrence of the most tragic 

and devastating fire at Tazreen 
Garments which required to 
strictly follow the rules and 
regulations concerning the 
issues of safety any compliance. 
AmCham Bangladesh, an active 
member of the U.S. Chamber, 
based in Washington, D.C., and 
also an active member of the 
Asia-Pacific Council of American 
Chambers of Commerce (APCAC) 
demonstrated its commitment 
to promote and strengthen the 
economic relationships between 
Bangladesh and the United States, 
especially in the private sector 
through its active partnership 
with the organizations like AAFA. 

Incredible enthusiasm and keen 
interest for this conference once 
again showed the seriousness of 
the industries and businesses of 
Bangladesh to take Bangladesh to its 
next level. The growing perception 
is that Bangladesh, a vibrant 
nation, floating on tremendous 
amount of opportunities, and has 
the potentials to rapidly grow, 
and thrive and this conference is 
a great testimony in this direction.  

“This conference makes clear Bangladesh’s potential to grow even more in terms of apparel and footwear exports. Indeed, in my 
view, Bangladesh could be/should be the world’s number one exporter of readymade garments, replacing China; in my view, Ban-
gladesh could be/should be a huge player in the global market of leather and other footwear; in my view, Bangladesh could be/
should be the next Asian Tiger, the Royal Bengal Tiger. Can you imagine that? Can you imagine Bangladesh, the Royal Bengal 
Tiger, proudly and powerfully strutting across the global economic stage, an economic power commensurate with its size as the 
world’s seventh largest nation? That vision could be a reality. I believe that applying the lessons learned from the Ashulia tragedy 
could help Bangladesh become an Asian Tiger. Certainly, applying these lessons would help address some of the concerns raised 
in the long-pending petition filed by the AFL-CIO to withdraw Bangladesh’s privileges under the Generalized System of Prefer-
ences. This petition was filed in 2007 and is the longest pending GSP petition in U.S. history. The petition cites deep concerns in 
regard to workplace safety, the ability of workers to freely associate and organize, and the safety of those who seek to organize 
workers. Three weeks ago concerned U.S. Government agencies in Washington began a review of the petition, which will be 
addressed one way or another in coming weeks and months. At this point, those undertaking the review are frustrated as there is 
little evidence that Bangladesh has undertaken any actions to address the concerns raised in the petition, such as ensuring work-
place safety, registration of legitimate unions, and safeguards of those endeavoring to help unions organize. If there is no credible 
evidence of Bangladesh’s engaging to resolve these concerns, then the petition may well result in the suspension of some or all of 
Bangladesh’s GSP privileges, which would send a powerful, negative message to RMG and other buyers in America and around 
the world. I hope Bangladesh will engage seriously and constructively on the issues raised in the petition, showing progress on 
dealing with these concerns, so the petition can be resolved positively, without any loss of GSP privileges”. 

Ambassador Mozena in his remarks said –

AmCham in Action
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The Transforming Bangladesh 
Dan Mozena 
U.S. Ambassador to Bangladesh

(Remarks made by U.S. Ambassador Dan Mozena at AmCham Lunch Meeting on November 4, 2012) 

Dan Mozena 

Aftabul Islam, AmCham President 
Gafur, AmCham Executive Director 

Good friends, both here at the head 
table and throughout the room, 
colleagues, ladies and gentlemen 

Asalaam m’laikum and good afternoon! 

A year ago … a year ago this 
month, I arrived in Dhaka to 
make true my dream of coming 
back to this wondrous nation as 
my country’s ambassador. 

Some of you may recall that day … 

Some of you may recall seeing me 
struggle as I came off the plane 
and touched Bangladeshi soil, 
lugging behind me a great sack … 

Thunk … thunk … thunk … even 
today, if you listen closely you can 
hear the thunk, thunk, thunk of 
the sack I take with me everywhere 
I go in Bangladesh, including 
luncheon meetings with my good 
friends of AmCham. 

In this sack is my mandate from 
Washington, my heavy mandate 
to broaden, deepen, strengthen 
the relationship between America 
and Bangladesh, to the mutual 
benefit of the people of both 
nations. I made clear on the day 
of my arrival as I make clear today, 
that I am prepared to take this 
relationship to the greatest heights 
… as a senior State Department 
official put it during her visit here, 
“… the sky is the limit for the U.S.-
Bangladesh relationship.” 

As I look over this past year, I 
am pleased ..… it has been a 
transformative year in broadening, 
deepening, strengthening the 
partnership between American 
and Bangladesh.

In May, Secretary Clinton came to 
Bangladesh to celebrate the richness 
and success of our partnership 
with Bangladesh. She came to 
institutionalize the partnership, so 
it would endure into the decades 

ahead. She and Foreign Minister 
Dipu Moni, under the approving 
eye of Prime Minister Sheikh 
Hasina, signed an agreement to 

establish a Partnership Dialogue.

The first annual session of the 
Partnership Dialogue took place 
in Washington in September, 
and it was a grand success as 
Undersecretary of State for Political 
Affairs Sherman and Foreign 
Secretary Quayes convened the 
plenary session to review the 
reports of the working groups on 
development and governance, 
trade and investment, and 
security and regional integration. 
The Dialogue was invaluable 
in giving strategic direction to 
our broadening, deepening and 
strengthening partnership. 

With this strategic guidance from 
the Partnership Dialogue, I see 
a busy and transformative year 
ahead for our partnership with 
Bangladesh: 

g	 Our development assistance 
program, the largest in Asia 
outside of Afghanistan and 

Pakistan, has now passed the $200 
million a year mark, which will 
enable us to deepen our partnership 
with Bangladesh in improving 

The Transforming Bangladesh 
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health, increasing food security, 
mitigating for the effects of global 
climate change, and strengthening 
the nation’s emerging democratic 
institutions. 

g	 We will work hard with 
Bangladesh to prepare for natural 
disasters, especially earthquakes. 
We will help Bangladesh build 
more cyclone and flood shelters, 
including thirty that will serve 

as a string of Coastal Crisis 
Management Centers along the 
southern part of the country to 
enable fast response and rescue in 
the wake of disaster. 

g	 We are partnering with the 
Bangladesh military to increase its 
capacity to secure the nation’s land 
and maritime borders. We hope to 
provide the Bangladesh Navy a 
cutter so it can better secure the 
Bay of Bengal. We are also working 
to provide four C-130’s to increase 
Bangladesh’s capacity to respond 
to natural disasters and to engage 
in peacekeeping operations. 

g	 We will use the Edward M. 
Kennedy Center for Public Service 
and the Arts, newly opened in 
partnership with the Liberation 
War Museum in Dhanmondi, to 
strength people-to-people ties, 
especially to bring America closer 

to the young people of Bangladesh, 
the leaders of tomorrow. 

g	 We will endeavor to support the 
increasing interest of Bangladeshis 
to study in the United States. 
This year, Bangladeshi students 
received over $10 million in 
scholarships to study in America. 

g	 We seek to sign agreements to 
expand cooperation in countering 

terrorism, in developing programs 
to protect vulnerable youth against 
the misguided lure of violent 
extremism, in fighting drug 
trafficking and in strengthening 
scientific and technological ties. 
We will explore how to help 
Bangladesh set up regional centers 
for training security personnel 
and for managing urban disasters, 
such as earthquakes. 

g	 We pledge to continue to work 
with the vibrant and innovative 
Bangladeshi civil society and NGO 
community that has contributed 
mightily to Bangladesh’s historic 
achievements in health, education, 
and social welfare. 

g	 And I will continue my 
engagement with the Bangladeshi 
diaspora in America to expand 
their support to Bangladesh. 

I could spend the next hour 
recounting the details of our 
partnership with Bangladesh over 
the coming year, but I hope that I 
have already made my point: we 
are working hard and successfully 
to broaden, to deepen, to 
strengthen the relationship 
between America and Bangladesh. 

I believe that this growing 
partnership between America and 
Bangladesh has contributed and 
will continue to contribute to the 
emergence of the New Bangladesh, 
the Middle-Income Bangladesh, 
Sonar Bangladesh. I am proud that 
America is doing its part in helping 
Bangladesh become the next Asian 
tiger. 

I am often asked about my vision 
of Bangladesh’s potential to be 
the next Asian tiger. Why, I am 
asked, do I see so much potential 
in Bangladesh.

The answer is simple … as I 
Crisscross Bangladesh, I see 
everywhere the nation’s rich 
bounty: the fertile soil, the 
ample water, the great climate 
that enables up to three growing 
seasons, natural resources like gas 
and coal, and, most importantly, 
the incredible people of this nation, 
the most energetic, dynamic, 
creative, entrepreneurial, and 
resilient people whom I know. 
Indeed, Bangladesh is a rich 
country … and I can say this with 
some authority as by year’s end 
I will have visited about half of 
Bangladesh’s 64 districts. 

Let me share with you some of 
the discoveries from my ventures, 
then, perhaps, you will better 
understand my hope, my belief 
that someday soon we will 
see Asia’s next tiger, the Royal 
Bengal Tiger, strutting powerfully 
and proudly across the global 
economic stage: 

The Transforming Bangladesh 



15AmChamChapter Heading

g	 Bangladesh is in the midst 
of an agricultural revolution, led 
by Agriculture Minister Matia 
Chowdhury, and America is her 
partner. Thanks to the partnership, 
Barisal has become a rice exporting 
district; thanks to the partnership, 
1.2 million farmers in southern 
Bangladesh are already using 
improved agricultural technology 
that enables them to increase rice 
production by up to 20% while 
cutting fertilizer costs by 15-20%. 
We hope to add five lakh or more 
farmers in the coming year. The 
Bangladesh Agricultural Research 
Institute is using biotechnology to 
develop disease resistant eggplant 
and potato varieties. I also saw 
research being done on drought-, 
flood-, and saline-resistant seed 
varieties. At Bangladesh Agriculture 
University in Mymensingh, I saw 
pioneering work done on dwarf 
and fast yielding fruit trees, which 
are critically needed by poor people 
who have little land. I learned that 
90 percent of Bangladesh farmland 
is mechanically tilled … 90%! I 
tried recently to take a National 
Geographic photograph of cows 
pulls a plow, but couldn’t find 
any … only tillers! When I visited 
Tangail, I witnessed an ocean of 
pineapple and in Mymensingh I 
found a similar ocean of jackfruit 
… the potential for food processing 
was readily apparent. Can you 
believe that Bangladesh has already 
become rice self-sufficient? And 
I believe that within a decade 
Bangladesh will become food self-
sufficient … this in a nation once 
described as a bottomless basket. 
Truly, a great agricultural revolution 
is underway. 

g	 The soil has even more to give. 
Bangladesh could become a major 
silk producer. Silk production has 
already left Japan and is leaving 

South Korea and China, while 
world demand climbs. Bangladesh 
could/should become the future 
home of silk production, which 
could soar in Bangladesh from 
the current 50 tons a year to over 
1000 tons, creating millions of 
jobs in this highly labor-intensive 
industry. Jute, the miracle fiber, 
has greatest potential, which is 
yet to be tapped. Two enterprising 
young Bangladeshis have shown 
that jute can even be made into a 
product they call jutin and used to 
build houses. 

g	 My travels have also revealed 
the nation’s great entrepreneurial 
spirit. I met Mrs. Malik in Khulna 
… she is a lady of vision. She 
took out a loan to buy a machine 
that produces fertilizer briquettes 
(guti fertilizer) from urea granules. 
She is a valued member of the 

community as I learned from five 
farmers who are her customers. 
And she is prospering; she has 
already paid back her loan and is 
steadily improving her family’s 
quality of life. In Rangamati I met 
Mrs. Chakma, who started her own 
handloom industry, which has 
grown to provide jobs for over 100 
women. These are just two examples 
of the millions of Bangladeshi 
entrepreneurs. In Bangladesh, as 

in America, the entrepreneur, the 
small businessman or woman, is 
the engine that drives much of the 
nation’s economy. 

g	 When I visited Khulna, I 
saw firsthand fish and shrimp 
production and processing. I saw 
the enormous potential that this 
industry has to offer, especially in 
those areas most vulnerable to the 
impact of climate change. I saw, 
too, that the industry is challenged 
to meet sanitary and phytosanitary 
standards, so this is a hurdle that 
remains to be overcome, but the 
potential for Bangladesh to expand 
this industry was readily apparent. 

g	 My travels have also taken me to 
state-of-the-art spinning, weaving 
and garment making facilities, to 
bone china factories, to world-class 
leather and footwear factories, to 
a new petrochemical facility in 

Chittagong that uses cutting edge 
technology, to pharmaceutical 
production facilities more modern 
than any in America, to shipyards 
where small and medium freighters 
are being built for the regional and 
global market. 

I could tell tales from my many 
trips for countless hours, but I 
think that I have made point: 
amazing things are happening 
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across Bangladesh … farmers, 
women entrepreneurs, big 
industrialists, creative young 
people … each in his/her own way 
is building the Sonar Bangladesh 
… they are building the Sonar 
Bangladesh today, not in some 
undefined distant future. 

Of course, we all know the 
constraints: inadequate ports, 
railroads, road networks, power, 
energy, lack of quality education 
and skills training, and the 
challenges of corruption, rule of 
law, respect for labor rights, and 
the threat of political instability 
… these challenges are real, are 
serious, but each one/each one can 
be overcome, and that is exactly 
what I believe Bangladesh will do 
as it builds the Sonar Bangladesh. 

I am pleased/I am proud that 
America is Bangladesh’s strong 
partner as Bangladesh endeavors 
to become the next Asian tiger. 
America is the single largest 
investor in Bangladesh, the single 
largest market for Bangladeshi 
exports, and the third largest 
source of remittances. 

And America is Bangladesh’s 
steadfast partner in so many 
fields, ranging from health and 
food security to democracy and 
governance to border security and 
disaster preparedness. 

As I stand before you at this 
very moment, I recommit 
myself to do everything in my 
power to broaden, deepen, 

strengthen the relationship, the 
partnership between America 
and Bangladesh. I promise 
that for the next two years 
I will continue to lug about 
everywhere I go in Bangladesh 
this sack with my mandate 
to take the relationship with 
Bangladesh to ever greater 
heights. 

So, next time you hear thunk, 
thunk, thunk, coming down 
the hall, don’t be alarmed … 
it’s only me and my US Mission 
Team doing whatever we can 
to help Bangladesh create the 
conditions that will give birth 
to Asia’s next economic tiger … 
the Royal Bengal Tiger. 

Thank you!

The Transforming Bangladesh 
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Bangladesh in the US-GSP- An Emerging Nation’s 
Fluctuating Trade Fortunes
Akramul Qader 
Ambassador of Bangladesh to USA

The Generalized System of 
Preferences (GSP) is one of the key 
administrative arrangements that 
govern US’s concessions in foreign 
trade. The program was designed 
in 1976 with a view to promoting 
economic growth mainly in 
the developing world. Since 
its launching, 128 beneficiary 
countries and territories have 
availed GSP facilities for exporting 
up to 5000 products in the US 
market. Theoretically Bangladesh 
could also be among the 
beneficiaries. Ironically it is not. 

In 2011, Bangladesh’s export to 
the USA under the GSP scheme 
was worth $26.33 million 
compared with India’s $3.7 
billion and Brazil’s $2 billion. 
Analyses of exports under GSP 
would give an identical picture for 
these countries in the current and 
previous years as well. 

Notably, Bangladesh’s most 
important export item in the US 
market, readymade garments 
(RMG), is not covered by the 
GSP scheme. The few goods that 
Bangladesh could so far export 
to the USA availing GSP benefits 
include: tobacco, plastic bags and 
articles, gold equipment, bone 
china, porcelain kitchen/table 
ware, cereal based prepared foods 
etc. Sleeping bags was excluded 
from GSP on January 1, 2012. 
Citing “import sensitivity” the 
US authorities in its 2010 review 
withdrew the GSP benefit from 
sleeping bags meaning an end 

to Bangladesh’s efforts to claim 
a tiny share which is otherwise a 
Chinese monopoly in the USA.  
Bangladesh’s export figure in 
sleeping bags rose from $0.17 
million in 2008 to $5.82 million 
in 2011. Not such a big deal 
compared with total US import 
value in this item ($87.5 million 
in 2011) or Bangladesh’s market 
prospect in the most optimistic 
scenario. However, what was a 
matter of utmost concern was 
the fashion in which a poor 
trading nation was singled out 
from among many far superior 
performers to exert tariff barriers 

and nip all hopes in the bud. It 
is still impossible for Bangladesh 
to fathom what necessitated the 
US authorities to go for any such 
abrupt measures. 

The AFL-CIO, however, in  its latest 
move filed another petition to the 
USTR in October 2012 seeking 
Bangladesh’s removal from the list 

of eligible beneficiary developing 
countries pursuant to Section 19 
USC§2462 (d) of the GSP. The 
sector specific accusations that 
the AFL-CIO put in substantiation 
of their petition are summed up 
along with our views at a later 
section of this paper. 

I. Bangladesh in US-GSP Review 

On June 22, 2007, the American 
Federation of Labor and Congress 
of Industrial Organizations [AFL-
CIO] filed a petition before the 
US Trade Representative seeking 
Bangladesh’s removal from the list 
of eligible beneficiary developing 

countries pursuant to 19 USC 2462 
(d) of the GSP. In its submission to 
the USTR, the AFL-CIO stated that 
Bangladesh is not taking steps “to 
afford internationally recognized 
worker rights”, including 1) the 
right of association, 2) the right to 
organize and bargain collectively, 
3) freedom from compulsory labor, 
4) minimum age for employing 
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the children, and 5) acceptable 
conditions of work with respect to 
minimum wages, hours of work 
and occupational safety and health. 

Since the filing of the petition, 
the Government of Bangladesh 
gave its explanations in defence 
of retaining GSP at two rounds 
of hearings: one in mid 2007 
and the other in early 2012. The 

USTR put the Bangladesh case 
on hold first until June 2009 and 
then until for another two years. 
After the last round of hearing on 
24 January 2012, the USTR put 
the Bangladesh case on review 
along with some other candidate 
nations including Georgia, Niger, 
the Philippines, and Uzbekistan. 

At the hearings, the Bangladesh 
delegation led by commerce 
secretary made issue specific 
responses in presence of the AFL-
CIO representatives who sounded 
their earlier dissatisfaction over 
Bangladesh’s progress in matters 
relating to workers’ rights. 

II. A Gist of our Responses

i. Right to Association 

Bangladesh government 
has established trade union 

registration system according to 
provisions set out in “Bangladesh 
Labour Act (BLA), 2006 which is 
absolutely transparent and faced 
no serious complaints from the 
workers and their associations. 
However, the present government 
in Bangladesh is in consultation 
with the workers and other 
important stakeholders to seek 
views if BLA requires any more 

clarity or modification. According 
to Ministry of Labour sources, 
until August 2010 there are 143 
registered trade unions operating 
only in the export oriented garment 
sectors. It also needs to be taken 
into consideration that because of 
dubious role of certain labor leaders 
a section of workers are reluctant 
to formally associate themselves 
with  conflicting unions and 
pay membership fee (sometimes 
realized in a fashion of ransom) 
from their modest earnings. 

ii. Freedom from Compulsory 
Labor

When the AFL-CIO officials made 
this particular accusation against 
Bangladesh, apparently the 
government was taken by surprise. 
If by “compulsory labor” any 
indication is made to extra hours of 
work at the factories, it needs to be 

recorded that the workers are paid 
overtime allowances as per the 
existing wage rate. Bangladesh’s 
human rights groups and civil 
society bodies are quite vigilant 
on labor issues. They carry out 
independent reports based on 
their own factory inspection and 
assessments. It is hardly possible 
to engage any factory workers in 
any form of “compulsory labor”. 
Bangladesh’s factory workers 
do quite frequently appear in 
the Western media. Also press 
and electronic media enjoy 
absolute freedom in Bangladesh. 
Development partners countries, 
civil society organizations, global 
opinion leaders have time and 
again praised Bangladesh for its 
democratic credentials. With a 
free judiciary and trend of legal 
activism it is impractical to believe 
that incidences of irregularities 
such as compulsory labor would go 
unreported for an indefinite time.  

iii. Minimum Wage for 
Employing Children 

Bangladesh government 
remains absolutely committed 
to eliminating child labor. 
The government has been 
implementing a project named 
“Eliminating worst forms of 
child labor” to eliminate child 
labor from the leather sector. 
The National Child Labour 
Elimination Policy, 2010 would be 
equally applicable in both formal 
and informal sectors. Bangladesh 
Labour Act-2006 restricts 
employing children below 14 
years of age in any work. The 
same Act also restricts employing 
children below 18 years of age in 
any forms of hazardous activities. 
Presently there is no child labor in 
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RMG and shrimp processing units. 
The National Education Policy, 
2010 aims to ensure compulsory 
and free primary education for 
every single child up to the eighth 
grade (average age of 14 years). If 
this policy could be successfully 
implemented we can expect that 
child labor would be completely 
eliminated from Bangladesh in 
future. The Child Labour Unit 
(CLU) set up by the government 
has prepared a list of hazardous 
sector, occupations and activities 
which should never employ a 
child below the age of 18. CLU 
also runs an advocacy programme 
on protecting child rights. 

iv. Work Condition, 
Occupational Safety

A look at the Government of 
Bangladesh’s relevant legislations, 
policies and the development 
strategies would support the idea 
that Bangladesh government 
approaches the labor welfare more 
as a productivity and business 
development goal than any charity 
for the workers. The Government 
of Bangladesh firmly believes 
that labor welfare must factor in 
business competitiveness and that 
is something that could not be left 
just to the magnanimity of the 
factory owners. Bangladesh has 
enacted as many as 25 laws relating 
to protection of labor rights and 
promoting their welfare.  

As a member of International 
Labour Organization (ILO) 
and having ratified 33 ILO 
conventions, Bangladesh is 
pledge bound to adhere to ILO 
fundamental principles and 
rights at work. Bangladesh has 
ratified core ILO conventions: 

29, 87,98, 150, 105, 111, 182 
which protects, inter alia, the 
right of association, right to 
organize and bargain collectively, 
freedom from compulsory labor, 
minimum wage for employing 
children and ensure proper work 
conditions in regards to safety 
and security. 

III. AFL-CIO’s Endless Petitions: 
The Facts Still Missing There 

A historic development since 
filing of the GSP petition is 
the separation of Bangladesh’s 
judiciary from the executive 
organ of the government. This 
development has significantly 
strengthened the workers’ rights 
enforcement mechanism. While 
the government is responsible 
to ensure compliance with 
labor standards required to 
retain GSP benefit, Bangladesh 

seeks understanding of the 
US authorities that judiciary’s 
independence has also limited 
the government’s power to 
go for any drastic overhaul. 
The following brief account of 
governmental and industry level 
initiatives would speak of the 
utmost seriousness Bangladesh 
pays to advance labor welfare.

A. Governmental Initiatives

i Legislation: The law called 
‘EPZ Workers’ Associations 
and Industrial Relations Act’ 
(2004) has been changed to ‘EPZ 
Workers’ Welfare Association and 
Industrial Relations Act’ (2010) 
with a view to put more stress 
on welfare related provisions. 
As per the directives of the 
law until December 2011, one 
hundred fifty one enterprises 
have formed Workers’ Welfare 
Associations (WWA). Bangladesh 
is in the process of implementing 
ILO Better Work programme 
which stands to improve labor 
compliance to the satisfaction of 
the global community. 

ii Protecting Workers’ Rights 
at Export Processing Zones: 
In 2011 the Government of 
Bangladesh empowered existing 

labor courts and appellate 
tribunals (constituted under the 
2007 Labour Act) to function as 
EPZ labor tribunal and appellate 
tribunal. We hope at a later time 
we would be able to provide a 
summary of how may disputes 
could be resolved through these 
tribunals to the satisfaction of 
concerned parties. 
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iii Minimum wage: In 2010 
the minimum wages and other 
benefits of the EPZ workers were 
enhanced up to 93% from the 
previously agreed wages. At 
the initiative of Prime Minister 
Sheikh Hasina, last occasion 
the workers’ wage rate was 
enhanced five months earlier 
than previously declared time. 
It needs to be noted that the 
minimum wage is applicable only 
to the new recruits when they are 
still in their training period. Only 
a small segment of the workers 
receive the minimum wage salary.  

iv Security and Conducive 
Environment: Industrial Police 
force has been operating since 
October 2010 to ensure workers’ 
safety, security and protection 
from any form of harassment. 
Headquartered in Dhaka, the 
Industrial Police maintains 4 
zonal offices in the divisional 
headquarters. In the successive 
budgets the government has 
enhanced allocation to make the 
Industrial Police more equipped. 
The activities of the two Task 
Forces-one on labor welfare and 

another on occupational and fire 
safety-have been revamped.    

v Fire Safety: The government 
has initiated a high level inter-
ministerial committee led by 
Director General, Fire Service and 
Civil Defence (FSCD) to make 
surprise inspection of factories. 

The inspection reports are 
circulated to the factory owners 
for necessary improvements, if 
need be. Reportedly, the roaming 
fire vigilance team closed down 
two factories in the outskirts of 
Dhaka after it noticed inadequate 
fire safety measures during 
inspection. Retired fire service 

officials have been hired by the 

BGMEA and BKMEA to conduct 

mandatory training for garments 

workers and regular fire drills. 

Since 1997 as until today 45 

thousand garments workers have 

received training on fire safety 

issues. 

vi Measures taken after 
the 24th November 2012 
Devastating Fire: The recent 
fire at Tazreen garments killing 
112 workers shocked the entire 
nation and must haunt it for a 
long time. Measures taken in 
the aftermath of the incident 
were directly supervised by the 

Government’s Handling Of 24 November 2012 Fire At Tazreen Fashions, Ashulia 
▪ Measures taken in the aftermath of the incident were directly supervised by the Honourable Prime Minis-

ter herself. 

▪ With contributions from the Prime Minister’s relief fund, Labour Ministry fund, BGMEA, BKMEA and 
a supplier named Fuang Apparels, a total of BDT 6,00,000 (six hundred thousand Bangladesh taka) was 
handed over to the family of each deceased worker and BDT 50,000 (fifty thousand Bangladesh taka) to 
each injured worker. Insurance companies paid Taka 1 lac to the family of each deceased worker. 

▪ For better treatment workers suffering burn injuries were treated at the top-notch local hospitals. Some 
of the injured workers were sent abroad for better treatment. The BGMEA has taken the responsibility of 
families that lost earning member in the fire for ten years from the date of fire to provide food, clothing, 
medicare and all daily needs. 

▪ A plan is underway to appoint eligible injured workers in physically less demanding positions. 

▪ The government is determined to take stern action against the people responsible for this tragic incident. 
Based on investigation reports already two Tazreen executives have been arrested for negligence in duty. 

▪ Government wants to take this as an opportunity to improve the safety condition for succeeding genera-
tion of workers.

▪  November 27th was declared a national mourning day. 

Bangladesh in the US-GSP- An Emerging Nation’s Fluctuating Trade Fortunes
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Honourable Prime Minister 
herself. With contributions from 
the Prime Minister’s relief fund, 
Labour Ministry fund, BGMEA, 
BKMEA and a supplier named 
Fuang Apparels, a total of BDT 
6,00,000 (six hundred thousand 
Bangladesh taka) was handed 
over to the family of each 
deceased worker and BDT 50,000 
(fifty thousand Bangladesh 
taka) to each injured worker. 

Insurance companies paid Taka 1 
lac to the family of each deceased 
worker. November 27th was 
declared a national mourning 
day. For better treatment workers 
suffering burn injuries were 
treated at the top-notch local 
hospitals. Some of the injured 
workers were sent abroad for 
better treatment. The BGMEA 
has taken the responsibility of 
families that lost earning member 
in the fire for ten years from 
the date of fire to provide food, 
clothing, medicare and all daily 
needs. A plan is underway to 
appoint eligible injured workers 
in physically less demanding 
positions. The government is 
determined to take stern action 
against the people responsible 
for this tragic incident.  Based on 
investigation reports already two 

Tazreen executives have been 
arrested for negligence in duty. 
Government wants to take this 
as an opportunity to improve the 
safety condition for succeeding 
generation of workers.

A. Industry Level Initiatives

i Fire safety: Since 1997, 
the Bangladesh Garments 
Manufacturers and Exporters 

Association (BGMEA) has been 
conducting fire safety training 
and fire drill at factories on a 
regular basis. Nineteen top-notch 
global clothing brands, including 
GAP Inc., H&M, JCPenny assisted 
BGMEA in their efforts. Two films 
on “what to do if fire occurs” 
have been made and screened at a 
regular interval. 

ii Healthcare initiatives: Aside 
from 12 healthcare centers run 
in Dhaka and Chittagong, the 
BGMEA has been constructing two 
full-fledged hospitals-one 150-bed 
in Dhaka and another 100-bed in 
Chittagong, only for the garments 
workers and their families. It is 
expected that both the hospitals 
would be fully operational by 
February 2013. BGMEA has 
also implemented a mandatory 

group insurance for workers and 
executives. The industry with 
support from the government has 
been implementing a 24 months 
stipend programme for lactating 
mothers with children below 2 
years of age. 

iii Nutrition and lodging: 
The government in partnership 
with the BGMEA plans to make 
suitable housing facilities for the 
garments workers. An agreement 
was signed last June to that effect. 
The government plans to have 
housing facility for all workers 
in phases. It is expected that 
3000 workers would have the 
government-BGMEA sponsored 
home within a year. 

iv Skill enhancement: The 
BGMEA University of Fashion & 
Technology (BUFT) was launched 
in March 2012 to train up human 
resources in the RMG, textile and 
allied sectors of Bangladesh. The 
BUFT’s academic courses began 
in September 2012. It is expected 
that this institution would be 
able to fulfil the need of skilled 
manpower for 5000 garments 
factories in the near future. BUFT 
envisages that one day some 
of the nation’s best performing 
garments workers would be on its 
faculty.  

v. Recreation: “Workers 
festival” is celebrated every year 
to forge a deep workers-owners 
bondage. Around 50,000 workers 
take part in the nationwide 
musical contest “gorbo” (pride) 
which is telecast in a popular 
private TV channel. Every year 
the winner receives Taka 1 
million prize money from the 
Honourable Prime Minister. 
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Table 1: Summing up AFL-CIO’s latest submission along with our views (1)

Trading sector AFL-CIO’s accusations as to why Bangladesh 
should be removed from the GSP Our views

RMG

	Trade Union organizer Aminul Islam 
was reportedly tortured to death by 
Bangladesh’s law enforcing agencies. 
The government has not yet transferred 
Aminul investigation case to the Crimi-
nal Investigation Department, CID as 
demanded by labor leaders and Ami-
nul’s family.

	The Government has attached utmost pri-
ority to Aminul murder investigation. The 
Detective Branch has currently been dealing 
the case. 

	The criminal charges brought against 
labor leaders Kalpona Akter and Babul 
Akter, stemming from incidents occur-
ring on July 30-31, 2010, have not been 
dropped. In AFL-CIO’s view, the gov-
ernment’s inaction is a tantamount to 
intimidation. 

	Babul Akter and Kalpona Akter were arrested 
on specific allegations of involvement in sub-
versive activities. Their cases are still under 
trial. 

	The government’s decision not to re-
register Bangladesh Center for Worker 
Solidarity (BCWS), a labor group in 
which Kalpona Akter and Babul Akter 
are involved, violates labor rights. 

	BCWS was de-registered following the due 
legal process only when its involvement 
in activities beyond the legal mandate was 
proven. Deregistration took place following 
due legal process. 

	Registration of six trade unions who 
meet the requirements has been denied. 

	As elaborated in another section of the paper, 
as per Bangladesh’s labor law, a trade union 
could be launched only when thirty percent 
of the total workers agree in writing to be a 
part of the union. It is not due to any pressure 
from the Government rather it is the dubious 
role certain section of the workers what has 
led to the reluctance of a good section of the 
workers to be associated with union activities.  

	AFL-CIO was disturbed to know about 
Bangladesh’s importation of cotton 
from Uzbekistan which is produced 
with child labor.  

	AFL-CIO has made this accusation based on 
only newspaper reportings. The Government 
of Bangladesh is neither involved in nor does 
encourage importation of product that uses 
child labor.  

Export Process-
ing Zones

	Workers Welfare Associations (WWA) 
continue to be denied the right to effec-
tively collectively bargain, form a fed-
eration, or link with political parties, 
NGOs or other organizations.

	This accusation is not founded on facts. The 
EPZ Workers Welfare Association and Indus-
trial Relations Act 2010 fully ensure the for-
mation of workers association in the EPZs in 
compliance with ILO conventions 87 and 98. 
Besides the BEPZA has been encouraging the 
existing WWAs to form a Federation in the 
EPZs. 

	Certain WWA officials, unfairly termi-
nated, are not yet reinstated.  

	The laborers were terminated following the 
due legal process. The BEPZA, as per its Stat-
ute, does not have the mandate to reinstate 
any terminated worker.  

Shrimp

	The Government has stalled the fund-
ing to support the signing of a memo-
randum of understanding (MoU) 
among shrimp employers, workers and 
NGOs. 

	The Government of Bangladesh was never 
involved in the process of funding. When 
this particular aspect was taken up with the 
Solidarity Center’s Dhaka office, they readily 
admitted fault and assured to convey this to 
the AFL-CIO for necessary correction.  
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IV. Retaining GSP: An 
Undeniable Humane Cause

Bangladesh cares very deeply 
about retaining GSP benefit 
because of the following reasons: 
a) Bangladesh’s extremely narrow 
and fragile export basket, b) link 
between trade performance and 
human development and social 
stability, and most importantly, 
c) seeking recognition as an early 
stage industrializing nation. 

Bangladesh’s export sector is 
extremely narrow and fragile 
in terms of both size of market 
and diversity of export items. 
The USA is Bangladesh’s single 
largest export destination that 
accounts for over a quarter of 
Bangladesh’s total exports. Over 
95% of the export earnings 
from the USA (worth over $4.5 
billion) come from just one single 
export item i.e. RMG. Given that 
excessive dependence on one 
single particular item Bangladesh 
remains extremely serious about 
adding new items in its export 
basket. Here lies the significance 
of the US-GSP. 

Bangladesh is still at its early 
stage of industrialization. Over 
the last few decades it has made 
consistent efforts to address the 
key infrastructural bottlenecks 
that have been inhibiting 
economic growth. Its history as a 
trading nation is shorter than even 
a good number of least developed 
nations. 

Most of the developed countries 
have withdrawn tariff barriers for 
imports from the least developed 
countries including Bangladesh. 
USA is perhaps the last remaining 

exception. While uninterrupted 
access to US-GSP, as long as it 
retains its current format, would 
not do Bangladesh’s major export 
earner (the RMG) any favour, 
it carries a valuable message of 
recognition, recognition that a 
poor nation’s efforts, however 
modest, do not go unnoticed. 
Bangladesh, on its part, can direct 
all reforms only on the supply side. 
Without a suitable response from 
the demand side, as is expected 
from the unassailably biggest 
buyer such as the USA, only very 
limited result can be expected. 

Bangladesh firmly believes 
that the US Congress and 
senior officials would have a 
look at the interface between 

the low income democratic 
nation’s trade sector goals and 
overarching human development 
goals such as nutrition, mass 
education, employment, women 
empowerment, social harmony 
and what not. US-GSP does not 
directly benefit Bangladesh’s 
garments sector; however its 
withdrawal would create a 
serious branding problem for 
Bangladesh. The worst victims of 
any market dislocation would be 
the 4 million ultra-poor workers 

over 90% of whom are women. 
Closure of Bangladesh’s garments 
factories resulting from any harsh 
trade measures can take the 
millions of women only to the 
streets.  No ethical individual or 
labor activist can imagine such a 
social catastrophe. Alternatively, 
with a proper understanding 
of the existing complexities, 
if Bangladesh’s market access 
case is dealt more practically 
and compassionately; certainly, 
millions of our daughters and 
sisters would have their right to 
a decent and dignified life. Policy 
makers of this land of freedom 
and opportunities who have paid 
a historic part to the cause of 

humanity need to speak for our 
factories more as a “labor cause” 
rather than a “profit drive”. 

Bangladesh’s labor intensive 
factories exemplify a true case of 
how deeply trade policy agenda 
could be linked to global poverty 
reduction agenda.  

Note: (1) This summary should not be 
considered as Bangladesh government’s 
official stance. The Ministry of Commerce 
in coordination with the Ministries will 
make Bangladesh’s formal submission to 
AFL-CIO’s petition.

Bangladesh in the US-GSP- An Emerging Nation’s Fluctuating Trade Fortunes
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USAID and the Role of the Private Sector in 
Development
Richard Greene
USAID Bangladesh Mission Director 

It was a great pleasure speaking 
to you at the October Amcham 
luncheon about the work that 
USAID is doing in Bangladesh in 
collaboration with the Government 
of Bangladesh, the private sector, 
and civil society across a wide range 
of sectors.  While I focused on what 
we were doing to foster greater 
food security in Bangladesh during 
my October remarks, I would like 
to take this opportunity to share 
my thoughts on corporate social 
responsibility and opportunities for 
you to partner with us, particularly 
in several key programs in the areas 
of health and education.  As you 
reflect on the past year and develop 
your vision for 2013, I hope you 
consider investing in corporate 
social responsibility.

The Economist 
LaudsBangladesh

Many of you may saw the 
Economist’s November 3 article 

which lauded the breathtaking 
economic and social progress 
made since independence.  At 
USAID, we are proud to have been 
acontributor  in what amounts to 
historic advances in the areas of 
health and education.  In case you 
missed it, here’s a passage from 
the article that really struck me:

Bangladesh has made some of 
the biggest gains in the basic 
condition of people’s lives 
ever seen anywhere. Between 
1990 and 2010 life expectancy 

rose by 10 years, from 59 to 
69.  Bangladeshis now have 
a life expectancy four years 
longer than Indians, despite 
the Indians being, on average, 
twice as rich. Even more 
remarkably, the improvement 
in life expectancy has been as 
great among the poor as the 
rich.

Bangladesh has also made huge 
gains in education and health. 

More than 90% of girls enrolled 
in primary school in 2005, 
slightly more than boys. That 
wastwice the female enrolment 
rate in 2000. Infant mortality 
has more than halved, from 97 
deaths per thousand live births 
in 1990 to 37 per thousand in 
2010. Over the same period 
child mortality fell by two-thirds 
and maternal mortality fell by 
three-quarters. It now stands at 
194 deaths per 100,000 births…
The most dramatic period of 
improvement in human health 

in history is often taken to 
be that of late-19th-century 
Japan, during the remarkable 
modernisation of the Meiji 
transition. Bangladesh’s record 
on child andmaternal mortality 
has been comparable in scale.

You may wonder how your 
companies can be socially 
responsible and play a meaningful 
part in “the most dramatic period 
of improvement in human health 

Caption: USAID Bangladesh Mission Director Richard Greene (second from right) manages a development portfolio of 
over $200 million, of which more than $70 million is dedicated to health and education programs in Bangladesh.  

Credit: AmCham Bangladesh

USAID and the Role of the Private Sector in Development

Richard Greene
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in history.”  I find that Bangladesh 
in many ways is an inspiration 
in social responsibility, from the 
efforts of the Government of 
Bangladesh in health, to  thework 

of the thousands of local NGOs 
that work in virtually every 
community in Bangladesh.

Partnerships in Health

At USAID we are focused on 
Bangladesh’s health goals, 
particularly on maternal and 
child health.  The good news is 
that Bangladesh is on track to 
reach very ambitious Millennium 
Development Goals, which target 
child death and improvements 
in maternal health.  We think 
that private sector partnerships 
in health can only accelerate 
the impressive gains made in 
Bangladesh.

AmCham members and other 
major international investors 
are already our partners in 
health, and we look forward to 
partnering with more of you. 
Chevron Bangladesh, Cemex 
Cement, and Karnaphuli Fertilizer 
Company Limited (KAFCO), 
among others,are already funding 
several clinics through a public-

private partnership with the 
USAID-supported Smiling Sun 
clinic network.   For example, 
Dutch-Bangla Bank Limited 
recentlyprovided our clinical 

network with computers for each 
clinic. Since 2007, Smiling Sun has 
entered into 21 private partnerships 
totaling over $25 million.

Last year we also added three 
new Smiling Sun clinics and 

more than 100 outreach centers 
to the network in the remote 
and underserved Chittagong 
Hill Tracts, thanks in part to 
public-private partnership with 
Chevron, which is a particularly 
noteworthy example of 

corporate responsibility. Working 
with theSmiling Sun,Chevron 
underwrote three clinics, which 
alone provided health care to 
an average of 6,000 villagers per 
month last year. 

USAID supports some 325 
Smiling Sun NGO clinics across 
Bangladesh, and we are expanding 
our partnership.  This clinical 
network includes more than 6,000 
community workers and over 
8,500 satellite clinics.  Smiling Sun 
provided an estimated six million 
counseling sessions in 2012 alone, 
delivering key maternal and child 
health messages.  

USAID is also very proud of our 
support for an innovative alliance 
of health experts, technology 
companies, health care providers, 
mobile phone operators, 
corporate sponsors, and the 
media.  The Mobile Alliance for 
Maternal Action (MAMA),which 
is a global partnership between 

USAID, Johnson & Johnson, 
the United Nations Foundation, 
the mHealth Alliance, and 
Babycenter, recently received 
an innovation by design award 
from FastCompanymagazine.

USAID and the Role of the Private Sector in Development

Caption: A proud mother at a Smiling Sun clinic.
Credit: Smiling Sun Franchise Program.

Caption: USAID-supported Aponjon maternal and child health mobile message service could reach 3 million 
mothers and family members. Credit: Aponjon.
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MAMA, locally known as Aponjon, 
completed testing with over 
1,600 pregnant women and new 
mothers, successfully delivering 
mobile phone-based health 
messages, introducing Bangladesh 
to a unique health information 
service.  Aponjon has begun its 
national launch and is expanding 

its program to reach a projected 
3 million pregnant women, 
mothers, and family members.  
Aponjon has already entered into 
partnerships with prominent 
Bangladeshi companies, including 
Beximco Pharmaceuticals, 
Rahimafrooz, and LalTeer Seed.

For many years, USAID has 
proudly supported the Social 
Marketing Company (SMC) which is 
a network of over 230,000 private 
sector retailers, 1,200 NGO service 
delivery points, and 3,500 Blue 
Star pharmacists selling subsidized 
family planning products and 
other pharmaceutical products 
valued at $6 million annually.  
SMC is an innovative company 
with an extensive network, and 
is another great way for you to 
become involved in the health 
sector.

Partnerships in Education

At USAID Bangladesh we consider 
education to be a cross-cutting 
issue particularly effecting 
health.  We also realize that 
manyAmcham members rely 
heavily on Bangladesh’s human 
capital.  Unfortunately, despite 

significant progress in education, 
at the primary level the next 
generation of Amcham member 
employees is being underserved.  

Bangladesh’s illiteracy rate of 
nearly 40 percent suggests that the 

current primary education system 
is not meeting the needs of the 
country’s 19 million school-aged 
children.  Low school attendance, 

high dropout rates, and poor 
student achievement all reflect 
the poor quality of education.  

Only about half of all children 
enrolled in public sector primary 
school complete fifth grade, 
and only two percent of those 
enrolled actually graduate with 
basic learning competencies.  
Bangladesh’s education strategy 
calls for improved reading to 
address school retention rates.  
Just 12 percent of third grade and 
14 percent of fifth grade students 
attained grade-level reading skills 
in Bangla, and only three percent 
of fifth graders reached grade-level 
mathematics competencies.  

Low teacher and student 
attendance rates and high 
student-teacher ratios (on average 
50 students per class) combined 
with extremely low direct 
student-teacher instruction and 
interaction time (about 2.5 hours 
per day) contribute to poor quality 
basic education.  

In the readymade garment industry, 
USAID is already working with 
industry leaders to support pre-
primary education for the children 

of garment workers. Through our 
PROTEEVA program, we are already 
partnered with two companies in 
support of five schools.

USAID and the Role of the Private Sector in Development

Caption: USAID provides SMC with family planning commodities. Along with other products, SMC distributes 
these commodities across the country through more than 230,000 retail outlets at affordable prices using its own 

distribution system.  Credit: SMC.

Caption: Ambassador Mozena with Sisimpur characters.  Sisimpur Sesame Workshop reaches over 
ten million homes. Credit: Sisimpur
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Many of you are aware that USAID 
supports the production and 
broadcast of a Bangladeshi version 
of Sesame Street called Sisimpur 
which delivers critical literacy and 
numeracy skills as well as strong 
social and health messages to all 
areas of the country that receive 
the national television station’s 
broadcast signal.  

This year our Sisimpur Sesame 
Workshop produced 60 brand new 
episodes reaching on average over 
ten million children, leveraging 
public and private sector resources.
Weekly Sisimpur broadcasts 
aired 319 times this year alone, 
promoting pro-social behaviors 
with an emphasis on girls, 
ethnic minorities, and disabled 
children, with specific messages 
about nutrition and health.  We 
hope that Amcham members will 
consider partnering with Sisimpur, 
which this year registered as a 
local not-for-profit company 
in order to leverage non-donor 
revenue streams.

Our Partners - Vetted 
Relationships

Some of you may wonder why 
partnership with USAID and 
its implementing partners 
makessense.  USAID has a long 
history of demanding excellence 
from our partners through 
accountability and transparency, 
and as a result our partners, 
particularly in Bangladesh, are 
industry leaders.  Our relationships 
with them mean that we have 
confidence in them, and you can 
be assured that you are working 
with credible partners in social 
responsibility.  

USAID Administrator Rajiv 
Shah recently challenged USAID 
saying, “we should embrace 
greater private sector engagement 
in development, and identify 
new ways to harness the skills, 
technologies and innovations 
that companies large and small 
can bring to bear.”  At USAID 
Bangladesh we are implementing 
his vision.

Administrator Shah in many ways 
embodies the partnership he 
wants to see in U.S. development 
assistance. He worked for the Bill 
& Melinda Gates Foundation for a 
decade before becoming USAID’s 
Administrator. To support these 
public-private relationships, 
Administrator Shah established 
an office of Global Partnerships in 
Washington designed specifically 
to encourage public-private 
partnerships.

How to Get Involved

If you or your company is interested 
in partnering with USAID 
Bangladesh and our health or 
education implementing partners, 
you should get in contact with 
Etienne LeBailly in my health and 
education office.  He is available at 
usaid.gov and his phone number 
is 885 5500, x2551.  Etienne looks 
forward to hearing from you 
about your interests in health and 
education partnerships.

Note: Richard Greene joined USAID’s mission 
in Bangladesh in July 2011.  As the mission 
director, Greene oversees one of the largest 
USAID development assistance programs in 
the world in terms of funding and staff size. 

USAID and the Role of the Private Sector in Development
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“Want to fix Bangladesh in 
your mind?” says a prominent 
expatriate banker in Bangladesh. 
“Think of Iowa. Then put half 
the population of the United 
States there. And then have the 
Mississippi River flood and have 
a third of the population move 
where the other two-thirds live. 
That’s Bangladesh.”

Challenging, but not all grim. The 
same banker says, with several 
other businessmen standing 
nearby nodding in agreement, 
that “the people here are great – 
friendly, good workers, and they 
now have a long track record of 

improved GDP. They want to 
succeed!”

One of the biggest successes for 
Bangladesh is its growing RMG 
(ready-made garment) sector, which 
accounts for roughly 80 percent of 
the country’s exports. Given the 
changes in recent years in China’s 
manufacturing environment, 
including challenges to lower-end 
RMG production, it is no surprise 
that many global brands and 
retailers are looking elsewhere in 
Asia to expand their investments, 
including Bangladesh. 

Hong Kong isn’t known as “Asia’s 
World City” for nothing. A case 

in point is AmCham’s Apparel, 
Footwear, and Textile Committee, 
where many of the members 
have worldwide sourcing roles in 
the ready-made garment (RMG) 
manufacturing and retail sectors. 
An ongoing requirement for 
these executives is to conduct 
ongoing evaluations and review 
processes concerning where 
around the world their companies 
should source products, invest in 
manufacturing, and expand or 
contract operations. 

In response to member interest 
in targeting visits to alternative 
sites to China, AmCham planning 
started in early 2013. It was 

Challenges to Growth in Bangladesh
Dr. Richard R. Vuylsteke
President, AmCham Hong Kong

In mid-November an AmCham delegation of senior regional and global executives traveled to Bangladesh to meet with 
government officials to evaluate further business growth potential

Meeting at BGMEA (Bangladesh Garment Manufacturers & Exporters Association): Mr Md. Shafiul Islam, President of BGMEA (center)

Challenges to Growth in Bangladesh
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led by Apparel, Footwear and 
Textile Committee Chair Andre 
Leroy, AmCham Board Liaison 
Thomas Nelson, who is managing 
director and VP global product 
procurement at VF Asia; and was 
supported by Ming-Lai Cheung, 
AmCham’s government relations 
& public affairs manager. 

Why Bangladesh?

The Committee decided to send 
delegations to several Asian 
countries in 2012-2013, under 
the AmCham umbrella, to meet 
with government officials and 
others concerning plans and 
capabilities for scaling up RMG 
manufacturing. The first choice 
was Bangladesh, given the already 
great importance it had to many 
AmCham member companies.

These brands and retailers 
expressed strong interest in the 
delegation because many of 
them had grown their businesses 
in tandem with the substantial 
growth in Bangladesh. They were 
interested in seeing this growth 
continue and move to the next 
level of sustainable development. 

Bangladesh’s garment export 
industry took off in the late 
1970s – grounded on a century of 
domestic production experience 
– and since then has established 
itself as a well-known global 
exporter. Although Bangladesh 
has annually increased its share of 
global RMG exports, the question 
is whether the country is truly 
ready for substantially increased 
investment by global brands. 

One way to find out was to meet 
with senior government officials 
as well as talk with business people 
on the ground. 

By early November, 26 companies 
had expressed support for 
AmCham’s talking points with 
the government. It was a strong 
selection of companies as they 
represented an estimated 30 
percent of the country’s US$19 
billion RMG exports.

As the Committee developed 
talking points, the AmCham office 
was coordinating with the US 
Embassy in Bangladesh and with 
AmCham Bangladesh Executive 
Director A. Gafur, who promised to 

assist with arranging government 
appointments and to set up dinner 
meetings with local and expatriate 
business executives.

From the beginning, this was 
not planned as a one-off trip. 
The Committee’s goal was to 
develop an ongoing working 
relationship between the 
Bangladesh government and 
private sector organizations 
to help build an even stronger 
and more sustainable export 
environment.

Meeting at Ministry of Commerce: Commerce Minister Ghulam Muhammed Quader, MP (center)

Meeting at Ministry of Finance. From left: Additional Secretary Monoj Kumar Roy, AmCham President 
Richard Vuylsteke, Finance Minister Abul Maal A Muhith, AmCham Bangladesh Executive Director Abdul 
Gafur, Additional Secretary Jalal Ahmed, and Tony Wong, Chief Operating Officer, PVH Far East Limited
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Talking points

The delegation – a total of 17 
companies were able to send 
senior company representatives to 
the Doorknock – focused on four 
main talking points: (1) middle-
level management education and 
training, (2) sustainable factory 
models, (3) periodic review of 
local minimum wage, and (4) 
infrastructure development.

These points were covered in 
meetings over two days with the 
US Embassy country team, the 
BGMEA (Bangladesh Garments 
Manufacturers and Exporters 
Association), the Finance 
Minister, the Commerce Minister, 
the Export Promotion Bureau, and 
the Board of Investment. Dhaka’s 
infamous traffic jams made it 
impossible to schedule more than 
three meetings per day.

In each meeting, the AmCham 
president made opening remarks 
concerning the purpose and 
scope of the delegation’s visit and 
then turned the discussion over 
to various spokespersons in the 
delegation to inform interlocutors 

of AmCham company concerns. 
The topics:

Mid-level Management.  The 
rapid expansion of sourcing interest 
in Bangladesh has put a great deal 
of pressure on human resources 
and the gap between locally 
available managerial expertise 
versus expatriate expertise is not 
keeping pace with needs. Current 
limitations on the number of 
expatriates allowed work visas 
increase the risk of doing business. 

The delegation asked what 
currently was being done to 
address these matters. Businesses 
expressed a broad spectrum of 
managerial needs, extending 
from tertiary level business and 
engineering degree programs for 
mid-management and above; to 
Community College or diploma 
level business certificate programs 
for mid-management and below; 
to technical level certification 
of key areas, such as textile 
engineering and textile chemistry.

The delegation asked if the 
government had any incentive 

programs to encourage 
collaboration between the private 
sector and public to enhance 
the education, well being, and 
livelihood of local employees. 
They also asked what role their 
own companies could possibly 
play, such as making introductions 
and connections with overseas 
schools and organizations that 
could educate a larger pool of local 
managerial talent. 

As one delegate put it, “Our goal 
is simple. We want to create a 
more balanced and healthier 
dynamic between the needs of 
industry and the sustainability 
of the Bangladeshi apparel 
manufacturing Industry.”

Sustainable Factory Models. 
The delegation also expressed 
concerns about factory-level 
regulations and how to achieve 
standards of international best 
practice in factory operations. 
While Bangladesh is seen as 
having a good foundation of laws 
and regulations with regards to 
factory operating environments, 
experience has shown that 
implementation is woefully 
inconsistent. 

Special reference was made to 
tragic incidents of fire and other 
accidents in recent years, which 
have placed the spotlight on 
health and safety practices and 
underlying factors such as factory 
operating environments and 
worker awareness. 

The delegation emphasized that 
they had made the trip in order 
to urge overall improvement of 
responsible competiveness of the 
industry as a whole, and to work 
towards lasting and industry-

AmCham Hong Kong delegation

Challenges to Growth in Bangladesh
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wide solutions. Some of the key 
challenges:

● Standards. How can the industry 
work to improve on the execution 
of factory standards so they are 
aligned with international best 
practice?

● Worker welfare and safety. 
How can the industry move 
towards improved health and 
safety performance and towards 
a goal of ‘no more casualties’ 
from incidents of fire? How can 
this be taken beyond the realm 
of a relatively small number 
of factories that meet high 
standards and make it a standard 
for the broader industry? 
(Sadly, only a week after the 
delegation returned to Hong 
Kong, Bangladesh experienced a 
horrific garment factory fire that 
killed more than 100 employees.)

● Management. How can 
improvements be made on 
factory management capability 
with regards to enforcement 
of regulations, operational 
efficiency, and health and safety? 
The delegation emphasized 
that worker and mid-level 
management awareness required 
ongoing training.  

Periodic Salary Review. The 
delegation urged the Bangladeshi 

government to consider an annual 
review of the local minimum 
wage – one that takes into account 
inflation and the consumer price 
index. While the mechanisms 
to adjust the minimum wage 
are varied, the delegation asked 
that a transparent mechanism be 
adopted.

Regular, periodic review would 
help companies to budget and 
make better planning, for if 
there were predictability in the 
frequency of wage reviews, there 
would be less uncertainty that 
could lead to worker unrest and 
closure of industry. Such a review 
would help address the basic needs 
of the workers and would assist 
employers and buyers to work 
toward a constructive framework 
to improve efficiency in the textile 
and garment sector.

In short, the delegation 

recommended a periodic wage 

review as a way to eliminate 

the cost in human suffering, 

loss of property, disrupted 

production, canceled orders, 

as well as the damage to the 

image of Bangladesh as modern 

textile country. 

Infrastructure. Bangladesh has a 
host of challenging infrastructure 
problems. Although many projects 
are under way, including highway, 
rail, and port development, the 
timelines for completion are 
often exceptionally vague. Many 
projects, including key road 
development between Dhaka and 
the port of Chittagong, are far 
behind schedule. 

Seaport facilities, airports, 

inland transportation, rail, 

canal, highway, and public 

transportation are all rich areas 

for expanded investment – and 

this is seen as necessary for the 

expansion of Bangladesh’s export 

capabilities. Moreover, problems 

with power supply availability 

and energy costs as well as water 

supply and effluent treatment 

need more rapid resolution. 

Government officials expressed 

their keen awareness of these 

challenges, while the delegation 

was able to emphasize the 
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importance of adequate 

infrastructure to company 

decision-making about business 

investment and expansion of 

operations in Bangladesh.

As one delegate said, “I believe 
the leaders recognize the pace of 
development with certain critical 
projects needs to be faster – it’s just 
getting it done in their complicated 
structure that’s a problem.”

Business perspectives

Executive Director Gafur and his 
team arranged two large dinner 
functions – one hosted by AmCham 
Bangladesh President Aftab ul 
Islam, and the other by the FICCI 
(Foreign Investors’ Chamber of 
Commerce & Industry). Each event 
included more than 60 business 
leaders who provided invaluable 
insights into the political and 
private sector environments.

“Connecting with Gafur was 
one highlight of this trip,” says 
Walter Cogan of Freudenberg 
& Vilene International. “He did 
a fabulous job organizing the 
meetings. We will also join the 
AmCham Bangladesh Chamber 
as we continue to support the 
development of the Bangladesh 
RMG industry.”

Indeed, one of the next steps is to 
link AmCham HK with AmCham 
Bangladesh on the committee 
level to continue pursuing the 
delegation’s four talking points 
with government and business 
organizations. 

“Our four talking points should 
continue to be emphasized,” said 
one delegate after returning to 
Hong Kong. “We need to continue 
asking questions regarding our 
points as that will put pressure on 
the government to do something.”

The AmCham Committee has 
created a working group to 
continue its engagement with the 
Bangladesh government and key 
organizations such as the BGMEA 
on the talking points, initially 
emphasizing increased fire safety 
issues. Additional AmCham trips, 
large or small-scale, are also possible 
in 2013.

Get involved
The AmCham HK Apparel, 
Footwear and Textile Committee is 
planning other delegation trips to 
Cambodia and Myanmar in the first 
half of 2013, following the model of the 
Bangladesh delegation. Interested? 
Contact Ming-Lai Cheung at the 
AmCham office or Andre Leroy, 
Chairman of the Apparel, Footwear 
andTextile Committee.

Note: “This article was published in the 
December issue of AmCham Hong Kong 
Journal, biz.hk.”

Challenges to Growth in Bangladesh




