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Halted Progress: The Bangladesh Better Business Forum
The Bangladesh Better Business Forum (BBBF), the country’s first national PPD platform, is no longer operational. This has been the result of a changing political and economic context, as a result of which the current government has chosen not to continue with the Forum. However, the PPD’s recommendations continue to be implemented even in the absence of the PPD – for example, Bangladesh recently received its first sovereign country rating, a recommendation which had originally been made by the BBBF in 2008. Also, many of the recommendations implemented previously by the BBBF have not been overturned, and continue to be effective. This has meant that the impact of the BBBF has been long-lasting and has sustained past the change in government.

An impact assessment of a specific BBBF recommendation – the establishment of SME Service Centers by commercial banks – has recently been reported as creating over 30,000 new jobs for Bangladeshis across the country, thanks to increased access to finance, the primary constraint affecting the growth of SMEs. This impact was achieved in one year from the date the recommendation was implemented; the long-term impact over the years is still being tracked. A similar impact assessment is planned for other BBBF recommendations. Please see the box on the next page for the story of a beneficiary of this reform, and how it has changed his business.
In the meantime, the Government has continued its process of consultation with the public and private sectors around the national budget, scheduled to be passed in mid-June. The tradition of holding dialogues with a wide range of society, including the private sector, on the National Budget, is an old tradition, and has continued apace. 

The Government has also undertaken dialogues and public consultations on a wide range of new and proposed legislation. One of the highlights of these PPDs is the formation of a high level National Tourism Task Force, entrusted with the responsibility of increasing Tourism to Bangladesh leveraging the country’s vast endowment of nature-based attractions.

The Government is now mulling the establishment of a new national Investors Forum, which is planned with the objectives of improving the investment climate as well as attracting more investment. The concept is based on the Cambodian experience with PPD, and is currently being formulated by senior government ministers.


PPD for Regional Development
Despite the non-continuation of a national PPD platform, a pilot District PPD (DPPD) program continues to drive forward business reforms in 4 key districts - Barisal, Bogra, Rajshahi and Sylhet. Of these, Barisal, Rajshahi and Sylhet are Divisional Headquarters, headed by elected Mayors who hold the ranks of State Ministers. 

These DPPDs have started to demonstrate significant results: in Sylhet, for example, women entrepreneurs can now receive their trade licenses in 6 hours, down from almost a month, and 100 women entrepreneurs have been given the opportunity to get loans from Pubali Bank at an interest rate of 10% and with no collateral (please see the box). The DPPDs are increasingly receiving support from local Members of Parliament - a group of 5 MPs from the 4 districts recently agreed to write letters to senior government officials to stress solutions to problems that plague businesses in all four districts. The strong buy-in and support of the Mayors of the 4 districts have been crucial to the implementation of several business reforms first suggested by the DPPDs. 

The District Women’s Business Forum then shifted its attention to the issue of access to finance. At a DPPD meeting, Forum members met Mr. Hafiz Uddin Mozumdar, Member of Parliament and Chairman of Pubali Bank Ltd. Through subsequent meetings, the Forum advocated with Mr. Mozumdar for the provision of low-interest loans to women entrepreneurs by Pubali Bank. Mr. Mozumdar also was very receptive to the idea; through his leadership and strong commitment, Pubali Bank’s Sylhet branch offered to provide such low-interest loans to 100 such women entrepreneurs, to be selected and nominated by the Forum itself.
These reforms have already started to generate beneficiaries, both in terms of women entrepreneurs and the staff that they are now able to employ. Please see the box on the next page for a story of one such beneficiary in Sylhet.


Other achievements of the District PPDs include:

· Information centers have been established at all four City Corporations to provide businesses and entrepreneurs with information on government policies and procedures

· Women Business Forums have been established in all four districts to provide a voice for women entrepreneurs. The members have been provided training on advocacy and leadership

Finally, the DPPDs have focused extensively on trade license reform in their respective districts. The reforms enacted so far, and the number of firms undergoing the reformed processes, are shown in the tables below.

Table 1. Summary of Trade License Reforms
	Trade license simplification issues
	Barisal
	Bogra
	Rajshahi
	Sylhet

	Withdraw the need for holding tax sheet payment proof to getting trade license certificate
	-
	-
	-
	Withdrawn

	Timing should be reduced to getting trade license from 7 days to 2 days
	License ensured by two working days
	License ensured by two working days
	License ensured by two working days
	License ensured by two working days

	Trade license Form selling receipt (Money Receipt) 
	Free of cost provision started
	-
	-
	-

	Include business inception date in trade license certificate
	Done
	Done
	Done
	Done

	Existing color of trade license certificate should be changed to ensure clear photocopy
	-
	-
	color changed
	-

	Provide duplicate trade licenses if required
	-
	-
	Started
	-

	English version certificate
	-
	Now available
	Now available
	-


Table 2. Number of firms undertaking procedures after reforms
	Trade license simplification issues

 
	Barisal 
	Bogra
	Rajshahi
	Sylhet

	
	Oct-09-Mar-10
	Jul-09-Mar-10
	Jul-09-Mar-10
	Jul-09-Feb-10

	Trade license Form has been provided in free after demanding selling receipt (Money Receipt). 
	748
	-
	-
	-

	Duplicate trade license
	-
	-
	1
	-

	English version certificate
	-
	3
	-
	-

	Included inception date in trade license certificate
	1,337
	36
	-
	-

	The total number of new Trade License issued
	893
	2,400
	204
	3,740

	The total number of Trade License renewed
	1,464
	7,430
	220
	9,906

	The total number of Trade License Issued
	2,357
	9,830
	424
	13,646


There has been a strong demand for the expansion of the pilot, due in part to the Government’s pledge to decentralize further and focus increased attention on regional development. BICF is currently in discussions to bring DPPDs to an additional six districts, including Rangpur, Dinajpur, Khulna, Jessore, Mymensingh and Patuakhali. The expansion program will also focus on building the capacity of chambers in the four pilot districts to continue to organize and hold effective PPDs in the future, thereby transferring the role and responsibilities over to the chambers in the long run.

Focus on SMEs
SMEs are the lifeblood of Bangladesh's economy - they are the primary drivers of growth, and can create the jobs necessary to reduce unemployment and achieve its vision of becoming a middle-income country. Therefore, removing barriers to SME Development are key to Bangladesh's development goals. With this view in mind, the SME Foundation, a quasi-government institution entrusted with the responsibility to promote the growth of SMEs in Bangladesh, is planning to establish a PPD focused on SME issues nationally. The new SME Development Forum is expected to be operational shortly, and will research, prioritize and advocate for solutions to the numerous regulatory constraints that prevent SMEs from reaching their full potential. This will contribute to giving SMEs in Bangladesh an effective and much-needed voice in economic policies and regulations, and will streamline the business environment to ensure that they are able to grow and thrive.
Focus on chambers and business associations
As part of BICF's strategy to build sustainable local PPD capacity in Bangladesh, we are currently working with several chambers to strengthen their own research and advocacy skills. BICF is currently assisting the Bangladesh Association of Software and Information Services (BASIS) and the International Business Forum of Bangladesh (IBFB) to undertake strategic research and advocacy on policy and regulatory issues that affect their members and sectors. Areas of focus for the latter association involve the investment climate of climate change in Bangladesh, and constraints to innovative industries, with a focus on the nascent Bangladeshi ship-building industry, which holds great export potential for Bangladesh. BICF is currently in discussion with other sectors, for example mobile telephones, banks and call centers, to offer similar support.
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Amir Hossain - how PPD helped a struggling SME create jobs 





Amir Hossain, the owner of Asif Plastics, is one of many small and medium entrepreneurs in Bangladesh who are struggling to run their business amid an often difficult business environment. Over the past 25 years, he has been running a small plastic recycling business out of a warehouse in Lalbagh, in the heart of the capital Dhaka. Hossain’s business involves collecting and recycling waste plastic bags, and distributing the recycled plastic granules to various plastic bag producers. 





However, the cramped conditions in the warehouse hampered the scale and efficiency of Hossain’s business. Hossain had been looking to expand his business over the past few years – he had even identified a site for a proposed factory. However, he had no means to raise the funds necessary to build a separate factory.





“I had the knowledge, the skills, and the eagerness, but could not expand my business without financial resources,” said Hossain. Access to finance remains a crucial constraint for SMEs in Bangladesh – in a recent survey by the Bangladesh Investment Climate Fund (BICF, over 34% of SMEs cite capital scarcity as their primary constraint to doing business.





In response, the Business Finance Working Group of the Bangladesh Better Business Forum (BBBF) recommended in 2008 that banks should be allowed to establish dedicated SME Service Centers in order to allow SME clients to easily access these resources. The BBBF is Bangladesh’s first formal platform for sustained public-private dialogue to improve the investment climate. The Working Group’s recommendation was swiftly implemented by the Bangladesh Bank, which issued a notification to commercial banks in this regard in May 2008. 





To date, 13 banks have opened a total of 104 SME Service Centers across Bangladesh, with many operating in rural areas. SME Service Centers allow entrepreneurs outside of urban areas, where banks are mostly concentrated, to access SME loan products. Before these centers were established, entrepreneurs seeking such loans would often have to travel to the cities to apply for and receive such loans, which added significant time and costs to their business operations. 





Hossain is one of over 20,000 entrepreneurs who have received loans from these Service Centers. In January, with a loan of only BDT 900,000 (about $12,500) from a Service Center in Imamganj, he has been able to establish his first factory in Demra. This factory has created employment opportunities for an additional 27 people, of which 21 are females. Hossain commended the service he received from the SME Service Center: as a repeat customer, he required almost no paperwork and said that he received the loan each time without any delay or hassle.





Hossain’s remarkable story emerged from BICF’s recent impact assessment of several BBBF recommendations. The assessment shows that, on average, firms that received loans from SME service centers were able to increase their employment by 50%, employing additional employees in the roles of salesmen, factory workers, supervisors and managers in factories. Out of the 87 firms that received loans and were surveyed in the assessment, 34 have created a total of 137 jobs. 





Over 50% of SME service center loan recipients are first-time SME loan clients. This is primarily due to the rural presence of these service sectors which allows rural entrepreneurs to access these loans conveniently. Finally, central bank data indicate that the amount of SME loans disbursed by banks has increased markedly – as a result of the establishment of these centers, SME loan disbursement has increased by more than 58% over the forecasted disbursement rate.





Such Service Centers come as a welcome initiative to Bangladesh’s SMEs. By creating jobs for Bangladesh’s rural poor, entrepreneurs like Mr. Hossain can help reduce poverty and build livelihoods. This would not have been possible had the public and private sectors not worked together through the BBBF, and shows the potential that such dialogue can hold for the future development of the nation.








Runa Begum - how PPD helped a struggling woman entrepreneur create jobs and achieve her dreams





Runa Begum has been involved in the tailoring, handicraft and boutique businesses since 1997. From the very beginning, she planned to expand her small business, but access to finance has remained a perennial problem. In addition, Runa faced serious difficulties in obtaining a trade license from the Sylhet City Corporation. 





The problem in the process lay in the fact that trade license applicants in Sylhet were required to submit proof of payment of holding tax as a prerequisite to getting the license. However, Runa, like many other small and medium enterprises, operated her business from rented premises, and therefore did not have to pay holding taxes. Runa tried to contact her landlord to get a copy of the payment receipt, but had no luck. This meant that Runa had to wait for up to a month to get a trade license for her business.





Her prayers were answered when a District Women’s Business Forum was established in Sylhet, as part of BICF’s District Public Private Dialogue Program. The Forum gave Runa the opportunity to learn policy advocacy and leadership skills, which she used to advocate with the local government for a simplified trade license process. The Forum gave Runa and her fellow entrepreneurs the voice they needed to advocate with the Mayor for this simplification of the trade license process. The Mayor himself was very receptive to the ideas emanating from the Women’s Business Forum, and swiftly implemented the recommendation.





This meant that Runa Begum no longer had to wait for a month to get a trade license; instead, she was able to get a new license for her new outlet, Sholo Ana, in 6 hours. So far, her outlet is operational, and she has created jobs for 4 people.





Runa Begum is also one of the women entrepreneurs who will soon receive a loan from Pubali Bank under its new scheme for women entrepreneurs. She plans to use this loan to establish a production house called Utshob Boutique, Tailoring and Training Center, which she hopes will create additional jobs for an estimated 30-35 people. The production house will also train other potential women entrepreneurs on tailoring, so that they can also begin to invest in this sector.
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