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BDI ACTIVITIES  1992-1993 
 

6.  BANGLADESH TODAY: 
A VISITOR’S PERSPECTIVE 

 
 

( Tal k gi ven at  Pi t t sbur gh on Apr i l  3,  1993 by t he Secr et ar y-
Tr easur er  of  BDI  on t he occasi on of  Ei d- ul - Fi t r )  

 
( 1)  For  t he benef i t  of  ever yone pr esent  her e t oday,  I  wi l l  speak 

i n Engl i sh.  I  r ecent l y spent  t hr ee weeks i n Bangl adesh.  For  a 
t r i p l i ke t hi s,  t hr ee weeks i s a ver y shor t  t i me.  When I  t hi nk 
about  i t ,  I  f eel  as t hough t hose t hr ee weeks wer e a dr eam.  Now 
I  must  t el l  you what  I  saw i n Bangl adesh.   

 
To al most  ever yone pr esent  her e and el sewher e,  i n t hi s count r y 
and ar ound t he wor l d,  Bangl adesh st ands f or  desper at i on.  Some 
per cei ve i t  as a count r y of  br oken hopes and l ost  dr eams.  That  
i s appar ent l y t r ue.  As soon as you l and i n Bangl adesh,  you 
encount er  c l ear  s i gns of  desper at i on ever ywher e.  You see 
t housands of  hal f - nour i shed and under pr i v i l eged human bei ngs 
r unni ng ar ound,  f i ght i ng dawn t o dusk t o ear n onl y a f ew 
penni es.  

 
( 2)  Let  me begi n by t el l i ng you a st or y.  I  was i n New Mar ket  and 

want ed t o go t o Far mgat e.  Most  of  you ar e f ami l i ar  wi t h t hese 
pl aces i n t he c i t y of  Dhaka.  I  boar ded a t r anspor t  cal l ed 
“ t empoo”  i n Dhaka.  I t  i s  a t hr ee- wheel  baby- t axi  conver t ed t o 
car r y 11 t o 12 passenger s.  The dr i ver  s l owl y pr oceeded t owar ds 
Far mgat e.  To my sur pr i se,  t he conduct or  of  t he t empoo was a 
chi l d who was har dl y s i x year s ol d.  He sai d hi s name was Ruhul  
Ami n.  When I  asked hi m how ol d he was,  he sai d he di d not  
know.  My f el l ow passenger s pi cked up f r om t her e and st ar t ed 
di scussi ng t he i ssue of  chi l d l abor .  One of  t hem comment ed on 
havi ng seen young chi l dr en at  wor k,  but  he had never  seen 
anyone t hi s young.  I  coul d not  par t i c i pat e i n t hat  di scussi on.  
I  kept  on l ooki ng at  Ruhul  Ami n.  He l ooked somewhat  l i ke my 
el der  br ot her  Li akat  when he was about  Ruhul  Ami n’ s age.  He 
bar el y managed t o st and on t he pedest al  by c l i ngi ng t o a r od 
by one hand and st ar t ed col l ect i ng t he f ar e by st r et chi ng t he 
ot her  hand.  The f ar e was 1 t aka and 50 pai sa.  Ever yone gave 
hi m t wo t akas.  He put  al l  t he money t oget her  neat l y put t i ng 
one hand ar ound t he r od.  Near  t he end of  t he j our ney,  Ruhul  
Ami n br ought  out  shi ni ng hal f - t aka coi ns f r om t he pocket  of  
hi s di r t y hal f - t or n shi r t  and gave one t o ever yone.  I  al so got  
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one.  
 

For  a moment  I  was over whel med and f or got  about  my 
sur r oundi ngs.  Li ke a t hought l ess r obot ,  I  put  t he hal f - t aka 
coi n i n hi s hand,  not  r ef l ect i ng what  i t  al l  meant .  I  coul d 
show hi m pi t y,  onl y i f  he wer e a beggar .  But  he wasn’ t .  I  r an 
away f r om t her e as f ast  as I  coul d.  

 
( 3)  I f  you l ook ar ound i n Bangl adesh,  speci al l y i n Dhaka ci t y,  

you di scover  hundr eds of  smal l  busi nessmen.  Some have smal l  t o 
medi um shops sel l i ng al l  k i nds of  l ocal l y pr oduced goods.  
Ot her s ar e seat ed on t he si dewal ks wi t h basket s f ul l  of  goods:  
shoes,  sandal s,  shi r t s,  combs,  hai r  c l i ps,  cosmet i c i t ems and 
f ood i t ems.  Al l  t hese goods ar e al most  al ways of  l ow- qual i t y 
and l ow- pr i ce.  But  t her e was no dear t h of  pr oduct s i n t he 
mar ket .  

 
Si nce I  v i s i t ed Bangl adesh dur i ng t he Wi nt er  t i me,  I  coul d not  
hel p not i c i ng t hat  Bangl adesh appear ed t o be f l oat i ng on f r esh 
mout h- wat er i ng ‘ your  f avor i t e’  veget abl es l i ke caul i f l ower s,  
oni on l eaves,  beans,  cabbages,  whi t e pot at oes.  These wer e 
bei ng sol d at  ver y r easonabl e pr i ces even by Bangl adeshi  
st andar ds.  I  al so saw pl ent y of  f i sh and meat  i n t he mar ket .  
However ,  t he pr i ces wer e most l y beyond t he buyi ng power  of  
common peopl e.  The same t hi ng was t r ue f or  f r esh f r ui t s l i ke 
or ange,  appl e and gr apes.  

 
( 4)  Out  of  t he 19 days I  st ayed i n Bangl adesh,  I  spent  onl y t wo 

and a hal f  days wi t h t he r est  of  my f ami l y i n my vi l l age.  I  
spent  t he r est  of  t he days checki ng i nt o t he economi c and 
pr oduct i on pot ent i al  of  Bangl adeshi  i ndust r i es and 
est abl i shi ng a BDI  Nat i onal  I nnovat or ’ s Awar d Fund or  BDI - NI A 
Fund i n Bangl adesh Uni ver si t y of  Engi neer i ng and Technol ogy 
( BUET) ,  Dhaka.  I  pr esume al l  of  you know t hat  BDI ,  Bangl adesh 
Devel opment  I ni t i at i ve,  i s  a Pennsyl vani a- based non- pr of i t  
non- pol i t i cal  f eder al  t ax- exempt  cor por at i on under  I RS code 
501©( 3) .  I  succeeded i n est abl i shi ng t he Fund.  Dr .  Mohammed 
Shahj ahan,  t he Vi ce Chancel l or  of  BUET,  hi msel f  accept ed t he 
cheque of  5000 US dol l ar s.  A Pr ess Rel ease on t he news of  t he 
est abl i shment  of  t he BDI - NI A Fund has been publ i shed by t he 
Bangl adeshi  news medi a i n USA and Canada as wel l  as i n 
Bangl adeshi  newspaper s.  
BDI - NI A Fund i s and wi l l  r emai n a per pet ual  Fund i n Bangl adesh 
awar di ng a year l y pr i ze t o a Bangl adeshi  who has demonst r at ed 
ext r aor di nar y f eat  i n t he pr oduct i on met hod or  capaci t y i n 
Bangl adesh i n any f i el d:  medi ci ne,  agr i cul t ur e,  basi c 
sci ences,  engi neer i ng and so on.  Many of  you cont r i but ed money 
f or  t he est abl i shment  of  t he Fund.  On behal f  of  BDI  of f i c i al s,  
Yunus Bhai ,  Jahangi r  Bhai  and mysel f  and t he peopl e of  
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Bangl adesh,  I  t hank you f or  your  suppor t .  BDI  has set  a goal  
t o r ai se anot her  15000 dol l ar s t hi s year .  We have al r eady 
succeeded i n r ai s i ng 9000 dol l ar s.  We have t o col l ect  anot her  
6000 dol l ar s by t he end of  t hi s year .  So we cont i nue t o ur ge 
you t o make your  t ax- deduct i bl e cont r i but i ons t owar d t he BDI -
NI A Fund or  you may want  t o cont r i but e t owar d ot her  pr oj ect s 
t hat  BDI  has under t aken.  

 
( 5)  I  checked i nt o t he pr oduct i on act i v i t i es i n and ar ound t he 

ci t y of  Dhaka,  e. g. ,  i n Bongshal - Nowabpur  Road and Dhol ai  Khal  
ar eas.  I  saw t hei r  act ual  pr oduct i on met hods.  Some of  t hem ar e 
pr oduci ng bi cycl e par t s and ot her s ar e pr oduci ng par t s of  
r i ckshaws,  mot or  cycl es,  t r ucks,  pumps,  and so on.  When you 
get  i nt o t he Dhol ai  Khal  ar ea,  you may f eel  t hat  an i ndust r i al  
r evol ut i on i s wai t i ng t o happen.  I  t al ked t o t he of f i c i al s of  
t he Associ at i ons t hat  t r y t o l ook af t er  t he i nt er est s of  t hese 
manuf act ur er s.  I  l i s t ened t o t he success st or i es and t he 
pr obl ems of  t hese manuf act ur er s.  

 
Among ot her  pl aces,  I  v i s i t ed t he wor kshop of  Shar i f  Ahmed who 
happens t o be t he Tr easur er  of  t he Dhol ai  Khal  Manuf act ur er ’ s 
Associ at i on.  I  saw hi s empl oyees pr oduci ng a f ew t r uck par t s 
usi ng l at he machi nes.  I  asked Shar i f  Ahmed wher e he bought  t he 
l at he machi ne f r om.  He sai d he made t he l at he machi ne hi msel f .  
He al so sai d he was i n t he busi ness of  manuf act ur i ng l at he 
machi nes.  About  t wo year s ago he had t o shut  down t he 
pr oduct i on of  l at he machi nes because Bangl adesh Gover nment  
al l owed i mpor t s of  l at he machi ne f r om I ndi a and ot her  
count r i es.  The pr i ce of  t he l at he machi ne manuf act ur ed by 
Shar i f  Ahmed was mar gi nal l y hi gher  t han t hose i mpor t ed f r om 
abr oad.  I t  i s  my conj ect ur e t hat ,  al t hough l ocal l y 
manuf act ur ed goods ar e not  al ways of  i nt er nat i onal  qual i t y,  
t he pr i ce di f f er ence i n f avor  of  t he i mpor t s i s not  al ways 
f ul l y mar ket - dr i ven.  As a r esul t ,  one f eel s out r aged wi t h t he 
Gover nment  and bur eaucr acy of  Bangl adesh.  But  you shoul d ask 
t he quest i on whet her  Bangl adesh possesses t he deci s i on- maki ng 
sover ei gnt y over  t he af f ai r s t hat  r eal l y mat t er  t o Bangl adesh,  
and i nvol ve t he f at e and wel l - bei ng of  mi l l i ons of  
Bangl adeshi s.  Thi s,  I  f eel ,  i s  t he cr ux of  t he mat t er .  

I  r ecor ded t he st or i es of  Shar i f  Ahmed and ot her s and t he 
opi ni ons of  t he exper t s i n t he f i el d on t he audi o t ape.  Ri ght  
now t he t ext  of  t he audi o r ecor di ngs i s bei ng compi l ed.  BDI  i s 
pl anni ng t o publ i sh a Jour nal  i n August  of  t hi s year ,  whi ch 
wi l l  f eat ur e t hese st or i es.  

 
( 6)  For  Ruhul  Ami n,  our  sal ut e t o hi m.  I  saw t he f ut ur e of  

Bangl adesh i n Ruhul  Ami n.  To me,  he symbol i zes t he next  
gener at i on of  Bangl adeshi  peopl e.  I n one r at her  obvi ous 
scenar i o,  he woul d become t he dr i ver  of  t he t empoo of  whi ch he 
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i s  now a conduct or  and engage hi s s i x year  ol d son as t he 
conduct or .  The ot her  scenar i o der i ves f r om t he f act  t hat  
Bangl adeshi s l i ke Ruhul  Ami n do want  t o wor k and r ef use t o beg 
and as a r esul t  t her e i s hope f or  our  f ut ur e gener at i on.  We 
onl y have t o pr ovi de t hem wi t h t he r i ght  k i nd of  t ool s and 
t r ai ni ng.  I t  i s  now up t o us.  Thr ough BDI  we ar e st r i v i ng f or  
macr o- l evel  changes i n t he economi c st r uct ur e of  Bangl adesh so 
t hat  Bangl adeshi s l i ke Ruhul  Ami n can f ace l i f e wi t h t he r i ght  
k i nd of  t r ai ni ng and t ool s.  We won’ t  set t l e f or  anyt hi ng l ess.  
And I  know you won’ t  ei t her .  Thank you f or  l i s t eni ng.  

 


