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Rethinking economic growth
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A sudden health crisis, such as
dengue outbreak, can push a b
income  Tamilv oo poverty o
severe  debr. Moreover, the long
term  repercussions of - inadequate
education and health services are

significant. These deficiencies deprive
Lm]u\'ir.lu.:ls of  opportunities  for
emplovment ane  limit
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Imagine Bangladesh's banking sector
rostored 1o health, RMG contracts
renewed, capital fight reversed, and
flood damage repaired. Should we then
comsider our economic challenges
resoled? While these are undoubtediy
necessary fist steps, iF owe stop
there, we risk accepting the current
cconomic  path  as  Tundamentally
sound, In this column, this is precisel
what we contest,

These  Oxes, while  significant,
address omly the visible symptoms of
the countrvs economic challenges,
Our  critique  goes bevond Uhese
immediate concemns Lo question the
very foundations of our coonomic
thinking.

T vears, Bangladesh has Tollowed a
development mantra centred on high
GNP growth, low wase manufacturing
exports, Lmkl‘_ down economics, and
enabling infrastructure, But has this
approach delivered on s promises?
Since 2000, Bangladesh  has
maintained an average annwal GDP
wrowih of six percent and is aiming for
even higher growth in the future, But
does G growth necessarily mean
prsperity for the avwrage citizen?
Imagine a country where GDP grows
b 16 percent, but 99 percent of that
wrowth bs captured by just one percent
of the population. The remaining 94
percent see their incomes stagnate
or ewen decline. This s high GO

growth on paper, but hardship for the
majority. In Bangladesh, we've seen a
reme, pattern,
Lm'qu ality
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a measure ol income disparity, has
steadily increased alongside cconomic
growth. This indicates that the heneties
of our “economic miracle” are ot
reaching those wheo need them most.
Bangladesh has bublt its oxport
ceonomy on the  foundation of
low wage  manufacturing  workers,
However, growth based on cheap
labour i neither  desimble  nor
sustainable. This model s unstable
because another country. with: even
fower  wages can easilv - undercut
Hangladesh's  ready made  garment
(RMGH incdustrv. Historcally, Britain
Tost jts wextile manufaciaring o cost
competitive Japan, and today, low
cost manufacturers like Bangladesh
and Vietnam are displacing China,
I this rend continues, Bangladesh
will always be caught in a "race (o the
bottom,” constantly at risk of losing
industries w0 cheaper  alternatives,
In additien o the threar posed
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fower  wages in other  countries,
echnological  advancements and
rising  protectionism. such as

Iriendshoring and nearshoring, ane
equally concerning,
The current strategy B undestrable

because a low-wage economy is simply
another name for 3 poor population,
In the 1970s, Bangladesh may have
had no choice, but 50 vears later,
how can it be considered desirable
growth if the majority of people are
expected Lo remain poor and accept
low wages? The bottom line is that an
evcommmic palicy hased on low wage
manulacturing traps us in a path of
continual economic hardship, rather
than prowiding a ladder to prosperity,
Trickle-down economics supeests
that bepclits for the wealthy will
eventually Now down o evervone cle
However, in practice, this approach has
led o massive wealth concentration
at the wp. ‘Take, for nstance, the

extensive comuption during the last
‘wamd  League (AL)  government.
According 1o a report by a prominent
Incal newspaper, over the last 15 years
of Al's rule, nearly S150 hillion was
syphoned out of the country, marking
the largest Apancial outliow i s
Tistoory .

This case exemplifics a broader
wrend: instead  of trickling  down,
wealth Hows upwards The situation
in Bangladesh illustrates a key leature
of crony caplialism - Tavouring those
who already have wealth over those
who work.

The most vulnerable  members
of soclety, particularh those at the
hottom of the economic ladder, have
the greatest need for essential services
like  education  and  healtheare.
Unforunately, Bangladeshs  public
expenditure on these crucial sectors
15 lowy—ome of the lowest in the world.
In FY2024 25, the country allocated
only 169 percent of its GDI' o
education and less than one percent
1o healtheare,

This  underimestment  beads o
poor guality of education and high
onil-of pod healtheare  expenses.

their u:nlnlmllnm to both personal
and societal advancement. It also
deprives the cconomy of the human

focus on economic  development

which  has  concentrated  resources
and opportunities  in Dhaka  has
bed us to the curent stalemate of
uneven growih and urhan congestion,
s decentralisation  of  economic
activities the way forwand? Does our
comparative  achantage Jie only in
low wage manufacturing, or does s
potential exist elsewhene? How can real
income be doubled every decade? What

capial needed 10 sustain growth A mew approach
hevond the initial thrust from poverty. must prioritise the
The cwrrent economic model has
failed becanse i priovitises short dlsp'mlmorw?hh
BRI : et along with its creation,
e gaing over long term, inchisive
development. It allows a small elie with policies aimed at
1 capture a disproportionate sharne reducing inequality
of  economic  benehts, neglects and spreading benelits
critical  imvestments  in education more widely. ’I'his
and healthcare, and relies on an
unsustainable strategy of competition T AL XMy i“'g Avray
hased on low wapes. from the failed “'Id‘kh
Tromically, Bangladesh's focus on down model toward
mtr.:sanluun Lol prowih, T up cconomic
to stimulate economic development, growt H .
has exacerbated the problem, While beﬂﬁﬁlr:hh:;‘;i?l‘?t:’
infrastructure Is uncloubitedly *
necessary for the countr's long term . L
strategies can be emploved (o achieve
this ambitious goal?
Aulelressing these Tundamental
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development, the way projects went
selected,  hnanced, managed,  and
implemented significantly undermined
their value. The sarions megaprojects
built ower the last 15 vears have increased
the country's forvign debe bunden.
Meanwhile, a rising dollar has made
imports more expensive, unsetting the
mukllc class and subjecting the poor to
rising inflation.

ivin these profound shomcomings,
we need a fundamental shift o our
ceonomic thinking. A new approach
must priovitse the dispersion of wealth
along with its creation, with policies
aimed at redu inequality  and
spreading bened nore widely, This
Hans moving away Trom the faiked
trickke down model towand bottom up
wceonomic greoath that directly bor
the majority, Central o this approach is
icreased investment in human cagital.
Comsidering  Bangladesh's current
underimestment  in education and
healthcare, a significant increase in
public expenditure is necessary.

In the guest for pew economic
policies for Bangladesh, we peed 1o
start by asking some basic but bold
questions. As  the  capital centric

m

questhons equires sustained effort and
Jong term commitment. The logic of
decentralisation s rooted in the need o
correct the imbalances created Iy our
current economic model. China has
Tifved 8OO million pecple out of poverty
Iy dleveloping secondary cities, creating
regional economic hubs, and imesting
in infrastreciure amd human capital
side the capital, This approach not
only spreads cconoanic opportunities
more evenly, but ako harneses the
wnigque  strengths and  resources of
ditferent regions.

Perhaps Bangladesh's  primarny
comparative advantage B s ferile
soil, a gifl of nature that cannot hn_
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mmmpoml v another  country,
Howvewer, this waluable  resource B
underutilised.  Instead  of

its petential, much of
the land b5 devoted o Jow vield rice
cultivation or kst to the proliferation of
mkkl\lk1| %trmr.um- i rural areas and

ialreal estats
\ml. thinking is meeded o inerease
prodhuction through high-vielding vice
and  highsalwe agriculiore —such as
cult £ daley crops ordevedoping
agro-processing  industries—on the
country’s diminishing fertile land, This
approach uanM .a:llou Hangladesh w
enduring  natural

articke, we have emphasised
twin by points. First, meturming (o
the previons economic model will
inevitably  being  back  the  same
coonomic  challenges  the  country
currently [aces. Second, in exploring
a new path for growth, fecusing on
agro-based  development may offer
a more sustainable and equitable
solution. This approach Is inherently
decentralised,  promotes  a mon
dispersed  distribution of economic
activities, and leverages Rangladesh's
natural comparative achantage in
agriculture.




