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Defining NRBs

The terminology Non-resident Bangladeshis (NRB) emerged in the background of understanding the growing role of Bangladeshis living abroad in maintaining stability of balance of payments (BOP) through the remittance of a portion of their earnings in foreign currency. 

Recently, a process of rethinking about the role of NRBs has been observed both in Bangladesh and in the expatriate community of Bangladeshis abroad. The focus of the discourse about the role of NRBs is whether the NRBs will continue to contribute only in increased flow of remittance or they will contribute in the process of ‘brain gain’ leading towards building the R&D capacity and growth of export oriented industry and infrastructure development. The discourse emerged as a result of phenomenal role played by Indian and Chinese expatriates in boosting domestic economies. 

Legally, any Bangladeshi citizen living abroad for more than one year is categorized as non-resident Bangladeshi. Once a Bangladeshi citizen disowns Bangladeshi passport and takes foreign citizenship s/he is no more considered as NRB. However, the Bangladeshi origin people having dual citizenship are also included in the NRB category.

Historically, the NRB class was formed in many different ways. Some Bangladeshi citizen went abroad for higher studies through availing scholarship or self-financing. After completing study some of them returned home and contributed in national economy. Others stayed abroad legally or illegally – considering better job or working scopes. A large number of Bangladeshi went abroad with official work permit for various duration. Majority of the official workforce abroad work there as un-skilled and semi-skilled labourer. A limited number of people work abroad as skilled professionals. The NRB community owns another group of Bangladeshi citizens who went abroad illegally and obtained legal status. This group also includes skilled professionals and unskilled labourers. A portion of Bangladeshi citizens are living aboard still illegally and are trying to get legal status. It is very difficult to obtain total number of expatriates from official statistics. However, adding figures of manpower export from Ministry of Labour and Employment, estimates of the expatriates communities and other sources the total count of NRBs is now more than 2 millions. 

Role of NRBs in Bangladesh Economy

NRBs have been continuing to play a very important role in formation of foreign exchange reserve of Bangladesh. During the last two decades NRBs sent to Bangladesh more than USD 20 billion. In FY1999 volume of remittance exceeded the amount of foreign reserve – the total volume of remittance was USD 2.1 billion whereas the foreign exchange reserve was USD 1.52 billion. 

While the export earning is declining as a result of global recession, September 11 incidence leading towards “War against Terror” and also as a result of losing competitiveness by Bangladeshi products, the importance of remittance further increased. The substantial rise of remittance during the first four months of FY2002 eased the pressure on foreign exchange reserve considerably and the concerned circle was relieved. According of Bangladesh Bank source, the remittance flow during July-October period of FY2002 increased by 22% comparing the figure of same period of FY2001, which stood at 596 million. Analysing the data for last five fiscal years, it is obvious that foreign exchange reserve started to fall even without the current global economic and political occurrences. The growth of remittances played important role and facilitated to defer any possible currency crisis. Remittance flow might be increased thrice given that the use of official channel for sending money to home is more attractive to the NRBs in terms of speed, security and cut of transaction. 

The stabilizing contribution to the BOP is mostly an unconscious or indirect contribution of the NRBs to the Bangladesh economy. The majority of NRBs are sending to Bangladesh only that minimum amount of foreign currency which is required for subsistence of their family or relatives. This type of remittance is a more than 60% of total remittance inflow. The rest of the amount are sent for investment in various businesses including real estate business. In the election years, a certain portion of fund in form of remittance is also transferred to the candidates and political parties for financing elections. 

If we consider a scenario of no remittances from abroad, we can extrapolate a deep currency crisis leading towards major socio-economic turmoil. Given that the balance of trade is static, a 50% decline in remittance may trigger massive fall of Taka value against foreign currency. 

Rethinking NRBs Role: Brain Gained?

It is well-known that the high demand for skilled professionals in the West created huge scope for migrants from all over the world. The USA, Canada, UK and Australia are the major destinations for professional migrants. In USA around 15% of scientist and engineers involved in R&D are foreigners with all degree level. Considering the Ph.D. level the involvement of foreign scientists and engineers is around 30%. In the last decade, approximately half of the foreign doctoral recipients from China and India stayed in US. Another statistics show that stay rate of all foreign students earning science and engineering doctorates in the USA 63%, this rate for Asian in 65%. Although the Asians include mainly China, India, Japan, South Korea and Taiwan, Bangladesh have a proud hundreds in this category. The process of migration of talent from South to the North has been titled as ‘brain drain’ and considered a major reason to be lagged behind in R&D and technological development by the poor nations. The issue of brain drain again returned into policy discourse in recent times. 

Actually there are three options regarding the issue of brain drain and brain gain. One, students from the developing countries should not go abroad as they do not return home. This migration is actually subsidising the ‘skill development in the developed countries’. The migration also contributes to net financial loss of the country of origin, as the whole education system in the country is heavily subsidised. In other words, a country like Bangladesh is satisfying the manpower needs of the Europe and the USA. Some people exaggerate this proposition as they consider that Bangladesh is giving developmental assistance to wealthy nations which makes the rich nations richer and the poor poorer. The propagators of the second opinion do not mind with Bangladeshis studying abroad. What is wrong, according to them, is that most students do not return to Bangladesh. The third opinion support ‘brain drain’ as in course of time the expatriates provide much higher dividends to the country. The phenomenal success of Japanese, Chinese, Korean and Indian economy was largely due to the contribution of expatriates.  The success of India in becoming a ‘software super power’ has been considered as the contribution of the expatriate Indians. The expatriate Indians not only provided their intellectual input, they also bought huge investment into the ICT sector in India. 

Returning to the reality of Bangladesh - it is true that the remittance inflow is mainly the contribution of those NRBs, who are unskilled or semi-skilled labourers. What about the elite NRBs, who went abroad to get higher education and stayed there for better opportunities to ‘utilise their talent’? 

If we compare the generations of Bangladeshi expatriates with those of India and China, ours are much younger and it is not wise to expect that they will play the same role as the Chinese and Indians. Nevertheless, the Bangladeshi elite expatriates are trying to play greater role in bridging the technological gap and bringing investment into Bangladesh. 

As the IT success of India encouraged many NRBs who have been working in North America, the major initiatives to play a role in economic development of Bangladesh came from this specific group of NRBs. Among the initiatives, American Associations of Bangladeshi Engineers and Architects (AABEA), Silicon Bangla Information Technology Forum (SBIT), Tech Bangla are notable. Another initiative, of ‘Bangla Tech’, should also be mentioned here. This forum was founded in January, 1990 at the fag end of Ershad regime. This forum was formed spontaneously to protest against the detrimental role of BCC and corruption in procurement of telecommunication switches by the then government. The forum later on failed to impact in technological development of Bangladesh. 

The recent three initiatives mentioned earlier moved ahead with concrete agenda to boost the ICT sector as well as other strategically important sectors like Biotechnology, Genetic Engineering, Energy etc. The SBIT initiative is trying to create strong footing for Bangladeshi software companies in Silicon Valley, the technology heaven of the world. Although, the Indian technologists dominate the Silicon Valley, a significant member of Bangladeshis have also wined their place in hi-tech institutions. The “Tech Bangla” initiative was launched with broader vision, the vision of ‘technology transfer to Bangladesh and other developing countries’ having understanding that ‘technology not aid’ can solve the problem of poverty. Since its inception, the organisation arranged ground breaking conversions in the US and Bangladesh. In ICT sector the organisation could make some contribution thanks to some enthusiasts. However, due to some organisational limitation this organisation is yet to release its full potential. The slogan of ‘Tech Bangla’ in “tie the TIEs” – technologists, investors and Entrepreneurs” is the “key” to economic development of Bangladesh. 

The recent initiatives by the NRBs actually triggered the though about a potential ‘brain gain’ for Bangladesh. Although, the enthusiasm is very high both among the NRBs and stakeholders in Bangladesh, one should think very seriously how the NRBs can be involved in a meaningful way for economic development of the country. 

What the NRBs Can Offer?

First of all NRBs can play significant role in technology transfer. The question of technology transfer is very closely related to the investment issue. When an NRB or a group of NRBs offers any technology they should either be transferred in form of direct sale of license or patent to any domestic entrepreneur, or through joint venture, or direct investment by setting up 100% foreign owned establishments. The transfer of soft technology in form of training for skill development and management efficiency is also a potential area where the NRBs play a significant role. NRB investors are most welcome to Bangladesh and the government developed various programmes to  attract the attention of NRBs. Equity participation, joint venture or 100% NRB owned establishments have been considered most desirable forms of investment. 

Entrepreneurship or new idea and management skill are also very important form of contribution which is required by the Bangladeshi investors and private sector. Whatever would be offerings of the NRBs the attitude of chauvinisms or snobbism must be avoided by both of the sides and all sorts of deals should be made with true professionalism with a mix of patriotism. 

What Government Can Offer 

The government should primarily ensure enabling environment which facilitate building confidence between the NRBs and people in Bangladesh. The government can locate NRBs experts and develop a pool of experts for various sectors and deploy them in sectoral development. In building the pool of experts the government can work together with NRB organisations. In cases, where foreign experts can be substituted, the NRBs might provide expert services to the government. It should be mentioned here, in attaining professional services, the government should not expect altruism or philanthropy from the NRBs. 

What Private Sector Can Offer 

The private sector can exploit the potential of NRBs in various ways. The major form of use is to set up offshore office or maintain virtual office with the support of NRBs. Understanding of opportunities in investment the private sector can explore the NRB resources cost-effectively. The key to success in exploiting NRB resources is professional approach and not expecting altruism on the part of NRBs. Professional approach means mainly readiness to pay for services provided by the NRBs.

A Snapshot of Non-Remittance Contribution of NRBs

The NRBs have played significant role in private sector development during last two decades. The real-estate, pharmaceuticals, poultry industries owe much to NRBs, who devoted their knowledge and entrepreneurship skills in the success of these sectors. The RMG sector observed mixed performance in terms of NRB involvement in the total value chain of RMG products. The ICT sector observed significant involvement of the NRBs from North America, Europe and Australia. They involved themselves in project management of complicated software product development and in capacity enhancement of domestic software specialists. The NRBs played a significant role in development of IT enabled services. The medical transcription services and telemedicine were possible to initiate in a rapid pace due to involvement of some dedicated NRB specialists. The ISPs utilised NRB resources quite efficiently during last four years, and the sector observed an exponential growth. The current number of ISPs is around 100 and the Internet service spread also in district headquarters. The e-commerce success stories of Bangladesh despite all infrastructural limitations could not be possible without the NRB involvement. The success of e-mela.com, banglabooks.com paved the way for many entrepreneurs into the e-commerce venture. e-vastra.com, the first B2B e-commerce portal was a brainchild of a group of NRBs who thought about bringing competitiveness to Bangladeshi apparel products. The success of this portal could be more presentable if the RMG exporters could understand the necessity of this online trading a bit earlier. In e-governance initiative Tech Bangla played a pioneering role by launching a portal which made possible to host government farms online. The broadcasting business obtained new dynamics through introduction of private radio and TV channels, where NRBs provided their technological knowledge and entrepreneurship skills. A significant number of NRBs returned during last four years, which facilitated the business development process in Bangladesh. 

Investment: Exploring the Potential of NRBs

Other than remittance figures, the data on investment by NRBs is not readily available in Bangladesh Bank and Board of Investment. While most countries of the world witnessed an investment boom during 1997-2000. Bangladesh failed to attract any significant volume of investment despite having a very attractive FDI policy. During the period the world’s per capita investment was 1350 USD, where as, Bangladesh’s per capita investment was only 7 USD during the same period. The small FDI inflow to Bangladesh has been concentrated in energy, textile, cement, chemical, telecom, engineering, food processing & agro based industry and ceramic sectors. However, investment of NRBs in these sectors is insignificant, other than ICT only engineering, food processing and ceramic industry registered some investment from the NRBs. The volume of investment in the ICT sector by NRBs in around 41.5 million USD for last five years. Recently, agro based industry drew attention of the NRB investors and this year a few agro based industries will be launched with NRB investment. 

The government designed various programme to attract NRBs to invest in Bangladesh. Any investment by NRBs has been considered as FDI and treated accordingly. It is well known that the FDI regime in Bangladesh is most liberal in the world in terms of incentive-mix. The investment regime for NRBs is favourable not only for FDI but also for portfolio investment. A 10% quota has been fixed for NRBs in IPOs. Agrani Bank introduced bond for NRBs to encourage investment in Bangladesh. The NRBs can maintain foreign currency deposit in non-resident foreign currency deposit (NFCD) account. The new government established a Ministry of Expatriates Welfare and Overseas Employment. The government is also planning to offer CIP status to the NRBS who send remittance regularly through official channels. The other facilities which are going to be introduced for NRBs are hazard-free entry and departure in the air port, sound management of sending remittance and their accommodation during stay back in modern complex. 

The retrospectives inform us that despite offering various privileges to NRBs for investment, they are not very responsive in this regard. In investigating the reasons for such cool response from NRBs, one should look into the root causes – which do not allow foreigners also to foster investment in Bangladesh. One reason may be the lack of confidence of the investors due to the deteriorating law and order situation and high transaction cost of doing business. 

Before designing the programmes for NRBs to attract investment some structural problems should be addressed. The incumbent NRB investor often fails to find out to reliable local partners which is a pre requisite for them. The success stories of NRB investment were possible only in cases where local partners proved their trustworthiness. Majority of NRBs are not capable to make large investments which can avail the facilities of FDI. In designing the incentive programmes this specificity should be kept in mind. The Agrani Bank Bond was an appropriate initiative considering the problem of volume and finding local partners. The appropriate policy mix can attract significant volume of FDI from the NRBs. The current estimate of potential investment by NRBs is around USD 20 million each year. In terms of volume it is not large, however, the benefits of technology transfer and marketing link will create better synergy to allure more investment in future. 

End Note

The philosophy of ‘brain circulation’ against the philosophy of ‘brain drain’ is a better option for Bangladesh. In the era of globalisation, when ‘competitiveness strength’ is the key to success for national economies, the NRBs might be the ambassador of the country in the economic front. Initiatives of the NRBs, pragmatic professional approach of the government and informed attachment of the NRB resources by the private sector will create scope for realising full potential of Bangladesh. This combination will make Bangladesh a poverty-free country in the twenty-first century.  
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