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Executive Summary
This paper analyses Bangladesh’s current information and communication technology (ICT)
sector through the export lens and provides suggestions to strengthen the country’s exports
of ICT goods and services.
It first provides an overview of the main ICT importing and exporting countries at the global
level. It then looks at the current state of Bangladesh’s ICT goods and services exports,
comparing it with other analogous countries: China, Vietnam and South Korea.
The paper subsequently looks at the factors that could support or constrain the growth of
ICT goods and services exports in Bangladesh. It finds that factors such as low internet
prices, a strong youth demographic and a relatively high education level could bolster the
export of ICT services. However, it also finds that constraints such as low internet speeds,
limited internet penetration, ICT tariffs and taxes, limited knowledge of foreign languages
and a limited pool of workers with proficient ICT skills could constrain growth.
The paper subsequently provides an overview of major ICT exporting countries – China,
South Korea, Ireland and Germany – to understand each country’s approach to the export of
ICT. It then looks at the current ICT export policy environment in Bangladesh, identifying
potential policy gaps and relevant trade policy barriers. It concludes with a section providing
some recommendations to bolster Bangladesh’s ICT goods and services sector. These are
divided into short-term actions and medium- to longer-term actions.
The paper proposes that, in the short term, Bangladesh reduce its ICT sector import tariffs
and taxes, noting how ICT services trade tends to be strongly bi-directional, hence the
imposition of tariffs may have unintended negative impacts on ICT services exports. It takes
the examples of the main ICT services exporting countries, which all have extremely low (or
no) tariff barriers on ICT services imports. Lower taxes would also help with the uptake of
ICT services in the country. The paper also calls for rationalising and centralising the
incentive structure for ICT firms and improving ICT adoption within the country. Finally, in the
short term, the Government of Bangladesh could also set up a clear public–private dialogue
system using the South Korean approach to promote strategic export sectors such as ICT.
In the medium to long term, the paper proposes pursuing multilateral or bilateral ICT trade
agreements, such as the World Trade Organization Information Technology Agreement
trade deal, to which major ICT exporters all adhere. It proposes that ICT infrastructure
upgrading initially focus on areas where existing ICT clusters are, to improve internet quality.
It also proposes that the country formulate a specific ICT skills promotion strategy (including
research and development capabilities) and place greater emphasis on learning foreign
languages, particularly those of the major ICT importing countries, such as Chinese and
German. Finally, it proposes that a long-term ICT goods production strategy be formulated
and implemented if the Government of Bangladesh sees ICT goods (not just ICT services)
as a future strategic sector.
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1.

Introduction

Since the 1980s, Bangladesh’s exports have undergone a significant shift away from
agricultural goods into manufactured products, driven by the rapid rise of the garment sector.
This has led to significant higher-income opportunities, particularly for women, and has
helped alleviate poverty while contributing to the rapid structural transformation of the
economy.
However, the meteoric rise of garment exports has resulted in an increasingly concentrated
export basket, which has left the Bangladeshi economy particularly vulnerable to external
shocks, which may affect demand for garment products, as well as internal shocks that may
hinder the production of goods. Figure 1 illustrates this issue, showing that the export
product concentration index of Bangladesh has risen since the mid-1990s whereas, for
countries that have seen increased export diversification, such as Vietnam and China, the
trend is of increased export diversification.
Figure 1. Export Product Concentration Index, 1995–2018

Source: UNCTAD (2020)

The export of information and communication technology (ICT) goods, and particularly of
ICT services, represents an opportunity for economic diversification, shifting towards the
export of higher-value services and products. The export of ICT goods and services benefits
from one massive advantage: their intangible nature. This means that there are no transport
or logistical barriers to trade; they can be purchased anywhere by anyone; and, crucially in
periods such as this one of the COVID-19 pandemic, where the labour force is constrained,
they can be produced anywhere with reliable internet and electricity access.
The aim of this paper, therefore, is to analyse Bangladesh’s current ICT sector and provide
suggestions to strengthen Bangladesh’s exports of ICT goods and services.
The paper first provides an overview of the current state of Bangladesh’s ICT goods and
services exports, comparing these with those of other analogous countries (Section 2).
Section 3 looks at the factors that could support ICT goods and services exports as well as
potential constraints. Section 4 then covers the current ICT export policy environment,
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potential policy gaps and relevant trade policy barriers. The paper concludes with a section
providing some recommendations to bolster Bangladesh’s ICT goods and services.

2. Bangladesh’s ICT Exports
This section provides an overview of global ICT goods and services trade and Bangladesh’s
position vis-à-vis regional competitors in terms of ICT goods and services exports. The aim
is to understand the current ICT goods and services playing field, who the major global
players are and what is Bangladesh’s relative position within this. The paper refers to two
main types of traded products – ICT services and ICT goods. To clarify, we use the
UNCTAD (2015) definition of ICT services, as an aggregation of computer and
telecommunication services.

2.1.

The global context

This sub-section provides an overview of global trade in ICT goods and services. The aim is
to understand both who the biggest exporters are but also who the largest importers of ICT
goods and services are – that is, where the main ICT buyers are located.
2.1.1. Global ICT services trade
Figure 2 shows the countries with the highest per capita value of ICT exports (in US$ 2018
nominal value). Identifying which countries score highest helps us see where ICT services
exports have become a significant part of the productive economic process, therefore also
highlighting countries which may have valuable ICT export strategy lessons that could be
applied to Bangladesh. The data highlights Ireland, Luxembourg, Singapore, Cyprus and
Israel as the largest per capita exporters, while further illustrating how significant the ICT
services export trade has become, in per capita terms, for the Republic of Ireland.
Figure 2. Top 10 ICT services exporting countries per capita, 2018 (2018 US$

Source: UNCTAD (2020), World Bank (2020)

It is important to note that the top 10 countries all have populations under 20 million
inhabitants, hence there may be factors at play that will require further future investigation, in
terms of the impacts of a concentrated labour force on the efficiency of ICT skills trainings –
that is, the efficient capacity to create a skilled ICT labour force.
However, as Figure 3 also shows, large countries such as India, China and the US, as well
as some EU countries, such as Germany and France, control the largest total value of ICT
2
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services exports. Hence, there is likely to be an issue whereby smaller countries with larger
per capita shares of ICT exports may be focusing on higher-value ICT goods and services,
whereas larger countries may be focusing more on volume.
Figure 3. Top 10 ICT services exporting countries by total value, 2018(2018 US$
billion)

Source: UNCTAD (2020)

Given this finding, we can presume that there is a choice Bangladesh should be making in
terms of whether it should focus on increasing the scale of ICT exports at a relatively lower
value or on creating a higher-value ICT exports base, as is the case with, for example,
Ireland (see Section 4 for more details).
Understanding who are the top ICT services importing countries, by total value, is also
fundamental to Bangladesh’s ICT export promotion strategy, as the information helps in
identifying who the buyers are and their characteristics. This will support decisions on what
spoken language should be prioritised for ICT professionals in Bangladesh as well as
whether Bangladesh should include or focus on ICT services and goods for any potential
trade deal it may want to pursue with potential partner countries.
Figure 4 shows that the main ICT service buyers are currently the US, Germany and China,
closely followed by France and the Netherlands. This covers quite a varied spectrum of
languages but it also helps identify that the pursuit of a trade strategy that pays particular
attention to ICT services exports with the US, the EU and China may be beneficial to
Bangladesh as this would help open up trade with the largest ICT services buyers around
the world.
Figures 3 and 4 also bring up another point of note, which is that three of the top five ICT
services exporting countries are also the top three ICT services importing countries. This
underlines that there is potentially a significant interplay between the capacity to generate
competitive ICT services exports and the need to maintain a competitive edge by also
importing the most up-to-date ICT services from around the world. In simpler terms,
innovation in the host country’s ICT sector will likely require the use of innovative ICT
services products from other markets.
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Figure 4. Top 10 ICT services importing countries by total value, 2018 (2018 US$
billion)

Source: UNCTAD (2020)

From a theoretical point of view this makes sense: if you aim to have a cutting-edge ICT
services exporting sector, you will likely need to (i) keep abreast of developments around the
world; (ii) be able to provide inputs into these new developments (i.e. developing add-ons or
symbiotes for popular programmes); and (iii) understand how these programmes work in
order to provide ICT services that are based around them. For example, a labour force with
an advanced understanding of the Microsoft suite of Office programmes (in terms of both
function and programming) can work as IT support on these programmes or can generate
useful commercial additions to them.
This means that the Bangladeshi government should not just be looking at how to facilitate
the export of its own ICT services but also ensure that it is easy and cheap to import ICT
services (including skilled ICT labour) (and goods) from other markets, otherwise it will risk
losing any potential competitive edge in its own ICT sector. Successful examples of such a
strategy can be seen in Japan, China and South Korea, which who all ensured that strategic
products, skills and technologies could be imported into the country when pursuing their own
sectoral development plans.
2.1.2. Global ICT goods trade
Data on the global trade in ICT goods is relatively scarce. From what is available (see Figure
5), we can see that the top ICT goods exporting countries are concentrated in East Asia and,
for most of the top 10, ICT goods represent more than 20% of total merchandise trade, a
significant proportion. It is, however, unclear, how much of this data represents re-exported
goods – for example how much of the Hong Kong export base is actually produced in Hong
Kong rather than in mainland China. Hence, beyond offering a descriptive vision, this data is
not particularly enlightening in terms of a potential export strategy.
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Figure 5. Top 10 ICT goods exporting countries, 2018 (% of total goods)

Source: UNCTAD (2020)

Given the limited coverage of ICT goods data, using electronic goods exports as a proxy can
give an idea of the main global players, in absolute terms, in exports of ICT goods. As Figure
6 shows, China is the largest global electronics exporter, exporting a value of $682 billion in
2018. China is followed by South Korea, the US, Taiwan and Germany. The data reveals the
importance of Asia as a global producer of electronics goods: seven out of the top ten
countries are in either East or South East Asia.
Figure 6. Top 10 electronics exporting countries, 2018 (US$ billion nominal)

Source: Atlas of Economic Complexity (2021)

2.2.

Bangladesh

This section looks at Bangladesh’s position, relative to regional competitors, in terms of ICT
goods and services trade. Bangladesh’s exports of ICT services (as a percentage of total
service exports) are relatively well placed compared with China and South Korea,1 as is
1

Data for Vietnam not available

5

Technical Study 10- Promoting Exports of ICT Goods and Services from Bangladesh
evident in Figure 7. Of note is the relative rise in ICT service exports from Bangladesh from
the mid-2000s onwards, comparable with a similar rise in ICT services exports (in
percentage terms) in China.
Figure 7. ICT services exports, 2000–2017 (% of total service exports)

Source: World Development Indicators (2020)

However, as Figure 8 shows, the total value of ICT services exports from Bangladesh is
extremely low, particularly compared with India and China but also with Vietnam and South
Korea. There is, therefore, significant potential for the ICT services export sector of
Bangladesh to grow.
Figure 8. Total value of ICT services exports, 2005–2019 (US$ billion, nominal)

Source: UNCTAD (2020)
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Figure 9. Non-factor services exports, income by sector breakdown (% of total)

Source: Planning Commission (2020)

In addition, if we look at the sub-sectoral breakdown of services sector export income (Figure
9), there is a regression in terms of the importance of the ICT sector. Between 2010 and
2017, the importance of services sector exports increased by approximately 6.3%; however,
this gain was lost between 2017 and 2019, when the percentage fell by the same amount it
gained, setting back ICT sector export revenues in 2019 to their 2010 percentage. This
means the sector did show some progress between 2010 and 2017 but this progress has
now been lost.
In terms of ICT goods exports (as a percentage of total goods exports), once again we find
Bangladesh on the lower end of the export value scale. Of note is Vietnam’s rise in the
relative importance of ICT goods exports within its merchandise export basket; from a
position broadly similar to Bangladesh’s up to the late 2000s, the importance of its ICT
goods sector has significantly increased over the past decade. This indicates that rapid
growth is possible for ICT goods exports.
Figure 10. ICT goods exports, 2000–2017 (% of total goods exports)

Source: World Development Indicators (2020)
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Using data for exports of electronic goods, we see a significant difference in the volume of
electronics exports between Bangladesh and its regional competitors. Given the importance
of China and South Korea in the global electronics trade, such a difference is not surprising.
Of more interest is the fact that India, even though it has a flourishing ICT services export
sector, has a relatively limited electronic goods export presence. This points out the fact that
ICT services exports may not be particularly reliant on the strength of ICT goods exports.
Figure 11. Electronics goods exports (US$ billion, 2018 nominal)

Source: Atlas of Economic Complexity (2021)

Figure 12. Bangladesh product space map, 2018

Source: Atlas of Economic Complexity (2021)

This is a particularly important point. Bangladesh would face a significant barrier to any
short- or medium-term ambitions to export ICT goods. Figure 12 (above) presents the most
up-to-date product space map for Bangladesh (2018) and indicates that Bangladesh
currently has no capabilities in the production of either electronic goods (light blue products)
or similar manufactured produces (dark blue). This means that it would have to build its
8
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capabilities from the ground up. Although this is possible in the medium to long term, such
capacity-building is not a feasible short-term strategy.

3. Contributing Factors
This section looks at a set of factors that could contribute to or constrain the exports of ICT
goods and services in Bangladesh. It looks first at education, demographics and internet
costs, followed by internet penetration, internet speed, foreign language skills, ICT skills and
access to finance. The aim is to understand Bangladesh’s current strengths and
weaknesses and to identify potential action (or mitigation) points for an ICT exports strategy.

3.1.

Education

The average education level in Bangladesh is an important factor to consider for a
knowledge-intensive industry such as ICT. Without advanced literacy skills, there is limited
potential for a workforce to engage in ICT services; even the lower-value end of ICT
services, such as in remote customer support, requires some form of intermediate literacy
and numerical skills. Figure 13 shows that literacy rates in Bangladesh are improving quite
rapidly, particularly for youth 15–24 years, who are more likely to engage in the ICT sector.
Figure 13. Adult and youth literacy rates in Bangladesh, 2007–2019 (%)

Source: World Bank (2020)

Similarly, education levels in Bangladesh have been rising steadily over the past decade: in
2011, only 48.8% of the population had attained at least primary-level education, whereas by
2019 the percentage had increased to 61.1%. In addition, the percentage of people with at
least undergraduate-level education rose from 4% in 2011 to 5.5% in 2019.
Figure 14. Educational attainment in Bangladesh (% of population)
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Source: World Bank (2020)

While the rapid rise in literacy and educational attainment level is likely to be an important
supporting factor contributing to the growth of the ICT sector in the country, unemployment
levels for tertiary education graduates remain high, with estimates suggesting that more than
a third of graduates remain unemployed one or two years after graduation (World Bank,
2019). This indicates that, while education levels are increasing, either there are not enough
jobs to absorb higher education workers, or higher education is not providing the skills that
are required, or a combination of both issues. This could be a significant hurdle in ensuring
that ICT graduates are ready to join the ICT sector in Bangladesh.

3.2.

Demographics

The demographic situation of Bangladesh (Figure 15) shows a workforce that is (on
average) ageing; however, there will still be a steady (and relatively high) amount of youth
entering the workplace over the coming decade. This is a potential supporting factor, as
younger workers are likely to be more engaged in the ICT sector, providing a steady flow of
labour, which the sector will require if it is to see growth in the coming decades.
Figure 15. Population by age group in Bangladesh, 2015–2025 (%)

Source: UNDESA (2020)
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3.3.

Internet prices

Internet prices in Bangladesh seems to have a fallen both in terms of affordability and in
absolute terms (see Figure 16). This means that ICT firms, particularly smaller businesses
and ICT start-ups, would benefit from lower production costs through lower internet prices.
Given the importance of the internet for ICT services exports, this is a relatively strong
supporting factor.
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Figure 16. Price of a 5GB internet bundle as a percentage of gross national income
per capita (left) and in US$ (nominal) (right), 2008–2019

Source: ITU (2020)

A comparison of internet prices across regional competitor countries shows that Bangladesh
has some of the lowest. This could be a significant factor in both supporting domestic ICT
firms and enticing foreign direct investment (FDI) into the ICT sector, both of which could
contribute to the growth of ICT service exports.
Figure 17. International comparison of the price of a 5GB internet bundle for 2019
(US$ nominal)

Source: ITU (2020)

3.4.

Internet penetration

Internet users as a percentage of the total population have risen significantly in Bangladesh
over the past two decades. Data from the International Telecommunication Union (ITU)
(2020) shows that internet users were 0.07% of the population in 2000, rising to 12.9% of
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the population in 2019.2 This represents an average annual increase of 51% in estimated
internet users over the 2000–2016 period.
Figure 18. Internet users, 2000–2019 (% of the total population)

S
ource: ITU (2020)

Even though there has been a tremendous rise in internet penetration, a look at comparable
internet users in other countries (as shown in Figure 19) shows that Bangladesh still lags
behind regional competitors. Korean internet users are at 92.8% of the population, while
China and Vietnam have over half the population using the internet.
On the other hand, internet penetration may not be needed to achieve growth in ICT exports:
as Figure 19 indicates, India also has a relatively low degree of internet penetration but has
one of the largest volumes of ICT services exports in the world.
Figure 19. Comparison of internet penetration of Bangladesh with regional countries,
2016 (% of total population)

Source: ITU (2020)

A similar situation can be seen for the state of telecommunications infrastructure (Figure 20),
where Bangladesh is ranked relatively low compared with its regional competitors, with the
sole exception of India.
2

ITU (2020) does not provide data for 2017 and 2018
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Figure 20. Telecommunication Infrastructure Index 2020

Source: UNDESA (2020)

Hence, it may be worth considering whether an increase in internet penetration, supported
by strong telecommunication infrastructure, should be targeted towards areas where ICT
sector firms are likely to converge (i.e. high-tech parks or spontaneous ICT firm cluster
areas) rather than targeting the country as a whole, a process that will take a significant
amount of time to achieve.

3.5.

Internet speed

Slow internet speeds in Bangladesh are a constraint to the growth of the ICT sector, hence
can also hinder the growth of ICT services exports. Tables 1 and 2 provide a snapshot of
internet speeds in Bangladesh. Table 1 shows the global ranking in internet speeds for
Bangladesh, placing it in 184th position.
Table 1: Bangladesh internet speed, ranked position
Global rank

Country

Ave
rage
spe
ed
in
mbp
s

Tim
e to
dow
nloa
da
5GB
file
(HH:
MM:
SS)

182

Mali

3.45

03:1
7:44

183

Nigeria

3.34

03:2
4:16

184

Bangladesh

3.24

03:3
1:01

185

Cuba

3.16

03:3
6:16

186

Palestine

3.13

03:3
8:03

Source: ITU (2020)
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Table 2 compares internet speeds in Bangladesh with those of regional competitors. It
shows that Bangladesh has the second slowest average speed. Similarly to the internet
penetration metric, this evidence points to an endemic issue with internet infrastructure. In
order to support the growth of ICT exports, it may therefore not be the most effective to
tackle the totality of the national ICT infrastructure challenge; it may be better to concentrate
on providing fast internet in the areas where ICT exporting firms are concentrated.
Table 2: Bangladesh internet speed, regional comparison
Average speed in mbps
Global rank
43

Country
Korea. Rep

40.81

Time to download a 5GB file (HH:MM:SS)
00:16:44

101

India

13.46

00:50:44

102

Vietnam

13.41

00:50:54

184

Bangladesh

3.24

03:31:01

200

China

2.09

05:27:25

Source: ITU (2020)

3.6.

ICT skills

There is limited data on the level of ICT skills prevalent in Bangladesh, particularly regarding
what would be potentially useful indicators. This scarcity of data extends to most of the
comparator countries, excluding South Korea.
In 2016, the Bangladesh Institute of Development Studies conducted an ICT firm survey,
which also looked at the availability and adequacy of ICT professionals in Bangladesh
(Hossain, 2016). The survey divided ICT professions into 10 categories and found a large
market gap (i.e. between demand and supply) of approximately 60% for programmer,
system analyst, quality assurance and software engineer positions. This means that ICT
firms can recruit for only approximately 40% of positions that may be available. Similarly,
they can recruit for only 50% of graphic designer and project and product manager positions.
The survey also asked firms to rank employer skills, on a five-point qualitative scale ranging
from ‘inadequate’ to ‘excellent’. It found that, compounding the scarcity of professionals, 45%
of existing professionals required further training to meet ICT firms’ required skill levels. In
order to meet this deficit, 67% of surveyed firms offered in-house training facilities, while
25% supported affiliated training institutions (Hossain, 2016).
A more recent ICT skills survey carried out by the Daffodil International University (Dhaka) in
2019 (Khan et al., 2019) highlighted the importance of tertiary education in the ICT sector:
approximately 44.3% of ICT employees have a graduate degree, 37.8% have a postgraduate degree and 11% have a diploma, whereas only 1.4% have only a secondary
school qualification. However, the survey also found that 38% of interviewed ICT firms had
no formal links to higher educational institutions, which posits existing gaps linking the ICT
sector with both educational skill formation and higher-level research and development
(R&D) capabilities. The survey also confirms previous research (Hossain, 2016), stating that
33% of ICT firms have difficulty finding employees with required skills.

3.7.

Foreign language skills

English proficiency is particularly important for an ICT export point of view as it is generally
considered the lingua franca of the ICT profession, as well as being the spoken language of
the largest ICT services importing countries (i.e. the US, the UK, Singapore), while being
functionally used in other important markets such as Germany and the Netherlands.
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On the English Proficiency Index,3 Bangladesh ranks 63rd (out of 100 non-English speaking
countries); as a comparison, South Korea is ranked 32nd, China is ranked 38th, India is
ranked 50th and Vietnam is ranked 65th. In absolute terms, Bangladesh is therefore lagging
behind most of its regional competitors in terms of English proficiency. Data on proficiency in
Chinese in Bangladesh is unavailable; this information should be a potential action point
given the importance of China as a global importer of ICT.

3.8.

ICT import tariffs and taxes

The cost of ICT goods can be an important driver of the international competitiveness of a
country’s ICT sector. Import tariffs can play a significant role in increasing the price of such
goods, therefore it is important to understand if import tariffs on electronic machinery in
Bangladesh are competitive. Bangladesh’s tariffs are compared with those of the top ICT
services exporting countries and regional competitors as identified in Section 2.
As Figure 20 indicates, there is a significant difference in the average level of tariffs on
electronic machinery applied in Bangladesh compared with in the other countries. While
India (the world’s largest ICT exporting country) has high import tariffs, these are still 19%
lower (on average) than Bangladesh’s 45.3% average. China’s tariffs are approximately 34%
lower, while EU tariffs (which govern the tariffs of Germany, France, the UK and Ireland) are
lower still, by 42.9%.
Figure 21. Average ad valorem tariffs on electronic machinery and goods, 2020 (%)

Source: WTO (2020)

Some consideration should therefore be given to the link between import tariffs on electronic
goods and the international competitiveness of the ICT export sector. For example, looking
solely at tariffs on software imports (using the HS17 8523 classification), the average import
tariff in Bangladesh is 18.8%. This is more than double that of India (7.9%) and significantly
higher than those of Vietnam (4.1%) and China (1.5%).

3

https://www.ef.co.uk/epi/regions/asia/bangladesh/
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Figure 22. Average ad valorem tariffs on software, 2018 (%)

Source: WTO (2020)

While higher tariffs on imported software may seem to favour the production of local
substitutes, given the predominance of internationally produced software as the standard
operational environment in the ICT sector (e.g., Windows [including the Office suite], IOS or
Android software), this policy may backfire by limiting potential market access and raising
the production costs of ICT firms.
Figure 23. Taxes on broadband and wireless internet, 2019 (%)

Source: ITU (2020)

Internal ICT taxes (e.g. value added taxes, additional to import tariffs) set on essential ICT
services such as fixed broadband and mobile services could be a hindrance to the growth of
ICT service exports from Bangladesh. Previous studies on ICT taxation (Miller and Atkinson,
2014) found that Bangladesh had one of the highest ICT sector tax burdens, with high import
tariffs (as seen above) and high rates of internal taxation on broadband and wireless internet
use. More recent data from the ITU (see Figure 23) and from the GSMA (2018) confirms that
Bangladesh still has a relatively high level of internal taxation, with a 15% value added tax
applied to internet services. The rate of taxation is higher than that of South Korea and
Vietnam (both of which have a 10% tax rate) and China (with 0%) but lower than that of Sri
Lanka or India. Although the tax rate is not the highest out of the comparator countries, it is
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still significant and, together with the high import tariff levels, could act as an additional
constraint to growth.

3.9.

Access to finance

The latest United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) e-trade
readiness report for Bangladesh (UNCTAD, 2019) identifies access to finance as a potential
growth constraint for ICT sector firms. It states that the commercial banking sector does not
have a clear strategy to approach loans towards ICT firms, particularly for start-ups, which
may not have access to collateral that may be required to obtain such loans.
This lack of finance can significantly hamper domestic investments in ICT services, limit the
amount of new ICT services start-ups that enter the domestic market and hinder the
expansion of existing ICT small and medium enterprises (SMEs).
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4. ICT Export Policies
This section looks at some international examples of ICT export policies. It contains four
case studies, of countries that represent either the largest ICT exporters (India, China and
Germany) or those where ICT exports make up an important proportion of the economy
(Ireland).

4.1.

International examples of ICT export policy

4.1.1. Ireland
Ireland’s experience with the ICT sector has its roots in the 1980s and 1990s, when its
industrial policy was geared towards the promotion of inward FDI, particularly to attract hightech firms. Ireland incentivised FDI through a combination of tax incentives (i.e. tax
holidays), grants and fiscal benefits (e.g. R&D grants and employment grants). This strategy
was also aimed at attracting international services (OECD, 1994) providing an additional
sector that that would, later, effectively evolve into ICT services, thereby boosting ICT
service exports. FDI promotion policy of the 1980s and 1990s initially aimed at high-tech
manufacturing firms (e.g. electronics); however, these firms were eventually overtaken by
software producing firms (Green, 2000). The combination of these two factors saw the
growth of an internationally oriented ICT services sector, which, in the early 2000s, was
further bolstered by the arrival of international software companies looking to take advantage
of the Irish labour force’s growing ICT skills and its knowledge of the English language.
Trade policy also plays a role in Ireland’s success. With Ireland a part of the EU, its ICT
services sector has free access to one of the largest trading blocs in the world. In addition,
as a member of the EU, Ireland is a signatory of the 1996 Singapore World Trade
Organization (WTO) Ministerial Conference, where the Information Technology Agreement
(ITA) was signed between 29 countries. The ITA reduced tariffs on ICT products and now
includes over 80 signatory countries. The EU also signed up to the elimination of tariffs on
201 ICT goods in an agreement (ITA II) including 54 WTO members at the 2015 Nairobi
WTO Ministerial Conference. Participation in these multilateral trade deals has significantly
increased the market reach of Ireland’s ICT services exports, contributing to its ongoing
success.
More recent government policies to promote the ICT sector include the Government of
Ireland’s ICT Skills Action Plan in 2014 (following on from a similar plan in 2012). The plan
recognises the strategic importance of the ICT sector and the need to ensure that the Irish
labour force possesses the skills required to maintain a comparative advantage. It focuses
on building up the supply of workers with core ICT and electronics (including electronic
engineering) skills at tertiary level or above as it expects most ICT job openings to require
such a qualification level. The plan also targets attracting foreign high-skilled ICT
professionals into the domestic labour pool. In 2015, Ireland set out its Winning: Foreign
Direct Investment 2015–2019 strategy, which maintains its support for the technology sector,
focusing particularly on cloud, social, mobile and analytical ICT services as well as Internet
of Things (IoT), Big Data, biometric, smart and financial technology services. Finally, its 2017
international trade strategy, Ireland Connected: Trading and Investing in a Dynamic World,
identifies ICT as a strategic trading sector, identifying ‘digital games, materials and
ingredients’ as niche market opportunities, and global business functions and global
business models (e.g. sharing economy platforms) as sources of growth. This strategy seeks
to strengthen its domestic ICT R&D capabilities, increase digital security and ensure the
availability of high-speed broadband across the country.
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Summary: A combination of favourable international trade deals (as part of the EU), native
English language, the promotion of high tech and ICT inward FDI and a focus on
strengthening the local ICT skills base has given a significant boost to Ireland’s ICT services
exports.
4.1.2. India
India approved the National Policy on Information Technology 2012 with the aim of
strengthening its global position as an ICT hub as well as using ICT as an engine of rapid
and sustainable growth. Its top line goals are to expand the ICT sector domestically and
internationally as well as to promote R&D in cutting-edge ICT technologies, to integrate ICT
in key strategic sectors as well as in government services, to provide fiscal benefits to ICT
SMEs and start-ups and to create a large labour pool of skilled ICT workers. The policy
provides several strategies to achieve its aims. It looks to create a stable fiscal (i.e. tax)
environment, to formulate policies to attract ICT investment and to pursue bilateral trade
agreements and regional trade strategies to allow domestic firms to access new markets.
From a skills perspective, it promotes the formation of ICT training and research centres, to
build up R&D infrastructure (including publicly sponsored research and fostering links
between the private sector and universities) and to promote the adoption and development
of innovative ICT technologies. From an infrastructure perspective, it aims to promote
investment in ICT infrastructure, including mobile ICT technologies. It also seeks to enhance
cyber-security.
In 2013, India launched its National Cyber Security Policy, aiming at building a safe and
resilient cyber sphere for citizens, government agencies and foreign investors. In 2015, the
government launched the Digital India flagship programme,4 built on nine pillars aimed at
transforming India into a digitally empowered society and economy. The most relevant pillars
that would promote ICT exports promote investments in physical ICT infrastructure (fixed
and mobile broadband), electronics manufacturing and providing skills to young workers to
work in the ICT industry. As part of the Digital India programme, the Government of India
also allowed 100% FDI into the ICT sector under the automatic route (i.e. not requiring
government permission). In 2016, the government also adopted the IoT Policy, with the aim
of developing an IoT industry in India that has a 5–6% share of the global IoT market. This
seeks to promote IoT skills and R&D to be used in both the domestic and export-oriented
markets.
Finally, India is a signatory to the ITA I and II trade deal,5 which grant tariff-reduced access
to significant ICT markets across the world.
Summary: In terms of promoting the export of ICT services (and, to a lesser extent, goods),
the main takeaways from India’s policy experience can be summarised into three points: (i)
focus on ICT infrastructure; (ii) provision of skills for ICT jobs; and (iii) a global trade market
for ICT firms in India to sell products abroad as well as foreign ICT firms to invest in India.
4.1.3. Germany
In 2010, the German government presented the High-Tech Strategy 2020, which placed
emphasis on the growth of Germany’s research and innovation capabilities, including in the
ICT sector. Also, in 2010, the government launched the ICT Strategy of the German Federal
Government: Digital Germany 2015 with a particular focus on SMEs, start-ups and
collaboration between research institutes and firms, to support access to international ICT
markets and foster ICT skills (BMWi, 2010).

4
5

https://digitalindia.gov.in/content/programme-pillars
See Section 4.1.1 for more details
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In 2011, the German government launched the long-term Industrie 4.0 strategy, with the aim
of driving increased digital manufacturing and digitisation within the manufacturing sector
(and across the economy as a whole). The German government provides public financing for
ICT research in IoT, Cyber-Physical Systems and Industry 4.0-related activities as well as
promoting joint funding with private sector organisations and providing financial support to
SMEs and the development of global leadership firms within this field (European
Commission, 2017).
In 2017, the German government set up the Digital Hub Initiative, which provides support
and funding to set up 12 digital hubs across the country. The aim is to foster cooperation
between companies, research institutions and start-ups to boost digital innovation. The
initiative does not create brand new hubs but identifies geographic areas where such
collaboration has already occurred and sets up an institutional framework to support and
foster such developments. In 2018, the German government launched its High-Tech
Strategy 2025 with the aiming of keeping Germany as a centre of worldwide cutting-edge
innovation. The strategy emphasises digitalisation across the economy and the need to
provide skills across multiple sectors to take advantage of this movement (BMBF, 2019).
In terms of ICT sector export trade deals, Germany benefits from the same trading
conditions as Ireland (i.e. the ITA and ITA II as well as the EU single market, see Section
4.1.1 on Ireland above).
Summary: Overall, the emphasis of the German strategy has been on supporting a holistic
approach to the digital economy, rather than focusing solely on the ICT sector. The policy
programme has been in place for approximately a decade and has resulted in Germany
becoming the top EU ICT services exporter. The emphasis on collaborations between the
private sector (particularly start-ups), larger firms and research institutes, coupled with a
focus on ICT skills education, seems like the main driver of this success. Participation in the
EU single market and the ITA and ITA II trade deal also supports growth in ICT exports.
4.1.4. China
While China initially set a goal to become a global leader in ICT in its Tenth Five Year Plan
(2015–2005), it was in 2006 that the country published its first long-term ICT development
strategy, the State Information Development Strategy (2006–2020). This identified nine key
areas for the development of the ICT sector, including the expansion of ICT infrastructure
(i.e. fixed and mobile broadband), improving the global competitiveness of the Chinese ICT
industry and strengthening national cyber-security systems.
China subsequently declared ICT as a key strategic sector during the 18th National
Congress in 2012. Its Twelfth Five Year Plan (2012–2017) strengthened this point by
designating the ICT sector as one of seven strategic sectors for the Chinese economy. It
also identified specific areas such as cloud computing, IoT, ICT electronics, software
development and broadband technology etc.
In 2013, China published its first major strategy, Broadband China, which considered
broadband as infrastructure of national strategic importance as well as laying the
foundations to strengthen the country’s R&D capabilities, cyber-security and other factors
critical to the ICT sector. Further policies in 2013 supported the promotion of ICT products,
including strengthening domestic capabilities (i.e. the local ICT skills base) to produce such
products. In 2015, China issued the Guidance of the State Council on Actively Promoting the
‘Internet+’ Action, which aimed at integrating ICT sector development with the development
of other sectors such as manufacturing and agriculture. In 2016, the Guidance of the State
Council on Deepening the Integrated Development of Manufacturing and the Internet further
strengthened the link between ICT and manufacturing.
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China is a signatory of the ITA I and II trade deal, which gives its ICT sector tariff free access
to the large ICT markets, such as the US and the EU.
It is important to also note, however, that the Chinese government had been laying strong
foundations for the development of internal R&D capabilities aimed at producing high-tech
goods and services since the inception of it is dual-track approach in the 1980s, which
promoted the gradual transfer of both technology and technical expertise from foreign FDI
firms onto domestic firms, mainly by strongly encouraging partnerships between international
investors and domestic firms (Ang, 2017).
Summary: China has enacted several strategies to support its ICT sector. Of particular
interest is its approach to link the ICT sector with other important sectors such as
manufacturing and agriculture (similar to Germany’s Industry 4.0 approach), which helps
support the domestic ICT sector by linking it to local buyers, and strengthening its
capabilities, to then increase its competitiveness on the international market.

4.2.

Current Bangladesh ICT policy

4.2.1. Bangladesh Vision 2021 and Digital Bangladesh
In 2008, the Bangladesh government announced its Bangladesh Vision 2021, aiming to
become a middle-income country by 2021. One of the primary goals of this is to create a
skilled and ‘creative’ workforce; another goal is to increase Bangladesh’s integration in the
global economy. Both goals therefore would be supported by the growth of a domestic ICT
goods and services export sector.
Hence, the Government of Bangladesh launched the accompanying strategy of Digital
Bangladesh in 2008. THIs identified the ICT sector as the core foundation upon which to
build a knowledge-based economy. The strategy prioritises human resource development,
the introduction of ICT in business, the promotion of the ICT sector through the provision of
services and technology and the expansion of the ICT export sector aimed at creating jobs
and earning foreign currency. It looks to improve the branding of the country in terms of its
ICT sector, both for ICT-enabled services and for ICT software creation.
4.2.2. Bangladesh Hi-Tech Park Authority Act 2010
The 2010 BHTPA establishes the creation (by either the government or the private sector) of
multiple high-technology parks throughout Bangladesh. It supports the growth of the ICT
sector by supporting the establishment of, for example, IT parks and IT villages. It promotes
the creation of the Hi-Tech Park Authority, which carries out the establishment of the parks.
The Authority has subsequently established four parks and the required infrastructure to
support ICT firms operating within them. It has also created a number of tax incentives for
firms establishing and operating within the parks. Finally, it has established a one-stop
service to facilitate the creation of ICT firms in Bangladesh. The BHTPA also provides ICT
skills and languages training for a significant number of people in Bangladesh.
4.2.3. Seventh Five Year Development Plan 2015–2020
The 7th FYDP places significant emphasis on ICT development, placing it among the top
development goals for the 2015–2020 period. The plan envisages ICT development falling
into several broad categories. The first is ICT infrastructure, where the goal is to achieve
total (100%) internet penetration, with at least 50% of the nation being able to access
broadband quality internet.
4.2.4. National Information and Communication Technology Policy 2018
The National Information and Communication Technology Policy (NICTP) 2018 is the latest
update to the initial NCITP first published in 2009 and subsequently updated in 2015. The
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NICTP supports the realisation of the Digital Bangladesh 2021 Agenda. Among its aims are
those of creating a skilled ICT workforce, generating jobs in ICT, establishing local ICT
industries and strengthening local ICT capabilities. The policy looks to the effective
application of ICT in education and in research in order to promote the creation of a
knowledge-based economy. It aims to strengthen the local ICT industry through the creation
of an ICT-business friendly environment.
In terms of ICT goods and services exports, the policy aims to generate appropriate policy,
provide special facilities and create the appropriate business environment and ‘industryfriendly’ policies to facilitate exports.
The policy seeks to integrate ICT into the domestic market as much as possible, by
encouraging the adoption of ICT through modernisation of production and communication
systems, increased digitalisation, linking ICT sectors with manufacturing and agriculture and
encouraging digital commerce. It aims to attempt to market Bangladesh’s capabilities in the
ICT goods and services sectors to both attract investment and create jobs.
4.2.5. Draft Eighth Five Year Development Plan
The draft 8th FYDP includes an ICT strategy for higher growth in Bangladesh. This sees the
development of an ICT sector as a potential source of exports, both for ICT services and for
high-tech manufacturing. The strategy states that, since 2017, the Government of
Bangladesh has been offering a 10% cash incentive to ICT service exporters. However, it
also states that it is no longer enough just to attract high-tech assembly FDI (as the value
addition is low); rather, it would be better in the long term to bolster the country’s R&D
capabilities. This would require the development of a national innovation system.
The strategy also calls for strengthened ties between domestic ICT firms and other sectors
of the economy in order for domestic ICT firms to have a foundational growth base upon
which they can strengthen their internationally competitive ICT capabilities. In addition, the
strategy calls for support to SMEs, particularly ICT-oriented start-ups. It looks to strengthen
ICT infrastructure and ICT labour skills.

4.3.

Strengths and gaps in Bangladesh’s ICT export strategies

4.3.1. Strengths
Overall, Bangladesh’s ICT export strategy is based on the aim of creating a new exportoriented sector that provides foreign exchange and generates jobs. The overall strategy
therefore relies on two main pillars
The first pillar is to create a skilled ICT labour force, which includes the eventual long-term
development of domestic R&D capabilities. The second pillar entails the establishment of a
domestic ICT industry linked to other sectors of the economy, with the aim of strengthening
domestic capabilities that could be used to create an internationally competitive ICT service
(and goods) sector. Underpinning these two pillars is the stated necessity to upgrade the
country’s ICT infrastructure.
Pursuing the development of these two pillars should be an ongoing priority for Bangladesh
given the current constraints, such as limited ICT skills and ICT R&D capacity, which are
currently limiting the growth of the sector, and thus the growth potential of ICT exports.
To support this strategy, the Government of Bangladesh has enacted a number of policies
since the mid 2000s, as well as establishing the Hi-Tech Park Authority to coordinate the
creation of specialised high-tech zones. The government has also provided fiscal incentives
to ICT and high-tech companies in order to promote their establishment and exports. ICT
and language training programmes have been supported. The government has also

23

Technical Study 10- Promoting Exports of ICT Goods and Services from Bangladesh
supported investment in ICT infrastructure, particularly international internet connections
(through backbone connectivity) and the deployment of mobile internet infrastructure.
4.3.2. ICT export policy gaps
However, even given this ongoing support, Bangladesh’s ICT export strategy, particularly the
promotion of ICT exports, exhibits a number policy gaps.










ICT trade deal: The largest policy gap in the current policy environment relates to
the lack of commitment to the achievement of either bilateral or multilateral trade
deals that could facilitate the export of ICT goods and services from Bangladesh.
ICT tariffs and taxes: Along with a lack of focus on international trade agreements,
there is also a shortage of attention to import tariffs on ICT goods (particularly ICT
electronic equipment and software) or to tax reduction on ICT services.
Centralised incentives: Although there is evidence that the ICT sector can access
fiscal incentives, there is no clear centralised strategy that sets out what these
incentives are and how they are linked to the performance of ICT exports. There
therefore needs to a be a clearer and stable strategy for both domestic and FDI ICT
firms that would allow them to properly plan their investments in confidence.
Public–private dialogue (PPD): Although the various ICT strategies discuss the
need to foster public–private collaborations, there is no clear strategy to set up a
formal body that would lead these discussions. Asian tiger economies, such as South
Korea, had great success in promoting export sectors when these had a direct line of
access to the government, particularly when the latter acted to ease constraints on
growth. A formal body that liaises with the ICT sector and has the power to ease its
growth constraints would be beneficial.
ICT goods strategy: The export strategy focuses mainly on ICT services without
paying attention to ICT goods. This is not necessarily a negative: the case of India
shows that ICT service exports can flourish without an associated domestic ICT
goods sector. However, if Bangladesh is interested in also promoting ICT goods
exports, the sector will require a more detailed long-term strategy.
ICT R&D strategy: While the various strategies often mention ICT sector R&D, there
is no detailed plan at the moment to fully support the development of ICT sector R&D
capabilities in the country, for the generation of either ICT services, software
products or hardware manufacturing (and eventually design) capabilities.
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5. Export Strategy Recommendations
This section presents several recommendations on actions or considerations that a potential
ICT export strategy should consider to benefit ICT services exports. The policies are divided
into two parts: short-term actions that could be implemented relatively rapidly and mediumto long-term actions that would require a longer implementation horizon.
These are not specific policy options but, rather, decisions that the Government of
Bangladesh should consider as they would affect the direction of the ICT sector. They thus
need to be taken alongside other political, economic and social development priorities.

5.1.

Short-term recommendations

5.1.1. Reduce ICT sector import tariffs and taxes
Linked to the pursuit of any ICT sector trade agreement, the reduction of ICT sector import
tariffs should also be considered. Import tariffs aimed at promoting the local production of
substitute ICT software are likely not to work well. A large proportion of internationally
produced software that is being imported into Bangladesh will likely already be part of a
required ICT operational ecosystem, hence the imposition of tariffs on the import of software
may restrict the international competitiveness of domestic firms. In addition, the reduction of
domestic taxes on ICT services would help increase the uptake of ICT services by the local
market, supporting domestic ICT firms.
Reduced tariffs would also lower incentives for domestic firms to make use of unlicensed
software, which, although cutting operational costs, would preclude them from taking part in
global value chains, as international buyers would likely require the legal compliance of any
Bangladesh partner firms as part of their business proposition. As discussed above, ICT
services trade tends to be strongly bi-directional, hence the imposition of tariffs may have
unintended negative impacts on ICT services exports. Finally, there is also the issue of
uncertainty: both domestic and FDI ICT businesses would need to plan around a stable tariff
and tax regime, thus may not engage in longer-term investments if there is uncertainty in the
ICT tariff and tax regime.
5.1.2. Rationalised incentives
Although the Government of Bangladesh has already put in place several fiscal incentives to
stimulate the ICT sector and ICT sector exports, more can be done to rationalise and
centralise incentive structures.
To stimulate growth, ICT sector firms need stability and the capacity to plan in the medium
term. This will provide them with clarity and reduce risk perceptions when considering
investment opportunities. A system where incentives are clear, well documented and
accessible, and most of all not subject to annual changes but with fixed terms that can be
planned around, would provide this type of clarity and risk reduction capability.
In addition, the Government of Bangladesh should also start considering types of incentives
to sectors outside of ICT aimed at increasing their adoption of ICT capital and ICT services
(i.e. greater use of computers and digital technology, increased digitalisation, opening ecommerce sights, etc.).
5.1.3. Set up a clear PPD system
PPD is of fundamental importance to any type of strategy that wants to promote growth in
any given sector. The Government of Bangladesh should set up a high-level inter-ministerial
panel/working group that liaises directly with the ICT sector to create a direct dialogue line
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that helps the sector directly expose growth constraints to the government. The working
group should have sufficient strength to directly tackle ongoing growth constraints. This
would mean that the working group should be, at the least, at minister of state level.
Such a process worked extremely well in South Korea during the 1970s and 1980s, when
working groups, directly led (and attended) by the prime minister, were formed to promote
strategic export sectors. If Bangladesh is serious about growing ICT exports, then such a
group is of vital importance.
Given the relative financing constraint to the ICT services sector, the PPD system should
also include representatives from the financing sector, with the aim of understanding where
the constraints to greater financing for ICT lie (thus how the government can help resolve
them) as well as providing government-backed risk-sharing facilities or incentives for finance
institutions that may want to invest in ICT firms (particularly start-ups or SMEs).

5.2.

Medium- to long-term recommendations

5.2.1. Commit to pursuing ICT trade agreements.
The government should consider committing to the pursuit of a trade agreement that would
facilitate the exports and imports of ICT services and goods. As Section 2 showed, major
ICT services export countries have a strong bi-directional international trade flow. Exportoriented ICT services require constant exchange of information, going in and out of the
country. They also require the use of internationally recognised software adhering to
internationally accepted operational and security standards. Therefore, if Bangladesh is
looking to integrate its ICT services sector into the global market, it will probably have to
ensure this free movement of knowledge and of digital goods.
A potential starting point could be the adherence to the ITA trade agreement, which would
grant access to some of the largest ICT services importing countries (US, EU and China).
Bangladesh may also want to consider regional or bilateral trade agreements as a first step.
5.2.2. ICT skills and R&D strategy
The current level of labour force ICT skills acts as a constraint to the growth of the ICT
sector, hence ICT exports. The Government of Bangladesh should ensure that educational
institutions at the secondary and tertiary level (including vocational programmes) provide
both ICT skills that are both on a par with international standards, in order to promote
innovation, and those that are required by the ICT sector. While the National Education
Policy of 2010 did provide an initial framework for ICT education, a more comprehensive
strategy formulated in partnership with the private sector (and based on international best
practices) focused on ICT should be considered.
Linked to ICT skills, some consideration should also be given to the creation of a medium- to
longer-term ICT R&D strategy aimed at the development of capabilities in ICT services
provision, software and ICT hardware production and, eventually, ICT hardware innovation.
5.2.3. Focused internet infrastructure
Working together with the Hi-Tech Park Authority, the strategy should ensure that key
economic zones have access to sufficiently fast, stable, price-competitive internet with
enough bandwidth.
Given that average broadband speeds are low, there is a need to overhaul the whole
internet infrastructure to bring it up to modern standards. This process will require some
time, hence efforts should be made to first ensure that key ICT economic zones have
immediate access to fast broadband.
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However, if the Government of Bangladesh does want to pursue the growth of a domestic
market for domestically produced ICT, it will have to (fairly rapidly) ensure that most
economically active areas do have access to fast, reliable and cheap broadband. Otherwise,
businesses will not adopt practices that would boost both the domestic and the export ICT
sectors, such as e-commerce and digitalisation.
5.2.4. Greater attention to spoken languages
The international ICT market, particularly ICT services, requires knowledge of foreign
languages in order to be able to properly serve customers abroad. While the Hi-Tech Park
Authority has initiated some foreign language learning programmes, there should be a
determined effort to improve knowledge of languages spoken in the major ICT services
importing countries. ICT skills training needs to be paired with training in languages such as
English, Chinese, German, etc. so that ICT workers in Bangladesh can easily export
services to these countries and remove potential language barriers.
5.2.5. Build up electronics manufacturing capabilities
Should the Government of Bangladesh commit to the export of ICT goods, the approach
would need a long-term implementation strategy. This would require building up specialised
human resources in a variety of scientific fields (i.e. electronics, engineering, mathematics,
physics, etc.) in addition to expertise in ICT-related specialisms.
In addition, it would require the support of electronics sector production firms and associated
value chains. This would mean building capabilities to set up and effectively run electronics
production plants.
Certainly, this approach is feasible; it was pioneered in Japan, South Korea and China,
where production of electronics was fostered either through importing foreign expertise and
licensing of foreign technology for domestic production (Japan and South Korea) or by
promoting inward FDI tied to domestic firms in the sector (China). Both processes then
bolstered domestic capabilities through investments in education and local R&D capabilities.
Under both approaches, the process took multiple decades to come to fruition. Even with
technological leapfrogging, it is likely to also require a significant amount of time to mature in
Bangladesh.
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