
DHAKA: For Rehana Akhter, rebuilding
her life after losing her leg in Bangladesh’s
worst industrial disaster is an uphill battle,
but her struggle is eased slightly by digital
technology. The 25-year-old has an elec-
tronic bank account on her mobile, giving
her access to financial services that have
traditionally been out of reach for millions
of poor in Bangladesh and other develop-
ing nations.  From the capital  Dhaka,
Akhter sends interest earned on her one
million taka ($12,820) compensation from
the disaster quickly and cheaply to her 10-
year-old son and parents back in their vil-
lage.

“Life is tough for anyone who’s lost a
limb. Nobody gives you a job or cares
about your pain,” she said of her injuries
suffered in the Rana Plaza garment factory
complex collapse that killed more than
1,100 people in 2013. “But the pain is part-
ly relieved when you know that there are
technologies to help you.” Started in 2011
by a local company called bKash, the elec-
tronic banking service has since exploded
in popularity to become one of the
world’s largest, with 17 million registered
accounts.

Bangladesh has been the heartland of
microfinance thanks to the pioneering
efforts of Nobel Prize winner Muhammad
Yunus, whose small loans empowered mil-
lions of poor. But the bKash Wallet service
has reached further, allowing anyone with
a mobile phone to receive wages, send
remittances and pay bills for a fee of less
than two percent of the transaction. As
bKash has grown, a string of banks that
have traditionally snubbed the poor have
started similar services, with an estimated
22 percent of Bangladesh adults now
using mobile money.

“bKash has emerged as a very efficient
payment arrangement with endless possi-
bilities,” its MIT-educated chief executive
Kamal Quadir told AFP. “It’s a completely
new payment infrastructure, that has
access to the country’s rich and poor.”
Quadir credited its success to its low cost
and huge reach -about 100,000 bKash
agents such as shopkeepers are employed
in villages throughout the country allow-
ing receivers of electronic money to get
their cash. “Anybody with a very basic
phone can transfer money anywhere in
the countr y.  You don’t  need a fancy
phone. A $15 phone is good enough.” The
Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation has
invested an undisclosed amount in bKash,
a subsidiary of a local bank.

Fraught with Danger 
Like millions of other Bangladeshis,

Akhter was forced to leave her village
years ago, in the western border district of
Jessore, to find work in one of the coun-
try’s thousands of garment factories. But
physically sending money back home was
costly and often fraught with danger,
resulting in arguments with family mem-
bers. “In the past, there were times I sent
money through my brother and once he
never paid my son,” she told AFP at Savar,
outside the capital, where she has been
looking for a new job. “Then I used to send
money through courier services. But it
took a day for the money to reach my fam-
ily.”

A survey of rickshaw pullers last year in
Dhaka showed 95 percent used the serv-
ice for remittances, instead of giving their

cash to expensive and slow couriers who
ply the congested, pot-holed roads. “It’s a
huge breakthrough in inclusive banking,”
said social  scientist  Salahuddin
Aminuzzaman, from Dhaka University,
who conducted the survey. “What we’ve
found is that the mobile financial service
has emerged as a big tool for savings and
empowerment,” he told AFP. “It’s empow-
ered millions of women garment workers
who would otherwise depend on male rel-
atives to carry their income back to vil-
lages.”

Transfers Top $1.6 billion 
The poor worldwide have long lacked

access to traditional services especially in
rural areas where banks consider building
bricks-and-mortar offices uneconomical.
But nearly two dozen banks in Bangladesh
have now developed the service since
bKash, with monthly transfers topping
$1.6 billion in March, up about 12 percent
from February, according to the central

bank. Monthly utility payments made
using bKash rose a whopping 62 percent
during the same period as consumers
turned to the mobile method, considered
more efficient than waiting in queues. —
AFP 

“The impact is revolutionary. Now an
agent of a mobile phone service can oper-
ate like a one-man bank branch, offering
all sorts of services that a bank normally
offers,” central bank spokesman A.F.M.
Asaduzzaman said. Thousands of shops
and other retailers are also making and
accepting payments using the service.
Ahamad Ali, a garment shop owner some
200 km west of Dhaka, hailed bKash as a
“godsend” after years spent carrying cash
to buy clothes from wholesalers and run-
ning the gauntlet of criminals. “In just one
year, my shop’s sales through bKash has
grown by more than 10 percent and our
payments to cloth makers by 20 percent.
It saves you valuable time and cuts the
risk of being robbed.” — AFP 
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ASIAN COUNTRIES

Japanese Yen 2.468
Indian Rupees 4.764
Pakistani Rupees 2.970
Srilankan Rupees 2.250
Nepali Rupees 2.970
Singapore Dollar 227.930
Hongkong Dollar 39.013
Bangladesh Taka 3.885
Philippine Peso 6.719
Thai Baht 8.995

GCC COUNTRIES
Saudi Riyal 80.670
Qatari Riyal 83.097
Omani Riyal 785.730
Bahraini Dinar 803.370
UAE Dirham 82.362

ARAB COUNTRIES
Egyptian Pound - Cash 41.295
Egyptian Pound - Transfer 39.546
Yemen Riyal/for 1000 1.412
Tunisian Dinar 157.890
Jordanian Dinar 426.930
Lebanese Lira/for 1000 2.029
Syrian Lira 2.156
Morocco Dirham 31.803

EUROPEAN & AMERICAN COUNTRIES
US Dollar Transfer 302.350
Euro 345.890
Sterling Pound 482.850
Canadian dollar 247.830
Turkish lira 112.400
Swiss Franc 331.710
Australian Dollar 237.340
US Dollar Buying 301.150

CURRENCY BUY SELL

Europe
Belgian Franc 0.007887 0.008887
British Pound 0.473171 0.482171
Czech Korune 0.004571 0.016571
Danish Krone 0.041899 0.046899
Euro 0.337674 0.345674
Norwegian Krone 0.035051 0.040251
Romanian Leu 0.086731 0.086731
Slovakia 0.009004 0.019004
Swedish Krona 0.033188 0.038188
Swiss Franc 0.323672 0.333872
Turkish Lira 0.110478 0.117478

Australasia

Australian Dollar 0.227136 0.238636
New Zealand Dollar 0.202470 0.211970

America

Canadian Dollar 0.240964 0.249464

US Dollars 0.298250 0.302750
US Dollars Mint 0.298750 0.302750

Asia

Bangladesh Taka 0.003542 0.004142
Chinese Yuan 0.047311 0.050811
Hong Kong Dollar 0.036914 0.039664
Indian Rupee 0.004474 0.004864
Indonesian Rupiah 0.000019 0.000025
Japanese Yen 0.002382 0.002562
Kenyan Shilling 0.003062 0.003062
Korean Won 0.000263 0.000278
Malaysian Ringgit 0.077970 0.083970
Nepalese Rupee 0.003032 0.003202
Pakistan Rupee 0.002771 0.003051
Philippine Peso 0.006663 0.006943
Sierra Leone 0.000070 0.000076
Singapore Dollar 0.223158 0.229158
South African Rand 0.018817 0.027317
Sri Lankan Rupee 0.001820 0.002400
Taiwan 0.009716 0.009896
Thai Baht 0.008680 0.0009230

Arab

Bahraini Dinar 0.795527 0.803527
Egyptian Pound 0.038976 0.041806
Iranian Riyal 0.000084 0.000085
Iraqi Dinar 0.000185 0.000245
Jordanian Dinar 0.422136 0.429636
Kuwaiti Dinar 1.000000 1.000000
Lebanese Pound 0.000150 0.000250
Moroccan Dirhams 0.021704 0.045704
Nigerian Naira 0.001246 0.001881
Omani Riyal 0.779312 0.784992
Qatar Riyal 0.082337 0.083550
Saudi Riyal 0.079990 0.080690
Syrian Pound 0.001281 0.001501
Tunisian Dinar 0.153763 0.161763
Turkish Lira 0.110478 0.117478
UAE Dirhams 0.081338 0.082487
Yemeni Riyal 0.001366 0.001446
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CURRENCIES TELEX TRANSFER PER 1000
Australian Dollar 213.44
Canadian Dollar 250.26
Swiss Franc 334.26
Euro 346.50
US Dollar 302.55
Sterling Pound 483.02
Japanese Yen 2.50
Bangladesh Taka 3.884
Indian Rupee 4.763
Sri Lankan Rupee 2.253
Nepali Rupee 2.976
Pakistani Rupee 2.972
UAE Dirhams 82.25
Bahraini Dinar 803.04
Egyptian Pound 39.54
Jordanian Dinar 429.81
Omani Riyal 784.65
Qatari Riyal 83.32
Saudi Riyal 80.60

Rate for Transfer Selling Rate
US Dollar 302.300
Canadian Dollar 248.825
Sterling Pound 481.095
Euro 345.070
Swiss Frank 280.410
Bahrain Dinar 800.790
UAE Dirhams 82.680
Qatari Riyals 83.850

Saudi Riyals 81.420
Jordanian Dinar 426.690
Egyptian Pound 39.543
Sri Lankan Rupees 2.253
Indian Rupees 4.752
Pakistani Rupees 2.969
Bangladesh Taka 3.881
Philippines Pesso 6.701
Cyprus pound 742.035
Japanese Yen 3.460
Syrian Pound 2.600
Nepalese Rupees 3.020
Malaysian Ringgit 81.645
Chinese Yuan Renminbi 49.080
Thai Bhat 9.965
Turkish Lira 112.410

GOLD
20 gram 242.320
10 gram 123.890
5  gram 62.630

BUENOS AIRES: With Greece in danger of
tumbling into the economic abyss it faces the
haunting memory of Argentina in 2001,
when the South American country defaulted
on nearly $100 billion and was plunged into a
crisis it is still battling back from. Like Greece,
Argentina had been living beyond its means
for years, dating back at least to the country’s
1976 to 1983 dictatorship, when the junta
jacked up military spending. The debt contin-
ued to spiral in the 1990s as Argentina bor-
rowed to fund a novel inflation-fighting pro-
gram in which the government pegged the
value of the peso to the dollar, holding $1 in
reserve for every peso in circulation.

The so-called “convertibility” plan success-
fully reined in the hyperinflation that had
dogged Argentina for 40 years. But it left the
country’s books badly overstretched by 1999,
when the shockwaves of the world financial
crisis plunged Argentina into recession. To

respond to the demands of the International
Monetary Fund, the Argentine government
enacted austerity measures and tax hikes. But
that provoked a series of general strikes.

As warnings of an imminent crisis spi-
ralled, Argentines withdrew $22 billion from
their banks in less than three months. In Dec
2001, in a bid to stop the run on banks, econ-
omy minister Domingo Cavallo, architect of
the convertibility plan, ordered nearly $70 bil-
lion in bank deposits frozen. For a 90-day
period, people were barred from withdraw-
ing more than 250 pesos (then worth $250) a
day. That sparked riots and a government
crackdown that left 33 people dead.

Looters trashed supermarkets and tens
of thousands of Argentines vented their
wrath by banging pots and pans in the
street - the so-called “cacerolazo” protests.
On Dec 19, 2001, President Fernando de la
Rua decreed a state of siege. A day later, as

thousands of angry protesters massed out-
side the presidential palace, he resigned and
left aboard a helicopter. On Dec 23, interim
president Adolfo Rodriguez Saa announced
a moratorium on payments of Argentina’s
nearly $100 billion debt. But the crisis soon
turned the presidency into a revolving door,
churning through five politicians in just two
weeks. By the time the carnage ended, the
economy had shrunk by one-fifth, inflation
had soared and the peso had been devalued
by 70 percent.

‘Traumatic Exits Never Good’ 
The Argentine economy returned painful-

ly to growth at the end of 2002, but the hang-
over lasted far longer. Argentina reached
deals with most of its creditors in 2005 and
2010 to restructure its debt, convincing
investors to take losses of up to 70 percent on
the face value of their bonds. But two

American hedge funds that had bought up
defaulted Argentine debt for pennies on the
dollar, billionaire speculator Paul Singer’s NML
Capital and Aurelius Capital Management,
sued Argentina in the US courts for full pay-
ment and won.

US federal judge Thomas Griesa also
blocked banks from processing Argentina’s
payments on its restructured debt, forcing
the country into a new though less damag-
ing - default last July. Griesa later extended
his ruling to other holdout creditors, putting
Argentina on the hook for a total of $7 bil-
lion. Greece will at least be spared that part
of Argentina’s travails. The Argentine experi-
ence led to the addition of majority clauses
to debt contracts, so that investors must
accept restructuring deals if they are
approved by more than 50 percent of credi-
tors. Since 2001, Argentina has issued no
bonds on the international debt market.

“We’ll make do with the means we’ve got,”
said economist Aldo Ferrer of the so-called
“Plan Phoenix,” the program to get the
Argentine economy to rise from the ashes.
In some ways, it has done just that. A major
agricultural exporter, Argentina got a boost
from the commodities boom of the 2000s.
The crisis was followed by a decade of eight-
percent average annual growth - though
high inflation, a weak peso and economic
uncertainty still linger.

Except for its small neighbor Uruguay,
which has strong trade ties with Argentina,
the fallout of Argentina’s crisis was relatively
limited.  That won’t be the case if Greece
defaults, said economic analyst Juan Pablo
Ronderos of consultancy Abeceb.com. “A
Greek default would have more painful con-
sequences and a definite impact on the
eurozone,” he said. “These traumatic exits are
never good.” —AFP 

Greek debt talks haunted by ghost of Argentina

Osborne vows
hefty welfare
budget cuts 

LONDON: Brit ish f inance minister  George
Osborne has said he will press ahead with hefty
cuts to welfare in a budget statement next
month, a day after tens of thousands of people
marched against austerity in central London.
Writing in the Sunday Times, Osborne and wel-
fare minister Iain Duncan Smith said the newly
re-elected Conservative government would go
ahead with plans to cut welfare spending by
£12 billion ($19 billion), out of an annual budg-
et of £220 billion, including old-age pensions.

British media had previously reported that
Osborne was under pressure from colleagues to
rein in the cuts, which are likely to fall most
heavily on low-paid workers. Separate media
repor ts  yesterday also pointed to other
demands on Osborne for spending on defence
and overseas aid ahead of his post-election
budget statement on July 8. “We will set out in
detail all the steps we will take to bring about
savings totalling 12 billion pounds a year in
next month’s  budget and at the spending
review in the autumn,” Osborne and Duncan
Smith wrote. “For a start, we will reduce the
benefit  cap,  and have made clear  that  we
believe we need to make significant savings
from other working-age benefits,” they added.

Britain’s budget deficit currently stands at
just under 5 percent of gross domestic product,
higher than in almost all advanced economies.
Fresh from an unexpected election victory last
month for the ruling Conservatives, Osborne
has said he wants to run a surplus by the
2018/19 tax year and commit future govern-
ments to the same. The Sunday Times said cuts
under consideration included banning people
aged under 25 from claiming housing benefit
and restricting tax credits to a couple’s first two
children.

On Saturday tens of thousands of protesters
marched from the Bank of England in London’s
f inancial  distr ic t  to parl iament to protest
against further cuts, saying they were unneces-
sary and would worsen inequality.  Further
demands on spending appeared in other British
media. Microsoft founder and philanthropist Bill
Gates, writing in the Sunday Telegraph, urged
Britain’s government to stick with its commit-
ment to spend 0.7 percent of GDP on foreign
aid, which some Conservative lawmakers think
could be better spent at home.

In the same newspaper, defence minister
Michael Fallon said Britain’s armed forces still
had enough resources despite cuts to their 34
billion pound budget and the world “becom-
ing a darker place” with threats from Russia
and Islamic State. Fallon said Britain would
offer an extra 1,000 troops to a NATO rapid
reaction force aimed at deterring Russian
aggression at a NATO defence ministers’ meet-
ing this week. — Reuters 

Bangladesh unbanked poor 
hail ‘revolutionary’ service

22% of adults now using mobile money

DHAKA: In this photograph taken on June 19, 2015, a poster advertises the services
of a bKash agent at a market in the capital. (Inset) Chief executive of bKash Kamal
Quadir speaks during an interview in his office. — AFP 


