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National Bri Projects & Their Implications On Socio-Economic 
Rights & Fundamental Freedoms In Bangladesh

human rights and freedoms are often overlooked. 
This report realises that large-scale projects in a 
country such as Bangladesh where there is an 
apparent lack of fair administration and 
transparency, have attached indirect and direct 
spiralling effects of human rights abuses and 
declining freedom. Ever since BRI projects initiated 
in the geostrategic arena of Bangladesh, there have 
been inferences of corruption, labour rights abuses, 
unlawful land acquisitions, massive environment 
impacts and other constricting fundamental 
freedoms such as the right to equality before law, 
right to property and land rights, right to freedom of 
assembly, environmental rights, corruption free 
governance and right to life enshrined under the 
Constitution of Bangladesh. This report aims to 
document three notable mega projects under the 
BRI mentioned above in Bangladesh in order to 
provide a framework of an idea into BRI projects and 
their implications on the socio-economic structure of 
Bangladesh and their impact on fundamental 
freedoms.

1.   Introduction

Bangladesh has been a strategic partner to China for 
almost five decades since 1976, only five years after 
the former country’s independence. The developing 
bilateral ties between the countries have been 
intensifying since China’s President Xi Jinping’s visit 
to Dhaka, the capital of Bangladesh in October 2016. 
This was when the genesis of large-scale projects 
under the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) were 
consolidated. The multi-sided purpose of the BRI, 
shines light on the acceleration of economic 
development for both parties with the aim of enrich-

Executive Summary

 

Bangladesh is an emerging developing market 
economy with ambitions to prosper exponentially to 

attain the desired GDP growth of almost 8% by the 

end of 2022. This vehement goal aligns perfectly 
with their biggest trading partner, China’s 

infrastructure investment pledges into Bangladesh, 
which is nearly $40 billion dollars. Thus, it is not 

surprising for South Asia that its emerging economic 
power would be lured into joining the Belt and Road 

Initiative (BRI) – a strategy initiated by China in 
order to connect Asia with Africa and Europe via 

land and maritime networks with the aim of 
improving regional integration, increasing trade and 

stimulating economic growth. At present, several 
projects are running under the BRI in Bangladesh, 

including the mega projects of the Padma Bridge 
Rail Link; the Payra Deep Sea Port; and the 

Banshkhali 1224 MW (SSPL) Coal Power Plant. 

These notable Chinese-funded mega projects have 
sparked concerns and controversies, mainly 

regarding the accumulating debts as a massive con 
against the pros being the exaggerated projection of 

socio-economic development.   Many analysts have 
been discussing the possibilities of Bangladesh 

trampling into a debt trap due to their indulgent 
reliance on China - in those comparisons to the dire 

situations in Sri Lanka and Pakistan have been 
drawn. While, other analysts and government 

representatives have presented their counter-
optimistic defence. Whereas, the economic 

discussions take precedence, the violations of  



-ing the trade and industry, education, healthcare, 
transportation and communication. On the flipside of 
this harmonious BRI partnership, China has been 
aspiring to benefit from Bangladesh’s control over 
the strategically important sea lanes of the Indian 
Ocean connecting China with the Persian Gulf, which 
plays a significant factor in securing energy supplies 
for the latter country’s capital, Beijing. Thus, it is no 
surprise that Bangladesh is one of the most 
important members of the BRI, and has even 
recently emerged as the most cooperative partners 
of China under the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI).

At present the several projects under the BRI spread 
out nationwide in Bangladesh. The undertaking of 
projects under the BRI, especially the mega projects, 
can have a vital impact on abridging the 
infrastructural gap, and bolster the economy. 
Although an expected economic accelerator, these 
projects are surrounded by concerns relating to the 
impacts on their stakeholders. The sheer lack of 
environmental and social impact assessments 
conducted in most of these projects under BRI 
indicate the loopholes facilitating unscrupulous 
activities. Despite the Corruption Perception Index 
listing Bangladesh as one of the most corrupt 
countries in the public sector, most of these BRI 
projects have been nationalised or bestowed to pro-
government private entities. With the passage of 
time, corruption allegations have emerged in relation 
to some of the large-scale projects alongside a train 
of transgression against democracy. Furthermore, 
several other fundamental freedoms such as, labour 
rights and land rights have been constantly under

attack merely to accomplish the mercenary aim of 
so-called development whilst affected communities 
remain completely disregarded. But as the BRI 
projects and expectations of receiving Chinese 
funding relentlessly continue, will the associated 
impacts be properly addressed, let alone, redressed?

2.      Methodology

This report is based on desk research, heavily relied 
upon primary and secondary online resources. These 
resources include journal articles, reviews, reports, 
newspapers, academic books, etc. The research also 
focuses on the analysis of three Mega Projects under 
BRI in Bangladesh in order to identify their 
significant socio-economic implications in 
Bangladesh, and to address the consequences it 
projects on certain fundamental freedoms.

3.     Scope of the Research

The scope of the research is to identify significant 
mega projects under BRI in Bangladesh and 
determine two main aspects: (i) their socio-economic 
implications in Bangladesh; and (ii) their impacts of 
fundamental freedoms in Bangladesh. In analysing 
these aspects, three mega projects worth around 
$4.4 billion dollars have been examined and 
discussed.

4.    Literature Review

Rubaiat Saimum (2020) explored the Belt and Road 
Initiative (BRI) from Bangladesh's perspective. He 
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examined the reasons and interests behind China’s 
involvement in the economy of Bangladesh, and 
described the political and economic problems posed 
by the latter country's involvement. In the opinion of 
the author, Chinese investments via the BRI projects 
might be beneficial to Bangladesh's economy in the 
long run if regional and economic challenges related 
with the initiative are correctly addressed. In 
addition, the author suggested that the success of 
the initiative in South Asia, as well as in Bangladesh,
needs a concerted effort from all of the governments 
in the region on functional problem areas such as 
commerce and connectivity. This is essential for the 
success of the initiative in South Asia.

Abdullah Ar Rafee (2019) opined BRI to be an 
advantage for Bangladesh as it seeks investments to 
fuel its 8% GDP growth ambition. China’s obvious 
interest in the initiative is exhibited through their 
promise to Bangladesh to provide $38 billion in 
loans, and other assistance. Chines soft loans worth 
$24.45 billion for 27 deals inked during Chinese 
President XI Jinping’s visit to Bangladesh in 2016. 
However, his analogies to the rivalry between China,
India and the USA and their political influence in 
Bangladesh addressed China’s failure to build the 
Sonadia deep-sea port. However, it also reflected on 
China’s successful investments in two of the key 
seaports in Bangladesh - Payra and Chittagong 
seaports. He indicated that similar to the USA's
approach to the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), 
Bangladesh should be interested in its economic 
possibilities beyond political constraints. The USA 
has previously given $40 million aid to Bangladesh 
for maritime security, humanitarian aid, disaster 
response, peacekeeping, and countering transna-

-tional crimes. The U.S.' Free and Open Indo-Pacific 
(FOIP) policy represents an intriguing potential for 
Bangladesh.

Bhumitra Chakma (2019) delved into the Sino-Indian 
geoeconomic competition in Bangladesh following 
the launch of the former's Belt and Road Initiative in 
2013. He explored both the obstacles and 
possibilities for Bangladesh as a result of the Sino-
Indian rivalry. According to him, Beijing under the 
BRI aims to fund numerous large-scale infrastructure 
projects in Bangladesh, prompting India to make its 
own offer of economic aid in response to the Chinese 
effort. Dhaka is seeking a balanced approach to 
regulate competition while furthering its own 
interests. The author opined that Sino-Indian 
competition will produce opportunities and obstacles 
for South Asian nations, and that they should be 
watchful to overcome hurdles, and seize possibilities 
posed by competition.

5.     Research Limitation

Although this report has attempted to develop the 
scope of the research to its most constructive extent, 
there are certain limitations that cannot not be 
averted. These limitations include unavailable or 
censored information online, outdated or inaccurate 
data collected through secondary sources, time-
consuming filtering of high volumes of irrelevant 
information, etc. It is also important to consider that 
several of the reports or news related to incidents of 
violations of fundamental freedom, for instance, 
exploitation of labour, attack on protests and so on 
have been censored or removed from the 
mainstream media and other online platforms. 
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Further, the scope of the research to identify 
socio-economic implications, based on economical 
or analytical opinions are not conclusive, nor do 
they form a part of statistical facts at the moment. 
The implication on fundamental freedom is 
tremendously underreported due to lack of 
surveys, monitoring and impunity enjoyed by 
governmental entities involved in the BRI projects.
 
6.              Mega Projects Under BRI in Bangladesh
 
Infrastructural mega projects are amongst the 
largest accelerators of economic growth in 
Bangladesh. Often eulogised for their benefits to 
the economy, community and social development, 
these large-scale investment projects are painted 
with optimistic bias. Likewise, in Bangladesh, 
mega-projects under the BRI are prioritised as 
major contributing factors in developing the 
economy and elevating the country into a high-
middle income status. The country’s geostrategic 
location between South Asia and Southeast Asia, 
position at the world’s five fastest growing 
economies, relatively higher political stability than 
their neighbouring BRI regions, and cheap labour 
with a large market seems to be more encouraging 
factors for Bangladesh to take stakes into these 
mega projects than consider their negative 
impacts. In the hindsight, these complex multi-
million/billion dollar investments can be a 
phenomenon for corruption, deliverance of poor 
performance and enabler for human rights 
violations. Furthermore, although the Bangladeshi 
mega projects under BRI are promoted extensively 

for their positive socio-economic implications, fears 
of debt-entrapment and other irregularities are 
becoming more and more prominent. 

In 2016, after having joined the BRI, Bangladesh 
initially signed eight projects with China costing 
more than $9.45 billion. These China-funded projects 
included the Padma Bridge rail link worth $3.3 
billion; the power plant in Payra worth $1.9 billion, 
digital connectivity worth $1 billion, and power grid 
network strengthening project worth $1.32 billion. 
The estimated costs of the projects mentioned above 
have escalated ever since, especially after the Covid-
19 pandemic and due to other delays. At present, 
there are nine fast-track megaprojects of which the 
most big-budgeted projects are financed by China. 
Due to the result of relying on substantial external 
China-backed loans, concerns regarding the debt 
management of multi-million projects have often 
been raised. Several economists and analysts have 
been conveying their worries in drawing analogies to 
Bangladesh with Pakistan’s Gwadar port and Sri 
Lanka’s Hambantota. Whether or not these Chinese 
investment projects that are about to shape the 
future of the country’s economy for the better or the 
worse, they do have an impact on the fundamental 
freedoms inside the affected country which is often 
overlooked. This report shall attempt to analyse 
these impacts through mainly three mega projects 
under the BRI in the following paragraphs.
 
6.1.  Banshkhali 1224 MW (SSPL) Coal Power Plant
 
Bangladesh is currently facing one of the worst 
electricity crises due to the shortage of energy 
generated from their largest source of power- fossil 



any competitive bidding (Rahman, 2020). If the 
favourable bias towards the conglomerate was not 
already apparent, the Government then set the price 
of electricity at Banshkhali power plant at 6.7 taka 
per unit, which was 3.3 taka higher than other 
countries at the time. And although the Power Plant 
was supposed to start operating immediately in 
2019, a failure to do so resulted in the conglomerate 
having to pay BDT 2.00 billion (approximately $24 
million USD) in fines just to keep the contract alive. 
These are some of the irregularities that led 
Transparency International Bangladesh to inquire 
into potential corruption activities, which according 
to their research amounts to BDT 225 Crores 
(approximately $22,265,745.75 USD) (Officer, 2013).

 
Since 2016, the S. Alam Group has acquired over 600 
acres of land from local residents without conducting 
an Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA), 
prompting reprisals. It has been reported in the 
media that the project has seen persistent protests 
due to acquisition of land, lack of transparency and 
inadequate compensation for the contested transfer 
of land. According to the Acquisition and Requisition 
of Immovable property Act 2017, the acquisition of 
land is permissible in Bangladesh if there is adequate 
compensation at the market rate or rehabilitation, or 
both in exchange for the land. Even Article 42(1) of 
the Constitution of Bangladesh makes it clear that 
land acquisition is lawful if it is done for the public 
interest along with the prerequisite of sufficient 
compensation being provided. But can public interest 
really be determined based on economic interests 
whilst all other factors and opinions of affected local 
communities are disregarded? And why has not 
there

fuel. While the United Nation has warned against the 
usage of fossil fuel and its impact on human life and 
the environment, Bangladesh seems to be expanding 
their coal power operations to meet their energy 
needs nevertheless. The increasing demand for 
energy production, thirst for economic growth and 
opportunities of receiving foreign investments, 
especially by China is what led to the initiation of the 
Banshkhali 1224 MW Coal Power Plant in Chittagong 
(Chattogram), Bangladesh. The Banshkhali Power 
Plant is among the colossal Chinese-funded mega 
projects under the BRI that is aimed at generating 
electricity in Bangladesh. However, since its 
inauguration, the project has been tainted with 
scandals, as well as many people opposing the social 
and environmental impacts of a coal-based power 
plant. Instances of rampant violations of 
environmental rights, land rights, and lack of social 
and environmental impact assessments have 
prompted widespread protests, clashes and even the 
death of at least ten protestors. 

 
The breakdown of the Power Plant project ownership 
is as follows: S. Alam Group of Bangladesh (at 70%), 
SEPCO-III Electric Power Construction Corporation of 
China (at 20%) and STG Development Group of China 
(at 10%). The cost of the project is estimated at $2.4 
billion dollars, of which the majority of the funding 
was sponsored by a consortium of Chinese banks - 
common trend as with most BRI projects. It was in 
2016, that the Government of Bangladesh awarded 
the contract of the Banshkhali Power Plant project to 
S. Alam Group on the basis of an unsolicited offer 
under the Speedy Supply of Power and Energy 
(Special Provision) Act 2010, which did not involve

07



been any actions taken in relation to the claims of 
inadequate compensation?
 
It has transpired that there has been exceeding 
acquisition of land than the required amount needed 
for the project through misrepresentation and 
concealment of information from the landowners. 
Initially, what S. Alam Group had claimed to be 
acquisition of mainly salt farming lands, was not the 
whole truth of the matter. It had been reported in 
2016 that at least 7000 households, 70 mosques, 
graveyards, a technical education institution, around 
20 cyclone shelter houses, one high school, eight 
primary government schools, two Alia Madrassa, five 
Qawmi Madrassa, five markets, and one government 
hospitals were to be cleared out, despite the local 
administration having shown a total of only 150 
households in the project area (Muhammad, 2016). 
The inferences of local resident’s land rights 
violations did not stop there. An enquiry into the 
Banshkhali Land Office divulged that S. Alam Group 
had proposed the acquisition of more than 5,000 
acres of land for their Power Plant project ("বাঁশখালী 
হ�যাকা�ড ২০১৬: সেরজিমন �রিতেবদন, িবে�লষণ, িম�যাচােরর জবাব ও 
এলাকার মানুেষর কথা", n.d.). And therefore, it was not a 
surprise when on 23rd March 2016, 30,000 people 
gathered protesting the acquisition of the land and 
demanding the project be shifted elsewhere.  

BRI projects involving alleged corruption have often
witnessed the enablement of a stream of human 
rights abuses. And when those human rights abuses 
bypass accountability and are concealed, is when 
fundamental freedoms start shrinking. The 
crackdown on fundamental freedoms in relation to 

the Power Plant project began on April 3, 2016, when 
police arrested seven protestors, accusing them of 
obstructing the company's work. In response, on 
April 4, 2016, locals gathered under the banner of 
“Boshot Bhita Rokkha Committee” (Committee to 
Protect Households) ("Banshkhali power station (S. 
Alam)", 2022). However, the protest ended in the 
fatality of four people and injuries of more than a 
hundred people as police opened fire at the 
protestors.   The protest leader Abu Ahmed stated 
that, "The police opened fire as we brought out a 
procession against the power plants. They even 
chased the villagers to their homes." On the contrary, 
the police have denied any accountability and 
retorted that the shootings were done in self-
defence against alleged attacks by the protestors. 
Moreover, the incident was propagandised to hint at 
the opposition party’s involvement in instigating the 
clash. The following year, the police once again 
attacked anti-plant protestors, killing one person. 
After years of S. Alam Group attempting to conceal 
the actual number of fatalities during protests 
against their project, in April 2022, at least seven 
people were yet again killed, and several others were 
injured when the police started shooting at the 
procession staged by workers of the power plant in 
Banshkhali. The protest was primarily arranged by 
workers to demand the resolvement for the non-
payment of due wages among other issues. Not only 
was there a lack of accountability for the loss of the 
lives but, the District Commissioner’s Office decided 
to compensate the families of the deceased with a
meagre amount of BDT 3 Lacs (approximately 
$2968.77 USD) (Rahaman and Yousuf, 2021).
 
The effect of crippling freedoms and democracy 
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have been censored from appearing on the media 
and on online platforms. And this becomes 
conspicuous to the eyes when one looks into 
instances where the police started employing the 
infamous Digital Security Act 2018 simply for 
criticising the Banshkhali power plant killings as was 
seen in the case of Mr. Shahnewaz Chowdhury, an 
engineer and resident of Gondamara Union. The case
was lodged because Mr. Chowdhury had expressed 
his opinion on Facebook that a coal-fired power plant 
in his hometown was environmentally destructive, as 
well as, criticising incidents that allegedly led to the 
killing of 12 people during protests in the power
plant, and then further calling on the youth to ‘resist 
injustice and support development through fearless 
writing’.
 
Between allegations of corruption and the instances 
of deadly protests, much of the brunt of the impact is 
borne by the stakeholders involved - mainly, the 
poorly paid workers in an exploitative labour market, 
and the landowners whose livelihoods are snatched 
away in a system that lacks due justice. However, 
there is one substantial impact which is brushed 
aside, especially, in developing countries like 
Bangladesh - that is the impact on the environment 
in the coming years. In June 2021, the Centre for 
Research on Energy and Clean Air (CREA), 
Bangladesh Environmental Lawyers Association 
(BELA), and Bangladesh Working Group on External 
Debt (BWGED) published a report titled "Assessment 
of the Banskhali S. Alam coal power (SS Power I) 
project EIA,” examining the Environmental Impact 
Assessment (EIA) for the project. The report found 
that the EIA for the project contained false 
information and unlawful omissions regarding the air

quality segment. Furthermore, a CREA assessment 
(Myllyvirta 2020a) of the air quality and health 
impacts of proposed coal power plant projects in 
Chittagong found that, collectively, their emissions 
would be responsible for an estimated 30,000 air 
pollution-related deaths over an operating life of 30 
years. Furthermore, mercury emissions from the 
plants would lead to potentially dangerous levels of 
mercury deposition in an area with an estimated 7.4 
million inhabitants (Myllyvirta, 2021). Analysts have 
expressed concerns that the power plant would emit 
five times as much sulphur dioxide and particulate 
matter and 10 times as much nitrogen oxide as 
allowed in China. And the sulphur dioxide emissions 
of the power plant would be three times as high, 
nitrogen oxide six times as high and particulate 
matter emissions 10-20 times as high in comparison 
to the legal requirements in the European Union.

 6.2.  Padma Bridge Rail Link Project

The Padma Bridge Rail Link Project - one of the 
major projects in Bangladesh- is a 169 km-long 
railway link to be built spanning across Bangladesh’s 
capital city Dhaka to Jessore (Jashore), a city 
situated in Khulna Division. It is an estimated $3.9 
billion dollars project, although the initial estimation 
back in 2007 was merely one-third of the value. The 
project is jointly sponsored by the Exim Bank of
China and the Government of Bangladesh - 85% of 
contract agreement costs by the Exim Bank of China 
and 15% of contract agreement, land acquisition and 
resettlement, consultancy and PIU costs by the 
Government of Bangladesh. The project was 
approved in 2016, and started in 2018 with the aim of 
connecting the Munshiganj, Shariatpur, Madaripur, 
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and Narail districts inside with Dhaka via the rail link 
by 2024. The rail link comprises four sections 
including the 3 Km link between Dhaka and 
Gandaria, the 37 Km-long Gandaria-Mawa section, 
the 42 Km-long Mawa-Bhanga section, and the 87 
Km-long Bhanga Junction-Jessore section. The 
project also includes 43.2 Km of loop and siding line, 
bringing the total track length to 215.2 Km ("Padma 
Bridge Rail Link Project, Bangladesh", 2022). 
According to Bangladeshi Railways Minister Nurul 
Islam Sujan, it will be possible to operate trains along 
one of the Rail Link Project's three sections, Dhaka to 
Bhanga in central Faridpur district for some 81 Km by 
June 2023. The main desired outcome of the project 
is to improve accessibility and operational functions, 
whilst reducing transportation time throughout the 
locations mentioned above. It is also expected to 
contribute to socio-economic development in the 
designated areas, and to contribute to Bangladesh’s 
GDP growth of approximately 1% ("Outcomes of the 
Project", n.d.).
 
The Padma Rail Link Project has been entangled in 
controversies since its inception. In 2012, the World 
Bank issued a statement announcing that it had 
decided to retract fundings on suspicions of high-
level corruption conspiracy amongst Bangladeshi 
Government officials (World Bank, 2012). Thereafter, 
the Government of Bangladesh decided to delegate 
Padma Bridge Rail Link Project to China Major Bridge 
Engineering Company in 2014. Initially, the World 
Bank was a primary lender for the project, however, 
the receipt of email tips regarding corruption led the 
World Bank's Integrity Vice Presidency to start 
investigations with the Royal Canadian Mounted 
Police. The emails claimed that Bangladeshi high 

government officials were planning to bribe a $50 
million dollars construction supervision contract to a 
Canadian company called SNC-Lavalin. 
Subsequently, there was a case of ‘bribery’ initiated 
in Bangladesh in December 2012, accusing Bridges 
Division Secretary Md. Mosharraf Hossain Bhuiyan, 
Kazi Mohammad Ferdous, Superintending Engineer 
(river training) of the Bangladesh Bridge Authority, 
Riaz Ahmed Zaber, Executive Engineer (bridge 
construction and maintenance division-4 of the 
Roads and Highways Department, and four SNC-
Lavalin officials (Bashar, 2022). Ultimately, due to 
lack of concrete evidence and credibility of the 
tipsters, all of the accused were soon acquitted. 
Nevertheless, the scandal did cause reputational 
damages and dismay at the relationship between the 
USA-based institution and Bangladesh.
 
The controversies regarding the mega infrastructural 
project did not end at corruption allegations. In 2021, 
China Railway Group Limited, a contracting company 
for the project, issued a statement expressing their 
worries about the timely completion of the project 
due to facing a financial crunch. They claimed in the 
statement that they have not received any bills over 
half a year amounting to around BDT 4,500 crores 
(approximately $445,314,915 USD). Further claims, 
indicating lack of prior due diligence, also noted that 
the speed of the work was decreased owing to 
delayed receipt of funding (Hasnat, 2021). Thereby, 
although they had started the construction work 
after receiving advanced preparatory payments, 
delay in further payments disabled them from 
purchasing the necessary construction materials and 
paying the dues to the suppliers. However, 
Bangladesh Rail Minister vehemently denied these 
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claims stating that there is no chance of a funding 
crisis. Additionally, the project director Golam 
Fakhruddin Ahmed Chowdhury stated that the pace 
of the work is smooth, and they merely need some 
extra finance to complete the project. In any case, it 
is alarming that the costs of the project have been 
inflating despite the doubts looming over its proper 
completion. It is imperative to address the elephant 
in the room and question why these costs have been 
increasing; why was there no proper due diligence 
done; and will the increased burden of external debt 
contribute to an economic meltdown?
 
Among other concerns was when defects were 
detected in the Rail Link design, following which the 
Prime Minister of Bangladesh, Sheikh Hasina 
instructed redesigning it. It was identified that there 
were inadequate horizontal and vertical clearances 
at the points where the roads and rail tracks 
intersect.

The ambitious infrastructural project is not only a hot 
topic for economists but also for fundamental rights 
activists. The Padma Rail Link project has since come 
under further scrutiny for violations of fundamental 
rights as more than 150 workers of the project were 
attacked during a procession where they were 
protesting against delayed payments back in 2020. 
At least ten of the workers were injured, and three 
bullet-shot due to the security guard’s open-firing at 
the protesters (Hasan, 2020). This unconstitutional 
attack, like many other attacks that have been 
discussed above in another BRI project, forms a 
pattern of violations of the right to freedom of 
assembly. Although it was a clear infringement of 
Article 37 of the Constitution of Bangladesh, and 

several other pertinent international treaties such as 
ICCPR and ICESCR that guarantee freedom of 
assembly and peaceful protests, efforts at 
accountability have not been taken, and neither has 
any prompt investigation been concluded. However, 
Bangladesh’s administration system cannot be 
blamed solely for these fundamental rights abuses. 
According to media sources, the workers had been 
working for the China Railway Engineering 
Corporation for the meagre daily wages of BDT 300 
(approximately $3 dollars) - indication of potential 
labour exploitation.
 
As with most mega projects that require large-scale 
construction work, the Padma Rail Link projects 
consist of potential environmental risks including air 
pollution, soil and water quality deterioration, and 
noise pollution. The project has also led to the 
clearing of agricultural land, trees, fishing ponds and 
other vegetation resulting in a significant impact on 
the geographical landscape and wildlife.
 
6.3. Payra Deep Seaport
 
The Payra Deep Seaport is the third-largest port in 
Bangladesh, and a geo-strategically significant 
maritime corridor located in the Patuakhali region on 
the banks of the Bay of Bengal. It is a $510 million 
dollars’ project designed to develop over various 
stages of short, mid and long-term plans under the 
directions of the Chinese companies: China Harbour 
Engineering Company (CHEC) and China State 
Engineering and Construction Company (CSCEC). 
However, the project that was initiated in 2016 as a 
deep port, had to be downgraded to an ordinary 
seaport after five years of effort. And although the 
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Government of Bangladesh blamed the
topographical issues relating to the propensity of 
cyclones occurring at the location, some geopolitical 
experts have pointed towards regional geopolitics, 
and the interests of influential countries, including 
India, China and Japan in the region, to be the reason 
behind the decision (Khan and Noman, 2021). At 
present, the Government plans to implement the 
Payra project's related components, including an 
economic zone, ready-made garment factory, 
pharmaceutical industry, cement factories, a coal-
fired power plant, a fish processing zone, a fertiliser 
factory, oil refinery and shipbuilding industry. The 
construction of a 1,320 MW coal-fired power plant at 
Payra seaport, a joint venture of Bangladesh and 
China, at about the cost of $2 billion dollars, started 
in 2017 and was completed as per schedule. And 
according to Rear Admiral Mohammad Sohail, 
chairman of the Payra Port Authority, all 
infrastructure work for the port itself is expected to 
be completed by June 2023 and the port can be 
declared fully operational, if everything is on 
schedule (Atik, 2022).

Since the initiation of the Chinese-sponsored Payra 
port has time and again drawn comparisons to the 
development of the Hambantota port in Sri Lanka 
and the Gwadar Port in Pakistan. The Indian business 
daily, Business Standard in correspondence with a 
controversial Indian news agency, ANI, heavily 
criticised the construction of the port as another 
strategy by China to dominate an important seaport.
As per Sino-rival news agency, the Chinese interest 
in the port represents their aspirations to ‘complete a 
necklace of Chinese maritime influence which 

extends to Gwadar port, giving access to the Arab 
Sea - the Hambantota port opening up the Indian 
Ocean - and a Bay of Bengal deep seaport enabling 
Chinese access. (“Bangladesh’s Payra shipping port 
could fall into Chinese hands,” 2019). The analogy, in 
spite of its resource’s biased reputation, rests on the 
cogent idea that just as Srilanka and Pakistan’s 
extensive loans to China have compromised their 
sovereign position, Bangladesh may be led to the 
same outcome by being grappled under China’s debt 
trap. However, other analysts have retorted in 
reasoning that the Payra Seaport will likely never 
become a Chinese asset because of the infeasibility 
of its location, poor supporting infrastructure, and 
the positive outlook of Bangladesh’s external debt 
(Fairman, 2019). Nevertheless, the current delays 
and rising costs for the project pose potential 
difficulties for Bangladesh’ economy, and it is 
essential to evaluate future implications.
 
On the other hand, the Payra coal-power plant has 
prompted enormous financial losses. It was reported 
that the government incurred a monthly loss of Tk 
130 crores due to the delay in laying a high-priority 
transmission line that would generate electricity 
from the Payra power plant to Dhaka across the 
Padma River. If this was not sufficient damage 
pertaining to the project, the 2019 unrest between 
Chinese workers and local workers at the plant took 
a darker turn. For the first time, a foreign worker was 
murdered by local workers in Bangladesh following a 
rumour that the deceased had pushed a Bangladeshi 
worker off the terrace. What initiated as an 
altercation between the workers, also shed light onto 
the tensions between some 7,000 Bangladeshi 
workers and 2,700 Chinese workers at the power
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plant being built with Chinese funds in Patuakhali, a 
district some 329 Km (206 miles) south of Dhaka, 
where the Bangladesh government and Chinese 
investors are also constructing homes, roads and a 
deep sea port (Radio Free Asia, 2019).
 
According to an environmental impact assessment, 
the cumulative impacts owing to the construction of 
the Payra seaport may negatively impact the 
environment by affecting the
water and air quality in the area, the deposition of 
sediment, oil pollution, and mangrove destruction 
creating an adverse impact on the marine habitat. 
Whereas it is the fundamental principle of state 
policy of Bangladesh to protect the environment, and 
safeguard the “natural resource,” “bio-diversity,” 
“wetlands,” “forests,” and “wild life” for the present 
and future citizens Moreover, remedial measures for 
injury to the ecosystem has been provided under 
section 7 of the Bangladesh Environment 
Conservation Act, 1995. Moreover, in the landmark 
case of Dr. M. Farooque v Bangladesh interpreted 
Article 31 and Article 32 of the CoB as the right to a 
healthy environment into right to life. Therefore, 
hazardous environment can lead to threat to right to 
life
 
7.   Other Important Projects Under the Belt and 
Road Initiative (BRI)
 
Currently, there are two other significant mega 
projects under the BRI ongoing in Bangladesh. These 
projects are the Karnaphuli Multi-Channel Tunnel 
Project (also known as the Bangabandhu tunnel) and 
the Dashed Kandi Sewerage Treatment Plant. The 
Bangabandhu tunnel is an underwater river tunnel to 

be constructed under the Karnaphuli river in the port 
city of Chittagong (Chattogram), Bangladesh. The 
tunnel is designed to shorten the distance between 
Chittagong and Cox’s Bazar and also, reduce the 
traffic congestions in the Dhaka-Chittagong Highway 
entering the port city towards other parts of 
Chittagong division. Although the Covid-19 pandemic 
had delayed the construction work, the project is 
expected to be completed in December 2022, with 
more than 72% of the work having already been 
concluded till date [September 2022]. The cost of 
the project is estimated to be BDT 8,446.64 crores 
(approximately $835,637 USD). Of the total cost, 
China is providing BDT 5,505 crores (approximately 
$5,432,09,700 USD) while the rest is released by the 
Government of Bangladesh. Mahbubul Alam, the 
president of Chittagong Chamber of Commerce and 
Industry has commended the Bangabandhu tunnel 
project stating that, “The tunnel will connect the 
southern and northern parts of the Chattogram 
district, opening up economic opportunities for 
people.” However, the seemingly tunnel of hope is 
now raising concerns as per the Chattogram 
Metropolitan Police (CMP). The CMP has detected 
flaws in the current traffic management system, 
which is not designed to tackle the traffic pressure at 
either ends of the Bangabandhu tunnel. The Bridges 
Division has formed a committee to redesign the 
traffic management system at both ends of the 
tunnel and it is expected to be completed by 2023. 
Until then, transportation will have to operate under 
the flawed traffic management system.
 
On the other hand, the Dasher Kandi Sewerage 
Treatment Plant is a wastewater treatment project 
which consists of sewage treatment plants, pumping
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stations and a sewage pipe network with a sewage 
treatment capacity of 500,000 cubic metres of 
sewage a day inside the congested Dhaka city. The 
project was designed and constructed by Chengdu 
Engineering Corporation under Power China, and 
later delegated to a governmental agency, the Dhaka 
Water Supply and Sewerage Authority (WASA). 
Funded by the concessional loan of the Chinese 
government, the project started trial operation of 
sewage treatment in 2021, and is expected to 
inaugurate the refinery of the plant soon. However, it 
is speculated that the citizens in Dhaka will not be 
benefited anytime soon since the pipeline network 
has not been built yet. Professor Adil Muhammad 
Khan, executive director of Institute for Planning and 
Development (IPD), an urban research and policy 
analysis organization opined that, "Refinery without 
a network is meaningless. It has become a situation 
like getting an ovum at a huge cost. This will only 
increase the debt burden. City dwellers will not 
benefit from the project. But if the price of water 
increases, they will have to bear the burden” 
(Prothom Alo, 2021). Furthermore, the soaring cost 
of the construction of the plant which currently 
stands at BDT 3712 crores (approximately 
3,66,617,164.80 USD), is raising eyebrows ever since 
the Managing Director (MD), Taqsem A Khan of 
WASA has been called into question by the High 
Court of Bangladesh regarding his unusually 
excessive salary and bonus for the last 13 years 
(Prothom Alo, 2022). Despite awaiting inquiry, the 
MD is set to inaugurate the refinery of the plant. 

8.   The Impact of BRI Projects in Bangladesh

In 2016, Bangladesh formally joined the BRI with the

the vision of economic expansion and improving 
infrastructural communication extending to 
neighbouring countries. The current projects are not 
only expected to facilitate trade and communications 
inside the country, but also inside the South Asian 
region. The economic implications can be positive in 
boosting the economy and in turn, creating a 
conducive environment for amplifying opportunities 
for people inside Bangladesh as long as these 
projects can be financially sustained without slipping 
into a debt trap. Ideally, these predominantly 
infrastructural projects are to improve connectivity 
and integration with bordering countries and beyond, 
which may become an incentive for foreign 
investments to increase. On the other hand, faster 
transportation accessibilities inside the country such 
as, by the creation of the Padma Rail Link or the 
Karnaphuli Tunnel are expected to enhance trade 
and provide ease of travelling for Bangladeshis. 
Moreover, the Prime Minister, Sheikh Hasina at the 
76th UN General Assembly has stated that her vision 
is to transform Bangladesh into a “knowledge-based 
economy” by 2041, which hints at the infrastructural 
development as a key component of the way ahead. 
And that “Digital Bangladesh initiative has 
stimulated transformative impacts on socio-
economic development, education, disaster risk 
reduction, women’s empowerment, and so on.” This 
statement leans towards further involvement into 
BRI projects as China has promised to provide $10 
billion funds for ICT development in Bangladesh by 
2030 under National ICT infra-network phase III.  
The Government of Bangladesh has often 
represented the BRI projects to be a source of 
everything beneficial without much 
acknowledgement of any potential risk implications 
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The current inflation with commodities and energy 

price hike has seen a decline in the ordinary living 

standards or the Bangladeshi people. If Bangladesh 

finds itself unable to repay the hefty Chinese debts 

that it has taken, then its economy will plunge 

further into trade deficits - potentially placing its 

people under further insecurity. In the hindsight, 

Bangladesh may also find itself in a complex 

geopolitical cluster by coming under the pressuring 

political grasp of China, whereas, when they are 

already handling interferences by the Sino-rival 

neighbour, India. However, some comparative 

analytical insights suggest that the external debt 

ratio with other BRI member countries that are 

supposedly falling into the debt trap indicated that 

Bangladesh is in a good position to manage its 

external debt compared to its counterparts. One 

example is that of Sri Lanka and Pakistan where the 

debt ratio to nominal GDP is 104 percent and 41 

percent, respectively. In the case of Bangladesh, the 

foreign debt stock was around $78.04 billion in 

fiscal 2020-21, which is about 22 percent of the 

country’s GDP (Rahman, 2021). Therefore, whether 

or not the impact of BRI projects will carry a 

beneficial result will depend on how Bangladesh 

decides to address the potential risks in a 

transparent and prudent manner.

 

Apart from the economic implications and its socio-
economic consequences that these projects may 

cause, the severe environmental impacts cannot be 
ignored. The mega projects, mainly the power

plants inside Bangladesh have been under 
scrutiny for their potential carbon emissions. 
Besides, construction of other infrastructures has 
resulted in the clearing agricultural and residential 
lands, resulting in potential endangerment of 
vegetation, biodiversity and land management. A 
study finds BRI projects have a significant impact 
on environmental degradation. Due to the 
requirement of an ample amount of energy and 
material for its large-scale operations, the BRI 
contradicts the environmentally sustainable views. 
Furthermore, the operation and maintenance of 
belt and road infrastructure projects and their 
associated industries may produce unremitting 
pollution in the form of CO2 emission (Zhang et al., 
2017).
 
9.              Recommendations
 
The engagement of Bangladesh in the BRI not 
only has important economic implications, but 
also, has significant geopolitical effects. China’s 
motives of global dominance behind their massive 
investments into Bangladesh are often overlooked 
and instead, conceived as an advantage to the 
latter country’s economy. What should really be at 
the forefront of discussion at the moment is 
whether the mega projects under BRI will bear 
expected socio-economic benefits or lead 
Bangladesh into the lion’s den of a debt trap. More 
importantly, at a national level, the issues of 
transparency, corruption and irregularities 

https://economynext.com/sri-lanka-debt-rises-to-104-pct-of-gdp-by-june-2021-86535
https://www.ceicdata.com/en/indicator/pakistan/external-debt--of-nominal-gdp#:~:text=What%20was%20Pakistan's%20External%20Debt,43.0%20%25%20in%20the%20previous%20year
https://thefinancialexpress.com.bd/economy/bangladeshs-per-capita-foreign-debt-buildup-hits-460-1634348084
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/21582440221078836
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associated with these projects need to be  

addressed appropriately. This report has addressed 

only three mega projects in Bangladesh, however, 

the irregularities involved in their operations 

require immediate investigations and resolution.

 

Bangladesh should adopt monitoring projects such 
as the BRI Monitor ("About Us – BRI Monitor", 

2021), a South Asian collaborative project which 
assesses the transparency of BRI projects across 38 

indicators (i.e., project name, cost, and status) that 
are required to be disclosed according to 

international standards. These are used to create a 

transparency heatmap, helping regulators and 
advocates identify phases of the construction 

process that need better regulation or enforcement 
(Tucker, 2022). Additionally, China as an initiator of 

the BRI should assess their loans and come clean 
about the potential risks involved.

To tackle the pending environmental crisis that 

these BRI projects can cause, the use of green 
technology is recommended. Green Technology, 

Clean Technology (Cleantech), sustainable 
technology, also called Environmental Sound 

Technology, are the combination of products, means, 
and ways that are environment friendly or, in other 

words, have minimum or zero contribution to 
pollution. The usage of green technology may 

control hazardous substances or convert that into 
harmless substances. Nowadays, there is a trend 

seen amongst countries like Australia, Canada, 
China, France, Germany, Japan, Norway, South 

Korea, the UK, and the US are moving toward green 
hydrogen as an alternative source for energy, which 
has the lowest emission source. One of the studies
reworded green economy in these words “Green 
Economy is a framework of efficient resources of 
lower carbon emission, less damaging to the 
environment and more socially inclusive of societies 
(Ali et.al, 2022).”

10.              Conclusion

The BRI is an initiative which cannot operate alone, 
and its success depends on the cooperation of all 
member states. Although Bangladesh entered the 
BRI membership with enthusiasm, they need to be 
extremely cautious as to where and how the multi-
million/billion projects lead them to reach their 
desired economic goals. More importantly, the 
country needs to pay heed to the social and political 
impacts that these projects will have in the long run. 
The exceeding nationalisation of these large-scale
projects with barely any monitoring or due diligence 
evaluation can increase the propensity of corrupted 
activities and sprout imprudent project planning. 
Although the benefits of the projects under BRI are 
propagated heavily on national televisions and other 
advertisement platforms, the skyrocketing 
borrowings from China is nothing short of alarming. 
More recently, the Bangladesh Finance Minister, 
Mustafa Kamal warned developing countries 
regarding excessive loans through China’s Belt and 
Road Initiative. Indicating Sri Lanka’s current 
economic plight, he also raised issues with the 
ballooning effect of debt traps in the midst of a 
global economic crisis owing to the Russian-Ukraine 
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war ("Bangladesh finance minister warns nations 
against taking loans through BRI", 2022). However, 
whilst there are certain concerns of Bangladesh’s 
indulgence into the lucrative idea of infrastructural 
investments - there are also certain benefits that can 
improve the socio-economic scenario in that an 
economic upgrade will eventually propel social 
development, but only if cautiously proceeded.
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