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DELVING DEEPER: BRANDING BANGLADESH THROUGH 
MARITIME STRATEGY

Commodore Syed Misbahuddin Ahmed, (C), NUP, ndc, afwc, psc

Introduction

Historically, nations that have attained real greatness, some determining factors 
such as causes, and characteristics can generally be traced. It was not a matter of  
chance that attributed high honour to the Portuguese and the Dutch settlements 
on many lands despite being geographically smaller; that rocketed France into 
a formidable naval and military power; that made the US what it is today; and 
aspires the Chinese dream. In none of  the preceding cases, is the determining 
source of  greatness so clear and so consistently manifest as in the history of  
Great Britain. It is inadequately appreciated that while Bangladesh has a land area 
of  some 148,460 sq. km (Bangladesh - the World Fact Book), the maritime zones 
too is 118,813 sq. km, way more than those of  many developed nations. It is from 
this sea frontier that the nation engages in trade with other nations so that the 
national prosperity is enhanced.  Besides, the unfavorable ratio of  “population 
versus land resources”, underpins the country’s need to turn its attention to its 
own maritime zones with rich marine resources for food and well - being of  its 
people, which is almost 81% of  its land territory. To recall Mahan, “National 
greatness is inextricably associated with the sea.” (Mahan 2007, p.55, 78, and 82). 
Hence Bangladesh’s enormous stake in the Bay of  Bengal (BoB), due to ever 
increasing trends in global maritime trade.

Figure 1: Graph showing increasing trends in global maritime trade
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of  a nation to the ocean around it’ (Tahiliani, 2000) to achieve vital national 
interest. Branding on the other hand has a stake to national image building; to 
bring forth a truly national spirit and colour. Hence the relationship between 
branding and maritime strategy are mutually inclusive, for they both strive to 
attain national greatness. It is in these contexts, that this research is carried out on, 
��������	�������	��������	��������
	�����	��������	����������

Means: Consolidating National Sources of  Power

Ends = Ways + Means
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as the strategic outcomes or end states desired. For Bangladesh, this could be 
“developed” status or “national greatness” represented by branding. “Ways” is 
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The model is a calculation that balances what the country aspires, with what it is 
willing and able to pay. 

Branding Bangladesh through maritime strategy, if  the Government wants to 
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they are aspiring to attain. 

Strategy = Ends + Ways + Means 

Art Lykke’s theory of  strategy provides the basis for clearly articulating and 
objectively evaluating any strategy. (Lykke, Jr., 1989, pp. 3-8). According to him 
strategy is all about how (ways or concepts) leadership will use the power (means 
or resources) available to the state to exercise control over sets of  circumstances 
and geographic locations to achieve objectives (ends) that support national 
interests. 

Hence maritime strategy provides the way (direction) for the persuasive use of  
this means (especially marine resources) to achieve ends (branding). In the Lykke 
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model the ends are “objectives,” the ways are the “concepts” for accomplishing 
the objectives, and the means are the “resources” for supporting the concepts. 
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and “means” are not kept in balance. 

Figure 2:	K�������
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Elements of  Bangladesh’s National Power

Bangladesh occupies a geostrategic position as a land bridge between South Asia 
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corridor for landlocked countries like Nepal, Bhutan and the seven states of  India. 
The strategic location of  Bangladesh and its proximity to the giant economies 
of  China and India is a major component of  national power. Turning so called 
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instruments of  national power are illustrated with their consolidated relationship 
with the country’s constitution and people’s ideology, where the national interest, 
which could be national branding - greatness is kept at the heart.
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Consolidating National Resources (means) for Branding

It may be noted that to become middle income country the investment - GDP 
ratio  need to be 35% as opposed to current ratio of  28% and GDP growth alone 
need to be 8-10%. (Barkat, 2016). Besides, the issue of  energy is a critical one. As 
such, it would be almost impossible to attain such higher GDP - investment ratio 
as well as growth with agriculture sector without considering the tremendous 
potentials of  the other sectors such as marine sector, the coastal area, prioritizing 
and diversifying the exports. (Zillur, 2016).
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Table 1:	 ��������
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Outlook 2016
Selected economic indicators 
(%)-Bangladesh

2015 2016 
Forecast

2017 
Forecast

GDP Growth 6.6 6.7 6.9
[�{����� 6.4 6.2 6.5
Current Account Balance (share of  GDP) -0.8 -0.5 -1.0

For RMG, the argument could be that it is the number one contributor in the 
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“environmental sustainability” and that without the services of  the maritime 
sector RMG sector cannot reach its destination. Thirdly, that the lower labour 
wages cannot eradicate poverty and bring about sustainable development to 
accomplish vision 2041. Besides, according to BGMEA, a total of  618 RMG 
units have been closed while another 319 are about to be shut due to acute power 
and gas crisis.  

Figure 4: Bangladesh exports by major products in FY 2013-14

Remittance is another sector that is standing between sustainability and quick 
bankruptcy of  the economy. But remittance alone cannot be the growth driver 
due to absence of  country’s “brand” name vis-à-vis unskilled/semiskilled labour 
force.
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Figure 5:	K���������	��{�"	�������\Y�}	��	E��}Y�~

1.09 1.53
3.06

7.91

14.46
15.31

Source: Bangladesh Bank

1993-94 1997-98 2002-03 2007-08 2012-13 2014-15

1.09 1.53
3.06

7

Bangladesh ranked 5th as aquaculture producing country in the world, where 
aquaculture shows the growth performance of  8.2%. (FAO, 2015). Employment 
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makes 17.80 million of  male and 1.40 (8.5%) millions of  female populations. 
(EPB, Bangladesh 2014).

Figure 6:	*9����	�����	��	�
	���	�
���	�������	+�	E���Y��	��	E��\Y�}

Export Earning ( 2nd largest, next to Ready-Made Garments-RMG)        2.01%

Fish & Fishery Product Export Trend (million $)
700

2009-10 2010-11 2011-12 2012-13 2013-14

486.93

624.79 598.17
539.55

630.24
600
500
400
300
200
100

0

The service sector is yet another growth driver and provides 28% of  Bangladesh’s 
GDP compared to that of  13% of  RMG. (Barkat, 2016). Apart from other services, 
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and port services, shipping and ship services, shore based maritime services and 
offshore and marine engineering. Even cruise liner such as Maersk is one of  the 
fastest growing service sectors in the maritime domain. (Manzur, 2016).
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Ways: Maritime Strategy of  Total Response-The Key to 
Branding Bangladesh

The experts posit that the internal river system in Bangladesh is naturally laid 
in such a way that there is no more than 5 km of  distance, which cannot be 
reached by a river craft. (Ainun, 2016). Thus, bringing a strong analogy with the 
riverine hinterland connectivity of  the Netherlands and making a strong case for 
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Economic Inventory of  the Bangladesh’s Maritime Clusters

Considering major river inlets and estuaries, the total marine waters of  Bangladesh 
stands at 121,110 sq. km. (MoFA, 2014). Chittagong and Mongla ports together 
handle almost 97% of  the countries seaborne trade. Bangladesh is yet to assess 
the true potential of  its offshore oil and gas prospects (Imam, 2013). About 30 
million people are directly dependent on the marine sector.  (Hossain et al., 2014). 

The Bangladesh coast supports 441,455ha of  mangroves i.e. the Sundarbans 
(Hasan et al., 2013, p.42). Hilsa shad (Tenualosa ilisha) is the largest and single most 
valuable species with annual catch of  340,000 MT, and generates employment 
and income for 2.5 million people valued at $US 1.3 billion per year (Hossain 
et al., 2014). Sands containing valuable heavy minerals are found intermittently 
over the length of  a 250 km coastal belt from Patenga to Teknaf. Therefore, the 
maritime cluster - the ocean and coastal resources have tremendous link to socio-
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Hossain et al., 2014.)

  Ocean and coastal resources
• Fisheries (fishes, shrimps, crabs)
• Mangrove, salt marsh, seaweeds
• Oil and gas
• Sea salt
•Mineral resources
•Renewable resourcesa

 Socio-economic development
• Employment opportunity
• Food and nutrition
• Conservation initatives
• Community participation
• Micro-enterprises (SMEs)
• Alternation income options

Scientific knowledge
Indigenous knowledge

Global Marine Trend 2030: Oceanic Opportunity for Bangladesh

The marine world in 2030 will be almost unrecognisable owing to the rise of  
emerging countries and resource demand. In the “Global Commons” scenario, 
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even more economic growth is expected. China and emerging countries will 
determine the ship new building market landscape after 20 years. South Korea’s 
market share will fall from 34% (in 2010) to around 22% (in 2030). Japan’s share 
will fall from 21% to 9-10%. (GMT, 2030). As per this forecast, Bangladesh has 
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Japan.

������!"	�����"#$%&	�'�*/"'"&&8	�"'"9�&	�;	�&"	����'"	�"&;/�<"&	

Chittagong Port during the year 2012-2013 handled over 43.37 million metric 
tons of  cargo including 1.47 million TEUs containerized cargo, which is around 
92% of  total maritime trade of  Bangladesh. (CPA, 2016).

Figure 8: Bar Chart showing revenue income and Expenditure 2014-2015 
(Provisional) in CPA
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Figure 9: Export growth trend in Bangladesh 2006-2015 (Payra Port Authority, 
2016.)
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The GDP growth of  Bangladesh economy is around 6-7% while the container 
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Thus, Chittagong Port’s contribution to the national economy is remarkable. 
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above. (CPA, 2016). Given the fact that government wishes to see Bangladesh 
as a middle-income country by 2021, and before full functioning of  Payra port; 
the Mongla Port must increase its capability to synchronize with the goal of  the 
government. Therefore, the port has set an objective to handle 1000 ships per 
year by 2021. (MPA, 2016). Maximum EPZs and industries are thus established 
centring these two seaports. That’s why Dhaka-Chittagong and Dhaka-Mongla 
corridor contribute 30% to GDP. (Halima, 2016).  

Strategic Approach: A Maritime Strategy of  Total Response
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ports, transportation and shipbuilding infrastructure to include one road, one belt 
strategy (map 2) is a case in point (Till, 2009, p.105) for Bangladesh to emulate as 
depicted below.

Map 2: One road, One belt - Bangladesh’s prospect of  strategic connectivity
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the imagination visualising the genuineness of  the concept.
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Figure 10: Radial Venn of  Maritime Strategy of  Total Response

Ends: Branding Bangladesh

Does Size Matter: The Netherlands Case Study

As a maritime trading nation, the Netherlands has succeeded in building up a 
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position of  the industries from the Dutch maritime cluster, which serves as a 
bridge with hinterland. In 2013, the maritime cluster, consisting of  12,000 
companies, provided employment to approximately 224,000 people and achieved 
a total added value of  € 21 billion, which is 3.3% of  the GNP of  the Netherlands. 
If  the port industrial complex and port-related transport are added, it amounts to 
7.3%. (The Dutch Maritime Strategy 2015-2025).

The Dutch Republic, wrote Mahan, “even more than the English nation, drew 
its prosperity and its very life from the sea.” (Mahan, 2014, p.35). Thus, “the 
commercial greatness of  Holland was due not only to her shipping at sea, but also 
to the numerous tranquil waterways, which gave cheap and easy access to her own 
interior and to that of  Germany.” (Mahan, 2014, p.21).
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Why is Maritime Strategy of  Total Response a Viable Branding Strategy 

for Bangladesh?

While to other countries, the BoB is only one of  the oceanic bays, to Bangladesh 
it is the vital sea. Bangladesh’s future is dependent on the freedom of  its waters 
and exploitation of  the resources it offers. Bangladesh has the potential to be the 
maritime heart like that of  the Netherlands.
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strategy of  total response’, the country can ensure the traditional national interests 
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stability vis-à-vis demographics and well-being, and domestic peace and stability, 
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and glory of  Bangladesh. 

Branding Bangladesh through Maritime Strategy of  Total Response

As recent studies have made it very clear, it was the maritime economy and 
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Britain’s industrial revolution, and underpinned Britain’s strategy. (Till, 2009, 
p101). In this regard, the concept of  blue economy within the broader ambit of  
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Bangladesh possesses a strong ship-building tradition and this industry plays an 
important role by contributing to Bangladesh economy and re-branding country’s 
image too.  The country’s shipbuilding industry could become the third largest 
foreign exchange earner in less than ten years if  the government provides support 
relating to bank guarantees, access through green channels and declaring export 
oriented shipyards as export processing zones. (JBBC, 2014). Bangladesh could 
explore a shipbuilding market worth nearly US$ 50 billion, provided that the 
government takes necessary steps to upgrade the country’s shipbuilding yards as 
per international standards and environmental compliances. 

Evolution and Progression of  Branding Bangladesh

The original application of  branding on a product was presented by Dinnie 
(2008), which has revolutionized service and corporation branding and in turn 
both service and corporation branding has evolved into nation branding (see 
�����	��X�	��������	 �
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leadership of  Bangladesh will have to manage it as the process would involve 
multiple stakeholders.         

Figure 11:	*��������	�� 	��	
����	�� 	:�������	V�������	������$	E���X

[The scope of  branding in Bangladesh’s case should also be visualized, as in 
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been the case for the Netherlands. 

Figure 12: Basic Chevron Process showing progression in national branding

The Road Ahead

Analytical Summary

Despite branding being considered as a recent concept, the spirit has been carried 
in the heart of  the people since antiquity as even mentioned in the Muqaddima 
(Prolegomena) of  Ibn Khaldun. (Hourani, 2013). In the context of  enhancement 
of  Bangladesh’s international reputation, nation branding as a matter of  national 
policy of  critical importance appear to be logical. Despite being number one 
export sector, RMG is one of  the less technology intensive sector having low 
productivity leading to lower wages. (Mahmud, 2016). Consequently, Bangladesh 
cannot alleviate poverty, thus enhance human security as well as its international 
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standing by making lower wage earning.

Once analysed, it appears that maritime connectivity of  Bangladesh is itself  
representative of  the strong evidence that the country has tremendous potentials 
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- of  some of  the provinces of  China and North Eastern Indian states as well 
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fulcrum” to nation branding. 

Statistical analysis also reveal that the economy of  Bangladesh is heavily dependent 
on maritime sector, as 92% of  international trade are transported through it. 
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industry and infrastructure - all sectors are greatly dependent on maritime sector. 
(Halima, 2016). 

The case study of  the Netherlands has aptly demonstrated that geographical size 
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maritime cluster of  the country. Bangladesh economy is at present dependent 
only on a few export items. For its sustainable growth, it seriously needs export 
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The shipbuilding sector, among other marine clusters, has the potential to 
expand the country’s export basket to earn foreign currency as well as generate 
employment. However, without an aggressive branding plan to enhance the 
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to obtain a notable slice of  the 400-billion-dollar global shipbuilding business. 
(Khan, 2011).  
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like if  Bangladesh is branded through maritime strategy. 
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Figure 13: The Virtuous Branding Circle (Prepared by the Author)

Maritime Cluster is the Road Ahead to Development and 

Prosperity 
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how Bangladesh would look like if  branded through maritime strategy. The fact 
that maritime strategy of  total response to make right use of  the potentials of  
the maritime cluster is currently the right choice, the silver bullet for Bangladesh. 
The increasing trend of  international trade and investment has made marine 
cluster to be a key factor in export earnings, job creation, business development 
and infrastructure. As such, to attain national greatness i.e. to brand Bangladesh 
through maritime strategy, development of  the maritime cluster appears to 
be currently the most viable road ahead to development and prosperity for 
Bangladesh. 

Although the initial stage of  the strategy formulation will naturally be critical as it 
would require the formation of  the necessary policy framework to conceive and 
implement the idea of  Bangladesh as a maritime power. Materializing this idea 
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�	 A creative idea needs to be articulated and debated in detail to transform 
maritime cluster as a strategic industry.

�	 A good deal of  political support in the form of  good governance.

�	 >�������	 �� 	 ��	 ��������	 ����
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production, and interfacing of  technology and equipment, and

�	 A positive international image (country branding) for FDI. 

Why is Maritime Cluster the Road Ahead?
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strategic context to totally conceive the Bangladesh’s GMF and to capitalize on 
three strategic areas such as enhanced economic capability through strategic 
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three important issues forming the concept, the maritime cluster is the road 
�����

�	 Rebuilding Bangladesh’s maritime culture;

�	 Development and adaptive management of  Bangladesh’s maritime 
resources; infrastructure and connectivity;

�	 Intensifying Bangladesh’s maritime diplomacy;

�	 Strengthening Bangladesh’s armed forces, especially the maritime force 
and;

�	 Transforming Bangladesh’s maritime cluster as a strategic industry.

��	����	���������	�

��
	����

�	 The importance of  building up Bangladesh’s maritime identity;

�	 The importance of  Bangladesh’s regional maritime engagement; 

�	 The building blocks of  the GMF as a long-term national maritime policy.

Figure 14: The Roadmap 2041and beyond - A Prosperous Maritime Bangladesh
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A Creative Idea of  Strategy Formulation – Transforming Maritime 

Cluster as a Strategic Industry 

The strategy, while being formulated should include stakeholders from all social 
strata to make it functional and to be laid linking Conceptor-Enabler- Accelerator-
K��������Y>�����
����	 �����
�������	 ������������!Y���!$	 ������������
�
business people, maritime and non-maritime community, concerned ministries/
organisation of  the Government, and print and electronic media respectively. 
��	
�������	"���	:�	����������	��	����	"��	��	#�������&	�����	��	�����	�}	���	
��	��	
���Y�9���������	�������	]�������9	�����	�
	����
������	��	��	�����	�~	
below.

Figure 15:	�������	]�������9	�����	�� 	��������	+����������	V]�������	:�	
Author)
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Table 2: Stage 1- Strategy Implementation

Table 3: Stage 2- Strategy Implementation based on BAS
WAYS TRIGGER

Marketing
SLW

Spirit of  the 
Liberation 
War 1971

GMA
General 
Maritime 

Awareness 

NAG
National Aspiration for 

Greatness (Golden Bengal)

Promotion B
Branding

A
Advertising 

S
Selling

Media P 
Print Media

E 
Electronic 

Media

S
Social Media 

E
Endorser

The implementation of  the strategy also demands creativity and as such may be 
implemented in various stages. For this paper, the author envisages a two stage 
��������	[�������������	�
	����
������	��	��	��:��
	E	���	\�

�"'"9�&	;J 	���'&J;�!�'#	������!"	�Q/&�"�	�&	�	�����"#�<	�'X/&��$	

Successful implementation of  the strategy to transform maritime cluster to a 
strategic industry will bring good national reputation (Country branding) and 
in turn fetch following advantages toward achieving national greatness as 

������
��	��	��	�������	:���"�



73

Figure 16: List of  advantage due to good national reputation (Country 
Branding)

Recommendations

�������	 ��	 ���"	 ��	 ����
	 ���	 �����
	 ����
������	 ��	 ��
	 �����$	 ��	 �����"���	
��������������
	���	����	��	:����	��������
	�����	��������	
��������

Bangladesh should appreciate the need for a maritime identity owing to its rich 
maritime cultural heritage to exploit the opportunities offered by maritime 
engagement domestically, in the region and beyond to build a foundation for 
:���������	 ����	 ��	 �������	 �� 	 =�+	 �����	 ������������	 �� 	 �	 ����Y����	
integrated national maritime policy.

=��������$	 ��!�	 ���	 �� 	 ��	 *�$	 ���	 
����������	 ��!�	 ��	 <��������
$	 ��	 :�	
truly explored, developments strategy of  maritime clusters through realistic 
��������������	 �� 	 ��	 ����Y����	 ��������	 �������	 ��	 ��������	 
�������	 �� 	 �����	
��
���
��	 ����
	 ��	 :�	 ��
���	 ������	 �
	 "���	 �
	 �����������	 ���������	 ��	 ��	
"�������	�� 	����������
$	
��������	
����������	���	��������	����������	!������	
maritime cluster at the centre to synthesize all other sectors to achieve sustainable, 
smart and comprehensive growth. 

To make informed decisions, acquiring adequate information about the branding 
����
	 ���	 ������������
	 �� 	 ���������	 ��������
	����
	 ��	:�	 
�����
��	 ��{�����	
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����	 ��	 ����������	������	 ��	 ������	 �����	 �� 	 :�������	 ��������
	 �����	
maritime strategy. 

Bangladesh to emerge as an esteemed maritime nation to have a glorious 
�������������	
�������	:�	E�}�	����
	��	�������	��
	��������	��
�����
�	�������	
connectivity and infrastructures and 40,000 MW electricity; strengthen the armed 
forces especially maritime forces proportionate to the sea area, resources, and 
threats; intensify maritime diplomacy; attract $ 1 trillion investment and transform 
Bangladesh’s maritime cluster as a strategic industry.

Conclusion

[�	��
	/��
�	��	�����	���
����������	�:��������	��	#���
���	��	�������&$	��	��
���	
well-being of  its people and enhance human security through poverty eradication, 
Bangladesh has been striving hard since independence. It’s with the successful 
attaining of  most of  the MDG goals in recent years and entry into the lower 
������Y������	���:	���	��
�����	��������
	��	�
����	��	�����	��
���	E�E�$	��=	
2030 goals and in turn to emerge as a developed nation by 2041. However, the 
issue of  development paradox in Bangladesh is also a reality.

In this context, this research paper posits that branding the country through 
��������	�����������	���	����������	��������������	�� 	��	���������	
�������	�� 	
total response’ taking maritime fulcrum and maritime cluster at its core within 
��	��
����
	�� 	��	����������	��������	������	�
	�� 	�����	
�����������	'���	��	
policy would provide visionary guidelines, maritime fulcrum would integrate, 
and synthesize all other sectors such as agriculture, remittance, manufacturing, 
services and knowledge etc. The maritime cluster would then act as the growth 
driver and add value to overcome the paradox of  development through export 
�����
��������	���������	��/�����	=�]	���"�	��	
�
����	��	�������	�����������	
and link the country’s formal and informal economy to achieve developed status 
and accomplish higher international standing.
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