ADB to help Bangladesh improve delivery of tax, land management services
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Bangladesh is to receive financial assistance from the Asian Development Bank (ADB) to help make the delivery of public services more efficient and transparent.

ADB is extending a loan of $25 million equivalent along with an associated technical assistance grant of $800,000 for the Strengthening Governance Management Project. Using state of the art information and communications technology, the project will introduce online filing of tax returns, digitize land records management in selected districts, and establish 40 specialized tax and land information and service centers for easy access to information.

Bangladesh currently struggles to fund its development needs, with a limited resource base, compounded by low levels of direct taxes. Weak governance hampers the delivery of public services, and poor land records management often causes lengthy court battles, which are a major burden for the poor.

"Enabling online tax filing and easy and accurate access to land records will reduce the scope for human interaction, and help reduce demands for illicit extra payments for services," said Hiranya Mukhopadhyay, Economist (Fiscal Management) in ADB's South Asia Department.

Electronic tax filing has been shown to increase compliance and to boost government revenues, while digitizing land documents will help reduce inaccurate records which are a key source of land disputes. By establishing the service centers for tax and land information, the project will improve access to information, particularly in remote areas, resulting in reduced costs of compliance with government rules and less harassment by 'middlemen'.

"The project will improve transparency and accountability in tax and land record administration, resulting in enhanced public trust in government for service delivery," Mr. Mukhopadhyay said.

The technical assistance will fund training and other capacity building support for government officials involved in the project to enable them to implement the new systems.

ADB's loan from its concessional Asian Development Fund makes up 82% of the total project cost of $30.3 million, with the government extending the balance of $5.3 million. The loan has a 32-year term, including an 8-year grace period, with interest charged at 1% per annum during the grace period and 1.5% per year for the rest of the term. The technical assistance grant comes from ADB's Technical Assistance Special Fund, with the government providing an additional $180,000.

The National Board of Revenue will be the executing agency for the tax elements of the project, while the Department of Land Records and Survey will handle the land records management components. The project is expected to be completed in December 2013.

