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Purpose
This research seeks to assess whether implementation of the World Bank’s Revenue
Mobilization Program for Results: Value Added Tax (VAT) Improvement Program Project
for Bangladesh by the Bank and the government of the People’s Republic of Bangladesh
seeks to make the VAT reforms pro-poor and robustly linked to expenditures that are
likewise pro-poor and advance women’s empowerment. The research is intended to
contribute to both global policy debates about the role of increased domestic revenues in
development, and also to Oxfam-in-Bangladesh’s work on active citizenship and tax justice.
Background to the Research
Oxfam’s Aid and Development Finance Issues Team (part of the Even it Up Campaign) is
carrying out a series of studies of aid to domestic revenue mobilization (DRM). The team is
focusing on this topic now because along with an enhanced role for the private sector in
development, international development discourse (e.g., the Addis Ababa Action Agenda)
points to increased DRM as a key factor in overcoming the $2.5 trillion annual finance gap
for achieving the Sustainable Development Goals. Oxfam has already published a study of
French aid to DRM in Mali, and a draft report on US aid to DRM in Haiti is currently under
revision following peer review. The team may also commission a gender analysis of aid to
DRM. This research scope of work is for an assessment of the World Bank’s support for
modernization of Bangladesh’s value-added tax (VAT).
In general, the international financial institutions (IFIs) favor VATs as a DRM mechanism.
Although such indirect taxes tend to be regressive (especially the case in Bangladesh), they
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are a cost-effective way to raise revenue and help improve debt sustainability, and are less
politically difficult to implement than more progressive forms of taxation, such as individual
and corporate income taxes and property taxes. If VATs create a dedicated revenue stream
for programs that reduce poverty and gender inequality, they may provide net benefits to lowincome people and women that mitigate the regressive nature of the taxation. Moreover,
Bangladesh’s VAT law seeks to reduce the burden on poor consumers by exempting many of
the goods and services on which they spend the bulk of their income, such as food, health
care and medicine, education, public transportation, and child care.
Both the World Bank and the government of Bangladesh look to the country’s VAT as a key
source of domestic revenues: more than a third of the revenue target of $35.73 billion for the
2017-2018 financial year was expected to come from this tax. However, VAT
implementation remains controversial, despite support from the World Bank and
International Monetary Fund. The Bangladesh parliament repeatedly delayed passage of the
VAT law, and since enacting the legislation has repeatedly amended it. Business opposition
to VAT reform and modernization remains strong. It includes the important steel industry as
well as small and medium-sized enterprises.1 A prominent parliamentarian from the
opposition Jatiya Party publicly attacked the tax as a “burden on the people.” There is also
concern that the VAT disproportionately burdens women, both as consumers and given their
engagement in micro-, small-, and medium-sized enterprises. Due to the controversy, the
government has repeatedly postponed implementation of VAT reforms.
Audience
The research is aimed primarily at World Bank staff, government of Bangladesh officials,
and civil society organizations in Bangladesh and globally, as well as members of the Addis
Tax Initiative (ATI) and future donors supporting pro-poor DRM in Bangladesh.
Description of Research Topic
The research will assess (i) the design, priority setting, and implementation of the World
Bank’s Revenue Mobilization Program for Results: Value Added Tax (VAT) Improvement
Program Project for Bangladesh, a six-year, $60 million project that will run through mid2020, and (ii) the chances and vision for further pro-poor tax policy reforms and aid for DRM
programs in-country. The World Bank’s project seeks to improve revenue mobilization and
transparency in VAT administration, and has four components: modernization of the VAT
office of the National Board of Revenue to enable a high level of voluntary compliance,
including on-line VAT taxpayer services; development of an integrated management system;
institutional strengthening; and program management, including program coordination and
taxpayer communication and education.
A fundamental challenge underlying support for DRM is the assumption that greater revenue
will lead to greater spending on programs that reduce poverty, empower women and girls, or
build sustainable infrastructure. While there is some evidence that more revenue can lead to
an increase in poverty-reducing expenditures, this is not a given. Mobilizing adequate
revenues is vital, but DRM and interventions to support DRM should not neglect the quality
and equity of revenue collection. According to Oxfam’s internal positions on pro-poor DRM,
even administrative and technical interventions must be designed with a pro-poor lens. Donor
support for DRM must focus on both sides of fiscal policy—and on the revenue side, the
objective should not be simply to collect more, but also to collect better. In fact, collecting
better may often precipitate collecting more.
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Relevance: Given the low ratio of tax to gross domestic product in Bangladesh, the high
share of revenues expected from the VAT, and the persistence of poverty despite rapid
economic growth, pro-poor implementation of VAT reform is essential. The $200 billionplus Bangladesh economy grew by a record 7.24% in the financial year ending in 2017, but
nearly a third of Bangladeshis—over 50 million people—continue to live below the national
poverty line. At the same time, the country remains one of the world’s least-taxed: although
tax collection improved to 10.4% of GDP in 2012, up from 8.3% over 2004-2009, the level is
still below that of other South Asia countries, including India, Nepal, and Sri Lanka.
Corporate income taxes account for a very small share of revenues, due to favorable tax
treatment of key sectors such as readymade garments and to widespread evasion.
Existing knowledge base: There is a growing literature and improving database on DRM in
developing countries, and there are some studies of how the issues play out in Bangladesh
(see appendix). However, there is insufficient knowledge of the links between DRM on the
one hand and poverty reduction and gender justice on the other. Moreover, it is unclear to
what extent donor projects and programs seek to foster such links, particularly through
support for the creation of dedicated revenue streams and strengthening the relationship
between citizens and government institutions at all levels. Finally, although political
economy considerations are increasingly recognized as barriers to effective implementation
of DRM reforms, there is a need to better understand how these influence the initial prioritysetting and design of reforms (which could help identify the opportunity costs of DRM
reforms not pursued). The research will offer a case study aimed at helping to fill this
knowledge gap.
Research Outline
1. Thesis or Working Hypothesis
Oxfam’s hypothesis is that the World Bank is taking a technocratic approach that focuses
mainly on enhancing the capacity of the National Board of Revenue and ensuring compliance
with the VAT collection, paying less attention to issues of how the government’s VAT
implementation advances equity or whether the revenues generated are robustly linked to
poverty reduction and advancing gender equality. The decision to focus resources on this
project is the result of political economy factors and limited public participation in the
priority setting stage; it has less to do with technical considerations.
2. Research Objectives
The research will result in a report on the extent to which World Bank support for VAT
reform in Bangladesh leads to implementation by the government that is pro-poor and
advances gender equality. The report will offer lessons learned that may be applicable to
other donors and other partner countries interested in supporting DRM more effectively and
equitably. It will include policy recommendations and suggestions for further research.
3. Research Questions
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To what extent does the World Bank project support government VAT
reforms that are pro-poor and linked to expenditures that are pro-poor and
advance women’s empowerment, and what factors determined this
intervention as a priority, as compared to other DRM reform areas?
What are the views of citizens, consumers, entrepreneurs, vendors, and local
civil society organizations on the VAT and taxes more generally, and how do
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they see these relating to pro-poor public services and women’s
empowerment? What is the impact of this projects’ taxpayer education and
transparency components?
What is the impact of this project’s taxpayer education and transparency
components?
What is the total tax burden on female consumers and small-scale female
entrepreneurs (VAT, market fees, income tax) and how does it compare to
the burden on men?
Which tax policies and reform areas are neglected (such as property taxation,
high-wealth individual compliance programs or governance of tax
exemptions)?
4. Conceptual Framework (or Lens)

Oxfam views the functioning development compact between active citizens and effective,
accountable governments as the ultimate driver of development progress. As the figure below
illustrates, aid cannot create this compact, but, if delivered effectively, it can strengthen it by
helping to improve public accountability. Moreover, cultivating a strong citizen-state
compact is essential to pro-poor DRM and collecting revenues better.
Building citizen trust in government institutions is a complex and context-specific challenge,
but will almost always require more than just transparency. Taxpayers—like shareholders in
a company—need to see a return on investment. Accountable delivery of quality public
services at national and local levels is an essential element, but this can be tricky when
governments face resource and capacity constraints. Donors can (and should) support better
service delivery, but they can also play a more catalytic role by supporting initiatives that
strengthen the relationship between citizens and government institutions. This can have
positive DRM ripple effects on tax administration efficiency, voluntary compliance and even
formalization of the informal sector.
The research will assess the World Bank’s Revenue Mobilization Program and government
implementation of VAT reform using this framework.

Oxfam Aid Effectiveness Framework
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Research Design
1. Research Sites (if project involves original field research)
Khulna, Sylhet, and Dhaka Divisions (tentative); may change sites or add additional sites
after further consultation with Oxfam-in-Bangladesh and SUPRO.
2. Research Methods
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The research will use mixed methods, including both qualitative (literature review, semistructured interviews with key informants, focus group discussions) and quantitative (an
opinion survey—to be confirmed, if budgetary resources allow).
3. Gender Analysis
Gender analysis is central to the research. As indicated above in the research questions
section, the research will examine the extent to which VAT reform efforts integrate women’s
empowerment; citizens’ views of the links between the VAT and other taxes on the one hand,
and women’s empowerment on the other; and whether there are gender differences in the
overall tax burden.
4. Data Collection Activities
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Description
Literature review:
a. VAT implementation globally
b. VAT implementation in Bangladesh
c. Aid to pro-poor & gender equitable DRM and VAT
Semi-structured key informant interviews—government of Bangladesh officials (in
capital and divisions), including officials of the VAT Office, the Tax Office, and the
Economic Relations Division of the Ministry of Finance; World Bank and other donor
representatives, academic experts, civil society organization leaders, and entrepreneurs,
vendors, and consumers, including low-income consumers and women entrepreneurs,
vendors, and consumers
Focus group discussions with entrepreneurs, vendors, and consumers, including lowincome consumers and female entrepreneurs, vendors, and consumers
Opinion survey on consumer and vendor views on the VAT and taxes more generally,
including views on how taxes relate to pro-poor public services and women’s
empowerment (to be confirmed, depending on available budget).

Products, Timeframe, and payment

1.
2.

OUTPUTS
First draft report
Final report

Date
TBD
TBD

Payment
TBD
TBD

The final payment will be payable when the consultants’ final report has been submitted and
when the Research project manager and client have
a) approved that the report has been satisfactorily completed
b) confirmed that full research documentation (as described below) has also been
provided.

Ethical Concerns and Risks
None.
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Drafting, Peer Review and Sign-off Schedule
Stage

Guidance

Peer review of draft SOW
complete
Revised SOW submitted to
Peer Review and Sign-off
Coordinator and Head of
Research for sign off
Sign off of SOW complete
1st draft research submitted to
Peer Review and Sign-off
Coordinator and Head of
Research

Usually 1 week

Peer review of draft research
complete
Revised draft submitted to
Peer Review and Sign-off
Coordinator
Sign off of research complete

Date to be provided by
Research Project Manager Usually 2-10 days following
peer review
Usually 5 days
Date to be provided by
Research Project Manager –
At least 1 month for desk
research, 3 months for field
research per country, and at
least 7 days to write draft
findings
Recommendation that each
peer reviewer (internal and
external) receive 2 weeks
Date to be provided by
Research Project Manager –
Usually 5-15 days following
review
Usually 5-10 days

Date agreed upon by
Research Project Manager
and Peer Review and Signoff Coordinator
2nd Week of April 2018
3rd Week of April 2018

4th Week of April 2018
May- July 2018

Mid-August 2018
4th Week of August 2018

2nd Week of September 2018

Documentation of Research
In order to use the findings in Oxfam publications and campaigns, Oxfam America must be
provided with full information and documentation to substantiate those findings.
• The final report(s) must provide footnote or endnote references for all specific facts
and statistics used. The report(s) must also include a bibliography of all references
mentioned.
• Primary sources must be used wherever possible over secondary sources (for example,
the Consultant should provide documentary evidence of a fact or statistic as written in
its original report, not as cited by a newspaper)
• If internet sources have been used, a printed out page from the website showing the
cited facts and statistics must be submitted. The consultant must ensure that the date
on which it was printed out is written on the page.
• If Oxfam discovers any discrepancies with the figures or facts, the consultant will
work with Oxfam to resolve the discrepancies.
Expectations
•

Consultant will write the report into the OA Research Backgrounder template if
provided, or Consultant will write according to the OA Style Guide if stipulated.
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•

Consultant will work with Oxfam to determine the appropriate research methods.

•

Consultant must make assumptions in research design explicit.

•

Work must undergo a review process that includes internal Oxfam review and
independent external peer review.

•

Consultant is expected to make deadlines outlined above, unless the consultant
negotiates alternative deadlines with Oxfam, in which case Oxfam will revise the
SOW to express the new deadlines.
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