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The definitions of "small" and "medium" sized enterprises differ from one country to another. SMEs have been defined against various criteria such as the number of workers employed, the volume of output or sales, the value of assets employed, and the use of energy. Other definitions are based on whether the owner of the enterprise works alongside the workers, the degree of sophistication in management, and whether or not an enterprise lies in the "formal" sector. For Bangladesh the definition of SME is mainly on the basis of the number of workers employed. In a recent report by the ILO on “Chemical risk assessment and occupational hygiene preventive measures in small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs)” - SMEs of Bangladesh has been defined as “Small” having less than 50 workers and as “Medium” having 51 to 200 workers. SMEs are sometimes defined on the basis of their financial undertaking as the ones which fall beyond the scope of Micro Finance (MF) in term of their access to credit.

It is relevant to mention that micro finance is a vibrant and growing sector of Bangladesh’s economy much to the credit of the Non-Government Organization (NGO) community of the country. Efficient management, better regulation and unique models contribute to the success of micro finance in Bangladesh. There are mainly four types of institutions involved in micro finance activities. These are:

1)
Grameen Bank 

2)
Around 1500 Non-Government Organizations (NGOs) like BRAC, Proshika, ASA etc. 

3)
Commercial and specialized banks like Bangladesh Krishi Bank (BKB), Rajshahi Krishi Unnayan Bank (RAKUB) etc. 

4)
Government micro finance projects/programs like BRDB, Swanirvar Bangladesh etc.

Micro finance also plays a vital role in promoting and encouraging towards establishments of SMEs. Many small and medium enterprises started as micro enterprise and their gradual growth promoted them to be SMEs. 

SME constitute the dominant source of industrial employment in Bangladesh, which is about 80%, but its contribution to the gross domestic product (GDP) made up only about 5% in the late 1990s. Although promoting SME development was a stated objective of successful governments, there has not been significant development in terms of the sector’s growth and long run sustainability. Various regulatory barriers put in place to control the private investment are mainly the reasons for uneven impact on SMEs in the country. Globalization is a growing challenge facing the SMEs of Bangladesh as most of the businesses have a weak financial standing in the global market. A more formal and structured approach in terms of financial assistance and technical support is required by the government, banks and other financial institutions to address the SMEs in particular to stimulate their growth. 

BRAC, a successful NGO in development activities in its pursuit towards “Alleviation of Poverty and Empowerment of the Poor”, recognizes SME as a growing and important sector contributing to the national economy which needs much attention and support by the Government, the NGO community as well as the private sector. Established in 1972, BRAC’s development activities are broadly micro finance based. In spite of that its approach to development activities have a long run SME growth potential. BRAC’s micro finance program assists the poor by providing training and access to credit ranging from US$ 17 (Tk. 1,000) to US$ 345 (Tk. 20,000). Encouraged by their own success many of these entrepreneurs are often willing to venture beyond their current credit and financial limitations. For these aspiring entrepreneurs BRAC also provides assistance through its Micro Enterprise Lending and Assistance (MELA) program which provides credit from US$ 345 (Tk. 20,000) to US$ 3,448 (Tk. 200,000) and supports twenty different business sectors. Eventually many of these successful entrepreneurs grow up to be SMEs. 

In order to address the SMEs in particular with more specialized services, BRAC has launched its commercial and financial wing BRAC Bank Limited in 2001. Along with conducting regular banking, BRAC Bank Limited has a specialized SME division which operates all over Bangladesh along side BRAC through its 1,700 offices to address the financial needs and assistance of the SMEs in the country. The Bank has already disbursed over US$ 16.94 million (Tk. 1 billion).

Today there are some institutions like BRAC Bank that specially address SME issues in the country along with the government but it will require more such initiatives to support them at a bigger and more sustainable scale.

