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SOHEL PARVEZ

For years, policymakers and businesses have
talked about diversifying the country’s export
basket and destinations. Yet little has changed.
Despite generous government incentives,
shipments rely heavily on a few products and

- markets.

And, readymade garments account for
more than 82 percent of total export earnings.
The European Union and the United States

* together take over two-thirds of those exports.

In the recently concluded fiscal year (FY)
2024-25, their combined share slipped only
slightly to 62 percent of the record $48 billion-
plus shipments, down from 65 percent three
years earlier.

Last year, the EU alone absorbed 44 percent,
thanks largely to duty-free and quota-free
access for least developed countries, according
to Export Promotion Bureau (EPB) data.

“The deeper reason is not simply that
firms prefer those destinations; it is that

our export basket remains overwhelmingly

garment--centred. and we have too few
competitive, scalable products outside apparel
to push meaningfully into new markets,”
said Mohammad Abdur Razzaque, chairman
of local think tank Research and Policy
Integration for Development (RAPID).

«“When product variety is narrow, market
variety cannot expand in any durable way.
Hence, even with cash incentives for ‘mon-
traditional’  destinations, the aggregate
geography barely shifts,” said the economist.

The government Sees incentives as “a

Shares of Bangladesh's exports by destinatoins o
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strategic tool” 1O drive export
growth.

In FY 2024-25, it set aside Tk
7,830 crore, a 6 percent rise from
the previous year. Over the past
five years, exporters have received around Tk

35,000 crore in support, according to finance -

ministry data.

Currently, incentives are offered on 43
products. To encourage shipments outside
the traditional markets like the EU, the
United Kingdom, the USA and Canada, the
government provides a 2 percent incentive to
apparel exporters.

But analysts are divided over how effective
the support really is. -

Khondaker Golam Moazzem, Tresearch
director of the Centre for Policy Dialogue (CPD),

The Daily Star

xports stuck in EU, US orbit

Bangladesh’s two-thirds of shipments still head to Western markets I

said, “It is important to examine whether the
incentive really yields any benefit.

Because

garments, two-thirds of that goes to the sector,

he said.

“But it should be reversed. Incentives for
exports should be target oriented, market
specific, and impact-oriented. But what we see

is that a lot

demands from pressuré groups, associations,
lobbyists and even specific comp anies.”

Meanwhile, Razzaque said the pull of global
demand explains the imbalance.

He said,

18%

FY25

of the export concentration in

of incentives are given because of

“The EU and the US are the
world’'s largest, most
sophisticated consumer
markets, with dense

buyer networks,
established compliance
regimes, and the
capacity to absorb large
and regular orders.”

“Yor Bangladeshi
firms, especially

those producing
fast, repeal apparel
funs, these markets
Al weale, ll'h.lllihl\,




“When product mmy 15 11di1Uvw,
variety cannot €xp in any
I-lencg, even with cash incentives for ‘non-

traditional’

The government

v i ASL

and predictable standards.
It is therefore unsurprising
that policy nudges alone
havt:..' not altered the
destination mix: the centre
of global demhand pulls, and
. our; current capabilities
align with that pull%said
the RAPID chairman.

~ Razzaque, who follows
international trade closely,
pointed out that many
non-garment sectors face
difficulties meeting quality
and safety standards
abroad.

He said domestic
weaknesses in certification,
testing and recognition
abroad add to the problem,
raising costs and slowing

destinations, .
geography barely shifts,” said the economist.

EELEER Wt

access to markets. “In
short, non-RMG exports
are squeezed by capability
deficits and standard
frictions; until these are
addressed, scale-up in
diverse  products  will
remain difficult.”

He added that high
logistics costs, bottlenecks,
poor inland transport and
weak risk management
further undercut
competitiveness.

The country’s lack of

free trade agreements and
reliance on high tariffs to
protect domestic firms
also discourages outward-
looking growth, according
to the economist.

“Elevated prices behind

The Daily Star

the tariff wall, combined
with buoyant demand in a
rapidly growing economy,
make the  domestic
market more attractive
than the rigours of export
competition,” he said.
Fazlul Hoque, former
president of the Bangladesh
Knitwear Manufacturers
and Exporters Association

(BKMEA), said exports
have increased in Australia,
Japan and India.

Hoque believes that only
incentives will not work.
“Continuous efforts to
build new markets are also
necessary. We have made
huge efforts to develop the
market in Japan. We need

to target specific markets

and make continuous
efforts.”

Selim Raihan, executive
director of the South Asian
Network on ‘Economic
Modeling (Sanem), said
Bangladesh should expand
its portiolio  beyond
garments.

“Bangladesh should

developing

! o
exportable products
RMG, such

beyond

as light engineering,
agro-processed  goods,
electronics, and IT services,
that appeal to a broader

free trade agreements or
reduce tariff barriers with

Spparel ex Orters. demands from pressure groups, dssuraares
oo . ap%alfflanexpalysts are divided over how effective Iobbyists and even specific {:ompames. i
the aggregate thesupport really is. - Meanwhile, Razzaque said the pull of globa
Khondaker Golam Moazzem, res(earct)l demand explains the lmbagmtcg. ot
Z “ . Polic Dia ngue CPD ’ EU an €
sees incentives as “a directorof theCentreforFOlCY P R world’s largest, most

sophisticated consumer
markets, with dense
buyer networks,

. established compliance
regimes, and the
capacity to absorb large
and regular orders.”

“For Bangladeshi
firms, especially
those producing

| fast, repeat apparel
' runs, these markets
offer scale, reliability,

emerging markets in Asia, -

Latin America, and Africa,”
he said.

He added that
government support
should be better targeted,
backed by market research
and capacity-building, so
exporters can break into
new destinations.

Moazzem of CPD agreed,

.as he said that instead of

making incentives end-
market-oriented, the
country should make them
supply-chain-oriented.

He said, “We need to
frame a sectoral supply-
chain policy incorporating
the import of raw materials,
manufacturing, and end-
market.” & T Sl ”

ety AR e ey

Md Anwar Hossain,
imimediate vice prosident
of the Export Promotion
Bureau (EPB), nald
forecign investment  aiul

an improved  Dusiness
environment are key o
diversification,

. Hossain said, “We shonild
design policy support in
tune with the support
given by other countries
Our duty and customs
procedures should be made
easy, and lead time should
be reduced to ensure spoed
to market.”

“Uf import duty In
reduced and exporters ane
given a level playing held,

_many products will become

competitive,” he added,
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Bangladesh should widen its export
base within and beyond the ready-
made garment industry by moving into
mid-tier technology sectors, said Aditya
Gahlaut, head of Asia for Global Trade
Services at HSBC.

In an interview with The Daily Star
during his recent visit to Dhaka, he said
exports are vital to the economy, not
only for the foreign currencies but also
for employment.

He said the country now remains
heavily dependent on cotton garments,
while global demand is shifting towards
man-made fibres.

“Ihereis obviously a need to diversify
within the ready-made garment space,
and there are markets which are
unexplored, whether it is Southeast

\sia or the Middle East,” Gahlaut said.

He argued that Bangladesh, like

.any other Asian economies, must

1ok beyond garments and develop low

» mid-tech industries. “Because, firstly,

yu have a comparative advantage in

his sector and secondly, it generates
‘mployment.”

Sectors such as lootwear, LOYS,
aachine tools, agricultural products
ind bicycles, he noted, can provide

———————————

Bangladesh’s export
needs to diversify to
mid-tech sectors

Says top HSBC official in an interview with @he Baily Star

Export diversification

Banglodesh must : Highimport : Free trade

expand beyond  : toriffsare  : agreements
. garments : hurting : are crucial

......................... lnnnvutlon ﬂSLDc

Country and : graduation

remains heavily efficiency i looms

dependent on

cotton garments

stprlycmlnsmwmﬂritise ‘China Plus One’ strategy Services trade is growing twice
resilience and sustainability opens big opportunities for as fast as goods trade, driven by

alongside cost ' Bangladesh digital use

“If you look at how China grew its last hve years; supply ¢hain decisions  change, he added.
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man-made fibres.

“There is obviously a need to diversily
within the ready-made garment space,
and there are markets which are
unexplored, whether it is Southeast
Asia or the Middle East,” Gahlaut said.

He argued that Bangladesh, like
many other Asian economies, must
look beyond garments and develop low
to mid-tech industries. “Because, firstly,
you have a comparative advantage in
this sector and secondly, it generates
employment.”

Sectors such as footwear, toys,
machine tools, agricultural products
and bicycles, he noted, can provide

“There is obviously a
need to diversify within
the ready-made garment
space, and there are
markets which are
unexplored, whether it
is Southeast Asia or the
Middle East,”

said Aditya Gahlaut, head
of Asia for Global Trade
Services at HSBC.

both jobs and export growth if given
proper attention.

As the region’s largest trade bank,
HSBC helps clients diversify their
businesses. But Gahlaut pointed out
high import tariffs, which he said had

~ long stifled innovation in South Asia.

“If you have a high import tariff
and you protect domestic industry,
what also happens is you prevent
domestic industries from becoming
efficient from innovating because
they know they have some sort of
protection.”

He said tariffs are an important
source of government revenue, yet
lowering them will uitimately make
local firms more competitive.

He pointed to China as an example.

HHaAnam

Global trade trends

Supply chains now prioritise
resilience and sustuinubllity

* alongside cost

“If you look at how China grew its
manufacturing, it first focused on
backwards  participation, = where
producers import intermediate inputs
and then use them to produce the final
goods and then export.”

Over time, Chinese companies
mastered the technology to make
those. inputs themselves and shifted
towards forward participation, focusing
on intermediate goods while ‘final
assembly moved abroad.

Turning to Bangladesh’s upcoming
graduation from the least developed
country club next year, he said free
trade agreements are essential if
the nation hopes to sustain growth,
especially in garments.

On the global outlook, Gahlaut said
tariffs have become central to short-
term economic discussions. “We
are now at a position where we see
the dust settling a bit with multiple
countries’ reciprocal rates already
announced.”

Although uncertainty remains high
since not all sectoral tariffs have been
disclosed, he said. “When there is
uncertainty, the one thing businesses
do not do or corporates do not do is
invest.”

But:he argued that shifts in world
trade had begun long before US
reciprocal tariffs came into play.

“Twenty years back, a corporation’s
decision to purchase from somewhere
was based on one parameter, which
was cost. It has changed during the

‘China Plus One’ strategy
opens big opportunities for ‘
Bangladesh

last five years; supply chain decisions
are made based on three parameters
now. Efficiency is still one of them.
Resilience is the second thing. The
third thing is sustainability from a
different lens.”

He said supply chains are also being
reshaped by the “China Plus One”
strategy, where firms reduce reliance
on China by expanding into other
countries. “That is a big opportunity
for corporations in a lot of markets,
including Bangladesh.”

Another change, he said, .is
demand-side resilience, as companies
try to position themselves closer to
consumers. This, in turn, will fuel
growth in partnerships, joint ventures
and contract manufacturing.

He also mentioned the rapid
expansion of trade in services, which
has been growing twice as fast as goods
trade.

“As people are converting a good, a
physical product, into a service offering.
It is just how people now have started to
consume things.”

For instance, Gahlaut said people
are not buying CDs anymore, but they
subscribe to Apple Music, Spotify,
etc. Ten years from now, people will
consume a car instead of buying it.
That is how the younger generation
operates.

While tariffs might dominate the
headlines, long-term trends such as
digitisation, consumer behaviour and
sustainability would continue to drive

Services trade is growing twice
as fast as goods trade, driven by
digital use

change, he added.

Once uncertainty clears,
companies will have to diversify
into new markets and build new
relationships. European and US
firms want to remain linked to
Asian supply chains, while Asian
companies themselves are looking
outward, Gahlaut said.

“In this situation, our ability to
support them is much higher.”

HSBC, he said, operates in 18 Asian
countries and accounts for 90 percent
of their trade flows. It is the region’s
largest trade bank, more than twice the
size of its nearest competitor.

“We are pretty strong in trade, and
for us this is actually playing in our
hands.”

Banks, he said, have an important
role to play in helping clients navigate
uncertainty. Demand for receivable
finance is already rising as companies
seek to protect themselves against
buyer risk.

HSBC has also invested heavily in
digital solutions, with most transactions
now processed online. Tools such as
HSBC TradePay and Supply Chain
Finance cut paperwork and speed up
funding. :

Digital lending based on e-commerce
data is another area the bank has
expanded, making cross-border trade
faster, safer and more inclusive, he said.

HSBC'’s profit in Bangladesh rose
almost 9 percent year-on-year to Tk
1,086 crore in 2024.
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~~ Pakistan assures
direct ship movement
with Bangladesh

BSS, Ctg

Commerce Adviser Sk -Bashir Uddin and Pakistan’s
Commerce Minister Jam Kamal | Khan yesterday visited
Chattogram Port and expressed satisfaction over the
progress and improvemernts made at the country’s prime
seaport. \ v

They observed the port’s operational activities and
overall performance.

During the visit, Chattogram Port Authority (CPA)
Chairman Rear Admiral SM Moniruzzaman briefed them
on the current state of the port, including container and
cargo handling, labour management, foreign investment,
and automation.

He said the port handled a record number of containers
last year, while the vessel waiting time has been reduced
to zero to two days and the average ship turnaround time
has also been decreased significantly.

The port has also achieved remarkable progress in the
areas of automation and digitalisation, he said.

The Pakistani commerce minister lauded the port’s
advancement.

He noted how reputed private port operators are also
engaged in Pakistan, such as Hutchison Port Group at
Karachi Port Trust, Abu Dhabi Port Authority at a bulk
terminal, and DP World at Port Qasim under long-term
contracts. aafs

He assured that necessary steps would be taken for
enhancing export-import and the introduction of direct
ship movement between Bangladesh and Pakistan. ;
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ashir, Pak
Minister Kamal
Khan visit Ctg Port

CHATTOGRAM, Aug 23 (BSS): Commerce Adviser Sk Bashir
Uddin along with Federal Commerce Minister of Pakistan

Jam Kamal Khan visited Chattogram Port and expressed

their satisfaction over the improvement and progress
achieved by the country's prime seaport.

Commerce Adviser and his Pakistani counterpart made the
visit on Friday afternoon and witnessed extensively the
overall operational activities and performance of the port,
During the visit, Chairman of the Chattogram Port Authority
(CPA) Real Admiral sm Moniruzzaman briefed the ministers |
on present state of the port including container and cargo ]
handling, labor management, foreign investment and /

automation.
CPA Chairman also apprised them that the port handled
record number of container last year, waiting time of
vessels brought down at zero to 2 days while on an average
turned around time of ships declined significantly,

The port has also achieved remarkable progress in the areas
of automation and digitalisation, he said.

Pakistan Commerce Minister expressed satisfaction over
the advancement and progress of the Ctg port activities.

He pointed out the engagement of reputed private port
operators in Pakistan's different ports saying Hutchison
Port Group has been engaged in operating a container
terminal of Karachi Port Trust, Abu Dhabi Port Authority has
been operating a bulk terminal while DP World is conducting
operational activities at Port Kashim under long term
contractual basis.

He assured of undertaking necessary steps for enhancing
export-import and introduction of direct ship movement
between Bangladesh and Pakistan. -

Commerce and Investment Attache of Pakistan High
Commission in Dhaka Zain Aziz, Commercial

Officer Wakas Yasin, Additional Secretary of Commerce
Ministry Dr. Naznin Kawser Chowdhury and Director of Bay .
Terminal Project of Ctg Port Commodore
Mahfuzur Rahman were present

during the visit.
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Jute spinners demand raw jute export

ban, mandatory jute packaging

FEREPORT - agricultural products, and pharmaceuticals -~ for special
! priority after Bangladesh's graduation from the least

- The Bangladesh Jute Spinners Association (BJSA) Saturday has  developed country (LDC) club, the jute sector must also be

called for a ban on raw jute exports and full enforcement of the  developed with the highest priority attached to it.
mandatory jute packaging law. - et The association has stressed
The association has raised this speedy implementation of the
demand as export of jute and ongoing initiative to declare
Jute goods has been steadily jute goods as agro-processed
declining in the international products and increase export
market. incentives.

The decision came at the . Italso has recommended that
464th board meeting of the . the committee formed under
association held on the day at the Jute Directorate ensure
its conference room in the city, Proper pricing, payment, and

chaired by BJSA Chairman supply of jute sacks while fully
Tapas Pramanik. enforcing the Jute Packaging
The meeting was informed Act 2010 so that supply and
that while the global demand s~ 8 s R , demand are not disrupted.
forjute goodswas falling,raw == = = . = —_— R - Toresolve the issue of export
jute exports were making it difficult for local mill owners to through land ports, BJSA and BJMA (Bangladesh Jute Mills
purchase raw jute at fair prices. : Association) agreed to jointly appeal to the concerned
Middlemen were also creating an artificial crisis by hoarding government authorities.

raw jute during the harvest season. The meeting also has supported a complete ban on raw jute

On top of this, suspension of exports through Indian land ports export in the present context.
and the imposition of anti-dumping duties on jute goods put: Speakers at the meeting have said that if the law is strictly

the sector in further trouble. enforced and raw jute exports are stopped, the juteindustry 4
The meeting has decided that since the government has will be revitalized and export growth can be regained. 7 2
.identified four promising sectors -- leather goods, jute goods, tonmoy.wardad@g@ﬁﬂ._gﬁh
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A quick review of FY25
import scenario

The decline in imports of capital goods by 10 per cent
last fiscal year highlights the sluggishness in the
overall industrial activities in the country

After a sharp decline in the two
consecutive years, the import of
goods in the country registereda
modest growth last fiscal year (FY25).
Though to all appearances it looks
positive, adeeper look into the
overall import trend would reveal that
it is a disturbing development.
Imports, in terms of clearing and
forwarding (C&F) value, stood at
US$68.35 billion last fiscal year,
which was $66.72 billion in FY24. In
terms of free on board (FOB), the
value of imports was $64.34 billion -
and $63.24 billion, respectively in
FY25 and FY 24. On average, the FOB
value of imports is around $4 billion
less than the C&F value.

Under the C&F arrangement, the
exporter bears the cost and freight
from the port of shipment to the port
of destination, and the importer bears
the cost of insurance and all other
shipping charges from the port of
destination to the final destination. If
the exporter also bears insurance
cost, it becomes a CIF arrangement.
Again, under the FoB (Free on Board)
arrangement, the exporter bears the
cost of delivering items to the nearest
port, but then the importer is
responsible for the shipping andall
the other charges.

For imports valuation, the United
Nations (UN) International
Merchandise Trade Statistics (ITMS)
use a CIF-type valuation. The Balance
of Payments and International
Investment Position Manual, sixth
edition (BPM6) of the International
Monetary Fund (IMF) opts for an FOB-
type valuation for both imports and

. exports. That's why in the balance of
payment table, values of both the
exports and imports of goods are
calculated in FoB terms.

{ writes

. Asjadul Kibria

growth in the last fiscal year,
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economic indicators, asserted: "The
upward move, especially in imports of
intermediate goods, highlights a
rejuvenation of economic activities
across key industries during the
comparative timeframe."




arrangement, the exporter pears wne
cost of delivering items to the nearest
port, but then the importer is
responsible for the shipping and all
the other charges.

For imports valuation, the United
Nations (UN) International
Merchandise Trade Statistics (ITMS)
use a CIF-type valuation. The Balance
of Payments and International
Investment Position Manual, sixth
edition (BPM6) of the International
Monetary Fund (IMF) opts for an FOB-
type valuation for both imports and
exports. That's why in the balance of
payment table, values of both the
exports and imports of goods are
calculated in FoB terms.

The World Trade Organization (WTO)
uses CIF valuation for imports, which
means transaction value plus the cost
of transportation and insurance to
the frontier of the importing country
or territory. For export, it follows FOB
valuation, meaning transaction value,
including the cost of transportation
and insurance to bring the
merchandise to the frontier of the
exporting country or territory.

So, Bangladesh customs applies the
CIF valuation for goods imported
from abroad, whereas Bangladesh
Bank uses FoB for the BoP table.
Nevertheless, the value of imports of
goods is generally expressed in CIF or
C&F terms.

During the last fiscal year, the
exchange rate of the Bangladesh Taka
against the US dollar depreciated by
3.89 per cent, compared to the
depreciation of 8.17 per cent in FY24.
The moderate depreciation of local
currency against the greenback made
imports less costly in comparison to
FY24, when sharp depreciation made
exports more attractive and imports
more expensive.

' Thoughimports registered a modest
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growth in the last fiscal year,
statistics recorded by the customs
authority showed that the imports of
food grains and consumer goods
posted double-digit growth.
Metropolitan Chamber of Commerce
and Industry, Dhaka (MCCl), inits
'"Review of Economic Sittiation in
Bangladesh: Q4 of FY25' said: "The
increase in imports could mostly be
attributed to a significantrise in
intermediate goods import, especially
goods related to readymade
garments (RMG), and arise in food
grains import."

The rise in food grain imports was due
to a manifold jump in the import of rice
in the last fiscal year. The total value of
rice imports reached $682.4 million in
FY25, which was only $25.4 million in
FY24,and the second highest since
FY18 when the country had paid $1746
million for importing the staple food.
Import of wheat, however, declined by
20 per cent last fiscal year. Food
ministry statistics showed that the
combined output of food grains (rice
and wheat) fell short of the target by
1.26 million tonnes and reached 42.96
million tonnes last fiscal year, marking
a2.60 per cent increase over FY24. Of
this, rice production stood at 41.92
million tonnes, which was only 3 per
cent higher than the previous fiscal
year. The lower output of rice drove the
surge inimports last fiscal year when
the total volume of imports of food

grains stood at 1.04 million tonnes,
recording around 16 per cent growth in
imports.

However, there is a significant
discrepancy in the rice output data.
The agriculture ministry has
consistently reported a higher rice
output, a practice that gained
momentum during the now-ousted
Hasina regime. This was part of an
effort to manufacture various
economic performance indicators and
establish a more positive picture of
development.

Arise inimports of consumer goods by
15 per cent last year was mainly due to
asurge inimports of edible oil by 24
per cent and pulses by 34 per cent,
driven by increased demand and a
price hike in the international market.
Imports of overall intermediate goods
increased last fiscal year, recording a
modest growth of 2.80 per cent over
FY24&. As intermediate goods cover
around 60 per cent of the total
imports of goods, they are the
dominant factor in setting the
direction of imports in the country..
Though imports of RMG-related
intermediate goods increased
significantly, there was a decline in
imports of petroleum goods and
other intermediate goods, including
chemicals, fertilisers, iron, steel and
other base metals. The decline
indicates lower demand duetoa
slowdown in the production activities

of these industries. Bangladesh Bank,
in its monthly update of the major
economic indicators, asserted: "The
upward move, especially in imports of
intermediate goods, highlightsa
rejuvenation of economic activities
across key industries during the
comparative timeframe."

However, the decline in imports of
capital goods by 10 per cent last fiscal
year clearly showed the sluggishness
in the overall industrial activities in
the country. Capital goods, havinga
14 per cent share of total imports of
goods, generally reflect investments
in infrastructure and machinery to
bolster long-term productive
capacity. -

In other words, the fall in imports of
capital goods indicates that thereisa
slowdown in the country's
investment situation. Itisalso
reflected in the provisional statistics
of thé gross domestic product (GDP),
released by the Bangladesh Bureau of
Statistics (BBS), which showed that
the investment-GDP ratio declined
slightly to 30.70 per cent last fiscal
year from 30.90 per cent in FY24. S0,
rebounding of investment in the
current fiscal year is a big challenge
and progress in this regard will also'be
reflected gradually in the rise in
imports of intermediate and capital
goods.
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