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‘Target eight sectors to repair
macroeconomic fault lines

Economic review urges long-term institution-building, not short-term numbers

The country’s largest employer,
agriculture, is stuck at low value-
addition, presenting a litmus test
for the nation’s diversification
push for future growth ahead
of its graduation from the least
developed country club next year.

In number, the farming
sector in Bangladesh employs 44
percent of the workforce, while 75
percent of the produce remains
unprocessed, according to an
€CconoImic review.

It says on top of farming, the
governmentshouldfocusonseven
other sectors, such as readymade
garment, automotive industry,
electronics, light engineering, IT-
based freelancing, semiconductor
industry, and human capital.

The authoritiesshould adoptan
approach emphasising fixing long-
standing macroeconomic wounds
and laying the groundwork for the
future, according to the review by
UCB Asset Management released
yesterday.

According to the report, ready-
made garment is the backbone
of Bangladesh’s economy, but it
must move into man-made fibres
and higher-value segments.

Besides, the country risks
being trapped in low-value labour
unless it climbs the ladder to
semiconductor and IT freelancing.

The asset manager argues
that the way forward lies not in
chasing headline numbers, but in
rebuilding institutions, restoring
confidence and strategically
diversifying the productive base
of the economy.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR KEY SECTORS

. ‘-g - 2. B i !'__ Y “ ‘\-q _ .
Farming: Shift to RMG: Diversify into Automotive: Align | Electronics: Provide
agro-processing, post- | . man-made fibres, | skills with auto and EV R&D support,
harvest infrastructure, | upgrade skills, improve | needs, move towards | testing labs and
certification compliance manufacturing export certification
< .
.ﬂ ¢ f :
: S .
Light engineering: IT-enabled services: Semiconductors: Human capital:
Expand vocational Match skills with global Build specialised Treat skills and
training, link SMEs to demand, strengthen talent, integrate it | Institutions as core
supply chains digital support into regional chains |  economic reforms
Oppbrtunities in automobiles, supporting incentives. . linked overseas employment

electronics assembly and light
engineering are highlighted as
realistic next steps, building on
existing capabilities and domestic
demand.

These sectors, if supported
by targeted incentives, quality
certification systems and skills
development, could integrate
Bangladesh more deeply into
regional and global supply
chains, the report said.

In the automotive industry,
the government can consider
strengthening backward linkages
and developing supply chains
for electric vehicles by adopting

In powering an electronics
assembly boom, the country can
take lessons from Vietnam'’s long-
term and predictable tax policy
in supporting industry, research
and development, and human
capital development.

There is immense potential
in the light engineering sector,
but it needs industry-focused
vocational training and improved
backward linkages.

Apart from these, the report
described remittances as the
“oxygen” of the economy for
its contribution to external

stability. = Expanding  skill-

and offering more attractive,
transparent investment options
for expatriates are seen as ways
to sustain and deepen this vital
flow while strengthening foreign
exchange buffers.

Underlying all these sectoral
strategies is what the report
calls a virtuous institutional
cycle: building people to build
institutions. Investing in
education, healthcare and skills
is presented not just as a social
priority, but as the foundation

for stronger governance, higher
inclusive /

productivity and

growth.,

=
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| SAFEGUARDS IN GSP SEEM UNSAFE FOR BANGLADESH APPAREL

Garment exports to EU might lose
duty-free access after graduation

BD apparel to face 12pc duty after post-LDC‘graduation transition time up to 2029

MONIRA MUNNI

Bangladeshi-made readymade garments
might not get duty-free market access to the
European Union (EU) under GSP-plus facility
after its graduation and related transition
period up to 2029, sources say.

After the year 2029, Bangladesh will lose its
duty-free market access to the EU under the
current EBA or everything-but-arms facility
and will eligible to apply for GSP-plus package
deal, they say,

But locally made garment exports might not
get the duty-free benefit under the EU's new
GSP scheme.

The European Commission, its Council and
Parliament on December 01 struck an
agreement to revise the GSP scheme with
effect from January 01, 2027 for ten years.
The concessional-trade scheme, among
others, confirms lower product-graduation
thresholds, according to an EC statement
available on its official website.

According to the proposed provision, the
relevant threshold for Bangladeshi textile and
garment exports to the EU - the main interest
of Bangladesh - will be pared down to 37 per
cent from the current 47.2 per cent after 2029
when Bangladesh's transition period would
come to an end.

Asked about the latest trade paradigm, EU
Ambassador and head of delegation to Dhaka

Michael Miller through email communications

S/

FUTURE OF BD'S DUTY-FREE ACCESS T0 EU

CURRENT STATUS AUTOMATIC SAFEGUARD
> BBEhas duty-Efree access THRESHOLDS
to EU under EBA e
© Facility applicable until 2029 o;:cm gw%w %m:
(LDC graduation- transition) . ofthat product from al GSP
KEY TIMELINE N e
2026: BD graduates from LDC  Willnot apply if that product's
2077: EUnew GSP scheme takes efict ~ EXpOrtsless than 6% of EU
fix s, : imports of that product from
2029: BD's LDC transition period ends aII cnuntries é

Eligible to apply for GSP+

» CONCERN fmaancessmd&rGSF* 'mmmcﬂmﬂtﬂﬂ
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responded that EBA beneficiaries such as
Bangladesh are not subject to this threshold.
"The threshold applies only to standard GSP
and GSP+ beneficiary countries."
Bangladesh will continue to benefit from the
EBA scheme as long as it has LDC status, and,
in addition, the benefits will also continue to

be provided unilaterally by the EU during a 3-

year transition period following the -

~EUenvoy says theautoﬁnﬂc" J

graduauon, allowmg them to prepare for the
GSP or GSP+ requirements.

The EU will help Bangladesh meet GSP+
requirements throughout this period, through
financing and the exchange of expertise, he
says about the capacity- '
building assistance.
Explaining the threshold, the

safeguards mechanism is not a novelty
introduced by the new GSP Regulation, but an
already existing tool and the European
Commission has never activated the
automatic safeguard mechanism because the
relevant thresholds in the GSP' Regulation
have not been met so far.

More specifically, automatic safeguards would
only kick in if a beneficiary country's export of
a product meets the specified criteria such as
exceeding 37 per cent of EU imports of the
same products from all GSP-beneficiary
countries.

The automatic safeguards will not apply if the |

beneficiary's exports of the relevant product
do not exceed 6.0 per cent of EU imports of
the same products from all countries -~
whether or not they are GSP beneficiaries.
"At this point in time, it is not possible to
foresée what the share of Bangladesh's
exports will be when Bangladesh eventually
graduates from the EBA arrangement," Mr
Miller adds.

Responding to a query from The Financial

. Express, Dr MA Razzaque, chairman of -

Research and Policy Integration for
Development (RAPID), has said ifa country s




The Financial Express
1 8 DEC 2025

~ e ———

share goes over 6.0per cent of total EU
imports or 37 per cent of total GSp textile
imports for three years in a row, safeguards
can be applied, potentially removing duty-
free access.

| And Bangladesh's share is 24 percentand
around 47 per cent respectively, he mentions,
apprehending the loss of the duty benefit
which helped the country increase garment
exports to the EU for last several years.
TheEUasablocis Bangladesh's largest export
destination, where RMG exports grew
significantly over the past decade mainly
because of the duty benefits, insiders say.
According to Eurostat data, Bangladesh's RMG
exports to the EU were worth €11.54 billion in
2015, which climbed to €18.28 billion in 2024 in
aremarkable 58.45-percent growth. '

Due to the ramped-up Us tariffs,
Bangladesh's major competitors like China,
Vietnam, India, and Cambodia are focusing on
enhancing their EU market shares, insiders
say. _ S RS

Bangladeshi RMG will face 12-percent duty on

the EU market after 2029, while it will
gradually come down to zero for Vietnam by
then because of the latter's free-trade
agreement (FTA) with the 27-nation bloc,
exposing products from Bangladesh to tough
competition, they point out.

Talking to the FE, Fazlee Shamim Ehsan,
executive president of Bangladesh Knitwear
Manufacturers and Exporters Association
(BKMEA), also echoes the view a bout same
uneven competition as there would not be
duty-free market access while Vietnam would

‘achieve zero-rated duty,

He stresses diplomatic efforts from the
government to withdraw the safeguard
clauses and extension for the transition .
period for six years. :

Mr Ehsan also notes that the industry also
"must get ready by this time by enhancing its
efficiency, productivity and diversification of
both products and markets and reducing
wastage rate". :

~—~  Munni_fe@yahoo.com
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RMG exports to EU
drop 19.67pc in Oct

FEREPORT

The country's readymade garment (RMG)
exports to the European Union (EU) recorded 3
significant 19.67 per cent year-on-year
decline in October this year as the bloc's
overall apparel imports fell during the month.
According to Eurostat data published on
December 16, Bangladesh exported garment
items worth €1.40 billion in October this year,
down from €1.75 billion in October last year.
The EU's overall apparel imports in October
2025 declined by 14,55 percentto €7.37
billion from €8.63 billion in the corresponding
month of 2024, according to Eurostat data,
Data analysis revealed that the country
recorded over 61 per cent growth in January
and kept maintaining momentum in February
and March with 26.64 percentand 18.54 per
cent growth, respectively. Growth slowed
down in Aprilto 5.97 per cent while witnessed
anegative growth of 10.92 per cent in May.
However, June witnessed a robust recoveryas
total exports grew by 20.42 per cent followed
bya 6.87 percent growth in July. August
recorded a contraction as EU imports from
Bangladesh fell by 7.73 per cent beforea
temporary rebound of 15.66 percentin
September,

Industry insiders said Bangladesh's garment
exports to its largest destination, the EU, have
been facing stiff competition as major
competltors-partlcularly China-is
significantly increasing its shipments there
especially after the imposition of new US

The bloc's apparel imports
decline by 14.55pc

during the month
tariff regime. China, Vietnam, Cambodia and

Pakistan have gradually increased their
presence in the EU over a decade while the

et T
T PG P Ty

trade race has intensified since new US tariff
regime came into effect, they said. |
Talking to the FE, Fazlee Shamim Ehsan, !
Executive President of Bangladesh Knitwear f
Manufacturers and Exporters Association |
(BKMEA), said that Bangladesh Is facing |
challengesin the EUwhere the economy is I
undergoing difficulties while major competitors |
like China have been focusing on that market
due to high US tariffs on China's goods.

He said China s expanding its share on the EU
market aggressively by offering 'much lower
prices’ to buyers to offset Us market-share
decline. However, Bangladesh's total garment
exports from January to October this year
sustained 9.45 per cent growth to fetch
€16.67 billion, up from €15.23 billion in the
corresponding period of 20254,

China recorded 7.15 per cent growth during
the first ten months of 2025 and fetched
€22.24 billion. India fetched €4.01 billion
marking 8.83 per cent growth during the
period, while Cambodia posted a particularly
strong performance, with exports surging to
€3.73billion recording 16.15 percent growth,

Munni_fe@yahoo.com
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In Bangladesh’s
southwest coast,

thousands of

workers depend
on soft-shell

crab farming,
supplying
markets in Japan,
Europe and the
US. But reliance
on wild crab
stocks in the
absence of viable
hatcheries pose
challenges to
further expansion

'HOW SOFT-SHELL
CRAB EXPORTS
ARE SUSTAINING
BANGLADESH'S
SOUTHWEST

FEATURE

SAQLAIN RIZVE

n a chilly December noon in Datinakhali,
Oa small village in Shyamnagar, Satkhira,

the sun hung overhead, leaving a clear
imprint of light on the wooden walkways and
plastic crates packed with thousands of crabs.
The air — cool and dry despite the bright midday
sun — smelled of salt, fish and earth.

Inside the cafeteria, workers paused for
lunch, metal plates in hand, quiet conversations
marking the break. Soon, work resumed outside.
In a familiar, practiced rhythm, they returned
to tending the crabs that would soon leave this

- quiet edge of Bangladesh for distant markets
abroad.

Beauty Akter, a 33-year-old worker at Aqua-
max Seafood, did not know which country the
crabs she handled would end up in, or how they
would be cooked. As she spoke, she adjusted a
stack of plastic crates, a task she has been doing
for nearly a decade in the soft-shell crab industry.

“I've worked in three places, but I stayed here
the longest,” she said. “My son works with me. He
earns about Tk9,500 a month, and I earn Tk8,000.
Without this job, life would have been quite dif-
ficult; my husband remarried 10 or 12 years ago,
and I've been supporting myself since then.”

Beauty’s workday is long and unrelenting.
“I come at 7 am and leave at 7pm. Twelve hours
daily. I do everything — feeding, helping cut fish,
checking crabs, whatever is needed.”

- She carried a small wooden scoop, carefully
moving crabs that had just moulted. “Many of us
would have been unemployed without this work.
Just like garment factories benefit Dhaka, crab
farming benefits us here.”

For thousands like Beauty, soft-shell crab
farming became not only a job but also a way to
survive. Every day, men and women rise before
the sun to tend to thousands of crabs, carefully
watching over creatures that will soon travel
thousands of miles to plates in Japan, Europe
and the US. -

The work is demanding, the hours long, but it
offers something rare in these remote villages: a
steady income and a better lifestyle. Families rely
on this to feed children, support ageing parents,
and build a life in a place where opportunities
are scarce. The farms, with their maze of wooden
walkways, stacked crates and ponds, are alive
with human effort,

Not far from Beauty, Abdus Salam, a 25-year-
old worker at another farm, was checking around
4,500 boxes for moulting crabs.

“I've been in this profession for the last four
years,” he said. “I only completed primary
schooling, then couldn’t continue due to eco-
nomic hardship. My daily tasks include checking
boxes for dead or moulting crabs, preparing new
crabs for boxes, cleaning leftover food, and feed-
ing small pieces of tilapia fish to the crabs. One
worker feeds 4,000-5,000 two or three days after.

“Before this, I was involved in excavation
work and construction. This job seemed better,”
he added.

The crabs themselves are sourced primarily
from the Sundarbans and nearby rivers.

Shawon Hossain, a 20-year-old collector and
employee of Japan Fast Trade, a Japan-Bangla-
desh joint private investment farm operational
since 2017 and one of the biggest in the area, ex-
plained the supply chain.

Fishermen catch crabs and sell them to local
intermediaries or wholesalers. “We buy from the
wholesalers, who supply them in boxes of about

Pty My, pug P e R R mma o R e R e e

m Mm

nun==



SHELL

JRTS
\INING
=SH'S
ST

la-
he

la
ng

e
)O.
30,

18.

s -

sh,
ly

k.
rab

For thousands like Beauty, soft-shell crab
farming became not only a job but also a way to
survive. Every day, men and women rise before
the sun to tend to thousands of crabs, carefully
watching over creatures that will soon travel
thousands of miles to plates in Japan, Europe
and the US.

The work is demanding, the hours long, but it
offers something rare in these remote villages: a
steady income and a better lifestyle. Families rely
on this to feed children, support ageing parents,
and build a life in a place where opportunities
are scarce. The farms, with their maze of wooden
walkways, stacked crates and ponds, are alive
with human effort.

Not far from Beauty, Abdus Salam, a 25-year-
old worker at another farm, was checking around
4,500 boxes for moulting crabs.

“P've been in this profession for the last four
years,” he said. “I only completed primary
schooling, then couldn’t continue due to eco-
nomic hardship. My daily tasks include checking
boxes for dead or moulting crabs, preparing new
crabs for boxes, cleaning leftover food, and feed-
ing small pieces of tilapia fish to the crabs. One
worker feeds 4,000-5,000 two or three days after.

“Before this, I was involved in excavation
work and construction. This job seemed better,”
he added.

The crabs themselves are sourced primarily
from the Sundarbans and nearby rivers.

Shawon Hossain, a 20-year-old collector and
employee of Japan Fast Trade, a Japan-Bangla-
desh joint private investment farm operational
since 2017 and one of the biggest in the area, ex-
plained the supply chain.

Fishermen catch crabs and sell them to local
intermediaries or wholesalers. “We buy from the
wholesalers, who supply them in boxes of about

To harvestas

Commercial crab farming
began in Burigoalini and
Munshiganj areas of
Shyamnagar around 2015.
We have five processing
factories... There are about
1,200 farms covering roughly
220 hectares. Total annual
production is around 17,000
tonnes, of which 15,000

 tonnes are soft-shell crabs.

Almost 100% is exported. This
industry holds huge potential,
especially now when we need

export diversification.

MD TAWHID HASAN
SENIOR UPAZILA FISHERIES OFFICER,
SHYAMNAGAR

=

L L . (727 L L Atari

LR BE

soft-shell crabsgthey are kept in individual containers until they naturally
shed their shells. Immediately after this moulting process.

- 3040 kg. Prices depend on size and quality.
: Crabs suitable for moulting fetch higher prices.
: Most soft-shell crabs go to Japan,” he explained.

Shawon also sells crabs to local farmers, mak-

! ing him a vital link in the chain between the
; mangroves and the processing factories.

Supervising the moulting process was Mo-

hammad Iliyas Hossain of Marine Marvel Sea-
¢ food, 29, from Munshiganj, Shyamnagar, with

nine years’ experience.
“We keep 40-50g of even bigger crabs in sepa-
rate boxes for 20-25 days until they moult. After

. moulting, we harvest them as soft-shell crabs.

During peak season, the farm has 140,000 boxes:
off-season, around 70,000-75,000. Feeding hap-
pens every three days with properly cut tilapia
fish,” he explained. “Boxes are checked every

- three to four hours day and night. Dead crabs

are removed immediately. Risks exist, but with
proper management, the business is profitable.”

The economic figures are precise. Hard-shell
crabs are bought at Tks00-700 per kg, soft-shell
crabs are sold at Tkgoo-1,000 per kg.

“Feed and labour cost around Tk200 per kg.
So the profit stands around Tk200-250 per kg.
Daily production is about 200 kg at full operd-
tion. Around 100 people

—
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mostly young locals, are employed here,”
Iliyas added.

Shahidul Islam, manager at Japan Fast
Trade, painted a more detailed picture.
“We produce and export 15-20 tonnes of
soft-shell crabs every month.. It's com-
pletely export-oriented; we don’t sell even
a kilogram locally. Around 400 employees,
mostly from this area, work here.”

He outlined the main challenges, “The
Forest Department bans the catching of
small crabs for three to six months each
year. Even then, salaries still need to be
paid. Cyclones or floods can disrupt opera-
tions, though crabs generally survive well
in brackish water. We also keep the pro-
cess chemical-free,”

The company also has an R&D section
focused on building a crab hatchery, since
the Sundarbans and nearby rivers remain
the only main sources of crabs. Yet, de-
spite these efforts, the future of hatchery
production feels uncertain, -

Md Tawhid Hasan, Senior Upazila Fish-
eries Officer of Shyamnagar, offered an
administrative perspective, “Commercial
crab farming began in Burigoalini and
Munshiganj areas of Shyamnagar around
2015. Women play a significant role, with a
per-capita daily income of around Tksoo.
We have five processing factories export-
ing almost all soft-shell crabs to Europe.”

However, he pointed out a major chal-

lenge: sourcing crabs from nature, as no
commercial hatchery exists yet. “Although
two trial hatcheries have been launched in
Shyamnagar, the output has not been sat-
isfactory,” he explained.

“There are about 1,200 farms covering
roughly 220 hectares. Total annual pro-
duction is around 17,000 tonnes, of which

15,000 tonnes are soft-shell crabs. Almost

100% is exported. This industry holds
huge potential, especially now when we
need export diversification. We are explor-
ing ways to build sustainable hatcheries,
because nature cannot provide the same
treasure indefinitely,” Tawhid added.

A businessman who has been working in
Shyamnagar since 2017, speaking on condi-
tion of anonymity, explained that their main
market lies far beyond Bangladesh, in the
US. Yet the country can currently supply
only about 5-10% of total demand,

In contrast, Myanmar, Thailand, Indo-
nesia and the Philippines have emerged
as major producers, backed by more es-
tablished systems. Bangladesh, he said,
still struggles to scale up, particularly be-
cause hatchery production is difficult and

- depends heavily on access to seawater,

which is not always reliable,
Despite these challenges, there have
been attempts to push the sector forward.
ers from UNDP and Tokyo Uni-

—_—

versity have provided techﬁical?ss?stance

to improve hatchery practices. Qutside -
the hatchery system, he sees few serious
social or legal problems. His biggest wor-
1y is reputational: unlicensed or informal
exports, he warned, could damage Bang-
ladesh'’s standing in international markets
at a time when the industry is still trying
to prove itself, - - .

Environmental pressures and sustaina-
bility challenges are also evident. A study
titled ‘Assessment of Soft-Shell Mud Crab
(Scylla olivacea) Farming Trend in the
Southwest Coastal Region of Bangladesh’,
published in 2025, highlights that the
southwest region demands approximately
5.55 million seed crabs per cycle, entirely
dependent on wild stocks, '

Daily harvesting per person has dropped
from 10.35 kg to 4.38 kg over the last decade.
Plastic cage usage has decreased from 99%
to 67%, while farm mortality has increased
by more than 8% due to low-quality seed
crabs. Consequently, farmers prefer small
crabs, 30-60g, for faster moulting,

“The unplanned expansion of soft-shell
crab farming encroaches on agricultural
land, increasing soil and freshwater salini-
ty,” Tawhid noted. Hatchery development
and formulated feed are crucial for sustaina-
ble growth. The rising demand for tilapia for
feed also affects local nutrition, as nearly all
the supply is now diverted to crab farms, '




