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Easing problems facing
shrimp and fish export

Bangladesh's once-thriving shrimp-
now gasping for survival. Already reel
international market, the industry ha

and frozen fish-export sector is
ing from an unfavourable
s been pushed deeper into crisis

by the government's prolonged inaction. Exporters are caught in a
severe liquidity trap, unable to sustain overseas trade because of the
government's failure to release long-overdue cash incentives ~--
funds that serve as lifelines for an industry under stress.
According to a report carried in The Financial Express, which is based
on the Bangladesh Frozen Foods Exporters Association's (BFFEA's)
claim, arrears amounting to Tk 1.74 billion remain stuck with the
authorities. This non-disbursement has crippled exporters'
operational capacity, jeopardising their ability to honour export
commitments and retain a foothold in key markets. In arecent letter
to the government, the BFFEA lamented that the arrears have been
pending with Bangladesh Bank since September 2025. The association
made it clear that the export incentive is not a mere "bonus" but a
policy tool essential for sustaining foreign exchange earnings and
protecting livelihoods of coastal communities. The shrimp and fish
export industry, a vital contributor to the econ_om! for over five -
decades, directly and indirectly employs thousands -- many of them
' impoverished farmers from

. . vulnerable coastal belts. Industry
Releasing the outstanding cash ;. gyore say disbursement of
: : incentives has remained
assistance would_p mmde at suspendeld for nearly a year owing
least mporary jeve.  tounresolved audit objections.
! a te PPrieve Although those objections were
While it may not reverse the ;%p;zted_ly cLeared by September
~ W 4 , N0 subsequent payments
long-term export slump, timely  have been made. This
. bureaucratic inertia has left
disbursement could restore exporters in limbo, their working
T capital depleted and their
hqmdlty and enable exporters confidence in policy support
: [0 meet commitments severely eroded. Many warn that

further delay could inflict lasting

damage to the sector, which is
already struggling to stay afloat in a turbulent global market.
Shrimp exports have been on a steady decline for years, with slide
steepening in recent times. Demand for Bangladesh's premium black
tiger shrimp has fallen sharply in traditional markets such as the
European Union and the United States, which together absorb around
80 per cent of the country's shipments. Persistent recessionary
pressures in the West, coupled with aggressive pricing from lower-cost
producers in Southeast Asia and Latin America, have eroded
Bangladesh's competitiveness. Once the country's major foreign
exchange earner after garments and jute, the shrimp sector is now a
shadow of its former self. Despite its renowned quality and distinct
flavour, Bangladeshi shrimp is losing ground amid global oversupply
and buyers' price sensitivity. Export earnings from shrimp and frozen
fish fell by 4.26 per cent in the last fiscal year --- areflection of the
mounting challenges and policy neglect confronting the industry.
At this critical juncture, releasing the outstanding cash assistance
would provide at least a temporary reprieve. While it may not reverse
the long-term export slump, timely disbursement could restore
liquidity and enable exporters to meet corhmitments, and support
investment in quality and compliance. The government must act with
urgency and clarity. Failure to do so risks not just the collapse of a
traditional export pillar but also the livelihoods of thousands who
depend on it. -
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" Export 2.0: The untapped |
Bangladesh’s agro-process
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ANALYSIS

Worth over $4 trillion, -
unlocking even a fraction of
the global agro-processing
market would dramatically
diversify our export basket.
Yet the absence of strong
policy support, investment
lqucold chains and quality

upgrades remain as -
barriers

ough fertileland and ayear-long harvest
season allows Bangladesh to grow suffi-
cient agro products to tap into the export
market, weak infrastructure, poor compliance
with global standards and lack of branding
keep the sector from competing internationally.
This is a missed opportunity, as with the
country mulling export diversification, the
agro-processing industry could serve as a wor-
thy contender to ready-made garments (RMG).
Worth over $4 trillion, unlocking even a
fraction of the global agro-processing mar-
ket would dramatically diversify our export
basket and create thousands of rural jobs.
Yet the absence of strong policy support,
investment in cold chains and quality up-
grades remain as barriers.

Stuck with low-value products
Agro-processing already contributes about
$1.2 billion to Bangladesh’s export eam-
ings. Yet over 75% of agricultural output
still leaves farms unprocessed; exporters
often ship frozen vegetables, raw spices, dry
foods, and juices in bulk without building
globally recognisable brands.

One of the main reasons behind this is ca-
pacity. According to industry insiders, only
12% of processors meet international export
standards like ISO or ICCHAP. A large number
of small and medium enterprises (SMEs) lack
access to modern machinery, proper packag-

* ing, cold chain facilities, or internationally ac-

credited testing and certification systems.

In comparison, countries like Vietnam
have built strong agro-industrial ecosys-
tems, allowing them to export branded,
high-value food products worth $62 billion
in 2024. Bangladesh’s export is less than
2% of that.

Agricultural economist Jahangir Alam
says, “We are currently stuck at exporting
raw produce or semi-processed products. If
we can increase processing, the value will
naturally rise.”

He stresses that industrial capacity is a
precondition for upgrading exports.

“The development of the processing in-
dustry should not rely solely on private en-
terprise. The private sector is often reluctant
to'move forward without adequate support.
Industries need to be developed to process
these goods,” Alam adds.

Meeting global sanitary and
phytosanitary standards

The agro-processing sector’s export ambi-
tion collides with one of its biggest hurdles:
meeting international sanitary and phy-
tosanitary (SPS) standards.

BANGLADESH'S AGRO-PROCESSING EXPORT SECTOR

CATEGORY

IN NUMBERS

Global agro-processing market value

 Bangladesh's current
agro-pmcming export eammgs
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.The RMG sector’s export-
marketing strategies contrast
sharply with those of agro-
processing, a disparity
which requires urgent
attention. Authorities are
now revamping engagement
_tools to ensure continuous
stakeholder collaboration
beyond expos, aiming for
deeper networking. Success
hinges on unified support
from all involved parties.

MD AL AMIN RUMI
AGM (BUSINESS DEVELOPMENT)
CEMS BANGLADESH

Importing destinations such as the EU, Ja-
pan and the US have strict protocols around
pesticide residue, microbial contamination,
traceability, and hygiene. Bangladesh lacks
internationally recognised testing laborato-
ries, forcing exporters to rely on facilities in
India or Thailand, which increases costs and
delays shipments.

The Bangladesh Agro-Processors’ Asso-
ciation has long argued that BSTI certificates
are nof recognised abroad. A national testing
lab is under development but remains far
from meeting exporters’ needs.

Farm-level practices are another weak
link. Inappropriate use of chemicals, weak
traceability and poor post-harvest handling
frequently result in rejected consignments.
The Bangladesh Food Safety Authority has in-

troduced guidelines, but compliance remains

patchy among SMEs and smallholders.
Jahangir Alam points out that the prob-
lem is not just technical but systemic, “It is

tssa;ﬁal that the processed preduct is hy-

nic, germ-free and produced under excel-
ent conditions. Producing this high-quality, |
finely processed product must be our goal.”

Diaspora markets vs

mainstream global markets '

For the past three decades, Bangladesh’s
agro-processing exports have depended on
its overseas diaspora. More than 75% of pro-
cessed food exporis are concentrated in just
13 countries — mainly the UAE, Saudi Arabia,
the UK, the US, Malaysia, and Singapore.
These markets are sustained by Bangla-
deshi, Indian and Pakistani consumers who
buy puffed rice, chanachur, spices, pick-
les, parathas, and juices from small ethnic
stores. ISEEPAGEGCOL1
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But exporters have struggled to
reach mainstream supermarket
shelves where branding, quality
assurance and packaging stand-
ards are non-negotiable.

“Currently, the products and
processed foods we export pri-
marily go to the diaspora markets
abroad,” Alam explains. “How-
ever, if we improve our quality,
everyone will buy them, including
foreign nationals in those coun-
tries. Therefore, quality is para-
mount.”

Kamruzzaman Kamal, director
(marketing) of PRAN-RFL Group,
says “When we were primarily ca-
tering to the ethnic market, we sup-
plied basic products. However, as
we move towards the mainstredm
global market and focus on ‘majot
international supermarket chains,
we are required to develop a premi-
um-quality product range, and we
are indeed doing so. >

“The reason we couldn’t
achieve this sooner is essentially
because the market needed time to
mature. If we introduce very high-
end products right from the start, it
can be difficult to achieve market
penetration. The majority of our
exports are still bought by the di-
aspora community — our non-resi-
dent citizens — who are the prima-
ry consumers,” he adds.

Cold chain, logistics and
government support
Bangladesh’s perishable agro-ex-
port suffers heavily from inade-
quate cold chain infrastructure and
fragmented logistics. Perishable
. vegetables, dairy and meat prod-
ucts face spoilage before reaching
ports. There is little coordination
between farmers, processors and
logistics providers.

Government incenfives exist
on paper: reduced corporate tax
for fruit and vegetable processing
until 2030, duty exemptions on
capital machinery, and a 10% ex-
port subsidy for halal meat. But in
practice, the absence of coordinat-
ed infrastructure investment is a
bottleneck.

According to recent investment
promotion data, agro-export earn-
ings rose by 9.3% in‘the first half
of FY25, reaching $595.5 million.
Yet experts argue that increasing
exports will require integrated in-
vestment in cold chains, modern
packaging, airport scanner facili-
ties, and logistics coordination.

Alam emphasises, “While the
government has policies in place,
implementation is crucial. The
government must provide robust
support and assistance to the pri-
vate sector. Currently, this support

ir nfton incufficiont ?

Amin Rumi, AGM-Business Devel-
opment, CEMS Bangladesh, said,
“The RMG sector’s export-market-
ing strategies contrast sharply with
those of agro-processing, a dispati-
ty which requires urgent attention.
Authorities are now revamping
engagement tools to ensure contin-
uous stakeholder collaboration be-
yond expos, aiming for deeper net-
working. Success hinges on unified
support from all involved parties.

“This shift seeks fo bridge
long-standing gaps and strengthen
export readiness across industries,
moving past one-off events to-
wards sustained growth. Collective
effort remains vital for meaningful
progress,” he added.

A billion-dollar sector

that could triple in size

The numbers paint a clear picture.
Agro-processed exports currently
stand at around $341.7 million an-
nually, part of the broader $989
million in agricultural export earn-
ings. That figure has grown slowly,
from $964 million in FY24, despite
huge potential.

Global agro-processing is pro-
jected to reach $4.2 trillion by
2027. If Bangladesh could raise its
market share from 0.03% to even
0.24%, as projected in sector stud-
ies, exports could cross the $3 bil-
lion mark.

The transformation of the RMG
industry offers useful lessons. In
the early 1980s, Bangladesh ex-
ported garments mainly to diaspo-
ra retailers. With policy support,
training, infrastructure, and trade
access, the country moved up the
value chain to become the world’s
second-largest RMG exporter.

Experts argue that agro-pro-
cessing could follow a similar tra-
jectory — if the government and
private sector act together. “With-
out processing industries, we are
severely limited. The current slow
pace needs a significant boost,”
says Jahangir Alam.

Key exporters such as PRAN-
RFL Group, Bombay Sweets and
Company Limited and Square Food
& Beverage Ltd have already built
regional footprints in the Middle
East and South Asia. But their ex-
ports remain overwhelmingly dias-
pora-focused, with little penetra-
tion in Western retail chains.

To triple agro exports by 2030,
Bangladesh will need a clear policy
and investment roadmap. Experts
call for establishing common facil-
itation centres for SMEs, launching
accredited national food testing
labs, and integrating export logis-
tics within economic zones.

Investments in branding and
marketing are equally important.

Cnmnating rniintrias like Vietnam

’




marketing) of PRAN-RFL Group,
says “When we were primarily ca-
tering to the ethnic market, we sup-
plied basic products. However, as
we move towards the mainstredmh
global market and focus on majot
international supermarket chains,
we are required to develop a premi-
um-quality product range, and we
are indeed doing so. ¥
“The reason we couldn’t
achieve this sooner is essentially
because the markét needed time to
mature. If we introduce very high-
end products right from the start, it
can be difficult to achieve market
penetration. The majority of our
exports are still bought by the di-
aspora community — our non-resj-
dent citizens — who are the prima-
ry consumers,” he adds.

Cold chain, logistics and
government support
Bangladesh’s perishable agro-ex-
port suffers heavily from inade-
quate cold chain infrastructure and
fragmented logistics. Perishable
vegetables, dairy and meat prod-
ucts face spoilage before reaching
ports. There is little coordination
between farmers, processors and
logistics providers. -

Government incentives exist
on paper: reduced corporate tax
for fruit and vegetable processing
until 2030, duty exemptions on
capital machinery, and a 10% ex-
port subsidy for halal meat. But in
practice, the absence of coordinat-
ed infrastructure investment is a
bottleneck.

According to recent investment
promotion data, agro-export earn-
ings rose by 9.3% in the first half
of FY25, reaching $595.5 million.
Yet experts argue that increasing
exports will require integrated in-
vestment in cold chains, modern
packaging, airport scanner facili-
ties, and logistics coordination.

Alam emphasises, “While the
governiment has policies in place,
implementation is crucial. The
government must provide robust
support and assistance to the pri-
vate sector. Currently, this support
is often insufficient.” _

‘Kamal thinks the private sector
has to step up to increase agro-pro-
cessing export.

“There is one key limitation in
Bangladesh that we constantly
discuss: the sourcing of raw ma-
terials. The prerequisite for safe
food is a safe ingredient. This is
why we always highlight the gap
in implementing Good Agricultural
Practices (GAP) in Bangladesh. If
GAP can be properly ensured, we
will be able to perform testing do-
mestically. Currently, we are forced
to get our products tested, at the
very least, from Singapore or India,
which is both time-consuming and
expensive,” he explains.

At a recent roundtable on
agro-processing export, Md Al

SOVERE pest mmeof sv=m= -
Warcs sustamed growth. Collective
effort remains vital for meaningful
progress,” he added.

A billion-dollar sector

that could triple in size

The numbers paint a clear picture.
Agro-processed exports currently
stand at around $341.7 million an-
nually, part of the broader $989
million in agricultural export earn-
ings. That figure has grown slowly,
from $964 million in FY24, despite
huge potential.

Global agro-processing is pro-
jected to reach $4.2 trillion by
2027. If Bangladesh could raise its
market share from 0.03% to even
0.24%, as projected in sector stud-
ies, exports could cross the $3 bil-
lion mark.

The transformation of the RMG
industry offers useful lessons. In
the early 1980s, Bangladesh ex-
ported garments mainly to diaspo-
ra retailers. With policy support,
training, infrastructure, and trade
access, the country moved up the
value chain to become the world’s
second-largest RMG exporter,

Experts argue that agro-pro-
cessing could follow a similar tra-
jectory — if the government and
private sector act together. “With-
out processing industries, we are
severely limited. The current slow
pace needs a significant boost,”
says Jahangir Alam.

Key exporters such as PRAN-
RFL Group, Bombay Sweets and
Company Limited and Square Food
& Beverage Ltd have already built
regional footprints in the Middle
East and South Asia. But their ex-
ports remain overwhelmingly dias-
pora-focused, with little penetra-
tion in Western retail chains.

To triple agro exports by 2030,
Bangladesh will need a clear policy
and investment roadmap. Experts
call for establishing common facil-
itation centres for SMEs, launching
accredited national food testing
labs, and integrating export logis-
tics within economic zones.

Investments in branding and
marketing are equally important.
Competing countries like Vietnam
and Thailand offer coordinated
government promotion of food
brands through trade fairs and ex-
port promotion missions.

Bangladesh’s duty-free access
to 52 markets — including the EU
and GCC — provides a valuable
head start. But to capitalise on this
advantage, the country must deliv-
er high-quality, traceable and certi-
fied products.

The next phase of growth will
depend on how quickly the coun-
try can shift from exporting raw
commodities to exporting trusted
brands. As Jahangir Alam sums it
up, if we can increase processing,
the value will naturally rise. “This
increased value will undoubtedly
benefit everyone involved.”




