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In the globalised economy, the countries that have risen

fastest and sustained longest are those that embraced
exports. The 2008 World Bank Growth Report is unequivocal:
with {ented policies

outperformed those looking inward, For Banghdesh,'a country.
that has made notable economic strides in recent decades,
expanding and diversifying its exports is not just a policy
option-it is an economic imperative.
While Bangladesh has made significant strides in its export
growth over the past 50 years, there are alarming signs of
decline. The export-to-GDP ratio has dropped from 20 per
cent in 2010 to about 10 per cent in 2020, indicating a loss of
trade competitiveness. This is a critical issue that needs
P 3 A e

exports, which have surged times that of Bang
since the mid-1990s. Our export basket, in particular, remains
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‘Relying heavily on ready-made g (RMG), whichnow
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In the future, export success will depend on whether the country can
 diversify its products, modernise its trade and industrial policies,
invest in human capital. With though
 strategic investments, Bangladesh can become
i “an active player in the global economy
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infrastructure, weak governance, and political instability
undermine investor confidence. Geographic proximity toa
nelghbourhood that is poor and sometimes hostile further
complicates matters, making the Vietnam or Mexico model of
FDI-led export expansion difficult to replicate.

MARKET ACCESS: Bangladesh currently enjoys generous trad
preferences through Generalised System of Preference (GSP)
schemes in the European Union (EU), Japan, Canada, and
others. However, these benefits will evaporate with the
country's graduation from Least Developed Country (LDC)
status. Negotiating GSP-plus with the EU could soften the
blow, but this, too, requires meeting stringent conditions.
Other options include joining large trade blocs like Regional
Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP) or
Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement for Trans-Pacific
Partnership (CPTPP). RCEP is more flexible and focused on
trade facilitation, while CPTPP demands significant domestic
reforms in areas like labor rights, environmental standards,

account for more than 80 per cent of total exports,
risks d d ingl Some recent
P by org such as Bloomberg ics
suggest that RMG exports are highly vulnerable and might
suffer a decline in the coming years. Changing competitiveness
is not only possible but also a fact of economic development.
Diversification is y not only for
‘but also for long-term prosperity. To that end, we need both
broader production capability and greater market access.
'PRODUCTION CAPABILITY: The most significant hurdle here is
AR riff:
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average tariffs at 27 per cent compared to the global average
of 5-6 per cent, the structure of tariffs disincentivises exports
and encourages inefficient import substitution. This "anti- |
export bias" needs urgent correction.
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kenmdwoﬂmﬁsﬂnﬂm,thsenﬁly |
unsustainable and clash with World Trade Organization (WTO) |
rules. ing those fund ded Tike

health and education would yield far greater national benefits.
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sufficiency in generic drugs and exp -
'However, to compete with global leaders like India, the country
 dreylbey high-value seg chas biolog}
iosimilars, and digital health. This leap demands serious

i chand d (R&D) and higher

‘education, the potential payoffs of which are significant.
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Source: Statistics Department, Bangladesh Bank.

dicine, and digital health innovations, human capital will
i but viability.

predominantly low-skilled and ill-prepared for the demands
of a knowledge-driven global economy.

d P f capital. Cutting-edg not just comp
facturi uch as biosimil: gene therapi i f /| gladesh's past ineducationhas  Tounlock the next stage of export-led growth, Bangladesh
‘highly trained i d ry often been insufficient and uneven. Public spending on must commit to a transformative education agenda. This
Establishing first-rate research institutions, fostering ducation h i ly remained below the rec ded includes ing school and university curricula to align
coliaboration between universities and industry, and \ threshold of 4~6 per cent of gross domestic product (GDP), with the needs of emerging industries; scaling up vocational
W r essential. '+ trailing behind many of its reglonal peers. Moreover, thei. i - ( 1arfd technicaltraining; and bilding strong Jinks between . /¢
oreover, re or quality of education has been a persistent concern- academia and industry. Special emphasis should be placed on
ent regulatc characterised by outdated curricula, i fi ture, fields critical to export diversification-such as pharmaceutical
undertrained teachers, and limited focus on STEM (science, sciences, data analytics, engineering, and biotechnology. Only

technology, engineering, and mathematics) education. While
' students have stood as vanguards against authoritarianism,
ical regimes have ruthlessly exploited students
oses at the cost of their education and
systemic neglect and exploitation has left the
a large unemployable labour force, but one thatls  global value chains (GVCs). Unfortunately, Bangladesh's poor

by equipping Its youth with the skills demanded by modern
global markets can Bangladesh truly diversify its export base
and achieve sustainable economic resilience.

Another key to boosting productionls foreign direct investment
(FDI). FDI not only brings capital butintegrates a country into

AT TRy TEY R 3 S andintell | property. P: s must carefully
gl A(ILT"W“ usD) luate the costs and benefits of each.
\ e EXTERNAL CHALLENGE: The external environment is no less
- 2021-22 | 2022-23 | 2023-24 Changes | Changes ' challenging. The recent era of United States (US) trade policy-
“P' of transaction Rt . = I marked by tariff hikes and scepticism of global trade
1 2 3 4=3-2) | 5 =(3-1) Isn:tlt'u::on;-h:% I;h alllegacy ofe:onon:c fragmentation. For
0 P g 5 ingladesh, which relies on export markets, any contraction il
ic resilience A. Emn receipts ofgoods 436024 43571.7 38995.6| -4576.1 '46,06'8 l global trade flows will have outsized effects.
(growth in %) ! - -10.5 -10.6 ; If the world fragments into regional trading blocs or shifts
Of which exp of EPZ 5117.5 5209.2 4640.8] -568.4| -476.7 J toward greaterkp;olec(ionism, developling dcounlries lfike X
——r = = 7 gladesh risk being sqi d out. Already, signs of suc|
With B. pts (Service exports) 8866.2 7399.0 6645.01  1-754.0 -ml.'Z | fragmentation are visible, from tariff wars to the weakening o
(growth in %) -10.2 -33.4 | thewToO. The future of global trade is increasingly uncertain.
3 i | END NOTE: The future of exports lies not just in goods but in
Total export receipts of goodsand | o) 10 ol 500707 456406 -5330.1 -6828.0]  peopl. Higher-value manufacturing and service exports
 |services (A+B) ! ’ require an educated, adaptable workforce. As automation and
have wth in %, _(.]0,5! -13.0, | artificial intelligence (Al) reshape industries, unskilled labour
) £ ) will find fewer oppor ies. Instead, k ledge-ii i

sectors-from IT to finance to digital health-will drive the next
wave of growth. This underscores the critical importance of
investing in education, vocational training, and digital
infrastructure as part of our export strategies.
This makes investments in education, vocational training, and
digital infrastructure not just good social policies but export
strategies. Without a skilled labour force, Bangladesh cannot
compete in the services sector. Service trade has fewer
restrictions, and globally, it is growing faster than
manufacturing trade.
Bangladesh stands ata crossroads. The gains of the past
decades have been remarkable, but they rest on a narrow base.
In the future, export success will depend on whether the
country can diversify its products, modernise its trade and
industrial policies, and invest in human capital. With
thoughtful reforms and strategic investments, Bangladesh can
become an active player in the global economy.
But the window of opportunity is narrowing. As the global

¢! trading systemreshapes jtself, Bangladesh must act swiftly-or

risk being left behind.

Dr M G Quibria is a development economist and former Senior
Advisor at the Asian Development Bank Institute. He is a
(non-resident) distinguished fellow at the Policy Research
Institute of Bangladesh (PRI) and is the co-editor of the
recently published volume The Elgar Companion to the Asian
Development Bank. He holds a Ph.D. in economics from
Princeton University. mgquibria.morgan@gmail.com
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