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/Bangladesh, Japan
close to landmark
EPA signing
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Deal expected by late next month
FE REPORT

Bangladesh is poised to sign its first-ever Economic
Partnership Agreement (EPA) with Japan by the end of January
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2026, as the two countries finalised the draft text proposing
immediate duty-free access for awide range of products,
including readymade garments, from the very first day.
Commerce Adviser Sheikh Basir Uddin made the
announcement at a press conference at Bangladesh

Secretariat on Monday.

He said the two governments, in principle, agreed to sign the
EPA following the conclusion of negotiations and a telephone
conversation with Japanese Foreign Minister Motegi

Toshimitsu shortly before the briefing.

With the draft now finalised, negotiations on the EPA have
formally concluded after eight rounds of talks, the commerce
adviser told journalists, adding that the agreement would be
signed after the completion of the ratification process in both

countries.

"With the agreement in place, we expect around 97 per cent of
Bangladeshi products to enjoy duty-free access to the

Japanese market," he'said.

Special Envoy to the Chief Adviser on International Affairs Lutfey
Siddique, Bangladesh Investment Development Authority
(BIDA) Executive Chairman Ashik Chowdhury and Commerce
Secretary Mahbubur Rahman also spoke at the event.

T T YRS VUL D :

According to the draft EPA, Bangladesh will
receive immediate duty-free access for 7,379
products in the Japanese market, while Japan
will enjoy similar access for 1,039 products in
Bangladesh.

"The most significant aspect of the EPA is
that Bangladesh's major export items,
particularly readymade garments, will enjoy
duty-free access to Japan from the very first
day of the agreement," the Commerce
Ministry said in a press statement. .
Under the agreement, Bangladesh has agre
to open 97 sub-sectors to Japan, while Japan
will open 120 sub-sectors to Bangladesh
across four modes of supply.

Replying to a question, the commerce adviser
clarified that 95 per cent of Bangladesh's
duty-free access would take effect
immediately, while Japan would receive its
conegessions in phases over 18 years.

He said the EPA would help boost Japanese
investment in Bangladesh through
technology transfer and the creation of new
business opportunities.

Describing the agreement as a new chapter
ahead of Bangladesh's graduation from least
developed country (LDC) status, he expressed

the hope that the country would now be able

to sign more EPAs and free trade agreements,
supported by an increasingly capable
government negotiating team.

The special envoy praised the outcome of the
negotiations, saying all stakeholders,
including the Commerce Ministry team, have
contributed to the shaping of the agreement.
BIDA Executive Chairman Ashik Chowdhury
said the EPA would help create a more
structured environment to attract Japanese
investment, noting that Japan's cumulative
investment in Bangladesh currently stands at
about US$500 million. _
Calling the EPA a historic benchmark, he said
it would open new avenues for Japanese
investment beyond the limited
manufacturing and energy sectors.
Meanwhile, Manabu Sugawara, president of
the Japanese Commerce and Industry
Association in Dhaka (JCIAD), also known as
Shoo Koo Kai, welcomed the agreement
between the two governments.

- Hessaid JCIAD plans to promote effective

utilisation of the EPA through information
dissemination and other initiatives once the
details are clarified, and will continue to play a
role in strengthening the economic relations
between Bangladesh and Japan.
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“Tent, campmg gear exports
show signs of recovery

SOHEL PARVEZ

Tents and camping gear exports are
showing signs of revival, with global
buyers placing fresh orders after selling off
pandemic stockpiles.

During the July-November period of the
fiscal year (FY) 2025-26, exports of tents
and camping items grew 18 percent year-
on-year to around $50 million, compared
with the same period in FY25.

The increase comes more than a
after the sector’s exports fell sharply by
$170 million to $222 million in FY24,
according to Export Promotion Bureau

(EPB) data.

IR sector reached $392 million in

exports in FY22 but suffered a decline in

the following two years. Trade recovered
slightly in FY25, rising 2 percent to $226
million.

Hong-Woo Lee, chief executive officer
of Campvalley Global Ltd at the Karnaphuli
Export Processing Zone (EPZ), said the
sector had benefited from a Covid-driven
surge in camping, when many consumers

TENT AND CAMPING EQUIPMENT EXPORTS
In million $

392

294

Fy22

chose local outdoor
activities over overseas
travel.

“After Covid ended, a
large inventory remained
in the market,” he said. “Once that was sold
off, demand picked up. I think FY26 will
perform better than FY25.”

Campvalley Global specialises in instant
tents and plastic moulds, exporting mainly
to the United States.

Lee added that Bangladesh has become
an attractive manufacturing base for tent

Fy23

222

276

226

FY24 FY25

makers, as major global brands now run
production facilities here.

“This is beneficial for buyers he said,
adding that the company is interested in
investing in the Mirsarai Export Processing
Zone (EPZ).

Bangladesh has more than half a
dozen tent and camping equipment
manufacturers, mostly located in export
processing zones.

Rafat Husain, managing director of
HKD Uni-Tech Litd at Chattogram EPZ,
said the main export markets are the ,
United States, Canada, Europe and Japan,



LDC exit nears but trade

deals stayed in waiting
mode in 2025 _

STATUS OF TRADE DEALS FOR POST-LDC ERA

REFAYET ULLAH MIRDHA

As 2025 winds down, Bangladesh is staring
at an approaching deadline with growing
concern.

Less than a year remains before the
country formally graduates from the least
developed country (LDC) club in November
2026. For an economy built on garment
exports, this milestone is not just symbolic;
it comes with the real risk of losing duty-
free access to major markets.

The government has intensified
trade talks with key partners to preserve
preferential market access, guided by the
Smooth Transition Strategy (STS) - a
policy roadmap designed to soften the
graduation shock.

Yet, despite nearly two decades of
negotiations, most agreements are still in
early stages. Apart from a small number of
exceptions, few have reached enforcement,
leaving exporters in a state of limbo.

THE | | REWIND

Over the years, some progress has
been made. One notable breakthrough
came yesterday as Bangladesh and Japan
concluded negotiations on a bilateral
Economic Partnership Agreement (EPA).
The deal, once signed and ratified, will
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2025 TAKEAWAYS

Trade talks have intensified, but most remain unfinished. Export-dependent
sectors face rising risks as the graduation deadline approaches.
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Partnership (RCEP), Asean countries,
China, India, Australia and the United
Arab Emirates.

However, having so many talks has not
accelerated progress. In many cases, Dhaka
is still waiting for dates to sit across the
table from prospective partners.

For slow progress, economists point to
structural constraints at home.

For example, the average import tariff
of Bangladesh is more than 28 percent,

watches the developments anxiously.

High interest rates, inconsistent energy
supplies, rising production costs and
inflation are already squeezing enterprises,
making the timing of LDC graduation
particularly challenging.

“Trade agreements take time, and
we had urged the government to seek a
deferment of LDC graduation,” said Anwar-
ul Alam Chowdhury (Parvez), president of
the Bangladesh Chamber of Industries.

pressure.

“Export incentives have already been
reduced, and while government support
schemes aim to boost competitiveness,
their impact may not be enough to offset
the loss of LDC benefits,” he added.

Other sectors are also facing the pinch.

Showkat Aziz Russell, president of
the Bangladesh Textile Mills Association
(BTMA), said primary textile manufacturers
are already under strain.
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Smooth Transition Strategy (STS) - a
policy roadmap designed to soften the
graduation shock.

Yet, despite nearly two decades of
negotiations, most agreements are still in
early stages. Apart from a small number of
exceptions, few have reached enforcement,
leaving exporters in a state of limbo.

o ey

Over the years, some progress has

' been made. One notable breakthrough

came yesterday as Bangladesh and Japan
concluded negotiations on a bilateral

Economic Partnership Agreement (EPA).
The deal, once signed and ratified, will
grant duty-free access to 7,379 Bangladeshi
products to Japanese -market, including
ready-made garments, while Bangladesh
will offer zero-duty entry to 1,039 products
from the island nation.

The agreement also covers services, with
Bangladesh opening 97 sub-sectors and
Japan 120, creating scope for investment
and technology transfer. The EPA will now
move towards formal signing and approval
by Japan’s parliament, the Diet, before it
comes into force.

South Korea is another relative bright

| spot.

According to Commerce Secretary

| Mahbubur Rahman, talks on a separate
| EPA with Seoul are close to a conclusion.
. The authorities hope for a near-term

signing.
Apart from Japan and South Korea,
Bangladesh is juggling preliminary

discussions with a number of partners,
including the European Union, the
Regional Comprehensive = Economic
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Partnership (RCEP), Asean countries,
China, India, Australia and the United
Arab Emirates.

However, having so many talks has not
accelerated progress. In many cases, Dhaka
is still waiting for dates to sit across the
table from prospective partners.

For slow progress, economists point to
structural constraints at home,

For example, the average import tariff
of Bangladesh is more than 28 percent,
far higher than regional peers such as
Malaysia, where rates are around 5 percent.

“High protection discourages
potentlal partners from comnntung to
comprehensive trade agreements,” said
Zaidi Sattar, chairman of local think tank
Policy Research Institute of Bangladesh
(PRI).

While lowering tariffs could speed up
negotiations, it runs into fiscal realities.
Import duties are still a major source of
government revenue. Trade policy reform
is therefore politically and econonuca]ly
sensitive.

According to the PRI chairman,
institutional capacity also poses a barrier.

Bangladesh often does not have
sufficient negotiating manpower, and
key export-import policy documents are
not always available in English. These
issues limit the accessibility of foreign

counterparts.
Meanwhile, the business community

watches the developments anxiously.

High interest rates, inconsistent energy
supplies, rising production costs and
inflation are already squeezing enterprises,
making the timing of LDC graduation
particularly challenging.

“Irade agreements take time, and
we had urged the government to seek a
deferment of LDC graduation,” said Anwar-
ul Alam Chowdhury (Parvez), president of
the Bangladesh Chamber of Industries.

“This is not the right moment for
graduation, given the economic pressures
businesses are facing,” added the business
leader.

Garment exporters, who are the
backbone of the country’s export sector,
are especially concerned.

Inamul Haq Khan, senior vice-president
of the Bangladesh Garment Manufacturers
and Exporters Association (BGMEA), said
businesses are critical stakeholders whose
concerns often go unheard. |

Industry leaders have repeatedly called
for a six-year deferment of graduation,
citing the absence of major  trade

agreements and limited preparedness on -

both public and private fronts. _

“The country is going to graduate next
year, but it is very unfortunate that we have
yet to sign any trade agreements to retain
the major trade partners,” Khan said.

He warned that the loss of duty-free-

access could put exports under severe

pressure.

“Export incentives have already been
reduced, and while government support
schemes aim to boost competitiveness,
their impact may not be enough to offset
the loss of LDC benefits,” he added.

Other sectors are also facing the pinch.

Showkat Aziz Russell, president of
the Bangladesh Textile Mills Association
(BTMA), said primary textile manufacturers
are already under strain.

“Cheap yarn imports from India have
surged, rising 137 percent over the past
year, squeezing domestic spinning mills
grappling with inadequate gas supply.”

He warned that any setback in the
garment sector could jeopardise roughly
$25 billion invested in the country’s
primary textile industry.

Despite the challenges,
policymakers see opporttnities.

Mohammad Abdur Razzaque, chairman
of local think.tank Research and Policy
Integration for Development (RAPID),
described the Japan EPA as a meamng[‘ul
milestone.

. He said that RCEP has requested
documentation to assess Bangladesh’s
eligibility for membership in January,
alongside Hong Kong, Chile and Sri Lanka.

If approved, it would give Bangladesh
access to the world’s largest trade bloc,
added Razzaque.

He said negotiations with the EU should
secure the GSP Plus facility, preserving
access to European markets.

The stakes are high. At present, about
73 percent of Bangladesh’s exports rely
on LDC-related duty-free access to 38
countries. Studies suggest losing these

some

- preferences could slash up to 14 percent of

exports, roughly $8 billion annually.

As the year ends, the status of trade
negotiations is clear. -

Bangladesh has opened channels, laid
out strategies, and crossed a few important
milestones. Yet the distance between
negotiation and enforcement remains the
defining challenge on the country’s tra
frontier.
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Bangladesh, Japan
finalise draft EPA

Signing expected in January

: Py A
A key feature of the EPA is that ready-made garments, the main export item of Bangladesh, will enjoy duty-free access to the Japanese

market from the first day of implementation.
STAR BUSINESS REPORT

Bangladesh and Japan have agreed on the
draft of a bilateral Economic Partnership
Agreement (EPA), marking the country’s
first full-fledged trade deal as it seeks to
secure preferential market treatments ahead
of its scheduled graduation from the least
developed country club next year.

Bangladeshi Commerce Adviser Sk Bashir
Uddin and Japanese Foreign Minister Motegi
Toshimitsu endorsed the draft during a phone
conversation yesterday. The declaration was
later announced in both countries through
separate press briefings.

Under the draft agreement, Japan will grant
duty-free access to 7,379 Bangladeshi products,
including ready-made garments, once the EPA
is signed. This will cover about 97 percent of
the export basket of Bangladesh.

In return, Bangladesh will provide duty-free
access to 1,039 Japanese products, largely in
phases over 18 years.

A key feature of the EPA is that ready-made
garments, the main export item of Bangladesh,

S
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will enjoy duty-free access to the Japanese signed by the end of next month.
market from the first day of implementation. At the programme, Lutfey Siddiqgi,
The agreement will also allow Single Stage special envoy on international affairs to the
Transformation provisions for garments, easing chief adviser, said successfully concluding
rules of origin requirements. negotiations at this stage was a difficult task
The agreement also covers services. Under and expressed hope that the agreement would
the trade in services chapter, Bangladesh has deliver tangible gains in trade and investment.
agreed to open 97 sub-sectors to Japan, while Chowdhury Ashik Mahmud Bin Harun,
the island nation will open 120 sub-sectors to executive chairman of the Bangladesh
Bangladesh across four modes of supply. Investment Development Authority (Bida), said
Provisions on human resources, movement Japanese investment in Bangladesh currently
of natural persons and investment are also stands at about $500 million, a small share of
included, which officials expect will support Japan's outbound investment.
increased Japanese investment and technology He said the absence of a formal trade
transfer. framework had long been cited by Japanese
After yesterday’s endorsement, the final text investors and that the EPA could provide a
of the EPA will now be sent to the National platform to attract greater investment and
Parliament of Japan, the Diet, and the advisory facilitate future trade agreements.
council of Bangladesh for approval. The Bangladesh-Japan EPA will be the
At the press conference at the commerce country’s first comprehensive trade agreement.
ministry, Commerce Adviser Bashir Uddinsaid So far, Bangladesh has signed only one
eight rounds of negotiations had been held preferential trade agreement with Bhutan in
before finalising the draft. December 2020, despite negotiating with more

He said the agreement is expected to be than adozen trading partners. /
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sangladesh, Japan finalise EPA

draft;

signing expected next month

TRADE - BANGLADESH

TBS REPORT

The EPA has no fixed duration, to
remain in force indefinitely

The draft of the Economic Partnership Agreement (EPA) be-.
tween Bangladesh and Japan has been finalised, and the agree-
ment is set to be signed next month, Commerce Adviser Sk Ba-
shiruddin said on Monday.

He shared the information at a press conference on the Bang-
ladesh-Japan EPA negotiations held at the Secretariat.

According to the commerce ministry, once the agreement
comes into force, 7,379 Bangladeshi products will enjoy duty-free
access to the Japanese market from the very first day of signing.
In return, 1,039 Japanese products will receive duty-free access to
the Bangladeshi market. Following approval from the cabinets of
both countries and completion of the necessary legal procedures,
the agreement is scheduled to be signed next month.

This will be Bangladesh’s first comprehensive economic
partnership agreement with another country. The EPA has no
fixed duration and will remain in force indefinitely unless ei-
ther side withdraws.

An EPA is a framework for establishing a free-trade arrange-
ment, aimed at removing trade barriers, reducing tariffs, and
expanding trade in goods and services, alongside long-term
economic cooperation.

Commerce Secretary Mahbubur Rahman said negotiations be-
gan at the end of 2024 and concluded after eight formal rounds.

Garments included, leather excluded—for now
Commerce ministry sources said readymade garments, Bangla-
desh’s largest export item, are included | SEEPAGE4COL3
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ment, aimed at removing trade barriers, reducing tariffs, an

The draft agreement, however,
leaves scope for future discussions
on including leather products,
despite the sector accounting for
more than 10% of Japan’s export
earnings, officials said. . :

At the briefing, Bashiruddin said
the EPA would bring “significant
commercial and economic bene-
fits”, helping expand trade, attract
investment, and generate employ-
ment, while opening a new chapter
in bilateral economic relations.

afterLDCgmduation,

Former Bangladesh Trade and Tariff
Commission member Mostafa Abid
Khan said Bangladesh currently
enjoys duty-free access to Japan as
a least developed country—a facility
that will continue until 2029,

“The EPA is crucial to retain-
ing Bangladesh’s export com-
petitiveness in Japan after LpC
graduation,” he said, noting that
tariff benefits would be phased in,
meaning not all products would
gain immediately. .

He added that Bangladeshi
exporters already supply global
brands operating in Japan, reduc-
ing the risk of export decline. The
agreement could also encourage
greater Japanese investment, pro-
vided existing investment barriers
are addressed,

lowering prices in a market domi-
nated by Japanese cars.

Trade flows: imports

fall, exports rise

Data from Bangladesh Bank show
that Bangladesh imported goods
worth $1.81 billion from Japan in
FY2023-24, down from $2.02 bil-
lion a year earlier. Major imports
included iron and steel, vehicles,
industrial machinery, raw mate-

rials, medical equipment, boards, -

€yewear, and photographic and
cinematographic equipment.

On the export side, Bangladesh
shipped goods ' worth Tk13,689
crore ($1.12 billion) to Japan in
FY2023-24, up from Tki,616
crore ($1.03
year. Garments dominated export
earnings, followed by leather and
leather goods, agricultur
ucts, and jute goods. :

Uapan export data are pub-
lished by Bangladesh Bank in taka
terms; dollar values calculated us-
ing the current exchange rate.)

Exporters welcome deal,

urge swift implementation -
Inamul Haq Khan Bablu, senior vice
president of BGMEA, told TBS that
Bangladesh must enter preferential
and free trade agreements to remain
competitive in global markets after
graduating from LDC status. He

- potential. Products from

billion) the previous'

prod-

brands
such as H&M and Gap are export-
ed there, and Japanese buyers are
known for reliable payments and
strict quality standards,” he said.

Inamul Haq added that export-
ers who meet - Japanese require-
ments are generally capable of
supplying any global market.

Md Nasir Khan, chairman of Jan-
ice Shoes and vice president of the
Leather Goods and Footwear Man-
ufacturers and Exporters Associa-
tion, told TBS that without bilateral
agreements, it would be difficult
for Bangladesh to survive in global
markets after LDC graduation.

He said reciprocal tariffs im-
posed by the United States have
created new challenges, making
such agreements a necessity. In
that context, the Japan EPA is posi-
tive for Bangladesh’s exports.

He cautioned that although
Bangladesh has duty-free access
to the Chinese market, exports
remain limited due to unfinisheq
procedural requirements, He €x-
pressed hope that implementation
of the Japan EPA would not face
similar delays,

Investment boost éxpected
Chief adviser’s special envoy for
international affairs Lutfey Siddigi

-said Bangladesh initially lacked ex-
& _Perience in negotiating such agree-

expanding trade in goods and services, alongside long-term l:
ic cooperation. 1 P ’ '
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in the duty-free list. However, steel and Taw materials to Bangla- {0 sych agreements and a positive ernment for concluding the process.
leather, leather goods, and foot- desh could rise initially. Imports of development for the export sector. Chowdhury Ashik Mahmud
wear will not benefit immediately new and hybrid vehicles may also “Japan is already an important Bin Harun, executive chairman of
as they are currently excluded. increase if included, potentially market for Bangladesh, with strong  BIDA, said Japanese investment in

Bangladesh stands at around $500
million, far below Japan’s global
footprint.

“The absence of a structured
agreement previously discouraged
Investment,” he said, adding that the
EPA could unlockinvesmmntmmgis-
tics, electronics, IT, and automobiles,
accelerating technology transfer.

He noted that while countries
like Vietnam have trade agree-
ments with around 30 partners,
Bangladesh is only beginning—a
gap the EPA helps address ahead
of LDC graduation,

Services trade liberalisation

Under the agreement, Bangladesh
will open 97 services sub-sectors to
Japan, while Japan will open. 120
sub-sectors to Bangladesh across
four modes of supply, expected to
further stimulate investment and
technology inflows. e,

A 2023 survey by Japan External
Trade Organization (JETRO) found
214 Japanese firms operating in
Bangladesh, with 7204 planning
éxpansion, citing low production
costs. The survey noted that goods
costing $100 to manufacture in Ja-
Pan could be produced in Bangla-
desh at about 60% lower cost.

The negotiations have conclud-
ed at the negotiator level, with le-
gal scrubbing and final approvals
remaining befors formal signing.
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