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Trade deals,
L.DC determent
top agenda at
WTO summit

REFAYET ULLAH MIRDHA

------------------------------------ s

Bangladesh will prioritise bilateral trade negotiations, deferment
of its graduation from least developed country (LDC) status, among

------------------------

~ other issues, at the World Trade Organisation’s (WTO) 14th Ministerial

Conference, which opens tomorrow in Cameroon’s capital, Yaoundeé.

The country has scheduled talks with the European Union (EU)
on signing a free trade agreement (FTA) on the sidelines, Commerce
Minister Khandakar Abdul Muktadir, who will be leading the
Bangladesh delegation at the conference, told The Daily Star over the
phone yesterday.

«“We have a plan to discuss trade agreements and business issues with
several countries and trade blocs apart from participating in the regular
consultation meetings at the summit,” Muktadir said. ;

The four-day summit comes as the rules-based multilateral trading
system under the WTO faces mounting pressure from bilateral deals,
regionalism and protectionism by developed nations.

On the sidelines, Bangladesh will also seek EU support for delaying
its LDC graduation, said the minister. The country applied to the
United Nations last month to defer its LDC graduation by three years to
November 2029. The UN Committee for Development Policy discussed
the request at its annual meeting in New York last month and has setup
a process to evaluate the application.
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The Bangladesh delegation will also seek cooperation from member
countries as it tries to join the China-led Regional Comprehensive
Fconomic Partnership Agreement (RCEP). Trade partnership
discussions are scheduled with South Korea, Singapore, and New
7ealand, scheduled during the summit, which runs until March 29.

Other priorities on Bangladesh’sagenda include e-commerce, foreign
direct investment and fisheries subsidies. On the latter, Bangladesh has
agreed to reduce funding for the fishing of rare and endangered species.

"Mohammad Abdur Razzaque, chairman of the Research and Policy
Integration for Development (RAPID), recently said it is difficult to
predict how much support Bangladesh can secur€ for deferring
graduation.

Gambia, as LDC coordinator, has proposed allowing LDCs and
graduating LDCs with per capita real income below $1,000 - measured
using 1990 US dollar exchange rates - {o continue providing subsidies.

Under that criterion, Razzaque said, Bangladesh would qualify to
maintain subsidies in various sectors.

Gambia has also sought an extension of the agreement on Trade-
Related Aspects of Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPS) for graduating
LDCs, which would benefit Bangladesh by preserving its patent waiver
facility on goods such as medicines beyond graduation.

But concrete decisions at the ministerial conference will be difficult
given fragmentation in global trade caused by US reciprocal tariffs and
the US-Israel war on Iran, Razzaque said.

“f all the LDCs and graduating LDCs can raise their voice collectively,
N £ wxman hanies the WTO)

Ministers from across the world will. -
attend the conference to discuss -
challenges facing the multilateral .
trading system and decide on the
WTO’s future work. The conference
will be chaired by Luc Magloire
Mbarga Atangana, Cameroon’s
minister of trade.
Theopeningsessionbeginsatham
tomorrow with welcome remarks by
the chair, the WTO director-general,
and guests, including heads of state
or government. This will be followed
by a ministerial breakout session
covering WTO foundational issues.
Friday's breakout sessions will
focus on WTO reform, with each
session facilitated by a minister. A
plenary session on WTO reform will
be held at the end of the day.
“Saturday will . begin® with an
update'on dispute settiement reform,
followed by ministerial sessions on
fisheries subsidies, incorporation
of the Investment Facilitation for
Development  Agreement, the
e-commerce - work . programme
and moratorium, agriculture, and
development, including LDC issues.
The final day will in with
3 heads of delegation meeting at
ministerial level in preparation for

the closing session, scheduled for/

i
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midday.
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Dhaka to showcase South
_Asia’s pharma strength
Exhibition begins on March 29

STAR BUSINESS REPORT

Dhaka is set to host one of South
Asia’s  largest pharmaceutical
manufacturing exhibitions as the
17th Asia Pharma Expo 2026 &
Asia Lab Expo 2026 opens at the
‘Bangladesh-China Friendship
Exhibition Centre in Purbachal from
March 29 to 31.

Organised by the Bangladesh
Association of Pharmaceutical
Industries (BAPI), the three-
day event continues a 23-year
legacy of promoting innovation,
collaboration, and = industrial
advancement in the country’s fast-
growing pharmaceutical sector,
according to a press release.

More than 400 companies from
over 20 countries are expected
to participate, showcasing
technologies - in pharmaceutical

processing and packaging, active
pharmaceutical ingredients
(APIs) and excipients, laboratory
and analytical instruments,
cleanroom and HVAC systems, water
management, and turnkey project
solutions.

Following the inauguration, the
exhibition will remain open to trade
visitors throughout the three days,
offering opportunities for sourcing,
networking, technology assessment,
and business expansion.

The organisers expect this year’s
edition to build on the momentum
of the 2025 expo, which drew
around 14,500 trade visitors.

The upcoming event aims to
deepen international engagement
and facilitate technology transfer

within Bangladesh’s expanding
pharmaceutical manufacturing
ecosystem.

Since the launch in 2003, Asia
Pharma Expo and Asia Lab Expo
have positioned themselves as
dedicated platforms covering the
full pharmaceutical manufacturing
supply chain.

The exhibitions bring together
entrepreneurs, researchers, and
corporate  decision-makers to
explore advancements in machinery,
raw materials, packaging, and
laboratory technologies.

Bangladesh’s pharmaceutical
industry has emerged as a key
contributor to the national economy,
meeting about 98 percent of domestic
demand and exporting medicines to
157 countries, including the US, the
UK, Germany, and Canada.

Valued at more than $3.5 billion,
the sector is projected to exceed
$6 billion by 2026, with an annual”
growth rate of 15to 18 percent. ~
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RMG exports to EU slide sharpi)_r_

Shipments drop over 25% in January amid weak demand, price pressure and global disruptions
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began 2026 on a weak footing, with : . - -

shipments registering one of the _ .
steepest declines among major -

1.91

suppliers as demand and prices both
softened.

The downturn mirrors a broader
slowdown in global apparel trade, with
industry insiders warning that a
combination of subdued consumer
demand, shipping disruptions and
geopolitical uncertainty is putting
mounting pressure on exporters.

The country earned 1.42 billion euros
in January 2026, marking a sharp ppd

25.25-percent year-on-year decline ' g 2025 2026
from 1.91 billion euros in January : T -

2025, according to Eurostat data
released on March 20.

Knitwear exports to the EU fell to
843.3 million euros, down 26.4 per
cent from 1.15 billion euros.

Woven garment shipments dropped to
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€585.6 million euros from 766.0 Tl
million euros, marking a 23.6 per cent o §F
decline, the data showed. e .

Overall, EU apparel imports in January G
2026 fell by 15.5 per cent to 7.03 eepe
billion euros, down from 8.32 billion ?Iggu?lfeghae"%“ msat] or
euros a year earlier. g M
Bangladesh's apparel exports to its SUI)DHBI'S

. single-largest market, the United
States, also faced a setback in January,

' as America's overall garmentimports  than temporary discounting, he The country also relies heavily on Despite earlier expectations of a
declined significantly. added.. disrupted ocean shipping routes and recovery from April, geopolitical risks
Bangladesh earned $791.77 million -European consumers are facing cost- continues to face domesticenergyand  now cast doubt on that outlook.

‘from RMG exports to the USin January  of-living pressures, while Red Sea financial constraints that affect Bangladesh, as one of the world's
2026, registeringa 0.9 percentyear-  shipping disruptions forced retailersto  production capacity. most vulnerable countries to energy
on-year decline, according to the front-load orders into late 2025, Although Europe's economy was disruptions, faces additional

. latestdata. : creating a difficult environment, he expected toimproveinthecoming *  headwinds beyond the structural
Talking to The Financial Express, explained. months, recent tensions involvingIran  decline in imports, he noted.
Mohiuddin Rubel, additional managing  Suppliers are now facing acute margin  and the United States have introduced ~ Meanwhile, China, the largest
director of Denim Expert Ltd, said EU compression, losing revenue on both new uncertainty, Mr Rubel, a former supplier, showed relative resilience,
apparel imports in January 2026 fellby  fronts - fewer orders and lower per- BGMEA director, said. with apparel exports to the EU
15.48 per cent in value, driven by an unit prices. This geopolitical instability threatens  declining by 6.9 per cent t0 2.22
8.36 per cent declinein volumeand a Bangladesh has been hit particularly global supply chains and billion euros from 2.38 billion euros.

' 7.76 per cent drop in prices. hard because it specialises in bulk, disproportionately affects vulnerable  EUimports from Vietnam fellby7.34
This dual weakness, softeningdemand  low-margin garments that EU economies like Bangladesh, which is per cent in January 2026 to 362.9
and falling prices simultaneously, retailers tend to cut back on during highly exposed to energy shocks from
signals a structural market shift rather  downturns. regional conflicts.

- Turkey's exports dropped
sharply by 29.1 per cent to
620 million euros from
874.66 millioneuros.
india recorded a15.2 per cent
decline, earning 336.23

million euros in January
2026.
Cambodia also saw a notable
drop, with exports tothe EU
declining by 25.11 per cent to
313,48 million euros.
Pakistan experienced a17.1 per
cent decline in apparel exports
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softened.

The downturn mirrors a broader
slowdown in global apparel trade, with
industry insiders warning that a

" combination of subdued consumer
demand, shipplﬁg disruptions and
gaapoﬂﬁul uncertainty is putting
pressure on exporters.

in ]inﬂaryzozs ‘markingasharp
- 25.25-percent year-on-year decline
from 1.91 billion euros in January
2025, according to Eurostat data
re!eased on March 20.
Knitwear exports to the EU fell to
843.3 million euros, down 26.4 per
cent from 1.15 billion euros.
Woven garment shipments dropped to
€585.6 million euros from766.0
million euros, marking a 23.6 per cent
decline, the data showed.
'Overall , EU apparel imports in January
2026 fell by 15.5 per cent to 7.03
billion euros, down from 8.32 billion
euros ayear earlier.
~ Bangladesh's apparel exports to its
single-largest market, the United
State;, also faced a setback in January,
~ as America's overall garment imports
declined significantly.
angladesh earned $791.77 million
' yorts to the US in January

on-year decline, aceordingto the
latest data.

| Talking to The I-'inandal Express,
Moh!uddlh Rubel 'Imanasing
mExpertLtd said EU
\ports in January 2026 fell by
rca anaIue, driven by an

t ( !I:m‘l! in Wlum aﬂd a
7.76 pm- nt drop in prices.

This dual weakness, sofneningdanand
and falling prices simultaneously,

signals a structural market shift rather

‘ Isuppliers as demand and pr!cas both

he country earned 1.42 billion euros

| 2026, gisteringa 0.9 per cent year-
~ front-load orders into late 2025,
. creatlngadifﬂcnltenvlronment, he

than temp_omy dfscountlng, he

~ added..
~ -European conmmersarefadngcost—

of-living pressures, while Red Sea
shipping disruptions forced retailers to

~ explained.

Suppliers are now facing acute margin
compresslbn, los!ng revenue on both
fronts - fewer orders and lower per-
unit prices.

Bar gladesh has been hit particularly
,'hn d because it specialises in bulk,
low-margin garments that EU-
retailers tend to cut back on durlng

'ﬂwma,...- R

_ regional conflicts.

The country also relies heavily on

disrupted ocean shipplngmu_tes and -

continues to face domestic energy
financial cohmlnts that affect
pl'oducticn capacity.

Although Europe's economy was.
expected to improve in the coming

months, recent tensions involving Iran
and the United States have introduced
new uncertainty, Mr Rubel, aformer  su

BGMEA director, said.
This g

disproportionately affectéwlherable.
economies like Bangladesh whichis
highly exposed to energy shocks from

- H-l‘

geopolitical instability threatens -
-jlolial supply chainsand

Despite earlier expectaﬂqns ofa
recovery from April, geopo tical risks
now cast doubt on that outlook.
Bangladesh,asuneofthemﬂd'
'mestwlnmblecountﬂes;nepargy .
disruptions, faces additional
headw!ndsbeyondﬂ'nesﬁ'uttura!
decline in imports, he noted. e
Meanwhile, China, Rt e ¥
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313.48!“““0“!“‘“5' L)
serienceda17.1 per

amded:minamm'awh
£0288.8 million euros,

according toEurostatdata.




The Financial Express

14TH MINISTERIAL CONFE

LDCs to push fo
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RENCE OF WTO

r concrete

outcomes on market access,

post-graduation support

FE REPORT

Commerce Minister Khandakar Abdul
Muktadir left for Cameroon on Tuesday
to attend the 14th Ministerial
Conference of the World Trade
Organisation (WTO).

At the MC14 conference, the least
developed countries (LDCs) are expected
to push for concrete outcomes on
market access and post-graduation
support.

Asix-member Bangladeshi delegation,
which will include Commerce Secretary
Mahbubur Rahman, will join trade
ministers from 166 member states at
the March 26-29 conference in
Yaoundé.

Officials say Bangladesh will use the
platform to press for duty-free quota-
free (DFQF) access, enhanced trade
facilitation support, and extended -
transition measures,

Commerce Minister

Muktadir leaves for
Cameroon

Theyalso say Bangladesh will press to
boost international cooperation to
achieve Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGS). .

Bangladesh is currently scheduled to
graduate from the LDC category in 2026,
although the government has soughta
three-year postponement.

" The MC14, the highest decision-making

forum of the WTO, comes at a time when
the multilateral trading system faces
mounting pressure from protectionist
trends, geopolitical tensions, and stalled
reform negotiations.

Trade experts say Bangladesh and other’
LDCs will seek binding commitments
rather than broad declarations,

particularly on the continuation of
preferential market access beyond
graduation, simplified rules of origin,
technology transfer, and capacity
building support.

On the sidelines, the commerce minister
is scheduled to hold a series of bilateral
meetings aimed at diversifying export
destinations and attracting foreign
investment, officials say.

The talks are expected to focus on
reducing overdependence on traditional
markets and addressing supply chain |
vulnerabilities exposed by the recent
global disruptions.

The conference will be chaired by Luc
Magloire Mbarga Atangana, trade
minister of Cameroon, with outcomes
likely to shape the future trajectory of
global trade governance.

The Bangladesh delegation is scheduled
to return on April 1.
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$10m export deal with
Chinese firm

STOCKS - BANGLADESH

TBS REPORT

MK Footwear PLC has signed a major export
agreement with China-based Jinjiang Akia
Sports Co Ltd aiming to boost its international
business with an estimated annual export val-
ue of up to $10 million.

In a disclosure filed with the Dhaka Stock
Exchange yesterday, the SME-listed company
said it entered into a manufacturing and supply
agreement with the Chinese firm on 24 March.
Under the deal, Jinjiang Akia Sports has com-
mitted to placing a minimum annual order of
1 million pairs of footwear, subject to mutually
agreed designs and specifications.

The company expects the agreemerit to gen-
erate between $8 million and $10 million in ex-
port revenue annually, to be executed through
regular purchase orders each contract year.

To meet the anticipated demand, MK Foot-
wear will allocate dedicated production capac-
ity for the buyer. The agreement also includes

standard provisions covering quality assur-
ance, production timelines, payment terms,
and other commercial conditions.

Company officials said the deal is expected
to significantly strengthen its export pipeline
and support future business growth, provided
that purchase orders are executed successfully
and contractual obligations are met.

Following the announcement, MK Footwear’s
share price rose by 2% to Tk85.90 on the SME
platform, reflecting positive investor sentiment.

The development comes amid improving
financial performance for the company. In the

. fiscal year 2024-25, MK Footwear reported rev-

enue of Tky8.79 crore, while net profit surged
116% to Tk8.76 crore.

However, a significant portion of the profit
growth was driven by gains from stock market

* investments. The company earned Tké.37 crore

by selling shares of Legacy Footwear, which it
had acquired earlier at a lower cost.

Earlier, MK Footwear declared a 12% cash
dividend for shareholders other than sponsors
and directors for the year ended 30 June 2025. /
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