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hutan seeks FTA :
with Bangladesh

REFAYET ULLAH MIRDHA

Bangladesh has asked Bhutan to submit a proposal for a
possible free trade agreement (FTA) after the Himalayan
kingdom expressed interest in upgrading existing bilateral
trade ties from the current preferential trade agreement (PTA).

Once the proposal arrives, it will be sent to the technical
committee on trade for scrutiny before a final decision is taken,
Commerce Secretary Mahbubur Rahman told The Daily Star
yesterday.

The development came on the final day of a two-day visit to
Dhaka by a commerce secretary-level delegation from Bhutan,

for 100 Bangladeshi goods.

The deal marked Bangladesh’s first bilateral trade agreement,

During yesterday’s meeting, Bhutan also asked Bangladesh
to expand the list of products eligible for duty free access
under the PTA from the current 34 items.

Moreover, the Bhutanese side proposed using Chattogram
port for imports and €Xports, citing the country’s landlocked
- geography, Rahman said. ;

He added that Bangladesh would allow Bhutan to use
Pangaon port in Keraniganj and Khanpur river port in
Narayanganj to transport goods. Dhaka will review Thimphu’s
request to use Chattogram port. : :

Recently, a shipment imported from Thailand by Bhutanese
importers passed through Chattogram port as a trial run,
Rahman said.

« If the arrangement is approved, the ministries of road
transport and highways and shipping, along with other
relevant agencies, will determine the fee structure for Bhutan’s 7

P

use of Chattogram port, he added. >
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Exporters alarmed as energy
costs dampen global demand
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TRADE - BANGLADESH

REYAD HOSSAIN

Bangladesh’s exporters are increasingly
concerned that the ongoing war in the -
Middle East could slow new export orders
as rising fuel prices push up living costs in
major consumer markets,

Industry leaders say higher energy
costs are already driving up prices of
essential goods such as groceries and
transport in key destinations includ-
ing Europe, the United States and Aus-
tralia. As households spend more on
necessities, exporters fear demand for

non-essential products such as ready-'
. made garments (RMG) may weaken,

potentially leading to fewer purchase
orders.
_Some European buyers have already

“postponed order plans, while others
have cancelled orders, exporters said.

“We expected orders to increase af-
ter the national election, but that has
not happened, largely because the war
has begun,” said Mohammad Hatem,
president of the Bangladesh Knitwear
Manufacturers and Exporters Associa-
tion (BKMEA).

He said some buyers have recently
put pre-order negotiations on hold.

\‘\; As a result

N

Some RMG Orders
pre-order cancelled in
\ negntiaﬁons some non-RMG

Unavailability of diesel to
weaken exporters’
competitiveness

Order discussion also
suspended In jute-based and

lifestyle products

Expected orders didn't come in

leather and synthetic footwear

Concerns spread beyond garments
The worries extend beyond the country’s
largest export sector, the RMG industry,
which accounts for around 85% of Bang-
ladesh’s export earnings.

Exporters from other sectors say they
are also seeing early signs of hesitation
from overseas buyers.

Officials at Creations Private Limited, a
major exporter of jute-based lifestyle prod-
ucts, said they had expected to finalise
new orders with international buyers after
attending the Ambiente consumer goods
fair in Frankfurt two weeks ago.

Md Rashedul Karim Munna, manag-
ing director of
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the company, said several buyers
discussed potential orders during
the fair and negotiations weré sched-
uled for this week.

“But after the war began, they
suspended th discussions,” he
told The Business Standard.

“Not only have order plans been
postponed, in some cases orders
that had already been placed were
cancelled,”

Munna said rising €nergy costs
across Europe are forcing buyers to
reallocate budgets,

“As

more of their budgets to those sec-
tors, As a Tesult, demand for our
exported products may decline,” he
said, warning that a prolonged con-
flict could significantly affect exports,

Bengal Leather Complex Limited and
the newly elected president of the Ban-
gladesh Tarners Association, said ne-
gotiations for new orders were expect-
ed to begin in April,

“But after the war started, those
discussions have heen temporarily
suspended,” he said.

“If the war drags on, we may fail
to secure export orders.”

Exporters had hoped that although
2025 was a difficult year, the formation
of a new government following the
national election would Create a more
favourable environment for trade
investment. However, industry
leaders say global uncertainty is now
overshadowing those expectations.

Freight delays and

rising shipping costs

Exporters say logistics are also becom-

ing more complicated as the conflict

disrupts global energy supply routes,
Mohammad Hatem saigd freight

costs have already started to rise and

shipping times are getting longer,
Although buyers typically bear
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freight costs under most export con-
tracts, he said some of the increased
€xpenses are eventually passed back
to suppliers indirectly.

Officials at DBL Group, one of
Bangladesh’s largest exporters, also
expressed concern.

MA Rahim Feroz, vice chairman
of DBL Group, said grocery prices in
Europe are already increasing.

“With rising fuel prices, transporta-
tion costs will also increase,” he said,

“Since incomes cannot easily
increase, consumers will prioritise
spending on groceries and trans-
port, pushing clothing purchases

er down their list of priorities,”

However, he added that buyers in
Europe and the US have not yet sent
any formal negative signals.

Export slump continues

Bangladesh’s export performance
has already been weakening in re-
cent months, According to the Ex-
port Promotion Bureay (EPB), the
country’s exports have declined for
Seven consecutive months,

During the first eight months o
the current 2025-26 fiscal year - from
July to February - exports fell by
3.15% compared with the same peri-
od a year earlier. In February alone,
exports dropped by more than 12%.

Exporters and analysts say the
slowdown has been partly driven

by reciprocal tariffs imposed by the
Trump administration in mid-2025,

Diesel shortages raise
concerns

At the same time, industrialists warn
that domestic fuel supply problems
are emerging as the conflict disrupts
oil shipments through the Strait of
Hormuz,

Some factories have already re-
ported difficulty obtaining diese],

i ul Hoque, a director of
BKMEA, said three member factories
have reported shortages,

“If they cannot get diesel, it will be
ifficult to run factories, which could
disrupt export shipments,” he said,
Bangladesh’s  industries rely
heavily on gas-hased electricity gen-
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Bengal Leather Complex Limited and
the newly elected president of the Ban-
gladesh Tanners Association, said ne-
gotiations for new orders were expect-
ed to begin in April.

“But after the war started, those
discussions have been temporarily
suspended,” he said.

“If the war drags on, we may fail
to secure export orders,”

Exporters had hoped that although
2025 was a difficult year, the formation
of a new government following the
national election would create a more
favourable environment for trade
and investment. However, industry
leaders say global uncertainty is now
overshadowing those expectations.

Freight delays and

rising shipping costs

Exporters say logistics are also becom-

ing more complicated as the conflict

disrupts global energy supply routes.
Mohammad Hatem said freight

costs have already started to rise and

shipping times are getting longer,
Although buyers typically bear
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freight costs under most export con-
tracts, he said some of the increased
expenses are eventually passed back
to suppliers indirectly.

Officials at DBL Group, one of
Bangladesh’s largest exporters, also
expressed concern. !

MA Rahim Feroz, vice chairman
of DBL Group, said grocery prices in
Europe are already increasing.

“With rising fuel prices, transporta-
ﬂoncostswiﬂalsoina'ease,” he said.

“Since incomes cannot easily
increase, consumers will prioritise
spending on groceries and trans-
port, pushing clothing purchases
further down their list of priorities,”

However, he added that buyers in
Europe and the US have not yet sent
any formal negative signals.

Export slump continues

Bangladesh’s export performance
has already been weakening in re-
cent months. According to the Ex-
port Promation Bureau (EPB), the
country’s exports have declined for
Seven consecutive months.

During the first eight months of
the current 2025-26 fiscal year - from
July to February — exports fell by
3.15% compared with the same peri-
od a year earlier. In February alone,
exports dropped by more than 129%,

Exporters and analysts say the
slowdown has been driven
by reciprocal tariffs imposed by the
Trump administration in mid-2025,

Diesel shortages raise

fresh concerns

At the same time, industrialists warn
that domestic fuel supply problems
are emerging as the conflict disrupts
oil shipments through the Strait of
Hormuz.

Some factories have already re-
ported difficulty obtaining diesel.

Minhazul Hoque, a director of
BKMEA, said three member factories
have reported shortages.

“If they cannot get diesel, it will be
difficult to run factories, which could
disrupt export shipments,” he said.

Bangladesh’s industries
heavily 6n gas-based electricity gen-

eration, but. declining gas pressure
and frequent power outages in recent
years have forced many factories to
rely on diesel-powered generators,

Spinning mills - a key backward
linkage industry for garments - are
particularly energy-intensive,

“Diesel is not available,” Moham-
mad Hatem said. Nafis-Ud-Doula, a
director of the Bangladesh Garment
Manufacturers and Asso-
ciation (BGMEA), said the issuye
already been raised with the powetr,
energy and mineral resources ministry,

“We have requested that a quota
be allocated for industries in diesel
distribution,” he said.

Supply chain risks emerging

SM Khaled, managing director
of Snowtex Group, said shipping
schedules at ports have already be-
come more complicated,

“Some buyers are asking suppli-
ers to send goods to the port ahead
of schedule,” he said.

He added that rising ol prices
could also increase the cost of fu-

el-based yarn and fabric, raising
production costs for exporters,

Kazy Mohammad Igbal Hossain,
South Asia sustainability ma nager of
Lindex HK Ltd, an EU-based brand,
said the impact on Bangladesh's
supply chain has so far been limited.

“However, if this war continues for
mmthreeweeks,itwﬂlhaveasigniﬁ-
cant impact,” he said, adding that ves-
sel schedules could face disruptions.

Inflation risk for export markets
Economists say prolonged conflict
could trigger inflation in Bangla-
desh’s export destinations, further
weakening demand. Dr Mohammad
Abdur Razzaque, chairman of Re-
searchand Policy Integration for De-
velopment (RAPID), said rising ener-
8Y prices would increase inflation in
importing countries,

“As inflation rises, demand for
the products Bangladesh mainly ex-
ports will decline,” he said.

“At the same time, disruptions in
supplychains and higher oil prices will |
increase the cost of doing business.” _
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