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Dhaka prepares 5yr trade capacity plan

st BRACING FOR LDC GRADUATION
Sweder’1 to ’ New five-year action plan

finance the , (Third phase of Enhanced Integrated Framework) -~ &4 2 o
reci pe = a rget: " B 4
FE REPORT | To strengthen trade capacity 12 priority

To improve investment climate iting §

o mprove Tmes TeR 2 ———M  activities include:

Lo ciance s obal competitiveness © Export capacity development
Focus on: @ Trade facilitation

A new five-year action plan is
being framed to strengthen
Bangladesh's trade capacity,
improve the investment

climate and enhance global © Non-tariff barriers ® Ingejstmant;climate_ improvement
competitiveness as the © |nternational compliance © Institutional capacity building
country prepares for . requirements © Training and research
g:‘:“zf;:gt""t l‘:’fb‘”f’e werld's o Investment climate reforms - ® Application of Artificial
Exit from':h?|:astl © Trade competitiveness after Intelligence (Al) in
developed country (LDC) LDC graduation ' trade-related activities
category is set to expose
Bangladesh to open Trade Organisation (WTO)- Rahman Khan said made under the previous
competition on the : led programme that supports  Bangladesh is passing phases of the EIF have been
international market for the trade-capacity development  througha critical phase, duly reflected in the Country
forfeiture of duty-free - in LDCs. facing the dual challenge of Programme Document," he
market access facility. Theannouncementcameata  preparing for LDC graduation  said.
The capacity-building recipe  validation workshop on the while addressing non-tariff "The document includes 12
will be implemented through  Country Programme barriers, international priority interventions, each
the Country Programme - Document held at the <compliance requirements aligned with Bangladesh's
Document (CPD) prepared for  Ministry of Commerce in and the need toimprove the trade capacity-developmen
the third phase of the Dhaka on Sunday. country's investment needsand thereforms
Enhanced Integrated Speaking at the event, environment. F 7
Framework (EIF), aWorld Commerce Secretary Ataur "The recommendations | SEE PAGE fcolgfl
o E _ y 4

| FROM PAGE 1COL 6 ' Former Additional Secretary and EIF

required to strengthen the country's consultant Md Hafizur Rahman told the

competitiveness." function that the CPD had been prepated by

The commerce secretary has stressed that incorporating existing national policies,

preparing policies and research reports alone strategies and recommendations from

would not be sufficient unless they were previous studies, including the Diagnostic

effectively implemented. Trade Integration Study (DTIS), the Export

"Alongside studies, the document must Policy, Industrial Policy, Trade Policy, the WTO

provide clear guidance on how the proposed Trade Facilitation Agreement and

reforms can be translated into action. The investment-facilitation initiatives.

benefits of these reforms should reach "Initially, around 52 potential projects were

ministries, departments and implementing identified. After assessing implementation

agencies at the grassroots level." capacity and the likely support from _

He also emphasised improving Bangladesh's development partners, these were prioritised

business environment through trade and narrowed down to 12 key interventions,"

facilitation, trade liberalisation, legal and he said.

regulatory reforms, and coordinated actions The proposed activities include strengthening

among relevant ministries and agencies. export competitiveness, trade facilitation,

Additional Secretary (WTO) at the Ministryof ~ improving the investment climate, enhancing

Commerce Khadija Nazneen said the EIF institutional capacity, training and research,

programme provides technical and financial as well as promoting the use of artificial

support to LDCs to strengthen their trade intelligence (Al).

capacity. The programme is financed by The workshop was attended by Additional

development partners, including the United Secretary (FTA) Ayesha Akter, Additional

Kingdom, the European Union and Sweden. Secretary (1IT) Shibir Bichitra Barua, and

She said Bangladesh completed the first phase  representatives from various ministries,

of *ha programme between 2009 and 2015 government agencies and other stakeholders.

and the second phase between 2016 and 2024.  Participants expressed the hope that

"The third phase will now begin, and successful implementation of the EIF's third

Bangladesh will receive financial assistance phase would help Bangladesh maintain its }

based on the Country Programme Document competitiveness in global trade and attract

prepared for this phase," she said, addingthat  new investment after graduating from the .

the five-year programme is expected to LDC category. y 4.

commence later this year. newsmanincimannil «a—

A\
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‘Overall annual lmports almost static

SIDDIQUE ISLAM

Bangladesh's overall imports
remained almost unchanged at
US$70.41 billion in the just-
concluded fiscal year (FY) 2025~
26, as businesses adopteda:
cautious stance amid ongoing
geopolitical tensions.

The actual import in terms of
settlement of letters of credit
(LCs) edged up by 0.09 per cent
to $ 70.41 billion in FY'26 from
$70.34 billion a year before,
according to the central bank's
latest statistics. ik
On the other hand, the opening of
fresh LCs, generally known as
import orders, rose by 7.06 per
cent to $74.78 billion during the
period under review from $69.85
billion in FY'25.

"The upward trend in actual
imports is likely to continue in the
near term, as the government
and the central bank have already
taken different measures to

BANGLADESHSIMPORTS
Frea Figures in Billion US$

FY'25 FY'26
LC opening

stimulate investment,
particularly in the productive
sectors," a senior Bangladesh
Bank (BB) official told The

Financial Express (FE), explaining

the latest import trends.

-

in the Middle East.

- m—— e ———

70.34 70.41

FY'25 FY'26
LC settlement

He also said the central bank
already announced a Tk 600
billion stimulus package aimed at
supporting the struggling private
sector, boosting investment, and
revitalising the economy. =

former executive director of the central bank,
made the observations while explaining the
outlook. However, the value of petroleum
imports rose slightly as global fuel oil prices
increased amid persistent geopolitical
tensions, according to the central banker.
Petroleum products import increased by 6.42
per cent to $10.68 billion in FY'26 from
$10.03 billion of the previous fiscal year.
"The upward trend in fuel oil imports is likely
to continue in the coming months if the
ongoing geopolitical tensions persist," a
senior executive of a leading private
commercial bank told The FE.

He also said that most businesses were still
adopting a cautious approach to expansion
due touncertainties arising from the conflict -

However, import of capital machinery or
industrial equipment used for production
dropped by more than 10 per cent to $1.80
billion in FY'26 against $2.02 billion a yearago.
Industrial raw-material import also fell by
- 3.33 per cent to $23.18 billion during the . . .
period under review from $23. 98 billion in
FY'25, the BB data showed.
Besides, the import of intermediate goods
dropped by 6.51 per cent to $4.17 billion in the
outgoing FY'26 from $4.46 billion in the
previous fiscal year.

I LT !nlnm@amﬂiffnn

"Proper implementation of the
package will help revive sick and
closed industries, leading to
higher import demand in the
coming months," the central
banker explained.

Echoing the BB official, Md.
Ezazul Islam, Director General of
the Bangladesh Institute of Bank
Management (BIBM), said overall
imports could grow by around 10
per cent in the current fiscal year,
driven by the newly elected
government's expansionary fiscal
policy aimed at boosting
investment, particularly in the
productive sectors.

He said the BB's latest growth~
supportive monetary policy,
reflected in its stimulus packages,
alongwith improved political
stability and stronger private-
sector investment expectations,
was also expected to support

_higher import growth. Dr. Islam,

| SEE PAGE wﬁn Z




After the Readymade Garments
(RMG), agro-processing, light
engineering and the .
pharmaceuticals are considered the
top potential export sectors of
Bangladesh. The country also
considers these as promising export
diversification industries to reduce
its dependence on apparel, which
currently accounts for the largest
share (81 per cent to 85 per cent) of
the total export earnings. The
shares of the potential sectors in
export earnings include the agro-
processing (1.0 to 1.5 per cent),

light engineering (0.4 to 1.5 per
cent) and the pharmaceuticals (0.3
to 1.0 per cent ) respectively.

Clearly, given their marginal
contribution to the total export
earnings in comparison with RMG,
the challenge would be very high
before these sectors can come close’
to the RMG. However, proper
government policies can turn even
those sectors into ones that can
contribute to the total export
earnings significantly in the coming
days.

Consider, for instance, the case of
the pharmaceutical sector. It made
its real start in 1980s, especially
following the enactment of the
National Drug Policy and Drug
Control Ordinance of 1982. Prior to
that, the market was heavily
import-dependent, with foreign
multinational companies :
controlling about 75 to 98 per cent °
of this sector. During the pre- ‘
independence days, a few
pioneering local companies and
multinationals began operations in
the 1950s and 60s. Fast forward to
the 1980s. The 1982 National Drug
Policy pioneered by late Dr Zafrullah
Chowdhury restricted unnecessary
and harmful drugs, controlled prices
and actively provided space to
domestic companies to manufacture
essential generics. From late 1990s
to date, the favourable regulatory
environment and intellectual
property rights exemptions for LDCs
catalysed the sector's dramatic
growth. Local manufacturers now
meet 98 per cent of the country's

domestic demand. Despite its share

in the total export earnings may
currently appear quite insignificant,
the possibility of this sector's
growing into the country's most
prestigious as well as revenue
earning industry is very high.
Notably, it is also a very promising
high-tech export sector, valued
domestically at around US$6.0
billion. Currently, the

nharmaceutical sector is widelv

The Financial Express
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Realising pharma sector's potential

to be globally competitive

Since the pharma sector is able to draw
some of the country's scientific brains into
its production and research facilities,
it deserves plaudits not only for
providing jobs to those graduates,
but also reversing to some extent
the trend of brain drain

writes

Syed Fattahul Alim

to several factors. Unlike other LDCs
which relied heavily on free-market
imports, the pharmacy sector here
utilised its drug policy effectively to
foster a robust local manufacturing
base.

As an LDC, the country fully utilised
the WTO's Agreement on Trade-
Related Aspects of Intellectual
Property Rights (TRIPS)
pharmaceutical patent waiver. This
allowed local manufacturers to
legally produce generic versions of
vital patented medications-
including oncologyand
antiretroviral drugs-before paying
royalties. While many LDCs have
rudimentary packaging capabilities,
Bangladeshi firms including
Beximco pharmaceuticals, Square
Pharmaceuticals and Incepta
Pharmaceuticals produce complex
therapeutics, such as biosimilars
(biological medications that are
nearly identical copies of an
already-approved existing biologic
drugs), metered-dose inhalers

waiver allowing the production of
generic versions of patented
medicines without paying royalties
will expire. This directly threatens
the affordability of essential and
lifesaving medicines, with some
specialised drugs potentially seeing
severe price increases. Bangladesh
currently relies heavily on imported
APls, mostly from India and China.
Post-LDC, the dependency exposes
local manufacturers to global price
fluctuations and supply chain
vulnerabilities. Expanding into
highly regulated markets (e.g., US,
EU) requires stringent certifications
such as US FDA approvals and WHO
pre-qualifications. Current cash
incentives for exports will no longer:
be compliant with WTO regulations
as a developing nation. In that case,
the API Industrial Park in Gazaria
(Munshiganj) needs to be completed
and fully operationalised.

By manufacturing raw materials
domestically, Bangladeshi
companies can reduce import

pharmaceutical sector. With the
WTO's TRIPS patent waiver ending,
local companies will no longer be
able to legally copy patented
medicines without expensive
licensing agreements. Strategic
joint ventures with multinational
corporations (MNCs) will provide
necessary legal licensing and
technical know-how to continue
producing complex drugs. Currently,
domestic investment in
pharmaceutical research and
development is low (around 3.4 per
cent). Technology transfers will help
fast-track the transition from
simple generic formulation to
developing novel treatments and
adhering to stringent international
testing standards (such as
bioequivalence and biosimilar
testing). Since the industry
currently relies heavily on imported
raw materials, joint ventures
focused on API production will
insulate Bangladesh from global
supply chain shocks and reduce
import costs. To successfully
capitalise on this strategy, the
government and the industry
stakeholders will need to create a
supportive regulatory and policy
environment. The Directorate
General of Drug Administration
(DGDA), for example, has to be
modernised so it may efficiently
register and approve complex,
jointly-developed therapeutics.
Such strengthening of the DGDA's
capacity would help it meet World
Health Organization Maturity Level-;
3 (ML-3) standards. That will open
up the prospect of procurement
contracts with major global
agencies like UNICEF, Gavi, and the
Global Fund. The WTO has
recommended granting a transition
period for graduating LDCs to build
their patent compliance capacity.
This window must be fully utilised
to establish accredited
bioequivalence study centres and
train specialised synthesis chemists
within the country. The Bangladesh
Economic Zones Authority (BEZA)
can offer dedicated pharmaceutical
hubs or parks specifically designed
to attract foreign biotech and
pharma companies with tax
incentives and streamlined utilities.
Developing a robust domestic
framework for patent protection
and enforcement will build the
confidence required for MNCs to
safely share their proprietary -
technology and research méethods
with local firms. These are but a few
of the steps the government as well
as the pharma sector would need to



diversification industries to reduce
its dependence on apparel, which
currently accounts for the largest
share (81 per cent to 85 per cent) of
the total export earnings. The
shares of the potential sectors in
export earnings include the agro-
processing (1.0 to 1.5 per cent),
light engineering (0.4 to 1.5 per
cent) and the pharmaceuticals (0.3
to 1.0 per cent ) respectively.
Clearly, given their marginal
contribution to the total export
earnings in comparison with RMG,
the challenge would be very high
before these sectors can come close’
to the RMG. However, proper
government policies can turn even
those sectors into ones that can
contribute to the total export
earnings significantly in the coming
days. j
Consider, for instance, the case of
the pharmaceutical sector. It made
its real start in 1980s, especially
following the enactment of the
National Drug Policy and Drug
Control Ordinance of 1982. Prior to
that, the market was heavily
import-dependent, with foreign
multinational companies

controlling about 75 to 98 per cent &

of this sector. During the pre-
independence days, a few
pioneering local companies and
multinationals began operations in
the 1950s and 60s. Fast forward to
the 1980s. The 1982 National Drug
Policy pioneered by late Dr Zafrullah
Chowdhury restricted unnecessary
and harmful drugs, controlled prices
and actively provided space to
domestic companies to manufacture
essential generics. From late 1990s
to date, the favourable regulatory
environment and intellectual
property rights exemptions for LDCs
catalysed the sector's dramatic
growth. Local manufacturers now
meet 98 per cent of the country's

domestic demand. Despite its share

in the total export earnings may
currently appear quite insignificant,
the possibility of this sector's
growing into the country's most
prestigious as well as revenue
earning industry is very high.
Notably, it is also a very promising
high-tech export sector, valued
domestically at around US$6.0
billion. Currently, the
pharmaceutical sector is widely
considered a unique and
unprecedented success story among
Least Developed Countries (LDCs).
Starting practically from scratch, it
is now a nearly self-sufficient
industry, meeting 98 per cent of
domestic demand and exporting
life-saving, anti-cancer and
antiviral medications to over 160
countries. The fact that the
development of Bangladesh's drug -
sector is unique among LDCs is due

T O O ISRy rsurw TERwmy y e

providing jobs to those graduates,
but also reversing to some extent
the trend of brain drain

writes

Syed Fattahul Alim

to several factors. Unlike other LDCs
which relied heavily on free-market
imports, the pharmacy sector here
utilised its drug policy effectively to
foster a robust local manufacturing
base.

As an LDC, the country fully utilised
the WTO's Agreement on Trade-
Related Aspects of Intellectual
Property Rights (TRIPS)
pharmaceutical patent waiver. This
allowed local manufacturers to
legally produce generic versions of
vital patented medications-
including oncologyand
antiretroviral drugs-before paying
royalties. While many LDCs have
rudimentary packaging capabilities,
Bangladeshi firms including
Beximco pharmaceuticals, Square
Pharmaceuticals and Incepta
Pharmaceuticals produce complex
therapeutics, such as biosimilars
(biological medications that are
nearly identical copies of an
already-approved existing biologic
drugs), metered-dose inhalers
(MDIs), and vaccines. Nonetheless,
the sector faces a critical juncture as
Bangladesh graduates from LDC
status, which will phase out the
TRIPS patent exemption and various
export subsidies. To survive, the
sector must urgently transition
from copying generic formulations
to investing heavily in Research and
Development (R&D) and domestic
Active Pharmaceutical Ingredient
(AP1) manufacturing. The WTO

waiver allowing the production of
generic versions of patented
medicines without paying royalties
will expire. This directly threatens:
the affordability of essential and
lifesaving medicines, with some
specialised drugs potentially seeing
severe price increases. Bangladesh
currently relies heavily on imported
APIs, mostly from India and China.
Post-LDC, the dependency exposes
local manufacturers to global price
fluctuations and supply chain
vuinerabilities. EXpanding into
highly regulated markets (e.g., US,
EU) requires stringent certifications
such as US FDA approvals and WHO
pre-qualifications. Current cash
incentives for exports will no longer
be compliant with WTO regulations
as a developing nation. In that case,
the API Industrial Park in Gazaria
(Munshiganj) needs to be completed
and fully operationalised.

By manufacturing raw materials
domestically, Bangladeshi
companies can reduce import
dependence and secure more stable
production costs. In a similar vein,
the drug companies must allocate a
larger percentage of revenue
towards R&D. Moving beyond basic
generics into biosimilars, oncology
drugs, and biologics will help the
industry capture higher profit
margins globally. In this connection,
Bangladesh should strongly
prioritise Foreign Direct Investment
(FDI) and technology transfer in'the
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necessary legal licensing and
technical know-how to continue
producing complex drugs. Currently,
domestic investment in
pharmaceutical research and
development is low (around 3.4 per
cent). Technology transfers will help
fast-track the transition from
simple generic formulation to
developing novel treatments and
adhering to stringent international
testing standards (such as
bioequivalence and biosimilar
testing). Since the industry
currently relies heavily on imported
raw materials, joint ventures
focused on API production will
insulate Bangladesh from global
supply chain shocks and reduce
import costs. To successfully
capitalise on this strategy, the
government and the industry
stakeholders will need to create a
supportive regulatory and policy
environment. The Directorate
General of Drug Administration
(DGDA), for example, has to be
modernised so it may efficiently
register and approve complex,
jointly-developed therapeutics.
Such strengthening of the DGDA's
capacity would help it meet World
Health Organization Maturity Level~
3 (ML-3) standards. That will open
up the prospect of procurement
contracts with major global
agencies like UNICEF, Gavi, and the
Global Fund. The WTO has
recommended granting a transition
period for graduating LDCs to build
their patent compliance capacity.
This window must be fully utilised
to establish accredited
bioequivalence study centres and
train specialised synthesis chemists
within the country. The Bangladesh
Economic Zones Authority (BEZA)
can offer dedicated pharmaceutical
hubs or parks specifically designed
to attract foreign biotech and
pharma companies with tax
incentives and streamlined utilities.
Developing a robust domestic
framework for patent protection
and enforcement will build the
confidence required for MNCs to
safely share their proprietary
technology and research methods
with local firms. These are but a few
of the steps the government as well
as the pharma sector would need to
take to develop the sectorinto a
competitive one on the global scale.
Since the pharma sector is able to
draw some of the country's
scientific brains from the biological
sciences into its production and
research facilities, it deserves
plaudits not only for providing jobs
to those graduates, but also
reversing to some extent the trend
of brain drain. .
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~“Ban jute sliver

of incentives
Association writes to govt

The Bangladesh Jute Association (BJA) has sought a San
on exports of jute sliver, alleging that some mill owners
are using the product to dodge restrictions on raw
jute exports and pocket a 10 percent government cash
incentive.

Raw jute exports have been effectively restricted since
late 2025. Despite this, mill owners have been exporting
jute sliver in large volumes, claiming. an incentive meant
for other products, the association’s Chairman Khandaker
Alamgir Kabir said in a letter to the commerce secretary
on July 15. '

The BJA stated that jute sliver is a basic industrial input,
processed abroad into yarn and other finished jute goods,
and is not a high-value product. The 10 percent cash
incentive applies to exports of jute diversified products
containing at least 50 percent jute.

It noted that jute sliver has no separate HS code and
does not qualify as a “Jute Diversified Product” under
the incentive rules, yet its exports continue to receive the

incentive. \ READ MORE ON B3.

/
/ The Bangladesh Jute  Mills
r  Association and the Bangladesh Jute
Spinners Association had jointly
sought a similar ban in a letter to
the then adviser for commerce,
textiles and jute on October 28, 2025,
according to the letter. _

It added that the practice has
; allowed mill owners to control the
- jute market, depriving farmers of fair
prices while draining ' government
funds and harming the wider jute
sector. .

The commerce ministry amended
the Export Policy 2024-27 in
September 2025 to move raw jute
onto the “conditional export” list,
requiring prior approval for all
shipments, in a bid to protect supplies
for domestic mills and control rising
prices.

At the time, mill owners backed
the move to restrict exports, saying it
served the national interest. Traders
disagreed, warning it would hurt
farmers by denying them fair prices
without fixing the supply problem.

However, amid the opposing
demands from the two sides, the
ministry, in October 2025, allowed 12
firms to export nearly 3,000 tonnes,

of raw jute, 3 // L
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picpared for the
Enhanced Integrated F a
World Trade Organization-led pro-
gramme that supports LDCs in build-
ing trade capacity, he disclosed while
addressing a validation workshop on

challenges such as non-tariff barriers,
intemational compliance Tequire-

'mmtsandmeneedmﬁnmommem.

Teports alone would not he sufficient,
emphasising that effective implemen.
tation would be the key to success,
“Alongside studies, the document
must provide clear guidance on how

reforms can be effectively imple-
mente_d.'lhebeneﬁlsofthesereﬁ)rms

third phase of the

-Industrial Policy,

| PLAN WILL BE IMPLEMENTED ,
8 THROUGH COUNTRY PROGRAMME
% DOCUMENT

‘Speaking at the workshop, Addi-
tional Secretary (WT0) of the Ministry
of Khadiza Nazneen sajd

ShesaidBangiadeshhadw-
fully implemented two phases of the
integrated

gies and previous studies,

He said priority areas were iden-
tified based on the Trade
Integration Study, the Export Policy,
licy, Trade Policy, the
WIO Trade Facilitation Agreement
andhn’esmtentfadlitaﬁonimuaﬁm

“Initially, around 52 project ideas
were identified. Later, co the
likely support from development part-
pos and implementation capacity,
thesewuenar.rgmddowntonpﬂoﬂ-
ty activities,” he said. e <P
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Govt adopts
5-year plan
for post-LDC
challenges

STAR BUSINESS REPORT

The government has adopted a new
five-year plan to improve the country’s
investment climate and business
competitiveness and prepare for the
challenges it will face after graduating
from the least developed country
(LDC) category in November this year.

The new programme has been
undertaken under the third phase of
the Enhanced Integrated Framework
(EIF) of the World Trade Organisation,
according to a statement from the
commerce ministry.

The commerce ministry yesterday
organised a validation workshop
on the new EIF programme at the
ministry to make its officials aware of
the plan.

At the workshop, Commerce
Secretary Ataur. Rahman Khan
said the economy has been passing X
through an important period as, on
the one hand, the country has to
prepare for LDC graduation and, on
the other hand, it is faeing non-tariff
barriers to exports and challenges in
improving the investment climate.

The 12 key recommendations made
by the EIF in its earlier programme
have been incorporated into the
newly formulated country document,
which will help improve business
competitiveness and support the
ongoing reform initiatives, the
secretary also said.

The document gives importance to

business, liberalising
regime, and relaxi
in collaboration y
concerned.

Additi Commerce Secretary .
ks

FROM PAGE Bl
Khadiza Nazneen said the WTO
provides assistance to LDCs and
graduating LDCs to improve business
competitiveness through its arm, the
EIF, while the UK, the European Union,
and Sweden support the programme.
Bangladesh has already implemented
different recommendations under
EIF-funded projects in two phases
from 2009 to 2024.

The five-year third phase of the
ElF-funded project may begin this
year as the country is eligible for the
fund, Nazneen also said. '

Consultant for the EIF-funded
. project, Md Hafizur Rahman, said 52

nraiecte mara initialls idontifind  haae

-

& A - a4
later 12 were prioritised, considering
implementation  capacity  and
assurances of funding from foreign
donqrs.

“\Bangladesh has been preparing to
face the challenges of LDC graduation
and retain preferential trade benefits,
as the country may lose $17.5 billion
worth of exports annually because of
the graduation.

Currently, 73 percent of
Bangladesh’s trade enjoys LDC-
g'.peciﬁc preferences, and Bangladesh
is the largest beneficiary of LDC-
specific trade benefits, accounting
for 67 percent of the preferences
pro‘vified‘to all 44 LDCs by developing -



