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/Circular economy

vital for

green export growth

FE REPORT

Bangladesh must accelerate the transition to
a circular economy to turn plastic waste into
valuable industrial resources, unlock billions
of dollars in export opportunities and meet
increasingly stringent global sustainability
standards, speakers said at a policy dialogue
on Sunday.

The observations were made at the fifth
ineeting of the Sustainability and Green
Growth Working Committee (SGGWC), jointly
organised by Business Initiative Leading
Development (BUILD) and the Ministry of
Environment, Forest and Climate Change
(MoEFCC) at the ministry.

The meeting, chaired by Secretary in Charge
Dr Fahmida Khanam, brought together senior
government officials, industry
representatives and development partners to
discuss policy challenges and strategic
pathways for developing a circular plastic-to-
textile economy.

Dr Khanam said the ministry had been
mandated to implement the circular economy
as part of Bangladesh's commitments under
international environmental agreements.
She noted that compliance with the European
Union's circularity,requirements had become
increasingly important, while the present
government's election manifesto also
prioritised green business.

She urged stronger collaboration between the
government and the private sector to
accelerate sustainable industrial development
and thanked BUILD for bringing forward what
she described as a national priority.

Md Rezaul Karim, joint Secretary at the
ministry, said implementation of Extended
Producer Responsibility (EPR) would begin
soon.

He added that the ministry could formally
approach the Bangladesh Standards and
Testing Institution (BSTI) to develop
standards for recycled polyethylene
terephthalate (rPET).

On biodegradable plastics, officials said BSTI

was currently unable to establish standards
because such products had not yet been
included under mandatory standardisation
requirements.

Dr Khanam, however, argued that Bangladesh
should instead promote compostable plastics,
warning that biodegradable plastics could
generate additional microplastic pollution.
She noted that the Bangladesh University of
Engineering and Technology (BUET) was
conducting research into suitable
alternatives.

BUILD Chief Executive Officer Ferdaus Ara
Begum presented a policy paper highlighting
both the challenges and opportunities in
Bangladesh's plastic-to-textile recycling
sector.

Policy dialogue urges
faster plastic recycling

reforms to unlock
billions in exports

According to the study, Bangladesh generates
more than 821,000 metric tonnes of plastic
waste annually, but only 36 percentis
recycled, with much of the value chain
remaining informal and underfinanced.

The report estimated that formalising and
expanding plastic-to-textile recycling could
generate an additional US$4.0-5.0 billionin
garment exports, reduce dependence on
imported man-made fibres and help
Bangladesh comply with the European Union
Green Deal and Extended Producer
Responsibility regulations.
The study recommended adopting a National
Circular Economy Policy, establishinga
Circular Economy Council with representation

" ‘from all relevant stakeholders, introducing

policies on waste collection, standards and
traceability, and requiring 1ISO 15270 pre-
shipment certification for imported PET scrap.
S H M Mustafiz, Director of the Bangladesh
Garment Manufacturers and Exporters

| ———

Association (BGMEA), stressed the need foran
organised waste collection system with
designated collection points and transparent
pricing mechanisms.

He said mandatory trade licences for waste
collectors would help formalise the sectorand
ensure areliable supply of recyclable
materials for the emerging recycling industry.
He also called for a blended financing model
and greater foreign direct investment, saying
this would require a more regulated waste
management system.

Shamim Banu Santai, Deputy Secretary at the
Ministry of Finance, underscored the need to
prohibit harmful waste, while Shah Mujahid
Uddin, Director of the Water Resources
Planning Organisation (WARPO), emphasised |
safe water management in industrial
operations.

The Head of Sustainability at Urmi Group said
Geo Cycle Bangladesh, in partnership with
LafargeHolcim, was already co-processing
industrial sludge but noted that waste |
collection costs remained high. '.
She said support from development partners
could help reduce costs and promote eco-
industrial models for solid waste i
management. l
Asad un-Noor, National Project Coordinator |
at UNIDO, said the Green Transformation

Fund primarily supports large industries

rather than small and micro enterprises.

Farzana Shirmin, Joint Secretary of the
Bangladesh Knitwear Manufacturers and
Exporters Association (BKMEA), said several
government agencies were independently
pursuing responsible business initiatives,
underscoring the need for stronger

coordination among ministries.

Additional Secretary Navid Shafiullah of the
Ministry of Environment, Forest and Climate
Change proposed appointing focal pointsin
every ministry and organisation to ensure
continuity and improve inter-agency
coordination in implementing sustainability _./
initiatives. p
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/Can BB's pre

nance scheme

@ ® &
make leather competitive?
The Tk20-billion prefinance scheme of the Bangladesh
Banlk will help the leather sector only if cheap credit
goes hand in hand with environmental compliance,
modern technology and the conversion of locally
available hides into high-value products

' The Bangladesh Bank (BB) has launched a Tk 20

| billion pre-finance scheme to develop the

. country's leather and leather goods industry.

| Created from the central bank's own resources, the

" fund will remain in operation for three yearsona
revolving basis. Banks will receive BB funds at 4.0
per cent interest and lend those to eligible
enterprises at a maximum rate of 7.0 per cent. It
may finance new or expanded tanneries and
leather goods factories, machinery, cold storage
for hides and Effluent Treatment Plants (ETPs),
Sewage Treatment Plants (STPs), dumping yards
and solid-waste management systems. Loans will
also cover modernisation and the cost of obtaining
Leather Working Group (LWG) certification. It also
promises employment. With costly bank credit
stifling investment, the initiative is no doubta
welcome one. But will the availability of cheaper
money by itself turn this old yet underperforming
industry into a vibrant export sector? _

‘Leather is not a new entrant to the country's
industry. The first tannery emerged in
Narayanganj in the 1940s before Hazaribagh
became the tanning centre for half a century.
Bangladesh also has a natural advantage many
competitors lack: a large domestic supply of
bovine as well as goat and sheep hides from its
livestock sector. A recent policy study says the
country produces more than 180 million square
feet of raw hides and skins annually. Much is
collected during Eid-ul-Azha. Yet bumper supply
has often proved anything but a blessing for
seasonal traders and small collectors. Inadequate
preservation, scarcity of salt, unscientific flaying,
rough transportation and manipulation by
middlemen cause hides to lose value orrot. As the
proverbial cup and lip may have many a slip, so
does the journey from the slaughtering point to
the tannery. The first task, therefore, is to
preserve the quality and value of this locally
available raw material.
Despite the advantages, leather has failed to
grow like the Readymade Garment (RMG)
industry. It earns around US$1.0 billion annually,
a small fraction of merchandise exports, while
garments continue to account for more than
four-fifths of the export basket. Global demand
for footwear, bags, belts, wallets and other
leather goods is not lacking. On the contrary,
Bangladesh has remained stuck in the lower
rungs of the value chain, selling raw, wet-blue or
crust leather at low prices while countries with
better finishing, design and compliance facilities
convert similar material into expensive branded
products. The country produces the raw material,
but others packet the larger share of its value.
The apparel industry received decades of policy
continuity, bonded-warehouse facilities, export
incentives, skilled workers and close links with
international buyers. Leather has for years on end
been promised roadmaps, targets and industrial
estates, but their implementation has repeatedly
fallen short.

The most glaring example is the Savar Tannery
Industrial Estate. Relocating tanneries from
Hazaribagh was to end Buriganga pollution and
make the industry environmentally compliant.
But Savar's Central Effluent Treatment Plant
(CETP) and waste-disposal facilities have never

writes

Syed Fattahul Alim
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demand from solar power within two years.

- However, how can an individual small or medium

unit meet global standards on its own premises
when the common CETP and the estate's central
infrastructure remain deficient? Private
borrowing cannot repair a public failure.

But will the intended small and medium
enterprises (SMEs) actually access the fund? All
scheduled banks may participate, but they
traditionally prefer established borrowers with
collateral, audited accounts and environmental
clearances. Many small leather goods makers,
component producers, hide collectors and
ancillary businesses operate informally and

possess few of those credentials. The scheme's

loan ceilings-up to Tk 30 crore for a new leather-
processing facility, Tk 20 crore for a new leather-
goods factory and Tk 10 crore for modernising an
existing unit-are generous. Even so, unless the
application process is simple and transparent,
larger and better-connected businesses may
make the smaller ones hard to access the fund
while the truly credit-starved énterprises remain
outside. In this connection, the BB should publish
disbursement data by enterprise size, location,
gender of ownership and purpose of loan.
Participating banks should also be evaluated not
merely by how much money they disburse, but by
how many viable SMEs they help become

s

materials must be encouraged to reduce lead
time and import costs. Universities and technical
institutes should work with the industry on '
leather engineering, cleaner production and
fashion development. Occupational health, fair
wages and safe working conditions cannot be
sacrificed in the name of competitiveness. Most
importantly, the government has to make the
Savar CETP fully functional and create commaon
testing, certification and design facilities that
SMEs cannot afford individually. Export
promotion missions should then connect
compliant manufacturers with established
brands and buyers in Europe, North America and
East Asia.

So, how far can this Tk 20 billion scheme take the
leather industry? It can remove a major barrier-
expensive and inadequate finance-and
encourage investment in technology,
preservation and environmental facilities. Its
focus on domestic hides may also help seasonal
traders receive better prices and reduce waste.
But cheap credit is a means, not an industrial

- strategy. If the common infrastructure remains

faulty, certification elusive, skills outdated and
market links weak, concessional loans may add
fresh liabilities to the balance sheets of
struggling enterprises. The fund should,
therefore, be implemented as part of a time-
hnund leather-sector action olan with
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and solid-waste management systems. Loans will
also cover modernisation and the cost of obtaining
Leather Working Group (LWG) certification. It also
promises employment. With costly bank credit
stifling investment, the initiative is no doubta
welcome one. But will the availability of cheaper
money by itself turn this old yet underperforming
industry into a vibrant export sector?

‘Leather is not a new entrant to the country's
industry. The first tannery emerged in
Narayanganj in the 1940s before Hazaribagh
became the tanning centre for half a century.
Bangladesh also has a natural advantage many
competitors lack: a large domestic supply of
bovine as well as goat and sheep hides from its
livestock sector. A recent policy study says the
country produces more than 180 million square
feet of raw hides and skins annually. Much is
collected during Eid-ul-Azha. Yet bumper supply
has often proved anything but a blessing for
seasonal traders and small collectors. Inadequate
preservation, scarcity of salt, unscientific flaying,
rough transportation and manipulation by
middlemen cause hides to lose value or rot. As the
proverbial cup and lip may have many a slip, so
does the journey from the slaughtering point to
the tannery. The first task, therefore, is to
preserve the quality and value of this locally
available raw material.

Despite the advantages, leather has failed to
grow like the Readymade Garment (RMG)
industry. It earns around US$1.0 billion annually,
a small fraction of merchandise exports, while
garments continue to account for more than
four-fifths of the export basket. Global demand
for footwear, bags, belts, wallets and other
leather goods is not lacking. On the contrary,
Bangladesh has remained stuck in the lower
rungs of the value chain, selling raw, wet-blue or
crust leather at low prices while countries with
better finishing, design and compliance facilities
convert similar material into expensive branded
products. The country produces the raw material,
but others pocket the larger share of its value,
The apparel industry received decades of policy
continuity, bonded-warehouse facilities, export
incentives, skilled workers and close links with
international buyers. Leather has for years on end
been promised roadmaps, targets and industrial
estates, but their implementation has repeatedly
fallen short.

The most glaring example is the Savar Tannery
Industrial Estate. Relocating tanneries from
Hazaribagh was to end Buriganga pollution and
make the industry environmentally compliant.
But Savar's Central Effluent Treatment Plant
(CETP) and waste-disposal facilities have never

“met the required standard. Pollution was shifted
from one river to another.and most local
tanneries remained unable to obtain Leather
Working Group (LWG) certification, the passport
to premium international markets. Without it,
buyers either avoid Bangladeshi leather or offer
lower prices. The fund rightly makes ETPs, clean
technology, solid-waste management and
certification eligible for finance. It also requires
leather processors to secure LWG.certification
and meet at least 10 per cent of their electricity
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demand from solar power within two years.

-However, how can an individual small or medium

unit meet global standards on its own premises
when the common CETP and the estate's central
infrastructure remain deficient? Private
borrowing cannot repair a public failure.

But will the intended small and medium
enterprises (SMEs) actually access the fund? All
scheduled banks may participate, but they
traditionally prefer established borrowers with
collateral, audited accounts and environmental
clearances. Many small leather goods makers,
component producers, hide collectors and
ancillary businesses operate informally and

_possess few of those credentials. The scheme's

loan ceilings-up to Tk 30 crore for a new leather-
processing facility, Tk 20 crore for a new leather-
goods factory and Tk 10 crore for modernising an
existing unit-are generous. Even so, unless the
application process is simple and transparent,
larger and better-connected businesses may
make the smaller ones hard to access the fund
while the truly credit-starved enterprises remain
outside. In this connection, the BB should publish
disbursement data by enterprise size, location,
gender of ownership and purpose of loan.
Participating banks should also be evaluated not
merely by how much money they disburse, but by
how many viable SMEs they help become
compliant exporters. _

The credit should support an integrated plan for
the entire value chain. Cold storage and collection
centres are needed in rawhide-producing
districts. A scientific grading system and
transparent auction mechanism would protect
small traders and tanners from artificial price
manipulation. Workers require training in flaying,
preservation, tanning, cutting, finishing and
modern product design. Domestic production of
chemicals, moulds, accessories and packaging

materials must be encouraged to reduce lead -
time and import costs. Universities and technical
institutes should work with the industry on
leather engineering, cleaner production and
fashion development. Occupational health, fair
wages and safe working conditions cannot be
sacrificed in the name of competitiveness. Most
importantly, the government has to make the
Savar CETP fully functional and create common
testing, certification and design facilities that
SMEs cannot afford individually. Export
promotion missions should then connect
compliant manufacturers with established
brands and buyers in Europe, North America and
East Asia.

So, how far can this Tk 20 billion scheme take the
leather industry? It can remove a major barrier-
expensive and inadequate finance-and
encourage investment in technology,
preservation and environmental facilities. Its
focus on domestic hides may also help seasonal
traders receive better prices and reduce waste.
But cheap credit is a means, not an industrial

- strategy. If the common infrastructure remains

faulty, certification elusive, skills outdated and
market links weak, concessional loans may add
fresh liabilities to the balance sheets of
struggling enterprises. The fund should,
therefore, be implemented as part of a time-
bound leather-sector action plan with
measurable targets for LWG certification, value
addition, SME participation, employment and
export growth. That is the challenge before
policymakers. Tk The Tk20-billion pre-finance

' scheme of the Bangladesh Bank will help the

leather sector only if cheap credit goes hand in
hand with environmental compliance, modern
technology and the conversion of locally available
hides into high-value products.
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