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Agro-exports
fall short of

$1.0b again

- FHM HUMAYAN KABIR

Bangladesh's agro-export
earnings fell short of the
US$1.0~billion mark for the
fourth consecutive yearin
FY2025-26, despite
repeated government
initiatives to expand and
modernise the sector.

The country earned $975.39
million from

higher export earnings
remains a major challenge.
Compliance remains a major
hurdle :

Industry analysts point to a
multi-layered crisis that is
preventing local exporters
from scaling up. Despite the
government's repeated
commitments to boost agro-
exports through cash
incentives and

agricultural

international trade

1~=r.-.1<polrts durciing the Earnings fairs, a gap persists
iscal year, down | [ between policy
1.34 per cent from dEC' m_e initiatives and their
$988.62milliona 1.34PC dS  implementation at
year ea_rlier, complia nce thefieldlevel, they
according to the LS \d said.

latest data from gaps -_an The stringent

the Export ~ poor - sanitary and

P i . o i
ey ™ logistics  Phesniary o)
The earnings ha MPer  majorexport
crossed the SI.O—. the sector markets, including
billion threshold in the European
FY2020-21and ' Union, the United

FY2021-22, registering $1.03
billion and $1.14 billion,
respectively. But it fell
sharply to $827.10 million in
FY2022-23 and have failed
to return to the billion-dollar
mark since.

Agro-export earnings stood
at $964.34 millionin
FY2023-24, beforerising to
$988.62 million in FY2024-
25 and then slipping to
$975.39 million in FY2025-
26, official data showed.
Industry insiders said the
prolonged stagnation
reflects structural
bottlenecks, inadequate
compliance, weak
infrastructure and poor
logistics.

The slowdown comes ata
time when global demand for
organic, processed and fresh
agricultural products
remains strong.

Bangladesh has made
significant gains in food
production and achieved

near self-sufficiency in many
products, but converting that

production capacity into

States and the Middle East,
remain among the biggest
obstacles to expanding
Bangladesh's agro-exports,
they added.

Exporters frequently cite a
shortage of internationally
accredited testing
laboratories and delays in
obtaining recognised health
and safety certificates. Such
delays canresultin
consignments being spoiled
orrejected at overseas ports.
Policy Exchange Bangladesh
Chairman Masrur Reaz said
the private sector needs to
invest more in sanitary and
phytosanitary measures to

I SEE PAGE 7 COL 4

| FROM PAGE 8 COL 8
improve the quality and standards of agricultural

* products. "The government should provide

more incentives or fiscal support for improving
agricultural product quality and addressing
sanitary issues," he said.

Healso stressed the need for world-standard
production and preservation systems, improved
port facilities and more efficient logistics to
boost agro-exports.

Post-harvest losses erode export potential
Analysts estimate that 25 to 30 per cent of
agricultural produce is lost after harvest because
of inadequate storage, transportation and
preservation facilities.

Bangladesh also lacks an integrated cold-chain
network, including refrigerated vehicles and

temperature-controlled warehouses near major

ports and airports.
An agro-product exporter said hieh airfreieht

snacks and frozen foods carry higher margins
and are less susceptible to logistical delays.
Dr Masrur Reaz said the government needs to
transition from merely offering financial
subsidies to building institutional capacity.
This includes expediting modern agro-
processing zones, developing nationwide cold-
chain infrastructure through public-private
partnerships and providing export-oriented
training to farmers on chemical and pesticide
management, he said.
Without addressing the sector's infrastructure,
logistics and compliance weaknesses, the $1.0-
billion export target would remain an elusive
psychological barrier rather than becominga
sustainable milestone, he added. -
kabirhumayan10@gmail.com|
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Policy Exchange Bangladesh
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improve the quality and standards of agricultural
products. "The government should provide
more incentives or fiscal support for improving
agricultural product quality and addressing
sanitary issues," he said.

He also stressed the need for world-standard
production and preservation systems, improved
port facilities and more efficient logistics to
boost agro-exports.

Post-harvest losses erode export potential
Analysts estimate that 25 to 30 per cent of
agricultural produce is lost after harvest because
ofinadequate storage, transportation and
preservation facilities.

Bangladesh also lacks an integrated cold-chain
network, including refrigerated vehicles and

temperature-controlled warehouses near major

ports and airports.

Anagro-product exporter said high airfreight
costs further undermine the competitiveness of
Bangladeshi products against regional rivals
such as India, Vietnam and Thailand.

Despite the challenges, exports of fruits,
vegetables, spices, oilseeds and betel leaves
increased in FY2025-26,

However, sharp declines in exports of animal or
vegetable fats and oils, tobacco, tea, and sugar
and sugar confectionery weighed on overall
agro-export earnings.

Shift needed towards processed products

To break the $1.0-billion ceiling, stakeholders
argue that Bangladesh must pivot from 3
exporting raw produce to high-value processed
foods. Value-added itemns such as juices, spices,

snacks and frozen foods carry higher margins
and are less susceptible to logistical delays.
Dr Masrur Reaz said the government needs to
transition from merely offering financial
subsidies to building institutional capacity.

~ This includes expediting modern agro-

Processing zones, developing nationwide cold-
chain infrastructure through public-private
partnerships and providing export-oriented
training to farmers on chemical and pesticide
management, he said. '

Without addressing the sector's infrastructure,
logistics and compliance weaknesses, the $1.0-
billion export target would remain an elusive
psychological barrier rather than becominga
sustainable milestone, he added. -

”
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Bangladesh makes final push
to defer LDC graduation

The 81st UN General Assembly opens in New York today, with a decision on
the deferment expected during the session

] REFAYET ULLAH MIRDHA

Bangladesh is making a final push to win
support from countries and trade blocs
for a three-year delay to its graduation
from the UN list of Least Developed
Countries (LDCs), as the 8lst session of
the UN General Assembly begins in New
York.

The decision on Bangladesh and
Nepal’s requests to defer their LDC
graduations by three years is expected at
the session.

The 8lst UNGA begins today, with
the main high-level meetings of heads
of state and government scheduled for
September 18 to 28, according to the UN.

Bangladesh’s request {0 defer
jts graduation has already been
recommended by the UN Committee for
Development Policy (UNCDP). Following
that, the UN Economic and Social Council
(ECOSOC) agreed to put the proposal
before the General Assembly.

“The decision on Bangladesh’s issue
of LDC graduation deferment may be
taken in the high-level meeting between
September 22 and September 23
Commetrce Secretary Md Ataur Rahman
Khan told The Daily Star over the phone
yesterday.

Bangladesh has been lobbying
different countries and trade blocs,
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deferment of the LDC graduation, as we
have been working on it over the last few
months and still continuing our efforts.
They have also committed to supporting
us,” the commerce secretary also said.

Earlier, on February 19, the BNP
govemmentsentalettertothechaimfthe
UNCDP, requesting that the preparatory
period be extended until November 24,
2029, saying more time was needed to
ensure adequate preparedness.

Following Bangladesh’s request, the
UNCDP discussed the issue at its annual
meeting in February and agreed on a
process to assess the proposal.

The country’s business community
has also been pressing the current
government and the previous interim
administration to delay graduation,
saying businesses need more time to
prepare.

Business leaders said high bank
interestratesandthepoliticalchangeover
in 2024 following widespread protest
and political uncertainty have hit the
economy.

A UN assessment report in March said
Bangladesh still faced serious gaps in its
readiness for graduation, as its economy
continued to be affected by domestic
and international shocks, including the
US-Israel’s war on Iran.

The report highlighted disruptions
between 2017 and 2026, including
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the main high-level meetings of heads
of state and government scheduled for
September 18 to 28, according to the UN.

Bangladesh’s request to defer
its graduation has - already been
recommended by the UN Committee for
Development Policy (UNCDP). Following
that, the UN Economic and Social Council
(ECOSOC) agteed to put the proposal
before the General Assembly.

“The decision on Bangladesh’s issue
of LDC graduation deferment may be
taken in the high-level meeting between
September 22 and September 23,
Commerce Secretary Md Ataur Rahman
Khan told The Daily Star over the phone
yesterday.

Bangladesh has been lobbying
different countries and trade blocs,
including the European Union (EU), for

support for its request for a three-year \

deferral, Ataur said.

The commerce secretary recently
visited New Zealand and Australia to
seek their support, arguing that the
country needs more time to prepare for
a smooth graduation.

“Bangladesh has also sought the
backing of the G77, a group of 135
developing countries, and its members
have committed to supporting the
proposal at the UNGA,” Ataur said.

Bangladesh is also in close contact
' with the EU and African LDCs to
seek their support. Nepal is backing
Bangladesh’s efforts as it has also sought
a deferral, he said.

The commerce secretary said that
senior government officials haye
been seeking support directly from
governments and trade blocs, while
Bangladesh’s high commissioners in
different countries have also been
lobbying on the issue.

The deferral request could be decided
in one of two ways. If Bangladesh’s
proposal is approved unanimously, there
will be no need for a vote.

But if there is no consensus, the
proposal willgotoavote among member
states. Bangladesh will need a two-thirds
majority for its request to be approved.

“ am very much hopeful that
we can secure the support of the
required member countries for the
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meeting in February and agreed on a
process to assess the proposal.

The country’s business community
has also been pressing the current

‘government. and ‘the previous interim

administration t0 delay graduation,
saying businessa need more time to
prepare. g‘

Business leaders said high bank
interestratesand the political changeover
in 2024 followin'é widespread protest
and political un inty have hit the
economy.

A UN assessment report in March said
Bangladesh still faced serious gaps in its
readiness for graduation, as its economy
continued to be affected by domestic
and international/shocks, including the
US-Israel’s war onlran.

The report highlighted disruptions
between 2017 and 2026, including
climatevulnerabil!ty, the Rohingya crisis,
the Covid-19 pandemic, the Russia-
Ukraine war, inflation, pressure on the
balance of payments and a prolonged
macroeconomic slowdown that predated
the regime change.

It said that while Bangladesh met all
three criteria for graduation, significant
risks persist, including the loss of
trade preferences, fiscal and financial
vulnerabilities, and weak institutional
coordination.

Rising import costs for fossil fuels
have created operational constraints,
while gas shortages have worsened
because of the Middle East conflict, said
the UNreport. ,

Economic growth slowed from
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71 percent in FY22 to 3.5 percent in
FY25, weakening momentum ahead
of graduation. Inflation has outpaced
wages, pushing millions into hardship
and vulnerability. -
A recent UN Trade and Development
essment estimated that Bangladesh
could lose more than $175 billion in
annual exports after graduation. hes
Mustafizur Rahman, distinguished
fellow at the local think tank Centre for
Policy Dialogue (CPD), said Bangladesh’s
preparation has been taken in two
ways. First, Bmglad&sh applied for
the deferment; second, the UN itself
conducted an assessment based on
Bangladesh’s plea for deferment.
Bangladesh will have to secure
the deferment at this session as the
country’s LDC graduation is scheduled
for November 24 this year, he added. He
also said the support of African LDCs is
important.

Mohammad  Abdur  Razzaque,
chairman of Research and Policy
Integration for Development (RAPID),
said Bangladesh should now build
consensus among UN member states
so that the proposal can be passed
smoothly at the General Assembly.

“Bangladesh ~ should continue
lobbying the G77 and the EU, while

securing support from African LDCs is-

particularly important because most
LDCs are in Africa,” he said.

Moreover, a consensus should be built
between the UNCDP and UN ECOSOC,

that Bangladesh is facing a crisis, said-
the economist, specialising in applied :

international trade and development
issues. ‘-

“The main partners are the EU, UK,
Scandinavian countries, G]? countries
and the African LDC group,” he added.
“The government should also send
letters to different sub-committees of
the UN body seekmg thenr support for
the deferment.”

However, it may be dxfhcult to obtam
US support. But Bangladesh will have to
manage US support carefully as there
is a reciprocal trade agreement with
America, Razzaque also said.

On the other hand, Bangladesh may
obtain support from the EU and UK more
easily, the economist also said.

Md Fazlul Hoque, administrator
of the Federation of Bangladesh
Chambers of; Comnierce and Industry,
said Ba.ugladésh needs the deferment as
businesses are in big trouble.

“l am very hopeful that Bangladesh’s
LDC graduation deferment -will .take
place asit is needed for us,” he added.,

He said that if the deferment does
not take place, Bangladeshi trade. and
business will face a lot of trouble as they
are not ready for a smooth graduation.

Finance ministry officials said the
national committee on LDC graduation
has also held a final preparatory meeting
on the deferment proposal at the
ministry.

A good number of ministers, advisers
and secretaries from different ministries
attended the meeting, chaired by
Finance Minister Amir Khosru Mahmud
Chowdhury.

‘Ministry officials also said Prime
Minister Tarique Rahman may lead
the Bangladesh delegation at the 8lst
session of the UNGA, althcmgh the
schedule has not been fixed yet.



