
Dhaka Chamber of Commerce and Industry, 7 February 2007

Workshop

“Improving and Maintaining Market Access through Standards and Conformity Assessment” and launching of Export Quality Management Book

Address by H.E. Stefan Frowein, Head of Delegation, 

European Commission
Thank you for the invitation to attend this workshop as Special Guest. We have gathered here to discuss how Bangladesh exporters can gain better access to foreign markets on the basis of standards and quality management. In recent years, as tariffs have been coming down, the relative importance of technical regulations and standards to trade has increased. A core facet of the Bangladesh quality support programme, co-funded by the European Commission to the tune of 10 million EUR, is therefore the strengthening of quality management and the capacity to implement international standards. We expect this programme to create better awareness of the need for quality management in Bangladesh and enhance local companies’ ability to export to overseas markets. 
One could say that quality management is a process or set of procedures that serve a dual purpose for a company: on the one hand, it is a means of ensuring a competitive product that meets customer expectations, be it in a local or foreign market. As I am sure the esteemed business men and women in this audience would agree, the delivery of a quality product to the market under competitive conditions represents a tall order. It demands a range of skills, knowledge, courage, creativity, availability of capital, and, not least, hard work.
The second purpose of quality management, related but still quite separate from the first, is to help the company meet any regulatory requirements applying to the product or service that it wants to deliver to the market, and thus acquiring the right to legally market the product/service. 
I would like to focus on this second aspect here today.
The term “regulatory requirements” covers, as you know, a broad range of rules – from technical regulations set by standardisation bodies to legislative or executive measures taken by governments and/or international institutions. Although such regulations are often criticised as constituting “barriers to trade”, their actual objective is to make sure products and services meet certain quality standards, and are not harmful to the environment, consumers, or other legitimate interests. 

Having said that, I do think it is a crucial task for policy-makers to create a regulatory environment which is favourable to trade. Regulatory requirements should not unnecessarily or excessively burden companies. I would like to mention three ways in which policy-makers can ensure that trade regulations do not hamper trade more than necessary.
The first is by providing a clear and transparent legal framework for trade. The WTO agreements on Technical Barriers to Trade and on Sanitary and Phyto-sanitary measures, respectively, serve this purpose by setting out that trade regulations and standards must not constitute arbitrary or unjust barriers to trade. Instead, trade regulations should be based on science, be necessary and proportional, and not discriminate between exporters from different countries. 

A second trade-facilitating contribution from policy-makers is to provide for international harmonization of trade regulations: the same set of rules should, as far as possible, apply to imports everywhere. Under the WTO agreements mentioned above, if a government wants to limit imports from other countries, it must use international standards as a basis for any technical regulations to this end.

In this context, I am proud to mention the achievements of the EU in terms of simplifying trade through harmonisation. By bringing together 27 countries into one trading bloc, the EU has made it possible for companies to sell their products anywhere in the EU under the same set of rules.

While the EU’s regulatory requirements in many areas are more stringent compared than most other countries, I would like to make clear that the intention is not to discourage foreign competition. The purpose of regulating certain products in the health and safety field, for instance, is to protect consumers – not our domestic producers. I would say that this is borne out by the fact that the very same health and safety regulations are applied to products originating from within and from without the EU. 

It should be sufficient to mention the uncompromising measures which were taken in the 1990s with regard to the “mad-cow disease” – in particular the imposition of a ten-year ban on British beef – to convince the most hardened cynic that health and safety – not trade protection – are on top of our minds.
The concern which the EU has expressed over Bangladesh shrimp exports is a case in point: it has arisen over the detection of a banned substance, antibiotic nitrofuran in several shipments, and has thus nothing to do with protectionism. 

A third way, finally, of helping companies find their way through the maze of trade regulations is by providing them with information on market access and relevant regulations. Keeping up to date with such developments is not an easy task for companies, especially SMEs. 

The EU has taken two helpful initiatives in this regard: the Export Help Desk and the Market Access Database, both available as on-line services at the website of DG Trade. 
The Export Help Desk is specifically targeted at developing country exporters. It provides a range of information on customs duties, rules of origin, import requirements, and internal taxes. The Market Access Database includes information on market access in non-EU countries, including export and investment conditions on sector level, and trade statistics. 
The book on Export Quality Management that is being presented today is also a useful information source for Bangladesh companies on technical regulations, standards, quality management, and many other issues relevant to export trade. I would like to conclude on this last point by congratulating the Dhaka Chamber of Commerce and Industry for having published this book, which should aid Bangladesh companies’ understanding of the requirements of export trade and the crucial importance of focusing on quality issues. In the end, I believe such a focus will be fundamental to Bangladesh’s efforts to increase exports in the face of stiff international competition. 
Thank you for your attention. I wish you a stimulating and productive workshop. 
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