Trade Seminar, 17th June 2007

Institute of Business Administration (IBA), Dhaka University

Maximising the Potential of Bangladesh's Exports to the EU
I am delighted to attend this event and extend my thanks to the Institute of Business Administration for their kind invitation.

Trade is the lifeblood in the relationship between the EU and Bangladesh. As I have said on many occasions, the EU “enjoys” a significant trade deficit with Bangladesh, which now stands at around 4 billion euros. 
I use the term “enjoys” for several reasons. 
First, because the goods which Bangladesh exports to the EU are priced competitively and are generally of a high quality. That is not to say that there aren’t challenges which it is necessary to overcome – for example, the recurrent problem of nitrofuran contamination of seafood products – but I am heartened by the serious and constructive approach which the government and industry is taking to such difficulties.

Second, because the European Commission sees commerce very much as the stimulus for sustainable development. Fostering a successful approach to trade in a globalised world is an immense challenge but it is indispensable to securing the future prosperity of Bangladesh. As a reliable partner of Bangladesh and other Least Developed Countries, the European Commission is keenly aware of this challenge. That is why the European Union has pledged to lift its trade-related technical assistance to the unprecedented level of 2 billion euros by 2010 and why, here in Bangladesh, we have identified 40 million euros for economic and trade development in the period 2007-2010.
Third, because the success of Bangladesh exports to the EU vindicates the decision to extend duty- and quota- free access to all Bangladesh goods under the EU’s ‘Everything But Arms” Scheme. The European Commission’s initiative to consider revision of the Rules of Origin governing the EU’s General System of Preferences has provoked much debate – and often inaccurate reporting – in Bangladesh. There has been a lengthy period of reflection and impact assessment in Brussels regarding the move to new rules governed by value addition. That is only to have been expected given the complexities of such a change. The European Commission intends to release a full proposal later in the year, which will then be subject to debate and comments from stakeholders. All those concerned by this change should be aware that the guiding principles of this exercise are that the rules of origin should be made simpler and more development friendly. That can only be to the good of Bangladesh’s exports to the EU.
I am convinced that Bangladesh’s entrepreneurial spirit can translate into enduring success in the global market. That means sustaining growth in the RMG sector, positioning Bangladesh well to respond to emerging challenges such as corporate social responsibility, and driving through diversification in Bangladesh’s export portfolio, including encouragement for industries of the future, such as pharmaceuticals. It further means tackling impediments to smooth trading. In this respect, I am pleased to note the encouraging improvements in efficiency which have been made at Chittagong Port where the turnaround time has been reduced to 3 days in May from 12 days in January 2007. That is a good beginning and will, indeed, help Bangladesh to maximize the potential of its exports.
May I close by wishing you a stimulating and productive seminar.
