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This event is being held at a timely moment as delegations gather in Hong Kong for the WTO Ministerial Conference. Whilst we are all constrained to scale down our ambitions for this leg of the Doha Development Round, I fervently hope that progress will be made in all key areas of negotiations so that a deal may be sealed next year.
Such a result is essential for the credibility of the WTO and for the health of the global economy. I want to take a moment to reiterate the EU’s position in these critical trade talks, not least because global market access is at the heart of our thinking. With respect to agriculture, the EU made a credible and detailed offer in October which envisages greatly enhanced access to our markets and greatly reduced support for our own farmers. To put some figures to this, the EU offer would entail a cut in the average agricultural tariff of 46%, a 70% cut in domestic subsidies and the total elimination of export subsidies. This offer received the commendation of Pascal Lamy himself, and the dismissive response from certain quarters to the EU’s proposal undoubtedly has more to do with negotiating tactics than with genuine disdain. 

However, we must recall  that this WTO round is not just about agriculture. The EU also wants to see tangible progress on cuts in industrial tariffs – and in applied rates in particular - serving as a real stimulus to global trade. We are working to secure a meaningful result on the issue of services, a sector which constitutes an ever-increasing slice of many developed and develolping economies. Most importantly, the EU has been an active exponent of a fair deal for least developed countries in this, the Doha Development round. Even given the reduced ambitions for Hong Kong, we are working for agreement on a substantial development package. We want to see other developed countries according duty- and quota- free access to all LDC products, along the lines of the EU’s Everything But Arms initiative. We also recognise the need to facilitate LDCs participation in the global marketplace through “aid for trade”, and the EC has led by example through European Commission President Barroso’s pledge at the G8 Gleneagles summit to provide 1 billion euros per year in such aid. Finally, we fully subscribe to the principle of special and differential treatment which ensures that LDCs are not pressured into reducing tariffs or taking other measures which are detrimental to their own development.
I turn now to Bangladesh and its place in the global marketplace. These have not been easy times for the Bangladesh economy, not least given the uncertainty engendered by the end of the Multifibre Arrangement regime and the impact of soaring oil prices. However, there is cause for guarded optimism. Although it would be premature to draw definitive conclusions, it appears that the textile and clothing industry is surviving - and in some products, thriving - in the quota-free era. The export data that we have for the first six months of 2005 do not reveal a dramatic downturn. The export of knitted products has continued to grow while woven products have, on the whole, maintained their position, with falling exports to the EU counterbalanced by increases to the US.
Nonetheless, competition can only intensify as we look towards the end of 2008 and the unrestricted opening of markets. In this climate, it is important to broaden opportunities for access to global markets, both by sharpening the attractiveness of existing products and by diversifying Bangladesh’s export base. 
With respect to the first point, it is clear that cultivating social compliance and adhering to labour standards is an increasingly important consideration, as more and more buyers sign up to codes of conduct and look to suppliers to meet their concerns and the demands of consumers for ethical products. It is imperative that Bangladesh businesses recognise the potential of investing in the health and welfare of workers and seek opportunities to market their goods along these lines. Though compliance entails some costs, it should be seen as “investment” in terms of securing access to global markets and cultivating a more motivated workforce. The recent launch of a social compliance programme in the knitwear sector - with BKMEA collaborating with Nari Uddug Kendra (NUK) and others to advance social compliance -  stands as a good example, and I trust it will serve as inspiration for other important export sectors.
Whilst on the subject of market access, I am aware of the view in some quarters that EC health standards for food safety – such as those imposed with respect to shrimp products – amount to non-tariff barriers. My response to such a contention is that this is rather a health issue of paramount importance to consumers. The EC’s non-discriminatory approach was clearly demonstrated when we took tough decisions with respect to EU Member States regarding so-called “mad-cow” disease and dioxin contamination.

The European Commission also fully recognises the importance of export diversification to Bangladesh. To put it in simple terms, in an unpredictable market place filled with voracious competitors, it would not be wise to put all your eggs in one basket. The EC is supporting a range of programmes designed to contribute to export diversification, including the 10 million euro Quality Support Programme and the Small Projects Facility.  We are also supporting projects which assist enterprises in Bangladesh to recognise and meet the technical and creative demands of western markets. The Asia Invest programme is a further example of those efforts, not least the project which is being implemented by the Dhaka Chamber of Commerce and Industry to inform SMEs about European technology and services in the renewable energy sector. 

It is, however, the hard-working and entrepreneurial spirit of Bangladesh which will secure a resilient foothold in world markets and I look forward to following the fortunes of this country during my tenure here as EC Ambassador. Thank you for your attention.
