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I. INTRODUCTION

Importance of appropriate trade policy for overall growth and development of trade 
and consequently overall economic growth and development is now widely recognised. 
In Bangladesh, trade is recognised as one of the key instrument for achieving the 
country‘s overall development objectives and priorities, which are to achieve the MDG 
goals1 and become a middle income country by 2021. The Perspective Plan (PP), 
2011-2021, a ten-year national development plan of the country, underscores that 
“to cross the middle income threshold by 2021, Bangladesh will need to transform 
its trade regime to the kind seen in high-performing emerging market economies” 
and to continue to reduce its average tariffs (GOB, 2010). The PP has also identified 
a number of strategic approaches with a view to achieving outward-oriented export 
led growth, which includes:

a. Export diversification, which refers mainly to product diversification, geographical 
diversification, quality diversification, goods-to-services diversification, intermediate 
goods diversification, and framing easier rules and regulations to encourage private 
investment in export industries.

b. Export restructuring in a globalized economy, which will focus on the current trend 
in global production sharing and integrated globalized supply chains.

c. Working on market access issues. This will focus on achieving duty free and 
preferential access for Bangladesh products in new export destinations.

The country’s Sixth Five Year Plan (GOB, 2011) also endorses the country’s outward-
oriented growth and trade strategy, and seeks to further reduce trade barriers. The 
import, export and other policies of the country have continuously been attuned 
in accordance with such development and trade objectives. For example, the main 
objectives of Bangladesh’s import policy, which aims at liberalizing the import regimes 
in the country, are to:

•	 Make the import policy compatible with changes brought about by WTO rules and 
regulations.

•	 Simplify the import procedures for capital machinery and industrial raw materials.
•	 Create a strong base for indigenous exports by facilitating backward linkages for 

export oriented industries.
•	 Ensure quality, standards and hygiene of imported products.

Similarly, the main objectives of the country’s export policy, which aims at fully 
liberalising the export regimes, are to:

•	 Encourage labour-intensive export-oriented production.
•	 Increase productivity and diversity of products.
•	 Improve the quality of products, and encourage the use of modern, appropriate 

and environment-friendly technology.
•	 Initiate new strategies for the expansion of markets for export products.
•	 Assist the development of necessary infrastructure, particularly for backward and 

forward linkages, in order to encourage production of exportable goods.
•	 Provide all-out support to new exporters as well as to existing ones through 

training, capacity building etc.

1 MDGs reflect the actions and targets contained in the Millennium Declaration adopted by 189 nations during the 
UN Millennium Summit in September 2000. Bangladesh has started implementing MDGs in early 2000s and made 
noteworthy progress so far in their attainment.
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Further, a plan has been undertaken to prepare a Comprehensive Trade Policy (CTP) in 
the country so as to incorporate all aspects of trade in one policy, e.g. goods, services, 
intellectual property rights, investment, competition, public procurement. The CTP is 
currently being prepared as part of Bangladesh Trade Policy Support Program with 
assistance from the European Union. The main objectives behind this initiative are to:

•	 Establish an efficient trade and investment climate.
•	 Facilitate access to foreign markets.
•	 Create the conditions for exports of goods and services to grow.
•	 Enable efficient and integrated Global Value Chains.

While the objective of export, import and overall trade policy are laudable in general, 
it should be noted that in many cases, as of now, the distribution of benefits arising 
from increased trade flows has been uneven within the country, with small actors 
often excluded from the benefits of trade. In tailoring a domestic trade policy in 
the context of a larger development policy, it is critical to ensure that the country’s 
engagement in international trade includes small scale rural actors and that the trade 
policy is compatible with the broader rural development and food security objectives. 
In large part, the exclusion of small actors from the benefits of trade is due to their 
limited participation in policy-making processes. To maximize the benefits of increased 
trade it is therefore important that trade policy-making processes adopt a more 
consultative process involving all the stakeholders.

This study examines the strengths and weaknesses of the trade policy-making process 
and mechanisms that have been pursued in Bangladesh. It identifies the key players 
and their role within trade policy-making process and develops a framework to 
understand (i) the political economy landscape of the Bangladesh with a focus on 
key actors involvement in trade policy-making processes; (ii) how various stakeholders 
interact to set the rules that shape the benefits that they receive from greater trade; 
(iii) how inclusive various stakeholders in the current trade policy-making process in 
Bangladesh and whether the trade policy-making practices need changes in order to 
optimize the benefits generated by increased trade flows and (iii) to draw lessons that 
can help in taking targeted actions by governments and other stakeholders to ensure 
that increased participation in international agricultural trade is compatible with their 
broader development and food security objectives. 

The paper starts with brief over view of Bangladesh economy and its international 
trade in Chapter 2. In Chapter 3 it provides a description of the country’s participation 
in international, regional and bilateral trade bodies/organizations, agreements and 
protocols. Chapter 4 analyses the country’s trade regime, focusing the policies, rules 
and procedures regulating its trade and chapter 5 elaborates the trade policy-making 
process of the country. Chapter 6 includes analysis of stakeholder participation in 
the trade policy-making progress and Chapter 7 provides recommendations for an 
inclusive trade policy-making process for Bangladesh. 

2. INTERNATIONAL TRADE AND BANGLADESH ECONOMY

2.1 Brief introduction to Bangladesh’s economy and its outlook

Bangladesh is a low income developing country in South Asia. With a population of 
152 million (2012, BBS) and total land area of 147,570 km², it is one of the most 
densely populated country in the world.  It is also a low-lying, riverine delta with 
highly fertile alluvial soil, but vulnerable to flood and drought.  Over the past 40 years 
since independence in 1973, it has increased its real per capita income by more than 
130 percent, cut poverty by more than half, and is well set to achieve most of the 
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Millennium Development Goals. Bangladesh’s development experience is particularly 
remarkable in that it stands out as a positive example of a resilient young nation that 
has fought many natural and global disasters, as well as, internal political debacles 
and yet stayed firm on the development path. 

The country’s GDP has more than doubled in the last decade, reaching approximately 
USD 115.6 billion by the end of 2012, from USD 51.9 billion in 2003. In 2012 the GDP 
growth rate reached 6.32 percent. Similarly, GDP per capita effectively doubled since 
2003, going from USD 373 to USD 747 in 2012.  Poverty, as a percentage of total 
population has declined from 40.4 percent in 2005 to 31.5 percent in 2012. 

The economic progress of Bangladesh, though laudable, however, was not sufficient to 
create enough employment for its bourgeoning labour force.  As a result, large number 
of young people started migrating to other countries. The Government of Bangladesh 
is also actively promoting overseas employment opportunities. It is estimated that 
over five million Bangladeshis are currently working overseas, contributing greatly to 
their families, communities and the country’s economy through remittances, which 
has come to play an increasingly important role in Bangladesh’s economy, including 
reduction of poverty.  In 2012, Bangladesh ranked seventh in the world with US$12.8 
billion in global remittances, representing over 10 percent of GDP, behind India, China 
and the Philippines. The experience of Bangladesh shows that foreign market access 
for services provided through the temporary movement of workers and professionals 
can have significant positive effects in terms of improved availability of scarce foreign 
currency, improving the current account balance, financing of higher levels of imports, 
economic growth, employment generation and poverty reduction.  The value of 
remittances to the Bangladesh economy is many times larger than aid or FDI.  

Along with overall GDP growth and remittances, the country has also undergone 
important structural transformation over the past four decades. At independence 
in 1971, agriculture was the dominant sector, accounting for over half of total GDP.  
The manufacturing sector was small, contributing less than 10 percent of GDP, while 
services, including transportation and power, accounted for the rest.  However, 
in recent years, the contribution of manufacturing industry, mostly ready-made 
garments, to GDP had almost doubled to over 17 percent and the share of agriculture 
and forestry had fallen to under 15 percent, while that of services had risen to over 
50 percent during 2010-11 (Table 1). 

Table 1:  GDP by sector, 2005/06 to 2010/11
2005/06 2006/07 2007/08 2008/09 2009/10 2010/11

Share of main sectors in GDP %

Agriculture and forestry 15.5 15.4 15.2 15.1 15.0 14.9 

Fishing 4.1 3.9 3.8 3.7 3.6 3.5 

Mining and quarrying 1.2 1.2 1.2 1.2 1.2 1.2 

Manufacturing 17.2 17.8 17.9 17.9 17.9 18.2 

Electricity, gas and water supply 1.3 1.2 1.2 1.1 1.1 1.0 

Construction 8.2 8.2 8.3 8.4 8.3 8.2 

Services 52.5 52.4 52.5 52.6 53.0 53.0 

Growth %

Agriculture and forestry 5.2 4.7 2.9 4.1 5.6 4.8 

Fishing 3.9 4.1 4.2 4.2 4.1 5.4 

Mining and quarrying 9.2 8.3 8.9 9.8 8.8 4.9 

Manufacturing 10.8 9.7 7.2 6.7 6.5 9.5 

Electricity, gas and water supply 7.7 2.1 6.7 5.9 7.3 6.0 

Construction 8.3 7.0 5.7 5.7 6.0 6.4 

Services 6.4 6.9 6.5 6.3 6.5 6.6 

Source:  Bangladesh Bank; viewed at:  http://www.bangladesh-bank.org/pub/monthly/econtrds/dec11/ econtrds.php.
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However, despite these changes in the sectorial composition of GDP, agriculture 
continues to account for the bulk of employment. The agriculture sector is the single 
largest contributor to income and employment generation and an important element 
in the country’s challenge to achieve sustainable food security, reduce rural poverty and 
foster sustainable economic development. According to World Bank data from 2005, 
agriculture in Bangladesh still employs a majority of the labour force, representing 
around 48.1 percent of total employment, followed by services with 37.4 percent and 
industry with 14.50 percent. With regards to the gender breakdown of employment 
figures, a large majority of employed women, approximately 68 percent, work in 
agricultural activities. The remaining two sectors, industry and services, respectively 
account for 12.5 percent and 19.4 percent of overall female employment. Agriculture 
and services account for a similar share of overall male employment, around 42 
percent and 43 percent respectively, with the remaining 15 percent employed in 
manufacturing.

Bangladesh agriculture has grown 
at more than 4 percent since 
2005 and it grew by 5.6 percent 
in 2009-10 and 4.8 percent in 
2010-11. Within agriculture rice 
production has remarkably grown 
and represents one of the country’s 
success stories. The total production 
of rice increased by 250 percent 
from 1981-82 to 2011-2012 to 
reach nearly 35 million tonnes 
(milled equivalent).   Livestock and 

in particular fisheries sectors also experienced significant growth too, becoming two 
important sub-sectors of the economy (Table 2).

Improvements in the agricultural sectors have naturally benefitted food and nutrition 
security in the country, ensuring higher ratios of daily energy supply, which rose from 
about 2160 kcal/person/day in 1990-92 to about 2440 kcal/person/day in 2007-09. 
The proportion of undernourished people declined from 35 percent in 1990-92 to 
17 percent in 2010-12, amounting to over 40 million people. The prevalence of 
underweight among children of age 5 or less declined from 64 percent in 1991 to 
36 percent in 2011 and prevalence of stunting among children of age 5 or less, also 
declined from 77 percent in 1991 to 41 percent in 2011, implying that the country is 
on target to meet the Millennium Development Goal (MDG) on poverty and hunger.  

Manufacturing remains dependent on the labour-intensive ready-made garment 
(RMG) sector. The garment industry is expected to remain the largest contributor to 
growth in output for the foreseeable future, in particular since the 2011 change in 
EU import rules which gives Bangladesh and other LDCs duty-free access if imported 
components of the final product do not exceed 70 percent (compared to 30 percent 
previously). Government support measures include the provision of bonded warehouse 
facilities, technological upgrading (concessionary duty rates and tax exemptions for 
the import of capital machinery), and cash subsidies for the use of local fabrics as 
inputs for exporting RMG enterprises and an export credit guarantee scheme covering 
risks on export credits at home, and commercial and political risks abroad.     

Services representing half of Bangladesh’s GDP and are expected to maintain their 
rapid growth in the coming years as the Government continues to focus on developing 
trade in services, in particular the country’s outsourcing capabilities, including call 
centres. In the context of privatization across all industries, which has intensified since 
the 1990s, liberalization measures have been taken especially in financial services, 

Table 2:  Agricultural growth as percentage of change
FY10 FY11 FY12 FY13

Agriculture 5.2 5.0 4.5 4.4

Of which:

  Cereal Crops 5.8 5.4 5.0 4.8

  Commercial Crops 5.0 5.2 5.5 5.4

  Livestock-Poultry-fishing 5.9 6.5 3.4 3.3

  Forestry 5.0 5.3 4.4 4.3

  Other Agriculture 2.4 2.3 1.7 1.7

Source: BBS and FY13 is project by the Planning Commission.
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telecommunications and transport services.  The mobile telecommunications sector 
has been opened up to competition with the participation of both domestic private 
and foreign capital.  The entry into the market of private operators since 1998 has 
led to mobile-phone subscriptions increasing from a negligible number to nearly 90 
million by early 2012.  Measures have also been taken to allow for private participation 
in shipping and port services with a view to increasing efficiency and competitiveness 
in logistics services.  While small and relatively underdeveloped, contributing less than 
2 percent of GDP, the bank-dominated finance sector in Bangladesh is characterised 
by diversity and a continuing, although declining, state involvement in the sector. 

Income inequality and regional disparities

While rapid growth has helped reduce poverty, there are two negative aspects 
associated with the growth process that need attention and better management.  
First, there is evidence of growth in income inequality in rural areas.  And second, 
evidence also suggests that there are significant regional disparities of growth and 
development outcomes.

There is considerable concern in Bangladesh about the growing income inequality. Results 
show that the distribution of income is much more unequal than the distribution of 
consumption. Income inequality as measured by the Gini coefficient for the distribution 
of income rose substantially during the 1980s and the 1990s. During 2000 and 2005 
the income Gini coefficient increased further 
from 0.451 to 0.467 due to an increase 
in rural income inequality. Thus, the rural 
income Gini coefficient increased from 0.393 
in 2000 to 0.428 in 2005.  The urban income 
Gini coefficient remained unchanged at 0.497 
between 2000 & 2005 but got reduced in 
2010 to 0.452.  However, the latest data 
(Table 3) show that income Gini coefficient at 
the national declined slightly to 0.458 in 2010 though it was still higher than the level in 
2000. On the whole, income inequality is a serious problem in Bangladesh and reversing 
the trend in a sustainable manner will be a major challenge for the Sixth Plan. 

Bangladesh development experience also shows considerable spatial differences. 
Broadly speaking, the Divisions of Barisal, Khulna and Rajshahi show higher poverty 
and lower income growth than the Divisions of Chittagong, Dhaka and Sylhet.  
Although international experiences suggest that increase in inequality and divergences 
in spatial growth outcomes are inevitable in view of diverging initial conditions 
including human development, infrastructure, and geography, policy neglect has also 
contributed to spatial disparities in Bangladesh. Low growing regions also tend to 
have a higher incidence of poverty.  So a meaningful poverty reduction strategy must 
also address the lagging regions problem.

2.2  Overview of Bangladesh trade  

Buoyed by its recent successes in achieving economic growth and in particular 
increased food security and reduction of poverty, Bangladesh has outlined a vision 
of becoming a middle-income country by 2021. For this purpose, it is targeting to 
grow by at least 8 percent per year, compared to the current 6-7 percent, driven by 
accelerated growth in the industrial and services sectors, diversification of export 
markets and higher foreign exchange earnings from the export of semi-skilled and 
skilled labour. It is engaged in improving the investment climate and continues to carry 
out trade-related reforms to increase domestic and foreign investment for more rapid 
and inclusive trade-enhancing growth. 

Table 3:  Gini index of per capita income
2000 2005 2010

National 0.451 0.467 0.458

Urban 0.497 0.497 0.452

Rural 0.393 0.428 0.431

Source: Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics Different HIES.
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Over the last decade, trade has played an increasingly important role in the economy of 
Bangladesh. According to World Bank data, trade accounted for just over 60 percent 
of GDP in 2012, increasing dramatically from 34.2 percent in 2003 and according to 
WTO2, trade (goods +services) GDP ratio registered an upward trend and increased 
from 44.3 percent in FY 2005-06 to 55.0 percent in FY 2011-12, indicating that the 
economy has been increasingly integrating into the global economy. However, in 
global terms, Bangladesh’s share of total world merchandise exports remains small 
at around 0.1 percent, while its share of commercial services is only 0.02 percent.  
Overall, the country ranks 76th in merchandise exports and 120th in commercial 
services exports among 180 countries.  

Export

Since 2005 till 2011-12, export of Bangladesh has registered a double digit growth, 
averaging in value terms about 18 percent of GDP since 2006. However, Bangladesh’s 
export remains highly concentrated both in terms of products and destinations on 
garments export (Table 4).

As regards destinations of Bangladesh’s export, the European Union continues to 
remain the main destination and it is likely to remain so because of relaxed GSP rules 
of origin for least developed countries since January 2011. In fact, increased share of 
woven garments to total export of Bangladesh in FY 2010-11 is attributable to relaxed 
rules of origin in woven garments.  Since 2007 Turkey has emerged as an important 
destination of Bangladesh’s export due to alignment of Turkey’s trade policy with 
the European Union. As a result, during the period between FY 2006-07 and FY 
2010-11 Turkey’s share in Bangladesh’s export has increased from 1.4 percent to 3.2 
percent. However, recent imposition of additional duty on apparel products by the 

2 WTO (2012) Trade Policy Review, Report by the Secretariat: WT/TPR/G/270.

Table 4:  Export performance and composition of Bangladesh

Description 2005-06 2006-07 2007-08 2008-09 2009-10 2010-11
2011-12 

(Jul. 2011 to 
Feb 2012)

Export (Million US$) 10 526 12 178 14 111 15 565 16 205 22 928 15 904

Of which: % 

a) Primary commodities 7.3 6.8 7.0 5.6 5.5 5.7 5.5 

01.  Raw Jute 1.4 1.2 1.2 1.0 1.2 1.6 1.1 

02.  Tea 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.0 0.0 0.0 

03.  Frozen food 4.4 4.2 3.8 2.9 2.7 2.7 2.8 

04.  Agricultural products 1.0 0.7 0.9 1.7 1.5 1.1 1.3 

05.  Other primary commodities 0.5 0.6 1.1 0.9 0.0 0.3 0.3 

b) Manufactured goods 92.7 93.2 93.0 94.4 94.5 94.3 94.5 

06. Jute goods 3.4 2.6 2.3 1.7 3.3 3.3 2.8 

07. Leather 2.4 2.2 2.0 1.1 1.4 1.3 1.3 

08. Naphtha, furnace oil and 
      bitumen 0.8 0.7 1.3 0.9 1.9 1.1 1.1 

09. Woven garments 38.8 38.2 36.6 38.0 37.1 36.8 39.4 

10. Knitwear 36.3 37.4 39.2 41.3 40.0 41.4 39.6 

11. Chemical products 2.0 1.8 1.5 1.8 0.6 0.5 0.5 

12. Shoe 0.9 1.1 1.2 1.2 1.3 1.3 1.5 

13. Handicrafts 0.0 0.1 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 

14. Engineering products 1.1 1.9 1.6 1.2 1.9 1.4 1.5 

15. Other mfg. products 6.9 7.1 7.3 7.0 7.0 7.3 6.9 

Growth of Export ( percent) 21.63 15.69 15.87 10.31 4.11 41.49 13.03

Source:  Bangladesh Economic Review, 2012.
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Government of Turkey has adversely 
affected Bangladesh export to Turkey. 
The United States continues to remain 
important destination although major 
export items of Bangladesh apparel 
products are outside the purview 
of the US GSP Scheme. However, 
its share in Bangladesh’s export has 
declined in recent years (Table 5).

Imports

Import of Bangladesh has also increased 
in tandem with export. Bangladesh’s 
imports are primarily textiles, inputs 

for the RMG sector, petroleum products, and food items, all of which are critical to 
the economy and difficult to reduce (Table 6).

As regards sources of imports, China and India continue to remain major sources of 
import of Bangladesh. Moreover, their presence in Bangladesh’s import has gradually 
increased during the period under review. Among the top 10 sources of import, 
Malaysia has steadily increased its share, while shares of remaining countries in total 
import of Bangladesh have declined during this period (Table 7).

Trade in agriculture

Bangladesh still is a net importer of agricultural products. In fact, according to FAO 
data, Bangladesh ran a trade deficit of agricultural products, of USD 4 billion in 2009, 
USD 5.35 billion in 2010 and USD 6.9 billion in 2011, when they imported USD 7.3 
billion worth of agricultural products (Table 8).

Bangladesh exports mainly Jute and frozen shrimps and fish, as well as some vegetables. 
Imports mainly include palm oil, garlic, and cane sugar and also periodically rice and 
wheat to meet domestic shortages to ensuring food security. 

Tea used to be an important agricultural export of Bangladesh, along with Jute. 
Bangladesh produces about 55 million kg of tea a year on 119,000 hectares (297,500 
acres) of land, mostly owned by private companies. There are plans to increase 
production by developing about 65,000 hectares (162,500 acres) of hilly land in the 
south-eastern Chittagong Hill Tracts and northern Panchagarh districts. All the tea 
produced is sold in the auction market in Chittagong where the local traders and 
exporters compete. 
 
However, tea exports from Bangladesh are falling because of increased domestic 
demand. Internal consumption is rising by 3.5 percent annually against nearly 1 percent 
rise in production. As a result, according to official statistics, tea exports have fallen 49.6 
percent over the past 10 years while internal consumption has risen 38.4 percent. If this 
trend continues, Bangladesh may become a tea importing country by 2015.

During the fiscal year 2009-10, processed foods represented approximately 66 percent 
of the overall imports of food and beverages, and about 12 percent of overall imports 
in Bangladesh. Around 90 percent of these imports were directed to other industries, 
possibly implying further added-value along the chain within Bangladesh. 

In terms the value, the exports of food and beverages changed massively from 
2008-09 to 2009-10. In fact, according to BBS data, exports of food and beverages 

Table 5:  Destination of Bangladesh’s export
Financial Year 2006-07 2010-11

Total (US$ Million) 12 177.9 22 928.2

Of which:  %

EU 52.6 52.1

USA 28.3 22.3

Canada 3.8 4.3

Japan 1.2 1.9

China 0.8 1.4

Turkey 1.4 3.2

SAARC 3.0 2.8

Other 9.0 12.0

Source:  Export Promotion Bureau, Bangladesh.
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Table 6:  Composition of Bangladesh’s import

Commodity 2005-06 2006-07 2007-08 2008-09 2009-10 2010-11

Total import (c.i.f.) 14 746 17 157 21 629 22 507 23 738 33 657

Of which:  %

01.  Food grain 2.8 3.4 6.5 3.9 3.5 5.7

       i) Rice 0.8 1.0 4.0 1.1 0.3 2.5

       ii) Wheat 2.0 2.3 2.5 2.9 3.2 3.2

02.  Milk and cream 0.5 0.5 0.6 0.4 0.4 0.5

03.  Spices 0.2 0.4 0.4 0.3 0.5 0.4

04. Oil seeds 0.6 0.6 0.6 0.7 0.5 0.3

05. Edible oil 3.2 3.4 4.7 3.8 4.4 3.2

06. Pulses (all sorts) 1.1 1.1 1.5 1.0 1.5 0.9

07. Sugar 0.8 1.7 1.8 1.8 2.7 1.9

08. Clinker 1.4 1.4 1.6 1.4 1.4 1.3

09. Crude petroleum 4.1 3.1 3.2 2.6 2.3 2.6

10. POL 9.5 10.0 9.5 8.9 8.5 9.6

11. Chemicals 3.9 3.9 4.1 4.3 4.1 3.7

12. Pharmaceutical products 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.4 0.4 0.3

13. Fertilizer 2.3 2.1 2.9 4.2 3.0 3.7

14. Dyeing and tanning materials 1.0 0.9 1.0 1.2 1.2 1.0

15. Plastic and rubber & articles thereof 3.5 3.7 3.7 3.7 4.1 3.9

16. Raw cotton 5.0 5.0 5.6 5.7 6.1 8.0

17. Yarn

18. Textile and articles thereof 11.7 11.0 8.7 9.3 8.4 8.0

19. Staple fibre 0.5 0.6 0.5 0.5 0.5 0.5

20. Iron, steel and other base metal 6.6 5.7 5.5 6.7 6.1 6.0

21. Capital machinery 10.4 11.2 7.7 6.3 6.7 6.9

22. Others 19.6 19.8 20.3 23.5 24.7 21.2

23. Imports by EPZ  
     (Export Processing Zone) 7.2 6.7 6.0 5.8 6.0 6.4

Growth () 12.2 16.4 26.1 4.1 5.5 41.8

Source:  Bangladesh Economic Review, 2012

Table 7:  Sources of Bangladesh’s import
2005-06 2006-07 2007-08 2008-09 2009-10 2010-11

Import (US$ Million) 14 746 17 157 21 629 22 507 23 738 33 658

Of which:  %

India 12.7 13.2 15.7 12.7 13.5 13.6

China 14.1 15.0 14.5 15.3 16.1 17.6

Singapore 5.8 6.0 5.9 7.9 6.5 3.8

Japan 4.4 4.0 3.8 4.5 4.5 3.9

Hong Kong 4.2 4.4 3.8 3.8 3.3 2.3

Taiwan 3.2 2.8 2.2 2.2 2.3 2.2

Republic of Korea 3.3 3.2 2.9 3.8 3.5 3.3

United States of America 2.3 2.2 2.3 2.0 2.0 2.0

Malaysia 2.3 1.9 2.1 3.1 5.2 5.2

Others 47.9 47.2 46.9 44.6 43.1 46.1

Source: Bangladesh Economic Review, 2012.

Table 8:  Value of agricultural exports and imports
Agricultural products, Total + (Total) 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011

Export Value (1 000 US$) 334 170 227 550 256 510 364 948 474 461

Import Value (1 000 US$) 3 521 366 3 053 797 4 264 760 5 715 076 7 373 491

Balance (1 000 US$) -3 187 196 -2 826 247 -4 008 250 -5 350 128 -6 899 030

Source: FAOSTAT.
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overall increased by 255 percent, from less than USD 500 million to just over USD 
1.5 billion.

Specifically, the share of processed foods in overall food as beverage exports increased 
dramatically during that period, going from 18 percent to 61 percent in the space of 
one fiscal year. The bulk of this increase came from processed foods and beverages 
directed to other industries further down the value chain, which went from USD 100 
million to USD 1 billion.  

Balance of payments

In spite of strong growth in exports, Bangladesh faces a merchandise trade deficit 
of between 5 percent and 7 percent and a negative services trade balance of 
between 1 percent and 2 percent. This is because, though exports have risen 
significantly, the country’s imports have been rising even faster, resulting in a 
chronic and widening trade deficit.  However, sustained growth of remittances 
has helped the country to achieve current account surplus and build up foreign 
exchange reserves. In 2009 the gross reserve exceeded US$ 10 billion and in 2012 
it exceeded US$ 12 billion.

3.  BANGLADESH’S PARTICIPATION IN INTERNATIONAL TRADE, REGIONAL 
ECONOMIC/INTEGRATION ORGANIZATIONS AND BILATERAL AGREEMENTS

3.1 At International/global level

Bangladesh is an original member of the World Trade Organization (WTO). It grants at 
least MFN treatment to all its trading partners and receives the special and differential 
treatment provided for in the WTO Agreements for the least developed countries 
(LDCs).  It continued to participate actively in the work of the WTO, serving twice 
as the coordinator of the LDC Group in Geneva in 2007 and 2011, and advocating 
issues of interest to LDCs, including greater market access, increased flexibility in 
the development of multilateral trade rules, as well as, targeted assistance to trade 
infrastructure.  In DDA negotiations Bangladesh actively advocated for the following 
steps in favour of the LDCs:

1. Secured, meaningful and predictable market access by the WTO members in 
favour of LDCs through:

•	 Duty-free and quota-free access to all products of all LDCs.
•	 Submission of duty-free and quota-free access list by the time of submission of 

the schedules of commitments.
•	 Making the Rules of origin applicable for the duty-free and quota-free access 

realistic, simple and flexible to match the industrial capacity of LDCs in order to 
make them meaningful.

•	 Exempting LDCs’ exports from antidumping, countervailing and safeguard 
measures.    

2. Preferential access in trade in services  for LDCs and free access to movement 
of natural persons, specially unskilled and semi-skilled service providers, through 
elimination of all sort of barriers to movement of natural persons. 

3. Allowing Flexibility to LDCs in undertaking commitments and obligations in order 
to permit them to adopt policy to meet the development needs.

4. Further extension of transition period allowed under TRIPS Agreement. 
5. Technical assistance, including through Enhanced Integrated Framework (EIF), 

targeted at:
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•	 Development and diversification of production and export base of LDCs
•	 Addressing the supply side constraints.
•	 Compliance by LDCs to the SPS and TBT requirements of the exporting 

countries, and
•	 Trade policy capacity building.
•	 Offsetting the negative effect for LDCs due to liberalization measures to be 

undertaken by the WTO members. 

In addition, Bangladesh also expressed its solidarity to cotton producing countries by 
urging withdrawal of cotton subsidies and to acceding LDCs demand for first track 
accession of LDCs without requiring commitments from acceding country, which go 
beyond what is applicable for LDC members.

Bangladesh accepted the protocol amending the TRIPS Agreement in December 2006. 
It has also been advocating for flexible rules of origin for LDCs under GSP in order to 
enable these countries to benefit from GSP facilities. Therefore, Bangladesh, on behalf 
of LDCs submitted a proposal on rules of origin. Bangladesh has joined Enhanced 
Integrated Framework (EIF) in November 2009.

3.2 At regional level

Bangladesh is a party to a number of regional trade agreements. These are: South Asian 
Free Trade Area (SAFTA) and SAARC Preferential Trading Arrangement (SAPTA) within the 
framework of South Asian Association of Regional Cooperation (SAARC), Asia Pacific Trade 
Agreement (APTA), Framework Agreement on Bay of Bengal Initiatives for Multi-Sectoral 
Technical and Economic Cooperation- BIMSTEC FTA, Trade Preferential System among the 
OIC countries (TPS-OIC) and Developing-8 (D-8) Preferential Trading Arrangement.

Asia Pacific Trade Agreement (APTA). The APTA, previously known as the Bangkok 
Agreement, was first signed and ratified in 1975 under the auspice of the UN Economic 
and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (UN-ESCAP). In its first stage, the 
APTA aimed to promote intra-regional trade through the agreement on mutual tariff 
concessions. The current members are Bangladesh, India, Sri Lanka, China, the Republic of 
Korea and Lao People’s Democratic Republic. Under this agreement, in the specific case of 
Bangladesh, China has provided 100 percent tariff concessions to 83 items of Bangladesh 
at 8-digit level and Republic of Korea has provided 100 percent tariff concessions to 
139 items at 10-digit level, in reference to the Harmonised System. More recently, APTA 
members began discussions on non-tariff measures, specifically on the development of 
trade frameworks with regards to trade facilitation, trade in services and investments.
 
BIMSTEC Trade Negotiating Committee (TNC) meeting. The Bay of Bengal 
Initiative for Multi-Sectoral Technical and Economic Cooperation (BIMSTEC) is a sub-
regional group composed of Bangladesh, India, Sri Lanka, Thailand, Myanmar, Nepal 
and Bhutan.   Under the Framework Agreement, the Trade Negotiating Committee 
(TNC) successfully negotiated an agreement for First Track products which stipulates 
that non-LDC members would open up their markets for the products of LDCs within 
1 year of the enforcement, and LDCs would open their markets to non-LDCs within 5 
years. For Normal Track products, on the other hand, non-LDCs agreed to open their 
markets within in 3 years and the LDCs within 10 years.

South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC). On the 8th 
December 1985, the governments of Bangladesh, Bhutan, India Maldives, Nepal, 
Pakistan and Sri Lanka officially formed the South Asian Association for Regional 
Cooperation (SAARC) by signing its Charter. Afghanistan subsequently joined the 
association in 2007. Trade being a pillar of regional cooperation, SAARC developed a 
number of trade agreements. These are:
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•	 SAARC Preferential Trading Arrangement (SAPTA): The SAPTA agreement was 
signed in 1993 in order to promote and sustain mutual trade and economic 
cooperation between SAARC members, through tariff concessions. Since 1995 
when the Agreement came into force, there have been four rounds of tariff 
negotiations, with each round deepening existing concessions and enlarging 
the target items to cover over 5,000 commodities. According to the Bangladesh 
Ministry of Commerce, the depth of tariff concession offered to LDC members 
ranged between 5 and 100 percent with the deepest tariff cuts offered by India, 
varying between 25-100 percent. 

•	 The Agreement on South Asian Free Trade Area (SAFTA). During the 12th SAARC 
summit held on the 6th of January 2004 in Islamabad, Pakistan, the SAARC 
members signed the South Asian Free Trade Area (SAFTA) agreement. Enforced 
since 2006, SAFTA has led to tariff reductions between members with the goal of 
lowering all tariffs to a 0-5 percent bracket within 2016.

•	 SAARC Framework Agreement on Trade in Services (SATIS). The SAARC agreement 
on Trade in Services was signed during the 16th SAARC Summit held in Thimphu, 
Bhutan in April 2010, and was enforced from the 29th November 2012. The main 
objective of SATIS is to complement SAFTA, which focuses solely on goods, by 
developing a framework for promoting and liberalizing trade in services.

Organization of Islamic Cooperation. The Organization of Islamic Cooperation 
comprised of 57 member countries first create in 1969. Together, the member 
countries promote and protect interests of the Islamic member countries. In this 
context, the OIC has also developed a Committee and a preferential system to spur 
trade and economic growth.

Standing Committee for Economic and Trade Cooperation (COMCEC). The 
Standing Committee for Economic and Trade Cooperation (COMCEC) was established 
following the 3rd Islamic Summit Conference held in January 1981 in Makkah, the 
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. According to the COMCEC website3, its main duties are to 
(i) Monitor the decisions that were taken or will be taken on economic and commercial 
cooperation by OIC. (ii) Take necessary precautions to strengthen the economic and 
commercial cooperation between the member countries and; (iii) Preparing plans 
and offering recommendations to increase the economic and commercial capacity 
of the member countries. COMCEC was also established to expand intra-OIC trade. 
In this context, the Framework Agreement on Trade Preferential System among the 
OIC Member Countries (TPS-OIC) was finalized in 1990. Bangladesh signed the 
Agreement in 1997 and ratified it in 2004.

Trade Preferential System (TPS-OIC). TPS-OIC launched its First Round of Trade 
Negotiations under in April 2003 and concluded in November 2005 with finalization 
of a protocol on Preferential Tariff Schemes for TPS-OIC (PRETAS). Bangladesh signed 
TPS-OIC (PRETAS) on 26th November 2006 and the Ratification Process of the TPS-OIC 
(PRETAS) is in Progress.

Preferential Trade Agreement (PTA) among D-8 Countries (D-8). The Developing-8 
is a group of countries including Bangladesh, Egypt, Indonesia, Iran, Malaysia, Nigeria, 
Pakistan and Turkey, which aims to improve positions of the developing countries’ in 
the world economy, diversify and create new opportunities in trade. Members enjoy 
a number of preferential agreements.

3  http://www.comcec.org/en/icerik.aspx?iid=111
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3.3 Bilateral agreements

Bangladesh has bilateral trade agreements with 43 countries, all of which are general 
in nature and aimed at promoting bilateral trade. Bangladesh has signed bilateral 
agreements on promotion and protection of foreign investment with 29 countries. 
Bilateral agreements on avoidance of double taxation with 27 countries are currently 
in force. There are agreements on joint economic cooperation in place with 18 
countries, which aims to expand economic cooperation between the countries. 
Among the bilateral agreements, it also has Free Trade Agreement (FTA) with India, 
Pakistan and Sri-Lanka. 

4. TRADE REGIME OF BANGLADESH

Trade regime of Bangladesh needs to be perceived by recognising that (i) it is a net 
food importing country and ensuring food security remains the outmost priority of 
the country and (ii) it needs to promote trade of manufactured goods and services as 
an engine of growth and development, as it is a very resource poor country; (iii) as an 
LDC it enjoys duty-free and quota-free access to many countries. 

Bangladesh attaches great importance to maximizing benefits from the opportunities 
evolving under the multilateral, regional and bilateral trading system and has been 
trying to increase contribution of trade to the overall economy with a view to 
achieving socio-economic goals.  It has adopted a strategic plan namely “Perspective 
Plan of Bangladesh (2010-2021): Making Vision 2021 A reality” to set out the 
socio-economic targets and to transform Bangladesh into a middle income country 
by 2021.  As an important component of the country’s economy, trade has been 
given special emphasis in the plan. In the area of trade the Government’s target is 
to ensure strengthened global integration by building necessary trade-related supply 
side capacities. This will be realized through raising competitiveness of Bangladesh’s 
trade sector, ensuring a larger share for the country in the global trade in goods and 
services, and by encouraging both product and market diversification. This will be 
done by renewing efforts at moving up-market and by raising the efficacy of trade 
facilitation measures. Bangladesh’s strong performance in the global labour services 
market will be continued and further consolidated. The overarching goal is to raise 
the share of export of goods and remittance earnings to GDP to 38 percent by 2021.

The customs tariff is Bangladesh’s main trade policy instrument. Most tariff rates are 
ad valorem, which ensures transparency. The duties on basic raw materials, capital 
machinery and parts, intermediate goods and finished products are 5 percent, 3 
percent, 12 percent and 25 percent respectively. For ensuring food security, tariff on 
commodities like rice, wheat, onions, pulses, edible oils, seeds, fertilizers, medicines 
and cotton has been kept at zero percent.  The average customs duty on agricultural 
products at 19.4 percent is higher than for industrial goods at 14.3 percent.  Further, 
when 17.8 percent of all tariff lines are bound, for agricultural tariff lines, 100 percent 
are bound and for industry only 2.7 percent of tariff lines are bound. The non-
agricultural bound lines are at several rates ranging from zero to 200 percent, with a 
marked concentration at 20’ percent, 30 percent and 40 percent. As a consequence, 
market-access conditions for manufactured items are subject to some uncertainty. The 
absence of bindings for most tariff lines and the current gap of 157 percentage points 
between the average bound and applied MFN tariff rates provides considerable scope 
for the authorities to raise applied rates.   

Supplementary duties (SDs) apply to nearly 20 percent of tariff lines and are aimed 
at discouraging the import of luxury goods and the supply of goods or services 
considered undesirable on social, moral, religious or health grounds. Maximum 
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SDs of 250 percent or more applies to alcoholic beverages, cigarettes and luxury 
cars.  It also enforces limited product coverage of the control list containing import 
prohibitions and restrictions. Export prohibitions are maintained mainly for reasons of 
health, ecological balance, security, archaeological value, or maintenance of adequate 
domestic supply.  Export permits/authorizations are required for a few items.  

4.1 Trade regime for agriculture 

As regard agriculture, the core objectives of the policy are related to food security. 
Broadly defined, food security aims to ensure all people have access to sufficient, 
nutritious and affordable food. The Government has recently taken several measures 
to better ensure food security. First, official subsidies on various inputs are maintained 
to protect against rising costs of agricultural inputs and undertaking open market sales 
of strategic food reserves at subsidized prices. The national Food Policy Plan of Action 
2008-15 translates the core objective of food security into strategic areas of intervention, 
which are particularly relevant for trade-related agricultural support and intervention.

Agriculture on average is more protected than industry. However, the gap between 
the average tariffs applied to agriculture and industry is at 19.7 and 16.7 percent 
respectively. In the agricultural sector, food products are more protected, at more 
than a 21 percent tariff, than nonfood products, at 14 percent. This pattern is in line 
with world averages, but it still reflects significant tax levels for consumers. The most 
protected products are sugar, fisheries, dairy products including poultry, rice, and 
vegetables. The poultry trade policy of Bangladesh includes quantitative restriction on 
import of poultry meat and products. Along with these policies, poultry trade policy 
also incorporates stringent phyto-sanitary regulations and clearance procedures as the 
threat of Avian-flu is very much prevalent. 

Compared to its South Asian partners, Bangladesh applies equal or higher tariffs for 
imports. On exports, the tariffs faced by Bangladesh follow a more heterogeneous 
pattern, driven by products subjected to high protection globally such as sugar 
(91 percent), paddy rice (77 percent), wheat (52 percent), and processed food (58 
percent). Bangladesh faces the highest tariffs from India, especially for agricultural and 
food products: 80 and 70 percent for paddy and processed rice, respectively; and 100 
and 98 percent for wheat and vegetables and fruits, respectively. 

In Bangladesh’s most recent notification on domestic support commitments to the 
WTO, during the period up to FY2006/07, AMS, which was within the de minimis 
level, exceeded Green Box outlays. The entire amount of product-specific AMS-
related expenditure was used for price support operations for rice and wheat, and 
non-product specific AMS was mainly devoted to subsidizing fertilizer imports. Most 
Green Box-type support was directed towards extension and advisory services, as well 
as research and development activities.

As regard agricultural exports, a key component of agricultural export policy for the past 
decade has been the use of cash incentives for the promotion of the export of certain 
agricultural products, primarily to generate foreign exchange, but also to support 
producers of these commodities. The cash incentive scheme was initially introduced to 
assist the export of locally produced jute products and other local textiles. Since then it 
has been progressively increased in scope (both in terms of the overall outlays on cash 
incentives and the number of products, which has increased to fourteen, with frozen 
shrimps and other fish, fruits and vegetables and processed agro-products included in 
the programme since 2002-03, potatoes added in 2004 and hatching eggs and day-old 
chicks in 2005 (Table 9). The cash incentives are provided to internal and international 
handling, transport and freight charges, which are allowed under Article 9.4 of the 
WTO Agreement on Agriculture. The cash incentive is provided on the net FOB value, 
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calculated using a fixed 
administered price set 
by the Bangladesh Bank 
(BB), the Central bank 
of the country. The cash 
incentive varies across 
products and across time 
in the range of 3 percent 
to 20 percent. 

Further protection and 
support for the develop-

ment of these export sectors are provided through the use of high tariffs on frozen 
shrimp and fish, and on jute, despite the fact that they are major exports. Tariffs are 
also high on some import substitution crops, for example vegetables, fruits, nuts 
and spices. The Export Policy 2009-12 prohibits the export of “raw shrimp, including 
frozen food”, as it is declared as a highest priority sector. An export of urea fertilizer 
(produced at the state-owned KAFCO plant) is also restricted. The approach to trade 
policy towards exportable products, therefore, reflects the perceived importance of 
the processing and trading sectors. 

The selected support to different sub-sectors appears to have contributed to a 
significant change in the export pattern. While the agricultural share in total exports 
has fallen from 37 percent in the 1970s to 6 percent in 2011, the recent growth 
in shrimp exports, which now has a 65 percent share of agricultural exports, and 
vegetables with a 76 percent share, has been driven to a large extent by the cash 
incentives and by subsidized freight charges; increase of supply capacity, strict 
adherence to compliance requirements and improvements in product quality and 
competitive advantage.

Bangladesh is upgrading its quality and standards infrastructure towards international 
levels by collaborative efforts with the newly operational Bangladesh Accreditation 
Board, established under the Bangladesh Accreditation Act (2006). SPS matters are 
handled by the Ministries of Agriculture, Health and Fisheries and Livestock within 
a regulatory framework of numerous legal instruments. Bangladesh has faced, and 
overcome, critical challenges in meeting export standards, in particular to the EU 
market which is the largest importer of Bangladesh frozen shrimps. 

4.2 IP, Standards, SPS and other technical requirements

TRIPS

As regard IP, the country continues to bring its IP laws in line with the TRIPs 
Agreement and other international commitments within national economic and social 
development strategies. As an LDC, Bangladesh has been given an extended time limit 
until July 2013 for the full implementation of the provisions of the TRIPS Agreement, 
other than those relating to national treatment and most-favoured nation treatment.  
Bangladesh is also a beneficiary of the TRIPS Council decision extending until 2016 
the transition period during which LDCs do not have to protect or enforce patents 
and undisclosed information relating to pharmaceuticals. Bangladesh recognizes that 
enforcement of IPRs is important for encouraging innovation and creation although it 
admits that enforcement falls short of the desired level.

A snapshot of the salient features of the country’s trade regime is given in Table 10.

Table 9:  Cash incentives for selected products, 2012

Product Rate of subsidy/cash 
incentives (%)

Frozen shrimp and other fish 10.0

Agricultural and agri processed goods 20

Potato 20

Jute 10

Hatching eggs from poultry and day old chicken 15

Liquid glucose (Earshardi EPZ) 20

100% halal meat 20

Source: FE Circular No.10 of 13 July 2011; Bangladesh authorities.
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Standards and other technical 
requirements

The Ministry of Industries is 
responsible for leading and 
facilitating the legal and technical 
institutional framework for 
national standards, quality and 
conformity assessment. The main 
institutions are the Bangladesh 
Standards and Testing Institution 
(BSTI) and the Bangladesh 
Accreditation Board (BAB) along 
with a planned new regulatory 
body to enforce mandatory 
technical regulations. 

BSTI, the national standardization 
body, formulates national 
standards for all products except 

pharmaceutical products, enforces compliance with standards, and certifies the quality 
of products for local consumption, export or import.  The BSTI Council, the highest 
decision-making organ of the institution, consists of representatives from different 
ministries, business chambers, scientific organizations, and universities.  As of 2012, 
there were 3,498 standards in Bangladesh, of which 155 compulsory standards are in 
force. Testing and certification procedures for compulsory standards are the same for 
domestic and imported products. In exercising the power conferred by the Bangladesh 
Standards and Testing institution Ordinance 1985, BSTI develops national standards 
for products and services.  

Bangladesh has notified the WTO of its acceptance of the Code of Good Practice of 
the WTO Agreement on Technical Barriers to Trade.  BSTI is Bangladesh’s WTO TBT 
national enquiry point.  It has an internal committee on WTO affairs and participates 
in the working groups on WTO agreements in the Ministry of Industries and Ministry 
of Agriculture.  BSTI works on the implementation of the TBT Agreement. 

The main policy objectives in the area of standards and technical regulations are the 
harmonization of national standards with international standards and the adoption 
of international standards.  As of today, international standards adopted by BSTI 
include 1368 International Standardization Organization (ISO) Standards and 163 
International Electro-technical Commission (IEC) standards. Bangladesh is a member 
of the ISO 1974 and in 2001 became an affiliate member of IEC. According to the 
Government, the standards and quality of manufactured products and exports will be 
maintained and further improved by enhancing TBT assurance capacities.  

Bangladesh is upgrading its quality infrastructure to international level by collaborative 
efforts with the newly operational Bangladesh Accreditation Board. Under the 
Bangladesh Accreditation Act (2006), the Bangladesh Accreditation Board (BAB) 
was established as an autonomous organization and now functions under the 
administrative control of the Ministry of Industries with the task of developing an 
accreditation process in Bangladesh.

Sanitary and phytosanitary (SPS) standards

SPS matters are handled by the Ministries of Agriculture, Health, and Fisheries and 
Livestock. The Pure Food Ordinance 1959 and the revisions made in the Food Safety 

Table 10:  A snapshot of Bangladesh’s trade regime
Policy Criteria Status

Exchange Rate Unified

Exchange Rate determination Free Float

Payment convertibility

  Current account Yes

  Capital account No

Import restrictions

Import licensing No

QRs on imports No

State monopolies No

Tariff structure

Top Rate, 2009 25

Average Protective Rate 2009 20.1

Tariff slabs (customs duty) 3, 7, 12, 25

Para-tariffs Supplementary Duties

Existence of high level of NTBs No

Trade Openness (trade-GDP ratio) 43
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Ordinance 1994 provide the legal framework for sanitary standards. Phytosanitary 
standards are managed by the Destructive Insects and Pest Rules 1966 and the Plant 
Quarantine Act 2011. Formulation of rules under the Plant Quarantine Act 2011 is 
under way. Sanitary and phytosanitary standards are also governed by other legal 
instruments, notably:  Bangladesh Diseases of Animal Act, 2005 and Bangladesh 
Diseases of Animal Rules 2008, Bangladesh Animal and Animal Product Act 2005, 
Bangladesh Fish and Animal Feed Act 2010 and Bangladesh Animal Slaughter and 
Meat Quality Control Act 2011.  

In the fisheries sector, for both the export market and for domestic consumption, the 
Acts and Rules which regulate SPS measures are:  Fish and Fish Products (Inspection & 
Quality Control) ordinance 1983; Fish and Fish Products (Inspection & Quality Control) 
Rules 1997 (Amended in 2008); Fish Feed and Animal feed Act, 2010; Fish Feed Rules 
2011; Fish Hatchery Act 2010; Fish Hatchery Rules 2011.

Plant protection activities at the national level are under the Director of the Plant 
Protection Wing of the Department of Agricultural Extension under the Ministry 
of Agriculture.  The Plant Protection Wing is also the National Plant Protection 
Organization of Bangladesh (NPPO) responsible for implementing the standards of 
the International Plant Protection Convention. The Bangladesh Diseases of Animals 
Act, 2005, the Bangladesh Animal and Animal Product Quarantine Act, 2005, and 
the Bangladesh Wildlife (Preservation) (Amendment) Act, 1974 are the three main 
legal instruments for keeping Bangladesh free from HPAI/H5N1 in animals and 
enables the control and eradication of the disease in case of an outbreak. Moreover, 
the Bangladesh Penal Code (BPC), Bangladesh Customs Act, 1969, and Imports and 
Exports (Control) Act, 1950 Section 3A, are used for quarantine and import bans.

5. TRADE POLICY-MAKING IN BANGLADESH

5.1 The Institutional framework for trade policy-making

Ministries and government agencies

The institutional structure for  managing policy issues related to international trade in 
Bangladesh is governed mainly by two Ministries, namely the Ministry of Commerce 
(MoC)  and the Ministry of Finance (MoF). These two Ministries, in collaboration with 
a large number of other ministries and agencies, share the principal responsibilities of 
preparing trade policy documents for submission to the Parliament and the cabinet, 
as appropriate, for final approval. Table 11 summarises the relative responsibilities of 
the public institutions in trade policy-making.

In general, MoC4 has the lead in shaping the Government’s multilateral, regional and 
bilateral trade policies, and in dealing with dumping, safeguards and countervailing 
duties.  It does this through the Bangladesh Tariff Commission5, the Export Promotion 
Bureau, and the Office of the Chief Controller of Imports and Exports. The Bangladesh 
Foreign Trade Institute is responsible for providing analysis. A formal WTO Cell within 
the Ministry of Commerce handles WTO and other multilateral trade issues. The 

4 See Annex-1 for the Structure of the Ministry, including its agencies, collaborative and subordinate bodies. 

5 The Bangladesh Tariff Commission, an autonomous advisory public institution of the Ministry of Commerce, works 
for the protection of indigenous industries facing unfair competition from foreign firms.  Any matter relating to the 
protection of or assistance to domestic industries or the efficient use of resources in any industry may be referred 
to the Commission by the government or the business community for recommendations on appropriate course of 
action, including taking remedial measures against dumping and other unfair trade practices in respect of imports 
into Bangladesh. 
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WTO Cell provides secretariat support to a high-powered committee, chaired by the 
Commerce Minister, and seven working groups to deal with functions and activities 
related to WTO issues. The working groups cover:  non-agricultural market access 
and WTO rules; agriculture and SPS measures; services; trade facilitation and customs 
valuation; trade and environment; trade-related technical assistance; TRIPs and 
technical barriers to trade.  

The MoF6 makes the final decisions regarding tariffs through the National Board of 
Revenue (NBR).  The NBR is the central authority for tax administration in Bangladesh 
and is under the Internal Resources Division (IRD) of the MoF.  Its main responsibility 
is to collect domestic revenue, primarily import duties and taxes, VAT and income tax 
for the Government, as well as administer tax holidays and other tax concessions.  The 
Customs wing of the NBR is primarily responsible for collection of all duties and taxes 
at the import stage and for trade facilitation, enforcement of government regulations, 
compilation of foreign trade statistics, trade compliance and protection of cultural 
heritage.

A number of other ministries and agencies also play important roles. Ministry of 
Industries, the Bangladesh Standards and Testing Institute is the main body on 
standards and the Department of Patent Designs and Trademarks deals with patents, 
industrial designs and trademarks.

As regard agriculture, the Ministry of Agriculture (MoA) play important role. On 
matters related to agriculture, the Ministry of Agriculture (MOA) leads the process 
of forming an Inter-ministerial Steering committee to oversee the policy formulation 
process. The process involves several stages: the initial identification of the key issues; 
consultations with CSO stakeholders; initial drafting of the policy document; regional 
and inter-ministerial consultations including coordination with the MoC and MoF; 
and final approval by the Cabinet. Bangladesh agri-trade associations, in particular, 
representing different companies and chambers of commerce, are involved in the 
entire consultative process. Academic institutions and think tanks, are also consulted 
during this process.

Under the Prime Minister’s Office, key agencies are:  the Privatization Commission, 
the Board of Investment, the Bangladesh Export Processing Zones Authority and 

6  See Annex-2 for the structure of the Ministry, including its agencies, collaborative and subordinate bodies.

Table 11:  Public institutions and their mandated role in trade policy-making process
Trade policy measure Primary policy/instrument Primary agency responsible

Tariffs Fiscal MoF (NBR)

Non-tariff barriers  
(quotas, licensing, etc.) Import policy order MoC

Subsidies Export policy, textile policy, industrial 
policy MoC/NBR/MoTJ/MoI

Standards (SPS/TBT)
Technical standards, food safety and 
animal health standards, import 
policy order

MoI (BSTI)/MoC/MOHFW/MOA

Anti-dumping and trade remedies Anti-dumping and safeguard rules 
under the Customs Act MoC (BTC)

Market access (WTO, RTA, etc.) Export policy MoC

Trade in services None No focal point

Note: BSTI = Bangladesh Standards and Testing Institute; BTC = Bangladesh Tariff Commission; MoA = Ministry 
of Agriculture; MoC = Ministry of Commerce; MoF = Ministry of Finance; MOHFW = Ministry of Health and 
Family Welfare; MoI = Ministy of Industries; MOTJ = Ministry of Textile and Jute; NBR = National Board of 
Revenue; SPS = Sanitary and Phytosanitary Standards; RTA = Regional Trade Agreements; TBT = Technical 
Barriers to Trade.
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the important Public-Private Partnership Office, which maintains close working 
relations with the Ministry of Finance.  Government procurement policy formulation, 
coordination, monitoring and improvement are under the authority of the Central 
Procurement Technical Unit (CPTU) in the Ministry of Planning.  SPS matters are 
handled by the Ministry of Agriculture, Ministry of Health and the Ministry of Fisheries 
and Livestock.

In the area of services, the Bangladesh Bank, controlled by the Ministry of Finance, 
performs the main functions of a typical monetary and financial sector regulator 
including the regulation and supervision of banks and non-bank financial institutions, 
and the development of domestic financial markets. The Securities and Exchange 
Commission exercises regulatory and supervisory functions over stock exchanges and 
merchant banks.  The insurance industry is regulated by the Insurance Development 
and Regulatory Authority (IDRA) Bangladesh.  Other key service-related ministries 
are the Ministry of Post and Telecommunications, the Ministry of Civil Aviation and 
Tourism, the Ministry of Shipping and the Ministry of Communications for road and 
rail transport.  

Consultative and advisory bodies

There are a number of policy consultative bodies with public and private sector 
participation, which help to ensure well-coordinated policy formulation with positive 
effects on the performance of domestic and export sectors.  The bodies include 
the Import Advisory Committee and the Export Promotion Council, the National 
Committee on Export and the National Council for Industrial Development.  According 
to the Ministry of Commerce, the Export Policy 2009-12 was formulated on the basis 
of recommendations of a Consultative Committee comprising representatives from 
the main industries and trade associations, research organizations, relevant ministries 
and organizations.

There is a Social Compliance Forum for Ready Made Garments (RMG) which is 
composed of representatives from relevant ministries, entrepreneurs, associations, 
workers unions, NGOs, development partners and civil society. The Forum monitors 
progress on compliance issues in the RMG sector and provides policy advice to the 
Government. Another example of consultation is the national committee on reforms 
of commercial laws, which is represented by the private sector, trade associations and 
think tanks and was involved in preparing drafts of competition law and the Direct 
Sales Act. Also, six business promotion councils are in place under public-private 
partnership to enhance the capacity and awareness of exporters and mitigate supply 
constraints.

The Private sector

The private sector remains closely involved in the formulation of trade policy through 
its participation in advisory bodies.  The Federation of Bangladesh Chambers of 
Commerce and Industry is the apex body representing the private sector at the 
national level. Sector-specific trade associations like BGMEA (Bangladesh Garments 
Manufacturers and Exporters Association) are also included in the advisory bodies.  
Independent academic institutions such as the Centre for Policy Dialogue (CPD) 
and the Bangladesh Institute for Development Studies (BIDS) issue papers and often 
participate in trade-related policy debates.

The Private sector has also come forward with the initiative to work for development 
of business environment. To this end, Business Initiative Leading Development (BUILD) 
was established in 2011 as a joint initiative of the Dhaka Chamber of Commerce and 
Industry (DCCI), the Metropolitan Chamber of Commerce and Industry (MCCI) and 
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the SME Foundation. It aims at building an enabling environment and initiating a 
platform for Private-Public Partnership, where both the government and the private 
sector could work together to initiate research for policy reforms, identify bottlenecks 
hampering growth of private sector. The creation of BUILD emanates from the 
present government’s Vision 2021 which calls for Bangladesh to become a middle 
income country (MIC) by the year 2021. This has inspired private sector to work 
in collaboration with the government to set several priorities so that targets of the 
Vision 2021 can be achieved. The important feature of the BUILD is that the initiative 
is taken by the private sector to work jointly with the government to promote trade 
and investment. Activities of the BUILD are supervised and monitored by the Prime 
Minister’s Office.

Among various working Committees formed under BUILD, most important one is 
the Trade and Investment Working Committee (TIWC) chaired by the Commerce 
Secretary. The TIWC has identified a number of areas as its initial focuses, such as (a) 
research to identify scope for simplification and e-governance within major licensing 
processes related to trade; (b) design of a transactional web portal for the Ministry 
of Commerce through which businesses can obtain information on and apply for 
different licenses and permits issued by the Ministry and its agencies; (c) identify 
high potential sectors of investment in which Bangladesh holds a competitive 
advantage and can leverage increasing global and domestic market demand; and 
(d) give greater thrust on export and investment in order to fulfil the targets of Sixth 
Five Year Plan.

Civil society, Farmers and Consumers Organizations 

Civil society organizations, such as Farmers Organizations and Consumers Organizations 
are rarely consulted for trade policy-making. The farmers, who are mostly small scale 
operators, play very little role in the process due primarily to lack of Organization and 
the nature of their functions and operational modalities. Likewise, there are also no 
important Consumers Organization in the country.

The lone Consumers Association of Bangladesh (CAB), a non-governmental, non-
political and non-profit voluntary organization was founded in February, 1978 at the 
initiation of some dedicated residents in Dhaka who were imbued with the ideas of 
consumerism, a movement that already took shape in many advanced countries in 
Europe and America. Primarily started as a social group to protect consumers from 
commodity adulteration and artificial price-hike it has gradually widened its scope to 
establish and safeguard consumers’ rights and interests in social, economic, health 
and environmental issues. CAB was registered with the Department of Social Services, 
Government of Bangladesh vide reg. No DHA-01247 dated 14 March 1983 and with 
the NGO Affairs Bureau vide reg. No. DSS/FDO/R-197 dated 2 March 1986. CAB is 
also a full member of Consumers International. It is funded by membership fees and 
by grants from donors. CAB’s functioning is restricted to issuing periodic assessments 
reports on the price situation and costs of living. It hardly does anything of real 
value beyond this. It does not play a rallying role to mobilize the consumers in great 
number and instruct them to act in a particularly designed way in their interactions 
with the sellers and or export and import of agricultural commodities, though such 
mobilization of consumer power has proved to be the most effective against unethical 
activities of trade in other countries.

The farmers of all primary products, including tea and shrimps, sell their products to 
traders and in some cases to the processing companies, who in turns sell their final 
products to traders who are engaged in exports. The traders, however, through the 
Chamber of Commerce, to which they belong, participate in the consultative process 
of trade policy-making.
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It is recognised that, by bridging with others, farmers and their organizations are 
able to pool resources, build assets and competency and expand their market share. 
With a larger market share and with more information, small producers can modify 
transaction conditions, such as price and timing and can exert influence over other 
actors, thereby gaining market and negotiating power. With real market power, 
FOs gain creditability and are in a better position to discuss with policy makers. 
However, most Farmers Organizations (FOs) in Bangladesh are externally promoted 
by Government agencies, NGOs and projects more as a means to “deliver” activities 
and services (e.g. training, inputs) instead of autonomous, sustainable institutions 
capable of self-direction. There are currently approximately 193,282 FOs of different 
natures and only 12 of which are autonomous FOs, which are formed by the farmers 
themselves, Table 12. However, none of these play any significant role in the trade 
policy-making process7. 

Autonomously formed FOs

This type of organization is formed through the initiative of farmers themselves. Their 
aim is to defend farmers’ interests and solve their problems themselves. The survey 
found 12 organizations that were formed autonomously (with some receiving support 
at a later stage) and are registered with various government agencies. However, 
although they are registered, the information available on these organizations was 
rather limited. 

Farmers Co-operatives

Similar to FOs, farmers’ cooperatives are also poorly organized in Bangladesh. The 
Government of Bangladesh has a Cooperative Policy – 2011 (though still not approved 
as of November 2013): The policy has 6 core pillars:

1. Federating primary farmers cooperatives at the upazila level.
2. Building a strong network of cooperatives from grassroots to apex levels, through 

facilitation of institutional development.
3. Assistance, mostly to access finance, and marketing, to autonomous cooperatives 

so that they are able to compete in an open market economy and global market;
4. Assisting cooperatives in strengthening their organizational management.
5. Mobilization of communities in economically and climatically vulnerable areas 

through forming cooperatives and provision of credit and inputs.
6. Information and Communications Technology, Training, HRD, Research and 

Evaluation.

This policy emphasizes the importance of value addition by farmers’ cooperatives. 
However, for all practical purposes, farmers’ cooperatives are almost non-existent in 
Bangladesh. After independence, two systems of cooperatives were seen in practice. 
One was traditional cooperatives under the cooperative department and the other 
was a new two-tier system of cooperatives under the Integrated Rural Development 
Programme (IRDP), later institutionalized as the Bangladesh Rural Development Board 
(BRDB). By the year 1988 cooperative societies increased from 33,566 (1971) to 
124,604. BRDB registered 65,002 Krishok Samabay Samity (KSS) by the year 1995 
under its umbrella. They also registered 34,395 cooperatives of landless people in the 
same year, of which 21,554 were landless women. The Bangladesh Samabay Bank 
Ltd. (BSBL) was functioning as the central credit institution. In 1995, the value of all 

7 Two  percent (4,144) are federated at some level (union, upazila, district or nationally). 160,348 FOs are associated 
with Government extension agencies; 28,104 FOs are associated with national NGOs; and 4,819 FOs are associated 
with international NGOs.  
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assets of the co-operative in Bangladesh was Tk. 7.96 billion. Up to July 2010 the 
capital of the co-operatives stood Tk. 50 billion. At least 9 million people including 1.5 
million women are members of both active and inactive co-operatives.

Despite all of this activity during the late 1980s and 1990s, today only about 
18  000 out of about the 170,000 registered cooperative are active. At present 
the Cooperative Societies Act (passed in 2001, and amended in 2002) regulates 
the activities of cooperatives. Under the existing law the government controls the 
activities of cooperatives through its different instruments. Experts have opined that 
cooperative enterprises mobilized by people themselves, rather than external bodies 
have the potential to succeed. Despite this, the cooperative movement in Bangladesh 
has remained stymied and weak for a long time.

5.2 Trade policy-making process in practice

Trade policy in Bangladesh typically refers to five policies: (i) policies to engage in 
multilateral, regional and bilateral trading agreements, (ii) the export policy, (iii) the 
import policy, (iv) the industrial policy, and (v) the tariff policy. These five policies are 
updated on a regular basis through long-drawn processes which includes stakeholder 
consultation as described below.

As regard identification of the need for policies or policy change, it emerges from 
both external and internal factors. External factors are dictated by the country’s 
new international commitments to new trade arrangements (bilateral, regional 
or multilateral), or acceding to new international conventions/agreements. The 

Table 12: Autonomously formed FOs
Sl # Name of FO Region covered No of members Federated Remarks 

1 Adarsha Chashi Unnayan Samity Charfasson 700 -

2 Andulbaria Multipurpose 
Vegetables Seed production 
Cooperative Society Ltd

JIbon Nagar, 
Chuadanga

150 - FAO assisted

3 Bangladesh Farmers Marketing 
Group Association

4 districts of 
North Bengal 
and Gabtoli, 
Dhaka

105 1

4 Chimbuk Falchashi Bahumukhi 
Samabay Samity Ltd. (Chimbuk 
Fruit-Farmers Multipurpose 
Cooperative Association Ltd.)

Chimbuk, 
Bandarban

50 -

5 Fishery Natun Para Shutki 
Babosayee Kalyan Samity (Dry Fish 
Producers Association)

Nazirertek, 
Cox’s Bazar

111 -

6 Gadkhali Phulchashi o Phul 
Babshayi Kallyan Samity (Gadkhali 
Flower-Farmers & Traders Welfare 
Association)

Gadkhali, 
Jessore

144 -

7 Idilpur Anarosh Chashi Bahumukhi 
Samobay Samity Ltd. (Pineapple 
Producers Association)

Madhupur, 
Tangail

250 - Gold medal1

8 Kuralganchi Adarsha Samobay 
Samity

Chuadanga - Gold medal

9 Nabogonga Water Management 
Association

Chuadanga 250 - Gold medal

10 RidoyeMati O Manush Krishak 
Samobay Samity

Ishurdi, Pabna 1 000 - 4 ideal farmers2

11 Savar Kumar Khoda Phulchashi 
Bahumukhi Samabay Samity Ltd. 
(Savar Kumar Khoda Flower-
farmers Multipurpose Cooperative 
Association Ltd.)

Savar 92 -

12 Shurjamukhi Mahila Samity 
(Sunflower Women Association)

Laimipara, 
Bandarban

54 -
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internal factors are changing domestic policy environment which calls for aligning or 
mainstreaming trade policies with other emerging national policies and development 
objectives. Policy changes also take place in response to legitimate demands of the 
stakeholders.

Process for engaging in International, Regional and Bilateral Agreements

The Ministry of Commerce (MoC) is responsible for conducting all the negotiations 
that lead to multilateral, regional and bilateral trade agreements. The WTO 
Cell within the MoC is responsible for preparing the negotiating positions and 
conducting the actual negotiations at the WTO. With regard to all the major issues 
that concerns the interest of Bangladesh, such as the Agriculture, NAMA, Services 
negotiations, the LDC waiver in TRIPS and Services, the LDC rules of origin, the 
Duty Free Quota Free access for LDCs, Aid for Trade etc., the WTO Cell prepares 
its negotiating position through conducting stakeholder consultation in the form 
of inter-ministerial meetings. As the negotiations at the WTO moves quickly, such 
consultation meetings are often hurriedly called, and very little time is taken to 
prepare country positions.

The stakeholders consulted in this regard are the relevant government departments, 
such as the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, National Board of Revenue, the Ministry of 
Industries, Ministry of Agriculture, Ministry of Shipping, Ministry of Food, Ministry of 
Telecommunications, Ministry of Civil Aviation and Tourism, Economic Relations Division, 
Bangladesh Tariff Commission, Bangladesh Bank etc. The private stakeholders include 
the chamber bodies, such as Federation of Bangladesh Chambers of Commerce and 
Industries (FBCCI), Metropolitan Chamber of Commerce and Industries (MCCI), and 
Dhaka Chamber of Commerce and Industries (DCCI). It also includes the trading and 
business associations, such as the Bangladesh Garments Manufacturers and Exporters 
Association (BGMEA), Bangladesh Knitwear Manufacturers and Exporters Association 
(BKMEA) etc. The think tanks invited in these consultations are Bangladesh Institute of 
Development Studies (BIDS), Centre for Policy Dialogue (CPD), Bangladesh Enterprise 
Institute (BEI), and Bangladesh Foreign Trade Institute (BFTI).

With regard to conducting regional and bilateral trade negotiations and the 
comprehensive FTA negotiations, the FTA wing of the MoC is responsible and it takes 
resort to more rigorous stakeholder analysis and consultations. In the preparatory 
and analytical phase, Bangladesh Tariff Commission and BFTI play an important role 
through conducting the feasibility studies. Once the probable gains of Bangladesh are 
identified, the MoC prepares the draft of the Negotiation Template. 

The draft Negotiation Template is then shared with the relevant stakeholders in both 
the   government and private sectors. After receiving their initial feedbacks, the MoC 
holds inter-ministerial consultation meetings where all those stakeholders participate. 
The stakeholders consulted in this regard are the relevant government departments, 
such as the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, National Board of Revenue, the Ministry of 
Industries, Ministry of Agriculture, Ministry of Shipping, Ministry of Food, Ministry of 
Telecommunications, Ministry of Civil Aviation and Tourism, Economic Relations Division, 
Bangladesh Tariff Commission, Bangladesh Bank etc. The private stakeholders include 
the chamber bodies, such as Federation of Bangladesh Chambers of Commerce and 
Industries (FBCCI), Metropolitan Chamber of Commerce and Industries (MCCI), and 
Dhaka Chamber of Commerce and Industries (DCCI). It also includes the trading and 
business associations, such as the Bangladesh Garments Manufacturers and Exporters 
Association (BGMEA), Bangladesh Knitwear Manufacturers and Exporters Association 
(BKMEA) etc. The think tanks invited in these consultations are Bangladesh Institute of 
Development Studies (BIDS), Centre for Policy Dialogue (CPD), Bangladesh Enterprise 
Institute (BEI), and Bangladesh Foreign Trade Institute (BFTI).
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Once the Negotiation Templates are finalized, Bangladesh takes part in the regional or 
bilateral trade negotiations. In order to effectively participate in the negotiations, the 
MoC constitutes inter-ministerial working groups comprising representatives from the 
key stakeholders, such as the NBR, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Ministry of Industries, 
and Bangladesh Tariff Commission. These working groups take part in the actual 
negotiations. Progress made during such regional or bilateral negotiations are again 
corroborated and validated by the relevant stakeholders, by holding inter-ministerial 
meetings inviting all the relevant stakeholders on an as and when required basis.

Once the negotiations produces concrete results in the form trade agreements, the 
MoC again conducts stakeholders’ consultation. After the draft agreements is placed 
before the Cabinet for final approval. Once the Cabinet approves the draft trade 
agreements, Bangladesh becomes a signatory to the agreements.  

Process in Making the Import Policy

All the policies, rules and regulations that exist in Bangladesh with respect to import 
of products into the country are coordinated and regulated through the Import Policy 
Order (IPO). The IPO usually remains valid for a period of three years, and the process 
for its updating begins in earnest after every three years so that the import policy 
can effectively accommodate and adjust itself with the important changes in both 
domestic and international trading environments. The previous IPO, known as the 
Import Policy Order, 2009-2012, was valid until December 2012. It has been replaced 
by the current IPO, known as the Import Policy Order, 2012-2015, and the new IPO 
will remain valid until 30 June, 2015.  

The MoC has the responsibility of conducting the process of formulating new import 
policy measures and updating the existing ones. It has a detailed Plan of Work for 
conducting this. The process of the introduction of a new IPO begins long before 
the expiry of existing one. About six months prior to the expiry of the IPO in force, 
the MoC starts the updating process through sending letters to all the relevant 
stakeholders. The stakeholders comprise both the government and private sectors, 
and they are requested to provide their valuable opinions/comments on the issues of 
import policies. For example, the relevant government ministries are asked to provide 
information/opinion/comments on the issues, such as:

a. How to improve the existing import policy measures. 
b. What problems they face with regard to implementation of particular policies.
c. Whether they want to make revisions or amendments to particular policies, and
d. Whether they want to incorporate any new policy measure etc.

On the other hand, the MoC also gives importance to receiving necessary inputs 
from the private sector stakeholders while updating the IPO. These stakeholders are 
requested to provide their opinion/comments on the following matters: 

a. Whether any of the existing import policy measures have any constraining influence 
on the private sector.

b. How these policy measures, which affect their business, can be improved.
c. Whether there is any need to bring change in a particular policy measure. and
d. If there is any need to introduce a new policy measures etc.

The stakeholders from the public sector include all the government ministries/
divisions/ departments. The main stakeholders in this category include National 
Board of Revenue, Ministry of Industries, Ministry of Shipping, Ministry of 
Agriculture, Ministry of Food, Ministry of Finance, Banking Division, Bangladesh 
Bank, Board of Investment, Bangladesh Standards and Testing Institute, Bangladesh 
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Atomic Energy Commission, Plant and Quarantine Department, Bangladesh Tariff 
Commission, etc. 

On the other hand, the private stakeholders include the chamber bodies, such as 
FBCCI, MCCI, DCCI, Chittagong Chamber of Commerce and Industries (CCCI), and 
all other district-level Chambers of Commerce and Industries. It also includes the 
trading and business associations, such as the BGMEA, BKMEA etc. Such private 
sector stakeholders also include the private think tanks, such as BIDS, CPD, and BEI. 
The civil society organizations, such as Consumer Association of Bangladesh (CAB), 
are also consulted.

After receiving comments from the stakeholders, the MoC, in close cooperation 
and assistance from the Office of the Chief Controller of Imports and Exports 
(CCI&E), holds a series of inter-ministerial consultation meetings with all the relevant 
stakeholders, including those who have not submitted any opinion/comments. These 
meetings are presided over by Additional Secretary/Joint Secretary who is in-charge 
of the IIT wing of the MoC. During such consultations, the proposals for changes, 
including the cross-cutting ones, are discussed and debated. 

Once the draft is reviewed and revised through such consultations, the MoC prepares 
a preliminary draft of the changes to be brought about in the existing IPO. This draft 
is then finalized through an inter-ministerial meeting of all the relevant stakeholders. 
This meeting is presided over by the Commerce Secretary. The finalized draft is again 
circulated to the stakeholders for further comments. It is also posted at the MoC 
website so that the general public can have the opportunity to provide their valuable 
comments on the draft of the proposed IPO.

After a certain time interval, such as fifteen days, the MoC makes a check whether 
there are any new proposals or any objections to the proposed changes. It reviews 
and compiles all the new responses, and then holds the meeting of Consultative 
Committee, which is chaired by the Commerce Minister. The Consultative Committee 
is broad-based committee involving all the relevant stakeholders. On the basis of the 
outcome of the Consultative Committee meeting, the MoC finalizes the draft of the 
new IPO.

Once the draft of the proposed IPO is finalized, it goes to the Cabinet Committee 
on Economic Affairs which is the final approval authority for this purpose. After 
the Cabinet Committee on Economic Affairs approves the draft, the vetting of the 
Legislative Drafting Division of the Ministry of Law, Justice and Parliamentary Affairs is 
taken and accordingly, the new IPO comes into force through issuance of a Statutory 
Regulatory Order (SRO). 

Process in Making the Export Policy:

While the IPO is legally binding upon all concerned as it comes into force through an 
SRO, the same is not true in the case of Export Policy (EP) or the Industrial Policy (IP). 
Accordingly, both the EP and the IP are meant to provide general policy guidelines 
about what to be done in the area of exports and of industrialization respectively.

The policies that exist in Bangladesh with respect to export of products into the 
country, the issues that relate to export promotion, market expansion, product 
diversification etc. are compiled and incorporated into the Export Policy. Like the IPO, 
the EP also remains valid for a period of three years, and the process for its updating 
begins in earnest well ahead the expiry of the existing one so that the export trade 
policy can effectively accommodate and adjust itself with the important changes in 
both domestic and international trading environments. The previous EP, known as 
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the Export Policy, 2009-2012, was valid until June 2012. It has been replaced by the 
current EP, known as the Export Policy, 2012-2015, and the new EP will remain valid 
until June, 2015.  

As in the case of the IPO, the MoC is responsible for conducting the process of 
formulating new export policy measures and updating the existing ones. It has a 
detailed Plan of Work for conducting this. Similar to the case of the IPO, the process of 
the introduction of a new EP begins long before the expiry of existing one. About four 
months prior to the expiry of the EP in force, the MoC instructs the Export Promotion 
Bureau (EPB) to start preparing a preliminary draft for the new EO. The EPB starts 
the process through sending letters to all the relevant stakeholders. The stakeholders 
comprise both the government and private sectors, and they are requested to provide 
their valuable opinions/comments on the issues pertinent to exports. For example, 
the relevant government ministries/divisions/departments/offices are asked to provide 
information/opinion/comments on the issues, such as:

a. How to improve the existing export policy measures. 
b. What problems they face with regard to implementation of particular policies.
c. Whether they want to make revisions or amendments to particular policies, and
d. Whether they want to incorporate any new policy measure etc.

On the other hand, the MoC also gives importance to receiving necessary inputs 
from the private sector stakeholders while updating the EP. These stakeholders are 
requested to provide their opinion/comments on the following matters: 

a. Whether any of the existing export policy measures have any constraining influence 
on the private sector.

b. How these policy measures, which affect their business, can be improved.
c. What are the lacunae in the existing EP, and
d. If there is any need to introduce a new policy measures etc.

The stakeholders from the public sector include all the government ministries/
divisions/ departments. The main stakeholders in this category include those 
that are highlighted above in the case of IPO. On the other hand, the private 
stakeholders include all the chamber bodies, the trading and business associations, 
the private think tanks, the civil society organizations as has been highlighted in 
the case of IPO.

After receiving comments from the stakeholders, the EPB prepares a preliminary 
draft and sends it to the MoC. The MoC in close cooperation and assistance from 
the EPB holds a series of inter-ministerial consultation meetings with all the relevant 
stakeholders, including those who have not submitted any opinion/comments. These 
meetings are presided over by Additional Secretary/Joint Secretary who is in-charge of 
the Export wing of the MoC. During such consultations, the proposals for changes, 
including the cross-cutting ones, are discussed and debated. 

Once the draft is reviewed and revised through such consultations, the MoC prepares 
a preliminary draft of the changes to be brought about in the existing EP. This draft 
is then finalized through an inter-ministerial meeting of all the relevant stakeholders. 
This meeting is presided over by the Commerce Secretary. The finalized draft is again 
circulated to the stakeholders for further comments. It is also posted at the MoC 
website so that the general public can have the opportunity to provide their valuable 
comments on the draft of the proposed EP.

Similar to the procedure followed in the case of updating the IPO, the MoC, after a 
certain time interval, reviews and compiles all the new responses, and then holds the 
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meeting of Consultative Committee, which is chaired by the Commerce Minister. The 
Consultative Committee for updating the EP is equally broad-based involving all the 
relevant stakeholders. On the basis of the outcome of the Consultative Committee 
meeting, the MoC finalizes the draft of the new EP. With approval from the Commerce 
Minister, the new EP comes into force.

Process in making the industrial policy:

Like the Export Policy, the Industrial Policy is also not legally binding, as it does not 
come into force through an SRO. Therefore, it is meant to provide general policy 
guidelines about what to be done in the area of industrialization and related policies.

The policies that exist in Bangladesh with respect to industrialization, investment 
incentives, direct foreign investment, technology transfer etc. are compiled and 
incorporated into the Industrial Policy. While the IPO and the EP remains valid for a 
period of three years, and periodic updates are made after the expiry of that time, it 
is not the case with the IP. The history of updates of the IP over the years reveals that 
since the early 1990s, it had been updated in 1999, 2005 and 2010, reflecting that 
there is no fixed term for such update. The reason could be that with the adoption by 
the Government of Bangladesh of the policy of export-led industrialization strategy 
which accompanied significant trade and economic liberalization and elimination 
of protection to domestic industries, the appeal for industrial policy has also been 
gradually reduced.   

The Ministry of Industries has the responsibility of conducting the process of 
formulating new industrial policy measures and updating the existing ones. While 
conducting the process for updating the existing IP, the Ministry of Industries follows 
the same procedure as has been described above in the case of updating both the 
IPO and the EP. Similar to the EP, the IP does not require the approval of the Cabinet 
Committee on Economic Affairs, and it becomes effective after the approval of the 
draft by the Industries Minister.

Process in making the tariff policy:

As discussed earlier, the Tariff Policy remains under the domain of National Board 
of Revenue (NBR), which regularly formulates new tariff and customs policies and 
updates the existing policies at the beginning of every financial year during the annual 
revenue budget process. After the end of the budget process, the new and updated 
tariff and customs policies become effective on July 1 through the Finance Act and 
related SROs. 

As it is done every year, the NBR has devised a detailed and fairly routinized Plan of 
Work. The process for revenue budget preparation begins in early February with the 
NBR sending letters to all the government ministries, the subordinate offices under the 
NBR and private sector stakeholders requesting for their opinions/comments/inputs 
which could be incorporated in the tariff and customs policies for the next financial year. 
The subordinate field offices of the NBR submit their inputs in writing. The NBR 
often consults them in order to get clarification of their budgetary proposals. The 
other government ministries and the private sector stakeholders also submit their 
proposals or inputs. However, the NBR has recently developed a new mechanism of 
receiving inputs from the private sector. It has categorized all the private sector trade 
and chamber bodies, trading business associations into more than 20 clusters or 
groups based on their interests, such as agricultural, fisheries, ready-made garments, 
plastics, transport and vehicles, SMEs, leather, ICT, light engineering, customs bond 
etc. These meeting are held throughout the month of March and in early April, and 
the relevant government departments/divisions and the think tanks are also invited 
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in these clustered consultation meetings. All these consultation meetings are chaired 
by Chairman, NBR, who is also Secretary, Internal Resources Division, and as all the 
senior officials of the NBR also attend these meetings, the stakeholders get the unique 
opportunity to explain their proposals in a detailed and elaborative fashion. 

The main stakeholders from the public sector include Ministry of Commerce, 
Ministry of Industries, Ministry of Shipping, Ministry of Agriculture, Ministry of Food, 
Bangladesh Bank, Board of Investment, Bangladesh Tariff Commission etc. However, 
in the case of tariff and customs policies, except Bangladesh Tariff Commission 
that recommends appropriate tariff and import measures to the NBR, the other 
government departments offer very little input. 

However, it is the private sector that plays an important role in terms of providing 
inputs and proposals relating to customs and trade tax policies. As their interests 
are critically affected by the customs and taxation policies, they provide numerous 
proposals every year during the budget, and try to make sincere efforts to make 
sure that their interests are not affected by the new policies. The private sector 
stakeholders include the chamber bodies, such as FBCCI, MCCI, DCCI, CCCI, and 
all other district-level Chambers of Commerce and Industries. It also includes all 
the trading and business associations, such as the BGMEA, BKMEA, Bangladesh 
Frozen Foods Exporters Association, Bangladesh Finished Leather and Leather goods 
Exporters Association, Bangladesh Reconditioned Vehicles Importers and Distributors 
Association etc. to name a few. Private think tanks which attend the meetings and 
also offer inputs include BIDS, CPD, and BEI etc.

After completing these clustered meetings with the stakeholders, the NBR compiles all 
the proposals and inputs from the stakeholders and those inputs from the subordinate 
field offices. Then, it goes to the Consultative Group. In NBR, there are three such 
Consultative Groups, which deal with income tax, indirect tax (VAT) and customs 
and tariff related proposals and inputs. The Customs and Tariff Consultative Group 
comprises Member (Customs Policy), First and Second Secretaries (Customs Policy) 
from the NBR and three senior officials from FBCCI. This Group meets for several 
days, and after careful scrutiny and elaborate discussions, shorten the list of proposals 
dropping the unnecessary, irrelevant and duplicate proposals.

After revising the list of proposals through the Consultative Group, the proposals are 
discussed at the broad-based Consultative Meeting chaired by the Finance Minister 
and organized jointly by the NBR and FBCCI. The Meeting is usually held in May. After 
that, the NBR finalizes the list through consultation with the Finance Minister. The 
finalized proposals for incorporation in the new tariff and customs policies are then 
placed to the Cabinet for approval.

Once the Cabinet approves the proposals, these are placed to the National Parliament in 
the form of a Finance Bill in the first week of June. After deliberations and discussions 
at the Parliament, these come into force in the form of Finance Act and SROs.  

A schematic diagram on the interaction of the different institutes and advisory bodies 
for policy-making is given overleaf: 

6. STAKEHOLDERS IN TRADE POLICY-MAKING PROCESS IN BANGLADESH

6.1 The trade policy-making process as viewed by the stakeholders

As revealed from the above discussion, the corporate private sectors are actively 
involved in trade policy-making process through its participation in advisory bodies.  
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The Federation of Bangladesh Chambers of Commerce and Industry  (FBCCI),  Dhaka 
Chamber of Commerce and Industry,  and industry specific association such as 
(Bangladesh Garments Manufacturers and Exporters Association (BGMEA), Leather, 
Jute and Textile Associations are all engaged as standing committee members at the 
preliminary stages of the policy-making process. Chambers and associations routinely 
engage the MoC, Ministry of Industries, EPB, and the NBR on regulatory and other 
business-related issues. FBCCI is the only private sector body which is consulted in 
every stage of policy formulation from policy initiation to drafting and vetting. It is the 
apex body representing the private sector at the national level. 

These large chambers and associations and also the industry specific trade bodies have 
strong leverage on political powerhouse of the country, especially due to the fact that 
a large number of member of parliaments are also the member of these bodies. The 
contribution of the large businessmen to election campaign finance is another source 
of their greater influence on the policy domain. As a result, some industries are argued 
to get undue favour at the cost of other small businesses. This has been identified by 
the non-state stakeholders as the major drawback of trade policy, especially the tariff 
policy of Bangladesh. 

Lack of participation by the FOs is a major weakness of the trade policy-making 
process in the country. One of the major thrusts of the export policy is to diversify 
export basket by providing additional incentives for small and unconventional 
industries to grow and export. However, the small industries which have very small 
share in total export volume and the producers of primary products, who are often 
small farmers, are severely marginalized. Stakeholders reported that often they are 
not invited in the consultation process and even if they are consulted, their voices are 
hardly paid attention to. 

Independent academic institutions such as the Centre for Policy Dialogue (CPD), 
Bangladesh Institute of Development Studies (BIDS), Policy Research Institute (PRI) 
issue papers and often participate in trade-related policy debates. However, they 
are often not part of the consultative process and only participate as and when 
requested.
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The lack of transparent and inclusive structures for consultation can be further 
highlighted from two perspectives. First, the FBCCI secretariat, with its small research 
staff (currently comprising two staff with MBAs, two with BAs, and the support of a 
relatively senior associate in economics) and limited budget, is expected to make an 
effective contribution to the 50 or so different public sector forums that it is engaged 
in every year. Given the FBCCI’s prominence in consultative committees and standing 
committees on key sectors of trade, a lack of research capacity needed to support 
private sector interests has undermined the effectiveness of its inputs. 

Second, often the interests of only a handful of selected sectors are represented. The 
BGMEA, BKMEA, Jute and Textile Association, and Leather Producers Association 
together exert undue influence on trade policy. This enables them to benefit from 
the most favourable incentive regime, which creates sizable bias across sectors. 
Small traders and producers are often marginalized because they have few resources 
to analyse and respond to such issues in a timely manner. Moreover, few, if any, 
representatives from other sectors of the economy that will be affected by trade policy 
are consulted, including consumers, labour, and service industries. This contributes 
to a policy-making environment that is heavily skewed toward the large, established 
industries, which can lead to policies that are not in the best interests of Bangladesh. 
This is partly a historical legacy of the import-substitution model that characterizes 
many developing countries, whereby businesses in only a few sectors hold sway and 
the interests of the broader constituency of consumers, labour, and civil society are 
marginalized.

In order to ascertain the views of the different stakeholders on the policy-making 
process several stake holders were interviewed. The findings are grouped below 
according to the most frequently given responses and by the stakeholder group. 

Non-state stakeholders, primarily CSO/NGOs expressed three broad views: These are:

1. Bangladesh is yet to establish features of good governance and democratic policy-
making regime. Rather favoritism, patron-clientelism and lobbying (popularly 
called Tadbir) are very much parts and parcel of the governance and policy-making 
process. 

2. The process of policy-making is an internal affair of the Government. Government 
tries to show that it involves stakeholders. However this is more lip service rather 
than genuine intent but this does not mean that the policy framed by government 
is anti-social or anti-poor. But it is not in the culture, even among educated people, 
to engage in a participatory process.’

3. Actually the policy makers are the bureaucrats. The policy-making authority is the 
ministry. The initial idea comes to the Ministry and it is then handed down from 
Minister to Secretary to joint secretary to assistant secretary and then a brief is made.

In all the interviews with the public sector actors, the response was clear that policy-
making in Bangladesh is done at the senior levels. It is a top-down approach. In an 
in-depth interview, one of the government official said, ‘The policy comes from a very 
top level and it is a very centralized system. We have operational plans that we revise 
from time to time, but more often than not, it’s a ‘cut [and] paste job’, without any 
real inputs.’ In itself, of course, the existence of the top-down approach to policy-
making does not necessarily rule out the scope for research to influence policy. It 
depends on to whom the people at the top making the policy turn to for advice.

Among the interview responses there was quick consensus that ultimately the decision 
to approve policies rests within the highest level of the government. Policy-making 
is done by committee. There are technical groups for strategic design that includes a 
broader array of experts in different areas. 
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As regard identification of need for policy change and how the policy is made, almost 
all the respondents had the same opinion. ‘No particular person influences how policy 
is made, as a whole there is discussion and the steering committees may not always 
know how the issue was brought to the surface. However, the main policy makers on 
any topic are ultimately the Minister for Commerce and Finance and the respective 
Secretaries. They are the ones who form the committees and the consultative process.

6.2 Challenges facing the stakeholders for effective participation in the policy-
making process

Based on surveys conducted in the country, the following has emerged as the 
challenges faced by each of the groups of stakeholders:

Ministries responsible for trade policy-making

Ministries responsible for trade policy-making and implementation face two constraints, 
mostly related to their capacity. One is a general lack of capacity and technical human 
resources to effectively deal with all issues related to trade policy including due to 
the diversity and evolving nature of the issues. The other – of direct relevance to the 
inclusiveness issue – is the lack of adequate financial and human resources to ensure 
regular functioning of consultative mechanisms. These ministries have the primary 
responsibility to administer the formal consultative mechanisms on trade policy but 
do not have dedicated human resources or the financial means to do that. Two other 
key constraints emerging from the study include: inadequate co-ordination within 
the ministry (for example, between sections dealing with multilateral, regional, and 
domestic trade issues) as well as with other relevant government ministries and 
agencies; and changes in government/ restructuring of ministries that does not allow 
continuity of policies, practices, and processes.

Other relevant government ministries and agencies

General lack of capacity and technical human resources well versed in trade issues 
was identified as great weakness in all relevant government ministries and agencies. 
The problem is further compounded by a lack of interest among the staff in these 
ministries/agencies assigned to deal with trade issues, which is always in addition to 
their primary responsibilities. Trade is not the primary mandate of these ministries/
agencies and staff performance is normally assessed as against the delivery on 
issues related to the primary mandate. In addition, the lack of co-ordination among 
governmental machinery is a problem faced by all. A specific manifestation of that is 
the lack of regular and timely information flow on trade issues to all concerned.

Private sector

The private sector often has limited technical understanding of trade issues, and 
even more limited advocacy capacities. Moreover, the tight timeliness to provide 
feedback on trade issues as solicited by the government make it very difficult for the 
private sector to respond with well-thought out concrete suggestions. In Bangladesh, 
participation of the private sector is mostly through their umbrella organizations – for 
example, chamber of commerce and industry, association of manufacturers, etc. While 
this is probably the only efficient way to organise consultations with the private sector 
as the government cannot approach all the individual firms and entrepreneurs, it also 
requires that the private sector umbrella organizations are able to present suggestions 
that balance the interests of their members, who include traders, manufacturers and 
exporters, among others. This is a difficult and time-intensive exercise, and it has 
been pointed out that the positions as presented by large private sector umbrella 
organizations are often influenced by their more powerful members. Moreover, 
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smaller business associations have less opportunities and the informal sector is not 
represented in formal consultative mechanisms.

Civil society organizations (CSOs)

Like all the other groups of stakeholders, CSOs including the FOs too face the 
challenge of limited technical and human capacities to deal with complex and evolving 
issues related to trade. This capacity constraint is even more evident in relation to 
robust, research-based advocacy. Moreover, CSO and FOs dependence on funding 
from donors, who may change their priorities, means that civil society organizations 
are unable to maintain sustained engagement in, and retain the knowledge and 
expertise gained on trade issues. There are also some constraints that are specific to 
the CSOs. First, some CSO positions have been quite at variance with those of their 
governments. These tensions with government have led to a certain amount of mutual 
mistrust. Second, other groups of stakeholders also question representativeness and 
mandate of the CSOs, as unlike any other group of stakeholders, CSOs do not have 
formal mandates from any constituency. 

6.3 Improving stakeholders’ participation in trade policy-making: Some 
suggestions

Stakeholder participation in trade policy-making in Bangladesh has improved over 
time, and all stakeholders have made efforts towards this end. However, many 
challenges still remain. These require further and sustained efforts by all concerned. 
The following suggestions summarises the feedback from, and suggestions by, various 
stakeholders in the country. 

Building knowledge and expertise of all stakeholders on priority trade issues 

Many stakeholders, often with the help of development partners, have acquired 
useful knowledge and expertise on many trade-related issues. However, given the 
complex and evolving nature of the issues involved, important knowledge gaps still 
exist in all the four groups of stakeholders. Ministries responsible for trade could be 
provided the resources to build capacity of their own staff and representatives of other 
stakeholders on selected trade issues deserving priority. 

Improving regular information flow on trade issues to key stakeholders 

To improve general understanding and the quality of participation by stakeholders in 
consultations on trade issues, regular information flow to main groups of stakeholders 
on important trade issues and international trade negotiations should be ensured. 
The primary responsibility for this lies with the ministries responsible for trade, which 
should institute mechanisms including those based on information technology for this 
purpose.

Rationalization and strengthening of consultative mechanisms 

The Government of Bangladesh, through the ministries responsible for trade and 
in consultation with other groups of stakeholders, should consider rationalising 
the mandates and number of consultative mechanisms so that while the number 
is reduced where possible, their mandates are broadened to cover all trade issues. 
It is also desirable to vest the consultative mechanisms with legal powers to advise 
the government on selected trade issues. This will go a long way in establishing the 
credibility of the consultative mechanisms. Moreover, ministries responsible for trade 
need to be provided with adequate human and financial resources to ensure regular 
functioning of the consultative mechanisms.
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Improving co-ordination among relevant government ministries and agencies 
including through clear mandates and assigning of responsibilities

The Government of Bangladesh, through the ministries responsible for trade as 
well as ministries/agencies responsible for overall development planning, could take 
steps to improve regular two-way information flow and feedback between the 
ministries responsible for trade, on the one hand, and other relevant ministries and 
agencies, on the other hand. This may require improving the rules of procedure, 
current inter-ministerial co-ordination mechanisms, and provision of human and 
financial resources. It will also be important to assign clear responsibilities with 
accountability mechanisms on trade-related issues in ministries/agencies whose 
primary mandate is not trade.

Improving the participation opportunities for CSOs and FOs

It will be fair to accord as much as possible opportunities to all groups of stakeholders, 
including the CSOs and the FOs. The, CSOs and the FOs should be accorded similar 
access to various consultative mechanisms as is given to the private sector, particularly 
the Chamber of Commerce and the trade bodies. The list of potential FOs which could 
be included for stakeholder discussions for trade policy-making process is given in 
Annex-6.

Balanced representation of members’ interests by private sector umbrella 
Organizations

The private sector umbrella organizations need to make more effort to ensure that 
there is better two-way information and feedback flow between them on the one 
hand and the constituencies they represent on the other. Moreover, the apex umbrella 
organizations need to strengthen their relationship with other smaller private sector 
and business associations, particularly those dealing with or representing small and 
medium enterprises (SMEs) and the informal sector. Government, too, could consider 
enlarging the membership of consultative mechanisms by bringing in representatives 
of SMEs and smaller business organizations.

Strengthening the culture of dialogue and inclusiveness 

Finally, no improvement in capacity, co-ordination, mandates or procedures will 
have a lasting impact in the absence of a culture of dialogue and inclusiveness. It 
is inevitable in a market-based democratic society that different stakeholders will, 
more often than not, have different agendas and interests. But this should not 
hinder their working together to better understand each other and find common 
ground where possible. For example, the private sector and CSOs can attempt to 
identify issues where they share common concerns. Similarly, the governmental 
and non-governmental stakeholders, despite the differences in their roles and 
perceptions, need not view each other as adversaries. Consultative mechanisms 
can work much better when there is a spirit of constructive dialogue among all 
stakeholders. A culture that is based on a sense of common destiny and importance 
of inclusiveness is taking roots in Bangladesh, as evidenced by the frequency and 
maturity of interaction among various groups of stakeholders. This needs to be 
nurtured by all groups of stakeholders. Such a culture of dialogue and inclusiveness 
will be the best guarantee for long-term success and sustainability of inclusive and 
participatory trade policy-making processes. This will also ensure that trade plays its 
positive role for development and poverty reduction.
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7. INCLUSIVE GROWTH AND DEVELOPMENT ORIENTED TRADE POLICY- 
MAKING IN BANGLADESH

7.1 An inclusive growth and development oriented trade policy process – the 
weaknesses in the process in Bangladesh 

An inclusive growth and development oriented trade policy, in general, should ensure 
that:

•	 Policy-making process starts with consensus on a national vision and strategic 
direction of trade policy reform that is aligned with the country’s broader economic 
development objectives as laid out in Vision 2021 and the Sixth Five-Year Plan. The 
objective of such an agenda is to create a unified framework for the development 
of trade-related policies that balances the interests of all key stakeholders (including 
the often-forgotten consumer). 

•	 Trade policies encompass a much broader agenda, including both the direct and 
indirect ways in which trade and trade-related policies affect welfare. This requires 
recognition of the need for consensus on national interests and the role of trade in 
meeting the broad economic objectives of growth, exports, and poverty reduction, 
and

•	 It is linked with country’s international commitments and help guide future 
positions on international negotiations. 

The preceding discussions highlighted a number of weaknesses in the existing 
institutional framework for trade policy in Bangladesh. These have contributed to 
the fragmented trade policy framework and conflicting roles and responsibilities. The 
main weaknesses can be summarized as follows:

•	 Policy-making is carried out through a number of government institutions in a 
piecemeal fashion, blurring the lines of responsibility. 

•	 Stakeholder consultation is weak in terms transparency and accountability, as the 
policy-making process is largely captured by special interests. 

•	 An active dialogue with representatives of civil society such as labour, households, 
consumers and farmers organizations (FOs) is either nascent or absent in 
Bangladesh. 

•	 Both public and private institutions that are intimately engaged in trade policy 
formulation and implementation lack the capacity to analyze and respond to such 
issues in a timely manner. 

Addressing the weaknesses in Bangladesh’s trade policy formulation system would 
entail the following actions:

a.  Strengthening policy framework and capacity building support to CSOs, 
particularly Farmers Organizations (FOs) and Cooperatives for effective 
participation in the trade policy-making process 

Farmers Organizations

The weakest link in the process for inclusive trade policy-making in Bangladesh is 
the absence of participation of the Farmers organizations (FOs). There are a variety 
of policies that place emphasis on farmers’ organizations (or groups, as they are 
commonly referred to in the policies). By and large, these policies address the needs of 
FOs. However, though the roles and needs of FOs are recognized in policy, this tends 
to not be adequately translated into practice. For example, the National Agricultural 
Policy document states in Section 19, page 20: “Agriculture Committees are to be 
formed at different administrative levels. One representative from a FO is to be 
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included as a member in the agriculture committees at each level. These committees 
are to identify and assess agriculture-related problems and develop solutions in a 
participatory manner”.  However, though agricultural committees do exist on paper, 
most of them are not functional. 

In addition, though encouraged by the draft National Agricultural Extension Policy 
(2012), registration of farmers’ organizations or producers’ organizations is still a 
tedious procedure. This is because it is not decentralized, meaning that approval from 
Dhaka is required for each application. Further, there are many steps, including, in 
some cases, verification from National Security Intelligence, which makes the process 
quite lengthy. 

There are three organizations in Bangladesh responsible for registration of organizations. 
Different registration bodies handle different types of organizations, varying from 
cooperatives and business ventures to social welfare organizations. These are:

1. The Department of Social Services: the legal body responsible for registering Non-
Profit Social Welfare Organizations.

2. The Office of the Registrar of Joint Stock Companies and Firms (RJSC): the office 
provides two types of registration under the companies and societies act.

3. The Department of Cooperatives: the DoC gives registration to common interest 
groups using a cooperative model.

Table 13 summarizes the key features of the 3 registration authorities, as well as their 
procedures:

These 3 registration agencies are responsible for registration and the insurance of 
lawful administration among social, voluntary, or for-profit organizations. However, 
post-registration activities, like monitoring of activities or audit by these three agencies 
are not their responsibilities. That said, being registered with one of these three 
agencies provides an organization with a legal shape, as well as access to government 
assistance, such as social safety nets, vulnerable group feeding, tree plantation, and 
cash/food for work. An organization must determine which of the three types of 
registration best fits its nature. It was found that besides the Department of Social 
Services (DSS), the other types of registration authorities emphasize the general 
committee as an independent decision maker over the executive committee. Whereas, 
organizations registered with DSS are by and large controlled by the government. 
Thus for the purpose of developing sustainable, autonomous farmers’ organizations, 
the Society Registration Act (1860) and the Cooperative Society Ordinance (1984) 
seem more appropriate, as they allow the participation of members in changing the 
constitution, leadership or the making of any other decisions for the betterment of 
their organization.

A further constraint to the successful development of sustainable FOs is their lack of 
capacity. Developing the capacities of farmers’ organizations so that they can become 
active players in trade policy-making process requires innovation and new ways of 
thinking and partnerships with a number of other stakeholders: government staff and 
departments, politicians, CSOs, NGOs, academia and the media. 

Therefore, it is important that policies related to FOs are better implemented, the 
registration process streamlined and provision for capacity development support in 
trade related issues is introduced.

A concrete way to strengthen the voice of farmers’ organizations and civil society in 
trade policy-making is to ensure that FOs that truly represent farmers participate in 
policy-making process of the  Government, particular in the steering Committees and 
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the consultative process. This would be a good means to strengthen FOs’ knowledge 
and understanding of trade policies and also to strengthen their capacity to participate 
in the formulation of inclusive trade policies through insight from the stakeholders. 
Federating and empowering FOs is an important preparatory step to ensure their 
legitimacy to represent a large number of small-scale FOs. A first step could be to 
organize a series of information sharing and consultation meetings between the 

Table 13: Features of registration agencies
Features Registration agencies

Department of 
Social Services (DSS)

Office of the Registrar of Joint Stock 
Companies and Firms (RJSC)

Department of 
Cooperatives (DoC)

Founding Act Voluntary Social 
Organization - 1961 

The Society 
Registration Act – 
1860

The Companies Act –  
1994

Cooperative Society 
Ordinance-1984

Nature of 
organizations 
eligible for 
registration

Non-profit 
voluntary 
organization

Non-profit voluntary 
organization

For-profit 
organization

For-profit 
organization

Documents 
required for 
registration

Constitution and 
Application for 
Registration

Memorandum of 
Association and Rules 
& Regulations

Memorandum of 
Association and Rules 
& Regulations

• Five different 
notes needs to 
be submitted, 
regarding:

   a) Share

   b) Savings

   c) Book of accounts

   d) Resolution

   e) List of board of  
      directors

• By-laws 

• Minimum share 
value is Tk.20,000 
(US$245)

Place of 
registration/
office

All districts Dhaka, Chittagong, Rajshahi and Khulna All districts

Internal and 
external control 
measures

• Prior permission 
from DSS needed 
to change 
constitution

• Government has 
the power to 
abolish the FO 
executive body 
or abolish the 
organization as 
a whole if the 
FO fails to fulfill 
requirements 
mentioned in 
its articles, or 
conducts unlawful 
activities.

• General Committee 
of the FO has the 
power to abolish 
the Ex.Com

• General committee 
can amend the 
constitution

• General committee 
can propose 
to abolish the 
organization

• General Committee 
has the power 
to amend the 
constitution. 

• General committee 
can abolish the 
Ex.com

• General committee 
can also abolish the 
organization 

• Ex.Com formed by 
election

• General Committee 
has the power 
to amend the 
constitution;

• General committee 
can abolish or 
change the Ex.com

Audit • Voluntary 
Organization can 
audit accounts at 
its own cost

• No need to submit 
audit report to 
DSS

• Accounts to 
be audited by 
an established 
Chartered 
Accountant (CA) 
firm and submitted 
to RJSC

• Accounts to be 
audited by an 
established CA firm 
and submitted to 
RJSC

• Audited by DoC

• 10% of audited 
profits to be 
submitted to govt. 
annually 

Process of 
registration

• Tedious steps, 
needs security 
clearance, less 
expensive

• Tedious steps, needs 
security clearance, 
expensive

• Tedious steps, needs 
security clearance, 
expensive

• Comparatively easy 
but tedious
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Steering Committee members and interested CSOs and FOs. Innovative mechanisms 
could be drawn from the experiences of the other countries to strengthened presence 
and participation of the FO and CSO representatives.

b. More effective interagency coordination

Coordination among the numerous public sector actors engaged in trade policy 
is critical for realizing the benefits of Bangladesh’s participation in global trade. 
Effective coordination mechanisms need to be adaptable to the evolving demands 
of the global trading environment. These demands include the ongoing fiscal 
and financial crisis, rebalancing after the crisis, and the expected shifts of global 
growth towards a more multipolar world. The shifting global environment will 
make necessary the regular reassessment of the scope and priorities of Bangladesh’s 
trade policies. It is recommended that all trade policies, including tariffs, import 
taxes, and standards, should be vetted through a uniform, standardized process. 
While a number of mechanisms are in place to support interagency coordination 
in Bangladesh, their fragmented nature has contributed to fragmented trade 
policies. Effective trade policy coordination is based on achieving three important 
targets: (i) integrating Bangladesh’s domestic trade policies with its numerous 
existing and future international trade agreements into a coherent trade and 
development strategy; (ii) eliminating contradictions in trade policies, such as the 
Import Policy and Export Policy; and (iii) streamlining the approaches of various 
government institutions engaged in trade policy formulation and implementation. 
The ministries of commerce, finance, agriculture, health, and industries and their 
respective agencies must work together to ensure efficient policy-making. For this 
purpose Bangladesh should set up a high level inter-ministerial body with formal 
mandate and authority, as it does not have a centralized body for trade policy-
making. In countries, where no centralized institution exists, they often rely on 
interagency committees to formulate, rationalize, and monitor the implementation 
of trade policies. Unlike Bangladesh, many countries have a multi-tiered network 
of committees that ensures that interactions take place at the right level, as some 
but not all decisions require minister-level engagement. This tiered approach 
also imposes a greater level of discipline and accountability in the policy-making 
process and reduces the potential for rent-seeking behaviour, since certain policy 
changes can be mandated for approval at a higher level. In Indonesia, for example, 
a National Team for Increasing Exports and Investment was established in 2003, 
with the president as chair, to formulate trade and investment policies. In 2005, an 
interagency Indonesian National Trade Negotiation Team was also established to 
improve Indonesian participation in international trade negotiations. In the United 
States, the U.S. Trade Representative relies on a multi-tier, multichannel approach to 
interagency coordination. An interagency Trade Policy Review Group is chaired by the 
Deputy Trade Representative and brings together undersecretary-level officials from 
over 20 agencies to consult on the trade agenda and to coordinate implementation. 
The latter role is largely delegated to a Trade Policy Staff Committee comprised of 
senior officials from the same set of agencies to coordinate implementation, which 
is supported by some 80 different subcommittees that work on different policy 
issues. 

c. Inclusive and transparent stakeholder consultation

Without broader policy consultation with economic and social partners, interagency 
coordination alone cannot achieve national consensus on trade policy objectives. 
Interagency coordination and stakeholder consultation processes are complementary 
and need to be conducted systematically across all stages of the policy-making 
process. Even if the trade policy is guided by a clear agenda for trade development, 
poor consultative mechanisms can dampen the outcomes of policies. Often, 
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there are fixed costs related to trade, and they disproportionately affect small and 
medium enterprises (SMEs), the poor, and rural and urban farmers, prohibiting their 
participation in trade and limiting inclusiveness. Furthermore, it can be argued that 
structures that allow broader participation by public and private sector stakeholders 
are more likely to be considered legitimate, and will therefore are likely to be more 
sustainable and effective. While the existing coordinating committees have engaged 
the private sector to some degree at the technical level, the diagnostic points to the 
absence of engagement at a higher level of decision making to define the vision and 
direction of trade policy, as well as the exclusion of other stakeholders from the policy-
making process. There are ways to address this problem using existing institutions that 
could be augmented, as well as by devising new mechanisms that could be evolved 
overtime. Both BUILD and the existing committees can be effective mechanisms for 
engaging broader private sector consultation, however their focus is currently limited 
to the tactical rather than strategic level of policy-making and their participation, 
outside Government, is limited to the private sector.

d. Evidence-based research and analysis

Coordination and consultation can only be effective if built on a sound foundation of 
economic research and analysis. This foundation will help stakeholders understand the 
potential ex ante economic impacts of trade policy reforms and the ex post impacts 
on the economy. 

7.2 Recommendations for improving the trade policy-making framework for 
inclusive growth and development

Adopt a Strategic Trade Policy Agenda. It is recommended that the Government 
of Bangladesh formulate and adopt a trade policy agenda at the highest levels of 
Government, e.g. through the Council of Ministers, to promote consensus between 
the different ministries and agencies engaged in formulating and/or implementing 
policies affecting trade. The goal is to create an overarching set of objectives for trade 
policy, aligned with Sixth Five-Year Plan and Vision 2021, to form a coherent strategy 
that the other policy mechanisms will support, eliminating conflicts and counter-
productive policies. 

Strengthen institutional support for the establishment of FOs and Cooperatives. 
For the purpose of developing sustainable, autonomous farmers’ organizations, 
the Society Registration Act (1860) and the Cooperative Society Ordinance 
(1984) seem more appropriate, as they allow the participation of members in 
changing the constitution, leadership or the making of any other decisions for 
the betterment of their organization. It is recommended that the government 
establishes a new law for the formation of FO, based on the basic principles of 
these two laws, along with provision for providing capacity building support 
in trade related issues and institutionalise participation of the FOs in the trade 
policy-making process.

Strengthen Mechanisms for Interagency Coordination. In order to reinforce the 
Strategic Trade Policy Agenda, serious consideration should be given to rationalizing 
the current institutional framework to clarify roles and responsibilities and create a 
more formal process for mandated coordination that creates greater accountability 
and transparency. Specific aspects of such a rationalization should include the 
following: 

Integration or merger of MoC’s Import Policy and Export Policy Wings. As the first 
component of the rationalization, it is recommended that the two Wings be merged 
into a single Import-Export Policy Wing, backed by a process that aligns the two Policy 
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documents toward a single set of objectives to provide better harmonization between 
the Import and Export Policies that reinforces the GoB’s stated objectives to promote 
trade-led development. 

Improved Coordination between Ministries of Industry, Commerce and Finance on 
Import, Export and Industrial Policies. Related to the above, it is recommended that 
inter-agency coordination on Import, Export and Industrial Policies be strengthened 
through the establishment of a standing inter-agency committee, comprised of the 
merged Import-Export Policy Wing and the relevant Wing of the Ministry of Industry. 
The goal of this committee will be to better harmonize trade policy measures, 
including a consistent approach to balancing the interests between exporting and 
domestic-oriented industries. This would include the selection of “thrust industries” 
that are granted incentives to promote export growth. On the implementation side, 
greater coordination between the EPB, MoF and Bangladesh Bank will be required to 
ensure that incentives are aligned, with increased monitoring by the standing inter-
agency committee. 

A Formal Mechanism for Tariff Setting. A clear delineation of roles and responsibilities 
with respect to tariffs and other import duties that limits rent-seeking behaviour is 
urgently required in order to improve transparency and reduce rent-seeking behaviour, 
and ensure a balance of interests are considered, beyond revenues and individual 
special interests. This includes the establishment of a joint committee comprising the 
MoC, through the merged Import-Export Policy Wing, and NBR that will bring a greater 
balance between the interests of export industries, domestic industries and revenue 
collection. This must be accompanied by a transparent consultation process with strict 
criteria for changes to the schedule outside a standardized tariff-setting cycle. 

A Structured Vetting Process for Standards and other NTBs. In the case of standards, 
implement a more structured vetting process through a formal committee framework 
that is tied to transparent consultation and research and analysis, including use of the 
tools of regulatory impact analysis, to better ensure that TBT and SPS measures are 
not unnecessarily restrictive. 

Similarly, in the case of other NTBs, conduct more rigorous and transparent vetting and 
impact analysis, with broader stakeholder consultation, to guard against protective 
measures that impose undue costs on the broader economy (the BUILD framework 
may be leveraged); and increase reliance on contingency trade remedies to address 
unfair competition from imports or import surges that threaten domestic industries in 
place of protective bans and restrictions. 

Promoting Greater Consultation with Bangladesh Bank. A number of other policies 
that, while not directly under the purview of “trade policy”, have a potential impact 
on competitiveness. These include such policies as the LC margin and exchange 
rate, which are undertaken directly by the Bangladesh Bank. While the importance 
of maintaining the Bank’s autonomy in setting such policies is recognized, in order 
to promote a culture of greater transparency and accountability it is recommended 
that some form of consultation would be appropriate, with representatives from the 
Ministries of Commerce and Industry, as well as from private sector associations to 
discuss the impact of monetary policies on competitiveness. 

Broaden Stakeholder Consultation and Improve Transparency. Broaden the reach of 
consultation to engage SMEs, labour, consumers, and others in civil society as well as 
the trade-related implementing agencies (e.g. EPB, BEPZA, and BOI): 

Establish Competitiveness Council. Consider establishment of a Competitiveness 
Council or similar body that can provide strategic direction to government on trade 
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policy and its integration into a broader competitiveness agenda-membership would 
be 50:50 public-private, with representation from MoC, EPB, BEPZA, BOI, and key 
private sector chambers, sector associations, and SMEs. 

Expand BUILD to Address Trade-Related Regulations. Leverage the BUILD framework, 
which includes SME representation, to address trade-related regulatory issues 
(including, again, vetting processes that prevent bad polices from being introduced, 
such as regulatory impact analysis). 

Inclusive and Transparent Stakeholder Consultation. Enable inclusive consultation and 
transparency through new, standardized mechanisms, including open tools to promote 
dialogue and feedback on policy (making the draft policy recommendations available 
online and once established making available through Gazette notifications etc.) and 
established standards of consultation. It is recommended that a single unit, such as 
the MoC’s Planning Cell, take responsibility for putting in place and monitoring these 
mechanisms and their standard operating procedures for the functioning of standing 
or ad hoc committees, as well as procedures for conducting broader stakeholder 
outreach. The individual policy wings and cells within MoC and its agencies would 
then be responsible for implementation/utilization of the established mechanisms. 
This will require that all units have adequate IT equipment and systems for managing 
file sharing and communications. 

Strengthen Research and Analysis. A number of intermediate steps can strengthen 
the rigor of research and analysis to support policy formulation and monitoring and 
evaluation. This includes a number of different types of research and analysis, including 
providing periodic reports on trade developments, including Bangladesh’s own 
performance and other regional or international trends; the ex ante analysis necessary 
to formulate the periodic Import and Export Policies and analyse the impacts of trade 
agreements under negotiation, including tariff and non-tariff concessions, rules of 
origin, and other aspects of agreements; tracking, assessing and recommending 
policy options in response to national, regional and international economic trends and 
shocks; responding to the policies and strategies of related ministries as they impact 
the trade environment; and monitoring and assessing the impact of trade policies, 
including the Import and Export Policies. 

Build Analytical Capacity within Relevant Government Bodies through a Central Trade 
Analysis Unit. The MoC and its agencies (BFTI and BTC) should have at its disposal a 
minimum in-house capacity to support trade policy decisions, including the tracking 
and analysis of industry trends impacting trade or resulting from trade policy (for 
example, calculating effective rates of protection), the analysis of trade policy and 
FTAs. A comprehensive program should be developed to develop analytical research 
capacity through a single unit, perhaps the BTC’s Trade Policy unit. This should be 
complemented by high-level training to officials within the various wings and cells 
of MoC, BTC, and BFTI to develop a basic knowledge and understanding of research 
and analytical results and uses in policy-making. The BFTI, as the primary training 
mechanism for trade issues, should be the recipient of a train-the-trainers program 
to ensure that such training can be sustained through the development of its own 
curricula and materials for both research and non-research staff. 

Develop a Data Management Centre. To support the Government’s ongoing research 
needs and address gaps in data, it is recommended that a data management centre 
be incorporated into the proposed research unit within BTC Trade Policy Unit, as a 
central resource for access to domestic and international trade databases, domestic 
production data, and other research and information sources. A simple, web-based 
system could be developed to provide Government researchers with access to 
domestic (e.g. detailed Customs data) and subscribed data sources, many of which 
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are available for free to the Government, through the World Bank, UNCTAD, ITC and 
others. The system could also be configured to generate automatic reports, with data 
derived from selected sources and generated on a regular basis (such as monthly trade 
data). 

Strengthen Linkages with External Research Institutes. While basic analytical skills 
would be developed within the MoC, BTC and BFTI, the Government will require 
more complex trade policy analysis, such as advanced statistical modeling and/
or general equilibrium modeling, from time to time to support policy-making and 
trade negotiations, as well as independent analysis. It is recommended that linkages 
with existing research and policy institutes, such as BIDS, CPD, PRI and academic 
institutions. In parallel, the central trade policy unit would need capacity building to 
better coordinate and manage research carried out by external researchers, including 
the ability to define its research requirements. 

Building Institutional Capacities. The following outlines key capacity building areas: 

At the MoC, the following key capacities need to be built: 

•	 Consider reallocation of staffing away from Administration toward to the trade-
related Wings to strengthen human capacity toward the Ministry’s core mandate. 

•	 Train staff (through BFTI, see below, and through available World Bank Institute, 
ITC, UNCTAD and other international programs) on trade policy; multilateral, 
bilateral, and regional trade; identification of interests and options in multilateral 
agreements; prioritizing negotiating positions on bilateral and regional agreements 
and trade diplomacy/negotiations. This latter area will be targeted specifically at 
senior officials at MoC and BTC that are actively engaged in negotiations, either at 
WTO or through regional agreements, and provided by BFTI (see below). 

•	 Consider options for providing legal expertise in the MoC on a permanent basis as 
there is sufficient demand within the MoC either through direct hire or on retainer 
through a local law firm or, if neither of those options are feasible, through the 
secondment of a legal expert from the Law Ministry. Depending on available 
capacities, further training on trade law may be required. 

At the MoA the following reforms are recommended:

Agricultural Trade and Marketing plays a critical role in agricultural development, 
and its role has expanded with trade liberalization, WTO regulations and SAFTA 
Agreement. The Government needs to be more sensitive to have a coherent policy 
for agricultural trade and marketing, and it should play its critical role in facilitating 
the development and management of farmers’ organizations (FOs) and the trade and 
market networks. Non-availability of market information at farmers’ level and lack of 
trade impact analysis restricts the farmers to effectively participate in the policy-making 
process.  It is also necessary to facilitate development of market network, collection 
of information on export, import, duty structure and tariff on different farm produces 
for formulating market policy and plan relating to WTO and SAFTA Agreement; and 
creating an enabling environment for exploitation and expansion of export market. In 
view of this there is a need for major change in the MoA, that include:

•	 Reforming the Department of Agricultural Marketing (DAM) to perform the 
functions of trade related issues, along with market research, market intelligence 
and collection and dissemination of market information.

•	 Reforming the Department of Agricultural Extension (DAE) to perform the 
functions of facilitating promoting farmers’ organizations (FOs). Once known to be 
a dynamic extension service, the Department of Agricultural Extension (DAE) has 
now turned into a weak organization, surviving on project support. It is beset with 
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the problems of funding, institutional and management inefficiency and leadership 
crisis. DAE neither has a regular extension program nor a regular training program 
for the farmers. It should be reformed to be able to provide support to farmers 
to organise themselves into groups for promoting their interest as autonomous 
organizations.

At BTC: Build capacity as shared in-house resource for trade research, analysis and 
data management to enable the BTC to fully develop its role as the primary source of 
trade policy advice to the MoC and the rest of the Government. 

At the BFTI: Given the constraints imposed by the civil service rotation practices, 
there is a need to build a sustainable framework to address the many gaps in human 
resource skills and capacities at the MoC and its agencies. There is an opportunity to 
strengthen the BFTI, through a train-the-trainer program, to provide ongoing training 
and professional development to the other trade-related agencies with ongoing 
external training reserved for more advanced skills development, to supplement BFTI 
programming. Two separate set of curricula are recommended to build the basic 
analytical capacity of trade officials in the MoC and other trade-related institutions to 
provide a consistent broad level of knowledge of basic principles of trade policy, the 
role of the WTO and its agreements, trade negotiation skills, and the role of regional 
trade integration. 
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The Ministry of Commerce, Government of the People’s Republic of Bangladesh is responsible for over-
all trade and commerce-related activities of Bangladesh. 

A brief presentation of the Ministry is given below: 

Allocation of business:

• Import Policy formulation
• Export Policy formulation and export promotion
• Price Control
• State Trading
• Companies Act, Partnership Act, Societies and Trade Organization Ordinance and Law 

of Insurance
• Promotion and regulation of internal commerce and insurance
• Commodity issues
• Tariff policy
• World Trade Organization and International Trade Organizations
• Administration of 19 Commercial Wings of Bangladesh Missions abroad
• Administration of BCS Trade Cadre
• Liaison with international organizations and world bodies related to treaties and 

agreements
• Administration of sub-ordinate offices and organizations under MOC

Administration wing:

The functions of the Administration wing are as follows:

• Internal Administration of the Ministry of Commerce
• Administration of the Sub-ordinate offices of the Ministry of Commerce
• Administration of BCS (Trade) Cadre
• Budget Formulation of the Ministry 

Foreign Trade Agreement (FTA) Wing

The functions of the FTA wing are as follows:

• Regional Trade Agreements (RTAs) of Bangladesh
• South Asian Free Trade Area (SAFTA)
• Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multi-Sectoral Technical and Economic Cooperation (BIM-

STEC)
• Asia Pacific Trade Agreement (APTA) [former Bangkok Agreement]
• D-8 Preferential Trade Agreement
• Trade Preferential System among the members of OIC (TPS-OIC)
• Liaison with International and multilateral organizations including UNCTAD, EC, ITC, 

UN-ESCAP, WB etc. 

Wings/Cells in the Ministry of Commerce
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Import and internal trade (IIT) wing:

The functions of the IIT wing are as follows:

• Import Policy Order formulation, clarification
• Implementation of policy matters relating to Import. 
• Internal Trade issues
• Administration of TCB
• Price Management of essential commodities etc. 

Export wing:

The functions of the Export wing are as follows:

• Export Policy formulation, clarification, implementation
• Export facilitation, problems & trade disputes resolution
• Export target fixation & performance monitoring
• Selection of CIPs & Export Trophy distribution
• Bilateral Trade Agreements, negotiations & signing
• Export Promotional activities (fairs, trade missions, etc.)
• Export diversification & capacity building activities 
• Monitoring & Evaluation of activities of Commercial Missions Abroad
• Compliance monitoring etc. 

World Trade Organization (WTO) cell

A WTO Cell was established in the Ministry of Commerce in October, 2003. 
Its functions are as follows:

• WTO Cell overseas the current negotiations in the WTO, liaisons with Geneva Mission 
and prepares the country position

• Capacity building of the stakeholders in WTO rules, regulations etc
• Disseminate information among stakeholders regarding WTO and negotiations etc.  

Textile cell

• Designs strategy to combat post MFA challenges
• Provides Policy supports towards enhancing RMG exports
• Monitors and evaluates RMG related export earnings
• Facilitate RMG exports 
• Provides secretarial support services to Social Compliance Forum on RMG. 
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Organizations under Ministry of Commerce 

• Export Promotion Bureau (EPB)
• Bangladesh Tariff Commission (BTC)
• Office of Chief Controller of Imports and Exports (CCI&E)
• Bangladesh Tea Board
• Registrar of Joint Stock Companies and Firms
• Trading Corporation of Bangladesh (TCB)
• Bangladesh Foreign Trade Institute (BFTI)
• Business Promotion Council (BPC)

Planning cell

The main function of the Planning Cell is to conceive, process and monitor the 
implementation of development projects under Ministry of Commerce. 
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CHAIRPERSON
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1.  ADARSHA CHASHI UNNAYAN SAMITY

In 2004, Hellen Keller International (HKI) provided support in vegetable production to 
Md. Solaiman and neighbor farmers in Charfasson upazila of Bhola district. Although 
yields did increase as a result, farmers were unable to reap the benefits at the market 
because of a lack of bargaining power. Shortly thereafter, in 2005, in a discussion 
with a trader at the local market, Mr. Solaiman came to understand the importance 
of bulking produce in order to access markets. He asked the trader whether, if he 
and neighbor farmers bulked their produce, they would be able to market it to the 
trader directly. The trader replied positively. Mr. Solaiman and his neighbor farmers 
encouraged other farmers to join them in forming a group so that they could bulk 
their produce and market it successfully to meet local demand.

When purchasing inputs for vegetable production and marketing, the shopkeeper 
informed the group that if they bought large quantities, they could receive a lower 
wholesale price. They shared this information with other farmers who needed the 
inputs. This experience in purchasing in bulk demonstrated the power of being 
organized. It inspired the farmers to create a formal fund to be used to buy common 
inputs. 

This was the beginning of Adarsha Chashi Unnyan Samity (Model Farmers Development 
Organization), officially formed in 2006. Initially they had 101 members from the 
capital of the upazila and outskirts. Now the network has expanded to include all the 
unions of the upazila. Membership increased to 1 450. 

Service Provision

Following a negative experience with a seed dealer, the FO asked themselves why 
they could not start their own business that supplied necessary farm inputs like seeds, 
fertilizers, and pesticides. The organization began collecting shares of 1,000 taka per 
farmer, and rented a shop at the local market. This venture opened a new horizon 
for the FO and gave it another opportunity to serve its members in their farming. 
“For organizational sustainability we have to make a marginal profit from this venture 
but our purpose is broad to ensure that quality seeds, fertilizers and other inputs are 
available at our member farmers’ doorsteps,” shared Mr. Solaiman, now the Secretary 
of the FO. 

Partnership

In 2011, recognizing Adarsha Chashi Unnayan Samity as a viable entry point for credit 
provision, the NGO ASA extended its credit support to members of the organization. 
Following this positive experience, the United Leasing and Finance Company has 
used the organization as an entry point to provide loans to the vegetable farmers, 
as the organization has a good track record of credit recovery. iDE often arranges 
farmers’ visits to the Samity and invites lead farmers from the organization to 
train other farmers. The organization now has 17 urea super granular (USG) units. 
The organization acquired these with the assistance of the International Fertilizer 
Development Corporation (IFDC). The organization paid 5 percent and the IFDC 
covered the balance.

The Adarsha Chashi Unnyan Samity now has a very strong reputation in Charfasson 
and the surrounding areas. As a spillover effect of the members’ success, many more 
farmers in the area are engaged in vegetable production, This is evidenced by the 
14,000 ha of land that are now being used for vegetable production. Large quantities 
of cucumber, bitter gourd and watermelons are now exported to other districts. About 
25 percent of these producers belong to the organization.  
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2.  ANDULBARIA MULTIPURPOSE VEGETABLES SEED PRODUCTION 
COOPERATIVE SOCIETY LTD.

Andulbaria Union in Jibon Nagar upazila in Chuadanga district is well known for 
vegetable seed production. But, as is the case with many remote areas, seed growers 
were not able to market their products successfully. This was due to a lack of access 
to technologies for sorting, grading, packaging and storing of seeds. To resolve 
this problem, some advanced seed growers decided to establish a common facility 
center that would provide services to seed growers in the area. Thus the ‘Andulbaria 
Vegetable Seed Production Society’ was formed to develop and manage this 
operation. In 1990, when the organization formally registered with the Department 
of Cooperatives, it took its current name, the ‘Andulbaria Multipurpose Vegetables 
Seed Production Cooperative Society Ltd.’

At the time of formation, FAO was implementing the ‘Strengthening of the National 
Vegetable Seed Programme,’ which worked in four vegetable seed clusters in 
Bangladesh. The programme installed a grader machine for vegetable seed cleaning 
and grading in Jibon Nagar upazila of Chuadanga district. The machine was 
installed at the organization’s facility. In 1991-92, when the machine was installed, 
the volume of business was 800,000 taka a year. Today, business is at 6,000,000 
taka annually.

Organizational Structure

The society has 150 members (with an 11 person executive committee), who are 
contract growers for different vegetables. They farm approximately 1,500 acres of 
land. Society members produce a large variety of vegetable seeds and bring seeds to 
the society’s facility, which sorts, grades and cleans them for a nominal charge of 2 
taka per kg of seeds. 

Partnership 

Once the seeds have been sorted, graded and cleaned, members are then able 
to sell their seeds, through the society, to more than 10 seed company partners, 
which include A R Malik Seed Co. Ltd., Sreemangal Seed House, Rajdhani Seed 
Co. Ltd., United Masud Seed Co. Ltd., Shomrat, Nadim, Kamal, Chittagong Seeds, 
Kashem Seed Co. Ltd., and Sultan Seeds, Mollica. At the beginning of the season, 
these private companies distribute source seeds to the society. The society then 
distributes these source seeds to its members. Members in turn use the source seeds 
to grow vegetable seeds for sale back to the private companies at a fair price. This 
arrangement benefits the members because they enjoy quality source seeds and fair 
prices for their product. 

3.   BANGLADESH FARMERS MARKETING GROUP ASSOCIATION (BFMGA)

Three years after the closure of the Northwest Crop Diversification Project (NCDP), 
several farmer leaders who participated in the project decided to develop a network 
among 75 active, semi-active and dismantled Farmers Marketing Groups (FMGs) 
that were formed under the project. One of the major objectives of this networking 
and coordination was to ensure marketing of high value vegetables and fruits at the 
central market of Gabtoli, Dhaka. There is still an unmet demand for high value fruits 
and vegetables in Dhaka, and this network aims to meet it.
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The strategy adopted by the network is to register the interested FMGs as primary 
cooperatives and to then federate them into a central cooperative, the Bangladesh 
Farmers Marketing Group Association (BFMGA). This process of networking and 
federating is ongoing. As of April 2013, BFMGA had submitted registration documents 
of 16 FMGs to the Department of Cooperatives. The leadership of BFMGA is quite 
dynamic, actively pursuing involvement in the mapping exercise and getting involved 
in other capacity development opportunities presented by the IAPP TA component.

5. CHIMBUK FALCHASHI BAHUMUKHI SAMABAY SAMITY LTD. (CHIMBUK 
FRUIT-FARMERS MULTIPURPOSE COOPERATIVE ASSOCIATION LTD.)

Understanding the damage done by the standard slash and burn (zhoom) cultivation 
techniques commonly used in the Chittagong Hill Tracts (CHT), Mro  inhabitants of 
the Chimbuk hill of Bandarban (one of the poorest districts of CHT), began to plant 
fruit  orchards to reduce dependency on zhoom techniques. After initial experience 
with fruit production, the Mro farmers realized that they could not earn a profit if they 
sold their fruit individually. Mr. Toyo Mro, one of the farmers from the area, mobilized 
the indigenous Mro fruit farmers in Chimbuk to form a cooperative. They received 
registration from the DoC on 14 September 2008 as ‘Chimbuk Falchashi Bahumukhi 
Samabay Samity Ltd.’ 

The organization now has 50 members and an executive committee of 9, including 
2 Mro women.  Some important accomplishments of this organization include: (i) 
lobbying with the regional hill development board to declare the zone as a ‘Fruit 
producing zone;’ and (ii) creating direct market linkages with Chittagong based 
wholesalers, which facilitate members receiving a fair price for their products.

6. GADKHALI PHULCHASHI O PHUL BABSHAYI KALLYAN SAMITY (GADKHALI 
FLOWER-FARMERS & TRADERS WELFARE ASSOCIATION)

This Association, Bangladesh’s first flower farmer association, was established in 2003 
and is led by Mr. Sher Ali. Mr. Ali himself introduced commercial flower  cultivation to 
Bangladesh following an inspired visit to Indian flower clusters. Flower cultivation was 
first introduced in Gadkhali village of Jhikargancha upazila in Jessore district in the 
mid 1980s. Since then, the crops have been disseminated to neighboring upazilas and 
districts, making the area the largest cluster of flower production in the country. With 
quickly increasing levels of production, flower farmers faced price distortion at the 
market due to poor post harvest processing and transportation. In order to advocate 
on behalf of the flowers farmers and traders to the government, Mr. Ali along with 
other farmers established the Gadkhali Flower-Farmers & Traders Welfare Association. 
At present the association has 144 members with an executive committee of 9, and 
is registered with the DoC. The milestone achievement of this association was to 
convince the government to establish a market in Gadkhali. Around 30,000 flower-
farmers of Jessore region are now engaged with this market.

7. IDILPUR PINEAPPLE GROWERS COOPERATIVE LTD.

Mr. Jevier Chishim introduced pineapple production to Idilpur in 1942. A series of 
difficulties in accessing markets and finance followed its introduction to the area. In 
the mid 1970s this led Mr. Chishim and some progressive pineapple farmers from 
Idilpur to come up with an alternative way for pineapple producers to access finance. 
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Informally they formed a group of 20 pineapple producers and collected monthly 
savings of 20 taka, and then distributed loans to group members using this money. 
The group finally took a concrete shape on the 13th of June 1977 as the ‘Idilpur 
Pineapple Growers Cooperative Ltd.’

Advocacy

The cooperative applied for a loan from the bank but was refused, as pineapple 
production was not included in the bank’s agricultural loan program. The cooperative 
leaders then lobbied the government to be eligible for agricultural loans from 
commercial banks. During 1978, in a local conference, the then President of 
Bangladesh learned about pineapple producers’ problems in Madhupur from the 
leaders of Idilpur Pineapple Growers Cooperatives. The President then advised Sonali 
Bank to disburse loans to the pineapple producers imposing a nominal interest, with 
a grace period until harvesting to repay the loan. The producers then took loans from 
Sonali Bank, with the cooperative as a guarantor. The process continues to this day 
even for producers outside of the Idilpur Cooperative. 

Growth and Service Provision

Inspired by this positive experience, the cooperative expanded their activities beyond 
loan provision. Membership increased from 20 to 136. Twenty of these members are 
from the Garo Community, including 7 female members. In addition to support for 
access to finance, the cooperative helps its members to better market their produce. 
They also promoted chemical-free ‘safe’ pineapple production in Madhupur. They 
linked the producers of ‘safe’ pineapple with corporate buyers like Aftab and BD 
Foods, with assistance from the Agribusiness Development Project of ADB.

Performance

The cooperative has now 8.17 acres of land, which have been leased to members. 
Some funds have been raised in this leasing process. The cooperative has been 
audited by the Department of Cooperatives (DoC) every year and during these audits 
it is found that profits are distributed transparently. Due to their sincere devotion to 
their members, the Idilpur Cooperative has been awarded the gold medal  from the 
DoC 3 times.

8. SAVAR KUMAR KHODA PHULCHASHI BAHUMUKHI SAMABAY SAMITY 
LTD. (SAVAR KUMAR KHODA FLOWER-FARMERS MULTIPURPOSE 
COOPERATIVE ASSOCIATION LTD.)

This organization was launched one the 8th of April, 2010 by Mr. Ansar Mollah 
along with 5 other farmers. It is registered with the DoC. Its primary goal is to solve 
problems of seed (tuber) production, post harvest handling and marketing faced by 
flower producers and traders in Savar. The organization has an executive committee 
with 6 members. They are elected by 92 general members. The organization provides 
the following services to its members: (i) capacity development of flower farmers 
and traders (members only) on modern technologies of different flower production, 
pest management, post harvest management, preservation of flowers, transportation 
and marketing; and (ii) advocacy to the government to allocate space in wholesale 
markets (Khamarbari and Shahbag) in Dhaka for members of this organization. 
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9.  SHURJAMUKHI MAHILA SAMITY (SUNFLOWER WOMEN ASSOCIATION)

This association was established in 1998 after receiving its license from the 
Department of Women Affairs. The association has 54 indigenous Bawm female 
farmers. They are associated with the mango orchard in Laimipara of Bandarban sadar 
upazila. Prior to joining together, association members faced constraints with mango 
cultivation, processing, marketing and financing. In response, they united under 
a common platform and formed ‘Shurjamukhi Mahila Samity’.  The organization 
provides following support to its members: (i) credit facilitation for female farmers; 
(ii) networking with government and international organizations; (iii) training on fruit 
processing and marketing in the local tourist market; and (iv) development of linkages 
with Chittagong based wholesalers.

Small Farmer Groups (SFGs) and Farmers Marketing Groups (FMGs) under the 
Northwest Crop Diversification Project (NCDP)

The project formed 12,415 SFGs involving 240,430 farmers, mainly for production 
and credit assistance. Credit assistance is delivered by the NGOs that are involved in 
group formation. Farmers were separated into male and female SFGs, with female 
groups accounting for 50.4 percent of the total number of groups, and women 
making up 50.3 percent of overall SFG membership.

Marketing Support

For marketing assistance to the producers, the project formed 490 FMGs, each with 
representatives from 20 SFGs (2 representatives from each SFG). A marketing model 
was developed that included the construction of 76 markets in the project area to 
offer modern marketing facilities for high value crops (HVCs) to project beneficiaries 
through the FMGs. This included 60 growers’ markets in 60 upazilas, 15 wholesale 
markets, one for each of the 15 projects districts in the northwest region and one 
central market at Gabtoli (on the northern side of Dhaka City). Further, the model 
defined eligibility criteria, formation guidelines, and training modules. The aim of the 
model was to develop alternate marketing channels through direct involvement of 
HVC producers.

Performance

According to the Department of Agricultural Marketing (DAM), most of these markets 
are not fully operational anymore. The concerned officer of DAM reported to the 
mapping team that modern marketing benefiting farmers is a medium to long-term 
plan, requiring a change of behavior of the farmer groups from subsistence agriculture 
to high value commercial crop agriculture. The DAM expected that in the near future 
these markets may start functioning again after farmers develop more experience 
with HVCs. Nonetheless, during the field visits, the mapping team found that most 
of the markets were not constructed in a suitable place for both buyers and sellers. 
The team struggled to find FMGs to interview. It was revealed while discussing with 
some members of FMGs and SFGs that the groups were mobilized by partner NGOs 
(PNGOs) contracted by NCDP. The PNGOs treated the farmers as their credit borrowers 
and did not put a lot of emphasis on institutional development. No standard procedure 
in forming FOs was followed by the project and PNGOs, which might be the major 
reason for the non-functioning of SFGs and FMGs after withdrawal of assistance of 
NCDP (which closed in 2009).       
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10. SMALL FARMERS GROUPS (SFGS) AND FARMERS MARKETING GROUPS 
(FMGS) UNDER THE SECOND CROP DIVERSIFICATION PROJECT (SCDP)

The project has a target of forming around 12,000 SFGs as well as Farmers Marketing 
Groups during its span of 2011-2016. SCDP has been partnering with BRAC in 
forming and mobilizing SFGs, and facilitating credit provision in high value crops 
cultivation as well as business development. As of November 2012 BRAC has formed 
866 SFGs through their 51 branches in 52 upazilas of 9 districts.

To date, out of the target of 12,000 SFGs, 800 have been formed and are functioning 
(Annex 5: A5.15). 

11. INTERNATIONAL DEVELOPMENT ENTERPRISE  (IDE-BANGLADESH) 
SUPPORTED “COLLECTION POINT MARKET CENTRES (CPMCS) AND 
FARMERS’ ASSOCIATIONS”.

CPMCs are market associations that bundle the produce of smallholders in order to 
attract more traders. The farmers associations have been mobilized and facilitated 
by iDE under different projects with a view to enabling poor members to participate 
effectively in high-value agricultural market systems (Annex 6: A6.6). The major 
functions of the associations are to: (i) develop new input sellers within the association 
to enhance farmers’ access to quality inputs; (ii) develop linkages with traders, 
manufacturers, seed and pesticide companies and producers in order to disseminate 
a range of technologies and services such as biofertilizer, pheromone traps, shell 
separators of ground nuts and soil testing services; (iii) establish small processing units 
where producers can undertake product grading; and (iv) market and sell aggregated 
produce of member farmers to local, regional and national buyers
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Importance of appropriate trade policy for over-
all growth and development of trade and con-

sequently overall economic growth and develop-
ment is now widely recognized. In Bangladesh, 
trade is recognized as one of the key instrument 
for achieving the country‘s overall develop-
ment objectives and priorities, which are to 
achieve the MDG goals and become a middle 
income country by 2021. The Perspective Plan 
(PP), 2011-2021, a ten-year national develop-
ment plan of the country, underscores that “to 
cross the middle income threshold by 2021, 
Bangladesh will need to transform its trade 

regime to the kind seen in high-performing 
emerging market economies” and to continue 
to reduce its average tariffs. The weakest link 
in the process for inclusive trade policy making 
in Bangladesh is the absence of participation of 
the stakeholders, such as farmers and the con-
sumers. There are a variety of policies that place 
emphasis on farmers’ and consumers organiza-
tions. However, though the roles and needs of 
Farmers’ and consumers’ organizations are rec-
ognized in policy, this tends to not be adequately 
translated into practice.
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