Closing Ceremony, BATEXPO, 8th November 2008

Speech by H.E. Dr Stefan Frowein, Head of the Delegation of the European Commission to Bangladesh

I am delighted to attend the closing session of Batexpo 2008 and understand that this year’s event has been a marked success. “May you live in interesting times” is a famous Chinese curse which implies that noteworthy events do not always bring prosperity and happiness. During my time in Bangladesh, the RMG industry has undoubtedly lived through “interesting times”, facing a multitude of challenges and yet maintaining an impressive resilience and – to a large degree – healthy growth. Those challenges have included the end of the Multifibre Arrangement era, intensified global competition, growing calls for improved social compliance, uncertainty over terms of access to key markets and political turbulence. 
New difficulties are undoubtedly on the horizon: turmoil in the financial markets and the impact of the credit crunch and toxic debt in the EU and elsewhere will make it all the harder to maintain growth in your traditional markets. However, by continuing to make Bangladeshi garments synonymous with good quality and value, you might look to the future with optimism. 

You can rely on the European Union to support you in your endeavours. 

First, it bears repetition that Bangladesh, along with fellow LDCs, enjoys the least restrictive access possible to the EU market. Whilst we do not yet have clarity on how the rules of origin governing the EU’s GSP system will change,  I can say that – with the firm pledge that any such change will be development friendly – you can rest assured that Bangladesh’s favourable access to the EU market will continue for the foreseeable future.
Second, at the multilateral level, the EU will sustain efforts to ensure that LDCs are well-positioned in the global market-place. It is a matter of regret that the WTO development round has stalled and I would emphasise that the EU remains committed to reviving the process and reaching agreement as soon as practicable. It is right that parties also seek to make the best of the disappointment – in Bangladesh’s case that includes pressing home your concerns on market access bilaterally to those developed nations which have not accorded optimal conditions in this regard.
Third, with 40 million euros earmarked for trade-related technical assistance between 2007-2010, the European Commission’s support for initiatives to strengthen key industries in Bangladesh remains unwavering. 
May I close by wishing you all every success in your efforts to build an even brighter future for the RMG industry in Bangladesh.

