Inaugural Session of Cafaxpo – 2006

Chittagong, 4th February 2006

It is a great privilege to attend the inaugural session of Cafaxpo as Guest of Honour, an event which draws together the great and the good of the garment industry and trade representatives from across the globe. I take this opportunity to congratulate Tipu Munshi on his recent elevation to the Presidency of the BGMEA and wish him well in navigating the many issues which will undoubtedly fall on his desk. 
It is fair to say that ready-made garments constitute the engine room of the Bangladesh economy with woven garments and knitwear garnering 38.44% and 36.76% of the country’s export earnings respectively, according to the latest export data. With so much resting on the export of garments, it is vital that - like any good engine room – the sector is kept well-oiled and deficiencies corrected. The European Commission is pleased to be contributing at different levels to ensuring that this is the case. 
First, we are working for a fair global trade regime. The EC pushed strongly at the recent WTO Ministerial in Hong Kong for developed countries – notably the US and Japan – to extend the same duty- and quota-free access to all products from Least Developed Countries, as has been granted by the EU under the “Everything But Arms” scheme since 2001. A pledge along these lines – with some room for manoeuvre afforded to developed countries – was included in the Declaration. The devil is, of course, in the detail and I applaud the efforts which BGMEA is making to work with Ministers here in order to make Bangladesh’s position known to the US and other important trading partners.

Second, the EC is examining the rules of origin governing its General System of Preferences with a view to simplifying them and making them more development friendly. This is a highly complex exercise and one where there are divergent views amongst different sectors. However, it is an exercise characterized by transparency and there will be plenty of opportunities for industry in this country and elsewhere to make its feelings known once a proposal is on the table later in the year.
Third, we are supporting efforts to ensure that Bangladesh’s garment  products are as attractive as possible, whilst retaining their price competitiveness. A major example is the 10 million euro Quality Support Programme which has the overarching aim of assisting Bangladesh to integrate into the world trading system and to strengthen elements of its economy, including the garment industry. The programme includes aspects related to standards and conformity issues mainly in the textiles and fisheries sector, including support for the BGMEA Institute for Fashion and Technology (BIFT) and the Centre for Export and Product Development (CEPD) at BIFT.
Whilst I am pleased that the EC can support the efforts of the garments sector in this way, it is clear that the energy and entrepreneurialism of the people of Bangladesh will be the decisive factors in securing a strong foothold in the global economy. With this in mind, it is vital that the country continues to tackle issues which may prove decisive to future prosperity. These include the fostering of social compliance, adherence to labour standards and improvements to infrastructure and working practices – including at the port here in Chittagong – with a view to chipping away at lead times.
I will close by wishing the garments industry every success in 2006.
