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Summary Note on 

Tripartite Workshop on Survey Findings on  

Agro-Processing and Pharmaceutical Sectors under  

Skills for Trade and Economic Diversification (STED) 

Methodology of  the ILO 
 

Bangladesh Employers' Federation (BEF) and International Labour Organization (ILO) jointly 

organized two validation workshops on the survey findings on two important manufacturing 

and export sectors of Bangladesh,  agro-processing and pharmaceutical. The workshop on 

agro-processing sector was held on Wednesday the 7
th

 December, and the workshop on 

pharmaceutical sector on Thursday the 8
th

 December at the BEF Conference Hall, “Chamber 

Building”, 122-124 Motijheel C.A., Dhaka. 

 

 

 
 

Picture 1: ILO officials, representatives of employers and workers at the workshop on the 

survey findings on agro-processing sector under STED methodology of the ILO, held on the 7
th

 

December, 2011. 

 

The baseline surveys were conducted to identify and assess the areas of skills that agro-

processing and pharmaceutical sectors of Bangladesh need for expediting growth and 

diversification of products and exports, under the ILO's STED (Skills for Trade and Economic 

Diversification) methodology. 

 

Mr. Arthur E. Shears, the Chief Technical Adviser of Technical and Vocational Training 

Education (TVET) Reform Project of Bangladesh Government, implemented by the ILO 

Country Office in Bangladesh, Mr. Francis de Silva of the same project attended both the 

workshops. Advocate Delwar Hossain Khan, General Secretary of Bangladesh Labour 

Federation, and Mr. Shafiqur Rahman Bhuiyan, Chairman, Industry Skills Council for agro-

processing sector were present in the workshop for the agro-processing sector on the 7
th

 

December, 2011. Representatives from various ministries and government offices, line 

association and trade bodies, and different enterprises in the agro-processing and 
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pharmaceutical sectors were present during the workshops and actively took part in the 

discussion sessions after presentations by Mr. Erik Von Uexkull from the ILO Trade and 

Employment Programme, ILO, Geneva, and by consultants engaged by the BEF.  

 

 

A. Summary of Discussions on Agro-Processing Sector 

 

On the 7
th

 December, at the workshop on the agro-processing sector, the participants and 

stakeholders discussed the various issues reflected in the survey findings. The summary of 

discussions at the validation workshop on the agro-processing sector held on the 7
th

 

December is presented in the Matrix A below: 

 

Matrix A: Summary Discussions on Agro-Processing Sector 

 

Serial Issue Comment/Observation/Discussion 

1.  Need for convergence 

of development 

activities 

Mr. Shafiqur Rahman Bhuiyan, an an entrepreneur in 

the agro-processing sector and the Chairman, 

Industry Skills Council (agro-processing sector) 

underscored the need for convergence of all 

development activities and policy support towards 

the common goal of skills development in the 

country. He also suggested that Industry Skills 

Councils (ISCs) established in each industrial sector 

by private entrepreneurs were an effective platform 

where such convergence may take place by linking 

the training providers with the industry needs.  

 

2.  Lack of Coverage for 

Workers in the Survey 

Design 

Advocate Mr. Delwar Hossain Khan, representative 

from the workers’ side pointed out that the survey 

was conducted among the respondents belonging to 

management and/or entrepreneurs only, and 

workers were left out from the survey. As such, the 

survey responses had the likelihood of being biased, 

and future activities under the STED methodology 

should also incorporate the workers, he suggested.  

 

3.  Apprenticeship There was a lively discussion on the issue of 

apprenticeship, as it was pointed out by the 

moderator, Mr. Shaquib Quoreshi, Secretary of BEF, 

that most of the survey respondents said that they 

accepted apprentices in their enterprises, for the 

most industries in the formal sector in Bangladesh do 

not accept apprentices. The participants observed 

that apprenticeship was rather the norm in the agro-

processing sector for developing the required skills. It 

was further observed that ‘apprenticeship’ was 

loosely defined under the prevailing legal framework, 

and there was a need for reform. Apprenticeship 

now required registration with the Bureau of 

Manpower, Employment and Training (BMET) of the 

government, and the process was quite 
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cumbersome. This was one major reason many 

employers were not interested in following the 

official procedures of accepting, training, and 

certifying the apprentices. What is practiced in the 

agro-processing sector may be labeled as ‘informal 

apprenticeship’, according to Engineer Mr. Shahadat 

Hossain, Secretary to the Directorate of Technical 

Education (DTE). The proposed fiscal incentives for 

apprenticeships in the recently approved National 

Skills Development Policy were also discussed by the 

ILO officials and the participants. It was agreed that 

apprenticeship was a very effective mode of skills 

development and for the recognition of skills, and 

this should be promoted. A more ‘user-friendly’ 

approach towards apprenticeship registration and 

implementation should be introduced.  

 

4.  Skills Supply and Skills 

Development Practices 

The participants agreed with the survey findings that 

most entry level workers are fresh entrants without 

previous work experience. On-the-job and internal 

trainings are the norm for skills development 

practices in the agro-processing sector. The 

participants also agreed to the survey findings that it 

was difficult to assess the training needs, and to 

identify the suitable providers for external trainings. 

The training providers and academic institutions 

were generally ill-prepared to understand the 

industry requirements for skills; the training and 

knowledge base they provided lacked the practical 

exposure demanded by the job market. It was 

further agreed that the more technical expertise the 

position was, the more difficult it was to find a 

suitable person. 

5.  Need for Motivation An odd finding in the survey, that lack of interest 

among the workers was identified by majority (80%) 

of the respondents, was discussed at length at the 

seminar. A number of participants including Mr. Raju 

Ahmed, and entrepreneur in the agro-processing 

sector and Director of ISC(Agro-Processing), Mr. 

Shafiqur Rahman Bhuiyan, and others agreed that it 

was a correct observation. However, the participants 

also discussed and agreed that it was due to lack of 

motivation among the workers and employers as 

well. It was rather an issue of mind-set, observed the 

participants. It was recommended that some 

activities could be designed to promote awareness 

among the employers and workers on the benefits of 

skills development, in terms of higher productivity, 

higher wages, and efficiency. 

  

6.  Poor Linkage Between The participants discussed the issue of poor linkages 
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Academia/Training 

Providers and 

Industries 

between the demand and supply of skills. The 

industry needs for a particular skill and knowledge 

base in a specific industrial sector cannot be easily 

fulfilled by the skills supplied by the training 

providers and academic institutions. The curriculum 

followed by the supply side is often outdated, and 

inadequate to provide the practical, on-hands 

knowledge and skills to require by the job market. 

Mr. Shears from the ILO responded that ISCs in 

respective industrial sectors can bridge this gap, and 

the skills data component of the on-going TVET 

Reform Project was expected to identify the existing 

gaps in the major industrial sector. The participants 

agreed to Mr. Shear’s comments.  

 

7.  Quality Management Quality Management was a major concern among 

the participants, and was also reflected in the survey 

response. The participants opined that specific 

training and skills development initiatives were 

required for specific sub-sector to improve the 

quality management. Internal initiatives like 

implementation of KAIZEN was being piloted in two 

agro-processing enterprises and the results of such 

initiatives could be used to formulate specific quality 

management programs in future, the ISC people 

recommended. Some special areas of quality 

management would require broader long-term 

interventions as part of improved quality standards 

of agri-inputs, such as seeds, and breed, which may 

require target-oriented education and training 

programs, infrastructure, and skilled manpower to 

implement. 

 

8.  New Product 

Development 

The participants observed that Bangladesh was not 

in a position to introduce, launch, and innovate new 

products, particularly for the export market. The 

level of knowledge, education, technical expertise, 

research facilities, and market conditions ill-afford 

such new products. Mr. Shafiqur Rahman Bhuiyan 

suggested that the development partners should 

extend their support for setting up specialized 

institutions with the objective of developing new 

products in particular industrial sector. In this regard, 

Mr, Mridha from Agricultural Marketing Co. Ltd., the 

largest agro-processing company and exporter in 

Bangladesh, suggested that there was the need for 

developing the spice sub-sector in Bangladesh. The 

skills needed for farming, harvesting, and post-

harvest management, processing, and packaging of 

spices needed to be improved substantially, he 

suggested. 
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9.  Dependence on Ethnic 

Market Segment 

The survey findings suggested that except for frozen 

shrimp, most other agro-products, whether 

processed, fresh, or value-added are exported only 

for ethnic markets. Even then, they’re subject to SPS 

and other quality requirements of the importing 

country. This dependence on the ethnic market niche 

was perceived as a weakness, and there was the felt 

need for exploring the potential of successfully target 

the main-stream market, i.e., the super-market 

shelves of the importing countries. The participants 

unanimously agreed that lack of quality, supply side 

constraints, and lack of management expertise to 

approach international markets were the major 

reasons Bangladesh was not able to cater to the 

main-stream foreign markets for agro-processed 

products. 

 

10.  International 

Marketing 

The participants validated the survey response from 

about 65% of the respondents as a priority for future 

success. The knowledge and skills for market 

mapping, product mapping, assessing international 

competition, interacting with foreign buyers, 

effective product promotion, sales skills for 

attracting the major international retailers, and 

branding were required for successful international 

marketing, which were virtually absent among the 

entrepreneurs and top management of the agro-

processing enterprises. Professor Md. Moslem Ali, 

Adviser to Bangladesh Agro-Processors Association 

(BAPA) suggested in this context that for developing 

our export capability, we needed to do the following: 
 

♦ Improve the quality standards;  

♦ Add more value to the existing products; 

♦ Develop modern facilities for production, 

storage, and shipping; and 

♦ Earn trust of the importers on the 

authenticity of the quality certificates issued 

by our authorities. 

 

11.  Large Domestic Market 

Defining the Skills and 

Quality Aspects 

Mr. Md. Kamal Uddin of Metropolitan Chamber of 

Commerce and Industry, Dhaka (MCCI) pointed out 

that the large domestic market for agro-processed 

products absorbed a huge quantity of the outputs 

from agro-processed sector. Lack of effective 

implementation of quality standards, price sensitivity 

of the consumers, and inefficient mechanism in the 

domestic market allowed production and sale of sub-

standard product. As such, many entrepreneurs 

already making reasonable profits did not find the 

compulsion for product diversification and quality 
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development. A large domestic market also created 

supply side constraints for the export market. As a 

result, the need for skills development for improved 

productivity, better quality, and product 

diversification was not felt strongly by this sector, he 

added. In order to address this situation, short and 

long term goals in terms of skills development should 

be developed, he suggested. 

12.  Safe Handling, Storage, 

and Cold Chain 

Management 

As part of greater set of quality management skills, 

the priority areas that were identified and validated 

during the workshop were: safe and hygienic 

handling of food products at different stages of 

production, harvest, and storage. This included cold 

chain management, transportation, shipping, 

prevention of contamination by organic and 

inorganic substances, and management of Maximum 

Residue Limit (MRL) for pesticides and preservatives. 

Mr. Shoaib Chowdhury, an entrepreneur in the agro-

processing sector and representing Dhaka Chamber 

of Commerce and Industry (DCCI) 

 

 

13.  Capability for Improved 

Regulatory Compliance 

and Approval 

An even larger set of skills required for improved 

capability for regulatory compliance and approval 

procedure was validated as a priority requirement 

for skills development, and was identified by 70% of 

the survey respondents. Compliance with the 

Sanitary and Phyto-Sanitary issues, Technical Barriers 

to Trade (TBT) issues, packaging and other issues 

related to content management of shipped products, 

and the paper-work involved in establishing 

documentary proof of compliance required high 

levels of skills, technical experts, and expensive 

infrastructure facilities such as testing labs and 

inspection procedures. The agro-processing sector of 

Bangladesh required major support in developing 

these required skills, technical expertise, and 

capability in terms of infrastructure and facilities.  

 

14.  Coordination between 

Stakeholders 

Mr. Kazi Saifuddin Ahmed, Adviser to the BEF on the 

labor related issues, suggested that there should be a 

conscious effort to coordinate and integrate the 

interests and activities of all stakeholders, i.e., 

development partners, government, workers, 

employers, training providers, and educational 

institutions for effective skills development. 

Employers should be able to identify what skills they 

need, internal or external experts at the disposal of 

the employers should be able to assess the training 

needs for those skills, and the training providers 

should be able to develop effective curriculum and 
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training courses. The government, development 

partners, and academia should be able to provide 

the right combination of policy, infrastructure, and 

knowledge base required. 

 

 

Recommendations on Skills and Capabilities for Agro-Processing Sector 

 

After discussions, the participants at the workshop on the agro-processing sector 

unanimously agreed that (i) enhanced capacity for improved regulatory compliance, (ii) safe 

food handling and cold chain management, (iii) sourcing high-quality agricultural inputs, (iv) 

quality control, inspection, and management, and (v) international marketing were the most 

important priority areas where Bangladeshi agro-processing sector needed to improve 

capability and skills development.  

 

 

B. Summary of Discussions on Pharmaceutical Sector 

  

On the 8
th

 December, 2011, at the workshop on the pharmaceutical sector, the participants 

and stakeholders discussed the various issues reflected in the survey findings and generally 

on the skills development needs and bottlenecks of the pharmaceutical industry.  

 

 
Picture 2: Snapshot from the workshop on the survey findings on pharmaceutical sector 

under STED methodology of the ILO, held at BEF Conference Hall on the 8
th

 December, 2011. 

 

 

The summary of discussions at the validation workshop on the pharmaceutical sector is 

presented in the Matrix B below: 

 

Matrix B: Summary Discussion on Pharmaceutical Sector 

 

Serial Issue Comment/Observation/Discussion 

1.  Extension of WTO 

Waiver on IPR 

A number of participants, including Mr. Tofayel 

Ahmmad, Research Associate at Bangladesh Foreign 
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Trade Institute (BFTI) inquired whether ILO could 

help Bangladesh seeking extension of the WTO 

waiver for LDC on Intellectual Property Rights (IPR) 

for manufacturing and exporting patented drugs 

beyond the 31
st

 December 2015. ILO officials and 

BEF Secretary clarified that ILO was not in a suitable 

position to do that. However, the ILO officials stated 

that their report would certainly include a 

recommendation for such extension. 

 

2.  Skills Supply and Skills 

Development Practices 

The participants agreed with the survey findings that 

it was easy to get the entry level employees at all 

positions – for workers and managers. It was further 

agreed that the large enterprises with significant 

sales volume and cash flow could easily afford to pay 

a higher remuneration package to the skilled and 

experienced staff, and it was easier for them to 

recruit more number of technical experts and other 

management professionals. Most of the companies 

regularly organized internal and external trainings, 

but often found it difficult to find the suitable 

training providers and training courses. There was 

also the perception that the academic institutions 

were not adequately prepared to provide demand-

driven and updated education. 

 

3.  Lack of Need-Oriented 

Curriculum  

The participants discussed at length the requirement 

for developing need-oriented curriculum at the 

university level, polytechnics, and other training 

institutes. A number of participants sought 

clarification who was responsible for developing 

such curriculum and whether ILO could do that. ILO 

officials and the BEF Secretary clarified that issue by 

saying that such a need-oriented curriculum could 

only be developed by collective efforts of all 

stakeholders. Mr. Shears of ILO further clarified that 

the pharmaceutical industry should be able to 

identify their needs, favorably through the 

mechanism of establishing a Industry Skills Council 

(ISC) and request the concerned authorities such as 

Bangladesh Technical Education Board (BTEB) and 

the universities to develop suitable curriculum based 

on those needs. Mr. Ashis K. Roy of Novartis 

Bangladesh Ltd. said in this context that such 

practices has started at the level of some private 

universities that modified and developed their 

curriculum on Pharmacy, accommodating the 

requests from pharmaceutical industry.  

 

4.  Apprenticeship Apprenticeship was not practiced in the 

pharmaceutical sector, as was found in the survey. 
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5.  API Manufacturing in 

Bangladesh 

The participant unanimously agreed that 

manufacturing of Active Pharmaceutical Ingredients 

(API) was the key priority for Bangladesh for 

ensuring future growth in domestic and export 

markets. There were lengthy discussions on the 

status of the proposed API Park to be set up by the 

government. Mr. A.K. Azad, Deputy Director of 

Export Promotion Bureau (EPB), requested by the 

moderator, clarified the latest development on the 

proposed API Park. He said that land acquisition has 

been done, and land development for the site was in 

progress. Later, Mr. M. Abdur Rahman of 

Metropolitan Chamber of Commerce and Industry, 

Dhaka (MCCI) supplemented with the information 

that the Ministry of Industries was setting up the API 

Park in Munshiganj, Dhaka. 

 

6.  Lack of Knowledge and 

Registration Difficulties 

in International 

Marketing 

The survey findings, as reported by the BEF 

Consultant Mr. Mridul Biswas, suggested that there 

was substantial knowledge gap in areas of economic 

analysis, market mapping, product life cycle analysis, 

and the legal steps of drug registration procedure in 

foreign countries. Mr. Tofayel Ahmmad from BFTI 

sought clarification on the requirement for 

economic analysis, and market mapping needs. The 

moderator observed that an organization like BFTI 

was ideally geared to conduct market mapping 

research and commercially cater to the needs of 

interested pharmaceutical companies interested in 

the economic and market profile of a particular 

export destination. 

  

7.  Level of Engagement in 

the Pharmaceutical 

Value Chain  

The participants agreed unanimously to the 

observation of Mr. Erik Von Uexkull of ILO Trade and 

Employment Programme, shown in his presentation 

that Bangladeshi pharmaceutical sector was 

involved only in the last two stages of 

pharmaceutical value chain, namely, commercial 

manufacture and healthcare delivery. Other stages 

of the value chain, such as, basic research, drug 

discovery, pre-clinical trials, investigative medicine, 

small scale trials, large scale trials, and process 

development were not practiced by Bangladeshi 

pharmaceutical sector. The participants further 

observed that capability to server those areas of 

business were almost completely absent at the 

institutional level in Bangladesh.   

 

8.  Other/Alternate Areas 

of Value Addition 

Mr. Yusuf Ali Khan of Novartis inquired about 

possible cooperation from the ILO on developing the 
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capability in creating value of Bangladeshi 

pharmaceutical products by introducing renewable 

energy and green technology. Mr. Shaquib Quoreshi, 

Secretary of BEF and moderator for the workshop 

requested ILO officials to look into this matter for 

possible linkages with the Green Jobs Initiative of 

the ILO.  

 

9.  Priority Areas for 

Sectoral Capability 

Improvement 

Apart from the API Park, the participants 

underscored the need for the following priority 

areas where the pharmaceutical sector would need 

to improve the sectoral capability: 

♦ Institutionalization of international best 

practices like cGMP/GMP (Good 

Manufacturing Practices);  

♦ Effective implementation of Regulatory 

Framework, particularly for the 

domestic market; 

♦ Product Development; and 

♦ Marketing within Bangladesh 

 

 

10.  Priority Areas of 

Capability and Skills 

Development  

Mr. Ashis Roy of Novartis, Mr. Anayet Hossain of 

Incepta, Mr. Ananta Saha of Renata, Mr. Sayed 

Hossain of Delta Drugs, and other participants added 

that providing suitable internal trainings was often a 

challenge for the industry, and suggested that ILO 

should formulate plans for developing short-courses 

in cooperation with the BEF and trade bodies and 

offer trainings in areas such as: 

 

♦ Drug Registration; 

♦ Regulatory Compliance;  

♦ Pharmaceutical Technicians;  

♦ Quality Assurance; and 

♦ Export Marketing. 

 

It was also suggested that international and regional 

experts could be brought in to provide trainings in 

those areas. 

 

11.  Linkage Between 

Industry Needs and 

Training 

Providers/Academic 

Institutions 

After Mr. de Silva and Mr. Shears from the TVET 

Reform Project explained the modus operandi of the 

Industry Skills Councils (ISCs) and Center of 

Excellence (CoE) established in other sectors, the 

representatives of the pharmaceutical sector agreed 

to the benefits of such ISCs, and expressed interest 

in setting up similar platforms in the pharmaceutical 

sector, and sought ILO’s support in doing so.   
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Recommendations on Skills and Capabilities for Pharmaceutical Sector 

 

After discussions, the participants at the workshop on pharmaceutical sector agreed that (i) 

enhanced capacity for improved regulatory compliance, (ii) setting up the specialized 

industrial park for Active Pharmaceutical Ingredients (API), (iii) linkages between the industry 

needs and academia and training institutions, (iv) international marketing, and (v) more 

effective regulations were the most important priority areas where Bangladeshi 

pharmaceutical sector needed to improve capability and skills development.  

 

 


