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COP30 IN BELEM: A CRUCIAL
TURNING POINT OR YET ANOTH-
ER MISSED OPPORTUNITY?

by Selim Raihan

The 30th COP (COP30) of the UNFCCC will take place from
10 to 21 November 2025 in Belém, Brazil. It is also the
first time the summit is held in the Amazon region, a
symbolic decision that represents the double crisis of
climate change and social and economic inequality. While
its geographical proximity puts climate vulnerable
communities and ecosystems into a harsh spotlight, the
conference threatens to replay the disappointments of
COP29, unless it also tackles the deep-rooted inequalities
in finance, representation, and implementation.

For developing countries like Bangladesh, where every
cyclone, flood, and lost crop is a human catastrophe,
COP30 is not a photo-opportunity — it is a test. The ques-
tion is whether the summit would provide the legally
binding climate finance, mutually beneficial solutions and
inclusive governance and that countries on the frontline
of the climate emergency desperately require — or contin-
ue the practice of promising much while delivering little.

The promise vs. the peril

Belém’s selection is no mere geographic novelty. Hosting
COP30 there is a deliberate symbol of solidarity with
vulnerable communities, indigenous peoples, and front-
line ecosystems. But this symbolism is now being tested
by conflicts of interest - Brazil's own oil exploration
around the Amazon threatens global voices on fossil fuel
phase-out and forest conservation.

Adding to the tensions is the infrastructure that went up
for the summit. A recently paved four-lane highway
through the protected rainforest — the Avenida Liberdade
— is a potential minefield as well, as it is adding to defor-
estation in a critical carbon sponge. This contrast -
emphasizing vulnerability and at the same time undercut-
ting this vulnerability - mirrors wider COP30 dynamics.

Also, at the Bonn preparatory talks in June 2025, key
obstacles were exposed: few countries have submitted
updated Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs),
and the ones submitted appear insufficient to safeguard
the 1.5 °C target. Logistical constraints are another
concern. Belém faces accommodation shortages, wors-
ening cost barriers for lower-income delegations. There
have been demands for UN-subsidized lodging, but Brazil
declined.

Finance: The continuing fracture

COP29, in Baku, had pledged only US$300 billion per
year by 2035 in climate finance — not nearly enough for
the S1 trillion+ target or the one demanded by develop-
ing countries. Article 9.1 of the Paris Agreement is yet to
be realised and is expected to dominate the COP30
agenda. Developing countries are demanding that a
binding public finance commitment be restored, instead
of depending on the opaque regime of private funding.

The “Baku to Belém Roadmap” is a direct attempt to
bridge this gap by mobilizing USS 1.3 trillion annually by
2035, yet skepticism abounds regarding its enforceability
without anchored public finance.

Implementation over negotiation

In a context of institutional frustration, Brazil is calling for
a new narrative: COP30 should focus less on stalled
negotiations and more on implementation. Now comes
this “twin mantra” of concrete climate action as opposed
to endless diplomacy.

But this shift is easier said than done. Civil society and
experts warn the summit must result in tangible
outcomes on areas such as fossil fuel phase-out, defor-
estation, adaptation and finance — not merely words.

BELEM’S SYMBOLISM IS POWERFUL, YET UNLESS COP30
ENFORCES PUBLIC GRANTS OVER LOANS AND ENSURES
EQUITY IN REPRESENTATION, VULNERABLE COUNTRIES LIKE
BANGLADESH REMAIN STRANDED — RESILIENT ONLY IN
RHETORIC, NOT REALITY.

Implications for Bangladesh

As one of the most climate-vulnerable countries in the
world, Bangladesh interprets the implications of COP30
through several intersecting prisms. And the country’s
urgent needs — to protect against floods, to build
resilience against the cyclones and to have climate-resil-
ient agriculture — will be heavily dependent on secured
adaptation finance. However, the absence of clear com-
mitments under Article 9.1 and without an effective
finance roadmap, Bangladesh's lagging support is
running the risk of leaving Bangladesh more exposed to
devastating climate shocks in the years to come. Without
equitable load-sharing and forecastable supplies of
public finance, credibility of the global climate regime is
on the line.
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Another concern, in the face of stalled global public
finance, is the dependence on private capital — either as
loans or investments — which can end up with Bangladesh
taking on more debt, as opposed to grants. It has
long-standing implications for economic stability and
could impede real efforts at adaptation. But for a country
already squeezed by fiscal tightness, the move from
public to privatized financing mechanisms will not be
enough and might even be damaging.

These are challenges that are exacerbated by access and
representation gaps. Limited scope to utilize improved
NDC submission platforms, limited representation in side
events, and the prohibitive cost accessibility hampers the
country’s capacity to effectively campaigning on the
global stage. The logistics of COP30 being in Belém seem
to make it easier for richer delegations to gain access,
marginalising even more those from developing coun-
tries.

The Amazon setting also has a poignant resonance with
Bangladesh’s own ecological systems, especially the
Sundarbans, increasingly under the threat of rising sea
levels due to climate change and the pressures of indus-
trial exploitation. If the Amazon’s preservation has global
importance, so too does the safeguarding of Bangladesh'’s
mangrove forests and delta systems. The struggles are
closely linked to each other, showing that climate justice
is a common responsibility beyond regions.

In lieu of a conclusion

COP30 is of huge symbolic value. It is a strong symbolic
statement to host the summit in the Amazon, but symbol-
ism alone cannot replace the real commitments and
actions that vulnerable nations so urgently need.

For Bangladesh and its peers, COP30 must be more than
stagecraft; it must be a summit of substance. That
requires enforcing public grants, not loans; re-balancing
access and representation; and embedding accountabili-
ty into climate finance mechanisms. If Brazil’'s COP presi-
dency commits to implementation over rhetoric, protects
ecosystems instead of fragmenting them, and centers
climate equity instead of marginalizing it, COP30 could be
a moment of promise. Otherwise, the Amazon’s symbolic
weight will be wasted, and vulnerable countries like
Bangladesh will remain stranded - climate-resilient in
their rhetoric, but not in their reality.

Therefore, COP30 has a duty to go beyond tokenism. The
conference should be a time of delivering action, mobili-
zation, and transparency through accountable, enforce-
able climate finance, equitable participation and concrete
adaptation action. For COP30 to be the summit of
substance rather than a further lost opportunity, it is only
in securing these outcomes that can be remembered.

Dr Selim Raihan, Professor of Economics, University of Dhaka and
Executive Director, SANEM. Email: selim.raihan@gmail.com

RETHINKING SUSTAINABILITY
BEYOND THE BADGE IN
BANGLADESH’S RMG INDUSTRY

by Zubayer Hossen

The ready-made garment industry is more than numbers
on an export chart for Bangladesh. It is the story of
millions of women who leave their houses each morning
to work in the factories that stitch the clothes worn across
the world. It is the engine that has powered the country’s
economic rise and lifted families out of poverty. Over the
last decade, it has also become a story of pride. Bangla-
desh, with more LEED-certified buildings than any other
country, today leads the world in green garment factories.
For an industry that once made global headlines for trage-
dy, this transformation has become a point of resilience
and recognition.

LEED certification, an international standard for environ-
mentally friendly construction, is not easy to obtain, and
certainly, this is a remarkable achievement. Certified
factories reduce energy and water use, create healthier
working spaces, and often symbolise a break from the
shadows of unsafe and polluting practices. For many

THE STORY OF SUSTAINABILITY IN BANGLADESH’S
GARMENT INDUSTRY IS NOT REALLY ABOUT PLAQUES ON
THE WALL. THOSE ARE NICE TO LOOK AT, BUT THEY DO NOT
TELL US IF LIFE HAS CHANGED FOR THE PEOPLE INSIDE.

global buyers, these plaques on factory walls signal trust,
responsibility, and a reason to continue sourcing from
Bangladesh. At a time when consumers demand more
sustainable fashion, this has helped our industry remain
competitive and given the country an image of
forward-looking modernisation.

Yet, as inspiring as this progress is, we must pause to ask:
Does a certificate make our industry sustainable?

A green building may sparkle with glass walls and ener-
gy-saving lights, but that does not mean the people inside
it live any easier. After hours at the sewing machine, many
workers return to one small room shared with their fami-
lies, where pay packets vanish quickly into rent, rice, and
school fees. These are the hands that keep the industry
alive, yet when fever strikes, too many cannot afford a
doctor’s visit. Sustainability cannot end with machines
that save energy or walls that recycle water. It must reach
into homes, so a young woman can dream beyond the
factory floor. Until workers’ voices are part of the conver-
sation, the promise of sustainability will remain incom-
plete.

Beyond the lives of workers, there is also the question of
the environment that sustains us all. The RMG sector
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uses vast amounts of water and chemicals. While certi-
fied factories cut resource use, the broader industry still
leaves a heavy mark on our rivers and soil. Communities
living near industrial belts often speak of polluted water
that can no longer be used for fishing, farming, or drink-
ing. Many families in the villages, once dependent on
nearby canals, now struggle with skin diseases and loss
of traditional livelihoods. These are the hidden costs of
growth, and they rarely appear in sustainability reports.
Unless circular economy practices are embraced across
the board, the burden of production will continue to fall
on those least able to bear it.

There is also the larger challenge of energy. Bangladesh
is one of the countries most vulnerable to climate
change, yet the garment industry continues to rely heavi-
ly on fossil fuels. A few factories are experimenting with
solar panels on their rooftops or exploring alternatives
such as biomass, but these remain exceptions rather
than the rule. If we imagine the future of industry not
five years ahead but twenty, sustainability must mean an
industry that can withstand the shocks of climate change
and shifting global trade rules. Reducing carbon intensity
is no longer just about impressing buyers - it is about
survival in a world where climate resilience will deter-
mine which economies thrive and which fall behind.

At the same time, we should remember that global
brands and consumers play a powerful role in shaping
the choices available to Bangladeshi factories. Many
buyers applaud Bangladesh’s green factories, but their
purchasing practices tell another story: prices remain
squeezed, deadlines remain short, and pressure to
produce more for less has not gone away. Factory owners
often face an impossible equation: investing in workers
and the environment while absorbing the relentless
pressure of cost-cutting by international retailers.
Sustainability must be a shared responsibility, stretching
from the factory floor to the shop floor in London, New
York, or Tokyo. The responsibility of brands is proven in
everyday choices they make - whether they pay fair
prices, give factories the breathing space to treat work-
ers well, and stand by their suppliers in the long run
instead of chasing the cheapest deal.

The government also has a decisive part to play. It has
encouraged green factories through tax incentives and
promotional campaigns, but the vision must now go
further. Regulations that protect workers’ rights and the
environment should not only apply to a few large,
high-profile factories. Smaller and medium-sized enter-
prises must also be supported with finance, training, and
technology so that sustainability becomes an indus-
try-wide baseline rather than an elite achievement. For
many of these smaller factories, certification remains
financially out of reach. But that does not mean they
cannot be made safer, cleaner, and fairer places to work
if there is the right policy framework to support them.
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There is also the question of where the industry is head-
ing. Bangladesh’s economy leans so heavily on garments
that a sudden fall in orders, a shift to automation, or a
new trade rule abroad can ripple through millions of
homes almost overnight. Sustainability beyond LEED
must also mean resilience - preparing workers and fami-
lies for a less fragile future. That means teaching new
skills so the young woman stitching shirts today might
move into better work tomorrow, and building industries
beyond garments so households are not tied to a single,
uncertain lifeline. True sustainability is not only greener
factories or fairer wages, but also the security of knowing
that if one door closes, another can open, and that
futures can be built with dignity, not fear.

The story of sustainability in Bangladesh’s garment
industry is not really about plaques on the wall. Those
are nice to look at, but they do not tell us if life has
changed for the people inside. The real test is simple: can
a worker send her child to school, can a father buy medi-
cine when his son has a fever, can families breathe clean
air and drink safe water near the factories? That is what
sustainability should mean. Bangladesh has shown the
world that change is possible. We rose from the tragedy
of Rana Plaza to building the greenest factories on earth.
But this cannot be the end of the story. The next chapter
must be written on fair wages, clean rivers, and safe
homes. Otherwise, sustainability will stay a label, not a
life.

Zubayer Hossen, Programme Director, SANEM.
Email: zubayerhossen14@gmail.com

.
ENERGY EFFICIENCY- ARE WE
DOING ENOUGH?

by Israt Hossain

Energy efficiency has emerged as an area of attention in the
global power and energy sector only in recent years. The
underlying principle of this concept is to use less energy
input to produce same output. It has been recognized in
COP 28 and a pledge was made that global average annual
rate of energy efficiency should be improved from 2% to
over 4% rate collectively. However, according to Internation-
al Energy Agency (IEA), the global energy efficiency
improvement in 2024 was only 1% despite notable invest-
ment to enhance energy efficiency. This percentage
progress in energy efficiency is measured by energy intensi-
ty which is the amount of energy input needed to produce
one unit of economic output/GDP.

Bangladesh has been struggling with its socio-economic
structural problems from birth, and the power and energy
sector has started receiving priority during the 2000s. While
the focus on renewable energy transition got stronger in
2010s, energy efficiency, let alone, is farther from being a
priority. The first energy efficiency plan of Bangladesh is the
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Energy Efficiency and Conservation Master Plan up to 2030
(EECMP 2016). Other than that, the Integrated Energy &
Power Sector Master Plan (IEPMP) 2023 was another one
which reiterated the targets mentioned EECMP. There is no
dedicated policy for improving the energy efficiency in
Bangladesh yet. While IEPMP claimed 16.1% energy
efficiency improvement in 2020 and there are several initia-
tives for efficiency development mentioned by the govern-
ment, industry insiders seem unaware of these progresses.
For example, Energy Management System (EMS), under
which several activities have mentioned such as designated
large energy consumer program, energy auditor certifica-
tion program, financing for energy efficient equipment etc.
However, these pieces of information are not well circulated
and most of the business leaders do not have any idea how
these initiatives are working and progressing.

There is a webpage of SREDA (Sustainable Renewable
Energy Development Authority) with a title “Energy Efficien-
cy & Conservation Promotion Financing Project in Bangla-
desh”. This page describes some statistics about national
energy intensity, final energy consumption and total energy
supply etc. though after fiscal year 2021-22 no updated
information is available. Besides, there are available low
interest loan opportunity for using energy efficient technol-
ogy and equipments through Infrastructure Development

TO REALIZE THE UNTAPPED POTENTIAL OF ENERGY EFFICIEN-
CY, BANGLADESH NEEDS A MULTI-DIMENSIONAL APPROACH
INCLUDING FRUITFUL AWARENESS CAMPAIGN, EFFECTIVE
INCENTIVE STRATEGY AND SECTOR SPECIFIC POLICIES WITH
A FUNCTIONAL PUBLIC ENERGY AUDIT SYSTEM.

Company Limited (IDCOL) and Bangladesh Infrastructure
Financing Fund Limited (BIFFL) according to this project
information. Till December 2022, 43 companies have been
stated to have access loan of BDT 21 billion. The companies
are from various sectors: textile, RMG, cement, glass,
electronics, pharmaceutical, university, real estate, and
others. However, these updates and opportunities are not
widespread information questioning the effectiveness of
awareness raising activities and national campaign men
tioned by SREDA. Though Bangladesh has been going
through the digital transformation of all government and
non-government information to align with the global
practices, several links in government websites are found as
inaccessible or unresponsive, energy efficiency page is no
exception.

Considering the limited understanding about energy
efficiency and further limited attention to this issue amid
the political and economic turbulence ongoing since August
2024, a question may arise why do we need to focus on this
issue right now? The answer is, for sustaining economic
development and combating the political and economic

September 1, 2025

shocks, energy security is a must. While Bangladesh faces
challenges in energy supply, due to lack of self-sufficiency,
import-dependency and transmission loss, efficient use of
available energy sources is one of the most important
short-run solutions to balance with these issues. 20% fossil
fuel import reduction was possible in the last two decades
in the IEA countries. Importing fuel for power generation
has already become a burden for Bangladesh due to lower
foreign reserve and volatile economy. It would be a great
relief if we could reduce energy consumption through
reducing transmission loss and improving transformation
efficiency (e.g., power generation output/input). Though
the initial investment for energy efficient technology could
seem high, the long cost-saving nature of efficient technolo-
gies can actually raise the cost-effectiveness of the business.

Moreover, being a climate-vulnerable country, Bangladesh
can advance in its journey of decarbonization by reducing
energy consumption for producing same level of output.
Almost 20% lesser global carbon-di-oxide emission was
possible from 2010-2023 period according to IEA. Lesser use
of fossil fuel not only helps to reduce import-dependency
but also diminish the environmental impact due to green-
house gas emission. Indirectly, the cost-saving benefit of
energy efficiency broadens the scope for “just energy transi-
tion” by opening the opportunity of spending the saved
funds for green and clean energy promotion. Thus, achiev-
ing energy efficiency targets will be helpful and effective to
solve the seemingly never ending puzzle of energy security
versus energy transition.

Despite notable initiatives, Bangladesh could not make the
concept of energy efficiency widely adopted practice.
Fragmented efforts, inadequate collaboration and lack of
skilled professionals have contributed to creating lack of
confidence about energy efficiency within the general
population. To realize the untapped potential of energy
efficiency, Bangladesh needs a multi-dimensional approach
including fruitful awareness campaign, effective incentive
strategy and sector specific policies with a functional public
energy audit system. Regular stakeholder consultations,
capacity building training for building a skilled labor force in
this sector and promoting public-private partnership will
play important role in spreading information and illustrating
the priority of the issue. Maintaining consistency while
setting priority and policy decisions is a primary weakness in
implementing any target in our country. Timely auditing,
increasing financial incentive outreach and continued
reporting of the progress towards energy efficiency targets
could contribute significantly to reducing this. Since this is
comparatively a newer concept, integrating it into the
culture should be our primary concern right now. Other-
wise, the current situation with several initiatives and fewer
implementations will sustain for long.

Israt Hossain is a Director at SANEM.
Email: hossain.israt698@gmail.com
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