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“Strategizing for Exports” 

Presentation by Mr. Hilmy Cader CEO, MTI Consulting…..

Good evening ladies and gentlemen. I have been given 15 minutes to talk to you about 

strategizing for exports. The first thing I would like to say is that you need to banish the words 

‘exports’. It’s not about exports today, it’s about International supply chains. Because no 

customer anywhere in the world wants exports, they want reliable supply chain. We are still 

thinking exports, we are still thinking about stocking somewhere. That is not going to work, we 

need to think International Supply chains. 

So the first question is, what major challenges do we have currently? Because before we 

look at strategies we need to really understand what are the challenges we face today. So let’s 

look at the challenges we face today. You may look at the challenges we have on the results but 

the results are a function of the approach we take as a country. So what I am going to do today is 

review the challenges in terms of the results and where we are in terms of exports and what 

needs to be done in terms of our future approach. 

Let’s look at the results; our growth over the last 8 years has been only an average of 8 

percent. During that same period, imports have grown by 16 percent and that shows up on the 

performance of the economy. Exports as a share of the GDP have gone down. Exports as a share 

of global exports have also gone down in terms of Sri Lanka. Two key indicators; our growth has 

been mediocre. Share of the GDP has gone down so has the share of the global exports. But what 

is more concerning is the third indicator, of how we have performed against the competition. Go 

back to 1990, Sri Lanka, Vietnam and Bangladesh were doing around 2 billion dollars in exports, 

today we are very proud that we do 10 billion dollars, it’s all over the headlines, but Bangladesh 

has done well over 25 billion and Vietnam just crossed the 100 billion mark. We talk of literacy 

rates and the great corporate sector. But let’s look at the results first. 

So the first thing to do when talking of strategizing exports is to accept the fact that we 

have failed. We need to critique ourselves. If we are not critical we will keep color washing 

ourselves while we come up with fancy headlines saying we have done well. We can’t pick up 

statistics and make stories. We need to accept critique for how we’ve performed. So I certainly 

see a lot of danger sign when it comes to exports. 
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Despite all of this, from an outsider looking in, we are very high on the talk and very low 

on the walk. We keep talking of 20 billion exports, but I personally haven’t seen any piece of 

paper that says how we are going to get this 20 billion exports. From whom are we going to get 

this? Because in this competitive world, no one’s just going to wait there until you take 20 billion 

off them. Why should somebody come to us? Have we answered the question? No. But we make 

a lot of headlines, 10 billion here, 5 billion there. But how are we going to do it? We haven’t 

addressed the ‘how’ part of it but we are very high on the talk. Look at the number of awards 

exporters are getting, the number of awards the corporates’ are getting, going by the numbers we 

should be world class. Every other day there are awards, but where are the rewards? You can’t 

see it. That’s the key point I am making. 

The other thing I think the entire export sector should be ashamed of is that if you take 

total exports and take apparel out, the foreign remittances bringing in more money than all of the 

other exports put together. Of course that comes with a huge social cost. But the export sector 

should be ashamed of that, after all these years. 

Now let’s look at the approach. Why have we ended up here? I will try to address this in 

four simple questions. Where we are today, ideally what we should be doing, why have we 

ended up here and what are the reasons. There are no legitimate answers, but we need to do a lot 

more soul searching and we need to get down and do a lot more thinking. I am going to answer 

four simple questions, who is responsible for exports, what are our focus, who will deliver and 

who will enable. 

Let’s take the first question, who is responsible for exports? If you take the structure of 

exports, we have a multitude of ministries, state institutions overlapping, NGOs and chambers. 

About 10 years ago when we did the strategic planning for the EDB, I asked them to define their 

competition and they said they had none. I said there are lots of other people who are enabling 

exports and when we mapped it out, there were 32 institutions which at that time which were 

enabling exports in one way or another. But all of these have a very micro focus. Let’s do a trade 

show here, enable a delegation there. And we keep flogging cliché statements. We make a lot of 

micro statements. I’ve been to a lot of exporters forum and have heard many say, as part of such 

and such ministry, can we be exempted excess baggage. It’s the same when I go to the trade fair. 

But that’s not it. A lot of strategic thinking should come in. 
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So currently there’s a multitude of institutions. The question is who is responsible for 

strategizing; enabling the environment and who is responsible to make sure you bring the right 

players in. Whose neck is on the line if we don’t achieve the export targets as a country? Which 

ministry, which institutions? Who is responsible? Because nothing will be achieved if someone 

is not held accountable. That needs to take place. To do this you need the motivation. What is the 

motivation for someone working in the EDB to achieve this 20 billion or someone at the 

industrial development ministry or any other ministry? Where are the motivation and the stick to 

make sure you achieve it? Until such time, I think we will just have to rely on entrepreneurial 

exports like MAS or others to really go out and do it. This is the first question, who is 

responsible and to do this where is the government commitment and competency. There are 

many sectors where the government commitment has been high but for some reasons it hasn’t 

been the same for exports. So that’s the first question, we need to know who is responsible and 

someone’s neck has got to be on the line if you really want to make a change. 

Second, what’s our focus going to be? We have fewer than 10 billion in exports but we 

have 7 sectors that cross 100 million dollars and only about 10 exporters who cross 100 million 

dollars. And today unless you are doing an ultra-specialized product you need to have the 

minimum economies of scale. There is no way you can compete in the global market. Now let’s 

look at the 7 industries that give us the 100 million dollars and above. There are 4 which give us 

almost a billion dollars, apparel, tea, tourism and ICT which are on the verge of doing it in a few 

years. When you look at these industries ones in red (slideshow), are based on historical exports 

of Sri Lanka. Companies like Hayleys have added a lot of value to exports like Rubber etc and 

take it further. But by and large we are dependent on tea, rubber, coconut, gems, jewelry and 

tourism. The only two we have added on in any significant level is apparel and ICT which is 

picking up pace. Other than that we haven’t added anything to our exports. I see that as a danger 

sign as well. 

The other thing is that I see we have this belief that we produce the world’s best tea. This 

is so engrained in our tea industry when the world is actually drinking crappy tea. We are passing 

judgment on the consumer. We need to understand what the world needs and not merely look at 

what we think we are good at. I think the challenge is to look beyond what we are good at and 

what the world needs. And then we look at what it is that we can get good at. We need to do this 
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versus competition. Because all the growth we are planning is not going to be easy, we have to 

grab from someone else and that person won’t be merely waiting. We need to know what our 

real strength is. Let’s look at a few of the competition in the region.

I think one of the presenters mentioned earlier, that if we look at India, we find that they 

have a large supply chain of knowledge workers.  ICT companies with 2000 workers. We do not 

have the supply chain. Their success is because they never messed around with their knowledge 

supply chain for years. But even if we decide to do that now, it will take another 15 or 20 years 

before we see tangible change in the supply chain. If you look at Bangladesh or Pakistan, they 

have a huge pool of low cost labor. While there may be issues around that, we still don’t have it. 

If you look closely at Pakistan, they have a huge national resource base. Cotton, Mango, and 

Rice you name it. We don’t have those three, neither do we have the kind of intelligent 

workforce as Israel or Singapore would have. Nor do we have the energy resources that the gulf 

countries have. So we need to ask ourselves, what is it that we have or what we can create. Not 

just for exports but even as a country. This is a hard question we need to ask. 

The other point is hunger for exports. I see a huge hunger for exports in places like 

Vietnam and China. But we don’t have that hunger. I looked at the top 40 CSE capitalized 

companies, out of the top 40, only 3 companies have a significant dependence on International 

income, the others are not entirely dependent except for Carsons, Hayleys and Colombo 

Dockyard. The others are very comfortable with local income. With more companies coming 

into the fore, they will be more comfortable. The hunger for exports is not there. Our big 

corporates have no desire for exports. That is why we have a hugely fragment export industry. 

Only 7 companies go above 100 million dollars. The question we need to spend time on is what 

Sri Lanka’s focus in the future. It requires all the stakeholders, it requires a lot of analysis and 

very clear focus in terms of our country and that will require directional challenges. 

The third question is who will deliver our exports. The problem you have including 

associations like the one organizing this is that the entire focus is on exporters. With all due 

respect to you ladies and gentlemen we have lost the plot when it comes to exporters. We need to 

focus on exports. A lot of this is about helping the export community.
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The question is, can our current exporters deliver beyond what they are currently doing?  

If it is the same group that is wishing to sit down and strategizing our exports, you’ve seen the 

results in the last 20-30 years. Is the current set of exporters the right set of people? They might 

help us achieve. But are they the right group? How we do we attract a new caliber of people or 

do we need a new breed of International operators of Sri Lankan origin to operate. How do we 

encourage Sri Lankan companies go multinational? The whole concept is very narrow as well. If 

you take for instance tea, if it is not packaged here, it’s not considered export.  A Sri Lankan 

company goes somewhere else, sets up a brand, sets up an international operation, their income

is not considered exporting. We need to look beyond current exporters. The challenge is, how we 

find associations who can think big, capitalize, ability to execute and have the hunger. It can be 

new or the existing institutions. I think we need to start by looking at all the multinationals and 

how we can be part of their supply chain. The other biggest opportunity which we are not 

looking at is that we have a billion population markets at our doorstep. This in our own right is a 

very mature manufacturing and servicing industry. How can we be part of that? Let’s face it in 

the global context whatever we do will seem small. For someone sitting in London looking at a 

serious international supply chain is going to go other than apparel will only look at Sri Lanka as 

a regional strategy. So we have to look at working with our neighbors specially when we a 

market like India at your doorstep.

The other thing is that how can we be big and small at the same time; our supply chain. 

We have 3400 exporters in this country and 3300 products which we export. Then you go into 

the supply chain, we have 400 000 small holders. It’s absolutely fragments. There is no way we 

can put all this and get one private company, because it’s not possible and it won’t work. It is a 

challenge for us as a country on how we are going to be big and small at the same time. If you 

look at the New Zealand dairy industry is a fairly good model to look at. Tea for one has 800 

exporters, 700 tea factories. So there’s no way we can get critical mass or invest because its 

fragments.

Lastly who will enable us to achieve this? For that one is the competency development 

and education supply chain. Short term we don’t have a solution, but we really have to get our 

educational reforms and system aligned to the world market. ICT wants to achieve 5 billion 

exports, we want to get 2 billion tourists coming in. If you do a simple calculation we don’t have 
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the numbers to do that. Is there a short term import plan with a long term development plan? We 

also need to look at the financial services if you want to scale up and bring up corporate model. 

A lot of quality thinking time, bold decisions and above all you need to be obsessed with the 

execution. So ladies and gentlemen, I would like to leave with you a small thought, something 

that Albert Einstein said, doing the same thing over and over again but expecting a different 

result is what we call Insanity

Thank you very much. 

ENDS


