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report

The State of Labor in Bangladesh 2017
Executive Summary of the main

L8

The scenario of Bangladesh’s Labor rights
was not encouraging in 2017. All the news we
have received from the Labor sector, related
to worker interest, among them very few
were positive. Accident, wage discrimination,
the lack of trade union rights, arbitrary arrest,
natural calamities, and silence in the national
politics concerning worker rights... these
were the main characteristics of this year.

In accordance with international labor
standard, Bangladesh lags behind for a long
time — but no sign of giving effort to move
ahead was noticed in 2017.

This year, International Trade Union
Confederation (ITUC) mentioned in its global
report, that, by the criteria of worker rights,
Bangladesh found its place in the list of the
worst 10 countries. The other 9 countries are:
Columbia, Egypt, Guatemala, Kazakhstan,
Philippines, Qatar, South Korea, Turkey, and
United Arab Emirates. The report named
‘ITUC Global Rights Index 2017°, it has
been stated that, Bangladesh is not safe at

all for things like worker killing, granting
trade union rights of workers, harsh attitude
to labor movement, and dangerous working
condition. Bangladesh got 5 in the rating,

due to constant pressure on the trade union
activists, by government and employers. It
means, there is no guarantee of worker rights.
India, Pakistan, and Myanmar also got 5 in
the rating. Sri Lanka and Nepal are in a better
position. Their rating is 3. It means, regular
violation of rights is not common there. In
the report, to hold the overall position of

a country in implementing worker rights,
numbers ranging from 1 (the lowest) to 5 (the
highest) has been given. If a country gets 5, it
means, nothing like labor rights exists there.

If a country gets 1, it means, workers in that
country are receiving all the just rights in
general. It is said in the report that anti-trade
union attitude are present in Bangladesh, both
in methodological and practical level. ITUC
says, “In the beginning of 2017’s January,
Bangladesh government has dismissed more
than 1600 workers and cases have been

filed against 600 workers and trade union
activists.”

ITUC has prepared the above-mentioned
report on the basis of available information
from April 2016 to March 2017. In the report,
labor condition of 139 countries has been
shown.

In June 2016, it has been said in International
Labor Organization’s (ILO) Geneva




Conference, that, the Bangladesh government
will have to take necessary steps to ensure the
rights of the workers to organize themselves
for improving their rights, and at the same
time, it has to take bold steps to stop anti-
trade union discriminatory behavior and
violence, within November. During that time,
the government will have to inform ILO’s
specialist committee in detail, that what
actual steps they have taken in that area.

The areas ILO wanted to see change
included: to ensure Bangladesh Labor

Law and regulations’ compatibility with
international charter concerning the right
to organize, to ensure the right to organize
in draft EPZ law, to give back jobs to those
who has been dismissed after investigation
concerning trade union activities in Ashulia
and other areas, to take compensation from
alleged people according to the law, or file
lawsuits, and last but not the least, to register
trade union as soon as possible. In ILO’s
International Labor Conferences’ (ILC)
report related to charter realization and
recommendation, these issues has been put
forward.

In Bangladesh’s labor sector, another
mention-worthy event of this year was, the
*Accord’s wished to work in second term (till
2021) for labor rights in the garments sector,
but Employers’ Organization BGMEA and
Government were opposition to it.

*Accord’ is the alliance of those international
buyers’ who buy garments from Bangladesh.
After they expressed their wish to work

for the labor rights of garments workers,
government and factory owners objected.
This happened in the last week of July.

When Accord expressed their eagerness

to work with garments workers’ rights,
Bangladesh’s commerce minister Tofail
Ahmed objected, and told BBC that, it is not
the duty of Accord to look after workers’
rights, ILO is there to do that. But among
the brands and buyers who are allied with
Accord, 24 have signed in defense of
Accord’s second term activities. Many
international workers’ rights organizations;

like IndustryAll, Clean Cloth Campaign;

are trying to convince other brands. Till
preparing this report, there was a common
agreement on the point that, Accord and
*Alliance” are not going to stay for the
second term. Their activities will end in 2018
if Bangladesh achieves the technological
capability to carry on their activities by its
own. Otherwise, Accord will increase its
time by six months. It has been known that,
‘Alliance for Bangladesh Worker Safety’,
North American buyers’ alliance in the same
sector, are not remaining in the task of safety-
related supervision in Bangladesh. Alliance’s
country director James Moriarty has
confirmed the matter to BGMEA'’s chairman
Siddiqur Rahman through an email. In the
meanwhile, a project under ministry of labor
named Remediation Coordination Cell (RCC)
will receive the responsibility from Accord
and Alliance. RCC has been open from the
middle of 2017, but its main activities have

lte
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remained relatively slow till the end of 2017.

On the other hand, in a letter written to
Bangladesh Prime Minister dated 23
February, 11 members of US Congress
have stated that, concerning labor rights,
Bangladesh is moving in a wrong direction.

The congress members who signed the letter
to the PM are as follows - Jan Schakowsky,
Sander Levin, Bill Pascrell, Bobby Scott,
James P. McGovern, Mark Pocan, William
Keating, Jackie Speier, Joseph Crowley,
Steve Cohen, and Barbara Lee. The copies of
this letter has been given to these buyers of
readymade garments: Berkshire Hathaway,
Carters, Gap Inc., H&M, JC Penny Company,
Kohl’s, PVH, Sears Holding Corporation,
Target, VF Corporation, and Wal-Mart.

It is mentioned in the letter that, “As friends
of Bangladesh and advocates of a strong
U.S.-Bangladesh relationship, we write to
express our serious concern regarding the
arrest and detention of labor leaders in the
garment industry who have been engaged
in peaceful activity in many areas of
Bangladesh.”

In the meantime, the representative team

of European Union (EU) has said in an
interview which took place at Dhaka, on 27
March, that, trade union rights of the workers
working at different Export Processing Zones
(EPZ) of the country have to be ensured.
They want the implementation of Labor Law
in the EPZ areas for that. To ensure trade
union liberty, and simplify the registration
process, they want the revision of that law
too. In a meeting with BGMEA leaders,

the representatives of European Parliament
have told this. The meeting was held at the
Westin hotel of the capital city. It has been
known from different sources, at the time of
that visit, that, while raising the question of
labor rights, EU is also looking for assessing
the matter of GSP facilities. EU parliament
members have come to Dhaka to assess the
matters related to labor rights. But, during the
visit, the leader of the team Arne Lietz didn’t
talk anything about GSP facilities.

In the meantime, throughout the year, worker
organizations of readymade garments sector
carried out movement with the demand of
16,000 taka as minimun wage, with 10,000
taka as basic.

In 2017, another major characteristic of

the labor sector was the unemployment
crisis. In the last labor force census, it has
been found that, almost 2.6 million people
are unemployed in this country. The rate

of unemployment is greater among the
higher educated, that is something to be
worried about. This issue has been focused
in detail in the second chapter of this report.
Economists also expressed their worries
about the ever-increasing wage gap. It

has been seen in the study® published this
year, 46.2% of national income has been
concentrated in the hands of top 10%. In the
third chapter of this report, the reader has
been provided with contemporary data on
economic inequalities. Even in the face of
economic progress, and even in the labor

24 politics, Governance and Middle Income
aspirations: Relities and Challenges, PPRC and UNDP,
2016, Dhaka.



sector where growth is on the rise, the basic
necessities of the workers have been denied
and they are in deep crisis. In chapter four,

this report discusses on mny industrial

sector, giving particular focus on tea and
leather sector. Here, the latest condition of
workers movement in leather sector, and its
historical background has been described. In
chapter 5, investigative discussion has been
carried out on the reflection of labor and
worker interest in national budget, and on the
demands raised by the workers in that area.
After that, a scene from last year concerning
occupational health and safety of the workers
has been shown. Here, before and after of
Tampaco factory accident has been analyzed
as a special case. The latest situation of rural
agricultural workers and women workers

has been discussed in separate chapters. This
report also discusses the crisis of the Dalits as
one of the worker community of this country.
Inevitably came the issue of trade union. Last
but not the least, the attempt government

has taken regarding revisiting labor law and
the opinion by trade unionists and labor
specialists on that issue has been described in
two separate chapters.
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