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Section one: Introduction

1.1 Background 

Trade union (TU) rights of the workers of readymade garments (RMG) sector in Bangladesh is a widely discussed issue. It is the most talked about but most neglected rights of the RMG workers. The poor state of TU rights implementation in this sector has created image-crisis of the country and is also considered as responsible factor for violation of other rights at workplace.  Even, this has been a major precondition for getting back the suspended-GSP-facility in the US market. Because of the growing concern now attention has been given to allow unions at plant/factory level and consequently within one year after Rana Plaza accident 140 new basic unions were registered. At present RMG sector has more than 400 registered basic unions. Nevertheless, newly registered unions only represent a small fraction of the approximately 4 million workers in the RMG sector (EC 2016). 

A good number of trade union federations are functioning currently in RMG sector of Bangladesh. Recent data shows that more than 40 registered and about 30 unregistered federations is working in this sector (Solidarity Center 2017) Trade union and federation of trade unions are registered under the registrar of the trade unions in the Ministry of Labour and Employment. In order to form a trade union or a federation of the trade unions workers need to apply to this registration authority following some procedures set in the labour act. TU federation in RMG sector first got its registration in 1983. In the following year (1984) four (4) other federations received their registration and in 1985 another TU federation got its registration. After that, for about ten years from 1986 to 1995 no new federation was registered. The first half of this ten-years period lacked democratic system and favourable condition for TU movement in the country. Though in the second-half of this period the country stepped in democratic process in 1991 in the initial years TU federation registration had not been observed. After this long break, in 1996 two new federations got registration and two others in 1997. In the year 1999 and 2000 the numbers of registered federations were three and one respectively (BILS 2014). The year 2001 and 2005 observed the highest number of TU federation registration, in a single year, in this sector. In both the years five federations were registered. 2003 observed the second highest number of TU federation registration; four (4) federations were registered in this year.  Besides, one federation, in each case, got registration in 2006 and 2009; and in each year two federations were registered in 2004, 2010, 2013, and 2014 (BILS 2014)

RMG industry has been playing a significant role in economy of Bangladesh by earning lion’s share of export income and creating jobs for millions of people. The global economic restructuring and trade liberalization, neoliberal policies, Multi-Fibre Agreement (MFA), government policies etc. have been the driving force for this rapid expansion (Ahmed 2004; Feldman 2009; Kabeer 1991; Kabeer and Mahmud 2004a, 2004b; Zaman 2001). RMG started to get bigger primarily as an export-oriented industry during the late 1970s and early 1980s, and has boomed over last four decades. From just fifty factories in 1980 the RMG industry has jumped to several thousand factories. According to an estimate currently BGMEA has over 4300 member factories. On the other hand, BKMEA has 2000 members. The RMG sector currently is second largest exporter in the world only after China. Export volume of this sector has mounted from US $ 31.57 million in 1983-84 to US $ 21.53 billion in 2012-13, and the export has crossed US$ 25 billion mark in 2014-15. The country earns over 80 percent of the nation’s export earnings from this sector. Not only in export earning but also in the field of employment creation this industry has played a vital role by hosting employment to several million people, almost all of whom are poor, and more specifically the poorest womenfolk. The growth of employment in this industry is exponential—from few thousands in 1980 to several millions at present. RMG directly employs 4.2 million people – of whom approximately 55% are women – and indirectly supports as many as 40 million Bangladeshis (about 25% of the population) (EC 2016).  Lion’s share of formal employment of the country is host by this sector. Only 12.5 percent of the total workforce of Bangladesh is engaged in formal sector whereas about 59 percent of the formal workforce is the RMG workers. 

The industry therefore is contributing in both economic developments of the country and socio-economic empowerment of the poor. In spite of significant contribution, this sector is widely criticized from worker-rights point of view where the issue of trade union rights stands at center. Workers of this sectors are deprived many of their rights in many ways. Working hour, wage and overtime allowance, weekly holiday, sick leave, maternity leave, workplace safety etc. are common areas of deprivation. The deprivation of the ‘right to organize’ is another key concern which leads to the non-implementation of other rights. Workforce of the sector is mostly unorganized, and they face many barriers also in their efforts to organize themselves. Practice of collective bargaining process is hardly seen at factory level, and even workers rarely get scope to bargain with the authority though formal channel. The Labour Act of the country has also imposed condition to select the representatives and collective bargaining agents of the workers. 

1.2 Scope and objective
Right to organize is a fundamental right of workers, which is nationally and internationally recognized. Bangladesh Labour Act 2006 amended in 2013 and ILO conventions clearly mention about the organizing rights of workers. In Bangladesh, mainly after Rana Plaza accident in 2013, a large number of trade unions have been registered in the garment sector (Chart 1). 
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The present research is an endeavor to find out the scope, efficacy and limitations of these trade unions. It is expected that the existing and potential trade unions will use the findings of this research for strengthening their capacity, which will ultimately play a great role for ensuring workers’ rights and decent work conditions in Bangladesh. Specifically, the objectives of this study are—to know the present situation of the recently formed TUs; to find out the possibility of recently formed TUs
 to deal with the workers; to explore the challenges faced by the recently formed TU; and to identify the means to overcome the challenges. 

1.3. Study process and methodology

The study followed an implementation process in which three distinguished phases are identified. The first phase comprises of inception for finalizing data collection tools and brings about clear understanding of the issues involved. The second phase is the implementation phase which includes data collection. The third phase is the preparation of this draft report. The study started with the conceptualization and issue identification brainstorming session. The session finalized the strategy including methodologies and prepared an initial list of issues to be covered. The draft report has prepared based on information collected through active utilization of various research tools. 

This study is a qualitative one. Information was collected from both primary and secondary sources. Books, research reports, journal articles, newspaper report, government report etc. was the source for secondary information. Secondary information was collected from Department of Labour (DoL) and Department of inspection of Factory and Establishment (DIFE) under Ministry of Labour and Emoloyment (MoLE). Structured checklist was used for information collection from these sources. Primary information, on the other hand, has been collected by applying worker interview, focus group discussion (FGDs) and key informant interviews (KIIs). Total ten (10) interviews were conducted with general worker, trade union activist, federation level trade union leaders and sectoral TU leaders; four (4) FGDs were conducted with workers, plant level TU members, sectoral TU leaders; and five (5) KII included employers, sectoral and national level TU leader, researcher.  

1.4 Organization of the report
This report is divided into five sections including this introduction. The second section is about the present situation and scope of the recently formed unions. The situation has been analyzed based on governance, strategic planning, and communication and network; and the scope in terms of changed legal and policy environment, multi-stakeholder initiative and bilateral cooperation. Section three is about the effectiveness of the unions which include organizational effectiveness and unions ability to improve workplace condition. Fourth section has focused on challenges that the recently formed unions are facing. Finally, fifth section is the concluding section which has highlighted the key findings and the recommendations. 
Section two: Present situation and scope of recently formed trade unions
This section has dual focus—at first, on the situation analysis of the recently formed trade unions; and secondly, on the scope that has opened before the unions in the context of changed environment after Rana Plaza accident. Situation analysis part incorporates some basic issues including governance, strategic planning, and communication and network. The ‘scope’ has highlighted the recent change in legal and policy environment and adoption of various initiatives that have had a great influence on the unions activities. 
2.1 Situation Analysis
Trade union governance

Governance is an important factor needed to make the union effective/successful. It is treated as the foundation upon which a successful trade union organization is built. In contrary, lack of good governance is detrimental for both reputation of trade union and its effectiveness. A union having governance problem impacts negatively among its members and also acts as a demotivating factors for the them which further impacts the recruitment of potential members.  
The issue of trade union governance is related to union democracy. Democratic values and strong internal democracy is essential for good governance of a union.   from this point of view, union election is important in order to uphold the democratic values and ensure transparency. Regular election and leadership selection in is the context where newly formed unions show a relatively positive picture. In the interview with union representatives it has been evident that unions are practicing the leadership selection process according to their constitution. Unions have adopted three means in the process of their leader choice—election, selection, and co-opt. Whichever means they adopt it is consistent with union’s constitutional provisions (FGD). 

Not only the newly formed union are practicing leadership selection on regular basis, unions are holding meeting of executive committees on regular basis also. Participants in FGDs claim that they hold meeting once or twice a month as per union constitution. They also claim that they prepare and preserve the meeting resolution regularly. 
The governance in terms of financial matters of the trade union is not transparent always. The reason behind is this is the lack of fund raising sources, even the members are not payee always. During FGD in Mirpur three union representatives out of five unions have claimed that they have members who pay monthly contribution. But not all of their members are payee, except one union. In one union all out of its 150 memebers are payee. In two other unions respective proportions of payee members are about two-thirds (200 out of 300) and half (50 out of 100) of all the members (FGD). The amount of the contribution is monthly BDT 10. While talking about source of expenditure union leaders claim that they often collect donation for celebrating different occasions and a portion of which kept aside to meet the regular expense of their activities as well as for returning submission. Leaders inform: 
Often we collect donations for celebrating various occasions and keep aside some money from it which is shown as members’ contribution when we submit our return. (FGD) 

Strategic planning 

Strategic planning is important for a trade union to be effective and reach its goal efficiently. Boxall and Haynes (1997) argued that when trade unions formulate and adopt more effective strategies then they become more effective.  
Unions are not being operated based on strategic plan, rather on short-term and day-to-day issues/demand. Although unions have raised demands and submitted the ‘charter of demands’ (COD), still they lack strategic planning. Leaders during FGD informed that they do not have well-developed and well-written plan incorporating the targets to be achieved in the following days.  
Communication and network

Communication is an important means of achieving trade union goals. It includes information and discussion or readiness to discuss any item on the agenda of the union serves many purposes—a means to achieve trade union targets; support to carry out union tasks; a tool to strengthen the whole organization; and a part of the total union activities. Furthermore, communication also plays vital role in the process of recruitment of new member and acts as a tool for educating the members of the union.  

Not only the communication but also ‘network’ plays key role in effective functioning of the trade union. Trade unions’ network and connections with different stakeholders (e.g. media, political party, government, civil society organization, public) is treated as strength which is instrumental for the union in its goal achievement process. The more the trade union establishes and expands its connections the more the influential power it gains. Importantly, unions efficient communication strategy is vital for establishing the network. Communication together with network therefore is necessary for union’s overall effectiveness. TU leaders of the country perceive that worker rights protection largely depend on strong solidarity and network between and among trade union. With this view, trade unions of the country need to be affiliated with global unions and the member of different international forum.  

Solidarity is very important from TU movement point of view. … We must think to strengthen our solidarity and develop and expand network. Otherwise, struggle to ensure worker rights, against the immense and organized power of employers and buyers, would not be successful. (KII)     

Recently formed union are affiliated with several federations. The major federations are—Bangladesh Independent Workers Union Federation (BIGUF), Bangladesh Garment and Industrial Workers Federation (BGIWF), National Garment Workers Federation (NGWF), United Federation of Garment Workers (UFGW), Bangladesh Federation of Workers Solidarity (BFWS), Sommilito Garments Sromik Federation (SGSF), Bangladesh National Workers Jote (BNWJ), Bangladesh Revolutionary Garment Workers Federation (BRGWF), Bangladesh National Garments Workers Employees League (BNGWEL), Akota Garments Workers Federation, Trade Union Centre (TUC), National Knit Dying and Garments Workers Federation, Independent Garments Workers Federations, Garments Workers Solidarity Federation, Bangladesh Garments Industrial Sromik Federation (BGISF), Green Bangla garments workers Federation. These federations have linked the new unions in international arena—IndustriALL and UNI Global. The recent data show that ten major federations have organized about 70 percent of all newly formed unions and most are affiliated with IndustriALL (Solidarity Center 2017)  
Although the unions have both nation and international network with national and global federations they still lack organized communication strategy/policy. Neither the federation representatives nor the union representatives have claimed of having any written communication strategy of their own federation and unions (FGD).
2.2 Scope 

The changing legal and policy environment has created wider opportunities to for the new unions to be functional at workplace. Besides the international cooperation and multi-stakeholder initiatives have been instrumental to the unions to work in a comparatively better environment/condition, though not fully conducive yet. 

Changed national legal and policy environment

About three months after the Rana Plaza accident (April 2013), the government amended the labour act in July 2013. Government aims to ensure a legal environment favourable for promoting and protecting rights of all workers including those who are in RMG industry. To this end, the existing labour act (BLA 2006) has been amended several times (2009, 2010, and 2013) to make it more compliant with international labour standards. The latest amendment, in 2013, brought some significant changes relating to freedom of association and collective bargaining, and occupational safety and health standards.  Along with amendments of BLA, the Labour Rules (2015) has been issued. Formation and activities of safety committee, contribution to worker welfare fund, and provision on festival bonus have been clarified in the rules along with many others.  All these have increased greater opportunities for the unions to perform their role.
Besides the legal regime the policy environment has also opened up the opportunity for newly formed trade unions. In November 2013 government formulated National Occupational Health and Safety Policy. The policy has specified roles and responsibilities of trade unions. According to OHS policy trade union would aware themselves and make workers aware about the occupational health and safety related laws and workers’ rights and responsibilities for safe and healthy workplace. Unions are also required to motive workers to follow the occupation health and safety related laws. It also the responsibility of unions to participate in and extend cooperation for the activities taken by authority to ensure safety and health of the workers. In each trade union a safety unit should be formed which will update the knowledge about OHS and work together with government and employer. Trade unions are also requird to participate and cooperate in OHS related bipartite and tripartite discussions. They will play active role in implementation of OHS policy and extend all out support in occupational health surveillance activities. Along with the OSH policy the latest industrial policy (2016) has laid emphasis on occupational safety and health (OSH). Ensuring standard waste management, health, safety and working environment at factories has been set as one of the strategies for implementation of this policy. Therefore, trade unions, formed after 2013, are in a better position to come out with an agenda highly focused on workers’ occupational safety and health.
Augmented multi-stakeholder cooperation 
The scope of work for new unions have expanded not only for the national level law and policy provisions but also due to various initiatives involving multi-stakeholder which are being implemented to uplift the safety condition of workers of RMG industry. The Sustainability Compact, the Accord on Fire and Building Safety in Bangladesh” and the “Alliance for Bangladesh Worker Safety” are worth mentioning.  

The Sustainability Compact ('the Compact'): Established in 2013, the Sustainability Compact ('the Compact') is built on three interlinked pillars—respect for labour rights, structural integrity of buildings and occupational safety and health, and responsible business conduct—connecting to both short and long-term commitments. Bringing together the European Union (EU), the Government of Bangladesh, the United States (US), Canada and the International Labour Organisation (ILO) the ‘Compact’ aims at promoting continuous improvements in labour rights and factory safety in the RMG industry in Bangladesh. Recently published technical status report of the Compact has claimed progress, especially the tangible improvements in enhancing building and workplace safety. The Compact also has contributed to open a dialogue and to support exchanges on working conditions in the garment sector with stakeholders, including trade unions, employers, buyers and NGOs in the EU, as well as in Bangladesh (EC 2016).
The “Accord on Fire and Building Safety in Bangladesh” and the “Alliance for Bangladesh Worker Safety” were formed through which global brands/retailers started paying attention to the working condition of the workers. Accord and Alliance— gathering more than 250 brands and retailers from over 20 countries—have been fully operational since 2013 and over the last years, have made a considerable positive difference for Bangladeshi garment workers (EC 2016). 
The Accord: The Accord on Fire and Building Safety in Bangladesh is a unique example of multi-stakeholder initiative in order to ensure safety of the RMG workers. Accord is legally binding and enforceable agreement between brands & retailers and trade unions. Shares of representation of brands & buyers and trade unions in Accord steering committee are equal, 50 percent. Accord envisages a safe and sustainable RMG industry in Bangladesh where no worker needs to fear fires, building collapses, or other accidents that could be prevented with reasonable health and safety measures. It included six key components —i) a five year legally binding agreement between companies and trade unions; ii) an independent inspection program involving workers and trade unions; iii) public disclosure of all factories, inspection reports and corrective action plans (CAPs); iv) commitment by signatory companies to ensure sufficient funds are available for remediation and to maintain sourcing relationships; v) democratically elected safety and health committees in all factories; and vi) worker empowerment through an extensive training program, complaints mechanism and right to refuse unsafe work. However at the centre of Accord there is the commitment by companies to work with their suppliers to secure financing, maintain orders, and ensure renovations and repairs to make factory buildings safe (Anner and Hossain 2014). The Accord has been signed by more than 200 companies (sourcing from over 1600 factories covering more than 2 million workers), two global union and eight Bangladesh trade union, and four NGO witness. Bangladesh trade unions under the accord are—Bangladesh Textile and Garments Workers League, Bangladesh Independent Garments Workers Union Federation, Bangladesh Garments, Textile & Leather Workers Federation, Bangladesh Garment & Industrial Workers Federation, IndustriALL Bangladesh Council, Bangladesh Revolutionary Garments Workers Federation, National Garments Workers Federation, and United Federation of Garments Workers. The two global unions with the accord are—IndustriALL Global Union and UNI Global Union. Most of the newly formed unions and federations are affiliated with these two global unions.
Alliance: The Alliance for Bangladesh Worker Safety is an agreement of North American buyers. Twenty-nine companies are currently in the group who are committed to improve safety situation in RMG factories. The agreement is built upon the principles of commitment, collaboration, transparency, and accountability, and contains specific and measurable actions across areas essential to improving fire and building safety. Alliance work to achieve its vision through the implementation of initiatives in five strategic pillars: standards and inspection, remediation, workers empowerment, training, and sustainability. 

Tripartite National Plan of Action: A Tripartite National Plan of Action on Fire Safety and Structural Integrity in the RMG Sector was adopted with the assistance of ILO. In line with the Plan of Action ILO has been implementing a project Improving Working Condition in the RMG Sector of Bangladesh incorporating following intervention areas— verification of building and fire safety of the factories; strengthening inspection activities; training on occupational safety and health; rehabilitation of the disabled and injured persons; and implementation of Better Work Program.

Increased bilateral relations
In post-Rana Plaza period beyond the multilateral initiatives and cooperation bilateral cooperation in RMG sectors has expanded that has created opportunities for the unions also to bring workers issues. In December 2014 a cooperation agreement has been signed among Bangladesh Labour Welfare Foundation (BLWF) of Ministry of Labour & Employment, The Deutsche Gesetzliche Unfallversicherung (DGUV) of Germany and The Deutsche Gesellschaft fur Internationale Zusammenarbeit Bangladesh (GIZ) to established a legal framework on National Employment Injury Insurance System in Bangladesh. A letter of intent between the Ministry of Labour & Employment & the Ministry of Employment, Kingdom of Denmark has been signed on 19 March 2015 to jointly explore the possibility of engaging in Strategic Sector Cooperation on working environment, focusing in particular on Occupational Safety and Health (OSH) in the Ready Made Garment sector. And a cooperation agreement has been signed on 26 September 2015 between the Government of Peoples Republic of Bangladesh and the government of Sweden and the International Labour Organization on developing and launching a project entitled “Promoting Social Dialogue and Harmonious Industrial Relations in Bangladesh Ready-Made Garments Industry”. 
Section three: Effectiveness of recently formed trade unions
Trade union effectiveness is a complex concept. It has been analyzed and explained in many ways and from different dimensions. However, a broad classification has been done by Bryson (2003). Bryson (2003) categorizes the union effectiveness into two broad groups—i) union organizational effectiveness, and ii) union’s ability to improve work and working conditions. Each of these two broad categories has further been broken down into several dimensions. The first category (i.e. organizational effectiveness) includes factors relating to the union’s ability to represent as a healthy organization. Bryson considers unions’ ability to communicate and share information, usefulness of unions as a source of information and advice, unions’ openness and accountability to members, union responsiveness to members’ problems and complaints, the power of the union, and how seriously management have to take the union as important dimensions under the first group. The second broad group (i.e. union’s ability to improve work and working conditions), on the other hand, primarily considers unions contribution for improved workplace. The areas where union influence is needed include getting pay increase, offering protection against unfair treatment, working with management for improved performance, increasing managerial responsiveness to employees, making the workplace a better place to work, promotion of equal opportunities (Bryson 2003). In this section the state of newly formed trade unions has been examined in terms of Bryson’s criteria of trade union effectiveness. 
3.1 Organizational effectiveness
Unions’ ability to communicate and share information

A union’s organizational effectiveness largely depends on its ability to communicate with its members and share information among them. Several studies have investigated the influence of effective communication on performance of union activities. Communication is necessary because it helps members to understand properly the union and its activities. Anyango et al. (2013) found that union members would understand the activities of the union, challenges and achievements, where there is proper communication between the union and the members. According to Anyango et al. (2013), through proper communication, the unions won’t be construed to be ineffective. Communication is necessary because it enables union members to raise their voice and concerns over issues relating to their workplaces. Further, union members can express, through communication, their views on what unions can do in overcoming those issues. Communication is treated as a mechanism that contributes to the development of relationship structure within the union which ultimately enhances the delivery effectiveness. 
In another study Mohamed et al. (2010) has found that there is a higher coefficient between communications within the union and union delivery effectiveness. Their study indicates that an effective and functional communication mechanism is necessary for a union in order to be effective in its effort to ensure improved and better working conditions. The study further highlights that communication instills a culture and structure of relationship within the union which in turn increases union’s delivery effectiveness (Mohamed et al. 2010).        
However, it has been observed that the newly formed unions lack that well planned and developed communication mechanism. None of the union representatives interviewed has claimed formulation of a communication strategy of their respective union. They have not been able to develop communication tools also. They often even face the difficulties to make their existence visible/tangible to other workers of their factories due to the attitudes of the employers. 

Information sharing, along with communication mechanism, is also important for union effectiveness. Union’s effectiveness in area of information sharing depends on some factors where perception of the employees about power and employer is important. Bryson (2003) argues that unions are more effective at sharing information where employees think they have about the right amount of power, and where employees think they receive support from the employer. Due to the lack of communication the workplace issues often are not communicated properly with the workers and even with union members. The activities, mission of the union are not properly understood by the workers in the factory due to lack of information sharing. Some union representatives claim, during FGD, that often it is not possible for them to let workers know what they the union is doing in the factory. They further add that sometimes general workers come to know the existence of a union only after an unusual incident, such as expulsion of union representative from the factory. (FGD) 
Usefulness of unions as a source of information and advice

Newly formed unions’ role as a source of information and advice to the members is not effective always. Unions related factors as well as management role hinder the union to be effective in this regard. There is lack of adequate information to many of the unions. Furthermore, unions lack skilled leaders/personnel to provide required information and advice support to the members (KII). Besides, unions often can not play this role due to lack of employer support and favourable environment at workplace. Many workers often fear to meet with and talk to union leaders/or other leaders at the workplace. The reason is that want to avoid the wrath of the employer. During FGD many claim that often employers harass a worker when they see any worker talking to a union leader at workplace.  
Unions’ openness and accountability to members

A union needs to have openness and be accountable in order to be effective. Unions’ openness and accountability in turn promotes trust among members and promotes their commitment to union which are important aspects of union effectiveness. Frege’s (2002) study revealed this trust and commitment as most vital determinants of union effectiveness. However, having openness and accountability is dependent on some other factors. The extent of power of the union and employers’ attitude/response to union activities are determining factors, along with others, of union’s openness and accountability. Bryson argued that unions become more open and accountable where they have sufficient power at the workplace, and where they receive employer support. Furthermore, union members’ perception on union effectiveness and accountability is determined by union’s democratic structure including the representative selection process (Bryson 2003).  

Openness and accountability of the new unions have been evident in most cases. Therefore, union are also effective to promote trust among the members. The union representative selection process is open and democratic. Members have the chance to select their leader. Besides the unions hold the meeting regularly and preserve the resolution which are the means of ensuring their accountability to the members.         

Union responsiveness to members’ problems and complaints

Among many other functions of a trade union one important function is to perform role to solve problems of its members and deal with their complaints. Therefore, union’s effectiveness depends on to what extent unions are responsive to the workplace issues and problems of the members and are able to solve their complaints. It is argued that unions are effective when they meet the expectations of their members in respect of equitable outcomes in areas of primary needs and fundamental concerns of the workers, such as better pay and conditions, influence over workplace decisions, and protection against arbitrary management action (Boxall and Haynes 1997).  

Worker of RMG sector of Bangladesh are plagued with various problems. They are deprived of many of their rights in many ways. Low rate of wage is the most significant issue in this regard. The amount of wage, the workers are getting now are not sufficient to maintain a minimum standard of livelihood considering the rate of inflation and other socio-economic context of the country. Along with poor wage, there are also instances of irregularity in timeliness of wage payments that makes the life of the RMG workers and their family members more vulnerable economically. Long working hour is another important workplace issue for them. The workplaces of RMG workers are also not free form discrimination, nor provide safe working conditions in terms of occupation safety and health, and work environment. Physical conditions of the workplace are also considered to be poor. Workers often are to work under conditions that is completely uncongenial. Workplaces often lack safety measures against occupational risks and accidents. Consequently, minor accidents and injury are common at workplaces.  And even sometimes workers loss their lives due to lack of workplace safety. Along with poor physical and safety condition, workers often face physical and psychological harassments from their workplaces.  

Therefore, in order to be effective the newly formed trade unions must be responsive to these workplace issues. Unions are required to respond to these issues by including them in the charter of demands–trade unions’ one of the key roles is to submit demand to the employers. Amount of demand (charter of demand) submitted and its coverage (scope and types) denotes the dynamic and vibrant nature of a union. over the last five years newly formed unions have submitted several charter of demand and have singed more than forty collective bargaining agreements (Chart 2).  
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This study reveals that not all of the unions have been able to submit their demands to the authority. One of the federation leaders claim that under his federation seven (07) basic unions got registration in 2013. Only two of those have submitted ‘chartered of demand’ to the authority. However, the outcomes of these submissions are not same always. In one of these two cases union has been able sign collective bargaining agreement with the employer. In the other case despite submission of demands authority did not respond. Union has preferred to file a case against the authority decision of which is yet to come. 

In Mirpur area we talked to the representatives of five basic unions, one from each union. Of these five unions three have submitted charter of demand to the authority. The issues included in these charters mainly centered around the common workplace issues such as occupational safety, leave, timely wage payment, fixing overtime rate according to the law, regular weekly holiday, and maternity leave, arrangement of safe drinking water, ensure sufficient toilet and its cleanliness. Impact of the demands submission differs. One of the unions has been successful to sign agreement with employer. In two other cases unions had not been able to engage the employers in collective agreement. Union leaders complain that employers do not want to sign agreement, rather they prefer to commit verbally (FGD). Even in many cases employers do not take these seriously. Therefore, outcomes of the charter of demand and the achievement of the unions are not remarkable always.   
Bryson (2003) has identified some influential factors of union responsiveness which include representatives-to-employee ratio, perceived power and union density, and support of the employer. Bryson argued that the union is more able to respond where there are more representatives and where the representative-to-employee ratio is lower. Responsiveness rises with the perceived power of the union and with union density - further evidence of the link between effectiveness and the union’s organizational strength on the ground. Employer support for unions is also associated with unions being more responsive, perhaps because supportive employers offer the facilities and time that representatives need to function effectively. (Bryson 2003)
In these case of newly formed unions it has been observed that union density is not high. Union in most cases have not been successful to enlist membership of the majority workers. Therefore, the representative-employee-ratio is also comparative high. These has remarkable implications to power of the union. One of the union representatives, participant of a FGD, informs—“since a large segment of the workers of our factory are not union member it influences our power to influence employers’ decisions and solve the problems that we face frequently at workplace”. In the context of achieving employers’ support union representatives have provided contesting information. Some claim that employers are positive and they get support from them, whereas some others claim that employers do not support their activities.    
The power of the union 
The power of the union is crucial for achieving union goal and becoming effective. Power establishes the influence of the unions at workplaces. The close relationship of unions’ influences and their bargaining power is remarkable. Bryson argues that unions’ power stem from their ability to disrupt the supply of labour in pursuance of their members’ interests (Bryson 2003). Freeman and Medoff (1984) pointed out another power source. They argue that unions power comes from the union’s role as the representative ‘voice’ of employees in the resolution of workplace grievances and disputes (Freeman and Medoff, 1984). Both sources of influence depend on the credibility of the union in claiming to represent the workforce.  Power of a union also depends on union density, union wage-mark up, and network. Therefore, a varied degree of power is evident among the new unions. In terms of unions density, the power of the unions is not significant. As the unions have fewer member they hardly can influence employers’ decisions. Even it is not possible for them to disrupt the labour supply (FGD, KII). On the other hand, in terms of network it could be argued that unions are in a better position. Most of the unions are affiliated with national federations which have linked them with global union federations.          
How seriously management have to take the union

The level of seriousness that management show to the union activities reflect union’s influence and effectiveness. Union’s bargaining power, union density, on-site representation all are determining elements of seriousness from the part of the management. Bargaining coverage is of little consequence, but the locus of bargaining makes a difference. Where bargaining occurs at industry-level unions seem to be taken more seriously than where bargaining occurs at organization or workplace-level, perhaps because sectoral bargaining only continues to exist in traditional union strongholds (Bryson 2003). Although there is an association between positive employer attitudes to unionization and the seriousness with which management takes the union, it is by no means as strong when using employers’ actual support for unionization instead of employees’ perception of that support. Important to note, employers’/managements’ seriousness to union is reflected/manifested not only in their support but also in opposition to union activities. These are likely to be workplaces where the union is particularly strong, and therefore able to demand the serious attention of management, even though management is loath to give it. (Bryson 2003). Perception of the union representatives about the managements’ seriousness to the unions is mixed. Many of the union representatives think that authority is not serious about the unions. In their opinion as employers enjoy immense power and influence they usually do not bother about unions. Opposite to this view, others think that unions have attracted the attention of the employers and they have taken it seriously. However, they argue that this seriousness does not necessarily mean that employers are supportive to unions. Rather their initiatives to obstruct union activities, strategies to refrain workers from joining union, actions against union leaders all indicate how seriously employers are thinking about unions (FGD, KII). 
3.2 Union’s ability to improve work and working conditions

The ultimate goal of a trade union is to ensure welfare of its members. To this end union takes various initiatives to make workplace better for workers. Study of Carillon and Sutton (1982) argue that trade unions should effectively provide various direct services to their members in order to enhance their members’ well-being. 
Getting pay increase

Union wage mark-up is an important indicator to evaluate union’s power. The union wage premium is one way of measuring the value of union membership to employees. Workers do not think that union effectiveness at winning fair pay increases comes at the expense of good relations with management. Indeed, workers view good relations with management as conducive to pay bargaining effectiveness. Where there is a co-operative relationship in which unions and employers work together, the union works with the employer to improve quality and productivity, and where the employer supports the union, the union is perceived by employees to be more effective in winning pay increases. 

The scope of wage increase by the newly formed unions is limited. In Bangladesh context as the wage is set at the sectoral level plant level union contribution and success to increase pay of their members is not that much remarkable. But the unions have contributed to ensure the payment of the minimum wage at the factory. Moreover, many of the unions also has contributed to ensure timely payment of wage, and OT allowance at the rate (twice of the normal hourly rate) set in the law.
Offering protection against unfair treatment

Union’s ability to protect its members from unfair treatment is one of the key attributes of effective union. Bryson’s study (2003) revealed that this service is a ‘very important’ priority for union according to the opinion of overwhelming proportion of unionized employees, and unions generally perform this task better than task of pay bargaining. While evaluation the impact of union effectiveness in protecting workers from unfair treatment the study further shows that the percentage of employees citing unfair disciplining or dismissal, or bullying, as a problem at their workplace falls by roughly half where the union is perceived as effective in protecting workers (Bryson 2003). Although not all of the new unions have been successful to prevent unfair treatment, there are many examples that newly formed union contributed significantly in this regard. In FGDs, most of the participants have claimed that the issue of verbal abuse has reduced in their factories after union formation. They further claim that they have been able, to some extent, to modify the attitudes of the supervisors and the incidences of using ‘slang words’ to the workers have reduced significantly. Some of the unions even have achieved more, have been successful to stop unfair dismissal (Box 1).       

Increasing managerial responsiveness to employees

The extent to which a union can influence attitudes of the management and make them responsive determines its level of effectiveness.  Boxall and Haynes argue that a union that understands worker needs, but cannot shift employer behaviour, is ineffective. (Boxall and Haynes 1997). Therefore, a sign of an effective union is its ability to improve employees’ working environment by encouraging employers to be more responsive to employees’ needs than they might have been in the absence of a union. This study finds a mixed picture in this regard. Many of the unions have not been able to increase managerial responsiveness. Generally, the small unions having limited network cannot influence the employers’ behavior to the workers. On the other hand, there are example of incidences where unions contributed to change employers’ attitude and behaviour and consequently improving the workplace condition (Box 2). However, it is important to note that unions having strong external link are more successful than others (FGD. KII) 
External pressure is a cause to the effectiveness and successful operation of some unions. In general, the suppliers of some major brands (such as H&M and Inditex) often do not obstruct union activities. This not because that the factory management welcome union, rather due to fear that if they create obstacles to these unions they (unions) may report it to the buyers and bring the issue internationally, and they may face image crisis and lose orders. (FGD) 


Section four: Challenges

The previous two sections have explored the conditions of recently formed trade unions in terms of their opportunities of performing due functions and their effectiveness both form organizational perspective (including communication, information sharing, openness and accountability, responsiveness to members, power of union, attitude of management etc.) and from the perspective of unions’ contribution for improving the workplace situation (including increase of wage, protection against unfair treatment, equal opportunity, managerial responsiveness etc.). It has been observed that, despite some success and achievements, unions are facing various challenges. Different conditions, situations, factors are impacting the overall performance of unions. In this section we have analyzed those factors classifying them all into four categories – membership challenge, organization challenge, bargaining challenge, and employer challenge.  

4.1 Membership challenge

According to Frege (2002), one of the quantitative indicators of evaluation of union effectiveness is union density. It has been observed that there are around 90,000 members in newly formed unions in factories with more than 250,000 workers (Solidarity Center 2017). In previous section we explained that the union density of the unions are not so high at the time of their registration.  Moreover, the unions have not been able to recruit more workers after their registration. In order to fulfill the legal bindings all of the unions showed one-third membership of all workers of their respective factory. However, unions generally have not been able to increase the membership since its formation period. Of five unions of Mirpur area only one has reported membership increase, from 250 to 300, after registration. The starling feature is that some union has less members than the amount they showed during registration. Union leaders further explain that even after post-Rana Plaza period workers still fear to join union TU. Therefore, unions have lesser impact on bringing a conducive environment where worker feels safe to join and participate in unions activities. “Many workers do not join union as they think that employer will expel her from job. Many even fear to talk to union representatives at workplace”        

The opposite example is also evident, although exceptional. In one of the factories where union is functioning the authority discharged/retrenched a union member worker. Due to initiative of union authority paid him his due benefits. After this incident the union received more members. The underlying reason behind this increase was the perceived benefit. General workers thought it would have not been possible for employers to discharge/retrench them without giving due benefits had they been member of the union. The tangible benefit of having membership with union is therefore a significant factor of increase in union membership. However, many of the unions do not have remarkable achievement to show other to attract their interest. 
Along with union density, membership challenge has another face—share of payee members. The newly formed trade unions show a slight difference from the national trend in the context of payee/contributing member. Proportion of payee members of a union is vital for its effectiveness and well-functioning. A union becomes more vibrant when its members pay their contribution regularly. In general Bangladeshi trade unions are generally characterized by it low proportion of payee/contributing members. A grim scenario is observed in terms of paid worker-membership under the federations. Majority of the federations do not have worker-members who are contributing financially. It has been found that only a little more than one-third (34.78 percent) of the federation has paid members, and in contrast, about two-thirds (65.22 percent) of the federations do not have this type of worker-members. 
During FGD of this study three union representatives out of five unions have claimed that they have members who pay monthly contribution. But not all of their members are payee, except one union. In one union all out of its 150 memebers are payee. In two other unions respective proportions of payee members are about two-thirds (200 out of 300) and half (50 out of 100) of all the members. The amount of the contribution is not big, monthly BDT 10. A different practice is also evident among other newly formed unions. In many unions some of the members paid a lump sum contribution for once. This one-time contribution is actually considered their membership/admission fee. However, they do not contribute monthly. 

4.2 Organizational challenge 
Organizational effectiveness depends on strong workplace structures where there is regular contact between union reps and members; a balance of power in the workplace where the union is seen as having enough power to make a difference to employer decisions; and employer support for the union role in the workplace. From the previous section we have observed that workplaces lack a structure where union representatives can frequently contact the members. “We are still facing difficulties to communicate the members at workplace. Both job nature and employers’ attitude is creating obstacles. We generally meet the worker members at the community, often at their residence.”— a participant of FGD explained the challenge in this way.  

Union are also facing the asymmetric power relations at workplace. Organization activities of the unions are often bared due to the unequal power relations. Employers have close ties with politically influential persons, police, local administration and even with local mastans. They use these power to prevent union activities at workplace (FGD and KII). This power imbalance very often results in anti-union discrimination against the union leaders and committee members.   
One of the aspects of organizational challenge is the issue of leadership and the new union are also facing it to a great extent. Hammer and Wazeter (1992) found that leadership was a vital and highly visible issue in regards to effectiveness. Further, leadership was also found to be highly correlated with dimensions of effectiveness. Henceforth, when the union leader was perceived to be active in fostering the interests of the union effectively and efficiently, then the local union organization was considered healthier and stronger (Hammer and Wazeter, 1992). According to opinion of key informants the many of the union leaders lack adequate leadership skills in organizing. This impact on unions activities and its effectiveness. The reason is the lack of adequate preparation. Some even complain that many unions have got registration but at an immature stage. Even the leaders lack knowledge on bargaining and dispute resolution process. “Many of the union leaders still do not understand what a ‘charter of demand’ is”— informs a participant of FGD with federation representatives. 

Lack of adequate leadership skill and lack of appropriate preparation for union formation has also been highlighted by others. One of the representatives of a federation sates:   

In earlier days we had to wait for a long time, after organized ourselves into union, to get consent from senior leaders to apply union for registration. They used to ask us to know more, before application submission for registration, about labour rights, legal provisions, collective bargaining and dispute resolution process etc. However, we have observed a different trend after Rana Plaza. In order to capitalize the changing condition many unions have been formed within a very short period. Many of these unions had to form committees with workers having no or inadequate leadership skill, and no or limited knowledge about the trdae union activities and collective bargaining process. (FGD)
4.3 Bargaining challenge 
Existing literature shows that unions are most successful when they can address a broad bargaining agenda and establish a virtuous circle of effectiveness. Unions’ bargaining outcomes in areas of increase in pay and bonus, protecting members from unfair treatment, promoting equal opportunity, and making workplace interesting and enjoyable have high positive impact. However, priority selection among these issues is crucial.  

The newly formed unions are also facing difficulties and challenges in this regard.  The bargaining challenges that the unions are facing is the outcome of many other interrelated factors. The absence of communication strategy, weak workplace structure for interaction between union representatives and members, power imbalances and the weak leadership skills all together affecting the bargaining capacity of the unions. Moreover, multidimensional nature of the problems and difficulties that the workers are facing and its diverse implications is a challenge for union to determine the priority in their bargaining agenda. 
4.4 Employer challenge 
In order to achieve organizational and bargaining effectiveness support and positive attitude of the employers is crucial. Generally, most of the employers show an indifferent attitude to the activities of the unions, and furthermore, creates different obstacles to union activities.  
Challenges and obstacles form the employers has remained same even after 2013, but the tactics and strategies of employers have changed. Employers often allowed union when leaders were selected them. Following is the experience of a federation leader who formed union after 2013. 

I submitted union several times in a particular factory but all the time leaders were expelled/discharged from job. Finally, I talked to the authority and they asked me to select the president and secretary of the union according to their choice. I formed union in that factory accepting their proposal. However, these leaders are not getting scope to take part in union activities. Without the permission of the employers they cannot even talk to me. This is how employers are obstructing the function of unions. (FGD) 
Employers offer illegal/discriminatory benefits for union leaders. After union formation wage of the two top officials of a union was increased by the factory management. 
Section five: Conclusion
This concluding section has highlighted the key finding and the policy recommendations. Key findings have been highlighted according to organization of previous sections—situation and scope, effectiveness, and challenges. Finally, recommendations have been formulated in line with the findings.   
5.1 Key findings

Situation and scope

Unions are practicing the leadership selection process according to their constitution. Unions have adopted three means in the process of their leader choice—election, selection, and co-opt. They are holding meeting of executive committees on regular basis and prepare and preserve the meeting resolution regularly. However in terms of not all of these unions have payee member and financial matters are not transparent always. 

Not all of the unions have been acting as CBA. Not all of the CBAs have submitted chartered of demands. Unions are not being operated based on strategic plan, rather on short-term and day-to-day issues/demand. Recently formed union are affiliated with several federations—ten major federations have organized about 70 percent of all newly formed unions and most are affiliated with IndustriALL. Although the unions have both nation and international network with national and global federations they still lack organized communication strategy/policy. 

The changing legal and policy environment has created wider opportunities to for the new unions to be functional at workplace. amendment of labour act, formulation of labour rule, and adoption of national occupational health and safety policy and industrial policy has widened the scope for unions activities.  The international cooperation and multi-stakeholder initiatives (the Accord, Alliance, the Compact) and the bilateral cooperation (especially with Germany, Denmark and Sweden) have been instrumental to the unions to work in a comparatively better environment/condition, though not fully conducive yet. 

Effectiveness

Unions’ ability to communicate and share information is limited. Newly formed unions lack that well planned and developed communication mechanism. Due to the lack of communication the workplace issues often are not communicated properly with the workers and even with union members. Therefore, unions often cannot act as the as a source of information and advice. 
Union are responsive to members’ problems. Many unions have submitted COD incorporating the common workplace issues such as occupational safety, leave, timely wage payment, fixing overtime rate according to the law, regular weekly holiday, and maternity leave, arrangement of safe drinking water, ensure sufficient toilet and its cleanliness. 

In these case of newly formed unions it has been observed that union density is not high. Union in most cases have not been successful to enlist membership of the majority workers. Therefore, the power of the union is also low. And many unions have not been taken seriously by the employers. Unions have not been able to increase wage. But many unions have achieved success in areas of payment of minimum wage at the factory, timely wage payment, maternity leave, OT rate according to law. Many unions have also been successful to stop unfair dismissal and reduce verbal abuse. 

Challenges

Unions are facing membership challenge, organizational challenge, bargaining challenge and employer challenge. In order to fulfill the legal bindings all of the unions showed one-third membership of all workers of their respective factory. However, unions generally have not been able to increase the membership. even after post-Rana Plaza period workers still fear to join union TU. The newly formed trade unions show a slight difference from the national trend in the context of payee/contributing member. Many union shave payee members contributing Tk. 10 monthly.  
Workplaces lack a structure where union representatives can frequently contact the members. Union are also facing the asymmetric power relations at workplace. Employers have close ties with politically influential persons, police, local administration and even with local mastans. They use these power to prevent union activities at workplace. Lack of adequate leadership skill and lack of appropriate preparation for union formation has also been highlighted by others. 

The bargaining challenges that the unions are facing is the outcome of many other interrelated factors–absence of communication strategy, weak workplace structure, power imbalances, and the weak leadership skills. Challenges and obstacles form the employers has remained same even after 2013, but the tactics and strategies of employers have changed. Employers offer illegal/discriminatory benefits for union leaders. 

5.2 Recommendations 
This study recommends following policy options to increase the effectiveness of the unions formed in recent time.  

Efforts to increase union density: The power of trade unions depend on rate of union membership. Union density is also one of important determining factors of bargaining power as well as bargaining outcomes. However newly formed unions lack the that strength and very often are unable to influence employers’ behavior.  In order to increase the bargaining power and make employers more responsive to workers issues unions must prioritize the issue of enlisting more members. 
Organizational strengthening: Unions success depends on its organizational strength. Therefore, new unions must concentrate on enhancing its organizational capacities
. 
Training of union representatives: Many of the union representative lack required skills on communication and leadership. Knowledge about the collective bargaining process is also inadequate. It is thus a dire need to equip the union representatives with the necessary skills.     
Strategic planning: Unions and federations need to develop the strategic planning. This plan should incorporate the vision and mission of the unions. And accordingly goals and targets are to be fixed. The plan should also delineate, taking into account the obstacles and limitations, the activities and strategies required to achieve the targets.   

Communication strategy: Along with strategic planning unions should also take initiatives to develop their communication strategy. The strategy should incorporate direction on information collection and sharing. This strategy will cater the need that union performs its appropriate role a source of information and advice to the workers.      
Strengthening network, partnership and collaboration: unions need to increase their partnership also, not only with the federations and global unions but also with civil society organizations, government organizations, and labour and human rights based organizations
.   
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Due to the recent deadly accidents issue of establishing trade union rights in RMG sector has been reiterated both nationally and internationally.





… more than 40 registered and about 30 unregistered federations is working in this sector.





The growth of employment in this industry is exponential—from few thousands in 1980 to several millions at present.





… this sector is widely criticized from worker-rights point of view where the issue of trade union rights stands at center.





… after Rana Plaza accident in 2013, a large number of trade unions have been registered in the garment sector.





Unions have adopted three means in the process of their leader choice—election, selection, and co-opt.





… lack of fund raising sources, even the members are not payee always.





… do not have well-developed and well-written plan incorporating the targets to be achieved in the following days.  





… worker rights protection largely depends on strong solidarity and network between and among trade union.





… ten major federations have organized about 70 percent of all newly formed unions and most are affiliated with IndustriALL





… trade unions, formed after 2013, are in a better position to come out with an agenda highly focused on workers’ occupational safety and health.   





… newly formed unions lack that well planned and developed communication mechanism.





… often it is not possible for them to let workers know what they the union is doing in the factory.





… union representative selection process is open and democratic. Members have the chance to select their leader





… union’s effectiveness depends on to what extent unions are responsive to the workplace issues and problems of the members… 





… not all of the unions have been able to submit their demands to the authority.





In the context of achieving employers’ support union representatives have provided contesting information.





… in terms of network it could be argued that unions are in a better position.





Perception of the union representatives about the managements’ seriousness to the unions is mixed.





… unions have contributed to ensure the payment of the minimum wage … timely payment of wage, and OT allowance… 





Box 1: Organized protest stopped worker retrenchment





In a factory of Mirpur area workers formed trade union in 2014. Workers of the factory were facing difficulties similar to those of the workers of the other factories. Along with problems of leave, maternity, timeliness of wage payment, festival leave was a concern for the workers. As common to other factories employer of this factory also engage workers in work in weekly holidays with the promise that they would be provided with a longer festival leave. In this practice workers of the factory worked in several weekly holidays that entitled them to get 10-days festival leave. However, when the time came, employer offered them 8-days leave instead of 10-days with the ground of urgent shipment. It created resentment among workers and they protested against the decision of the authority. In response to worker protect authority in a quick move wanted to discharge few workers. The trade union came into the scene and talked to employer to withdraw the decision. Nevertheless, authority was reluctant to listen to them. Union then mobilized the worker and then threatened the authority, that they would stop work if authority would not comeback from their decision. Finally, workers won. The authority withdrew their decision as the union carried out an organized protest. Had we not formed union it would have not been possible to influence the authority to change their decision’ – a union leader said.





Box 2: Better workplace after union formation





Union in a factory was formed in 2015.  This is a factory that represent the typical practices in areas of wage payment and leave practice. In this factory timeliness of wage payment was irregular. Besides, workers even were not provided with regular weekly holidays. Maternity leave was not provided following the legal provisions. Workers never got annual leave, not even the monetary compensation instead of leave. However, change have occurred after formation of trade union in this factory. Although at the initial days of trade union formation union member struggled a lot, gradually they brought different problems and issues of their rights before the authority and placed ‘charter of demand’ to them. Now the factory workers observe tangible improvements in their workplace. Change have taken place in all areas mentioned earlier—wage payment is now regular (according to time-limit specified in labour act), weekly holidays is now more frequent, and maternity leave has been introduced, and, more importantly, worker are now getting monetary compensation in place of their annual leave. 





… unions generally have not been able to increase the membership since its formation period.





In many unions some of the members paid a lump sum contribution for once…. do not contribute monthly. 








… workplaces lack a structure where union representatives can frequently contact the members.





… many unions have got registration but at an immature stage. Even the leaders lack knowledge on bargaining and dispute resolution process.








� Trade unions established after the Rana Plaza disaster in 2013 have been considered as ’recently formed TUs’ for the purpose of this study.   





�How they may change the organizational capacity? Recommendation need in this regard.


�How the TU will be benefitted by developing networking with these stakeholders? Should be clear.
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