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The labor sector in Bangladesh:
Trends of 2020

2020 was a difficult year for the labor/working
people of Bangladesh as hundreds and thousands
have lost their jobs while many others faced
wage cuts due to the adverse impact of Covid-19
pandemic on all sorts of economic activities. In
the wake of the Covid-19 pandemic, the workers
have fallen from the fragile life of the past into
even more fragility. In the face of collective
attack of fear of illness, unemployment and
the financial crisis have left millions of working
families in disarray.

The beginning of the Covid-19
pandemic

Covid-19 hit the country in March. Unfortunately,
the United States, Italy, Singapore and many
other countries where expatriate Bangladeshi
workers are employed also hit by this pandemic
at the same time. As a result, the working
people of Bangladesh suffered both at home
and abroad. So the workers at home as well as
overseas migrant workers confronted danger.
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As of 27 October, 1,972 Bangladeshis have died
of Covid-19 in about 21 countries. In many
countries, the share of the people of Bangladesh
among the dead is quite high. For example, out
of 5,296 people died of Covid-19 in Saudi Arabia,
750 are Bangladeshis.

On the other hand, at the same time, the
number of deaths in Bangladesh was abouto
seven thousand. There is no specific data of
the number of the workers among the total
deaths. However, the share of working people
is estimated to be higher among the total death
in Bangladesh. Because even in the face of the
pandemic, they had to go out to earn a living and
still they are doing.

Meanwhile, a joint study by the government’s
Institute of Epidemiology, Disease Control and
Research (IEDCR) and ICDDRB, released in
October, found that about three-quarters of
Dhaka’s slum dwellers were already infected.
This study provides some clear indications of the



devastation made by Covid-19 among working
people’s families.

In a poor and profit-oriented health system, the
financially weak and politically powerless people,
including the workers, are in inhuman suffering
during the pandemic. At that time it became
difficult to get normal services for the treatment
of health problems other than Covid-19.

Unemployment increased 10 times at
one stage

The livelihood of people especially working class
is the worst victim of Covid-19. The pandemic has
left millions unemployed. From domestic workers
to employees of multinational companies, the
employers have not missed the opportunity to
fire anyone. Huge number of people in almost all
sectors have been losing jobs continuously since
March. The domestic workers had faced the
biggest blow of Covid-19. At the beginning of the
pandemic, the doors to the workplace of millions
of domestic workers were immediately closed.
They were treated like untouchables overnight.

In small and medium enterprises, many
employers reduce the wages on the pretext
of closing factories, stop paying wages or fire
many from their jobs. Similar incidents also have
taken place in large scale industries. A survey
by Manusher Jonno Foundation found that 91
percent of garment workers said they did not
receive full pay at the start of the Covid-19. It is
exposed in the pandemic that it is needed more
legal protection and social security for workers in
Bangladesh.

A massive new number of population
became poor

Poverty has increased massively during Covid-19
pandemic. At the end of the year, there was a
debate among government and various non-
government organizations, civil society groups
and academia on increase of poverty. Before
pandemic, at the end of 2019, the poverty rate in
the country was about 20 percent. But according
to the Planning Commission of the government,
the poverty rate during Covid-19 has risen to
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29 percent. According to a joint study by Power
and Participation Research Centre (PPRC) and
Bangladesh Institute of Development Studies
(BIDS) in June, poverty has risen to 43 percent.
Another study by Centre for Policy Dialogue (CPD)
claimed that the rate has risen to 35 percent.

According to a survey by the Bangladesh Bureau
of Statistics (BBS), the monthly income of a family
has decreased by around Tk 4,000 to Tk 15,000.
It said that people’s income during Covid-19 has
decreased by 20 percent. Before Covid-19, the
average monthly income of each family was Tk
19,425 in March. In August, it dropped to BDT
15,492. The BBS released the survey reportin the
first week of October. According to the results
of the survey, the demand for consumption has
also decreased as the income of the families
has reduced. In March, the average monthly
expenditure per family was BDT 15,403. In August
it decreased to BDT 14,119. About 6 percent of
the households surveyed said they had financial
problems during Covid-19 in one way or another.
In other words, more than two-thirds of the
families were financially distressed while trying
to make a living during the pandemic. The same
agency said in its survey that unemployment
wouldrise 10times after March. Theyalso claimed
that it reduced a bit by September. According to
BBS, the unemployment rate in March was 2.3
percent. In July, itincreased to 22.39 percent. But
in September, the unemployment rate dropped
to 4 percent.
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According to the rules of the International Labor
Organization (ILO), if a job seeker does not get
the opportunity to work for at least one hour
a week, they are considered unemployed. BBS
has mentioned the above information about
unemployment on the basis of that calculation.
Taking this definition of unemployment more
conservatively, it is not difficult to predict the
huge unemployment in the country in 2020.

Taking advantage of Covid-19 pandemic,
financially strong and affluent sectors started
either retrenchment or reduced wages. For
example, in the name of reducing expenses
during this time many banks took the initiative
to reduce the salaries and allowances of their
employees. However, some banks declared
that their salaries and allowances would not be
reduced.

Social inequality increased further

Meanwhile, despite  the increase in
unemployment and poverty among the workers
due to the pandemic, some people in the
country were economically flourished. As proof
of this, 3,412 new multimillionaire accounts
in the country have increased in the midst of
tumultuous corona. In March 2020, the account
was 82,625. Three months later, in June, it
increased to 86,037. A detailed report has been
published in the media.

It is to be mentioned that the measure of a
country’s income inequality is the Guinea
Coefficient. In 2006, the Guinea coefficient in the
country was 0.32 percent. After 10 years, it has
been increased to 0.49 percent. This is worrying
in terms of income inequality. The lives of the
workers are at one end of such a stake. According
to a June 20 report in the daily The Business
Standard, the value of the Guinea coefficient in
the country was 0.24in 1974.In 2010 it increased
to 0.458. In 2016, it increased to 0.483. Now
it has increased even more. Because of this,
the richest five percent families own about 26
percent of the total income of the country. But
the bottom five percent families own only 0.23
percent. (Sarabangla, 17 October 2020)
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Wage deprivation of workers specifically
are associated with these aspects of wealth
inequality. This year an attention-grabbing
movement over wages organized in the tea
gardens amid covid-19. As a result, there has
been an assurance to increase the daily wage
from BDT 102 to BDT 120. Although tea workers
demanded a daily wage of BDT 300.

New wave of denationalization

In 2020, new initiatives of denationalization in
the industrial sector have further accelerated
this trend of income inequality. A good example
of this initiative was the closure of about 25
factories in the jute sector at a time. Besides,
there were fear of withdrawing government
investment from sugar mills at the end of the
year. Due to the closure of jute mills, 20 to 25
thousand workers became unemployed at
a time. In addition, many people involved in
the production and marketing of jute and its
related services are feared to be unemployed.
The government is taking these types of
denationalization initiatives mainly by showing
the continuing losses as the reason — there are
several studies in surface on how this sector can
become a profitable one. However, even two
months after the closure of the factories, not all
the workers were given their due wages. As a
result, there was dissatisfaction in various labor
zones, including Khulna. In regards to sugar mill,
Mr. Nurul Majid Mahmud Humayun, Minister
of Industries, said (The Daily Star, October 1,
2020) that the sugar mills would not be closed
or workers would be laid off. Instead, efforts are
being made to make the sugar mills profitable
by modernizing them and providing alternative
income.

The present compilation contains individual
detailed data-based reports on the above
mentioned labor trends of 2020. These reports
attempt to give a general picture of how
miserably working people have toiled 365 days
throughout the year.



The dynamics of the labor sector in
recent years

[Although the scope of the labor sector in
Bangladesh continues to grow, there is very little
discussion and debate about the trend of this
sector. In order to fill that gaps, from this year
and onwards, the reviews on trends of labor
dynamics will be highlighted regularly in this
publication. This year we primarily have tried to
identify the direction of this dynamic against few
indicators- Editor]

Budget Analysis: Lack of importance to
the labor sector in financial allocations

The main document of the national economy
in Bangladesh is the annual national budget.
The two main ministries in the labor sector are
the Ministry of Labor and Employment and the
Ministry of Expatriate Welfare and Overseas
Employment. From 2017-18 to current fiscal
year, the allocations of these two ministries in
the national budget are as follows: (sources:
Budget speech by the Finance Ministers in
different years)

As can be seen from the above allocation table,
in the four years:

(a) The allocation for the Ministry of Labor
and Employment has increased by around 31
percent. (b) On the other hand, the allocation for
the Ministry of Expatriate Welfare and Overseas
Employment has been reduced by around 7
percent. At the same time, the share of labor and
employment in the national combined allocation
of 0.6 percent in 2016-17 has remained the same
even after four years. As we see no increase. On
the other hand, the share of expatriate welfare
allocation has stood at 0.11 percent in the last
budget from 0 .17 percent four years ago. That
is reduced.

From the above budget trends of the two
ministries, it can be presumed that the labor
sector is getting very little attention in terms
of national allocations. The share of ministries
concerned with the interests of the workers
has not increased as part of the annual national
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has increased by about 221 percent

Year Budget Budget Allocation Combined

Allocation for | for the Ministry of | allocation for all from FY 2011-12 to FY 2020-21 (The

the Ministry | Expatriate Welfare | Ministriesand | Prothom Alo, June 25, 2020).
of Labor and and Overseas Departments In other words, the workers are stuck

Employment Employment (Crores BDT) )

(In Crores-BDT) (Crores-BDT) in the cycle of low wages. On the
other hand, the rise of government
2017-18 268 688 400,266 employees’ salaries is happening in
the cycle of high salaries. In 2015,
AU 22/ e SRS the government announced a new
2019-20 313 591 523,190 wage structure for the government
employee which includes BDT 8,250
2020-21 350 642 568,000 as basic salary in the lowest grade
among the 20 grades. At that time,
allocation. However, the allocation for the the basic salary of a garment worker

Ministry of Labor has increased slightly in terms
of quantity in the last four years.

Wage inequality and wealth inequality

In the last five decades after independence, the
size of Bangladesh’s economy has increased
almost three hundred times. Poverty has
decreased a lot. The trend of growth was also
at satisfactory level till the country was hit by
the Covid-19 pandemic. But the benefits of this
growth are not seen to be reflected too much in
the economy of the lower strata of society. The
Seventh Five-Year Plan clearly states, “Inequality
in society continues unabated.”

Wage inequality: A comparison
between the public sector and the
garment industry

The ‘total wage’ of a seventh grade worker in
the garment factory, the largest industrial sector
in Bangladesh, has been fixed at BDT 8,000 in
2018; in which the basic wage is BDT 4,100 . In
2013, the total wage was BDT 5,300 where the
basic wage was BDT 3,000. In other words, after
5 years, the basic wage has increased by BDT
1,100 Taka. Even before that, the total wage in
the garment sector was BDT 3,000. It means, in
the ten years from 2010 to 2020, in regard to
scale up the wages of garment workers in the
lowest grade increased from BDT 3,000 to BDT
8,000 means 166 percent increased. It is to be
noted that the salary of government employees
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in the lowest grade was BDT 3,000. This means
at the same time, the lowest-paid government
employees were paid almost three times as
much as the lowest-grade garment workers. This
gap must have widened further in the next pay
rise initiatives. In the current salary structure
for government officials, the basic salary is up
to BDT 86,000 (Chief Secretary). Government
employees also receive various benefits. Among
the peoplers representatives of the country,
the Members of Parliament (MPs) get only BDT
55,000 monthly honorarium among many other
facilities. Overall, the wage gap between workers
and others in society is huge. It can be said
that wage marginalization of workers has been
institutionalized in Bangladesh.

Resource inequality

Like wage inequality, workers are also victims
of extreme wealth inequality. As of 2019-20,
the average per capita income in Bangladesh is
USD 2,064. In terms of Bangladeshi currency, it
is around BDT 170,000. But this calculation is
extremely meaningless for the workers. Because
many of them do not earn even BDT 100,000
throughout the year. Such deprivation of income
has also deprived them of their wealth. According
to the Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics (BBS), the
wealth of 5 percent of the poorest Bangladeshis
was 0.78 percent of the total wealth of the
country in 2010. In 2016, it has decreased to 0.23
percent. On the other hand, the wealth of the
richest Bangladeshis has increased from 24.61
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percent to 27.82 percent in 2016 at the same
time. Needless to say, this gap has widened in
recent years.

The wage ‘increase’ trend is not
consistent with the poverty alleviation
program (in the tea sector and in the
garment sector).

In this case, we try to understand the direction of
the situation from the examples of two export-
oriented industries in Bangladesh. The last wage
increase for workers in garment factories, the
largest industrial sector in Bangladesh, happened
in 2018. The ‘total wage’ of a seventh grade
worker has been fixed at BDT 8,000 ; the basic
wage is BDT 4,100 . In 2013 it was BDT 3,000.
In other words, after 5 years, the basic wage
has increased by BDT 1,100. In these five years,
inflation in the country has been at an average
rate of 5-6 percent. As such, it is questionable
how much the real wages of garment workers
has been increased.

Year Monthly gross Monthly basic wage
wage

2018 8,000 4,100

2013 5,300 3,000

2010 3,000 2,000

On the other hand, a new wage structure was
also announced in the tea sector in 2018. At that
time, the daily wage of a worker has increased
from BDT 85 (fixed in 2015) to BDT 102 (subject
to lifting 20 to 23 kg of leaves!). Wages have
increased by BDT 510 for 30 days. In other
words, after three years, the wage of one worker
reaches to BDT 3,060 by increasing BDT 510 per
month. The picture of wage increase in the tea
sector is as follows:

Year Daily wage Monthly wage
2018 102 3060
2015 85 2550
2013 69 2070

On the other side of the Sylhet border, the wage
for the tea sector in Assam is Rs 145 in Barak
Valley and Rs 167 in Assam Valley. On the other

b ¢



Q00 | IRFMAR & RS ¢ =7 wdHifS

hand, Sri Lanka, another tea-producing country
in South Asia, has a daily wage of USD 5. The
latest update is that in 2020 the daily wage in this
sector in Bangladesh has been fixed to BDT 120
by increased BDT 18 (BDT 3600 per month).

Contribution of workers to the
national economy (garment sector and
expatriate labor sector)

We have seen above what the workers are
getting in the budget allocation of Bangladesh.
That receipt is very small and relatively marginal
as per the calculation of the ministries. But the
workers are the most advanced in contributing to
the national economy. The two main sources of
foreign currency in Bangladesh are remittances
from expatriate workers and income from
readymade garments exports. The combined
contribution of these two sectors to the GDP is
about 25 percent.About12.5million Bangladeshis
are working abroad now. And about 4 million
workers are working in the garment sector. In
other words, around 16.5 million expatriate and
garment workers are collectively contributing
to the country’s economy. Both sectors only
have flourished every year before the pandemic
Covid-19. Globally, Bangladesh is among the top
five countries in terms of expatriate workers’
income. Bangladesh is also among the first 2-3
countries in terms of income from the garment
sector. The share of the garment sector in export
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income is 60 percent. Forty percent of the
port authority’s revenue is related to garment
products. About 40 billion dollars export income
from this sector. And expatriates send about 18
billion dollars to the country. In other words, the
economy of these two sectors together is about
60 billion dollars. Which is directly achieved by
the contribution of the workers in Bangladesh.

No major improvement in the
workplace safety: an analysis of 3 years

A major source of crisis in workers’ life in
Bangladesh is occupational health crisis
and insecurity. There are many examples of
accidents, especially at work and on the way to
or from work. The decent work environment is
really elusive for the workers in Bangladesh.
Incidents like Rana Plaza remain as a witness of
it. A scenario of workers’ death in the workplace
over the past years compiled by Safety and
Rights (SRS) on the basis of newspaper report is
given below-

Year Number of death of
workers
2014 320
2015 373
2016 382
2017 437
2018 593
2019 572
2020 432

The figure above shows the gradual increase in
the number of deaths of workers in workplace
accidents. In recent years, the transport and
construction sectors have been seen to be at the
forefront of such accidents.

Freedom of assembly: A tragic situation

The most important indicators of workers’ rights
are freedom of assembly and association. But
the labor sector has very little achievement in
terms of such freedom. Although there is a legal
provision to form a union with the consent of



20 percent of the workers at the factory level,
in reality it has been made difficult. Among the
first tier industries, the elected representatives
of workers in the tea and leather sectors can
negotiate on wages and other issues, but in the
garment sector, the main industrial sector of
the country, does not have such opportunity to
bargain for their rights centrally. Even very small
numbers of factories have active unions. Labor
organizers claim that the number of organized
workersinthissectoris nomorethanone percent.
Garment owners claim the number is 10 percent.
However, reliable media reports indicate that
among the 4,000-5,000 garment factories, only
500 to 600 have unions though in documents. In
other words, institutionally, this sector has been
largely deprived of the right to form associations.
At the same time, this status is in conflict with ILO
Conventions 87 and 98 (Freedom of Association
and CBA). Bangladesh is a signatory to these
charters. However, according to the comment of
the workers’ organizers, the workers are sacked
as soon as they take the initiative to form a
union. Even they are also ousted from their living
place. But Article 38 of our constitution has given
the right to the citizens to form an association.
Many of the industrial disputes can be settled
through bilateral and tripartite negotiations if
the responsible trade unions are active at the
factory level. Then we do not need to call the
police for every matter.
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The Labor Act of 2006 has provision to form a
Workers Participation Committee consisting of
employers and workers representatives at the
factory level. Recently, we observe a trend to use
this provision as an alternative to trade unions in
the garment sector. Workers do not consider this
committee to be the real representative union. In
their view, as there is no traditional trade union,
the provision of joint bargaining as entitled in the
labor law is not being followed properly.

Speed in denationalization

In 2020, there is a new wave of denationalization
in the state-owned industry. In the jute sector, 25
factories were shut down simultaneously. Then
there were fears that the sugar mills would also
be shut down. These denationalization initiatives
are going on mainly because of losses as claimed
by the government. The workers’ organizers
have been demanding running of these factories
through renewal of the infrastructure of these
factories.
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