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HERE is hardly any
that it is the
working class who propel
the economy; buoyancy occurs
when employers realise it, and
government plays the
supportive role to bring in in-
creased productivity providing
labour welfare on a continuos
basis. The recent example is the
newly-industrialised nations
in the East and South-East Asia
where both employers and
workers have attained prosper-
ity. It is understood that the
employers of Bangladesh wish
to follow their model. About
two decades back, the position
of these countries were almost
at par with us. But then, they
progressed in a tremendous
:‘pccd. with rapid industrialisa-
on, which stems from appro-
priate use of capital raw
materials, quick reforms in
ent policies and in-
creasing efficiency of labour
and mannﬁmnt. among oth-
ers. They not have enough
raw materials for use in the in-
dustry and their domestic mar-
ket narrow. By importing
raw materials, they put it to in-
dustrial s, and re-export
the products to the in-
ternational markets. I'I:Itut only
that, they now im man-
ang employ ﬂggm. Thus,
hey have become industri-
alised countries. And
B h exports manpower,
who have no employment here,
to earn livelihood!
Reports of distressing condi-
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Making a Point of Progress

by Muhammad Quamrul Islam

tions of Bangladeshi workers in
foreign countries frequently
appear in the press, which do
not seem to stir the mind of the
authorities here. It is known to
all that many workers are lured
to jobs outside the country un-
der false pretenses. Upon ar-
rival at a foreign destination
they are simply undone. Be-
cause, before lea the coun-
try, some of them might have
sold all their belongings to pay
the manpower recruiting
agents, for employment oppor-
tunity visa etc. In such a solu-
tion they are also afraid of be-
ing deported by foreign employ-
ers, even when they are denied
the wages they have earned, or
forced to do something else
than promised.
At l;g?c, the number of un-
emplo persons increasing
unjust discrimination con-
tin in the labour sector.
ould there be differences
in hours of work, amount wages
apd security between employees
under government sector and
those under private sector? Why
the losing state owned enter-
prises be maintained at the cost
of the public exchequer, produc-
ing no competitive output? For
the losing enterprises under the
public sector, government has
provided Tk 420 billion over
the last 21 years. The govern-
ment cell created to look into
the lems of sick industries
in 1991 could not provide suc-

Susual 1st of May every
year is obse almost
all over the world as May
Day to recall the contribution
sacrifice of those human
rights martyrs who laid down
their lives for the cause of the
working class people. On this
day in Chicago nearly more
than a century ago, they
protested against the tyranny
of cmplmm and wanted fair
deal for wage-earners. In the
of their justified action,
ey were killed by mercenaries
enga?d by their tyrant employ-
ers. But their blood did not go in
vain. It paved the way for in-
troduction of some improved
wor conditions in the form
of reduced working hours,
more-wages, holidays etc.
which in those days were al-
most unthinkable. The rela-
tionship between the employers
and the :mlﬂl.oyceu was some-
thing like that of masters and
slaves.

And in the above back drop,
the day is observed. On this day,
the workers are allowed a day
off i.e ano-work, but paid for.
The condition in the west of
course has im = 111{:5; But
regrettingl t y is
observed, l{onday allowed, sem-
inars, symposia etc. are held
but hardly the working condi-
tion of the poor earners in
third world countries has
changed. They work for longer
hours, with shorter wages
mostly in and haz-
ardous situations. They are ex-
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Foud to occupational hazard
or which hardly adequate pro-
tective measures are taken. And
the worst exploited ones are the
females and the children.
There is great discrimination
in w#len and ancillary bene-
fits. The females are paid nor-
mally lesser than the males
while the children, the least de-
spite that in many cases they
work for longer period of time.
An example of abuse of child
labour is cited below which ap-
ared in The Daily Star on
4.4 97 under the headline:
Pohv;ro?r drives them away from

SC s in Karachi:
“Thousands of children are
toiling at auto-repair shops and
car-wash stations in Pakistan's
largest city of Karachi to sup-
ﬂort their impoverished fami-
es .... They clean vehicles, re-
tyres, repair and fill
them with air and fix auto
arts, -besides, dashing off to
etch food and perform other
chores for adult employees,
Karachi's leading Englll)sh-lan-
daily Dawn said ... it cited

e cases of several children
forced away by poverty from
schools and homes.

"Yasir dropped out of class to
work in a dirty, grimy welding
shn& His father works as a
truck driver for monthly wages
to 1,800 rupees (45 dollars) and
Yasir's 60 rupees (1.5 dollar]
daily supplement the meager

earnings of the family of eight

le.
P Employers engage boys at a

......

cour to the private sector. It has
resulted in elongation of the
sick list, reportedly numberln%_
5500 at

seem to bypass this burning is-
sue, agitating the minds of the
genuine workers and labourers,
although they enjoy May D%y as
a government holiday and do
not fail to show respect to the
martyrs who initiated labour
movement to establish rights of
the workers in 1886 at Hay
Market in Chicago of the United
States of America.

However, in the interest of
the economy, selling a sick en-
terprise by auction is not the
only course. There are other
ways too. The core point is to re-
lieve the exchequer from fi-
nancing the unwanted losses
and to assure the workers,
whether in government or pri-
vate sector, that they will be
equally treated. This only can
facilitated industrialisation on
equal footing.

Following the historic May
Day and labour movements
throughout the world, Interna-
tional Labour Organisation
(ILO) came into being in 1919,
Bangladesh is a member of this
organisation. ILO has adopted
important conventions and
proposals for welfare of the
workers and enforcement of
their rights. Member countries
are to ratify those, in their do-
mestic laws. Accordingly, the
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fraction of regular wages, the
report said. At a petrol pump
five boys have been hired as
mechanics, earning as little as
20 rupees (half a dollar} each
per day. One of them, 11-year-
old Kashif said, they were work-
ing to help their families. A
contractor told the newspaper
that children were routinely
brought for work by their rela-
tives. 'The children are able to
perforrn  nimble chores which
makes it more suitable to hire
them in comparison to adults,
he said".

The dreadful situation is not
only true for Pakistan, but it is
equally true for Bangladesh as
it ap;i:ea:s from reports and per-
sonal experience, The garment
sector was the largest organised
sector to have employed largest
number of children and fe-
males. But following Harkin's
bill. The government had to
yield and displaced most of the
children from the work on the
Elain of export ban. Tom

arkins might have good inten-
tions behind his bill since
children are exploited. But he
failed to appreciate the reason
why do children in the third-
world countries are forced into
child-labour? It is sheer

verty that does. In some cases
ike the very poor sick or crip-
pled parents, the child is the
only bread earner for the fam-
11{. True it is that they are ex-
ploited. But at least it brings

present. Ministry ol
Labour and its Directorates

working hours and working en-
vironment of the factory, com-
pensation for accident, worki
time for female workers an
their security, restrictions on
child labour, care for the chil-
dren of the wor mothers,
etc, are determined. The work-
ers have right to form trade
union and to collective bargain-
ing. It is learnt that Bangladesh
has so far ratified 32 conven-
tions and prepared 46 labour
laws.

To enforce the above laws
and update those, there is tHe
Ministry of Labour and Man-

power and its Directorate of -

Labour, Bureau of Manpower,
Employment and Training
[EHJDEI‘I. Factory and Shops Es-
tablishment Directorate, 21
Labour Welfare kentres, 4 indus-
trial Relations Institute, Mini-
mum Wages Board, etc. All these
are meant avowedly to promote
welfare of the workers, which is
further strengthened by the
revalent Labour Courts and
bour Appellate Tribunal. A
retired government official of
Labour, however, pointed out
that in spite of the above ar-
rangements the poor people of
this country. the workers, as
well as the industry and econ-
omy are not getting the due ser-
vices. There is no use to find
fault with administrative in-
frastructure, actual point is to
see if there is genuine interest
among owners, warkers and
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half bread to the family. More-
over by applying Harkin's con-
dition it has not solved the
problems of all the children
rather a fragment of the chil-
dren have been displaced and
that too from the organised sec-
tor. Some measures like some
sort ol schooling, allowances
etc have been extended to some
children so displaced. But that
is too inadequate. Moreover
millions of children still are
employed with greater degree of
exploitation in the un-organ-
ised sectors. Hence, Tom's good
intentions by and large for the
children have also not materi-
alised. The desirable thing
would have been to force the au-
thorities to improve the work-
ing conditions of all in pgeneral
and those of children in partic-
ular, with some sort of school-
ing at the places of work and
extension of humane treatment
so that life for them would have
become easier: A patch work so-
lution is no solution rather it in
some cases creates problems.

May day in observed to pre-
serve and secure rights of the
working class people.

But by and large it is seen
that the great Day comes and
goes as a routine matter, of-
course with a difference that the
day remain's mostly a closed
hnﬁday. The West to a great ex-
tent has solved the problems of
the working class people. But
the problem lies very much in
the third-world countries — the
East including the Muslim
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government for labour welfare,
to maintain sound industrial
relations, facilitating economic
growth.

Not that the industrial arena
under the Govt Sector only is af-
fected -by politicisation of trade
union; the government offices
are also afflicted with it. So, a
total review is required if the
Class Il and IV staff of the gov-
ernment sector be treated as
workers to form unions? Si-
multaneously, whether the gov-
ernment officers may also form
associations? We have seen
enough of inter-cadre rivalry in
the preceding years. People do
not like to see it recur. Such as-
sociations, be it at staff and of-
ficers level, have yielded no
fruitful result so far, in terms of
good administration and
progress of the country. How we
can justify when there is ab-
sence of trade union activities
in the readymade garments in-
dustry, big NGOs and export
processing zone, etc? What is
needed is healthy trade union-
istn with a view to ensurin

- labour welfare and progress o

the country.

Let May Day, 1997, which is
observed today, not remain
confined in one day; let its
spirit flow throughout the year
and beyond, to improve the
conditions of workers, industry
and economy alike.

The writer is an economist
and Advocate, Bangladesh
Supreme Court.

_________
_______

world. Now let us see whalt ls-
lam says about the issue as
recorded in the book, "Workers'
rights in Islam” (Islamic Foun-
dation).

"Moreover Islam keeps a
vigilant and wakeful eye on the
legitimate rights of the workers,
It has prescribed i]ust and prag-
matic measures [or protection
of such rights. The  Holy
Prophet [SM] bas eaid in this
regard, "Workers are your
brothers, giving you service ....
give unto them what you your-
selves eat or wefar. Don't impose
any load on them that they
cannot bear. Even if you have to
assign a heavy dutly to them,
please render them necessary

assistance.” (171)
It leaves 1o scope Lo guess

that Islamic principles as prac-
ticed in the past if followed now
will go a long way to solve the
problem of at least people in the
Muslim world. But it's irony
that as some one has aptly said
— "The good Muslims are under
the ground (graves) while the
ood principles |[the Quranic
ans and sunnah — practices of
the Holy Prophet (SM]} are on
the shelves." In such circum-
stances, how can we reap the
benefits Islamic system has en-
sured. _

It can be only possible if they
are really practised. Why not
this is given a try in Bai 1gladesh
since it's a predominantly Mus-
lirn country to make the spirit
of May Day a success and rights
of working people ensured?
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