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[s graduate unemployment
rate really 47%?

M. Niaz ASADULLAH

British Council sponsored report on

graduate unemployment in South Asia,

published earlier this, year has gener-
ated a media storm in Bangladesh. Prepared by
the Economist Intelligence Unit (EIU), the
report ranks Bangladesh above India, Pakistan,
Sri Lanka and Nepal in terms of employability
of local graduates. As per estimates presented
in the report, nearly 5 out of every 10 graduates
in Bangladesh are unemployed (against 3 out
of 10 in India and Pakistan). The report partly
attributes graduate unemployment problem to
the region's fast expanding but poor quality
private education sector and use of outdated
curriculum in public universities.

Graduate unemployment is not unique to
countries like Bangladesh. Japan has for many
years suffered from rising graduate unemploy-
ment. [n South Korea, a country with very high
university enrolment rate, the number of eco-
nomically inactive graduates is over 3 million.
[n Singapore, graduate unemployment rate was
reported to be 3.6% in 2013 against the aver-
age unemployment rate of around 2%.
However, the EIU-BC estimate of 47% against
Bangladesh's overall unemployment rate of 5%
is extremely worrying. As a matter of fact, a
graduate unemployment figure nearly 10 times
our overall unemployment rate puts the credi-
bility of all Bangladeshi universities on the
line.

The EIU-BC report does not add any caveat
on the accuracy of the country estimates
reported though it does warn the reader
against country comparison. A footnote clari-
fies that “inconsistency in definitions across
national sources means figures between coun-
tries may not be directly comparable.”
However, this warning is not helpful when the
actual definition of unemployment and data
sources used is not disclosed for Bangladesh
and other South Asian countries.

The figures for Bangladesh are puzzling for
several reasons. First, the overall reported
unemployment rate in Bangladesh is lower
(5%) than that for India and Pakistan (8.5%
and 6%). How likely is it that graduates have
disproportionately high unemployment rate
compared to their peers who seek jobs in econ-
omies with higher overall unemployment
rates? Second, given that the overall macroeco-
nomic conditions and GDP growth rate in
Bangladesh have been favourable relative to
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India and Pakistan in recent years (particularly
2012 onwards), the estimated graduate unem-
ployment rate appears questionable. Third,
compared to a decade ago, the labour market
and overall economic conditions of
Bangladesh have been relatively more favour-
able to job seeking graduates. This again makes
it hard to conceive that every 1 out of every 2
Bangladeshi graduates remains unemployed.
As a matter of fact, for a number of reasons
which the EIU-BC report does not acknowl-
edge, the unemployment estimate of 47% is
likely to be wide off the mark. First, how we
define unemployment matters for the estimate
of unemployment rate obtained. Measuring
unemployment is notoriously difficult in a
developing country context, a point that didn't
get a mention in the EIU-BC report. Estimates
vary depending on whether the person was
unemployed over the last 7 days or 12 months.
In South Asia, the task gets more complicated
because most women, including female gradu-
ates, usually don't seek paid jobs. Upon gradu-
ation, they settle down into family life. In case
of Bangladesh, only 35% females of working-
age population participate in the labour mar-
ket. Among those who decide to work, many
do without pay under informal arrangements.
In other words, female graduates are dispro-
portionately out of the labour market and
don't enter the calculation of unemployment

rate. Any approximation that counts out-of-
the-labour-force females as unemployed will
hugely overestimate the graduate unemploy-
ment rate.

Second, high graduate unemployment is a
problem if instead of a temporary blip it
reflects a chronic oversupply of graduates. The
decade of 2000-2010 has seen tertiary enrol-
ment rate in Bangladesh jump from 5% to
13%. Even then, compared to other countries
of similar per capita income, Bangladeshi
youths, particularly females, are far behind in
terms of university enrolment rate. Therefore,
the jury is still out on whether the country is
suffering from an excess supply of graduates.
Third, measuring graduate unemployment is
even harder because many graduates continue
in education for a second degree or consider
setting up own businesses, which can take
time. Even among those who finish higher
education, a large proportion may choose to
be unemployed to search and accept a job offer
if and only if it satisfies their expectations. This
sub-population, voluntarily unemployed grad-
uates, is often left out when calculating gradu-
ate unemployment rate. Unemployment mea-
sure can also vary depending on whether we're
considering a recent cohort of graduates or all
graduates in the labour market. For these rea-
sons, the standard practice is to rely on a popu-
lation of graduates for whom the employment
destinations are known. Yet this standard has
been comprised by the EIU-BC report.

Bangladeshis are right to worry about the
poor state of the country's education sector.
After all, none of Bangladesh's newly set up
public universities and 70 private universities
appear in any of the existing global rankings of
universities around the world. Instead, most of
these universities are frequently in the news for
various irregularities, acts of student violence
and governance related problems. Therefore,
we should critically assess employment pros-
pect of students graduating from these univer-
sities and welcome comparative analysis on
the actual performance of Bangladeshi univer-
sities. However, such analysis must be transpar-
ent and based on numbers and estimates we
can trust. When grounded in questionable
statistics, expert analysis can cause more harm
than good.

..............................................................................

The writer is a Professor of Development Economics at
Malaya University, Kuala Lumpur, and a Fellow of the Royal
Society of Arts (RSA). E-mail: m.niaz@um.edu.my

RMG: Workers' safety paramount

ABuL BASHER

HE victims of Rana Plaza tragedy need

immediate support, both material and

moral. But this will not suffice to pre-
vent similar incidents in future. Lot more
needs to be done to make RMG factories safe.
Following every tragic incident, we failed to
carry out even the immediate and short-term
imperatives, let alone the long-term actions.
We fail to respond to the needs of endangered
human lives, or to understand the importance
of safe workplace.

What has been done during the blast one
year was mostly to compensate the workers
and their families, The process of quantifica-
tion of victims' losses reveals how our society
distinguishes between the rich and the poor --
the white collar and the blue collar workers.
Putting this moral issue aside, the whole com-
pensation process has been slow, inefficient
and inadequate. The pertinent question is
whether we should take measures now so that
overall environment at the workplace
improves or wait until another Rana Plaza
tragedy occurs. The real homage to the victims
of the Rana Plaza will be to act now.

In the early phase of growth of the RMG
sector, nobody cared about the building code
and safety issues. Many garment factories were
set up in residential buildings. The sector was
not big enough to draw the attention of
domestic and international activists, therefore,
compliance with labour standards and safety
issues was not of paramount importance to
the entrepreneurs at that time.

The Industrial Building Code 2006 was
approved following the collapse of Spectrum
garments building in 2005. Initiatives were
undertaken to develop a separate industrial
cluster in Munshigonj to relocate the factories
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operating in unsafe buildings. But no progress
has been made in this regard so far.

The sufferings of RMG workers make news
only when they lead to deaths, either through
fire or collapse of the building. But the fact is
most RMG workers face gross violation of
basic human rights every day in their work-
place. Instead of considering measures to
tackle this problem, the society is talking
about numbers, how many died, how much to
be paid to their families, how many days are
required to pay them, etc.

It is time now to do the following to create
a safe environment:

(i) Proper enforcement of existing law
needs to be ensured. While the new labour law
provides the guidelines for improvement of
the overall compliance situation in RMG sec-
tor, poor enforcement holds back progress.
The main reason for weak enforcement is the
dearth of trained and honest inspectors.
Compliance inspectors, in many cases, are lax
towards the breach of law and code of con-
duct. Besides, they do not have magisterial
power to take instantaneous punitive action
against noncompliant manufacturers.

(i1) The apathy of the mid-level manage-
ment towards compliance is a major problem.
In absence of any perceived benefit or incen-
tive for promoting compliance but facing
tremendous pressure to meet deadlines, com-
pliance is the last thing mid-level management
care about. Punitive action against an alleged
breach of code of compliance is highly
unlikely as long as the breach is justified by an
impending delivery deadline. The penalty for
non-compliance should be imposed in mone-
tary terms, so that the pecuniary benefits of
compliance will be easily comprehensible to
the owner.

(ii1) There is a perception among the RMG
manufacturers that they are doing more than

required to meet compliance requirements,
which, in turn protect the brand image of the
big name buyers. Although the buyers enjoy
increased revenues from compliance, only the
manufacturers bear the cost. The price and
compliance decisions of a buyer are not syn-
chronised. The compliance team of a buyer
forces the manufacturers to do a number of
things as a precondition to place an order, the
cost of which is completely disregarded by the
buying team who make decision only on the
basis of lowest price and quality of the prod-
uct, not the quality of the factory, i.e., compli-
ance. Therefore, the buyers need to be involved
in the ongoing efforts to improve the compli-
ance situation in RMG sector.

(ii1) Many small and medium factories set
up in residential buildings in the early phase
of growth of the sector need to be relocated in
compliant buildings. Given the financial insol-
vency of these factories, access to subsidised
credit will also be required to facilitate this
relocation. The problems associated with
migration of workers with the relocation of
the factories need to be taken care of, and
housing must also be made readily available.
The government definitely has a role to play in
this regard.

The poor garment workers have paid
enough due to the poor working environment.
Yet many more come from the villages in flock
to work in this sector as they have no other
place to go for work. Poverty has captivated
them, but we have a responsibility to free
them from the shackle of poor working condi-
tion. The best tribute to the victims of Rana
Plaza would be to stand up at least for once to
perform this responsibility.

The writer is Researcher at Bangladesh Institute of
Development Studies (BIDS).

Email: cccgb7@yahoo.com
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Trade Union: Cloudy past,
gloomy present, shining future

OMAR H. KHAN JOY

HE right to form associations or

unions is a fundamental right guar-

anteed by the Constitution of the
People's Republic of Bangladesh. Article 38
provides that every citizen shall have the
right to form associations or unions. Such
right is reflected and ensured in Chapter XIII
of the Bangladesh Labour Act 2006 (BLA). A
Trade Union (TU) is an association of work-
ers or an association of employers, who
strive for better wages, better conditions of
employment, more productivity, etc.

A TU, through its leadership, bargains
with the employer on behalf of union mem-
bers and negotiates labour contracts (collec-
tive bargaining) with employers. The most
common purpose of unions is maintaining
or improving the conditions of their employ-
ment. This may include the negotiation of
wages, work rules, complaint procedures,
rules governing hiring, firing and promotion
of workers, benefits, workplace safety and
policies. Workers may also raise concerns on
how to improve their own productivity,
quantity of their work and so on.

Despite all the good things that TUs are
capable of doing, why then do we see work-
ers only revolting, rioting, wvandalising,
torching, stopping work etc.? Why are we
apprehensive of TUS? Why do we have the
most negative mind-set regarding TU lead-
ers? There are two sides of every coin. There
are many underlying problems that blur the
vision of both workers and employers,
which only true knowledge can remove.

We have been witnessing continuing
agitation by the workers, which at times
turned out to be really deadly. Could there
not be better communication, better negoti-
ations, a bridge between the owners and
workers? In Bangladesh, there is a tremen-
dous lack of consciousness: TUs are not
aware of workers' legal rights and corre-
sponding duties. The most common prob-
lem is the lack of knowledge.

Some political leaders, in the guise of
workers' leaders, mislead the workers to
satisfy their own agenda. Some so-called
NGOs and associated people are also
materialising some 'hidden agenda' by way
of agitating the workers and misleading
them about their real/lawful rights and
completely hiding the fact that they too
have obligations to fulfil. Their aim is to
always maintain an agitated mob, who will
continue to run after unachievable goals.
They gain immediate cheap popularity by
delivering speeches having only high dra-
matic value.

In Bangladesh, it is often seen that both
the registrars and the employers are against
the creation of TUs. Trade unions, as soon as
they are formed, make a lot of demands to
their employers. Illegal strikes, lock-outs, etc.
often follow when their demands are unful-
filled. The workers often start considering
themselves as having power, and try to mis-
use it. It is also usual for employers to have a
mindset against trade unions. As soon as the
workers form trade unions, they tend to
forget that there are laws which govern what
they can do and what they cannot do, and the

procedures of the things they can do. It seems
as if trade union gives a licence for hooligan-
ism. Workers disregard the fact that there is a
process of negotiation, conciliation, arbitra-
tion; failure of all of these can lead to strikes.
Trade unions of Bangladesh bargain more
than they understand because of the limita-
tions of their knowledge. With power come a
lot of responsibilities. With power comes
corruption also. Unfortunately, the latter is
true for some trade union leaders.

The employer and employee are two oppo-
site sides. There had always been problems in
this relationship of power, control, domination,
submissiveness etc. The law entitles the workers
to form TUs to fight for their rights. They are a
bridge to fill the gap between employer and
employee. Instead of having a negative/positive
mindset against/for the workers who want to
form TUs, the registrars and employers must
maintain a neutral viewpoint.

The 2013 amendments to the BLA 2006
have simplified the lives of those who want
to form or be part of trade unions. Before the
amendments, there was a provision that the
registrar would send to the concerned
employer the list of workers who applied for
the formation of the trade union. The pur-
pose of this was that the employer could
then verify whether the workers were eligi-
ble to form such a union. An underlying
problem was that this alarmed the employ-
ers who did not want their workers to form
unions. This almost always resulted in the
prevention of the registration of such
unions. Now, this rule has been changed
and a representative from the registrar's
office goes to the establishment and carries
out local inquiry. Thus, unions are formed
without any kind of information going to
the employer.

Rana Plaza incident has proved to be the
'high cost of low price.'! Nevertheless, it
compelled all concerned to give highest
attention to the workers' rights, including
that of forming TUs. As striking as it may
sound, in the last nine months, i.e. follow-
ing 2013 Amendment to the BLA, approxi-
mately 140 TUs have been registered. In the
thirty years before that, there were only 128
registered TUs. Nevertheless, the number of
trade unions in Bangladesh is remarkably
low, since there are approximately 4.2 mil-
lion workers involved only in the garments
sectorn

To implement and execute the rights,
both the employers and workers must be
trained. They must be informed about the
functions of unions, their meaning, and the
motive behind forming a union.
Fortunately, many training programmes are
being organised under the umbrella of
many organisations, including ILO, in order
to raise awareness in trade unions. Recently,
[LO in conjunction with NCCWE, BILS and
[BC, organised Orientation Programme for
newly formed TU leaders. All of this
together is capable of creating a healthy and
happy industrial and trade relationship
between the workers and employers, which
1s very important for a developing labour-

rich country like Bangladesh. Let us work for
a better workplace than what we see.

The writer is Advocate Supreme Court of Bangladesh.
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