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Most Needed and Most Neglected

NE of the most

NO STRINGS cherished privi-
ATTACHED leges many

expat Bangladeshis miss

about their motherland
is the comfort of having
others do all their house-
hold chores - someone
to cook for you, clean
your home, look after
your children, especially
when they get all bratty
and uncontrollable, do
the laundry, iron your clothes, oil your hair... the
list is endless. But we don't need to be three thou-
sand miles away to realise just how indulged we,
who are lucky enough to afford such help, are. A
few days without the chuta bua and all hell breaks
loose in most homes. Those people whom we call
bua, pichhi, danwan or someone's ma - these are
the individuals who make our lives so conve-
nient, comfortable and efficient. Without them
our lives would be an endless cycle of chores,
leaving us exhausted, agitated and unmotivated.
These are the remarkable people who spare us the
daily drudgery that makes many an expat
Bangladeshi long for home.

Yet how do we express our gratitude for their
invaluable services? By paying them whatever we
want, making them work however long we want
and behaving with them however we want. How
a domestic worker is treated is entirely dependent
on what kind of a person her/his employer is.

And the overwhelming evidence is far from
pleasant. According to Bangladesh Institute of
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Labour Studies (BILS), 797 incidents of inhuman
torture on domestic workers took place in the last
10 years, Of them, 398 died of torture, 299 were
wounded and 100 others faced other forms of
torture, This is from a 2013 report and based on
newspaper reports; this means the numbers are
much higher since most incidents of torture do
not get reported.

Stories of torture and death of domestic work-
ers, many of them children, may bring forth the
temporary wave of horror and disgust among the
‘educated and elite' but they are soon forgotten
because of the delusion that 'Oh we are not like
that'. But the truth is while most employers may
not take a burning spatula to scald their thirteen-
year-old maid for breaking a tea cup, many of
them do not honour even the most basic rights of
a domestic worker.

While there are households where the employ-
ers try to provide a good working and living envi-
ronment for domestic workers, the numbers of
such benevolent employers are very few, Our
society in general propagates the idea that domes-
tic workers are at the lowest rung in the social
ladder. This is why we often do not even know
the real names of our home workers, even those
who have lived with us for decades. It explains
why we do not reprimand our children when they
behave badly with the domestic help, when they
are disrespectful to those who are older than
them. It shows why we make the maids sleep on
the kitchen floor, stay behind in a corner when
we take them to restaurants to look after the
children and refuse to even acknowledge their
presence when we are with friends or relatives. It

is the reason why we use terms like 'servant’,
‘chakor’ and 'menials’.

According to the ILO, UNICEF, Bangladesh
Shishu Adhikar Forum (BSAF) and Bangladesh
Institute of Labour Studies (BILS), there are
more than 4 million young and adult domestic
workers. Among them 83 percent are female,
who are mostly children. These workers make a
significant contribution to the economy, by
taking on the huge burden of household work
of others, enhancing the wellbeing and produc-
tivity of their employers and their families. Yet
under the Labour Law they are not part of the
formal sector and so basically 'invisible' under
law. The Labour Act 2013 (amended) has fixed
the minimum age for admission to work at 14
years and for hazardous work it has been fixed
at 18. But this does not apply to domestic work-
ers as they are considered part of the informal
sector. Activists and various organisations like
BLAST have been advocating for the Domestic
Worker Protection and Welfare Policy 2010
(draft) but it is yet to be adopted.

The reason is quite simple. There is an implicit
complicity in our feudal society that allows the
privileged to exploit the underprivileged and
nothing manifests this reality more than the
relationship of the Shaheb or Begum Shaheb and
their home worker. In most households 'live-in'
home workers are supposed to be available 24 x 7
~ they may be called upon even in the middle of
the night if necessary. There is no such thing as
overtime for a home worker. Neither is there the
concept of a weekly holiday. “Why would they
need a few hours off or a day off when they are

given fifteen days leave every year to go to their

village home?” asks the indignant Begum Shaheb.

Oh well, it's simple - THEY ARE HUMAN
BEINGS! State indifference is a reflection of this
general classist attitude.

It goes without saying that a separate law is
needed to clearly state the rights of the domestic
worker - minimum wage, minimum age, the
maximum number of hours they will work, the
hours of mandatory leisure, off days, holidays etc.
All domestic workers must be registered and have
ID cards. Domestic workers must also be allowed
to have a network so that they can fight for these
rights together and take the help of the law when
these rights are violated. Until we can completely
phase out child labour, child domestic workers
have to be given extra protection through
enforced laws: they cannot be made to do tasks
that would be considered hazardous work, they
cannot be made to work adult hours, they must
be given opportunities to go to school and be
given adequate, nutritious food.

Unfortunately, though we may have become
apparently civilised and modern, our mentality,
when it comes to the rights of people from less
privileged backgrounds, remains in a medieval
state. As a society we have not evolved enough to
realise just how exploitative we are in our treat-
ment of domestic workers.

If any of you believe that this is an unfair state-
ment just think about this: how many of you will
allow all your domestic workers to take today off?
And not because it's a Friday.

The writer is Deputy Editor, Op-Ed and Editorial, The Daily Star.
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Is the new model of trade unions the answer?

NAZNEEN SHIFA, SAYDIA GULRUKH and
MAHMUDUL SUMON

HE history and development of trade

I unions in the garment sector is differ-

ent from other industrial sectors of
Bangladesh. We know that the trade union in
the garment sector has never been allowed to
grow at the same pace since the development
of the industry, There has been a continuous
effort to hold back trade union activities in
many ways. Sometimes this was achieved for
trade liberalisation, in the name of creating
trade union free Export Processing Zones to
attract the global market etc. In these cases,
the state's role has been very minimal in the
sense that often it implemented policies
prescribed by the World Bank and other
international bodies.

As far as trade unionism is concerned, of
late we are witnessing curious initiatives
by various donors and NGO partners to
promote labour union in this sector.
Suddenly, there is a rise of registration of
trade unions and we find the rise in num-
ber rather drastic; for example, an ILO
report shows that a total of 96 trade
unions have been registered within an
eight month period in 2014 (from July
2013 to February 2014), whereas only two
unions were registered in the last two years
before July 2013 (from July 2011 to June
2013)! We wonder whether this sudden
rise of trade unions is accidental, or
whether there are other factors behind it.

Generally, actors of this sector and “ex-
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tory setting, one organisation in
Nischintapur distributed relief goods
such as blankets, powder milk etc. to
the workers after a few days of the fire.
It can be argued based on observations
of their activities that by not organising
the workers, the organisations were
only upholding their own interests. The
key credential of these organisations to
receive donor funds is that they can
mobilise workers for human chains,
day celebrations and processions etc.
Since money is involved, these organi-
sations are better off in terms of organ-
ising big processions and meetings.
When we tried to talk to workers gath-
ered for such occasions, we noted that
many of them did not even know why
they came there. They only knew that
so and so brought them there by bus
and after the programme they would
get some money and food and they
would be taken back home! It is due to
these reasons that organising for local
workers' rights organisations is becom-
ing difficult. From the workers' side,
they see that if they join in the local
trade union activity, they return home
empty-handed, whereas if they partici-
pate in the donor-funded activity, they
get money. Thus this new kind of
NGO/donor/buyer driven model of
garment workers' rights movement is
becoming powerful. As a consequence,
recently we have seen that a local work-
ers' rights organisation distributed
money to the workers to buy special

perts” see the absence of trade union activity
as a major reason for workers' exploitation,
Often it is said that had there been union
activities, much of these “accidents” could
have been avoided. It appears that to solve
these problems, different actors are becom-
ing active and making an effort to increase
the number of registered trade unions. We
are not saying that this is good or bad. Rather
what we would like to point out is that these
initiatives do not generally consider the
history of the labour movement and contex-
tual intricacies (i.e. changes in labour laws)
of the garment sector of Bangladesh. As
researchers, we wonder whether these initia-
tives are at all close to the worker's lived
reality or whether they will only serve the
purpose of different economic and social
interest groups. We believe that it is vital to
understand the reality of the workers when
bringing about any change.

What is the reality of workers to engage
in trade union activity? Workers in this

sector have to work in the factory for 12-
16 hours on a regular basis. While over-
time means extra work for higher pay-
ment, this can be a misnomer in a
Bangladeshi context. Here 10 hours work
is considered as regular working hours.
Overtime is mandatory and it's a regular
phenomenon. What is worse is that the
workers get less payment than their regu-
lar pay for their "overtime.” Considering
the reality of the workers, we wonder
whether it is possible to do any other
activity after 12-16 hours of factory work.
Moreover, more than 80 percent of the
female workers in this sector have to do
regular household chores after getting
back home. They are discouraged by the
factory management to be involved with
union activity. According to a female
worker, “The management does not see
those workers positively who are assertive
and who are involved with union activity.
Such female workers, moreover, face

barriers to get work in a factory.” This is
the lived reality of the workers. Should
we ignore it? If not, then we should ask
this question: how is the “standard
model” of trade union (which ideally
begins at the factory and culminates into
federation) to be implemented?

Here we would like to point out that
local labour rights organisations have
worked amongst the workers facing
many barriers. Parallel to this, we have
seen the rise of NGO centred efforts.
We see the activities of a new genera-
tion of NGOs, whose role is like that of
both NGOs and trade unions. These
organisations are run by foreign dona-
tions; they accept any international
labour related campaign and donor
prescription uncritically and take up
the role of local implementers of these
campaigns. Apparently, these organisa-
tions seem more capable compared to
the local labour rights organisations in

negotiating international trade. In addi-
tion to this, the fact that the heads of
these organisations were former gar-
ments workers often gives them more
credibility amongst different groups. It
i1s appalling to see these organisations
receiving funding from a brand's CSR
money. In Nischintapur, Ashulia, where
the Tazreen factory is located, we have
seen that there were a number of such
organisations which were active in the
area. They mobilise the workers from
the locality by employing a few workers
who would work for them; they provide
money to the workers to participate in
their activities. Especially after the
Tazreen fire, we saw that such NGO
based labour organisations mobilised
workers by committing to give them a
big amount of “compensation” from
the buyers. Instead of mobilising the
workers against issues such as negli-
gence and structural killing in the fac-

food items to celebrate Eid!

The sudden increase in the number of
trade registration is actually meeting
bureaucratic requirements. In the aftermath
of recent catastrophes, it is a measure taken
by the state, tolerated by the BGMEA to
improve 'the image,’ to prove their keenness
to ensure workers' rights. Labour organisa-
tions that do not subscribe to this NGO
model of organising are met with rejection
when applying for registration for their
unions. In the backdrop of the rising num-
ber of unions registered, we want to ask:
Who gets registered? Whose voice is toler-
ated? And finally, in the emerging NGO
model of trade unionisation, aren't we
witnessing the transformation of the rela-
tionship between the labour organisers and
ordinary workers from a relationship of
camaraderie to one of patron and client?

The writers are activists; teachers and researchers and
also members of Activist Anthropologist.
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