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For a relatively new country,
Bangladesh has made some remarkable
developmental achievements. There has
been great progress towards the
Millennium Development Goals, par-
ticularly in reducing child mortality
and halving poverty. It is an experience
on which other countries will no doubt
draw.

Likewise, Bangladesh has enjoyed
strong economic growth since the
2000s, consistently greater than six
percent and in excess of that achieved
by other developing countries. Much of
this growth has been driven by the
emergence of the ready made garments
(RMG) sector, which in the space of just
a few short decades has expanded from
a handful of factories to the world's
second largest garment exporter.

While Bangladesh's progress has
been considerable, and is internation-
ally recognised, there have been diffi-
cult moments too and challenges have
emerged. It has been through a shared
commitment to overcome those chal-
lenges that the relationship between
Bangladesh and the International
Labour Organisation (ILO) has grown
and deepened. In close collaboration
with its tripartite constituents—the
government, employers, and workers'
organisations—ILO has not hesitated to
tackle difficult questions. And we have
done so because we are concerned that
they are crucial to the sustained devel-
opment and prosperity of the country.

The need for inclusive growth
One such challenge is the size of the
informal sector. Of the 60.7 million
strong workforce in Bangladesh, 87.4
percent work in the informal economy,
according to the 2013 Labour Force
Survey. There is a strong need to take
care of these workers and provide them
with guarantees. If a rickshaw puller or
tea seller does not work for a day, they
do not get paid. If they are sick and in
bed for a week, the whole family may
g0 without food.

These people need assured incomes
and social protection in case of unems-
ployment, injury, or ill health. This is
largely lacking for own-account workers
who are earning on a day-to-day basis,
and as a result, are left vulnerable.
Linless the issues of this significant
segment of the population are
addressed, inclusive growth will be a
distant dream for a large number of
Bangladeshis. They must be brought
into the fold for an equitable distribu-
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tion of the income and prosperity of
the nation. Growth that benefits only a
few and undermines or excludes the
many is a recipe for instability.

The government of Bangladesh has
been proactive in addressing this risk in
terms of reaching Vision 2021 and was
amongst the first countries to promote
the implementation of the 2030 Agenda
for Sustainable Development, A number
of the Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs) are fundamental in this regard.
In particular, SDG 8, which is directed at
promoting inclusive and sustainable
economic growth, employment and
decent work for all.

The expansion of its manufacturing
base, which Bangladesh has pursed
with determination as part of Vision
2021 and the 7th Five Year Plan, has
resulted in large-scale employment,
mostly in the formal sector. The ongo-
ing shift from agriculture to manufac-
turing and services continues, and
there now are some four million work-
ers employed in the RMG sector alone.
For many women, who make up over
half of the RMG workforce, a job in
this sector offers a way out of poverty
and an escape route from early mar-
riage.

Yet, while the RMG sector has cre-
ated millions of jobs in a short space of
time, this rapid growth has not always
been matched by similar improvements
in working conditions and labour
rights. For many seeking a route out of
poverty, any job is often a lifeline they
will grasp. This needs to change. While
applauding Bangladeshi employers for
creating millions of these jobs, our
efforts should be to create not just any
jobs, but decent jobs. Decent jobs that
offer decent incomes, provide safe
workplaces, ensure dignity, and guaran-
tee rights at workplace. This is what
makes societies inclusive and prosper as
well as sustains growth.

Workplace safety a priority
Events such as the Tazreen fire and
Rana Plaza collapse revealed the precar-
ious conditions many workers are in.
While in the last few years, things have
started to change, there is still little
culture of safety and health in
Bangladesh. The rapid growth of the
manufacturing sector was not matched
by similar development of regulatory
bodies, while little technical capacity
and understanding exists on how to
manage safety and health at the enter-
prise level.

Good work has taken place since
Rana Plaza to build safety in the RMG

sector. Efforts are underway, supported
by ILO, to reinforce the capacity of
workers, supervisors and managers in
the sector to improve the safety of their
workplaces. Programmes like the
[LO/IFC Better Work Initiative are also
working with RMG factories to enhance
safety and compliance while at the
same time boosting productivity.

These efforts, however, need to
extend beyond the RMG industry. The
Tampaco fire reminded everyone that
there is no room for complacency. The
culture of occupational safety and
health needs to penetrate deep into all
sectors of the economy to ensure safe
and decent workplaces for every person
employed. Investments in all
workplaces, export-oriented or other-
wise, should be an integral strategy for
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Bangladesh to both grow economically
as well as to ensure the welfare of work-
ers.

The challenge of labour rights

The second dimension is respect for
labour rights. While good progress has
been made in recent years to boost
safety, driving similar improvements in
labour rights has proven more challeng-
Ing.

Efforts are needed to help workers,
managers, and owners alike, better
understand their rights and obligations
relating to the Bangladesh Labour Act
and international labour standards.
Bangladesh has ratified seven out of the
eight ILO core conventions, including
conventions 87 and 98 on Freedom of
Association and Collective Bargaining.
[LO supervisory bodies—the
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of workers' welfare

The means to protect labour rights in Bangladesh

Committee of Experts on Application
of Conventions and Recommendations
and the Committee on Application of
Standards—have made a number of
recommendations to amend the
Bangladesh Labour Act to bring it in
compliance with international labour
standards. Further amendments are
therefore needed to Bangladesh's
labour-related legal framework in con-
sultation with the employers and work-
ers' organisations towards ensuring
compliance with ILO Conventions.

In addition, workers must also be
allowed to fully enjoy their rights, espe-
cially with regards to freedom of associ-
ation and collective bargaining. Trade
union membership in Bangladesh is
low and there remains a widespread
distrust between employers and work-
ers' organisations. Such negative per-
ceptions pose barriers to the formation
of new unions and for existing labour
unions to operate effectively. Better
understanding of the positive role
workers' organisations can play will
help in this regard.

Revisions to the Bangladesh Labour
Act and subsequent developments
resulted in the formation of some new
RMG unions through 2013 and 2014.
Since 2015, the rate has slowed mark-
edly and workers' organisations have
complained of several challenges dur-
ing the process of registration. It is
therefore vital to ensure that the trade
union registration process is carried out
as a smooth and expeditious formality,
in accordance with objective and trans-
parent criteria.

Further efforts are needed to ensure
that alleged anti-union discrimination
and unfair labour practices are investi-
gated and, if necessary, prosecuted in a
timely and transparent manner. For this
reason, it is important that the
Directorate of Labour has the necessary
staff and resources to carry out its role
effectively. The proposed upgradation of
the Directorate into a full-fledged depart-
ment with additional staff is a step in the
right direction and swift action is needed
to complete this reform.

Necessary legislative changes should
also be made to the legal framework
applicable in the Export Processing
Zones (EPZs) to guarantee freedom of
association and collective bargaining
rights to workers and to ensure that
such rights are commensurate with
those provided in the national Labour

Law and international labour stan-
dards.
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The need for social dialogue

The recent and sudden unrest in RMG
factories in the Ashulia area highlighted
the need for effective consultation and
dialogue mechanisms between workers
and employers.

ILO Director General Guy Ryder,
during his visit to Bangladesh in
December 2016, picked up on this
when he said, "My impression is that
there is not the level of confidence and
trust between employers and workers
that is needed to ensure good working
conditions and to ensure factories are
productive and successful. Productive
industrial relations is one of the keys to
successful development.”

The strengthening of social dialogue
between government, employers and
workers is a major priority.

Social dialogue has many benetfits. It
provides a tool to build trust and inclu-
sion, and to reduce the risk of social
unrest. From a business perspective, the
benefits of social dialogue in the work-
place include increased productivity,
reduced risk of disruption to business
operations, and last, but not least, more
committed workers. Social dialogue
also benefits workers, by providing
them with a say in the decision making
process and a chance to express their
concerns, organise and participate in
the decisions affecting their lives.

A recently launched ILO project
funded by Sweden and Denmark will
seek to promote social dialogue and
industrial relations in the RMG sector.
With its focus on strengthening social
dialogue and constructive dispute reso-
lution, this project provides a defining
opportunity to take Bangladesh's social
and economic transformation to the
next level based on the solid principles
of partnership and inclusion.

It also has the potential to spark a
multiplier effect, with its success bene-
fiting other, nascent and expanding
sectors. And if these workers can also be
supported in achieving their fundamen-
tal workplace rights, there will be a
basis for a truly inclusive, equitable,
and stable society.

Social protection underpins
worker welfare

Social protection is another major
dimension relating to worker welfare.
Providing basic guarantees of income
replacement and compensation to
workers in case of injury, sickness or
unemployment is an important pillar

of decent work.
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