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Garment workers stage a protest in front of Jatiya Press Club in Dhaka, rejecting the government's announce-
ment of fixing the minimum monthly salary at Tk 8,000, instead of Tk 16,000 as per their demand. Garments

MOYUKH MAHTAB

“Last year saw the biggest increase in
billionaires in history, one more every two
days. Billionaires saw their wealth increase
by $762bn in 12 months. This huge
increase could have ended global extreme
poverty seven times over. 82% of all wealth
created in the last year went to the top 1%,
while the bottom 50% saw no increase at
all.”

— "Reward Work, Not Wealth", Oxfam,
2018
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Sramik Trade Union Kendra organised the sit-in.

I N the past week; a few interesting
things happened. For one, a report
by a New York-based research firm
was published, which found that
Bangladesh topped the list of countries
with the quickest growth of ultra-
wealthy individuals. Around the same
time, bringing an end to negotiations,
the government fixed the minimum

trade union leaders had demanded. Not
Tk 12,020, as one workers-nominated
representative had demanded. Nor Tk
10,028, as the Centre for Policy
Dialogue (CPD) had proposed. RMG
owners, who had initially proposed Tk
7,000, were reluctant to budge, and
reportedly it took the prime minister's
intervention to bring the figure to what
has been fixed. A 51 percent increase,
many have been quick to point out in
awe—surely a big jump from Tk 5,300.

And with this came the usual tidings of
gloom and doom that we see every time
workers ask for more—death of the
industry which brings us 80 percent of
our export earnings, apparently.

A striking contrast: the country with
the fastest growth of the ultra-rich is also
the country which apparently cannot

pay workers, on whose labour this
industry is built, a decent minimum
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RMG MINIMUM WAGE

Another refusal to give
workers their due

time when the government had just
reduced the source tax on export of
apparel from 0.7 to 0.6 and corporate
tax for the sector from 15 to 12 percent,
giving in to RMG owners' demands!
(Prothom Alo, September 11, 2018)

A report published by Oxfam on
January 22, 2018, titled “Reward Work,
Not Wealth”, found that Bangladesh'’s
RMG workers are the lowest paid in the
world—that the wages are so low that
“on average, it takes just over four days
for a CEO from the top five companies
in the garment sector to earn what an
ordinary Bangladeshi woman garment
worket earns in her whole lifetime”.
Indeed, a look at the minimum wages of
RMG workers in countries which are our
competitors in the sector show a striking
difference: Myanmar, USD 86; Pakistan,
USD 124; Vietnam, USD 154; China
and the Philippines, USD 160; India,
USD 168; and Cambodia, USD 170
(CPD, Dialogue on Minimum Wages
and Livelihood Conditions of RMG
Workers). And now, after our 51 percent
increase, the minimum wage of RMG
workers in Bangladesh is less than USD
100.

It is enough to see what has changed
since the last time the minimum wage
was adjusted in 2013 at Tk 5,300 (USD
63), to realise that this wage is nowhere
close to being enough. For one, the cost
of living in Bangladesh has soared. And
this is when we are talking about basic
necessities like food and lodging. The
Centre for Policy Dialogue's
presentation for their proposal reveals
the same scenario. Between 2013 and
2018, CPD found, the average monthly
expenditure for a worker increased by
17.2 percent—an increase which our
inflation rate cannot explain
completely. Just the basic necessity of
food expenditure rose by 11.4 percent
(from Tk 5,180 to Tk 8,125). The CPD
study further broke down the costs of
living today according to area, and
found that the average monthly
expenditure varies from Tk 20,017 (in
Savar) to Tk 24,846 (in Gazipur). Our
own government data, as seen in
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wage for grade-seven (entry-level) RMG
workers at Tk §,000. Not 16,000, as

wage which in theory should be enough
to meet one's basic needs. This, too, at a

Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics' (BBS)
latest Household Income and

Expenditure Survey 2016, shows that
the total average expenditure for an
household in Bangladesh is Tk 15,715.
In this scenario, a minimum wage of Tk
8,000 does little to cover costs of food
and living, even leaving aside other
costs such as that of health, education
and of course savings.

Dr Golam Moazzem of the CPD
points out there is a fundamental flaw
in the way minimum wage is being
calculated for the RMG sector. For a
proper minimum wage, one that would
be a living wage, the family of the
worker—that is, the number of
dependents—must be considered,
along with the number of effective
earning members, and the provision for
savings after meeting the minimum
requirements. CPD's proposed
minimum wage of Tk 10,028 (USD
110) was made considering that three
percent of this would go to saving, with
the suggestion of creation of a central
provident fund for this amount. As Dr
Moazzem points out, this would not
only create a scope for savings for
workers beyond their immediate needs,
but also go hand in hand with the
government's idea of creation of a
universal pension scheme. Sadly, along
with other proposals for consideration
of child-care, education and health
needs of the worker and the worker's
family, this is not reflected in the new
wage structure.

It is clear that the new minimum
wage is nowhere close to meeting the
actual needs of workers. But owners
still point to the rising costs, decrease of
global demand, an unskilled workforce,
etc. to justify not raising the wages.
However, the CPD study shows that the
level of efficiency of our workers has
been on the rise. Neither does the claim
that entry-level workers are mostly
unmarried hold ground, since most
workers have to support parents or
other dependents, irrespective of
marital status, As for the decrease in
global demands and increase of costs,
Dr Moazzem, acknowledging the
scenario, points out that if the
minimum wages were increased, the
industry would be able to stabilise itself

through an increase in productivity
through training, reducing inventory
and investing in machinery. Brands too,
many of which have committed to
ensuring fair wages, could be held
accountable to this. If the sector was
not busy lowering costs to get the
highest volume of orders, it could hold
these brands accountable in the process
of ensuring fair living wages. The claim
that paying workers a living wage
would be the end of the world for the
RMG industry does not hold up,
especially for a globally competitive
sector such as this.

But most importantly, we must
understand that the idea of a
minimum wage has nothing to do
with the skills or efficiency of workers,
but is about the wage that must be
paid irrespective of other factors for
ensuring a decent living. That the
RMQG industry is important for our
country is a fact. It earns us a big
chunk of our export earnings, and
employs a huge population. But the
question is, if the very people whose
labour fuels this industry are paid a
wage far below the living wage, what
good are the economic benefits that
the industry brings? Our RMG
“success story”, if only purely from an
economic analysis, has been built on
cheap labour, which helped this
labour-intensive sector to grow. The
government has provided incentives
year after year and continues to do so.
Why should the government forgo tax
money (which should have ultimately
been used for public good) for an
industry to which the labour is
dispensable? If garment owners
continue to see the labour abundance
in the country as justification for
exploitation, then ultimately this does
not help the country either, and only
fuels further inequality. Even leaving
out considerations of human and
labour rights, it should be easy to see
that with only the promise of cheap
labour, and without investing in
workers, we can go only so far.

Moyukh Mahtab Is a member of the editorial team

at The Daily Star.

We don't need no moral policing

NO STRINGS
ATTACHED

HILDREN
‘ should not

speak unless
spoken to, The old
adage has come back to
haunt us again. Or
perhaps it never went
away at all—at least not
in our cultural context.
Hence the harsh
silencing of young
people during the quota reform and road
safety movements. The message has been
loud and clear: “Don't try to be too smart”,
another relic we like to hold on to since the
good old caning and standing-in-the-sun-
until-passing-out days.

Now we have added another dimension to
this "disciplining” of the young. Now the
state uses its law enforcement and authorises
bullies to teach these kids a lesson or two.
Regular police have become emissaries of
morals, being the "ethical” group that they
are. Thus in Bogra recently, reports Prothom
Alo, police have raided restaurants, fast food
joints and other eateries where school and
college students get together, sometimes
bunking classes. Armed police have
successfully rounded up around 40 such
"errant” students whose main crime is that
they did not go to class and instead decided
to hang out with their friends, eat some junk
food and chat. The students were later
handed over to their parents and guardians
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but not before making sure their humiliation
was complete; photographs of these young
people were published in the papers the next
day and circulated on social media. One can
only shudder to think what mental trauma
these young girls and boys have gone
through. Is this how we are nurturing our
youth? By criminalising adda? By exposing
them negatively on social media?

We don't need sophisticated research or
experts to tell us the importance of socialising
with peers from a young age. Okay, bunking
classes may not be the best thing especially
considering the expense parents must bear to
get their kids educated these days. But really,
can any of us honestly claim that we never
missed a class to go to the school/university
cafeteria or some fast food restaurant, just for
the pleasure of "hanging out" with the group
or to share a shingara or chow mein with a
cute classmate?

In any case, if school students miss classes,
especially on a regular basis, it is the
responsibility of the teachers, principal and
parents to sort it out and find out why they
have bunked class and make sure they don't
continue to do so not through fear but
persuasion and motivation. The idea that
armed police would raid fast food joints, pick
up kids and take them to the station is
abhorrent and frightening.

Such actions are even more petrifying in
the wake of all the young university students
who have been arrested from various parts of

the country, some of them interrogated,
placed in remand and cases filed against

them—for posting on social media, for taking
part in non-violent protests, for being part of
a movement that demanded safer roads. And

now they have been picked up by police for
acting their age.

If we are to insist on research to come up
with what is pretty much common sense, it
has been well established that socially active
teenagers are physically healthier than those

who are loners. They also grow up to be
better adjusted as adults. Having friends also
helps coping with stress, studies have found.
Thus while it may not be the only factor that
can prevent depression, suicide or violent
behaviour, having a group of buddies to turn
to is certainly part of the deterrent. Which
may entail bunking a class or two. So is that a
criminal offense that requires the
intervention of law enforcement?

In fact, the debate could be on why do

they bunk in the first place? Well, first-time
bunkers do it for the thrill—of the possibility
of getting caught. But it can also be because
the class is too boring, the teacher
uninspiring or because of bullying by
classmates or even the meanness of the
teacher. A classroom is where every student
should want to go, where the thirst for
knowledge is not just taken for granted but
instigated through engaging lectures and
interactions. Teachers who engage the
students by asking them questions or
encouraging participation are actually
compelling the students to think for
themselves. Critical thinking, creative
thinking and analyses can only be ensured if
a young mind is kept interested. That's the
job of the teacher. And if the textbook is
unimaginative and boring, again it's the
teacher who must make it exciting. Whatever
the reason for students to want to miss a
class, the police have no business teaching
morality to children, intimidating them with
detention and then humiliating them
through media exposure.

In fact, such draconian treatment of young
people only helps to increase their mistrust of
the security forces as agents of the state that
are out to silence their voices and break their
spirit. As far as these kids are concerned, they
are just another brick in the wall.

Aasha Mehreen Amin is Senior Deputy Editor, Editorial and
Opinion, The Dailly Star.
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