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Address migrant
workers’ wage theft

claims

Authorities must ensure migrant
workers receive their due

E express our strong support for the demand
W put forward by experts at a recent webinar,

who urged the government to address
migrant workers’ wage theft claims at regional forums
during bilateral meetings with host countries, and via
international and UN agencies working on migration.
According to the findings of a survey conducted by the
Bangladesh Civil Society for Migrants (BCSM), 1,160
Bangladeshi migrant workers who returned home from six
Gulf countries after February 2020 had lost, on an average,
about Tk 1.8 lakh in wages and other entitlements amid
the pandemic. Of the returnees, 67.7 percent said they did
not receive due wages regularly after February 2020.

Ever since the pandemic first swept across the globe,
we witnessed how it disproportionately affected migrant
workers, especially from countries like Bangladesh, Nepal,
Pakistan, etc. The mistreatment of migrant workers in
host countries ranged from mass unemployment and
hunger to imprisonment in quarantine facilities lacking
basic amenities and forced deportation. It is worth
noting that the same Gulf countries that expelled migrant
workers during the pandemic are now denying them entry
without Covid-19 vaccines, and have washed their hands
of any responsibility towards them, despite the fact that
many major sectors in their economies are dependent
on them. In this context, it is almost criminal that after
being denied some of the basic rights that every worker is
entitled to, they are also being denied their due wages and
entitlements.

The injustice of it all becomes more obvious when
considering the current situation of returnee migrant
workers. According to a survey conducted by Brac, UN
Women Bangladesh and the Center on International
Cooperation at New York University, many of these
workers have amassed an average of Tk 76,000, and a
maximum of Tk 7 lakh, in migration loans. How will they
manage to survive if, on top of that, their employers take
away an average of Tk 1.8 lakh in wages from them? Let
us not forget that this wage theft is not just detrimental
to migrant workers and their dependants, but also to the
country as a whole, since valuable foreign currency that
would have been part of our remittances is being withheld.

Experts have suggested that wage theft claims can be
addressed at different platforms such as the Colombo
Process or Abu Dhabi Dialogue, or they can be placed
before host countries through a “commission” or UN
organisations such as the ILO. There have also been
demands of a continued campaign against wage theft in
collaboration with regional platforms such as the MFA,
as well as the involvement of concerned foreign missions
in Bangladesh in creating more dialogue on the issue. We
request the government to take these recommendations on
board and collaborate with civil society and rights groups
to urgently address the issue. In the long run, we must
continue to exert pressure on all actors involved in order
to dismantle the unjust global labour markets that allow
foreign employers to take advantage of migrant workers,
especially those employed in low-wage, precarious jobs.

Make factories pay
for polluting the
environment

Punishment is necessary, and so are
effluent treatment plants

OMING hard on the heels of a new
‘ Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change

(IPCC) report that made dire predictions about
the occurrence of more frequent rainfalls, floods, and
cyclones in Bangladesh, a report in this daily shows how
ill-prepared we still are to face this challenge. It describes
how 48 units (out of a total of 185) under the Bangladesh
Small and Cottage Industries Corporation (BSCIC) are
operating without effluent treatment plants (ETP). To
put it simply, across four divisions (Dhaka, Chattogram,
Rajshahi, Khulna) of the country, there are 48 industrial
factories that are dumping their untreated chemical waste
right into open drains, allowing filthy and discoloured
water to flow into rivers and even into people’s homes
during the monsoon season when flooding happens.

One such area is Pagar Alerteg, adjacent to the Tongi
Industrial Zone of the BSCIC. Here, rain brings knee-deep
floods of black, filthy, foul-smelling water that residents
have to wade through during monsoon. It has reached a
point that residents now refuse to move there, making the
area nearly uninhabitable.

One may wonder how such an issue is allowed to
fester in four divisions, or how as many as 48 factories
are allowed to dump chemical waste irresponsibly
and improperly. The fact is, they are not allowed to
operate without the ETPs, but neither the BSCIC nor the
Department of Environment (DoE) seems aware of the
magnitude of this problem.

Although it is mandatory to set up ETPs for factories
that generate chemical waste, as per BSCIC guidelines,
the corporation is strangely enough not allowed to
penalise factories flouting this guideline. One such
factory in Gazipur has begun the process of setting up an
ETP after facing pressure from the BSCIC and DoE, but
it will take at least three more months for this effort to
reach fruition. Others either do not have enough land or
necessary financial resources to set up their own ETPs. The
BSCIC's plan from two years ago to set up a central ETP in
Konabari, Gazipur has also not been implemented yet.

Meanwhile, representatives of the DoE told our
reporters that they were not “aware” that so many
factories under the BSCIC were operating without
proper ETPs, and that they would communicate with
the corporation soon regarding this matter. We hope
this does happen, and soon, as there can be no excuse to
pollute the homes and rivers of the country with harmful
chemical waste. Although punishment for offending
factory owners is desired, there needs to be a long-term
solution to this issue that is hugely impacting the natural
environment. We earnestly hope that the DoE and BSCIC
will prioritise the building of ETPs at every factory (or
central ETPs in each industrial city), instead of exchanging
blame while the problem gets worse and worse.

EDITORIAL

‘Decision games’ that we play

with our people

THE THIRD

F the section of
I the government
dealing
with the overall
management of
the Covid situation
continuously
flip-flops on its
decisions, then
doesn’t the image
of the government
suffer? If what
is announced
one day is changed on the next, doesn't
it lead to people losing confidence in
government decisions? When a course
of action is decided upon without any
implementation plan, then doesn't it
erode the credibility of the government?
Can the government expect full
compliance when decisions are taken
without any thoughts given to their
impact on the people?

On July 13, the cabinet division in
a gazette notification (one cannot get
more official than that) announced that
“strict lockdown” would be imposed
from July 23 to August 5, extending
the work stoppage from Fid leave. The
home minister on July 27 added that
the government had turned down pleas
from the business community, including
garment factory owners, for keeping
factories open during lockdown. Then on
Friday, July 30, to everybody’s surprise,
the same cabinet division announced that
all export oriented industries will be out
of the purview of the lockdown from next
Sunday, giving practically little more than
a day for the workers to join their factories
on the pain of losing their jobs or being
financially punished for late appearance.

Whether or not it was correct to open
the factories in the midst of the lockdown
or how it will impact the spread of the
highly infectious Delta variant is not what
we are asking at the moment. Our focus
is, in deciding to open the factories on
such short notice, how much attention
was given to the convenience of the
workers and whether it was at all practical
for the government to expect RMG
workers to report for work, especially
when all means of transport was closed,
again, by the order of the government.

The decision forced thousands of
workers, mostly female, to undergo
untold sufferings to travel to Dhaka,
Gazipur and Narayanganj, where most of
their factories are located, to join work.

After a full day of chaotic, hazardous,
life-risking and Covid-spreading
travelling, on Saturday (July 31) at 8pm,
the authorities, perhaps realising the
injudiciousness of giving such a short
notice, ended up doing something more
foolish. They decided to re-open public
transport for 16 hours to “facilitate”
workers joining their work.

Opening public transport for 16
hours? Was the practicability of such an
order at all thought of? Was it the view
that all the bus drivers, ready with tanks
full of fuel, were waiting beside their

Manruz ANAM

HE
I extraordinary
global effort

to develop safe and
effective Covid-19
vaccines in record
time highlights

the power of
vaccines to bring
us closer to our
loved ones and to
a more prosperous,
equitable world in
which everyone has the chance to achieve
their full potential. Vaccines are among
modern medicine’s greatest innovations,
allowing billions of people to lead
healthy lives. But stopping outbreaks of
vaccine-preventable disease—and not
only Covid-19—depends on achieving
critical mass with immunisation
campaigns.

Consider polio. The shuttering of
classrooms to protect children from
Covid-19 outbreaks might seem
unprecedented, but a 1937 polio outbreak
in the United States inspired school-by-
radio programmes—an early innovation
in remote learning. In those days, polio
was thought to afflict only industrialised
countries, until a major outbreak in South
Africa in 1948 led to the establishment
of the first African foundation for polio
research and catalysed greater awareness
of the disease’s global burden. In the
1950s, polio paralysed an average of
600,000 people each year.

Fortunately, scientists developed the
first polio vaccines later that decade.

And since the launch of the Global Polio
Eradication Initiative in 1988, vaccines
have reduced the global incidence of wild
polio cases by more than 99 percent,
from hundreds of thousands annually

to a handful of endemic cases in just

two remaining countries: Afghanistan
and Pakistan. In 2020, Africa was
certified as being free of wild polio,
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respective vehicles to start operating from
the word go? Was it the assumption that
all passengers were lined to board their
respective buses at the designated stations
to start their journey? Many drivers came
to know of the decision when the 16
hours deadline was over. Only a handful
of buses operated and that too in a very
limited area. The railways, used by a large
number of garment workers living in
various parts of the country, did not even
try to open.

In the meantime, RMG workers and
others of export-oriented industries,
were seen using rickshaw, vans, private
trucks, microbuses and CNGs to join their
factories, paying hefty fare for the journey.
Sadly, thousands could be seen walking
for miles with their meagre luggage on
their heads to comply with the factory-
opening decision. Did we need, or have
the right, to subject our citizens to such
turmoil?

allowed on the streets or on any mode of
transport unless they were vaccinated.”
How will this decision be implemented?
Who will do the checking both about the
age and about being vaccinated? Didn’t
the enormity of the logistics strike the
minister’s mind before speaking to the
press?

The absurdity, the impracticality and
the unimplementability of what he was
saying obviously did not bother him.
Nor did it seem to have struck the health
minister, who sitting next to him, who
in his briefing, neither contradicted nor
clarified what the presiding minister said.
He could have at least pointed out that
18-year-olds were not given any vaccine
as yet.

So the news was carried by the media
and the expected wave of criticism
on social media inevitably followed.
Around midnight the same day, there
was a TV scroll notice from the health

RMG workers and others of export-oriented industries, were seen using rickshaw,
vans, private trucks, microbuses and CNGs to join their factories, paying hefty fare
for the journey.

On Tuesday before last (August 3),
an inter-ministerial meeting was held to
assess the lockdown situation and finalise
the vaccine rollout plan. It was attended,
in-person or virtually, by 12 ministers
and state ministers, the PM’s principal
secretary, cabinet secretary, 16 secretaries
of different ministries, chiefs of law
enforcement and intelligence agencies.
The purpose was to spell out the details
of the massive rollout plan aiming at
vaccinating roughly 1 crore people.

What followed after the meeting was
quite unbelievable.

As ministerial meetings go, it was of
a very high level. It lasted for over three
hours, at the end of which a joint press
briefing was held by the Minister for
Liberation War Affairs, AKM Mozammel
Haque, who presided over the meeting,
along with the Minister of Health and
Family Welfare, Zahid Maleque. In his 30
minutes briefing, among other things, he
said that after the lifting of the lockdown,
“anyone above 18 years will not be

ministry distancing itself from minister
Mozammel’s statement. This was followed
by a press release at mid-day next.

An hour later, the presiding minister
withdrew his statement.

Why was such a farce made of a press
briefing? What is the protocol of press
briefings, especially after official high-
level meetings? Didn't the two ministers
feel any need for an exchange of points or
thoughts before going before the press?
Why was it taken so lightly? Given the
subject, the main briefing should have
come from the health minister and not
from the minister in charge of Liberation
War Affairs just because he presided over
the meeting.

As of last Wednesday, all forms of
restrictions have been lifted, except for
tourism, political and religious gatherings,
etc. In deciding to lift practically
all restrictions on transport, public
movement, factories, offices, restaurants,
etc., it is clear that our decision-makers
have concluded that we have either won
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Investing in global vaccine equity
acknowledges our shared fate

giving the continent a much-needed
glimmer of hope amid the Covid-19
pandemic. Strong vaccine coverage has
made it possible to believe that polio
could become the second disease—after
smallpox—to be eradicated through
vaccination.

But the polio clock has not stopped
ticking: back in 2014, the World Health
Organization sounded the alarm when it
designated the disease as a Public Health
Emergency of International Concern. In
particular, areas with low immunisation
rates, and thus low levels of protection,

are also vulnerable to rare but increasingly

frequent outbreaks of circulating vaccine-
derived poliovirus (cVDPV), which

occur when the weakened pathogen
originally contained in oral polio vaccines
eventually regains virulence.

Today, cVDPV outbreaks outnumber
wild polio cases. Although we are closing
in on the virus, we are struggling to
maintain the strong vaccine coverage
needed to stop these outbreaks before
they start, owing to a lack of resources,
conflict or civil unrest, and pandemic-
related disruptions to immunisation
drives.

The Covid-19 crisis has so far caused
the postponement of 57 lifesaving mass
vaccination campaigns in 66 countries,
affecting hundreds of millions of people,
mostly African children. In November
2020, the WHO and UNICEF called for
emergency action to avert a secondary
crisis of measles and polio outbreaks
caused by disrupted vaccine access.

Even as we rally together against
Covid-19, PATH and other partners
continue to call upon national
governments and donors to double down
on immunisation against polio and other
vaccine-preventable diseases. The newly
launched Immunisation Agenda 2030
global framework has a crucial role to
play both to make up for lost time and
to boost our collective resilience. As the

pandemic has shown, cross-border spread
of infectious disease is an ever-present
threat. All therefore have a strong interest
in international immunisation coverage.
Investing in disease prevention through
vaccine development and delivery protects
us all and will pay dividends for years
to come. We should thus feel heartened
by the stunning speed with which the
scientific community—helped by many
previous years of research into other
coronaviruses—came together to develop
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our fight against the pandemic or that we
are on the verge of it.

Needless to say, the decision has
baffled experts, especially when the
infection rate is nowhere near the
prescribed level given by WHO, and when
the Covid situation is far from under
control.

The livelihood argument overwhelmed
the government, as the captains of the
industry are known to have irrepressible
clout over our decision-makers.

Having imposed lockdown from April
onwards—a necessary move but frustrated
by various concessions given to industry
lobbies—the government had to respond
to the dire consequences that those on the
bottom rung of the society were suffering
from, especially when its assistance

was not reaching that segment of the
population that needed it the most. Thus,
the logic of re-opening the economy,
howsoever dangerous, became almost
inevitable.

While experts will continue to debate
as to the judiciousness of lifting the
lockdown, once again, as before, we
want to focus on how implementable
and well-thought-out the decisions were,
whether adequate time was given to the
government machinery down the line
to implement them, and whether any
thought was given on how those decisions
were likely to impact the citizens?

While lifting all restrictions on
transportation, the government directed
that only half the fleet of buses will be
allowed to ply on the roads with 100
percent capacity. How and who will
ensure that only half of each owner's
fleet of buses will be allowed to operate?
How will the owners who have only
one bus implement this decision? What
happens to social distancing when buses
are allowed to take their full load? The
chaos that followed—and the sufferings
that people had to go through—speaks
for itself.

The importance of the government
as a functioning institution cannot be
overemphasised. It is at the epicentre of
literally everything. All policies, planning,
directives, projects, future ideas, and much
more emanate from it. A huge amount
of taxpayers’ money is spent to nurture
and facilitate the advancement of our
government employees. The credibility of
this institution is an important element of
effective implementation of all its policies
and plans.

The three instances we cited above
speak of unthinking policymaking,
unprepared decision-making, and an
uncaring attitude towards the people that
they are paid to serve. This must stop if we
are to effectively defeat the pandemic and
emerge on top.

We cannot continue to have such
confusion and chaos in the decision-
making and implementing processes
within the government.

Mahfuz Anam is Editor and Publisher, The Daily Star.

When it comes to highly infectious
diseases such as Covid-19 and polio,
our fates are bound up together; what
affects one part of the world affects us
all. Investing in tools for a single country
does little to control or eliminate such
global health threats. Instead, we must
keep global vaccine access at the centre of
our efforts. Strong national commitments
and financing for the Immunisation
Agenda 2030 framework can help get us

The Covid-19 crisis has so far caused the postponement

of 57 lifesaving mass vaccination campaigns in 66
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countries, affecting hundreds of millions of people.

effective Covid-19 vaccines.

These investments are bearing fruit
not only for Covid-19, but also for polio.
Last year, after a decade of research and
development, the novel oral polio vaccine
against type 2 (nOPV2) became the first
vaccine to receive a WHO Emergency Use
Listing. Researchers expect that nOPV2
will be less likely to seed new cVDPV2
outbreaks, thereby helping to hasten the
eradication of polio.

there.

Globalisation has already brought us
closer together. With a commitment to
equitable immunisation access, the world
can advance toward a shared future of
health and prosperity.

Rosemarie Muganda is Regional Advocacy Director at
PATH, based in Nairobi, Kenya.
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