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Bangladesh has even piloted star 
ratings for public toilets to incentivise 
quality. These are living proofs that the 
problem is not a technical impossibility 
but a priority failure.

If we are serious about dignity, 
gender equality and public health, the 
policy response must be immediate 
and non-cosmetic. First, public toilets 
must align with national women-
friendly standards. To start with the 
very basics, ensure proper locks and 
lighting, running water and soap, 

menstrual-waste disposal, ramps 
for mobility and female attendants. 
Workplaces like factories, markets, 
bus and rail stations, courts and 
hospitals must be legally required 
to provide safe, accessible toilets, 
with enforceable penalties for non-
compliance. Instead of a one-off 
construction budget, funds should be 
allocated for continuous maintenance. 

Success would reflect in the form 
of metrics that count usability for 
women, not just an increase in the 

number of toilet facilities. How many 
toilets are open at night? How many 
have locks and water supply? How 
many are used by women safely and 
consistently? 

On this World Toilet Day, let 
policymakers, industry leaders and city 
managers stop celebrating “coverage” 
on paper and start delivering usable 
dignity on the ground. The question 
is not whether we can fix this. The 
question is if and when we will finally 
decide to do so. 

Access to clean public toilets is not 
only a basic human right, it also 
draws a distinction between a life of 
dignity versus one of humiliation. 
With the way most public toilets in 
this country are maintained, it is 
difficult for anyone to feel human 
using them. For women, who are 
disproportionately impacted by not 
only having to worry about hygiene 
but also their safety, this experience 
becomes almost trauma-inducing.

Dhaka, a city of 20 million 
residents and commuters, has only 
198 public toilets combinedly under 
the two city corporations. Most of 
these facilities are unsafe, unclean 
and not gender-segregated. A 2025 
WaterAid report found that 35 
percent of women actively avoid 
using public toilets when outside 
their homes, and of those, 74 
percent reduce their water intake 
to cope. These statistics should ring 
an alarm for the government. But 
the irony is that even government 
establishments lack adequate toilet 
facilities for women. According 
to a study conducted by Brac, of 
the 192 subordinate courts across 
64 districts, only 24 percent have 
separate female toilets. If women are 
becoming victims of inaccessibility 
in a court of law—the very institution 
responsible for safeguarding their 
rights—who can ensure that their 
rights will be upheld in the streets, 
markets, or factories?

Even middle-class and upper-
middle-class women are not 
spared from this systemic horror. 
So, one can only shudder at how 
disproportionately this burden 
falls on marginalised women, the 
invisible workforce that keeps 
cities functioning. The 2022 Joint 
Monitoring Programme for Water 

Supply, Sanitation and Hygiene 
assessment shows only about 59.3 
percent of people in Bangladesh 
have access to a “decent toilet of their 
own,” which means millions remain 
dependent on shared, inadequate, 
or non-existent facilities. 

Garment workers endure 
excruciatingly long-hour shifts with 
too few toilets meant for thousands. 
Construction labourers spend full 
days on sites, often with no facilities. 
Street vendors cannot leave stalls; 
domestic workers are sometimes 
denied employer bathrooms; women 
commuters often travel for hours 
with no safe stops. Women in slums 
share overcrowded latrines, many 
without locks or lights; women with 
disabilities face physical barriers; 
transgender and hijra women risk 
harassment in gendered spaces. This 
is a testament to how infrastructure 
actively restricts half its population 
from full participation in public life.

As unpalatable as it sounds, 
there is a brutal social practice 
mostly ignored and angrily 
tolerated, popular in our part of the 
subcontinent: a significant section 
of men, often those involved in the 
informal sector, resort to urinating 
in the open, by drains, or on 
footpaths. That is filthy and wrong, 
but still an option. Even though 
it sounds harrowing, women do 
not even have that option without 
risking harassment or assault. The 
city’s sanitation failure becomes a 
gendered violence of omission. 

The consequences of such 
dysfunctional machinery get 
translated into health crises. Women, 
compelled to remain dehydrated or 
suppress urination, suffer a cluster 
of health problems that are quietly 
becoming epidemic. Urinary tract 

infections, kidney complications 
and chronic dehydration among 
young working women are common 
conditions now found among 
Dhaka’s female populace. A recent 
comprehensive hospital-toilet 
survey found low cleanliness and 
dangerously high user-to-toilet 
ratios in both government and 
private hospitals, undermining 
infection control inside healthcare 
facilities themselves. 

We obviously overlook the 
psychosocial harm as well. The 
fear of harassment or assault when 
seeking a toilet, the traumatic 
aspect of it, is never accounted for 
in our data. Development statistics 
may celebrate “toilets built,” but 
they rarely capture how many 
women avoid them out of fear. For 
instance, public toilets in Farmgate, 
Sadarghat, Gulistan, New Market, 
Jatrabari and Kamalapur, some of 
the busiest junctions in the country, 
are routinely avoided by women due 
to being dark and unguarded. 

As a lawyer and a woman who 
moves in public spaces, I find it 
deeply troubling that something 
as basic as a toilet still determines 
how freely women can participate in 
society. This is not simply a matter of 
infrastructure but of justice. Dignity 
is not a privilege reserved for the few; 
it is a right owed to every woman, 
whether she stands in a courtroom 
or sells vegetables at a street corner. 
And those of us with influence 
must stop treating sanitation as 
an embarrassing subject, because 
silence is what sustains suffering.

Admittedly, this issue cannot 
be changed overnight. However, if 
prioritised properly, it is solvable 
within an accepted timeframe. 
Facilities must be designed with 
women in mind, and social 
awareness must dismantle the taboo 
and the unsafe and unhygienic 
practices surrounding public 
sanitation. WaterAid and municipal 
partnerships have piloted modern 
public toilets used millions of times; 
Brac-supported social enterprises 
such as Bhumijo have converted 
dark, filthy blocks into clean, 
women-friendly spaces within weeks. 

Removing barriers to women’s access to  
public toilets is long overdue
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How do you respond to owners’ 
associations’ concern that allowing 
just 20 workers to form a union could 
disrupt production and create chaos in 
factories?
Before I offer my perspective, it is important 
to first clarify where responsibility lies. 
The factory owners themselves are entirely 
responsible for the situation they now call 
harmful to the industry. For all the things 
involved, there is no one else to blame—
not the workers, not the labour leaders, 
not the government, not any international 
organisation.

About seven or eight years ago, a complaint 
was filed with the International Labour 
Organization (ILO) governing body under 
Article 26 against Bangladesh for violating 
Conventions 87 and 98—those concerning 
freedom of association and collective 
bargaining. It clearly showed, with evidence, 
that workers in Bangladesh were not free to 
form or join trade unions.

Drawing from my experiences, this is 
not something entirely new. Around three 
decades ago, when I used to work in a garment 
factory, I was expelled and blacklisted simply 
because I joined and facilitated the formation 
of a union. The situation has not changed 
even today, as owners treat it like a crime 
whenever workers try to form unions or even 
express interest in learning more about their 
rights. They harass workers inside and outside 
the factory premises, often dismiss them, and 
even physically assault them. Sometimes 
the workers are also forced to leave their 
communities.

The owners believed that since they had 
possessed political connections and power for 
the last 15 or 16 years, it would always remain 
the same for them. They regarded themselves 
as kings and the workers as merely subjects. 
Subsequently, even after the ILO complaint, 
they did not seem to consider it seriously.

The interim government has now removed 
this obstacle for two main reasons: firstly, 
the working class and trade unions have 

been fighting for their rights for years now. 
Secondly, the government could not risk 
losing credibility in the international arena. 
The ILO had already been pushing for 
compliance, and both the European Union 
and the US trade channels, which have major 
business ties with Bangladesh, have been 
putting pressure in this regard. Thus, this 
change was inevitable and long overdue.

The owners’ fear that this change will 
disrupt work is a misplaced perception. At 
least a single union was bound to be formed. 
Earlier, the law allowed up to three unions 
in a factory. However, for years, the owners’ 
syndicate used their influence and did not 
allow even one union to form or exist in a 
functioning way. Now, there might be more 
than one, depending on the situation. In 
some factories, unions might form with 
seven percent of workers; in others, it can be 
12 percent or 13 percent, and in some cases, 
unions can be formed with 20 percent of 
workers. Depending on the factory size, the 
magnitude of the unionisation will vary. On 
the workers’ front, this is a major achievement.

Earlier, there was some sort of arrangement 
with the labour ministry that if one union 
were registered, no second one would be 
approved. Garment owners took advantage 
of this loophole, and also formed what we call 
“yellow unions,” created by the management 
itself. They now claim that there are 1,400 
unions in operation, but in reality, more than 
half are defunct. There are fewer than 50 
factories with any active Collective Bargaining 
Agreement (CBA).

So, this fear the owners express is less 
about disruption and more about losing 
control. Although they verbally acknowledge 
workers as an equal part of the system, they 
merely believe in it. If they did, they would 
have agreed to sit down for negotiations. 
Furthermore, owners take part in spreading 
misinformation as well, as seen in the Adamjee 
Jute Mills case. They claimed that the mill 
closed down because of labour unions, which 
is based on no truth. Adamjee was shut down 

mainly due to political interference and 
mismanagement, not unionisation.

If both owners and workers are willing to 
comprehend and respect the amended law, 
even five unions in one factory will not be 
an issue, as negotiations would go through a 
CBA process.

The amended law also brings domestic 
workers, seafarers, and non-profit 
employees under legal protection for the 
first time. What is your assessment of 
this inclusion?
It is truly historic. Just two days before the 
amendment, the ILO ratified three major 
conventions. I was a bit disappointed that 
Bangladesh had not ratified Convention 
189 on domestic workers, but later, the 
amendment eased my disappointment.

For the first time, domestic workers, 

seafarers, and non-profit workers—who have 
long been invisible—are now being recognised 
under the amended law. That is a remarkable 
step forward.

But we also need to talk about what this 
means in practice. For domestic workers, 
the biggest change will be in how employers 
treat them. Of course, we are yet to know 
about the extent of benefits that are to be 
included in the final gazette. But even with 
the amendments in place, there is a cultural 
barrier at play, as domestic workers are often 
disregarded as “workers” due to social stigma.

For example, in a household, a domestic 
worker might work from 12pm to 3pm, 
including lunchtime. But providing lunch 
to the worker is often at the mercy of the 
household owner or employer. If a domestic 
worker requests lunch, it is often considered 
unacceptable, although it might fall well 
within the worker’s rights.

However, domestic workers often have 
more negotiation power than, say, garment 
workers. Employers cannot just dictate terms. 
Domestic workers often set their own rates 
and even ask for a raise. That can be seen 
in a positive light. Nevertheless, domestic 
workers tend to face more serious issues than 
other workers, such as domestic abuse, sexual 
harassment, and gender-based violence. 
That is why legal protections for them are 
absolutely crucial. Moreover, most of our 
recommendations for the amendments were 
included in the final gazette, and it shows 
progress, even if small. 

Bangladesh has often been praised 
for passing progressive laws, but 
implementation remains a challenge. 
How do you think this new amendment 
might be implemented?
Implementation is going to be the real test. 
On paper, it looks good, but without proper 
enforcement, it will be rendered meaningless.

If we look at our history, no government 
has ever truly stood on the side of the workers. 
They have always adhered to the interests 
of the businesses. The first responsibility of 

the next government must be to break that 
pattern. In this case, the interim government 
has shown some commitment, and the 
political parties campaigning to assume 
power have also shown support. But we 
need to learn from our past and refrain from 
repeating the same pattern.

Additionally, we need proper infrastructure 
to make implementation feasible. For 
example, the Department of Inspection for 
Factories and Establishments (DIFFE) has 
repeatedly complained about insufficient 
manpower and resources. If the state can 
recruit hundreds of police officials, why not 
more inspectors to protect workers’ rights? 
Bangladesh has over seven crore workers; 
therefore, protecting their rights should be a 
national priority. A large, well-resourced, and 
sustained institution must be built for this 
purpose.

The pilot project, the Employment Injury 
Insurance (EII) scheme, is also an important 
step in this process. If it can be actualised 
into a law and implemented properly, it 
could cover all workers nationwide. Whatever 
may be the case, we cannot leave things on 
paper. Implementation must start; there is no 
alternative to it.

We are living in a changing time, and I’m 
hopeful. People from all walks of life have 
become more politically aware, and the 
actions of the government do not easily go 
unchecked anymore. Therefore, there lies a 
strong scope for accountability, and the law 
must be implemented accordingly.

Finally, what message would you give 
to both workers and owners as this 
transition unfolds?
To the workers, I would suggest staying 
united, knowing their rights, and utilising the 
fresh avenue the amendments have offered. 
For the owners, they must accept the change 
and cooperate. They have long benefited from 
a system that silenced workers, but that time 
has come to an end. If both sides approach 
with mutual respect, this can be a turning 
point in Bangladesh’s labour history.

‘Owners’ fear of unions stems from  
their loss of control’
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