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Informal sector workers
remain marginal: experts

STAR BUSINESS REPORT

The vast majority of Bangladesh’s
workforce remains in marginal
conditions, outside the reach of
formal labour protections, experts
warned yesterday, calling for a
shift in policy focus beyond the
garment sector.

Around 85 percent of workers
are engaged in the informal
sector with litde regulation or
protection, Syed Sultan Uddin
Ahmmed, former chairman of the
Labour Reform Commission, said
at a May Day discussion in Dhaka.

The programme, held at the
Economics  Reporters  Forum
office, was organised by the
Network for People’s Action (NPA),
a newly formed political party.

At the event, Ahmmed also
noted that the dominance of
ready-made garments (RMG) in
national and international labour
discourse obscures a far wider
problem.

“As an export-oriented
industry, the RMG sector remains

at the centre of national and
international discussion. While
this sector is important, it should
not overshadow the broader
reality,” he said.

A stronger industrial base and
labour movement in large sectors
could eventually benefit workers
in other areas, he said, calling for a
more inclusive labour perspective.

“Sanitation workers,daylabourers
and informal workers continue to
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live in precarious conditions,” said
the labour policy expert.

He added, “We celebrate long
holidays, but for day labourers,
even a few days without work
can mean going without food...
Yet there is no universal social
security system to protect them.”

Ahmmed also criticised
existing social protection
measures as charity-driven rather
than rights-based. “The fact that

a single rainy day can leave a
labourer’s family without food
rarely enters policy thinking.”
Echoing the same, Prof Selim
Raihan, executive director of
the South Asian Network on
Economic  Modeling (Sanem),
said the garment sector’s export
growth had not translated into
proportional gains for workers.
“Productivity has increased over
the decades, yet real wages have
lagged. That disconnect tells us
something fundamental about the
structure of our growth,” he said.
Raihan also pointed to a
persistent narrative that stronger
labour  rights would hurt
competitiveness. “This (narrative)
has often been used to discourage

workers from organising or
demanding more.”
He added that labour

discussions in Bangladesh too
often stop at minimum standards.

“We rarely move beyond
ensuring the bare minimum to
discussing living wages or broader
social protections,” he said.
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It said it would seek to
engage intensively with
these partners over the
coming year.

A further 19 trading

has been added.

Regarding Bangladesh,
the USTR pointed to
commitments made
under a recently signed
Agreement on Reciprocal

and counterfeiting.

Citing a study by
the  Organisation  for
Economic  Co-operation

and Development (OECD)
and the Furopean Union

Protection, measured by
manufacturers’ suggested
retail price.

The report also
highlighted ongoing US
concerns over the EU’s

Canada, China, Mexico and
others, to ensure American
producers can keep access
to foreign markets.

The USTR said the
Agreement on Reciprocal
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Fahmida further said that
the government depends
heavily on  borrowing
from the banking sector,
including the central bank,
to cover budget deficits,
which she described as
harmful.

She argued that greater
emphasis should instead
be placed on external
financing sources.

She also  suggested
temporarily waiving VAT
on imported goods amid
global volatility to reduce
pressure on consumers.
Such a step during
Ramadan in the past
helped lower prices in local
markets, she said, although
weak market management
could limit its full impact.

Hassan Ahamed
Chowdhury Kiron,
chairman of Debate for
Democracy, said  the

country’s economy is going
through a difficult period
due to multiple global and
domestic challenges.

He said the current
government has taken
office at a time when
the country is suffering
from years of crisis-- the
Covid-19 pandemic, the

BB waives

borrowing

Russia-Ukraine war,
economic damage from
previous administrations,
conflicts in the Middle East,
energy shortages, rising
inflation, low investment,
limited job opportunities,
high levels of loan defaults,
and pressure from foreign
debt.

He added that the US-
Israel war on Iran has
further worsened the
global economic situation.

Rising global commodity
prices and higher fuel costs
due to Middle East tensions
have increased the cost of
living in the country, Kiron
said in a statement after the
programme.

He stressed that in
a global  recessionary
situation, political unity
is needed to maintain
a tolerable standard of

living without putting
extra pressure on the
government.

He also said both the
government and  the
opposition must act
responsibly, learn from

past experiences, and avoid
undermining each other,
while a strong mandate
holder should ensure public
support by maintaining

people’s comfort.

Kiron suggested
temporarily reducing VAT
and taxes on essential
goods and expanding
the affordable food
supply  through open
market sales and the
Trading Corporation of
Bangladesh.

He also called for
stronger social safety nets
and more programmes like
the family and farmers’
card to protect low- and
middle-income groups.

Finally, he said the
budget should be people-
friendly, business-
friendly, cautious,
sustainable, balanced,
and implementable,

without putting pressure
on lower-middle-income
groups, while also helping
stabilise prices and support

investment and job
creation.
In the shadow

parliament debate titled
“Rising cost of living is
driven not by fuel price
hikes but by global
conditions,” debaters from
Kabi Nazrul Government
College defeated Dhaka
College to win the
competition.
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Wheel size: 28", Brake Set: STL-28"-CP with bracket, Built in Kick stand with carreir,
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