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Introduction

The Ready Made Garment (RMG) sector is the largest 
export industry in Bangladesh and contributes 
84.21% of the country’s total export and 20% of the 
GDP. Exports dropped to 85.252% in April 2020 and 
62% in May 2020  compared to the same period 
last year and GDP is projected to drop by 3% due 

to the COVID-19 pandemic. Some factories have 
been shut down permanently leaving thousands 
of workers jobless. After a month’s closure, RMG 
factories started functioning from the end of April 
2020 following health safety guidelines but concerns 
remain about workers’ health and safety. Workers 
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not receiving their due and full wages remains an 
issue and workers’ protests and demonstration for 
full wages for the month of April and for 100% festival 
bonus in May continued during the reporting period, 
although trade union representatives had agreed 
to employers and government proposals. In the 
meantime BGMEA and Government of Bangladesh 
(GoB) have engaged with several international rights 
groups and in international negotiations respectively 
to revive the industry from the massive fall out.

Brac Institute of Governance and Development 
(BIGD) has undertaken a media tracking exercise to 
understand the impact of the COVID-19 crisis on the 
readymade garments industry and the 4.1 million 
workers it employs, majority of whom are women. 
The study attempts to identify the roles of different 
actors including trade unions and workers’ rights 
activists as they navigate the crisis, while dealing 
with international buyers, RMG owners, and the 
GoB. The report covers media reports on the current 
situation of RMG sector during COVID-19. The third 
installment covers the period 10 – 30 May 2020.

Key Findings

1.	 BGMEA and the GoB decisions to pay 65% 
of April wages and 50% of festival bonuses 
were rejected and protested by workers.

2.	 Retrenched workers protested for the 
reinstatement of their jobs.

3.	 Workers participating in protests faced 
violent attacks, suspension from jobs and 
court cases.

4.	 Wage payments through mobile banking 
increased.

5.	 RMG workers returning to work reported 
high rates of COVID 19 infection.

6.	 Changes in the outlook of RMG Owners on 
worker safety and responsibility.

7.	 BGMEA and the GoB engaged in international 
negotiation to safeguard the RMG industry. 
BGMEA appeals to rights based groups to 
legitimize its demands.

8.	 Apparel markets around the world including 
Bangladesh projected to suffer further.

Discussion of Findings

BGMEA and the GoB decisions to pay 
65% of April wages and 50% of festival 
bonuses were rejected and protested 
by workers

On 4 May, it was decided in a Tripartite Consultative 
Council meeting with Ministry of Labour and 
Employment (MoLE), BGMEA and Trade Unions 
that workers who failed to join work due to country 
shutdown would get 65% of wage for the month 
of April and those who joined would receive full 
salaries. Labour leaders who were present in the 
tripartite meeting were unhappy about the decision 
but asked workers to accept the 65% wage. Later on 
17 May in another tripartite meeting, GoB decided 
that workers would get 50% of their Eid Bonus in 
May and the remaining 50% would be adjusted 
later with their salary. Workers rejected both the 
decisions and almost every day groups protested 
for full wage for the month of April, full bonus in 
May and clearance of overdue wages for the month 
of March and earlier. Road blocks, vandalizing of 
factories, torching of cars, human chains and work 
stoppages were regular occurrences during the 
reporting period.

Garment Workers Front and Garment Workers 
Trade Union Center (GWTUC) supported workers’ 
protests and demanded full Eid Bonus. GWTUC in 
a press release on 17 May protested the 50% bonus 
decision and demanded full bonus equivalent to 
basic salary. Taslima Akter of Bangladesh Garment 
Workers Solidarity (BGWS) also rejected the 50% 
bonus decision and sent a letter to the Home Minister 
asking Prime Minister’s intervention to pay workers’ 
full bonus. On 27 May Nazma Akter of Sommilito 
Garment Sramik Federation (SGSF) sent a letter 
to the Labour secretary demanding legal actions 
against factories that did not clear April wages and 
bonuses. According to her statement, 261 RMG 
factories had not paid April wages and 490 RMG 
factories had not paid the Eid bonus in accordance 
with the decision of the GoB. Citing labour leaders, 
the Business standard reported on 29 May that 539 
BGMEA member factories had not paid April wage 
or festival bonus. BGMEA disagreed and said that 
only a few factories were unable to pay salaries. 
Before Eid on 18 May, 46 RMG factories asked 
the MoLE for an allocation from the central fund 
as they were unable to pay wages. However, the 
factories were not eligible for the fund and BGMEA 
recommended to close down these factories. 
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https://www.dhakatribune.com/business/2020/05/04/apparel-workers-to-receive-65-wages-for-april?__cf_chl_jschl_tk__=f2c6134f3738697f6bd7cc8f51ebe9ce62d1d692-1588974465-0-AUrZm2tJ0liE9K73Y9lk6A0EIkZSnuEqkPfj9oZnk7sc_xyekvA0LdrsG43H3BQUlR24Rdzu4Wc04YvrYtGBZ2JUEwIO5Wo4mkDiuK3GbYxVnG8OKZ0fMUwxKPO8W9pm7o6jSI44B8RGGLDGOzbbs3s9EFGkoCi3Y_NWAyq8qrxVyZetn2ipZ6hAKKTKCj678KMmNel-sXoWAkz8OT8s5D4EHX7aKBm8DLo3NKMmQNB0pUlpbOOnswJO-FSDf5j2S4UbCxAQdIzW7MWKTUfjIGTaD8x-TEO06p7lPOR8wsY3f1HXay99X-iZnGpmMr0eaG0Gdp5Ue6eDKF9FosaMEH21FqrpX1R-2N1DoBiP1GzG
https://www.kalerkantho.com/online/business/2020/05/05/907752?fbclid=IwAR2jT_yn5ggnICyGNEsZelh_BppaXdRhbhgdbZLIwQNVrPy0KSCVZ8xTTrM
https://today.thefinancialexpress.com.bd/last-page/ashulia-rmg-workers-block-highways-1589043660
https://www.prothomalo.com/economy/article/1657016/%E0%A6%AE%E0%A6%9C%E0%A7%81%E0%A6%B0%E0%A6%BF%E0%A6%B0-%E0%A6%AA%E0%A6%B0-%E0%A6%AC%E0%A7%8B%E0%A6%A8%E0%A6%BE%E0%A6%B8%E0%A6%93-%E0%A6%95%E0%A6%AE-%E0%A6%AA%E0%A6%BE%E0%A6%AC%E0%A7%87%E0%A6%A8-%E0%A6%AA%E0%A7%8B%E0%A6%B6%E0%A6%BE%E0%A6%95%E0%A6%B6%E0%A7%8D%E0%A6%B0%E0%A6%AE%E0%A6%BF%E0%A6%95%E0%A7%87%E0%A6%B0%E0%A6%BE
https://www.prothomalo.com/economy/article/1657016/%E0%A6%AE%E0%A6%9C%E0%A7%81%E0%A6%B0%E0%A6%BF%E0%A6%B0-%E0%A6%AA%E0%A6%B0-%E0%A6%AC%E0%A7%8B%E0%A6%A8%E0%A6%BE%E0%A6%B8%E0%A6%93-%E0%A6%95%E0%A6%AE-%E0%A6%AA%E0%A6%BE%E0%A6%AC%E0%A7%87%E0%A6%A8-%E0%A6%AA%E0%A7%8B%E0%A6%B6%E0%A6%BE%E0%A6%95%E0%A6%B6%E0%A7%8D%E0%A6%B0%E0%A6%AE%E0%A6%BF%E0%A6%95%E0%A7%87%E0%A6%B0%E0%A6%BE
https://www.thedailystar.net/frontpage/news/pay-half-bonus-now-the-rest-later-1903318
https://www.thedailystar.net/frontpage/news/pay-half-bonus-now-the-rest-later-1903318
https://www.prothomalo.com/bangladesh/article/1656093/
https://www.kalerkantho.com/online/country-news/2020/05/12/910484
https://www.prothomalo.com/bangladesh/article/1656093/
https://www.prothomalo.com/bangladesh/article/1655827/
https://www.prothomalo.com/bangladesh/article/1655827/
https://www.prothomalo.com/bangladesh/article/1656517/
https://www.prothomalo.com/bangladesh/article/1656517/
https://www.kalerkantho.com/online/national/2020/05/16/912323
https://www.facebook.com/gwtucbd/photos/a.501397433723049/785581578637965/?type=3&theater
https://www.facebook.com/permalink.php?story_fbid=2653007638268477&id=1667547893481128&__tn__=K-R
https://www.facebook.com/1381346488752597/photos/pcb.2528073370746564/2528073297413238/?type=3&theater
https://tbsnews.net/economy/rmg/rmg-leaders-demand-action-against-defaulter-factories-86236
https://tbsnews.net/economy/rmg/rmg-leaders-demand-action-against-defaulter-factories-86236
https://tbsnews.net/economy/rmg/rmg-leaders-demand-action-against-defaulter-factories-86236
https://www.newagebd.net/article/106729/46-rmg-units-seek-central-fund-allocation-to-pay-wages
https://www.newagebd.net/article/106729/46-rmg-units-seek-central-fund-allocation-to-pay-wages
https://www.thedailystar.net/backpage/news/failure-pay-wages-bgmea-asks-govt-close-46-factories-1903900
https://www.thedailystar.net/backpage/news/failure-pay-wages-bgmea-asks-govt-close-46-factories-1903900
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Retrenched workers protested for the 
reinstatement of their jobs

On 10 May, the MoLE asked factory owners in a 
press release not to terminate or layoff workers. 
BGMEA also requested all members not to retrench 
any worker in May.  However, New Age reported on 
11 May that total 8500 workers from 65 factories 
were dismissed from jobs since March 26 to 11 May. 
Among the 65 factories that dismissed workers, 56 
were RMG factories. Labour leaders alleged that 
factory owners illegally continued worker dismissals, 
although the exact number of dismissed RMG 
workers was not found in media reports. Workers 
protested through road blocks and human chains, 
demanding reinstatement of their jobs.

Workers participating in protests faced 
violent attacks, suspension from jobs 
and court cases

It was reported that during the protest for full 
wage and full Eid bonus, workers vandalized cars, 
factories, and equipment. In response factory 
authorities sought support from the Industrial police 
and they fired tear gas shells and water cannons 
towards workers to bring the situation under control. 
Demonstrating workers were also allegedly attacked 
by goons while they were protesting for due wage 
and full wage. In some factories, authorities filed 
cases against workers. Some factories suspended 
protesting workers and displayed their photographs 
at the factory gates, labeling them as blacklisted. On 
30 May, police arrested 3 labour leaders and workers 
from a human chain demanding reinstatement 
of retrenched workers from a factory in Ashulia. 
(GWTUC) condemned the arrests and demanded 
the release of the arrested workers. The news was 
reported in social media but was not found in any 
mainstream print media.

Payment through mobile banking 
increased

According to the survey by South Asian Network 
on Economic Modeling (SANEM), wage payment 
through MFS has increased significantly. As per the 
study, till 16 May a total of 82% of paid workers 
received their wages through digital channels. In 
comparison, in April 2020, only 28% workers were 
paid digitally. Earlier in April, a BGMEA survey 
found that only 13% factories had digital salary 
disbursement facilities and 76% factories paid 

wages in cash. The COVID pandemic has sped up 
the process of digitalisation of wage payments.

RMG workers returning to work 
reported high rates of COVID-19 
infection

A matter of concern was that rates of COVID infection 
among RMG workers increased as they returned to 
work and factories started functioning. Till 29 May 
2020, a total 162 garment workers from 67 factories 
outside EPZ and 14 workers from 10 factories 
inside EPZ tested COVID-19 positive according to 
Industrial Police. The Superintendent of Industrial 
Police commented that most of workers might have 
been infected from their home. Several labour 
leaders, including Taslima Akter alleged that health 
and safety measures in factories were insufficient, 
and while they ensured hand wash and masks for 
workers, safe distancing was not maintained in most 
of the units. Although labour leaders were critical 
about health guideline implementation, DIFE stated 
that they could not take action if a factory does 
not implement COVID-19 health guideline as it is 
beyond their mandate. 

BGWS published a review report on 07 May stating 
that corona infection had increased after factories 
reopened, which BGMEA refuted instantly. Later on 
10 May BGWS protested BGMEA’s remarks and 
published a broader report with methodology and 
infographics. After the publication of the BGWS 
report, media follow up on COVID-19 infection 
among garment workers has increased and media 
reports predicted that this rate will be higher in 
upcoming months.

Figure 1. COVID-19 Infection among RMG 
Workers
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https://www.dhakatribune.com/business/2020/05/10/state-minister-no-rmg-worker-to-be-sacked-until-eid-ul-fitr
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https://www.thedailystar.net/city/news/rmg-workers-demonstrate-over-eid-bonus-arrears-narayanganj-1904122
https://www.newagebd.net/article/106309/unrest-in-rmg-sector-continues-for-wages
https://www.thedailystar.net/bangladesh-rmg-workers-demonstrate-for-eid-bonus-1902595
https://www.dhakatribune.com/bangladesh/2020/05/14/rmg-workers-stage-demo-vandalise-factory-in-savar
https://www.thedailystar.net/bangladesh-rmg-workers-demonstrate-for-eid-bonus-1902595
https://www.thedailystar.net/backpage/news/attack-goons-10-garment-workers-hurt-during-protest-1902391
https://www.thedailystar.net/backpage/news/attack-goons-10-garment-workers-hurt-during-protest-1902391
https://www.thedailystar.net/backpage/news/still-no-pay-work-or-bonuses-1904929
https://www.thedailystar.net/backpage/news/still-no-pay-work-or-bonuses-1904929
https://www.facebook.com/gwtucbd/photos/rpp.500531897142936/794580064404783/?type=3&theater
https://www.facebook.com/gwtucbd/photos/rpp.500531897142936/794580064404783/?type=3&theater
https://thefinancialexpress.com.bd/trade/bd-witnesses-massive-shift-to-digital-payments-in-rmg-sector-1590135417
https://thefinancialexpress.com.bd/trade/bd-witnesses-massive-shift-to-digital-payments-in-rmg-sector-1590135417
https://www.thedailystar.net/business/news/social-distancing-garment-factories-out-the-question-1893697
https://www.thedailystar.net/business/news/social-distancing-garment-factories-out-the-question-1893697
https://www.thedailystar.net/business/news/social-distancing-garment-factories-out-the-question-1893697
https://www.thedailystar.net/business/news/social-distancing-garment-factories-out-the-question-1893697
https://www.newagebd.net/article/107178/191-factory-workers-infected-with-covid-19
https://www.newagebd.net/article/107178/191-factory-workers-infected-with-covid-19
https://www.dhakatribune.com/health/coronavirus/2020/05/24/170-rmg-workers-diagnosed-with-covid-19
https://www.dhakatribune.com/health/coronavirus/2020/05/24/170-rmg-workers-diagnosed-with-covid-19
https://today.thefinancialexpress.com.bd/politics-policies/90-workers-infected-with-coronavirus-1589731645
https://today.thefinancialexpress.com.bd/politics-policies/90-workers-infected-with-coronavirus-1589731645
https://thefinancialexpress.com.bd/national/97-rmg-workers-infected-with-coronavirus-1588864557
https://www.just-style.com/news/bgmea-refutes-covid-19-factory-infection-reports_id138721.aspx
https://www.newagebd.net/article/106159/garment-sanghati-protests-at-bgmeas-remark?fbclid=IwAR3QQEYeM_jLTeFcwbjWgCy8FbrYv_7uKWHEFeCZHQDX8hz6Si7gpPqBF_A
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1zJ7a8VzkwiY2Om3JihS2rECY159-3hBf/view?fbclid=IwAR3NVKBN_p5KynjTDt8ILOySAJhoPZ8pDgYyo2UWmg6YsnxxBEGhfAhgwY8
https://tbsnews.net/economy/rmg/rmg-leaders-demand-action-against-defaulter-factories-86236
https://tbsnews.net/economy/rmg/rmg-leaders-demand-action-against-defaulter-factories-86236
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Changes in the outlook of RMG Owners 
on worker safety and responsibility

Various media reports would seem to show that 
some employers are beginning to take COVID-19 
risks seriously and taking greater responsibility 
for workers’ safety. Al-Muslim Group, a leading 
garment exporter is constructing a quarantine center 
inside their factory premises for workers. It was 
reported that the factory will bear all treatment costs. 
BGMEA informed that other factories are also setting 
up quarantine centers. In an opinion piece in the 
Daily Star on 18 May, Mostafiz Uddin – Managing 
Director of Denim Expert Limited suggested that the 
industry should do its best to safeguard the long-
term security of the workers as its survival depends 
on them. BGMEA also started surprise factory visits 
to audit the health and safety monitoring system 
and till 11 May, teams had audited 508 factories 
and found 492 factories satisfactory. The other 
16 factories were recommended to implement 
immediate corrective action plans. BGMEA also 
signed an agreement with Maya to provide free 
physical and mental health services to RMG workers 
during the pandemic. However, labour leaders 
alleged that most factories are not complying with 
the safety guidelines.

BGMEA and GoB engaged in 
international negotiations to safeguard 
the RMG industry. BGMEA appeals to 
rights based groups to legitimize its 
demands

In a telephone conversation with US Deputy National 
Security Adviser on 12 May, Foreign Minister, Dr 
AK Abdul Momen has asked for 2 year duty free 
access of RMG products to the US market and for 
support in not canceling any export orders. On 13 
May, Commerce Secretary Md Jafar Uddin asked for 
the EU’s Intervention regarding order cancellations 
of RMG products that are already manufactured. 
The secretary asked for a transitional preferential 
trade package for Bangladesh in the next GSP 
regulation of EU for developing countries. On 18 
May, Ministry of Commerce (MoC) confirmed that 
China has granted zero duty-free benefit for 97% of 
Bangladesh’s exports bilaterally and under the Asia-
Pacific Trade Agreement (APTA) which will benefit the 
apparel sector greatly according to Policy Research 
Institute (PRI). State Minister for Foreign Affairs, M 
Shariar Alam, urged to UK to create a special fund 
for buyers so that they can continue to buy RMG 
products from Bangladesh.

BGMEA has engaged with international rights 
groups such as – ILO, HRW, WRC to build a global 
support and put pressure on buyers to not cancel 
orders and clear due payment. When negotiations 
to clear due wages did not work, BGMEA also took 
strong stand by threatening to blacklist buyers like 
EWM and giving a deadline to clear due payment. 
In spite of various efforts Bangladesh has been able 
to restore only 6.6% of canceled export orders up to 
17 May the value of which is only $0.21 according 
to BGMEA, with $2.97 billion worth of orders still 
being cancelled and withheld. Apparel sector 
leaders have also been seeking support from the 
GoB and placed several demands for the upcoming 
budget to sustain the industry.

Apparel market around the world 
including Bangladesh projected to 
suffer further

The global apparel market is projected to decline 
by 15% as many buyers and retailers are filing for 
bankruptcy particularly in the USA, as reported by 
the Business Standard. Referring to the policy brief 
by the United Nations Department of Economic and 
Social Affairs (DESA), it said clothing exports from 
Bangladesh, Cambodia, Lesotho and Haiti could 
fall by 20 percent. A total of 419 RMG factories in 
Bangladesh remained close for last two months due 
to shortage of work orders and among these 80 
BGMEA member factories were closed permanently. 
Approximately 400-500 thousands workers worked 
in those factories.

BGMEA has also predicted that Bangladesh’s RMG 
sector would experience significant decline in US 
market rather than in the EU market. Several big 
retail brands such as – JC Penny, Debenhams, 
Sears Holdings are going bankrupt. Several other 
buyers are still pushing to cancel already shipped 
orders and asking for high discounts in case of no 
cancellation. If these buyers do not pay in time, 
several Bangladeshi manufacturers and suppliers 
may face bankruptcy. The Business Standard 
predicted that the third quarter of the year may be 
worse and many factories may close down if the 
situation does not improve.

On 22 May, Indian clothing manufacturers 
demanded imposing duty on Bangladeshi garments 
import for at least a year. It is to be noted that in 
the current fiscal year Bangladesh exported $409 
million RMG products to India which was their 34% 
of total RMG import. No decision on this regard 
have made yet.

https://www.thedailystar.net/city/news/al-muslim-turns-factory-quarantine-centre-workers-1902955
https://www.thedailystar.net/city/news/al-muslim-turns-factory-quarantine-centre-workers-1902955
https://www.thedailystar.net/opinion/news/time-fashion-practice-the-sustainability-it-preaches-1903477
https://www.thedailystar.net/opinion/news/time-fashion-practice-the-sustainability-it-preaches-1903477
http://www.bgmea.com.bd/home/activity/BGMEA_audits_factories_to_ensure_health_and_safety_protocol
http://www.bgmea.com.bd/home/activity/BGMEA_audits_factories_to_ensure_health_and_safety_protocol
http://www.bgmea.com.bd/home/activity/BGMEA_and_Maya_sign_agreement_to_provide_free_physical_and_mental_health_services_to_RMG_workers_
http://www.bgmea.com.bd/home/activity/BGMEA_and_Maya_sign_agreement_to_provide_free_physical_and_mental_health_services_to_RMG_workers_
https://tbsnews.net/economy/rmg/all-my-dreams-are-shattered-coronavirus-crushes-asias-garment-industry-83128
https://tbsnews.net/economy/rmg/all-my-dreams-are-shattered-coronavirus-crushes-asias-garment-industry-83128
https://www.dhakatribune.com/bangladesh/2020/05/13/rmg-products-bangladesh-seeks-2-year-duty-free-market-access-to-us
https://www.dhakatribune.com/bangladesh/2020/05/13/rmg-products-bangladesh-seeks-2-year-duty-free-market-access-to-us
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Brac Institute of Governance and Development (BIGD), Brac University is a globally-recognized centre of excellence 
in rigorous research on policy and development interventions, with the aim of bringing together academics and 
practitioners to raise critical questions on development, providing lessons on good practices, and advocating for 
pro-poor policies.

This brief was produced as a part of the Sustaining Power for Women’s Rights in South Asia (SuPWR) Project with the 
Institute of Development Studies (IDS) funded by Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC), and with support from 
Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung (FES), Bangladesh

This research is a part of the Rapid Research Response to COVID-19 project which aims to generate rapid and 
actionable research-based insights to policy and program actors, on the socioeconomic impact the COVID-19 
pandemic on our lives, focusing on the poor and vulnerable population of Bangladesh.

Recommendations

•	 The gap between trade union decisions 
and workers’ demands highlights the 
need to reinforce relations between 
union membership and leadership by 
strengthening accountability mechanisms 
between them to enhance trust-building, 
thereby further enhancing the credibility and 
acceptance of the leadership

•	 Strengthen the capacity of DIFE to enforce 
laws and government decisions such as no 
unlawful retrenchment or lay-off of workers, 
implementation of COVID-19 safety 
measures etc. through regular pre-emptive 
visits of its inspectors to factories and 
prompt redressal of complaints/grievances 
raised by workers and TUs. DIFE should 
be accountable and answerable for the 
enforcement of these laws and regulations.

•	 Public disclosure of information (e.g. through 
fortnightly reports) regarding the number 
and identities of  factories receiving loans 
under the Government financial stimulus 
package, and disbursements made by the 
Bangladesh Bank and other banks, to MoLE 
and trade associations to ensure that wages 
are being paid accordingly.  

•	 Regular publishing of data on corona 
infections among RMG workers (on testing, 
treatment and recovery)

Methodology

Our information sources include major national 
media sources such as – Daily Star, Prothom Alo, 
Dhaka Tribune, New Age, Financial Express and the 
Business Standard. We also took information from 
Facebook pages and Youtube channels.

https://bigd.bracu.ac.bd/
https://www.ids.ac.uk/
https://esrc.ukri.org/
http://www.fes-bangladesh.org/home.html
https://bigd.bracu.ac.bd/all-projects/rapid-research-response-to-covid19/about/

