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Introduction

The 2013 collapse of the Rana Plaza factory complex drew global attention to chronic problems
with factory safety and worker rights in Bangladesh’s ready-made garments (RMG) industry. What
has happened in the decade since? Factory buildings have become much safer; a culture of
occupational health and safety has been established in most factories; and manufacturers have
begun to work with labour unions on factory safety monitoring. Meanwhile, the flagship RMG
industry of Bangladesh has continued to grow: it now employs more than two million workers,
produces 82% of all exports, and earns 9.25% of Bangladesh’s gross domestic product (GDP).'
However, Bangladeshi RMG workers are still paid some of the lowest wages in the world, hardly
enough to eat or cover rent. Low wages are a direct consequence of concerted efforts to restrict
labour organization, which reflects the greater political influence of factory owners than the
workers. Is a “cheap labour” model of development compatible with Bangladesh’s claims to
development success, progress on women’s empowerment, and middle-income country status?
This report examines how the Rana Plaza catastrophe is remembered, what has been learned
and what has changed in the industry, and what needs to happen to build a garment industry fit
for 215 century Bangladesh.



Figure 1: Garment Workers in Savar, Near the Rana Plaza Site
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When the garments industry first started in Bangladesh, it was a new phenomenon to see so many women on the
streets commuting to the factories, as women had mostly stayed at home before then. More than 40 years later,
Bangladeshi women have more freedom to move around in public spaces, occupying urban streets, for example the
highway in the photo on which the Rana Plaza complex once stood. Yet women’s public presence is not the same as
their empowerment: women workers still suffer from low pay, restrictions on trade union formation, and sexual
harassment in and en route to the factories.

Source: 1 Picture credit: Ismail Ferdous, January 2023

1. Remembering Rana Plaza

The collapse of the Rana Plaza complex in Savar, Bangladesh, on 24 April 2013 resulted in the
deaths of at least 1,132 ready-made garments (RMG) workers, injuries to over 2,500 others, and
widespread trauma for thousands of families, workers, and community members. Workers had
been pushed into working on urgent orders in a building the authorities had closed as unsafe the
day before. The disaster occurred only five months after 112 workers had died in the factory fire



at Tazreen Fashions. These two catastrophic events brought to light the poor labour conditions
that RMG workers in Bangladesh had long been facing. The disasters exposed the lack of
occupational safety and security and underscored the detrimental impact of long hours of labour
without proper nutrition, adequate housing, or access to healthcare on workers' physical well-
being', and consequently, brought a global urgency to bring change.

The Rana Plaza disaster has been extensively documented by policymakers, academic
researchers, trade unions, and activists. To ensure that the incident is not forgotten, Bangladeshi
trade unions—including Bangladesh Revolutionary Garments Workers Federation (BRGWF),
Bangladesh Center for Workers Solidarity (BCWS), Bangladesh Garment and Industrial Workers
Federation (BGIWF), Bangladesh Independent Garment Workers Union Federation (BIGUF),
National Garment Workers Federation (NGWF), and Clean Clothes Campaigns—jointly maintain
a website titled "Rana Plaza Never Again." This platform serves as a repository of messages from
individuals worldwide who wish to commemorate the victims of the Rana Plaza tragedy.
Furthermore, photographers and activists such as Taslima Akter and Ismail Ferdous also have
created websites featuring photographs and documents related to the disaster respectively
named “a thousand cries” and “After Rana Plaza.”"

However, despite its profound significance in the RMG industry, only ten years later, the tragedy
seems to be fading from public memory. Particularly, young people, including younger RMG
workers, are unaware of the disaster. The physical site of the Rana Plaza collapse now stands
as an empty plot scattered with debris, marked only by a sombre statue created by workers.
Unfortunately, younger workers and new migrants in the area seem to be unaware of the historical
significance of the event that unfolded at this location just a decade ago.

No national holiday or official commemoration marks the tragedy. The Bangladesh Garment
Manufacturers and Exporters Association (BGMEA) prefers to ignore the anniversary as it brings
renewed attention to workers' pay and conditions. National policy documents rarely reference
Rana Plaza as a motivation for their Five-Year Plans or Social Security Strategies. The sole
memorial to the disaster, erected by workers themselves, stands on the edge of a barren plot of
land at the Rana Plaza site. Although the government initially promised to give the land of Rana
Plaza to workers so that they could construct a hospital or another memorial, these promises
were broken, and worker advocates continue to be concerned about them.



Figure 2: The Workers' Memorial at Rana Plaza in Savar, Bangladesh

The site where the Rana Plaza factory complex once stood is now an abandoned space. Apart from this
one statue erected by workers’ groups, there is no memorial—nothing from the international brands, the
BGMEA, or the Bangladesh government to remember the victims of one of the world’s worst industrial
disasters in recent decades.

Source: 2 Picture credit: Ismail Ferdous, January 2023.

This situation raises serious concerns about disaster memory and the relevance of memorials.
The absence of formal recall or acknowledgement can lead to the erasure of collective memory
and the normalization of past disasters. Also, it is critical to continue advocating for legislative
changes that address the underlying structural issues that led to the Rana Plaza disaster, such
as improving building safety requirements, strictly implementing labour laws, and strengthening
labour law enforcement procedures.

2. What Was Learned, What Changed

2.1. Innovative Partnerships for Factory Safety

The Rana Plaza disaster catalyzed innovative approaches to the governance of global value
chains, some of which are now being used across the global apparel industry. Three initiatives
were launched in Bangladesh following the collapse to improve the industry.



The Sustainability Compact

The Sustainability Compact for Continuous Improvements in Labour Rights and Factory Safety in
the Ready-Made Garment and Knitwear Industry in Bangladesh' brought the Government of
Bangladesh, the European Commission, the United States, Canada, and the International Labour
Organization (ILO) together with employers and trade unions to promote respect for labour rights,
enhance safe factories and workplaces, and promote responsible business conduct and
sustainable practices, to minimize environmental impact, in the RMG sector. The Compact
claimed its success in terms of an improved legislative environment (revision of Bangladesh
Labour Act [BLA] 2006 in 2013) and significant improvements in freedom of association, collective
bargaining, and workplace safety. Based on its harmonized standards for inspections and
reporting templates, private and public initiatives have inspected all RMG factories recognized as
export-oriented and the government increased its budget allocation for labour inspection. The
Compact was able to encourage the government to create a publicly accessible database as a
platform for reporting on labour, fire, and building safety inspections.

The Accord on Fire and Building Safety in Bangladesh

The Accord on Fire and Building Safety in Bangladesh" was the largest and most innovative of
the three initiatives, with over 200 Bangladeshi and international trade unions and mostly
European brands signing an unprecedented legally binding agreement that required suppliers to
improve factory safety standards and establish occupational health and safety complaint
mechanisms. The Accord steering committee was set up with equal representation chosen by the
trade union and company signatories (maximum three seats each) and a representative from and
chosen by the ILO as a neutral chair. This arrangement allowed trade unions and their
representatives to have a seat at the table and interact with each other. An advisory board was
also set up involving brands and retailers, suppliers, government institutions, trade unions, and
non-governmental organizations (NGOs) to provide input and feedback to the steering committee
and ensure that constructive dialogue takes place. Drawing on Bangladeshi laws and international
norms, a system of “credible inspections” was set up to inspect factories for fire and building
safety and recommend remedial measures, if needed. Accord provided a private governance
system that heavily involved the labour side"". The labour rights activists and trade unionists could
reach out to Accord easily, and trade unions were at the forefront of negotiations with brands. The
Accord held international brands accountable for the conditions in their supply chains in
internationally recognized legal jurisdictions, setting an important precedent that influenced the
design of “mandatory human rights and due diligence (MHRDD)” laws.""

The Accord aimed to establish Occupational Safety and Health (OSH) committees with elected
worker representatives in line with the Bangladesh Labour Law;* most of the factories under the
Accord formed the safety committee, and among over the 1,600 signatory factories, inspections
were done in more than 1,300 factories*. In negotiating the Accord, worker advocates framed
the Rana Plaza disaster as an issue of workers’ disempowerment and lack of voice rather than
just poor infrastructure and thus attempted to pressure the government in promoting trade union
registration. It also ensured trade unions had opportunities for participation in factory



inspections, and in cases where factory management prohibited unions, Accord intervened to
ensure union participation.

The Accord mainly faced criticism from the employers and factory owners for not including them
in the steering committee. However, Accord was also criticized for becoming a model that
favoured businesses and for failing to address systemic issues such as low wages, socio-
economic relationships between workers, owners, and global brands, and safety issues that
specifically impact female workersX.

The Alliance for Bangladesh Worker Safety

The third initiative, a voluntary five-year agreement known as the Alliance for Bangladesh Worker
Safety, was set up by 29 mostly American brands. The Alliance implemented extensive training
and monitoring programs but relied on brands’ voluntary participation and encouragement of
suppliers’ compliance with safety standards.”

Widely regarded as a successful approach to global value chain governance, the Accord model
has now been adopted in Pakistan®, While Bangladeshi manufacturers were required to improve
factory safety standards based on Bangladeshi laws and ILO norms, funding for factory
remediation or safety work was not initially made available, and most factories borrowed to
finance the work. XV In 2017, the Accord created a Factory Remediation Fund of USD 1.4 million
to support this work.® In 2019, the Bangladesh Accord transitioned to the Bangladeshi-led RMG
Sustainability Council (RSC),™ which absorbed the infrastructure of the Accord and added
Bangladeshi manufacturers to the union-company co-governance structure. This change limited
the influence of workers and their representatives, who now have only one-third of the seats
compared to the half they had in the Accord’s steering committee. An International Accord has
since been negotiated between the unions, international buyers, and brands to ensure that
unresolved complaints are backed by legal recourse.

2.2. Legal Accountability in Global Value Chains

The collapse of Rana Plaza underlined the shared responsibility of international brands at the top
of the value chain for the conditions of workers at the bottom, prompting further innovations in
global value chain governance.

The collapse of Rana Plaza shed light on the precarious working conditions faced by garment
workers worldwide and highlighted the shared responsibilities of multinational brands for the
exploitation of workers. In response, several foreign governments pledged funding to address the
issue, including Germany's commitment to establishing a legal framework for the National
Employment Injury Insurance System in Bangladesh (which was finally launched in 2021).
Sweden launched a project in 2015 aimed at promoting social dialogue and improving industrial
relations in the country's RMG industry. The project was later funded by both Sweden and
Denmark®i. Additionally, the Danish government supported the improvement of health and safety
inspection through strategic sector cooperation focused on occupational safety and health (OSH)
in the garment sector. A two-phased project (2016—2018 and 2018-2021) called “Improving the
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Health and Safety (OSH) of workers in Bangladesh through the Strengthening of Labour
Authorities” started in 2016 and is supporting the Department of Inspection for Factories and
Establishments (DIFE) through building the capacity of DIFE inspectors, and in the first phase,
143 labour inspectors were trained™'". These initiatives demonstrate the recognition of the need
for collaborative efforts among stakeholders in the value chain and represent a significant step
towards addressing the systemic problems that contribute to workers’ exploitation. They also
underscore the complexity of the situation and the necessity of comprehensive solutions that
tackle all aspects of the problem.

Victims of the Rana Plaza building collapse filed a USD 2 billion class action lawsuit against
Canadian retailers Joe Fresh and Loblaws at the Ontario Superior Court on 22 April 2015. A
Canadian court later dismissed this in September. The class action case was dismissed by Justice
Paul Perell in December 2018, and the attempt to hold buyers/retailers directly responsible for
the Rana Plaza collapse was unsuccessful*. This underlines the difficulties in holding
multinational businesses accountable for human rights breaches in their supply chains, as well
as the need for stronger legal frameworks that mandate more responsibility. The failure to
demonstrate direct responsibility also exposes the power dynamics in global value chains and the
need for a transition towards more equal interactions among different stakeholders.

Following the United Nation’s Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights, governments
in buyer countries set up legal protection measures to safeguard the human and labour rights of
third country citizens and workers popularly known as mandatory human rights due diligence
(MHRDD). France passed a due diligence law after the Rana Plaza disaster and raised
awareness about the need for legal reforms to hold international brands accountable for rights
violations in their supply chains. Based on the United Nations Guiding Principles on Business and
Human Rights,* this legislation assigns the duty to both governments and companies to actively
identify, prevent, and mitigate human rights risks arising from their business interactions and
activities. France acknowledged the necessity to bridge the legal loopholes in this domain, with
the Rana Plaza tragedy serving as a catalyst for raising awareness about the crucial significance
of such laws.

Setting a significant precedent that encouraged the creation of MHRDD regulations, the Accord
held multinational brands liable for the conditions in their supply chains in globally recognized
legal jurisdictions. The Accord's binding agreement, which requires multinational corporations
(MNCs) to engage in legal proceedings in internationally recognized jurisdictions, has set an
important precedent and influenced the drafting of several European laws concerning business
and human rights®,

In a similar vein, the European Council for Corporate Justice, together with 30 civil society
organizations comprising environmental NGOs, human rights organizations, and unions, united
their voices by sending an open letter to the Belgian government in April 2019. Their collective
plea urged the adoption of MHRDD legislation, aiming to prevent future tragedies like Rana Plaza
and ensure that victims of corporate abuses have access to justice. MHRDD legislation is also
being prepared by the European Union and other European nations. Civil society organizations
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in various European countries, including Finland, the United Kingdom (UK), Luxembourg,
Germany, and Denmark, echoed this plea for action, highlighting their endorsement of more
robust protective measures.

Germany demonstrated its commitment to upholding the UN Guiding Principles on Business and
Human Rights by passing the Supply Chain Due Diligence Act (LkSG), commonly known as the
Supply Chain Act, on 11 June 2021. With a primary focus on human rights, the law also
recognizes the significance of addressing environmental considerations. Its overarching objective
is to enhance transparency within supply chains and fortify protections for human rights and the
environment. This demonstrates that it is becoming clear that legal reforms are required to
address the structural issues that lead to worker exploitation in global value chains. However, the
enforcement of these regulations and whether they truly enhance the working conditions of those
at the bottom of the global value chains are yet to be seen. As these laws evolve, there is a
growing emphasis on stakeholder engagement as an essential part of the due diligence process,
a trend that aligns with the Accord’s emphasis on worker voice and empowerment™V,

To make multinational brands accountable, worker organizations in Bangladesh and other
countries have been urging for MHRDD laws. This is an advancement in the workers' ability to
mobilize in the global control of value chains. It illustrates the value of workers' input into decision-
making processes and displays the possibility for workers to organize and fight for their rights. It
is crucial to remember, nevertheless, that organizing and fighting for rights can be extremely
difficult for workers in the global value chain. They frequently experience retaliation from
businesses and governments, and their involvement in decision-making processes is minimal.
Therefore, it is crucial to address the power disparities that exist in global value chains and to
encourage a greater level of worker involvement in decision-making.



Figure 3: Latifa Lipi, With Her Daughter Rifi

Latifa Lipi and her four sisters all worked in the Rana Plaza building. One sister was killed in the disaster. Latifa was

working on the sixth floor and was crushed under the rubble for almost 12 hours. She sustained injuries to her head,
legs, and abdomen; her compensation of BDT 150,000 was mostly spent on medical treatment. Since the disaster,
Latifa has found it difficult to keep a job: her eyes are not good, and her legs give her pain. Although wages have
since increased, the workload is more arduous, with higher targets to meet. Recently, she and her husband withdrew
their daughter Rifi from the madrasah where she was studying as they could not afford the fees on his earnings alone.
There is no government school near her home (very close to the Rana Plaza site). Does she have any demands of the
industry? Yes, she does. On two occasions following the disaster, she was unfairly dismissed by factories that did not
want to pay her Eid bonus, severance pay, or provide maternity leave. “All | am asking for is the money | have earned,
what | am owed. | am not asking for anything else,” she said.

Source: 3 Picture credit: Ismail Ferdous, 8 January 2023

2.3. National Oversight and Governance

The RMG sector had largely been self-governed prior to the Rana Plaza disaster. In its aftermath,
the Government of Bangladesh took on more responsibility for regulation and oversight of
factories and workers’ rights. Efforts to strengthen regulations and the inspection system included
increasing staffing and capacity in DIFE. It recruited inspectors and staff, increased budget
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allocations, arranged different trainings for the inspectors, created a publicly accessible database
of 3,746 export-oriented RMG factories with support from ILO, and established a helpline in
Ashulia, a major hub of garment factories).” ILO conducted a series of training courses for newly
recruited inspectors and supported DIFE in developing an inspection checklist.*v However, DIFE
still lacks adequate staff and cannot always follow up on the remediation process after identifying
problems.

The functions of the Wage Board were also revised and redefined. The amended law made
it mandatory to revise the wage of RMG workers every five years through the establishment of
the Minimum Wage Board. The Board is to be formed with representatives from trade unions,
owners, government, and a neutral person as board chairman. In reality, the labour representative
is selected from those aligned with the ruling political party. Moreover, there is a lack of evidence-
based discussion in the decision-making process.

The new wage structure introduced an allowance called “transport allowance” and an annual
increment of 5% of the basic wage for those who worked at least one year in a factory. After the
Rana Plaza incident, the minimum wage was increased to BDT 5,300 from the previous BDT
3,000, a 76.66% increase. However, as discussed below, even the new amount fell below the
required living wage calculated by economists and researchers. In 2018, the wage was increased
again to BDT 8,000, but this was again not adequate. During the wage increase in 2013,
buyers/brands made some effort for workers’ well-being. There were some initiatives such as
providing medical care, fair shops with reduced prices, and subsidized schooling for the RMG
workers’ children. However, workers reported during a group discussion that factory management
increased the daily production targets to adjust the additional cost after the announcement of new
wages. And workers regularly report on rents going up after wage increases.

Initiatives were taken to build a culture of occupational safety and health. The National
Occupational Safety and Health (OSH) policy was formulated and adopted on 5 November 2013
to ensure a safe and healthy working environment for all women and men working in both formal
and informal sectors in Bangladesh, including industries, factories, enterprises, business, and
commercial entities and farms. >V

The National Tripartite Plan of Action (NTPA) formed after the Tazreen Fire was revived after
Rana Plaza through a Tripartite Joint Statement. The NTPA objective was to identify activities
that the tripartite partners agreed fall within their individual and/or collective responsibility and
need to be implemented to ensure an integrated approach to promoting fire safety and structural
integrity in Bangladesh, in particular in the RMG sector. It was formulated by the MoLE with ILO
assistance. It provided entry points for other stakeholders that wished to support the
implementation of the Plan of Action, as well as to provide a platform for coordination for
stakeholders that wish to initiate additional fire safety promotion activities. The NTPA then
became known as the National Action Plan on Fire Safety (NAP). Vi

The BLA 2006 was amended in 2013 to improve provisions for compensation for death and
disablement, trade union registration, and worker participation committees (see Sections
2.5 and 2.6 for further details).
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Commitment to increasing transparency of supplying factories led to initiatives such as the
Mapped in Bangladesh (MiB) database of RMG export factories. A multi-stakeholder initiative of
brands, government, NGOs, industry, and experts, MiB aims to record details—Ilocation,
registration status, building type, workers, and certification— of all exporting factories with the aim
of improving monitoring and detection of non-compliant suppliers.** MiB was built on a
commitment made under the Accord agreement to increase the transparency of supplying
factories and their status. It was specified under the Accord clauses on transparency and reporting
by the steering committee that a “single aggregated list of all suppliers in Bangladesh which shall
indicate which factories on this list have been designated by that company as Tier 1 factories and
which have been designated by that company as Tier 2 factories™* would be prepared. A cabinet
committee on the garments sector was also formed to increase oversight. >

Figure 4: Bristi and Her Father

Bristi attends a government-NGO high school in the morning and works a shift or sometimes two in a
labelling factory in the afternoon and evenings. She says it is fine, but the factory does not always like to
give the student-workers time off when they have exams or get sick, and they also have to spend extra on
private tuition to keep up. Bristi’s father sells jhal muri from a stall and her parents have some health
problems, which is why it is important for her to work. She wishes to study to “move up in the world and get
a good job and take care of her parents; perhaps a government job or something.” Bristi is 18, and had
heard of Rana Plaza, that “it collapsed on top of many workers. | was very young when it happened, but |
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saw it a few days ago on the news,” she said. Every now and then, during anniversaries of the disaster, for
instance, they talk about it on the television. But many younger workers, including Bristi’s friends, had never
heard of the Rana Plaza disaster.

Source: 4 Picture credit: Ismail Ferdous, January 2023

2.4. Changing Practices in Factories

Substantial gains were made towards making factory buildings safer, and manufacturers agreed
that basic safety standards must be improved and maintained. In many factories, the Leadership
in Energy and Environmental Design (LEED) certified building design was adopted. These
certifications encourage sustainable practices, energy efficiency, and worker well-being through
proper ventilation systems. Bangladesh accommodates half of the world’s top 100 LEED-certified
green industrial buildings, and among the 187 LEED-certified green factories in Bangladesh, all
but four are in the garment sector™, Emphasis on green buildings started after Rana Plaza to
enhance the industry’s image at the global level and to get more attention from reputed brands
and retailers. By implementing eco-friendly technologies and improving infrastructure, factories
aim to create a healthier and more sustainable work environment.

The Alliance reported that over 700 member factories have completed their Corrective Action
Plans (CAPs) by the time of its closure in 2018, and 93% of its member factories had completed
their initial remediation®, They implemented corrective measures for identified safety hazards,
such as electrical issues, structural problems, fire safety, and evacuation plans. Furthermore, 428
factories have completed all material items in their CAPs. Almost 1.6 million workers got training
on fire safety, and the Alliance has developed local training partners to expand the training beyond
Alliance-affiliated factories.

However, while building safety has been a prominent concern following incidents like the Rana
Plaza disaster, there has been a narrow focus on the physical safety, health, and well-being of
workers™V_LEED buildings cost 30% more to build, which adds further pressure on the hyper-
competitive structure of the global apparel supply chain that forces suppliers to reduce costs and
meet high production targets. This results in long working hours, low wages, forced overtime and
intense work demands for the garment workers. However, Bangladesh's technocratic approach
to addressing the health and well-being of garment factory workers focusing on material aspects
of health and safety needs to be revised. There is a heed to address underlying factors that create
risks and harm workers' health on the shop floor which results in their not being able to voice their
concerns and interests. This would involve labour law reform, strengthening workers' rights and
unions, and improving working conditions.

As part of the Accord’s initiatives, Worker Safety Committees were established in factories. These
committees consist of workers and are responsible for monitoring safety conditions, raising
concerns, and working with factory management to ensure compliance with safety standards. As
of 2021, the Accord reported that 93% of member factories had made initial remediation; 1,300
Worker Safety Committees had been trained to address and monitor workplace safety; and
around 1.8 million workers had received essential workplace safety education—fire safety,
emergency response procedures, and general safety awareness.
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Multiple multi-stakeholder initiatives were implemented to improve occupational health and safety
in the Bangladesh garments industry after the disaster. The Alliance ended in 2018 and the
Accord transitioned to the Ready-made Sustainability Council (RSC) in 2021. Nevertheless, the
effectiveness of these initiatives remains a subject of debate. While some progress has been
observed, the country's overall status of industrial safety during the post-Accord-Alliance period
suggests that vulnerable export-oriented RMG factories remain at high risk. Despite the efforts of
the Remediation Coordination Cell (RCC) and the RSC, many factories remain uncovered by any
safety initiatives, exposing workers to potential hazards. The safety status of inspected factories
varies depending on the initiative under which they were inspected. Remediation progress in
RCC-led factories has been particularly concerning, with inspected factories lacking the required
safety standards and needing to catch up compared to those inspected under other initiatives.
New safety and security issues, such as boiler and gas cylinder explosions, have emerged in
RMG factories, which were only recently added to the International Accord, but are not yet
covered by other safety initiatives™.

The safety initiatives implemented in Bangladesh under the Accord and Alliance have been
criticized for being a top-down mechanism that excluded the participation of local stakeholders,
such as labour unions and garment workers, in the decision-making process.* This argument
that local stakeholders had limited influence over the design of these initiatives is refuted by trade
unionists involved in negotiating the Accord. They acknowledge that there were limitations to
expanding the scope to include organizing rights in the initial draft, but also that time pressure
and competing initiatives required compromises™i. Furthermore, the Accord's insistence on
abrupt garment factory closures on occupational safety grounds overlooked the welfare of
displaced workers. i However, recent studies indicate that local trade unions have taken a
reconciliatory approach towards the Accord and Alliance. This has resulted in a growing gap
between politically connected mainstream trade unions and workers who react more radically to
their unsafe working conditions. Thus, the pre-existing gap between formal trade unions and
workers' everyday forms of resistance continues to widen.

The main observation regarding industrial safety during the post-Accord-Alliance period is that
more work is needed. Despite these two initiatives and the Compact, a number of factories are
yet to be covered under any of the ongoing safety initiatives. While the progress made by the
RSC is noticeable, its activities have yet to ensure safety in all inspected factories. The overall
remediation progress under the RCC-led factories was alarming and inspected factories are
behind in remediation progress compared to those inspected under other initiatives.

Unlike the Accord-Alliance period, there is no single overseeing authority to look after the activities
of the safety organisations. During the Accord-Alliance period, the overall direction of safety-
related measures has been provided by the MoLE. In contrast, such overall direction of the MoLE
has not been maintained during the post-Accord-Alliance period.

Questions have also arisen about whether safer factories are enough to ensure worker safety in
a context in which low pay and precarious jobs are likely to force workers to accept long hours
and dangerous working conditions. ™ Workers also noted that pressures to raise productivity had
increased sharply since Rana Plaza, and that targets were high and factory discipline intense, so
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much so that there was not even time to drink a glass of water or say one’s prayers. In efforts to
strengthen accountability to workers, grievance mechanisms were established under the Accord,
but there is no analysis yet of how well these are functioning under the RSC.

It is clear that only addressing the health and well-being of garment factory workers is inadequate.
While the country has extensively focused on building safety, this approach obscures the
underlying processes and internal relationships that create risks and harm to workers' health on
the factory floor. To improve the overall health and well-being of Bangladeshi RMG workers,
addressing these underlying factors will involve labour law reform, strengthening workers' rights
and unions, and improving working conditions.

Figure 5: Workers' Complaints Files, Trade Union Office in Narayanganj
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An important change after Rana Plaza has been the introduction of complaint mechanisms with teeth:

when workers complain about health and safety issues, they now get addressed because of legally-binding
mechanisms. But it is only when workers are members of trade unions that their complaints about non-

payment of wages or benefits get addressed.
Source: 5 Picture credit: Ismail Ferdous
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2.5. Freedom of Association and Collective Bargaining Rights

Efforts to strengthen workers' rights to freedom of association and collective action have been
less notable or successful compared to factory safety initiatives over the past decade. Despite
the creation of the Accord and its successor, the RMG Sustainability Council (RSC), which
provides opportunities for workers' participation in the core steering committee, trade unions
remain a contentious issue in Bangladesh. Manufacturers and employers continue to display
hostility towards trade unions.

The Accord encouraged trade union formation in Bangladesh, which led to changes in the
Department of Labour Regulations, resulting in an increase in the number of unions. The 2013
amended law required 30% workers’ participation to form a union in a factory. Labour leaders
urged for a 10% threshold, and after facing pressure from the ILO, EU, and US, the 2018 amended
draft reduced it to 20%. However, the Registrar still retains the authority to deny registration
applications, making it more difficult to establish more radical unions*. Moreover, many registered
unions were co-opted by owners and were branded as "yellow" unions by the independent unions.
The new law requires workers to disclose their identities to authorities when applying to form a
trade union, which increases the risk of pre-identification and encountering issues from their
employer. Workers who engaged in union activities often faced repercussions such as job loss
and blacklisting, exacerbating their difficulty in finding alternative employment.

To facilitate trade union activities, the amended law included provisions for workers to appoint
external experts to assist in their collective bargaining. Moreover, workers are allowed to elect
10% of their union workers from outside of their workplace. However, as per ILO (2013), this does
not apply to the private sector. In terms of the right to strike, the amended law now requires a two-
thirds vote by union leadership, which previously was three-fourths. However, bureaucratic
processes continued to hinder union registration, and early progress towards unionization soon
stalled.” Initially, after Rana Plaza, trade union registration increased as 351 new RMG industry
trade unions were registered within the first year of the incident;* however, the progress did not
last. The rapid increase in the rate of garments trade union registration seen in 2014 was followed
by a decline as a growing number of applications were being rejected (See Graph 1). XV
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Graph 1: Trade Union Registration Report
Source: Department of Labour, http://103.48.18.197/en/trade

The division of unions along political lines and their low density, approximately 3% of total workers,
further undermines their effectiveness in safeguarding workers' rights*.

The introduction of Workers' Participation Committees (WPCs) through the amended labour law
in 2016 aimed to amplify workers' voices. However, employers exerted significant influence in
selecting WPC members. Yet, some garment workers believe that WPCs have contributed to
improved working conditions and industrial relations at the factory level, V' but this perception does
not reflect the overall state of WPCs. Trade union leaders feel that management dominates WPC
formation, resulting in the WPCs functioning as "pocket committees" for management, with limited
ability to address workers' rights violations*V". It is important to note that WPCs cannot fully replace
formal trade unions as they lack the authority to negotiate on conflict issues or engage in collective
bargaining. Vi

In spite of the Rana Plaza disaster, there was no unified consensus among elites regarding the
importance of workers' rights and the role of trade unions**. Concerns about jeopardizing
managerial control over the large and cost-efficient labour force in the RMG sector have led the
Bangladesh government and industry actors to resist efforts by the Accord to empower garment
workers. They fear that improved labour standards would impede their established control over
one of the world's largest and most affordable labour forces.!

Enhancing the state's capacity to monitor working and labour conditions can lead to improvements
in labour rights only if workers and their associations have better political representation.
Research by Berliner et al. emphasizes that changes in state capacity are correlated with
enhanced labour rights only in countries where workers' interests are adequately represented in
the political system'. However, efforts to amplify the voices of workers and ensure their rights
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have fallen short of expectations due to resistance from the industry and government alike, as
described earlier. To achieve substantial improvements, a more comprehensive and inclusive
approach is necessary, addressing the systemic challenges and fostering an environment where
workers' rights are respected and protected.

2.6. Compensation and Employment Injury Insurance

The Rana Plaza disaster of 2013 highlighted the need for improved compensation mechanisms
for victims of industrial accidents. The BLA 2006 lacks sufficient safeguards and support for
workers impacted by workplace deaths and injuries and has faced significant criticism both
domestically and internationally. This criticism has intensified particularly after the occurrence of
the Rana Plaza disaster.

The BLA 2006 provided for compensation for workplace death and permanent disablement, with
compensation to be awarded after two years of service. The maximum amount of compensation
for workplace deaths and permanent disablement was set at BDT 100,000 and BDT 125,000,
respectively. Moreover, it was specified that factories with 5,000 or more employees should
establish health centres, and if workers developed any occupational sickness, the employers must
bear all the cost of treatment until full recovery. The 2018 amendment to the BLA doubled these
amounts to BDT 250,000 (USD 2,950) for permanent total disablement and BDT 200,000 (USD
2,360) for death. However, these prescribed compensation amounts remain inadequate. The BLA
only prescribes payment of compensation for a closed list of 33 occupational diseases considered
to be “unigue” to certain types of employment. If a worker contracts a disease that is not on this
list, like COVID-19, the employer is generally not liable to pay compensation unless it can be
shown that “the disease is directly attributable to an injury by accident arising out of the course of
his employment.”

A recent study conducted by the Bangladesh Legal Aid and Services Trust (BLAST) examined 80
compensation cases handled by the Labour Courts under the BLA 2006." Analysis of these 80
cases suggests the compensation mechanism under the BLA relies too heavily on the willingness
(rather than ability) of employers to pay compensation to claimants. The report also sheds light
on the lengthy and complicated court order process, which goes far surpassing the BLA's
specified timeline. Furthermore, the present Labour Act makes it difficult to obtain compensation
due to the shortage of specialized labour courts.

A recommendation made by labour law activists is to amend the Fifth Schedule to the BLA, so
that the existing statutorily capped lump sum amounts, which are extremely inadequate and
arbitrary, are treated as the minimum amount of compensation payable in the event of death or
permanent disablement. They are also advocating for the introduction of a provision in Chapter
XII of the BLA that would oblige Labour Courts to follow basic principles of damages
assessment in tort law (e.g., factoring in the age and loss of earnings of the worker, number of
dependents, etc.) when adjudicating compensation cases under the BLA.",
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The ILO established The Rana Plaza Donors Trust Fund in 2014 with an aim to provide
compensation to victims and their families. However, the compensation was difficult to access for
many. The Trust Fund collected contributions from a range of sources, including international
clothing brands, anonymous and individual donors, and the Bangladesh Prime Minister's Fund."
Although there has been a lack of reporting on how some of the emergency funds were managed
before the Trust Fund was established, the fund ultimately provided just over USD 34 million in
loss of income payments from schemes recognized under the arrangement."

However, compensation to the victims of the Rana Plaza disaster was partial and inconsistent."!
Survivors of the disaster reported difficulties in accessing compensation, with much of it being
absorbed in medical costs. Many expressed the view that such payments should be considered
their rights as injured workers rather than as charity. Additionally, many of the survivors struggled
to return to apparel factory jobs due to the physical injuries they sustained or the mental stress
they suffered. The need for improved procedures for employment injury compensation arose from
the unjust, uneven, and delayed process of compensating victims and their families."

Bangladesh is close to ratifying the ILO Convention No. 121 (Employment Injury Benefits
Convention 1964) of which employment injury insurance is a key component. In October 2015,
the Government of Bangladesh, ILO, and the Government of Germany signed a Letter of Intent
to cooperate to institutionalize a National Employment Injury Insurance in Bangladesh.Vi,

In 2022, a pilot Employment Insurance Scheme (EIS) was launched in the RMG sector, with the
initial aims of assessing the scale and nature of RMG workplace injuries and associated medical
costs, and of establishing risk-sharing mechanisms through which brands can contribute to
financing top-ups to the industry’s existing Central Fund.™ This public-private collaboration is
jointly supported by the ILO, funded by the Netherlands Ministry of Foreign Trade and
Development Cooperation, and the project “Social Protection for Workers in the Textile and
Leather Sector,”™ implemented by Deutsche Gesellschaft furr Internationale Zusammenarbeit
(GIZ) GmbH on behalf of the German Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and
Development (BMZ). The ILO and the Bangladeshi-German project have worked closely with
the government and employers’ and workers’ associations to support the design of the pilot EIS
and to persuade international clothing brands to fund it.

An important initial stage of the trial period will be to gather accurate data on death and accident
rates, as well as average medical and compensation costs for injured workers under the new
scheme. A sample of around 150,000 workers from 150 representative factories will be
monitored. The database generated will help to demonstrate the viability, feasibility, and cost
efficiency of adopting a comprehensive and permanent EIS in Bangladesh. The pilot EIS will
initially focus primarily on providing employment injury benefits to all workers in the RMG
industry. Support for prevention, return to work and rehabilitation interventions will also be
offered as an incentive to the factories taking part in the pilot’s data collection phase. The
employment injury fund in the first instance will be financed by voluntary contributions from the
seven international brands and retailers that have signed up to the scheme so far.™
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The Rana Plaza disaster highlighted the need for improved compensation mechanisms for victims
of industrial accidents in the RMG sector. While the Rana Plaza Donors Trust Fund was a step in
the right direction, it was insufficient and difficult to access for many victims and their families. The
pilot EIS is a positive development that has the potential to provide more comprehensive and
consistent compensation. The government and international brands must ensure that RMG
workers' rights are safeguarded and that proper compensation systems are in place to assist
victims of workplace accidents.

3. Moving Forward: What Remains to Be Done

There have been dramatic improvements in factory safety since the Rana Plaza disaster. Yet
workers report having to work harder to meet higher production targets and continue to struggle
financially. No systematic follow-up has been done to assess the long-term health effects of the
Rana Plaza collapse on survivors, but survivors report being unable to work as much or to earn
enough even to cover school expenses. What are the priorities after Rana Plaza? What remains
to be done to build a garments industry fit for middle-income 21% century Bangladesh?

3.1. Global Value Chain Governance Reform

Global value chains are generally characterized by lead firm domination of suppliers. It has been
argued that to prevent tragedies like the collapse of Rana Plaza in the future, larger flaws in the
global value chain must be addressed. Analysts argue “linkages with existing movements must
be created with the hope that this will change the way business is conducted and reduce the
incentives of factory owners to take deadly risks in order to meet the demands of their clients.”
Saxena has argued that the extreme competition and insecurity around future work create a
perverse incentive structure and an environment for taking risks by suppliers. International brands
have consistently pushed down the prices, shortened lead times, and squeezed manufacturers
through delayed payment times, dynamics that have worsened with fast fashion trends™.
Between 2011 and 2016, that is since the Rana Plaza disaster, prices paid to Bangladeshi
factories declined by almost 8%, despite increases in factory safety costs and the minimum
wage.”V A focus on monitoring factories does not address the extreme pressures suppliers face
from brands to produce large quantities at the lowest possible price and in the shortest possible
time.

The COVID-19 pandemic also highlighted how workers’ rights are freely violated in global value
chains as international brands abandoned orders to the tune of USD 3.7 billion, effectively
ensuring millions of workers lost pay and livelihoods at a time of acute uncertainty and fear.
Therefore, “while structural safety has improved the fundamental asymmetries” are intact™.
These are related to inadequate wages, longer working hours, the use of compulsory overtime,
and many other issues that make the workplace a hostile one.
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Therefore, global supply chain capitalism needs to be seen from a broader political economy
perspective. As Kabeer has said, “We need to move from the narrow ‘spotlight’ perspective on
working conditions in global value chains, a perspective that draws our gaze to the locus of
production alone, to a “flood light' approach which illuminates the broader political economy of
supply chain capitalism within which these production processes are located.”V

Siddigi argues that evoking the rhetoric of having to ensure the survival of the garments industry
as a national interest allows the state to make exceptions for the industry where routine labour
laws would not apply™i. In order to ensure the integration of the country into the global economy,
the state had to make sacrifices with regard to labour rights*™". Alamgir and Banerjee (2018)
argue,
“Neoliberal development policies of the state, where local economies are incorporated into
global production networks, resulted in differential treatment and regulation of specific
populations that comprise garment factory workers. The reconfiguration of state power to
meet the demands of global supply chains also involved use of state violence to suppress
dissent while undermining labour rights and working conditions.”

Constant pressure from international brands to reduce prices and raise productivity undermines
any effort to prioritize workers’ rights.

Frenkel and Schuessler (2021) have developed the concept of labour governance systems in

garment global chains. They state™:
“Using our own and others’ data on post-Rana Plaza regulatory developments, we
examine which elements of the Bangladeshi garment labour governance system (LGS)
have changed in recent years and how these changes affected procedural and
substantive worker outcomes. We find that while building safety has improved, the LGS
overall remains weak. These weaknesses can be explained by remaining regulatory
gaps in the LGS and underlying unchanged power relations in the supply chain more
generally.”

They go on to state that an important public policy gap remains “reflected in absent or weak
supply chain labour legislation in most Western countries, paired with limited ambition to
sanction labour standards’ violations by withdrawing trade preferences and very limited
enforcement in Bangladesh.”* The authors also identify the policy options to address the root
causes through a discussion involving the main global value chain stakeholder: “a systematic,
realistic increase in purchasing prices; a commitment to factory upgrading; and strengthening of
worker representation.”™

Finding an effective way of protecting workers from the impact of global competition is
challenging. The Accord showcased one means of dealing with such problems “through lead firm
collective action, binding agreements with unions, and sourcing guarantees for producers. While
suppliers may not have received assistance with the improvements mandated by the Accord, lead
firms did abide by the important stipulation to continue sourcing from Bangladesh while the
agreement was in force.”
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Also, in the recent COVID-19 period, transnational and Bangladeshi labour groups cooperated
with the BGMEA during the pandemic to demand brands pay for abandoned and cancelled orders,
with some degree of success. The future success of Bangladesh’s RMG industry depends on
further tripartite cooperation between labour, manufacturers, and the Government of Bangladesh.
Such tripartite cooperation can build mutual trust and constructive engagement.

Ashwing, Kabeer, and SchifR3ler argue that overcoming the power differentials in the global value
chain can only be achieved through cooperation between diverse Northern and Southern unions
and civil society actors placing sustained pressure on brands, employers, and
governments™ i,

Figure 6: Yasmin Akhter, from Narayangan;

Yasmin Akhter had been working for a year when Rana Plaza collapsed. “Yes, we heard that the building
broke from the factory managers. They said, Rana Plaza has collapsed and they gave us a holiday. | cried
a lot, | felt really terrible, that so many lives were lost all at once. When | went home, | felt really terrible,”
she said. She also added that wages are the “toughest issue for everyone. The amount of work we have to
do, the wages just aren’t meeting our needs. Our wages hardly rise at all. And when wages are increased,
we have to work far harder. We are thirsty, want to drink some water, they say you need to work. They want
to know why you haven’t met your targets. We are not even allowed to take prayer breaks. Just work, just
work. All the time. Apart from work, there is nothing else. You can’t believe it if you don’t see it, how much

22



work pressure we face. All the time. There is nothing but work. We are doing the work of two or three
workers now. There used to be 110 or 120 workers and now there are 60 or 70 doing the same amount of
work. It's tough, but if the wages were better, then the difficulty wouldn’t matter so much. If we had better
pay, we could educate our children properly. They could learn lots of things on computers. | have cried a
lot because | can’t afford to give my son a computer.”

Source: 6 Picture credit: Ismail Ferdous, January 2023

3.2. Social Protection

The Rana Plaza disaster showed that workers would be forced into dangerous workplaces if they
felt they lacked alternatives. The COVID-19 pandemic again revealed workers’ lack of protection:
unable to socially distance at work and highly exposed to virus transmission, workers also faced
wage theft from their employers and the downstream effects of international brands’ decisions to
cancel orders on grounds of force majeure. This is why a fully functioning system of social
protection or national social security remains a key priority for workers. Social protection includes
cash assistance or subsidies during emergencies (such as during pandemics, food price crises,
and climate-related and industrial disasters); health and unemployment insurance; and finalizing
and scaling up the EIS. An effective social protection system would not only have helped protect
workers from the disaster, it would have helped them cope in its aftermath, as well as during the
COVID-19 pandemic. Manufacturers and the industry in general have an interest in supporting
social protection for RMG workers, as this will improve their health and well-being, and thereby
their productivity. These are basic expenses, which need to be calculated in the price of goods
supplied to the brands.

Health insurance should be made mandatory for formal sector workers, various financing
mechanisms should be explored and the results of ongoing pilots should be scaled up gradually.
While the BLA does have various provisions for health care for workers, this does not cover all
needs. In a situation where wages are low and savings insufficient, covering health costs
individually is extremely hard. In general, the national average shows that individuals have to
spend large sums of money as “out-of-pocket expenses” for health care, (currently, an average
of 74% of medical costs are borne personally),”" and medical costs are the second biggest
category of expense after food expenditure where extreme poor and vulnerable non-poor
people have to spend more on doctor and medicine than rent*. As RMG workers’ incomes are
insufficient to cover these costs, this resulted in indebtedness or inability to get treatment. The
COVID-19 pandemic brought out the importance of having health insurance for all workers in
the formal sector such as RMG. A few attempts to pilot health insurance at the factory levels
have been successful. These need to be reviewed and scaled up to the industry level.

Index Mundi defines the adequacy of unemployment benefits and active labour market programs
(ALMP) as measured by,

“the total transfer amount received by the population participating in unemployment
benefits and ALMP as a share of their total welfare. Welfare is defined as the total income
or total expenditure of beneficiary households. Unemployment benefits and ALMP include
unemployment compensation, severance pay, and early retirement due to labour market
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reasons, labour market services (intermediation), training (vocational, life skills, and cash
for training), job rotation and job sharing, employment incentives and wage subsidies,
supported employment and rehabilitation, and employment measures for the disabled.
Estimates include both direct and indirect beneficiaries.”

In 2010, the value for this index was 4.62™V. Bangladesh has only recently systematically
considered social protection in a holistic manner. The National Social Security Strategy (NSSS)
was only approved in 2015. While it includes pensions for government servants and allocations
for widows, elderly, persons with disabilities, and special economic groups, it is only recently that
discussions and initiatives have begun on integrating universal social protection for the elderly
and also some form of unemployment insurance.

The Eighth Five Year Plan of the government recognizes “the importance of a wider and inclusive
social protection system is now of paramount importance to fend off the social and economic
perils imposed by COVID-19 that faces a large segment of Bangladesh population.” It also
recognizes the main challenge for the Eighth Plan in social protection is the successful
implementation of the NSSS since progress in the Seventh Five Year Plan was not satisfactory.
It states that the time may be right to focus on the social insurance component of social protection,
which would include unemployment insurance for the working population.

3.3. Decent Wages

The issue of a decent living wage for workers in the RMG industry in Bangladesh remains a
pressing concern even ten years after the Rana Plaza disaster. Despite commitments made by
leading brands and buyers to ensure decent wages for workers, comprehensive efforts have yet
to be made to follow through on this commitment. The lack of an international agreement on this
issue has reduced the buyers’ commitment, and there is a pressing need to establish an
institutional commitment to address decent wages for workers in the global value chain.

The minimum wage has increased several times since Rana Plaza; on each occasion after
workers took to the streets. But Bangladeshi RMG wages are still some of the lowest in the world.
And high inflation, particularly in food, energy, and housing, means that in real terms, wages may
have declined. Recent analysis shows that a family of four needs at least BDT 22,421 per month
for food alone, ™ or three times the average pay of RMG workers. Many workers also lost pay or
were retrenched during the COVID-19 pandemic.™ An urgent priority is a reform of the minimum
wage-setting apparatus so that RMG wages can be adjusted more frequently than the current
five-year cycle. Minimum wage rates also need to rise in line with inflation.

A study conducted by Fair Wage and Karmojibi Nari in February 2021 found that the monthly
income of RMG workers had significantly decreased during the COVID-19 pandemic, with most
retrenched workers still struggling to survive.*™* The average income of a worker before the
pandemic was BDT 10,313 per month, including overtime, but during the lockdown, it dropped to
BDT 5,425. Many workers who have been retrenched due to the pandemic are still jobless and
struggling to survive. The current minimum wage of BDT 8,000 was already inadequate to meet
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basic needs and livelihoods, and workers have had to cut costs on food and other expenditures,
use up savings, and borrow loans and goods on credit to deal with the loss of income and
employment during the pandemic.

Immediately after the Rana Plaza disaster, according to the Accord of 2013, factories inspected
under the program were required to ensure that workers' employment and regular income were
maintained during any period when the factory was closed for necessary renovations to complete
corrective actions. This requirement was only for a maximum period of six months, as stated in
Clause 13. Clause 14 required that signatory factories make reasonable efforts to offer
employment to workers who lost their jobs due to a factory's loss of orders. If necessary, factories
were supposed to work with other suppliers to provide hiring preferences to these workers.
However, these requirements were only sometimes fulfilled, and wages and employment of
factory workers were not always ensured during remediation and closure activities.

The current situation highlights the need for action to address the issue of decent wages for
workers in the RMG sector. It is necessary to establish a comprehensive and effective institutional
framework for the implementation of living wages. This framework should include a living wage
standard that is regularly updated, a methodology for wage setting and adjustment, and
mechanisms for collective bargaining and worker representation. The involvement of key
stakeholders such as governments, employers, workers' organizations, and civil society is critical
to ensuring the success of such a framework.

Furthermore, there is a need for concerted efforts from buyers and brands to address the issue
of decent wages. Buyers should take responsibility for the wages of workers in their supply chains
and commit to paying a living wage. This requires setting clear and enforceable standards for
wages and working conditions and working with suppliers to ensure that they are met. Brands
should also be transparent about their wage policies and practices, including disclosing the wages
they pay and how they are calculated.

3.4. Worker Voice

Waorkers will never secure decent wages or minimum wage reforms without independent trade
unions and the right to organize and mobilize. Trade unions must be permitted to represent and
promote the interests of workers, instead of being coopted for political and organizational
interests or kept under surveillance if they advocate reforms. Workers’ voice must inform public
policy, particularly around industrial development, social protection, and human rights.

Structural problems arising from exploitative pricing and procurement practices, resulting in
deplorable working conditions in garment factories, must be addressed by the unions. They
have to deal with the institutional causes of the vulnerability of workers in the sector and not
only technological ones. Ashraf and Prentice (2019) discuss “the fraught relationship between
precarious workers and traditional labour unions by showing that when unions devote
themselves to the technocratic improvement of labour standards without confronting the
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structural conditions of precarity itself, workers can be made more vulnerable—a situation that
becomes heightened in a context of fast industrial expansion.”

The low rates of union coverage are evidence that the provisions of the labour law which allow
for trade union formation must be implemented if Bangladesh is to develop an RMG sector fit for
a middle-income country that boasts of women’s empowerment and development success. The
even lower rates of women'’s participation in trade unions are also a matter of concern.

The government and industry actors in Bangladesh have resisted the Accord’s efforts to empower
workers for fear that improved labour standards would threaten managerial control over one of
the global garment industry’s largest and cheapest labour forces. Observers have commented
that rather than being an example of complementarity between private and public governance, or
an effective substitution of one by the other, post-Rana Plaza Bangladesh represents an
undermining of effective private regulation by a state opposed to pro-labour reforms™.

A criticism of trade union involvement post-Rana Plaza was that it ignored local movements that
were already in place. Ashraf (2017) has argued that Bangladesh has a long history of a labour
movement that has worked to make changes in the industry, long before third-party monitoring
and corporate codes of conduct. However, instead of supporting local struggles, parallel programs
with the involvement of international trade union were set up to address the issues post-Rana
Plaza. The importance given to working with official trade unions resulted in other vibrant civil
society movements, often outside the structure of formal unions, being rejected. Whereas,
garment federations, which are made up of NGOs, women’s groups, and some unions, have often
been far more instrumental in pushing for change than individual factory unions.

4. Conclusion

The Rana Plaza disaster served as a turning point in the understanding of the urgent need for
improved safety and labour conditions in the RMG industry. International initiatives such as the
Accord, Alliance, and MHRDD along with national commitments have made significant strides in
addressing these issues, promoting factory safety, and protecting the rights of workers. However,
the work is far from complete. The tripartite cooperation between labour, manufacturers, and the
government needs to be built on mutual trust and constructive engagement. The governance in
the global value chain needs to be reformed with greater transparency and accountability at all
levels. There is an imperative to prioritize social protection for RMG workers, increase the
minimum wage to a decent level, and ensure the right to organize and mobilize. By addressing
and advancing these key areas, we can create a more equitable and sustainable future for the
RMG industry where workers’ voices are heard and their well-being is at the core of industry
practices.
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