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Abstract

Bangladesh’s ready-made garments (RMG) sector is the country’s
primary export industry and the largest source of foreign currency,
employing around 2.59 million workers. However, its exposure to
global volatility and crises was vividly demonstrated during the
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COVID-19 pandemic. Faced with order cancellations, factory
closures, and widespread unemployment, the government swiftly
responded with a financial stimulus package to cover workers’
wages. Despite these efforts, RMG workers experienced job losses,
reduced incomes, health risks, and various other insecurities. We
take a political economy lens to explore the interests, incentives,
and relative power of various stakeholders. The chapter seeks to
understand the allocation and implementation of the financial
stimulus packages, examining who gained and who lost, and why.
It discusses health and livelihood risks confronting workers and
the challenges of retaining employment, safeguarding earnings,
and having their voices heard. We undertake an analysis of policy
responses and their accomplishments and challenges. The chapter
draws upon interview data, ongoing media monitoring, and sec-
ondary literature related to labour rights and the RMG sector. It
concludes with a discussion of the implications for workers’ wel-
fare and rights in the post-pandemic economic landscape, where
Bangladesh, much like other South Asian economies, remains
susceptible to potential global economic downturns.

9.1 Introduction

South Asia is currently facing a protracted crisis transitioning
from the COVID-19 pandemic to an unfolding debt crisis. While
economies worldwide are grappling with these challenges, work-
ers in specific economic sectors are experiencing varying effects
on their livelihoods, health, and overall well-being. To compre-
hend these changes, it is crucial to examine the macro-response of
the state as well as the perspectives of the workers.

The RMG sector stands as the largest export industry in Bangla-
desh, employing around 2.59 million workers (Sultan and Antara
2021; Sultan, Antara, and Islam 2023), contributing 81.82 per cent
of the country’s total exports and 9.25 per cent of gross domes-
tic product (GDP) in the fiscal year (FY) 2021-2022 (Bangladesh
Bank 2022). The broader context shaping the nature of support by
the state to the RMG sector includes the global economic relations
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of the RMG sector (Saxena 2020; Siddiqi 2015), the state’s nature,
and its interactions with employers and workers. In recent years,
democratic backsliding, shrinking space for civil society, includ-
ing independent union activities (Hassan et al. 2021), and the
emerging threat of a debt crisis due to rising fuel and energy costs
have been observed.

We seek to understand how the RMG sector and its workers
were affected by COVID-19, the measures the government and
other key players took to mitigate the damage, and the response.
We will highlight the health and livelihood risks faced by work-
ers, as well as the challenges of retaining employment and safe-
guarding earnings. Adopting a political economy lens, we aim to
explore the roles of various actors and stakeholders to mitigate the
crisis while prioritising their incentives and interests.

We draw on research conducted by the BRAC Institute of Gov-
ernance and Development (BIGD) between April and May 2020
with 20 key informant interviews with labour leaders (both men
and women) based in different areas of Dhaka district (Ashulia,
Narayanganj, Gazipur, and Dhaka city) to gather their views on
the stimulus package and lockdown governance during COVID-
19 (Sultan et al. 2020). We also utilise secondary data, including
social media and print media reports, along with interview data
from 33 respondents, including RMG workers, trade union lead-
ers, and allies of the labour movement, collected between 2021
and 2023.

We begin by setting the political economy context. Section 9.3
will examine the impact of the COVID-19 crisis and the global
economic crisis and inflation on the RMG sector. Section 9.4
explores the policy responses to the pandemic by the state and
various actors and analyse how employers, brands, and trade
unions responded. Section 9.5 will discuss how the workers coped
with the fallout of the pandemic and the more recent economic
crisis, particularly in terms of jobs, income, nutrition, and health.
This will lead us to conclude with a discussion of the gaps in pro-
viding security and welfare for workers that emerged during the
pandemic and the subsequent economic crisis.
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9.2 Context

Until mid-2024, the Bangladeshi state could be characterised as
a dominant-party state (Hassan and Rajhan 2017). The Awami
League emerged as the de facto dominant party in the 2018
national elections, solidifying its control over the state with mini-
mal organised political opposition. The state’s increasing control
in favour of the private sector is evident by how the Industrial
Police and Detective Branch operated, and how the surveillance
imposed on trade union activities (Sultan and Antara 2021).
These developments have restricted labour’s ability to organise,
protest, and voice their demands.

The RMG sector, which emerged in the 1980s, stands as the
leading formal export sector. The Multi Fibre Agreement quota
played a significant role in its establishment, growth, and matura-
tion (Saxena 2020). Even with the crisis brought on by COVID-19,
the industry achieved record-high export earnings of US$42.6 bil-
lion in FY 2021-2022 (BGMEA n.d.). The growth of the RMG
sector has been facilitated by the deepening relationship between
the state and the private sector, with significant government sup-
port.

As the national economy has grown, the influence of the private
sector has also expanded. The increasing presence and control of
business actors in formal political institutions have become evi-
dent, underscoring the strength of RMG entrepreneurs (Hassan
and Prichard 2013). The present parliament reportedly includes
50 members of parliament (out of a total of 350) who are RMG
industry owners, and several ministers and advisers are also RMG
industry owners. The power and influence of the industry’s asso-
ciations, the Bangladesh Garment Manufacturers and Exporters
Association (BGMEA) and Bangladesh Knitwear Manufacturers
and Exporters Association (BKMEA) are such that neither the
government nor trade unions can effectively counter their sway
(Sultan and Antara 2021).

While the labour movement has historically been a key politi-
cal force, changes in political power and growth-oriented policies
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prioritising privatisation and capital interests have diminished its
influence and elevated the importance of business-state relations
(Tighe 2016; Sultan and Antara 2021). Labour unions in Bangla-
desh have traditionally maintained close ties with political parties,
seeking patronage and support from them (Ashraf and Prentice
2019; Tighe 2016). Nevertheless, trade unions in the RMG sec-
tor have gradually evolved into more professional and organised
entities, enabling them to negotiate more effectively with the gov-
ernment and employers, both domestically and internationally.
This progress has occurred despite the state’s lack of promotion of
labour organisations, the right to association, and collective bar-
gaining (Siddiqi 2016).

9.3 Impact of COVID-19 on the RMG Sector
and Subsequent Global Economic Crisis

COVID-19 has significantly disrupted the global economy, result-
ing in a substantial decline of 8.98 per cent in global exports in
2020 (World Bank 2020). The Bangladeshi economy particularly
felt it when it faced economic challenges as the pandemic-induced
lockdown persisted, leading to increased financial burdens and
a decrease in GDP (Bodrud-Doza et al. 2020). The country’s
export industry witnessed a sharp 17 per cent decline in FY 2019-
2020, with an 18.12 per cent drop in RMG exports. The RMG
sector faced order losses amounting to US$3.16 billion and an
85.25 per cent reduction in export earnings in April 2020, result-
ing in the closure of several factories (Hassan et al. 2021). Accord-
ing to the Centre for Global Workers’ Rights, 23.4 per cent of sup-
pliers experienced a significant number of order cancellations,
with 5.9 per cent facing complete cancellations; and 398 BGMEA
factories and 130 BKMEA factories temporarily ceased operations
(Hansen et al. 2021).

A survey by the Centre for Policy Dialogue (CPD) highlighted
that the industry encountered delays in payment and refusals of
payment by buyers for raw materials. Only 1.8 per cent of sup-
pliers were assured of receiving payment for raw materials from
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buyers, and 15.9 per cent of suppliers claimed they had to accept
reduced prices for orders. Small and medium-sized factories,
heavily reliant on a limited number of buyers, were particularly
affected as they could not renegotiate with their buyers (Moazzem
and Taznur 2021).

However, the industry quickly recovered and achieved record-
high export earnings in FY 2021-2022, as mentioned earlier, con-
tributing to 86.05 per cent of the country’s total exports (Sultan
and Antara 2021), a trend that continued until the end of 2022.
This marked a remarkable growth of 35.60 per cent compared to
the post-pandemic year of 2021 (Export Promotion Bureau 2022).
Officials from both BGMEA and BKMEA attributed this recovery
to the clearance of a significant number of deferred payments and
a surge in demand following the relaxation of COVID-19 restric-
tions (Hossain 2023). Factory shutdowns in Vietnam and India
due to COVID-19, the crisis in Myanmar, and wage hikes in China
also led buyers to shift their orders to Bangladesh (Munni 2021).

Nevertheless, the economic effects of the pandemic have
extended into 2022 and 2023. As reported in the World Bank
Global Economic Prospects 2022, global trade slowed in the first
half of 2022 owing to the lingering pandemic, disruptions in major
Asian ports, and lockdowns in key Chinese cities. Additionally,
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine and its repercussions resulted in
severe physical and logistical dislocations and significant adverse
spillovers for South Asia (World Bank 2022, 8). The same report
identified risks for South Asia, stating that increasing energy
prices in a region heavily reliant on energy imports, and where
in certain economies a large portion of the budget is allocated to
subsidies, could worsen inflation and current accounts and thus
deter investment in social protection and productivity enhancing
activities (World Bank 2022).
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9.4 State Responses to the Pandemic and the
Roles of Various Actors

For the state, the paramount concern was safeguarding the RMG
sector, the primary foreign exchange earner. Factory owners were
focused on protecting their businesses, retaining their orders,
ensuring timely delivery, and seeking state assistance to mitigate
their financial losses and risks. While brands and buyers priori-
tised safeguarding their interests against losses, public outcry and
pressure led some of them to take measures to ensure that suppli-
ers were not overly penalised, and workers were not victimised.
Brands like H&M, Primark, and Marks & Spencer made efforts
to support the industry. Under pressure from BGMEA, the Bang-
ladeshi government, and labour rights activists, by March 2020
several major brands had reinstated 90 per cent of their initially
cancelled orders (Mridha 2021).

Trade unions played an active role in raising demands and
increasing awareness of the economic, social, and health crises
faced by workers. However, their effectiveness was limited by
internal divisions and politicisation, which impacted their ability
to present unified demands. While the government made a point
of consulting them, ultimately the views of employers prevailed
on factory closures and openings, lay-off wages, retrenchments,
and health precautions.

Despite the existence of national plans and the National Social
Security Strategy (NSSS), which emphasised the importance of
preparedness for disasters and economic shock (GED 2020), the
COVID-19 pandemic revealed the absence of viable long-term
plans or strategies for such risks or disaster situations. Conse-
quently, the actions taken in response to the pandemic unfolded
rapidly without a well-established framework. We will now review
key measures implemented for the sector in response to COVID-
19, namely the financial stimulus package for the sector, lockdown
measures, and health guidelines.
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9.4.1 Special Stimulus Packages and Other Social
Protection Measures

On 25 March 2020, the prime minister (PM) declared a national
lockdown in the form of a general holiday from 26 March and
a series of measures to safeguard citizens” health and livelihoods
(Sultan and Antara 2021). Because of its contribution to the
national export earning, the RMG sector was identified as a key
priority for support, with the PM announcing a stimulus pack-
age of 50 billion takas (US$595 million) to cover workers’ sala-
ries (Sultan and Antara 2021; The Daily Star 2020). The stimulus
package was structured as an interest-free loan for export-oriented
employers, intended solely to cover wages and benefits for work-
ers in April, May, and June 2020. Payments were made directly to
workers’ bank or mobile financial service accounts, after efforts
were made to open such accounts (Sultan and Antara 2021).

In addition to the specific stimulus package, the RMG sector
was also able to access funds equivalent to US$3.53 billion, estab-
lished for large industries and services, where loans were provided
to affected industries (Moazzem, Shibly, and Chowdhury 2021).
As indicated by its name, only larger firms were eligible to access
this fund (Sultan and Antara 2021). Other facilities for factories
included loan payment moratoriums and extensions for utility bill
payments.

Strong ties between political and industrial elites led to con-
cerns about who would truly benefit from the COVID-19 stimu-
lus package, where unions contended that the beneficiaries were
most likely to be employers rather than workers. (Sultan and
Antara 2021). As mentioned by a trade union activist, ‘[w]e want
the good of the owners. But owners look at us like slaves. Instead,
if they looked at us like friends, then workers would never be so
oppositional’ (Trade union member, 2020). Even among employ-
ers, discrimination was evident. The government’s stimulus pack-
age was primarily accessed by large and medium-sized factories,
leaving smaller factories with limited access to financial support
(Moazzem and Taznur 2021).
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While the government’s response to mitigate COVID-19 affect
in the RMG sector was intended to support workers, larger facto-
ries and their owners tended to be the actual beneficiaries (Sul-
tan and Antara 2021). Unions, for instance, said: ‘But government
should take specific policy and guidelines to utilize the package
properly. From past experience it is always proved that owners
always try to deceit workers and utilize this sort of benefit for
making more money. So there always will remain a doubt on their
intention’ (Trade union member, 2020). The BGMEA president
later acknowledged that it alleviated the immediate financial pres-
sure on owners, allowing them to prioritise negotiations with buy-
ers.!

Despite the government’s efforts to protect the sector, work-
ers did not receive sufficient institutional support from either
employers or the government. Provisions outlined in the Bang-
ladesh Labour Act (BLA) regarding layoffs and retrenchments
could not be effectively implemented, as a significant proportion
of workers are non-permanent or lack formal employment con-
tracts, rendering them ineligible for benefits provided by the BLA.
Even workers with permanent contracts who were aware of their
entitlements encountered challenges in accessing their rights,
as the enforcement mechanisms were weak. Trade unions that
would typically negotiate on their behalf were few and weak, and
their activities were disrupted by COVID-19.

9.4.2 Nationwide Shutdown

Following the closure of schools, the first measure implemented
to control the pandemic was a nationwide shutdown, which com-
menced on 26 March 2020. However, certain essential services
were exempted from the shutdown. General expectations were
that factories would be closed to minimise health risks to work-
ers. However, the declaration of holidays for the country did not
make it clear whether it applied to the RMG sector (Sultan and
Antara 2021). Consequently, factories attempted to reopen on
4 April 2020, instructing workers to return. Workers who had left
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for their home villages tried to return but, as public transport was
not operational, had to do so on foot or by using whatever infor-
mal transport they could find.

Faced with an outcry in the media at the sight of thousands of
workers ignoring the lockdown and returning to the urban cen-
tres, the government declared that factories would remain closed
until 14 April 2020. Workers were then forced to make the return
journey to their village homes. Many who had managed to return
were not allowed into their homes by landlords, fearing infections.
The entire journey to and from their village homes was marked
by fear and stigmatisation of workers from the communities they
passed through. People in their hometowns refused to let them in
owing to their recent presence in Dhaka city and the fear of the
coronavirus. Consequently, they found themselves in a situation
where they could ‘neither survive in the city nor find shelter’ in
their hometowns (Labour rights activist, 2020).

This entire incident illustrates the limited value that was given
to the welfare and safety of the workers, by the state, employers,
and also the general population (Siddiqi and Hasan 2022). This
was protested by trade union leaders, to no avail.

The workers were victims of false information and poor manage-
ment. They were not told that they shouldn’t leave Dhaka when
the ‘holidays’ were announced; they were told to get back to work
by factories or other workers on the 5th [of April], which is why
they travelled to Dhaka despite the lack of transport. Upon enter-
ing, they faced harassment by police and landlords for coming
back and yet were not definitively told that factories would be
closed until BGMEA’s announcement on the 4th evening. (Trade
union leader and activist, 2020)

As infection rates did not decrease sufficiently, the govern-
ment extended the shutdown seven times, until 30 May 2020, to
curb the spread of the virus. Pressure from RMG owners led to
an exemption for factory operations during the extension from
25 April to 5 May 2020, with ‘provisions made for the health and
safety of workers’ (Adhikary, Hasan, and Bin Habib 2020). They
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allowed businesses to resume operations on a limited scale start-
ing from 10 May 2020. RMG owners argued that their industry
was essential for the health and even survival of the Bangladesh
economy and advocated for the workers to be considered essential
workers without providing them with the protection needed for
their survival (health, nutrition, or income). Effectively, they were
considered expendable (Siddigi and Hasan 2022).

The government declared holidays for all government and private
offices. It did not say that people would not be paid. On the one
hand, it is a lockdown, and everyone should stay home. On the
other, factory workers should go to work. Then it is as if there are
two policies in the same country. That is not right. The govern-
ment has to take responsibility for everyone (Trade union leader
2020, as quoted in Sultan and Antara 2021, 171)

The situation worsened in 2021 as the COVID-19 crisis deepened,
prompting the government to enforce strict lockdown measures
in April of the same year. However, garment factories were per-
mitted to remain operational after employers convinced the gov-
ernment of the sector’s crucial role in sustaining the economy
(AFWA 2021). Employers also feared that halting production
would lead to order cancellations by brands, with production
shifting to countries like China or Vietnam. This decision made
work conditions challenging for workers, as employers discon-
tinued transportation services, and unions raised alarms over the
inadequate implementation of safety protocols in the factories,
putting workers and their families at significant risk.

Factories have set up a checking station at the gate. They give
hand sanitiser and a mask to the workers. But that’s it. Workers
are waiting in line to enter the factory. Moreover, inside the fac-
tory, there is no scope for social distancing, so how would they
prevent infection? Workers take public transport, which is highly
crowded too. (Trade union leader)
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9.4.3 Health Guidelines

The BGMEA developed a safety manual for its member facto-
ries, with a primary focus on the health of workers. The manual
included guidelines for medical facilities, the establishment of a
COVID-19 task force, workplace isolation, and the installation of
self-isolation and quarantine facilities (AFWA 2021). The guide-
lines emphasised the necessity for factories to obtain authorisa-
tion from local and national government bodies before resum-
ing operations. Additionally, the safety guidelines recommended
that factories provide transportation facilities for their employees
and conduct temperature checks before entering the premises
(UNICEEF 2020). The Department of Inspection for Factories and
Establishments (DIFE) also prepared a comprehensive guideline
for workplaces (DIFE 2020).

However, despite the existence of safety guidelines, many gar-
ment factories across the country frequently disregarded them.
Most factories did not have sufficient space to ensure adequate
distancing. As noted by a trade unionist, ‘It will be very difficult to
maintain distance in factories. The space between workers in fac-
tories is less than a foot. How can they ensure the minimum six-
foot distance?” Common measures taken by employers included
the installation of handwashing facilities at entrances and the
enforcement of mask usage. The adequacy of these measures was
questioned:

Workers situation is very vulnerable. Factories are not taking any
health, hygiene measures for them. They just instructed how to
wash their hands and leg before entering the factory. Some fac-
tories are providing mask. Before the coronavirus outbreak some
factories were providing transport for their workers, but now that
service is not also available. (Trade union member).

There were discussions with the government about providing vac-
cines at the factory level during working hours, but this initiative
was only implemented in a few pilots.



Mitigating the Ready-Made Garment Sector’s COVID-19 Crisis in Bangladesh 223

Although trade unions played a significant role in raising aware-
ness among workers about the health risks posed by COVID-19
and promoting hygiene practices, efforts were insufficient to meet
the needs (Sultan et al. 2020). Some trade unions raised funds and
provided food to workers in areas where government support was
lacking, but the assistance fell short of meeting overall needs.

The BLA does include provisions for healthcare for workers.
However, these provisions do not specifically anticipate the needs
that arise during a pandemic. In situations where wages are low
and savings are insufficient, covering individual healthcare costs
becomes extremely challenging (Sultan, Antara, and Islam 2023).
National data indicate that individuals often must bear significant
out-of-pocket expenses for healthcare, which RMG workers, with
their limited incomes, struggle to afford. This situation has led to
indebtedness or the inability to seek necessary treatment. COVID-
19 has highlighted the importance of implementing health insur-
ance for workers (Sultan, Antara, and Islam 2023).

9.5 RMG Workers Coping with COVID-19
9.5.1 Layoffs and Retrenchments

The immediate effect of the pandemic was a wave of layoffs and
retrenchments among factory workers. Media reports and labour
leaders indicated widespread job losses, forced terminations, and
instances of workers being coerced into resigning or signing blank
paperwork (Munni 2020; Uddin and Kashem 2020). A survey of
610 enterprises conducted by the CPD and Mapped in Bangladesh
(MiB) between October and November 2020 revealed that half of
the factories surveyed had fewer workers in September 2020 than
in December 2019, and 13.9 per cent of workers reported loss of
jobs during this period (Moazzem, Shibly, and Chowdhury 2021).
Based on the CPD survey, the Bangladesh Institute of Labour
Studies reported in September 2020 that approximately 324,684
workers may have lost their jobs (Islam 2020).
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From March to May 2020, apparel workers experienced an esti-
mated loss of US$502 million in wages, with 82 per cent reporting
a decrease in income from April to May 2020 compared to Feb-
ruary 2020 (Saxena 2019). Many retrenched workers remained
unemployed and struggled to meet their basic needs. The existing
minimum salary of 8,000 takas was already insufficient but wage
cuts forced workers to further reduce costs, deplete savings, and
borrow money to sustain themselves amid income and job losses.

The situation was aggravated by workers not receiving any
compensation from their employers; a significant portion
(72.4 per cent) of furloughed workers were not paid during this
period and 80.4 per cent of dismissed workers were denied their
severance pay (ILO 2020). According to the BLA, workers need to
have one year of continuous employment to be eligible for com-
pensation in case of layoffs, leaving 20 per cent of laid-off workers
without any form of compensation.

But what we are hearing from talking to workers and other trade
unions is that workers are being terminated, retrenched. Or work-
ers that have only worked for six months and haven’t become per-
manent yet [or the Bangladesh laws do not cover them]; these
are the places owners are taking chances. They are keeping signa-
tures on white [blank] papers. So that they don’t have to give the
money from the package to the workers. They are going to show
losses, cancellation of shipments, inability to pay wages to access
the package. (Labour rights activist)

This led to great financial uncertainty. As stated by a trade union
member, ‘[w]orkers are not getting salary of last month and when
they can receive their salary is also uncertain. Workers are in great
financial crisis at this moment. Moreover, there health and wellbe-
ing are on high risk’ Buyers also refused to provide partial salaries
or severance payments, with 72.4 per cent of workers being denied
any form of payment or entitlements (Anner 2020). According to
the CPD-MIiB survey, only 3.6 per cent of factories paid outstand-
ing salaries and compensation (Moazzem and Taznur 2021).
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Amid factory shutdowns without prior notice, trade unions,
on behalf of the workers, carried out numerous protests, engaged
in lobbying, and participated in negotiations to secure their sala-
ries and due wages. These trade unions played a pivotal role in
advocating for workers’ rights, pushing for full and timely pay-
ment of wages, as well as urging against retrenchment through
formal letters. However, owing to the politicisation and fragmen-
tation of trade unions, they were unable to reach a consensus on
the amount of lay-off wages. Some unions demanded full wages
for layoffs, while others sought 80 per cent or wages only for the
working period. As a result, owners provided only 65 per cent as
lay-off wages.

However, protests by workers also increased their risks of con-
tracting COVID-19: “Workers are doing protests now for their sal-
ary. They came on the road and did not maintain any rules to keep
social distance. This increases the risk of spreading Coronavirus
among them and from them to others’ (Labour rights activist).

The overall fear of losing their jobs and entitlements made
workers afraid to speak out or protest because of a fear of losing
jobs during a volatile period. National-level federations, such as
the United Federation of Garments Workers and Bangladesh Sro-
mik Shangati, used legal measures, including sending letters on
labour rights violations to government agencies, such as DIFE, the
Industrial Police, and BGMEA. These efforts persuaded govern-
ment agencies to exert pressure on owners’ associations to address
labour rights violations. Consequently, some workers received
their due wages, and some factories increased adherence to health
and safety guidelines (Antara and Syed 2020).

9.5.2 Low Wage Rates

The wage rates in the Bangladesh garments industry are among
the lowest in the world, and high inflation, particularly in food,
energy, and housing, means that, in real terms, wages have
declined (Sultan, Antara, and Islam 2023). Even before the pan-
demic they were insufficient to cover basic needs, leaving workers
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with no reserves to overcome shocks such as the COVID-19 pan-
demic. The national surveys jointly conducted by BIGD and the
Power and Participation Research Centre during the pandemic
found that RMG salaries dropped by 16 per cent in June 2020
and recovered to a decrease of 5 per cent in March 2021 (Rahman
et al. 2021, 81). Monthly wages of dismissed workers who were
unable to find jobs in the garment industry in 2020 fell dramati-
cally: from US$110 to US$37 by the end of 2020 (AFWA 2021).
This significant decline forced workers to accumulate more debt
to cover their basic needs in 2020, with 99 per cent of the work-
ers reporting that they had taken on debt during the pandemic
(AFWA 2021, 136).

Recent analysis shows that a family of four needs at least
22,421 takas per month for food alone, which is three times the
average pay of RMG workers (The Daily Observer 2022). Many
workers also lost pay or were retrenched during the COVID-19
pandemic. A study conducted by Fair Wage and Karmojibi Nari
in February 2021 found that the monthly income of RMG work-
ers had significantly decreased during the COVID-19 pandemic,
with most retrenched workers still struggling to survive (Hos-
sain, Akter, and Ahmed 2021). The average income of a worker
before the pandemic was 10,313 takas per month, including over-
time, but during the lockdown it dropped to 5,425 takas (Sultan,
Antara, and Islam 2023).

Workers surveyed in Bangladesh in 2021 by AFWA had worked
an average of 3.15 years in the same factory but earned poverty-
level wages, leaving them without savings to see them through the
crisis. As a result, they adopted coping strategies such as 1) reduc-
ing consumption, 2) increasing indebtedness, and 3) selling assets
(AFWA 2021, 145).

The Wage Board for the RMG sector was formed in March
2023 and is supposed to propose a new minimum wage by Octo-
ber 2023. This has allowed workers and trade unions to mobi-
lise around demands for higher wages, both to compensate for
the economic hardship and losses due to COVID-19 and to com-
pensate for the very high inflation experienced since 2022 due to
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global economic pressures. Various labour groups have formu-
lated various demands for a minimum wage between 23,000 and
25,000 takas, taking out processions, organising demonstrations,
and engaging with the employers and government decision mak-
ers. However, the weakness and politicisation of the trade union
sector is apparent in the fact that the various factions have not
been able to agree on a common demand but are influenced by
the different political streams that they feel accountable to rather
than to their constituents, the workers.

9.5.3 Challenges of Ensuring Nutritional Needs

The nutrition of garment workers has been significantly affected
by job and income losses during the pandemic, exacerbating an
already unsatisfactory situation. According to health experts,
RMG workers in Bangladesh require a minimum of 3,364 kilo-
calories per day (Faruque et al. 2013). However, in June 2022,
Bangladesh Garment Workers Solidarity reported that work-
ers daily calorie intake was less than 2,000 kilocalories (Chan-
dan 2022). Another survey, by AFWA Bangladesh in 2021, high-
lighted that the daily per capita food consumption of a worker is
1,950 kilocalories, costing 120 takas. AFWA (2021) reported how
this fell below poverty-line thresholds for consumption, which is
at 2,122 kilocalories, as established by Bangladesh’s Household
Income and Expenditure Survey in 2016.

The CPD estimated that the current cost of food requires a gar-
ment worker to spend at least three times their wage to meet the
minimum calorie intake for a family of four, which amounts to
22,421 takas (The Daily Observer 2022). This was confirmed by
the UC Berkeley-BRAC survey, which revealed that 77 per cent
of 1,057 workers found it difficult to feed their families, while
69 per cent consumed fewer protein-rich foods between February
and May 2019 (Rabbani, Saxena, and Islam 2020).

The rising costs of food owing to inflation and the negative
effect on workers’ nutrition have continued in the post-pan-
demic period and have created widespread unrest. Globally, the
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worldwide price hike and inflation brought on by the pandemic
and later the Ukraine crisis have sparked riots. Hossain and Hal-
lock (2022) report 12,500 protests in 148 nations from Novem-
ber 2021 to October 2022, fuelled by price hikes, inflation, and
resource shortages. These protests demanded the adoption of eco-
nomic policies that would help ordinary people and expected gov-
ernments to guarantee affordable access to basic needs. Govern-
ments in several countries have blamed companies for generating
excessive profits by purposefully shifting the blame to the Rus-
sia—Ukraine war (Hunnicutt and Renshaw 2022). In Bangladesh,
too, the government accused seven firms of destabilising the mar-
ket by excessively increasing the prices of necessary commodities
with the goal of profiteering (Shibli 2022).

9.5.4 Health Risks and Costs

The health needs of COVID-19 for the entire population have
been recognised since the outbreak in 2020. However, the health
of RMG workers received less priority. Despite the ongoing pan-
demic, employers were able to argue for the priority reopening
of their industry as an essential export sector, effectively making
factory workers essential workers. As neither the government nor
employers were willing to provide them with salaries to maintain
their livelihoods without working, workers had no options other
than to work to survive. Both BGMEA and DIFE formulated
health guidelines for factories to follow and established COVID-
19 monitoring teams to visit the facilities. However, this did not
consider that workers would be living at home and travelling to
work, exposing them to infection in the community.

Similar to the low-cost, crowded, and unhealthy living condi-
tions described for Sri Lankan workers, Bangladeshi RMG work-
ers are compelled to live in cheap accommodation that could
not allow for maintaining safety procedures against COVID-19
infections (Prentice et al. 2018; Ruwanpura 2022). As mentioned,
most factories could not provide transportation to work. COVID
vaccination for workers was not prioritised. Therefore, even full
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enforcement of safety measures within factories would have had
limited impact, as other dimensions of workers™ health were not
accounted for.

During the early stages of the pandemic, workers experienced
illnesses, mental stress, and financial hardships (Giorgi et al.
2020). However, many workers were initially unaware of the safety
precautions implemented by factories, such as handwashing, body
temperature monitoring, and maintaining physical distance. Fur-
thermore, over time, the implementation of these practices gradu-
ally declined (Hossain, Akter, and Ahmed 2021).

Both the government authorities and employers’ attitudes and
practices regarding workers’” health reflected discrimination and
class biases. Although the BGMEA started off by reporting on
the number of COVID-19 cases in member factories, this soon
stopped. The lack of testing among workers and reporting pre-
vents us from making any statements about whether workers
were affected or not. There were no reports of factories being shut
down for COVID-19 infections. Siddiqi and Ashraf (2022) have
highlighted the discriminatory attitude by owners and authorities
towards workers’ health with a statement made by the then presi-
dent of BGMEA, who declared that ‘sromikder shorire ekta alada
shokti thake, which roughly translates as ‘working-class bodies
possess a distinct kind of strength’

Although factories associated with major brands had some
measures in place, workers still expressed concerns about the risk
of getting infected. In a survey, 59 per cent of workers believed
they were ‘somewhat likely” or ‘very likely’ to contract the virus at
their workplace, while only 29 per cent thought they would con-
tract it at home (Rabbani, Saxena, and Islam 2020). Labour activ-
ists reported instances where workers who exhibited coughing
or fever symptoms were instructed by management to go home
and return only if they could provide a negative test report (IHRB
and Chowdhury Centre for Bangladesh Studies at UC Berkeley
2021). However, testing was slow and costly. Several interviews
also mentioned the mental stress of workers in terms of the fear of
becoming infected by COVID-19 or losing jobs due to it.
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9.6 Conclusions and Emerging Priorities

The global economic crisis introduced an additional layer of
challenges for workers and the RMG sector in Bangladesh, com-
pounding the existing difficulties caused by the COVID-19 pan-
demic. On one hand, it reinforces many of the long-term effects of
the pandemic, and, on the other, it highlights the need to address
the sector’s institutional weaknesses exposed by COVID-19.
Despite the RMG sector’s significant economic importance, both
the industry and its workers remain highly vulnerable to various
shocks and crises. The lack of long-term planning and strate-
gies to address economic shocks and disasters has made the sec-
tor ill-prepared to handle such situations. While the government
responded promptly to protect the industry, the interests of work-
ers were secondary, and they lacked institutional support.

At the global level, it became evident that brands and buyers
also lacked institutional mechanisms to protect their suppliers
and workers. Neither the state nor the industry took responsibility
for the well-being of the workers. The financial stimulus provided
to cover workers’ salaries was a piecemeal approach that benefited
employers more than the workers themselves. The weakness in
civil society voices and democratic processes, which could have
raised concerns and sought accountability from the government
and employers for their inaction and neglect towards workers’
needs, only compounded the crisis. Like buyers and brands, fac-
tory owners were primarily concerned with protecting their busi-
nesses and incomes. Overall, the industry’s response to the crisis
was inadequate. Suppliers’ limited negotiation power with buyers
and brands, combined with narrow profit margins, made it chal-
lenging for the industry to allocate resources for both business
and worker support during the crisis.

Trade unions faced numerous challenges during the pandemic
that hindered their ability to fulfil their responsibilities. Mobility
restrictions, politicisation and fragmentation, and a lack of recog-
nition and support from the government and employers limited
their ability to effectively address the needs of workers.
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In terms of health and nutrition, workers were already vulner-
able before the pandemic owing to low wages and limited access
to healthcare services. The COVID-19 crisis further exacerbated
these issues, and the recovery of health and nutrition status has
been hindered by global, translating into national, inflation. Insuf-
ficient wages to cover basic needs have led to inadequate nutri-
tion, limited access to healthcare, and increased mental health
issues due to worries and stress.

In conclusion, the COVID-19 pandemic and the subsequent
global economic downturn have highlighted the pressing need
to expand social protection measures and explore joint financ-
ing mechanisms involving brands, employers, government, and
workers. The COVID-19 crisis has highlighted the necessity of
providing employment insurance for formal sector workers. The
NSSS, approved in 2015, initiated discussions and initiatives to
integrate universal social protection for the elderly and establish
unemployment insurance that incorporates formal employment
policies and social insurance schemes. Recognising the risks faced
by the RMG sector, the need for such social insurance schemes,
which would allow individuals with sufficient income to invest
in additional protection against life-cycle risks, was already
acknowledged within the NSSS framework. Making health insur-
ance mandatory for workers and scaling up successful pilot pro-
grammes should be prioritised.

Another priority issue is increasing the minimum wage to a
decent or living wage level to ensure that workers can meet their
daily needs and can save for future needs and contingencies. Oth-
erwise, they will not be able to provide for the nutrition, health-
care, and housing required to ensure that minimum living stand-
ards are met, and they can productively contribute to the RMG
sector while enjoying basic human rights.

All actors in the global value chain must acknowledge and
fulfil their responsibilities in providing basic rights to work-
ers at the bottom of the chain. This includes brands, employers,
governments, and trade unions working together to ensure fair
wages, safe working conditions, and social protection for workers.



232 Protecting Workers?

Collaboration and collective efforts are needed to address the
vulnerabilities and gaps exposed by the pandemic and to create a
more equitable and sustainable garment industry.

Notes

1 See BGMEA, ‘Message from BGMEA President: COVID-19 | Industry
Response & Support from Honorable Prime Minister, YouTube video.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zEHduifpH5k&feature=youtu.be
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