No Sweat Briefing on Bangladesh 

October 2008 

Political economy  

Bangladesh was formed after East Pakistan seceded from its union with Pakistan in 1971. It was under military or semi-military rule from 1975 for 15 years. After the fall of General Ershad in 1990, the army temporarily withdrew from politics. In 1996, Abu Saleh Mohammad led a failed military revolt against the caretaker government.

The Awami League (AL) led the war of independence under Sheikh Mujibur Rahman, was in opposition for over 20 years. It governed Bangladesh between 1996 and 2001, under his daughter, Sheikh Hasina. 

The other main party is the Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP) founded by a former president, General Zia, in 1978. It is led by his widow, Khaleda Zia, who was the most recent prime minister, in the BNP-led coalition government in 2001-06.

In January 2007 the army took over again, clamping down on protest and installing a caretaker administration. It conducted an anti-corruption campaign against the two main parties, but has failed to break them. Elections are scheduled for December 2008. 

Another influential party is the Jatiya Party (JP) led by the deposed former president, General Ershad. It has alternated support for the AL and the BNP. There are two large Islamist parties in Bangladesh. The Jamaat-e-Islami, led by Matiur Rahman Nizami is a political Islamist party that wants to create an Islamic state. It was a partner in the last BNP-led coalition government. The smaller Islami Oikyo Jote was also in the last BNP-led government. 

Bangladesh has a population of over 150 million people, with a work force of around 70 million. Almost two-thirds work in agriculture, 26% in services and only 11% in industry. The main industries are cotton textiles, jute, garments, tea processing, paper printing, cement, chemical fertilizer, light engineering and sugar. 

The Bangladeshi economy is heavily reliant on the ready made garment sector, which accounts for three-quarters of the country's export earnings, mainly to Europe and the US. Bangladesh's narrow economic base makes it particularly vulnerable. It is likely to be hard hit by the recession and by competition from China, India and Vietnam. The European Union ended its restrictions on Chinese export quotas last year and the US will do the same at the end of 2008. 

Anti-union laws 

Although the Constitution provides for the right to form or join unions, there are many restrictions. Before a union can be registered, 30% of workers in an enterprise have to be members and the union can be dissolved if its membership falls below this level. Unions must have government approval to be registered, and no trade union action can be taken prior to registration. Unions can only be formed at the factory/establishment level, with some exceptions (such as private road transport, private inland river transport, tea, jute bailing, bidi production) where union formation can take place based on geographic area. 

Under the Industrial Relations Ordinance (IRO), workers in the public sector and state enterprises may not belong to a trade union, with the exception of railway, postal and telecommunications workers. Teachers are forbidden to form trade unions, in either the public or private sector. Managerial and administrative employees can form welfare associations, but they are denied the right to join a union

The right to strike is not specifically recognised in law. Three quarters of a union’s members must agree to a strike before it can go ahead. The government can ban any strike if it continues beyond 30 days. The government may ban strikes for renewable periods of three months. Sentences of up to 14 years’ forced labour can be passed for offences such as “obstruction of transport”. 

Strikes are not allowed in new establishments either owned by foreign investors or established as joint-ventures in collaboration with foreign investors for a period of three years from the date the establishment begins commercial production. 

Unions were banned in the Export Processing Zones (EPZs) until recently. The EPZ Trade Union and Industrial Relations Bill 2004 provided for the formation of trade unions in EPZs from 2006 in stages until November 2008. The law explicitly forbids any strikes in the EPZs until 31 October 2008. However it is not clear that full trade union rights will be granted after this. 

According to the ITUC international trade union confederation, “All over Bangladesh, union leaders and members were routinely harassed, verbally and physically threatened, beaten, suspended, and fired for pursuing union activities. Most employers operated with total impunity and without regard for legal protections for trade union rights”.

Trade unions suffer considerable intimidation in practice. Workers are often sacked when they show signs of union activity. Freedom of association and collective bargaining at the workplace is not respected in the garment sector or on the tea estates. Where unions do file applications for recognition, their registration is often delayed long beyond the 60 days foreseen by law.

Trade union organisation 

Repression is not the only reason why the trade union movement is weak in Bangladesh. Most political parties have their own trade union wing and most union federations are associated with political parties. For example the Bangladesh Jatio Sramik League (BJSL), founded by the Awami League in 1969 was the only recognised trade union. It was dissolved by the military but unions continued to organise on the ground. 

The ITUC says there are 25 registered national trade union centres in Bangladesh and over 5,000 trade unions. Ten years ago it estimated that 1.8million workers in the formal sector (out of 5 million) belonged to unions. However the informal sector was ten times larger with little union organisation. Therefore union density was around 3%. 

The Bangladesh Independent Garment Workers’ Union Federation (BIGUF) is probably the best-known union internationally. In May-June 2006 it led a wave of strikes and protests. At least two workers were killed, hundreds were injured, and at least a hundred factories torched. Reports suggest as many as 4,000 people may have been arrested for their alleged role in the riots.

The National Garments Workers Federation (NGWF), English for Jatio Garments Sramik Federation, was established in 1984 has also led many recent militant struggles. For example it has fought for the implementation of the May Day Holiday in the garment sector. It is a registered and independent trade union federation of garment workers with 22,000 members in over 1,000 factories. 

Recent struggles 

At the end of August 2008 more than 60 garment workers were injured after clashes with police in Gazipur and Savar, according to the Daily Star newspaper published in Bangladesh.

In Savar around 8,000 workers of a garment factory of Biswas group blocked the Dhaka-Aricha highway for three hours demanding two months' back pay. 
Police fired around 30 rounds of teargas shells and over 100 rubber bullets in Gazipur at workers demonstrating against sacking of 18 workers from the Standard Garments factory. A fierce battle between the workers and police took place after demonstrators set up barricades on the Gazipur-Tangail road.

In early September this year, garment workers staged a mass hunger strike demanding minimum wage of Tk 4500 and the lifting of anti-trade union laws. 

Other workers employed in three factories at the Dhaka Export Processing Zone (DEPZ) in Savar have shut factories for two weeks, demanding longer holidays for Eid-ul-Fitr, higher wages, and better conditions. An Indian-owned GB Garments factory was closed after 400 workers agitated for an eight-day Eid holiday instead of six-days. Two thousand workers at the Korean-owned Softex Garments and three thousand workers at the Taiwanese-owned A-One Garments closed for similar reasons.

More information: 

ITUC, Annual Survey of Violations of trade union rights 2007

http://survey07.ituc-csi.org/getcountry.php?IDCountry=BGD&IDLang=EN 

