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Executive summary 
 
This study was initiated by the Workers Resource Centre (WRC) and was a part of the WRC’s 
routine programme under the Social Dialogue and Industrial Relation-SDIR Project of the ILO. 
The study primarily aimed at exploring a comparative analysis of collective bargaining in RMG 
concentrated areas (e.g., Tongi and Ashulia) pre and during the COVID-19 period. The study 
further intended to develop policy recommendations which would be instrumental to develop 
future advocacy instruments/tools for promoting and securing the collective bargaining rights 
of the workers in this sector. Following the qualitative research approach, this study collected 
information from both secondary and primary sources. While desk review was applied to collect 
information from secondary sources, ten (10) Key Informant Interviews (KIIs) and four (04) 
Focus Group Discussions (FGDs) were employed to collect primary information.   
 
Freedom of association (FoA) and Collective bargaining is one of the five fundamental 
principles and rights at work. The UDHR and ILO conventions and several other international 
Covenants have framed a fundamental ground for freedom of association and collective 
bargaining and made state parties responsible for their protection and implementation. 
Accordingly, the national legal and policy framework of a country, which has ratified these 
conventions, is to be compliant with international standards to ensure collective bargaining 
rights. Bangladesh has ratified the ILO conventions No. 87 and 98; however, convention No. 
154 has not been ratified yet 
     
Bangladesh Labour Act (BLA) 2006, which guarantees the right to form a trade union and 
collective bargaining for the workers in the country, provides several provisions on the trade 
union formation process, bargaining scope and procedures, industrial disputes settling 
procedures, right to strike, and anti-union discrimination. The National Labour Policy( NLP) - 
comprehends the necessity of trade unions and collective bargaining and commits to bringing 
the required reform and development in the existing structures/mechanisms of practising 
collective bargaining at different levels. However, despite the number of workers required to 
form a union has been amended (reduced from 30% to 20% in the 2018 amendment of BLA 
2206), it still contradicts international labour standards. Besides, the collective bargaining 
process is cumbersome, the rights to practice strike are strict, and the ban on strike in newly 
established industries and industries with foreign investment, for three years from the 
commencement of production, still exists in the Labour Act.    
 
Concerning the practice of collective bargaining in RMG, the situation at the plant level before 
the Covid-19 crisis was not in a satisfactory state, even not now; and the rate of collective 
bargaining agreements is very low. From the available data on union and RMG factory 
numbers, it could be estimated that only around one-fourth (26.4%) of the factories have plant-
level unions. The situation of collective bargaining agreement (CBA) is even grimmer; slightly 
more than one per cent (1.33%) of factories have CBA with unions. Indeed, getting the actual 
number of collective bargaining agreements in force in RMG is hard since i) the existing 
database of MOLE does not provide information on CBAs; ii) getting information from the DoL 
is also lengthy/cumbersome and also involves bureaucratic complexities, and iii) RMG 
federations often lack proper documentation of the CoD submitted and CBAs signed by their 
affiliated unions. 
 
Although the process of collective bargaining at the plant/factory level has been determined in 
the BLA 2006, in practice, undeniably, the negotiation on the part of basic unions in the RMG 
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sector is not as simple and straightforward as mentioned in the legal provisions. Two trends are 
commonly observed: i) formal practice according to the legal procedure which results in signing 
a written agreement, and ii) informal ways of discussions and verbal consensus. For the cases of 
formal negotiation, preparing the charter of demands (CoD) and submitting it to the 
employers, and participating effectively and independently in the negotiation process is 
difficult for most plant-level union representatives considering their context and background 
(e.g., education and knowledge level, skill for negotiation, presentation capacity). The sectoral 
federations, therefore, play a significant role in plant-level bargaining by extending different 
supports to the plant-level unions both at the CoD preparation phase and negotiation phase. 
 
Pre Covid-19 CBAs, although the number is few, covered a wide range of issues/subjects including 
wage increases, paid leave, maternity benefits, daycare, canteen, tiffin bill, attendance bonuses, 
office for collective bargaining agent, and check-off. However, it has been evident that those 
agreements are merely related to the demands of implementation of the provisions of BLA 2006; 
and employers agreed to provide those which they are legally liable for. But demands/issues which 
are not mandatory in the BLA (e.g., provident fund; maternity leave for six months, paternity leave) 
were withdrawn mostly when the agreements were signed. It has also been evident that the issues 
of skill training and social protection were least frequent in the CoD of the unions.   
 
During the pandemic, as revealed in KIIs and FGDs, plant-level unions were concerned/anxious 
about the job security of the workers, rather than placing a new charter of demands. Instead of 
submitting written demands, many unions opted for placing issues/demands orally/verbally to 
ensure OSH measures, maintaining social distancing, ensuring mask facilities, and using hand 
sanitizer, and soap for workers at the factory level. Employers also capitalized on the crisis by 
discouraging unions to submit demands informing them of the troubles they were facing. 
Subsequently, a decreased trend of bargaining and agreement has been reported.  Even, where 
unions have been successful to achieve agreements, those took comparatively longer periods (165 
days on average) comparing the pre-Covid-19 period (123 days on average).  
 
A shift in bargaining and negotiation agendas for unions has been observed since workers’ health 
and Covid-19 treatment issues got priority along with the common issues of the pre-Covid-19 
period. Covid testing facilities for workers, leave for the Covid-infected workers with no wage cut, 
treatment facilities for the workers who were affected by Covid-19, compensation for the workers 
who died due to Covid etc. were mostly placed demands, both verbally and in a few CoDs, of the 
plant level unions.  
 
Important to mention that some central/government decisions during the pandemic influenced 
bargaining scope at the plant level. Since the decisions on some most common issues like wages, 
bonuses and festival leave were taken at the central level (e.g., 65% wage, 50% bonus), it limited 
the scope of bargaining and negotiation for plant-level unions. Besides, both plant and sectoral 
level representatives have informed that because it was difficult to hold union elections amid the 
pandemic and many unions lost the legitimacy to act as bargaining agents, which impacted the 
collective bargaining situation at the plant level.         
 
The sectoral-level collective agreement, beyond single-employer bargaining, is absent both pre 
and during the Covid-19 pandemic period. All the sectoral-level TU federation leaders 
interviewed in this study informed that their respective federations did not have any written 
collective agreement with employers’ organizations or groups of employers that might have a 
wider impact on the whole sector.   
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At the sectoral level, protests, blockades, press releases and demands by federations have been 
observed. Indeed, there were similarities in demands and issues raised and initiatives taken by 
the sectoral level federations and other platforms of workers. During the pandemic, Sramik 
Karmachari Oikya Parishad (SKOP) submitted nine-point demands to the Ministry of Labour 
and Employment (MoLE) of which five are closely related to the RMG workers. Garments 
Shr0mik Kormochari Oikko Porishod (G-SKOP) circulated several press releases demanding the 
payment of wages and allowances, stopping lay-offs and retrenchments, payment of full Eid 
bonus, ensuring heal protection and Covid-19 tests, and providing risk allowances for the 
workers. IndustriALL Bangladesh Council (IBC) and its affiliated federations arranged 
processions, blockades, and demonstrations in favour of different demands of workers, 
including no harassment of workers during the crisis period, stopping retrenchments and lay-
offs, and payment of 100% wage.  
 
However, not any sectoral collective agreement was achieved. What was observed at the 
highest level, was the singing of memorandum of understanding (MoU) which was also not 
frequent. IBC signed an MoU assuring not to lay off workers and payment of workers’ salaries. 
BGMEA and IBC together formed a joint monitoring committee intending to address the 
ongoing issues affecting the workers. Besides, IBC issued an 8-point appeal to the Bangladesh 
Government which broadly included several worker-centric issues, e.g., wage, TU registration, 
the inclusion of IBC representatives in the BLA reform committee, social protection including 
employment injury insurance and unemployment insurance, retrenchment and payment of 
dues, compensation following the ILO convention, hospitals for workers, and neutral role of 
police during industrial unrest. 
 
Although the sectoral collective agreement is absent both pre and during the Covid-19, 
bipartite discussions and negotiations often take place between TU federations and employers’ 
associations. However, these negotiations mostly take place on a case-to-case basis (e.g., 
ensuring compensation in case of accidents, achieving due payments for retrenched workers of 
a closed factory or in cases of factory relocation, claiming the maternity benefit and illegal 
dismissal at a particular factory) rather than focusing on the whole sector.  
 
POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS 

▪ Facilitative legal and policy provisions for TU formation and collective bargaining at the 
plant level are required. BLA 2006 must be fully compliant with the ILO Conventions 
and the cumbersome processes of collective bargaining and practising the rights of 
strike needs to be made easier. Necessary initiatives are to be taken to ratify the ILO 
convention No. 154.        
 

▪ Capacity building of plant-level unions is essential to deal with the collective bargaining 
process effectively and independently. Adequate and appropriate training for plant-
level union leaders is to be arranged to equip them with the necessary skills in preparing 
CoDs, negotiations process, and techniques.  

 
▪ Emphasize sectoral level collective bargaining: To achieve wider impacts of the 

collective barging process, multi-employer bargaining needs to be taken with much 
importance. Sectoral RMG federations need to revisit their activities and capacities in 
this regard where the following steps are necessary—i) an effective role from the 
sectoral level federations, ii) increased focus on signing agreements with employers’ 
organizations, iii) capacity building initiatives for the sectoral federations, iv) database 
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management, v) sharing of CBAs among the federations, and vi) development of 
communication mechanism.  

 
▪ Stakeholders' role in collective bargaining 

o Employers:  Employers must respect worker rights and be sensitive to workers’ 
issues and promote collective bargaining mechanisms for sustainable industrial 
relations.    

o Brands/Buyers: They may impose provisions regarding collective bargaining 
status into their business relations with employers. 

o Government:  A proactive role of DoL and DIFE to implement proper inspection 
and investigation mechanisms; MoLE’s database should include the records of 
the CBAs and update those regularly. 

 
▪ Future research scope/initiative 

o A comparative study of the labour rights situation in factories where CBAs exist 
and where no CBA has been signed would be an eye-opener for TU leaders to 
evaluate to what extent the CBAs have been (in)effective.  

o Scope and possibilities of scaling up the CBAs from merely the demand of 
implementation of BLA provisions to its beyond.  

o The future role and directions of collective bargaining in the RMG sector in the 
post-Covid period 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION  
 
 

STUDY BACKGROUND 
 
The Covid-19 pandemic has left unprecedented consequences in the world of work and 
immense implications for the rights of workers. The pandemic has posed several challenges to 
trade unions and their practices of collective bargaining rights, one of the five fundamental 
principles and rights at work.1 Generally, collective bargaining is a process that involves 
negotiations between one or more employers (or their organizations) and one or more workers’ 
organizations and this process brings both workers and employers together so that they can 
voice their respective demands, share information and – through discussions and reciprocal 
compromises – reach an agreement on issues like wages, hours of work, the protection of 
workers’ safety and health, training and collective labour relations (ILO 2022). The process of 
collective bargaining has been affected extremely due to Covid-19. Global evidence shows that 
for most unions operating at the level of (sub)sector, company, or public organization the onset 
of the Covid-19 pandemic had a significant impact on both the frequency, the procedures and 
the coverage of collective bargaining (ILO, 2021). The TU rights and collective bargaining 
situation in the readymade garment (RMG) sector in Bangladesh were not out of that wave.  
 
In the case of the RMG in Bangladesh, both the business and worker rights have undergone 
multiple adversities during the Covid-19 pandemic. RMG industry is the crucial lifeline in 
Bangladesh's economy since it earns more than 80 per cent of total export earnings. The 
industry has employed approximately 3.5 million people among them over 60% are women.2 
The covid-19 pandemic hit this industry profoundly. On the one hand, many international 
buyers either cancelled or suspended orders and many even made delayed payments; on the 
other hand, many workers in the sector lost jobs as new orders dried up given the collapse in 
global demand for apparel. Reportedly, 1 million workers had been fired or furloughed.3 
According to a survey conducted by BRAC University, 47% of RMG workers reported not 
receiving their wages and felt uncertain about their job status with their respective employers.4 
In such a situation, the practice of TU and collective bargaining rights in RMG experienced a 
critical phase.  
 
Generally, the worker rights condition in RMG, especially the TU and collective bargaining, has 
always remained at the centre of attention. Due to multistakeholder initiatives, many 
improvements have been recorded in this sector after the Rana Plaza disaster, especially in 
areas of building and fire safety and occupational health and safety; however, the state of 
working hours, wage, and maternity leave are not unquestionable. Although the number of 
plant-level unions has increased in the RMG sectors, existing evidence shows that exercising 
the trade union and collective bargaining rights and its implementation is difficult and poor. 
Besides, the status of Collective Bargaining Agreements (CBAs) has remained in ambiguous 
state. The post-Rana Plaza period observed the growth of union and there was evidence of 

 
1 https://www.ilo.org/declaration/lang--en/index.htm 
2 Quarterly Labour Force Survey (QLFS) 2015-16 
3 Lauren Frayer. 3 April 2020. 1 million Bangladeshi Garment Workers Lose Jobs Amid COVID-19 Economic 
Fallout. NPR 
4 The Daily Star. 19 April 2020. Brac Rapid Survey: 47pc garment workers yet to be paid. Dhaka 
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CBAs at the plant level. However, in factories where CBAs have been signed, many of them have 
expired, and there is a lack of updo date information in this regard.    
 
Collective bargaining is an important form of social dialogue and helps to protect the 
fundamental rights of workers and promote sound industrial relations (ILO 2015). The outcome 
of collective bargaining is written collective agreements that include a range of substantive 
provisions on working conditions and terms of employment, such as wages, working time, 
occupational safety and health (OSH), healthcare benefits and training (ILO, 2022).  In the 
Bangladesh RMG sector, workers during the Covid-19 pandemic passed through several 
challenges and vulnerabilities. The pandemic brought several new challenges to trade union 
movements and employment rights relating to labour relations, working conditions and OSH 
standards at the workplace for safe operations. However, there is a dearth of information on 
how the collective bargaining process in RMG took place, and whether and how the collective 
bargaining process addressed these issues. There is also a lack of information concerning the 
comparative situation of collective bargaining in RMG pre and during the covid-19 and whether 
and how the collective bargaining process worked. The present study is an endeavour to fill 
these gaps.   
 
 

OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY  
The broad objective of this study was to analyze the collective bargaining process in the RMG 
sector before and during COVID-19. Focusing on the collective bargaining practice in two RMG 
concentrated areas (e.g., Ashulia and Tongi) this study aimed at formulating some policy 
recommendations which would be instrumental to developing future advocacy 
instruments/tools for promoting and securing collective bargaining rights of the workers in this 
sector. In particular, this study focused on: i) analyzing the legal and policy framework of 
collective bargaining and evaluating its conformity with international standards; ii) exploring a 
comparative analysis of the state of collective bargaining in RMG concentrated areas (e.g., 
Tongi andAshulia) pre and during the COVID-19 period; and iii) developing policy 
recommendations for prepare future advocacy instruments/tools on the issue of usage of 
collective bargaining in securing the rights of workers in the RMG sector.  
 
 

STUDY PROCESS AND METHODOLOGY  
This study employed a qualitative research approach. Information was collected from both 
secondary and primary sources. Desk review was applied for secondary data collection. By 
applying this technique information was collected from various published documents e.g., 
newspaper reports, research articles, reports of national and international NGOs, reports of 
ILO, and IndutriAll. For primary information, this study employed Key Informant Interviews 
(KIIs) and Focus Group Discussions (FGDs). The study team conducted ten (10) KIIs with the 
government official, representatives of CSOs, NGOs, NCCWE, IBC and other TU leaderships. 
FGDs had been conducted with the representatives of the plant-level union of RMG. A total of 
four (04) FGDs (enlisting 6-8 participants in each at Tongi and Ashulia) were carried out with a 
view to explore and analyze the RMG sector-specific issues concerning collective bargaining.   
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CHAPTER TWO: LEGAL AND POLICY ENVIRONMENT OF COLLECTIVE 

BARGAINING IN BANGLADESH RMG SECTOR 
 
 
Freedom of association (FoA) and Collective bargaining is one of the five fundamental 
principles and rights at work5. Several international conventions and covenants have 
recognized these rights and have made state parties responsible for their protection and 
implementation. Accordingly, the national legal and policy framework of a country is crucial to 
ensuring collective bargaining rights. This section has analyzed the issues of collective 
bargaining in Bangladesh’s labour-related acts and policies and endeavoured to review to what 
extent existing provisions are in line with international standards. In this view, at the beginning 
of this section, collective bargaining in international instruments has been focused. 
     
 

INTERNATIONAL STANDARDS ON COLLECTIVE BARGAINING 
 

UN CONVENTIONS AND COVENANTS  
The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) 1948 has recognized both freedom of 
association and collective bargaining of the workers as human rights. Today, the Declaration 
remains an important cornerstone in the fight for labour rights around the globe. Now it is an 
established principle that everyone has the right to assembly and to form and join trade unions 
for protecting their interests.6  UDHR declares that “everyone has the right to freedom of 
peaceful assembly and association and no one may be compelled to belong to an association”.7  
It further emphasizes that “everyone has the right to form and to join trade unions for the 
protection of his interests.”8 International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) and 
International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) almost in similar 
language have confirmed TU and collective bargaining rights of the workers. ICCPR states that 
everyone has the right to freedom of association with others, including the right to form and 
join trade unions for the protection of his interests. 9  Highlighting the social and economic 
needs and interests of the individuals,  ICESCR has stated, ‘The State parties should ensure the 
right of everyone to form trade unions and join the trade union of his choice, subject only to the 
rules of the organization concerned, for the promotion and protection of his economic and 
social interests.’10  Both covenants further have emphasized that no restrictions may be placed 
on the exercise of TU rights other than those prescribed by law and which are necessary in a 
democratic society in the interests of national security or public order or for the protection of 
the rights and freedoms of others.11  Besides, the ICESCR in particular has urged the state 
parties to ensure the right to strike, provided that it is exercised in conformity with the laws of 
the particular country.12 
 

 
5 https://www.ilo.org/declaration/lang--en/index.htm  
6 Hossain, J., Ahmed, M. and Baul, T. K. (2012), Transforming international labour standards into workers’ 
rights in Bangladesh: progresses and paradoxes. Dhaka: BILS.  
7 UDHR, Article-20 
8 UDHR, Article- 23(4) 
9 ICCPR Article-22(1)]                                                           
10 ICESCR Article-8(1-a)                    
11 ICCPR, Article 22(2); ICESCR, Article 8-1(a) 
12 ICESCR, Article 8-1(d) 

https://www.ilo.org/declaration/lang--en/index.htm
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ILO CONVENTIONS 
ILO conventions on collective bargaining are considered as the core international standards for 
collective bargaining. ILO conventions No. 87, 98 and 154 principally have framed a 
fundamental ground for freedom of association and collective bargaining.  
 
ILO Convention-87: Freedom of Association and Protection of the Right to Organise 
Convention 1948 
The Preamble to the Constitution of the International Labour Organization (ILO) declares 
"recognition of the principle of freedom of association" to be a means of improving conditions 
of labour and of establishing peace.13 As Convention 87 declares, workers have the right to 
establish and, subject only to the rules of the organization concerned, to join organizations of 
their own choosing without previous authorization (Article 2) and these organizations have the 
right to establish and join federations and confederations and any such organization, 
federation or confederation shall have the right to affiliate with international organizations of 
workers and employers (Article 5). The Convention articulates that workers’ organizations have 
the right to draw up their constitutions and rules, to elect their representatives in full freedom, 
to organize their administration and activities and to formulate their programmes (Article 3[1]). 
The important point in this regard is that public authorities shall refrain from any interference 
which would restrict this right or impede the lawful exercise thereof (Article 3[2]). That is, it is 
State’s responsibility to guarantee this right by the law of the land14. While mentioning the 
responsibility of the labour organizations to respect the law of the land it indicates that “the law 
of the land shall not be such as to impair, nor shall it be so applied as to impair, the guarantees 
provided for in this Convention.”15 The Convention states, “each member of the ILO for which 
this Convention is in force undertakes to take all necessary and appropriate measures to ensure 
that workers may exercise freely the right to organize.”16 
 
ILO Convetion-98:  Right to Organise and Collective Bargaining Convention, 1949  
In 1949, ILO adopted Convention 98 ‘Right to Organise and Collective Bargaining Convention’. 
This convention ensures protection of the workers, engaged in organizing and participating in 
TU activities, against anti-union discrimination. The convention declares, “Workers shall enjoy 
adequate protection against acts of antiunion discrimination in respect of their employment.”17 
Such protection shall apply more particularly in respect of acts calculated to- (a) make the 
employment of a worker subject to the condition that he shall not join a union or shall 
relinquish trade union membership; (b) cause the dismissal of or otherwise prejudice a worker 
by reason of union membership or because of participation in union activities outside working 
hours or, with the consent of the employer, within working hours. The convention further 
states that workers' and employers' organizations shall enjoy adequate protection against any 
acts of interference by each other or each other's agents or members in their establishment, 
functioning or administration.18 In particular, acts which are designed to promote the 
establishment of workers' organizations under the domination of employers or employers' 
organizations, or to support workers' organizations by financial or other means, with the object 

 
13 Preamble of the ILO Convention No. 87   
14 Karim, et.al. (2020). Trade Union Formation and Practice: Present Situation, Future Challenges, and Way 
Forward. Dhaka: BILS 
15 ILO Convention 87 [Article 8].  
16 ILO Convention No. 87, Article 11 
17 ILO Convention No. 98, Article 1 
18 ILO Convention No. 98, Article 2 
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of placing such organizations under the control of employers or employers' organizations, shall 
be deemed to constitute acts of interference.19  
 
ILO Convention-154:  Collective Bargaining Convention, 1981  
This Convention applies to all branches of economic activity.20 The convention has fixed the 
scope and boundaries of collective bargaining. According to this convention, the term collective 
bargaining extends to all negotiations which take place between an employer, a group of 
employers or one or more employers' organizations, on the one hand, and one or more 
workers' organizations, on the other, for—(a) determining working conditions and terms of 
employment; and/or (b) regulating relations between employers and workers; and/or (c) 
regulating relations between employers or their organizations and a workers' organization or 
workers' organizations.21 This convention declares that national law or practice may determine 
the extent, to which the term collective bargaining shall extend, for the purpose of this 
Convention, to negotiations with workers’ representatives, where national law or practice 
recognizes the existence of workers' representatives, defined in Article 3, subparagraph (b), of 
the Workers' Representatives Convention, 1971.22 However in this regard, appropriate 
measures shall be taken, wherever necessary, to ensure that the existence of these 
representatives is not used to undermine the position of the workers' organizations 
concerned.23 Regarding the promotion of collective bargaining this convention states that 
measures adapted to national conditions shall be taken to promote collective bargaining. The 
aims of the measures shall be the following: (a) collective bargaining should be made possible 
for all employers and all groups of workers in the branches of activity covered by this 
Convention; (b) collective bargaining should be progressively extended to all matters covered 
by subparagraphs (a), (b) and (c) of Article 2 of this Convention; (c) the establishment of rules of 
procedure agreed between employers' and workers' organizations should be encouraged; (d) 
collective bargaining should not be hampered by the absence of rules governing the procedure 
to be used or by the inadequacy or inappropriateness of such rules; (e) bodies and procedures 
for the settlement of labour disputes should be so conceived as to contribute to the promotion 
of collective bargaining.24 

 
 

UN GUIDING PRINCIPLES OF BUSINESS AND HUMAN RIGHTS  
 
The UNGP—applicable to all States and to all business enterprises irrespective of their location, 
size, sector, structure, and ownership—are grounded in recognition of: "(a) States’ existing 
obligations to respect, protect and fulfil human rights and fundamental freedoms; (b) The role 
of business enterprises as specialized organs of society performing specialized functions, 
required to comply with all applicable laws and to respect human rights; and (c) The need for 
rights and obligations to be matched to appropriate and effective remedies when breached.”25  

 
 
 

 
19 Ibid 
20 ILO Convention No. 154, Article 1(1) 
21 ILO Convention No. 154, Article 2 
22 ILO Convention No. 154, Article 3 (1) 
23 ILO Convention No. 154, Article 3 (2) 
24 ILO Convention No. 154, Article 5 
25 UN (2011), Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights 
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Freedom of association and collective bargaining are now recognized human rights. UNGP 
provides a direct and indirect link with regard to freedom of association and collective 
bargaining. The foundational principles have made the State responsible for protecting against 
human rights abuse within their territory and/or jurisdiction by third parties, including business 
enterprises. The State should also make sure that all business enterprises domiciled in their 
territory and/or jurisdiction respect human rights throughout their operations.   
 
Regarding the corporate responsibility to respect human rights, some other foundational 
principles of UNGP have directly set out the responsibility of the employers/business. Broadly, 
business enterprises should respect human rights. In this regard, on the one hand, 
businesses/employers should avoid infringing on the human rights of others; and, on the other 
hand, they should address the adverse human rights impacts with which they are involved.26 A 
more direct link to the freedom of association and collective bargaining has been evident in 
Principle 12. This principle has direct reference to the universal human rights declaration and 
ILO’s declaration on the fundamental principles and rights at work where FoA and collective 
bargaining are considered the core labour standards.   

“The responsibility of business enterprises to respect human rights refers to 
internationally recognized human rights – understood, at a minimum, as those 
expressed in the International Bill of Human Rights and the principles concerning 
fundamental rights set out in the International Labour Organization’s Declaration on 
Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work.”27   

 
According to the UNGP, businesses or employers must respect the rights of workers to form or 
join a trade union by refraining themselves from activities that discourage workers from 
practising these rights. While respecting the right to collective bargaining, business enterprises 
or employers should not refuse any genuine opportunity to bargain collectively.28 The due 
diligence for the rights to form or join a trade union emphasizes on identification and 
prevention of anti-union policies and practices and mitigating the harmful effects. On the other 
hand, as per the due diligence for the right to bargain collectively, in countries where a well-
defined structure/framework for bargaining is absent in both law and practice, business 
enterprises must be prepared to bargain under a wider range of structures.29  
 
 

COLLECTIVE BARGAINING IN BANGLADESH LABOUR ACT AND LABOUR RULES 
 
Bangladesh Labour Act 
Bangladesh Labour Act (BLA) 2006 is the key instrument to ensure and protect the rights the 
workers, mostly of formal sectors including RMG, in the country. The Act guarantees the right 
to form trade unions and collective bargaining. BLA 2006 (amendment 2018) provides a 
number of provisions including the rights to bargaining, bargaining scope and procedures, 
industrial disputes settling procedures, right to strike, and anti-union discrimination. 
 
Collective bargaining agents play important roles in protecting the rights of the workers and 
settling disputes. According to BLA 2006 collective bargaining agent means a trade union or 
federation of trade unions of an establishment or group of establishments which is an agent of 

 
26 UNGP, Principle 11 
27 UNGP, Principle 12 
28 https://www.ethicaltrade.org/sites/default/files/shared_resources/ituc_ungp_foa1.pdf 
29 https://www.ethicaltrade.org/sites/default/files/shared_resources/ituc_ungp_foa1.pdf 



 

 

13 

the workers for collective bargaining in such establishment or group of establishments under 
Chapter XII. 30 Section 202 of the BLA 2006 has specified the provisions for formation and scope 
of functions of the collective bargaining agent. In the case of only one TU in an establishment, 
the TU is supposed to work as the bargaining agent of that establishment.31 In cases of more 
than one TUs in an establishment, they shall elect the bargaining agent through an election 
directed by an election commissioner nominated among themselves32 or the Department of 
Labour (DoL) holding a secret ballot vote within a period of 120 days from the date of receipt of 
an application made in this behalf by any such TU or by the employer and determine which TU 
shall be the bargaining agent of the establishment.33 The collective bargaining agent is entitled 
to carry out or entitled to perform specific functions34 as presented in Box 1.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
TU federation as collective bargaining agent: BLA 2006 has determined the scope and role of 
the federation of trade unions to act as a collective bargaining agent. Accordingly,  a federation 
of trade unions shall be deemed to be the collective bargaining agent in any establishment or 
group of establishments, if any of its federated unions in that establishment, by a resolution 
passed in the meeting of its executive committee, authorizes it to act as the collective 
bargaining agent in that establishment on its behalf; provided that no such authorization shall 
be permissible unless the constitutions of the federation and of the affiliated union provide for 
such authorization.35 The act further specifies that a federation of trade unions shall act as the 
collective bargaining agent only in the establishment or group of establishments in which any 
of its member union is a collective bargaining agent.36 However, a federation of trade unions at 
national level formed and registered under section 200(5) of BLA 2006 is not allowed to act as a 
collective bargaining agent.37 
 
Check-off: The collective bargaining agent union can request the employer to deduct a 
subscription from the wages of the workers working in the establishment and member of that 
collective bargaining agent for collective bargaining agent-fund upon the approval of each 

 
30 BLA 2006, section 2(52) 
31 BLA 2006, section 202[1]. 
32 Inserted in the BLA 2006, section 202[2] by the Bangladesh Labour (Amendment) Act, 2013 [section 53a]. 
33 BLA 2006, section 202[2]. 
34 BLA 2006, section 202[24]. 
35 BLA 2006, section 203 (1) 
36 BLA 2006, section 203 (2) 
37 BLA 2006, section 203 (3) 

Box 1: Functions/entitlements of collective bargaining agents 
A collective bargaining agent in relation to an establishment to which it relates shall be 
entitled to:  

a. bargain with the employer in matters of the state of jobless, conditions of work or 
environment of work of the workers;  

b. represent all or any of the workers in any proceedings; 
c. give notice of, and declare, a strike in accordance with the provisions;  
d. nominate representatives of the workers in any welfare institution or provident 

fund and in the board of trustees of the workers participation fund; and 
e. conduct cases on behalf of any individual worker or a group of workers.  

 

Source: BLA 2006, Section 202(24) 
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worker in the demand statement by the collective bargaining agent-union and keep the sum 
separately.38 The employer is supposed to deposit the entire amount in the account of the 
collective bargaining agent-union within 15 days of deduction.39 In addition, workers outside 
the collective bargaining agent union can contribute through receipt.40  

 
Office of the collective bargaining agent: There shall be an office room for the collective 
bargaining agent in the establishment allotted by every employer in his establishment as 
prescribed by the rules.41   
 
Collective bargaining procedure: In the cases of industrial disputes, collective bargaining 
agent and employer can settle those by negotiation, conciliation, and arbitration.  
 
The first step in the process of industrial dispute settlement is negotiation when the collective 
bargaining agent shall communicate in writing with the other party. Then the recipient party 
shall take initiative to arrange a meeting for negotiation within fifteen days of the receipt of the 
communication. If both parties make a positive solution on the disputed issues, a deed of 
settlement shall be recorded and signed by both parties and the copy of the deed shall be 
forwarded to the government and the conciliator thereof.42  
 
The second step in the dispute settlement process is conciliation. If the negotiation fails within 
a period of one month from the date of the first meeting of negotiation, it shall be forwarded to 
the Conciliator for the process of conciliation. If the dispute is settled through conciliation the 
Conciliator shall report it to the government along with the settlement deed but if not settled 
within 30 days of initiation of conciliation it will be treated as having failed. However, the time 
for conciliation may be extended if both parties agree in writing.43.  
 
When dispute settlement fails even after conciliation, it is referred for arbitration. If the 
conciliation turns into fails, the conciliator shall try to influence the parties to agree to refer the 
dispute to an arbitrator. When both parties agree, then the conciliator shall forward the 
disputes to an arbitrator chosen by both parties. Arbitrator shall present an award within thirty 
days, or such further period as may be agreed by them upon after the dispute is received. After 
making award the arbitrator shall forward a copy of it to the parties and to the Government.44  
 
Right to strike:  Right to strike by a collective bargaining agent has been allowed only after 
certain conditions are fulfilled. Calling a strike is dependent on the support of pre-requisite 
number of members of collective bargaining agent union. Such a union can serve notice to the 
employer informing the commencement of a strike with a space of a minimum seven (07) and 
maximum of fourteen (14) days with the consent of 51%45 of the members through a secret 
ballot, especially held for the purpose, under the supervision of the Conciliator.46 However, no 

 
38 BLA 2006, section 204[1]. 
39 BLA 2006, section 204[2]. 
40 Added to the BLA 2006, section 204[1] by the Bangladesh Labour (Amendment) Act, 2018 [section 31]. 
41 Inserted as section 201[26] by the Bangladesh Labour (Amendment) Act, 2013 [section 56(56b)]. 
42 BLA, Section 210 (1,2,3) 
43 BLA, Section 210 [4(b),5-9] 
44 BLA, Section 210 (10-15) 
45 Changed from the original ‘three-fourths’ in BLA 2006 through section 59 of the Bangladesh Labour 

(Amendment) Act, 2013. 
46 BLA 2006, 211[1] 
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strike is allowed in an establishment for a period of three years from the date of 
commencement of production, if the establishment is a new one or is owned by foreigners or is 
established in collaboration with foreigners.47 
  
Anti-union discrimination:  ILO Convention No. 98 aims to protect workers against anti-union 
discrimination. The latest amendment, in 2018, of BLA 2006 has included provisions on anti-
trade union discrimination. The amendment states that if the employment condition of a 
worker is changed or any retaliatory step is taken by an employer when the process of TU 
formation is going on or when the registration process is pending or after getting TU 
registration then these acts will be considered as anti-union discrimination from employers’ 
part. The Act also incorporated a provision on formulating Standard Operating Procedures 
(SOP) for managing anti-union discrimination-related investigation activities.48          
 
Bangladesh Labour Rules-2015 
Rules 182 of BLR provides that the owner will allot an office room for the collective bargaining 
agent according to the organization’s infrastructure and at the site in conformity with 
ventilation and facility of movement of workers inside and outside the organization. The Rules 
further specify that the owner is required to provide the required number of office chairs, 
tables, cabinets, power supply, electric ceiling fan, light, notice boards, etc. in the office room. 
If disputes arise regarding establishing the office of the collective bargaining agent or the 
allocation of seats or furniture, then the labour director will take appropriate measures by 
consulting with both parties. 
 
Nine years after the enactment of BLA, when the Bangladesh Labour Rules were introduced in 
2015, it included the provision on the nomination of workers’ representatives in the 
participation committee by the collective bargaining agent and trade unions. According to 
Rules 184, to send representatives of workers to the participation committee, the currently 
registered trade unions will submit the names and details of the representatives to the owner as 
per form-63 by receiving the request from him within 10 (ten) days.49It should be ensured that 
the nomination of worker representatives by the representatives of trade unions and collective 
bargaining agents is from the range of different classes, branches or departments of the 
organization, provided that, if there are female workers in any class, branch or division of the 
organization, nomination of women workers in the participating committee will be given 
priority.50 In the case of the vacant office of the workers’ representative, the collective 
bargaining agent or trade union may nominate a new candidate and the owner will reconstruct 
the participating committee with the new representative within seven (7) days of receiving the 
nomination.51 It is important to mention that the latest amendment of BLR 2015 (amended in 
2022) has abolished both rules 184 and 186.  
 

PLACE OF COLLECTIVE BARGAINING IN LABOUR POLICY OF BANGLADESH  
 
National Labour Policy-2012 
The National Labour Policy (NLP) 2012 has recognized a trade union as an important partner of 
society in the efforts of bringing stability to the industrial sector, protecting the rights of the 

 
47 BLA 2006, section 211(8) 
48 BLA 2006, 196-a 
49 BLR 184 (1) 
50 BLR 184 (2) 
51 BLR 186 (2) 
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workers, reducing income disparity, and establishing social justice. NLP-2012 is committed to 
upholding the rights to form trade unions, collective bargaining, and social dialogue. The 
government will play its due role in encouraging trade union/labour welfare association 
activities (formation, bargaining and dialogue) under the country's constitution, labour laws 
and other international instruments including the ILO.  Section 13.01 of the NLP-2012 
emphasizes the establishment of Trade Unions (TU) or workers' welfare associations, collective 
bargaining & social dialogue and comprehends the necessity of trade unions and collective 
bargaining. The section states that- “there is a necessity of responsive and healthy trade union/ 
workers welfare association that will contribute to reduce income equalities, to protect the 
rights of the workers that are already entitled by the laws, establishing social justice, ensure 
peace and sustainability of the industries”. 
 
To facilitate the practice of collective bargaining NLP 2012 states that government will take 
initiative to bring the required reform and development in the existing structures/mechanisms 
of practising collective bargaining at different levels, i.e., at plant/institution level, industry level 
and national level. The policy also states that the labour law should include the provision of 
participation committees. Additionally, according to the policy provision of the NLP 2012 
government would undertake the appropriate initiative to form participation committees at 
every institution and ensure the effective functioning of these committees. However, there is a 
strong negative opinion among the trade union leaders regarding the participation committees’ 
activities since these committees have no legal authority to submit the charter of demands and 
bargaining with the employers. 
 
Overall, the BLA 2006 has both facilitative, and restrictive and stringent provisions regarding 
TU and collective bargaining rights. On the one hand, BLA recognizes the right to form TU and 
provides provisions for forming a TU federation and confederation. The Act has determined the 
scope of functions for a collective bargaining agent. Moreover, according to this ACT, while 
carrying out collective bargaining activities, a collective bargaining agent can appoint 
specialists if it deems necessary; and even BLA has provided scope for a federation of trade 
unions to act as the collective bargaining agent in any establishment or group of 
establishments after fulfilling some preconditions. Besides, the provision to provide an office 
room with equipment, by the employers, for the collective bargaining agent is a facilitative 
provision for 16racticing collective bargaining rights.    
 
On the other hand, despite the several amendments in the BLA 2006, the formation of trade 
unions is still regulated. Moreover, although the latest amendment reduced the membership 
requirement (from 30% to 20%) to form a union, it still contradicts international standards. 
Labour Act must be compliant fully with international labour standards (ILO Conventions) 
ratified by Bangladesh. Besides, the collective bargaining process is cumbersome, and the 
rights to practice strikes are strict. Even in some cases, workers are not allowed to exercise the 
strike for a specified period. Further, the existing provision on the termination of workers by 
employers is also exploitative for workers since there is a concern that employers may abuse 
the provision to intimidate workers whenever they try to claim their rights and the workers are 
always in fear of losing their jobs.52 The legal provisions must address these issues to practice 
collective bargaining in a free and fearless environment.   
 
 

 
52 KII 
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CHAPTER THREE: COLLECTIVE BARGAINING IN RMG: PRE AND DURING 

COVID-19  
 
 
Collective bargaining is considered an enabling right. Generally, it is a voluntary negotiation 
process between autonomous representative parties, acting in good faith and the outcome of 
this negotiation is a collective bargaining agreement (CBA) which establishes joint rules in 
respect of working conditions, terms of employment and employment relations.53 The common 
standard of CBA which are in formal written format, legally enforceable contracts between 
factory management and employees for a specified period. Collective bargaining may take 
place at several levels—plant level, sectoral level, and national level.54 However, the scope of 
this section is limited to the plant and sectoral level bargaining in the Bangladesh RMG 
industry.    
 
 

COLLECTIVE BARGAINING AT PLANT-LEVEL 
The collective bargaining process is usually initiated by plant-level trade unions and gives 
employees and management a legal platform to agree on what they need from each other.55 In 
RMG, plant-level collective bargaining is a process of negotiation that is voluntary between the 
employer of a factory and the trade union of that factory, known as plant-level unions. These 
representative parties come together to voice their respective demands and issues, share 
information about what lies behind their positions, and through discussions and reciprocal 
trade-offs, seek to reach a consensus; and finally, conclude with the signing of a collective 
bargaining agreement (CBA).  
 
Nonetheless, in reality, the collective bargaining situation at the plant level in Bangladesh RMG 
sector during the pre-COVID-19 crisis was not in a satisfactory state, even not now.  Indeed, the 
right to freedom of association and collective bargaining in garment factories is mostly 
neglected (Hossain and Ahmed, 2018). The practice of the collective bargaining process is hardly 
seen at the factory level, and even workers rarely get the scope to bargain with the authority 
through any formal channel (Hossain and Ahmed, 2019).  
 
Very low rate of collective bargaining agreements  
The RMG industry has 1189 plant-level unions and 56 sectoral federations.56  Nonetheless, the 
plant-level CBA rate in the RMG sector is very low. From 2013 to 2018, an estimated 51 collective 
bargaining agreements have been signed in the RMG sector.57  On the other hand, currently the 
RMG sector has about 4500 factors. Therefore, it could be estimated that only around one-fourth 
(26.4%) of the factories have plant-level unions. On the other hand, the situation of collective 
bargaining agreement (CBA) is grimmer. From the same information, it could be estimated that 
just slightly more than one percent (1.33%) of factories have CBA; and only around four percent 
(4.28%) of all the basic unions have been able to sign an agreement with employers. 

 
53 ILO 2022 
54 Ibid  
55 ILO, 2022, Social Dialogue Report 2022, Collective bargaining for an inclusive, sustainable, and resilient 
recovery; https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---dcomm/--- 
publ/documents/publication/wcms_842807.pdf 
56 MOLE database. http://103.48.18.197/bn/setsector; http://103.48.18.197/bn/trade 
57 Danish Trade Union Development Agency- DTDA, 2020, Labour Market Profile Bangladesh-2020, p-III 

https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---dcomm/---
http://103.48.18.197/bn/setsector
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Hard to get the actual number of active unions and collective bargaining agreements in force 
in RMG 
Ambiguity is found/existing concerning the number of active basic/plant-level unions and CBAs.    
Although the MoLE data shows 1189 unions, sectoral trade union federation leaders claim that 
due to the closedown of many factories many unions are not functioning, although they are 
remaining on the database. MoLE official also confirms that due to a lengthy process of 
declaring a union void/inactive it is not possible to immediately drop those unions from the 
database and keep it up to date always.58 Therefore, it is evident that a debate always remains 
concerning the number of active/functional unions in the RMG sector.         
 
On the other hand, getting information concerning the number of collection bargaining 
agreements in RMG is also very difficult. The reasons are multidimensional—i) the existing 
database of MOLE does not provide information on CBAs; ii) getting information from the DoL 
is also lengthy/cumbersome and also involves bureaucratic complexities, and iii) RMG 
federations often lack proper documentation of the CoD submitted and CBAs signed by their 
affiliated unions. Interviews with RMG sectoral federation leaders in this study also have made 
it evident that there is also a lack of consciousness/concrete idea among them about the 
number of collective bargaining agreements existing in this sector.  

“As a whole, the RMG industry covers only 5-6% of real plant-level trade unions existing in 
Bangladesh. In that consideration, the number of CBA is near only 50 and this is the actual 
scenario in the RMG industry.” (KII) 
 
“Wherever we talk about industrial relations, we must also talk about collective 
bargaining. Suppose we assume that there are 1000 basic unions in the garment sector of 
Bangladesh. Now we can expect that there will be at least 1000 CBAs, if each union signs 
one (01) CBA. But I have a doubt that you cannot show me 100 CBAs in the RMG sector in 
the last 10 years.”- said Mr Shakil Akter Chowdhury, General Secretary-BLF. 

 
 

PROCESS AND SCOPE 
The process of collective bargaining at the plant/factory level has been determined in the BLA 
2006. The whole process could be divided into two phases—first, the selection process of a 
collective bargaining agent at the factory/plant, and second, the process of bargaining with 
management. According to the BLA, 2006 (amendment 2018) a collective bargaining agent is 
essential to initiate a formal negotiation/bargaining with the employer. The Act has also 
determined the ways to select a collective bargaining agent. If there is only one trade union in 
an establishment that union shall be deemed as the collective bargaining agent for that 
establishment.59 If more than one union exists in an establishment, either they can take 
initiative to select the collective bargaining agent by nominating election commissioners 
among themselves, or the Director of Labour shall hold a secret ballot, upon an application 
made in this behalf by any such trade union or by the employer, to determine the collective 
bargaining agent for that establishment.60   
 
 
 

 
58 Draft findings sharing workshop, 29-10-2022 
59 BLA, Section 202(1) 
60 BLA, Section 202 (2) 
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On the other hand, regarding the bargaining process, a collective bargaining agent requires to 
submit a ‘charter of demand (CoD)’ to the management demanding specific rights, privileges, 
and benefits for the workers. Once a CoD is placed, the management and the bargaining agent 
need to go through certain consecutive and clearly defined steps in order to reach a settlement 
which starts a mutual discussion. If the mutual discussion/negotiation fails, then the issue is 
attempted to be resolved through conciliation. In case the conciliation also fails, the matter is 
solved either through arbitration or labour court proceedings. It is worth mentioning that the 
BLA has provisions so that an employer or a collective bargaining agent can opt to take 
assistance from a specialist in order to perform the respective activities. 
 
However, in practice, the plant-level collective bargaining on the part of basic unions in the 
RMG sector is not as simple and straightforward as mentioned in the legal provisions. Two 
trends are commonly observed in the cases of raising issues and demands to employers and the 
subsequent negotiation at the factory level — i) formal practice according to the legal 
procedure which results in signing a written agreement, and ii) informal ways of discussions and 
verbal consensus (which is not collective bargaining yet may be considered as social dialogue)61. 
Since the formal procedure of bargaining and achieving agreement or CBA is not the 
predominant practice, as evident from the previous section, the second trend, i.e., 
informal/verbal consensus is more frequently observed at the plant level.  
 
Without assistance from the sectoral federations, formal negotiation that results in written 
agreements with employers is nearly impossible for factory-based unions. Considering the 
context and background of plant-level union representatives (e.g., education and knowledge 
level, skill for negotiation, presentation capacity) it is difficult for most plant-level unions to 
prepare the charter of demands (CoD) and submit it to the employers and participate 
effectively and independently in the negotiation process. The sectoral federations, therefore, 
play a significant role in plant-level bargaining by extending different supports to the plant-
level unions both at the CoD preparation phase and negotiation phase. In reality, it has been 
observed that factory-based unions are mostly affiliated with sectoral federations which 
provide different assistance to them for engaging in a successful negotiation process. At the 
CoD preparation phase, federations extend assistance for selecting bargaining issues, and 
writing and drafting the demands; while at the negotiation phase representatives from the 
sectoral federation often remain present during discussions between unions and employers and 
often remain present, as labour experts, during the signing of the agreement.62 It is to note 
that, in real practice, core discussion and bargaining issues are basically placed by the 
federation leadership with the presence of plant-level union leadership in the factory.63 As a 
whole, for plant-level unions, the entire process is guided by the Federations to whom they are 
affiliated. 
 
 

ISSUES OF BARGAINING: PRE COVID-CRISIS 
 
Collective bargaining broadly includes two subjects — i) terms and conditions of employment and ii) 
regulating relations between workers and employers or between their organizations.64  It is evident 
that at the plant/factory level in RMG forming a trade union and practising collective bargaining 

 
61  
62 FGD in Gazipur and Ashulia 
63 KII 
64 ILO (2015), Subjects for Collective Bargaining, Factsheet No.03  
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face several challenges. Despite the challenges, few plant-level trade unions have been successful in 
achieving collective agreements covering a wide range of issues/subjects including wage increases, 
paid leave, maternity benefits, daycare, canteen, tiffin bill, attendance bonuses, office for collective 
bargaining agent, and check-off.  The following Table (Table 1) presents issues included in the CoDs 
in the pre-Covid crisis.  
 
Table 1: Cases and Issues of Collective Bargaining at Plant Level: Pre COVID-crisis 

Timeline Area Issues and other potential facts 
2016 Gazipur The plant-level union of Radisson Apparels Ltd. submitted a 16-point charter of 

demands in the early 2016 to the employers. After two (02) round of discussion 
meetings between plant-level TU leaders and management, these demands 
were settled in the end of 2016. The CBA includes 6 % annual increments for 
2017 and 7 % from 2018, attendance bonuses, leave (causal leave and sick leave), 
festival leave, maternity leave, treatment facilities, saline, compensation for 
retirement and retrenchment, provident fund, dispute solution mechanism, 
allotment office for CBA etc. 

2017 Gazipur The union of Textil Fashion Ltd. submitted a 16 points charter of demands in late 
2016 to the employers. After 2 round discussion meeting between plant level TU 
leaders and management these demands were settled in the early of 2017. In the 
CBA included 8 % annual increments, attendance bonus, leave (causal leave and 
sick leave), festival leave, maternity leave, treatment facilities, saline, 
compensation for retirement and retrenchment, provident fund, dispute solution 
mechanism, allotment office for CBA etc. 

2017 Ashulia A 14-point charter of demands was submitted by the union of Natural 
Denims Ltd in the late 2016. These points were settled in early 2017 in a CBA, 
which includes a wage increase (7%), attendance bonus, casual leave, sick 
leave, annual leave, day care center, canteen facilities, maternity benefits, 
and welfare services. 

2017 Ashulia In January 2017, the plant level union of Donglian Fashion Company was able 
to sign a collective bargaining agreement (CBA) with the employer. This 
landmark CBA includes provisions on wage increases, paid leave, union 
activities, protection against arbitrary salary cuts, and other benefits65. The 
CBA was renewed in 2020. 

2019 Ashulia The union of Fountain Garment Manufacturing Ltd. submitted a 30 points 
charter of demands in the early 2019. Then 20 points were settled in late 
2019 in a CBA, which includes annual increment (10%), promotion, 
attendance bonus, tiffin & night bil, earn leave, festival leave, leave register 
book, ultrasonographic facilities for pregnant workers, maternity benefits, 
checkoff, Office allocation for TU, modernization of day care, saline, canteen, 
rewards, anti-harassment committee. 

2019 Gazipur A 24-point charter of demands was submitted by the union in Hop Lun 
Apparels Ltd the early 2018. After submitting the demands, 21 demands 
were settled in mid-2019 including annual increment (10%), provident fund, 
promotion, attendance bonus, tiffin bill, casual leave, sick leave, treatment 
facilities, paternity benefits, check off, daycare, target bonus, grievance 
solution mechanism, promotion in higher position for women was the main 
demands. 

2020 Ashulia Plant level union of Natural Denims Ltd submitted a 10 points charter of 

 
65 https://admin.industriall-union.org/bangladesh-strife-ends-as-donglian-fashion-signs-collective-
agreement-with-union 

https://admin.industriall-union.org/bangladesh-strife-ends-as-donglian-fashion-signs-collective-agreement-with-union
https://admin.industriall-union.org/bangladesh-strife-ends-as-donglian-fashion-signs-collective-agreement-with-union
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demands in 2019 to the employers. These points were settled in early 2020 in 
a CBA, which includes a wage increase, maternity benefits, and welfare 
services66. 

2020 Gazipur The union of Hop lun apparels Ltd (unit 02) submitted a 24 points charter of 
demands in the early 2020. After submitting the demands 21 demands were 
settled in mid-2020 including annual increment (10%), provident fund, 
promotion, attendance bonus, tiffin bill, casual leave, sick leave, treatment 
facilities, paternity benefits, check off, daycare, target bonus, promotion in 
higher position for women was the main demands. 

Source: All these CBA agreements are collected from TU Federations and IndustriAll website. 
Chart 1: Issues of CBAs 

  

 
66 https://www.imvoconvenanten.nl/-/media/imvo/files/kleding/child-labour/association/country-information-
bangladesh.pdf 
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It has been evident from the CBAs (Chart 1) that existing agreements are merely related to the 
demands of implementation of the provisions of BLA 200667; and employers agreed to provide 
those which they are legally liable for. But demands/issues which are not mandatory in the BLA 
(e.g., provident fund; maternity leave for six months, paternity leave) were withdrawn mostly when 
the agreements were signed. It has also been evident that the issues of skill training and social 
protection were least frequent in the CoD of the unions.   

“If I make demands and agreements that weekly holidays will be maintained, overtime 
payments will be paid on time, maternity leave will be provided etc., which are already in 
the law, those will not be real CBAs according to me. Real CBA is one step ahead of the 
law.” - said Amirul Haque Amin, president of NGWF. 

 
 
 
 

COLLECTIVE BARGAINING DURING COVID-19 CRISIS 
 
A decreased trend of bargaining and agreement 
The covid-19 pandemic period has observed a lesser number of plant-level agreements. During 
the fieldwork of this study, both plant-level union leaders and sectoral federation leaders admit 
that the frequency of raising issues to the employers and the process of developing a charter of 
demand (CoD) was hampered greatly. Instead of submitting written demands, many unions 
opted for placing issues/demands orally/verbally. The formal collective bargaining process at 
the plant level was pressed over due to the emergency COVID crisis. In the early COVID period, 
formal and structured written agreement is largely missing. Placement of oral demands from 
plant-level unions to the management largely has been observed during that time to ensure 
OSH measures, maintaining social distancing, ensuring mask facilities, and using hand 
sanitiser, and soap for workers at the factory level.  
          
Plant-level unions were concerned/anxious about protecting the jobs, rather than placing a 
new charter of demands 
COVID-19 posed a serious threat to public health that caused a hard impact on the world of 
work. Bangladesh’s RMG sector is one of the worst victims of that hit. Rampant order 
cancellation from brands/buyers, factory closure, and workers layoff68  were reportedly 
common in the initial days of the pandemic. Even after reopening after more than a two-month 
closure period (26 March 2020 to 30 May 2022), most of the RMG factories, as well as the whole 
industry, faced a similar critical phase with low orders from the buyers which caused workers 
layoff and termination. In such a situation, unions at the plant level refrained from submitting 
demands/issues to the management. Indeed, the fear among union leaders regarding job loss 
increased significantly.    

“During COVID we were not able to submit any CoD because many of the workers and 
plant-level TU leaders lost their job at that time. Most importantly, during COVID it was 
a national crisis. So, there was no scope to deal with factory-based fundamental issues 
for plant-level unions”, said Salauddin Swopon, President of BRGWF. 

 
 
 

 
67 17 CBAs have reviewed. 
68 This period is considered from 26 March 2020 to at present as COVID period. 
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The time required for reaching an agreement increased significantly 
Not only the rate of collective bargaining had decreased during the pandemic, but also the time 
period for negotiation and achieving an agreement became lengthier (Chart 2). A rereview of 
eleven (11) CBAs before the pandemic showed that the shortest time to reach an agreement 
was 20 days, while the longest one took 277 days. Amid the pandemic, as has been evident 
from a review of six (06) CBAs, the shortest and longest time to reach an agreement was 24 
days and 398 days respectively.        
 

 
 
 
Central/government-imposed decisions influenced bargaining scope at the plant level  
The previous section shows that wage and wage increments, various leaves including festival 
leave, and festival bonuses are the top three demands/issues of the collective bargaining 
agendas as well as agreements. During the pandemic, many decisions relating to these issues 
(e.g., 65% wage, the proportion of paying eid-bonus, and eid-holidays) came from the 
state/central level which curtailed the scope for plant-level unions to bargain on these issues.    
 
Employers capitalized on the crisis to discourage unions to submit demands   
During the pandemic period, there was much discussion about the crisis of the RMG sector in 
terms of order cancellation and delayed payment by the buyers. Many participants of this study 
complain that employers took the chance and when they wanted to talk about their demands, 
employers informed them that they were suffering from troubles, and it would not be possible 
to address their issues.      
 
Difficult to hold union elections which also hampered the bargaining scope  
This has been also observed that amid the covid-19 pandemic many of the plant-level unions 
expired their tenure and could not arrange elections for the executive committee. However, it is 
a matter of fact that reliable data on how many unions expired due to failure in holding 
elections is really absent. All key informants from TU federations admit that since many unions 
lost their legitimacy because lack of elections during the Covid pandemic it also impacted the 
collective bargaining situation at the plant level.         
 
Workers’ health and Covid-19 treatment issues got priority in the bargaining agenda  
A shift in bargaining and negotiation agendas for unions has been widely observed (Table 2). 
Although the instances of agreements during the pandemic period are very few, a review of 
those agreements shows that, along with some common issues, OSH issues also got priority in 
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the bargaining agenda at the plant level. Annual increments, attendance bonuses, leave (causal 
leave and sick leave), festival leave, maternity leave, treatment facilities, Covid testing facilities 
and permission of leave for Covid-infected workers with no wage cut, treatment facilities for 
the workers who are being affected by Covid, compensation for the workers who died due to 
Covid etc. are mostly placed as a demand of the CBA at plant level.  
 
 
Table 2: Issues of bargaining/negotiation/discussions (formal and informal) with employers pre 
and during Covid-19 

Issues of bargaining/negotiation/discussions with employers 

Pre-Covid During Covid-1969 

Before 26 March 2020: 
▪ Ensuring attendance bonus 
▪ Payment of night bill for the workers who 

work at night shift 
▪ Eid Bonus and tiffin bill 
▪ Reduce excessive working hours 
▪ Wage increment 
▪ Provident fund 
▪ Payment of 100% maternity benefits, 
▪ Casual leave provision,  
▪ Formation sexual harassment committee 
▪ Grievance control mechanism 
▪ Daycare facilities 
▪ Office room for the plant level union 

After 30 May 2020:  
▪ Providing Hand sanitizer 
▪ Using face mask and  
▪ Demanding no layoff 
▪ Social distancing 
▪ Partial payment 
▪ Proper OSH, others safety measures for 

the workers 
▪ Covid-19 test 
▪ Employment security 
▪ Maternity benefit 
  

Source: Issues are identified from the FGD’s conducted at Gazipur and Ashulia with plant level union 
leadership. 
 
Indeed, the agenda of collective bargaining at the plant/factory level prioritized the issues of 
ensuring health safety and employment security at first. The following statement of a key 
informant is worth mentioning here.    

Fundamental issues of workers like wage and annual increments were mostly left behind 
by the minimum health and safety issues of the workers in the factory. Plant level trade 
union leaders demanded to ensure safety gears including mask, hand sanitiser, and social 
distancing to some extent”, said Salauddin Swopon, President BRGWF 

 
Another key informant further explained this shift in demands and issues in the following way:     

In the past, we concentrated on improving the building safety, structural safety, and fire 
safety and all these are much-improved due to multistakeholder initiatives. But in the 
pandemic period, all these issues were considered as less priority. At that time there were 
tensions among workers specifically on how to survive and maintain the family as well as 
how to protect their jobs. And we, the people from the federation level or basic union level, 
gave attention to the health and safety issues as priority issues and were vocal so that no 
workers die due to Covid. We were also vocal to ensure vaccine, social distancing, 
sanitization, using mask for the workers as well as factory close-open dilemma of 
BGMEA.’- said Md. Towhidur Rahman, President, BAWF.

 
69 It needs to be mentioned that not all these demands followed the formal structure of CBA during early 
COVID-19 crisis; but many of these were raised verbally.   
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Table 3: Issues in plant level charter of demands during Covid-19 
 

Timeline Area Issues and other potential facts 
2021 Ashulia Haesong Korea Ltd Sramik Union submitted a 14 in points charter of demands 

in the early 2021 to the employers. After a discussion meeting between plant 
level TU leaders and management these demands were settled. The CBA 
includes wage payment in due time, annual increment 7 %, attendance bonus, 
leave (causal leave and sick leave), festival leave, maternity leave, treatment 
facilities, COVID testing facilities and permission of leave for COVID infected 
workers with no wage cut.  

2021 Ashulia Dica Tex Ltd. Sramik Kormochari Union submitted a 11 points charter of 
demands in the late 2021 to the employers. After 3 rounds discussion meeting 
between plant level TU leaders and management these demands were settled. 
The CBA includes 5 % annual increments, attendance bonus, leave (causal 
leave and sick leave), late presence upto 15 mins with logical explanation, 
festival leave, working hour, job security, upgradation, anti-harassment 
committee, maternity leave, treatment facilities, dispute solution mechanism, 
treatment facilities for the workers who are being affected by COVID, 
compensation for the workers who are died due to COVID etc. 

2021 Ashulia Fun Factory Ltd Sanmilito Sramik Union submitted a 20 points charter of 
demands in the early 2021 to the employers. These points were settled in 2 
round discussion in a CBA, which includes a wage increase (6%), 
attendance bonus, casual leave, sick leave, annual leave, day care center, 
canteen facilities, maternity benefits, and welfare services. 

2022 Gazipur Hop lun apparels Ltd Sanmilito Sramik Union submitted a 12 points charter 
of demands in the mid-2021. After submitting, the demands were settled in 
the early 2022 including annual increment (10%), provident fund, 
promotion, attendance bonus, tiffin bill, casual leave, sick leave, treatment 
facilities, paternity benefits, check off, daycare, target bonus, promotion in 
higher position for women, establishment of participation trust and welfare 
trust, establishment of emergency fund, fare shop management for the 
workers, employment of third gender was the main demands. 

 

Source: CBAs collected from TU Federations 
 
 
As a whole, difficulties of different natures influenced the collective bargaining practice at the 
plant level during the pandemic. The following box (Box 2) presents the challenges and 
limitations of collective bargaining as pointed out by the FGD participants and key informants 
in this study.   
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Box 2: Challenges/limitations of CB process during COVID-19 
▪ It was difficult to communicate with the workers, since most left Dhaka. 
▪ It was not possible to understand workers’ condition completely.  
▪ State/Government decisions affected/limited/demarcated/squeezed scope of bargaining 

both at plant and sectoral level (wage 60-65%, bonus, leave during EiD).  
▪ Increased fear of job insecurity prevented unions to submit CODs amid the pandemic.  
▪ Place of negotiation, always an important issue for workers. Negotiation should be in an 

environment which is fear-free.  
▪ It was difficult to hold elections for unions amid the pandemic, so did the scope of 

bargaining. Due to lack of elections, unions lost legitimacy to bargain with employers.  
▪ Specific issue-based bargaining is absent. Mostly all CBAs are merely for 

implementation of the BLA provisions.  
▪ In the name of social dialogue often agreements are not singed. 
▪ Influence/pressure of local musclemen, police, local government representative which 

often goes to the favour of employers.  
 
 

Sources: FGDs and KIIs 

 

COLLECTIVE BARGAINING AT SECTORAL-LEVEL 
 

PRE COVID-CRISIS 
Before the Covid-19 pandemic, bargaining at the sectoral level in RMG which concludes in an 
agreement with the employers’ organization was not observed. Generally, sectoral bargaining 
aims at standardization of the terms of employment in one industrial sector. It is to be 
mentioned that sectoral bargaining is more prevalent in developed countries like Austria, 
Germany, the Netherlands, and Switzerland.70 In the case of Bangladesh RMG sector, beyond 
single-employer bargaining, although few, evidence of collective bargaining between trade 
union federations and employer associations (multi-employer bargaining) is not seen generally. 
All the sectoral-level TU federation leaders interviewed in this study informed that their 
respective federations did not have any written collective agreement with employers’ 
organizations or groups of employers that might have a wider impact on the whole sector.   
       

DURING COVID-CRISIS 
Plant-level TU activities during the COVID-19 crisis were largely stopped due to factory closure 
as well as COVID-19 restrictions after the reopening of the factory. On the other hand, the 
sectoral-level initiatives that are mostly observed during the crisis period of COVID-19 were 
centred around protests, press releases, human chains, and blockades. However, no collective 
bargaining agreement was achieved between federations and employers’ associations in 
response to these initiatives. What was achieved at the highest level, was singing 
memorandum of understanding (MoU) which is also very rare. The following section presents 
the initiatives of SKOP, G-SKOP, IBC, and other sectoral federations during the Covid-19 crisis.  

SKOP AND G-SKOP 
Sramik Karmachari Oikya Parishad (SKOP) submitted nine-points demand to the Ministry of 
Labour and Employment (MoLE)71. From these nine points demands, five demands are closely 
related to the RMG workers. These demands are:  

 
70 https://www.oecd.org/els/emp/2409993.pdf 
71 The Sramik Karmachari Oikko Parishad (SKOP) has proposed nine points demand to the Ministry of Labour 
and Employment (MoLE). 
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1. Establishing one corona (Covid-19) testing centre, isolation and quarantine 
facilities for workers in places where at least one lakh workers are working or 
staying; 

2. Establishing social safety net for workers’ health and social welfare; 
3. Taking special initiatives and monitoring measures for operationalizing workers' 

welfare fund and central fund to provide support for the retrenched workers of 
garments and other sectors; 

4. Taking special measures to include foreign buyers to use their contribution in 
the central fund.; considering the provision of 50 per cent fund of the central 
fund to be allowed for emergency use, the government should allow using those 
funds for the well-being of the workers; and 

5. Stopping laying-off of or retrenchment of workers in industrial factories.  
 
 
Throughout the Covid-19 period Garments Shr0mik Kormochari Oikko Porishod (G-SKOP) 
circulated several press releases demanding the protection of the RMG workers. The main 
demands were centred around the payment of wages and allowances, stopping lay-offs and 
retrenchments, ensuring heal protection and Covid-19 tests, and providing risk allowances for 
the workers. The following table (Table 4) presents the issues raised by the G-SKOP at different 
points/times during the pandemic.     
 
Table 4: Demands of Garments Shromik Kormochari Oikko Porishod (G-SKOP) 

Timeline Issues/Demands 
 
23-04-2020 

• Immediate payment of wages and allowances of the RMG workers by taking 
support from government-declared incentives for RMG industry. 

• Making available arrangements so that workers can follow the health 
protocol/social distancing. 

• All lay-offs and retrenchments during the government-declared general 
holidays are unlawful.  

• Government must take measures to protect the life and livelihoods of 
workers during this crisis period.    

 
15-04-2021 

• Ensuring health protection of the workers who are working during the 
lockdown. 

• Providing risk allowance for workers. 
• Ensuring Covid-19 tests and vaccines for RMG workers considering them as 

frontliner.   

• Preventing retrenchment as well as wage-cuts that happened in previous 
year. 

30-04-2021 • Wage payment for the month of April 2021 within the first week of May. 
• Proving Eid-bonus, equals the basic wage for a month, within first week of 

May 2021      

 
07-05-2021 

• Payment of full Eid-bonus and wage of the month of April 2021 before 10th of 
May. 

• Alternative/substitute leaves for 7 days when the Covid-19 infection will come 
down. 

• Payment of wages-allowances of the workers by abandoning the properties 
of the failed employers.    
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IBC AND AFFILIATED FEDERATIONS  
IndustriALL Bangladesh Council (IBC) and its affiliated federations were found vibrant during 
the pandemic for raising several issues and demands of the workers. These organizations 
arranged processions, blockades, and demonstrations in favour of different demands of 
workers, including no harassment of workers during the crisis period, stopping retrenchments 
and lay-offs, and payment of 100% wage. However, no sectoral-level collective agreement had 
been possible to achieve.  
 
IBC leaderships also attended several tripartite meetings organised by the Ministry of Labour 
and Employment (MoLE) and Ministry of Home Affairs (MoHA) and placed positions/demands. 
In some instances, representatives of the national federations boycotted the meetings and 
protested the decisions, as they perceive, that were taken against the interests of the 
workers.72 For example, on May 20, 2020, MOLE convened a tripartite meeting with IBC leaders 
to discuss employers’ proposals to pay 60% of workers’ salaries for the month of April 2020. 
The meeting could not reach a consensus although the media announced that the decision was 
to pay 65% salary for April 2020. IBC issued a statement protesting the announcement 
demanding 100% salaries for workers for April 2020.73 
 
M0U between IBC and BGMEA:  
A notable achievement on the part of IBC was an MoU signed with BGMEA. On 7th May 2020 
the BGMEA met with IBC leaders and signed an MoU, which pledges not to lay-off workers and 
also included an agreement on the payment of salaries for April 2020. Besides, BGMEA and IBC 
together formed a joint monitoring committee with a view to addressing the ongoing issues 
affecting the workers.74  
 
IBC’s 8-point demands to the Government 
Taking into account the situation of RMG workers, IndustriALL Bangladesh Council (IBC) issued 
an 8-point appeal to the Bangladesh Government which broadly included several worker-
centric issues, e.g., wage, TU registration, the inclusion of IBC representatives in the BLA 
reform committee, social protection including employment injury insurance and 
unemployment insurance, retrenchment and payment of dues, compensation following the ILO 
convention, hospitals for workers, and neutral role of police during industrial unrest (Box 2).       
 

Box 2: 8-point demands of IBC 
Demand 1  

a. Considering the special circumstances, a new minimum wage, effective from December 
2021, for Garment workers to be declared according to section 140(a) of BLA 2006.  

b. Overtime allowance to be paid for workers in those factories which forced workers to 
work on weekly holidays and extra hours, after the reopening of factories on 1 August 
2021, to recover the losses during the lockdown.  

c. The factories that curtailed workers’ wages to recover lockdown loss, must refund this 
curtailed money to the workers. 

d. BDT 3000 as compensation to all those who spent the extra money to return to the 
workplace after the Eid vacation.  

e. 25% of the wage to be paid as risk allowance to all workers during the Covid-19 pandemic. 

 
72 KII 
73 https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/coronavirus/regional-country/country-responses/lang--en/index.htm#BD  
74 https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/coronavirus/regional-country/country-responses/lang--en/index.htm#BD 
 

https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/coronavirus/regional-country/country-responses/lang--en/index.htm#BD
https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/coronavirus/regional-country/country-responses/lang--en/index.htm#BD
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Workers who were to work during the lockdown should be paid 50% of their wage as a risk 
allowance.  

 
Demand 2 

a. All sorts of direct and indirect obstacles must be removed for TU registration and ensure 
universal TU rights. No obstacle is to be created for the registration of more than one 
union. 

b. DOL and DIFE must play a more active role and must take prompt/speedy and effective 
actions against the irregularities of employers.    

c. All officers/employees must be held responsible for negligence and 
irregularity/malpractice in performing their duties and ensure their accountability.    

d. The corrupted officials must be withdrawn from both DOL and DIFE.  
Demand 3 

a. The BLA and BLR must be amended following the ILO convention No. 87 and 98. The 
already included provision in the BLA and BLR which are inconsistent with ILO 
conventions must be repealed.    

b. Like the BLR reform committee, the BLA reform committee must incorporate members 
from IBC. 

c. It needs to stop filing cases against the labour leader and workers, and all already filed 
cases are to be withdrawn.    

d. Establishment of three more Labour Courts in Dhaka to facilitate the dispute settlement 
process in labour court; existing labour courts to be rearranged.    

Demand 4 
a. Arrangement of government residential/accommodation for workers in all Garment 

clusters in Bangladesh. 
b. Rationing system garment workers. 

Demand 5 
a. Developing social safety net for the health and social protection of the workers. 
b. Ensuring Employment Injury Insurance and Unemployment Insurance. 
c. Ensuring wages for both in-job and with-job periods.  
d. Ensuring compensation for dead and injured workers according to ILO convention. 
e. Within the shortest possible time, all workers must be provided with Covid-19 vaccine. 

Demand 6 
a. Practices like retrenchment, oppression, and harassment by setting production targets 

must be stopped. 
b. BGMEA/BKMEA or the Government must take responsibility of paying workers all their 

dues in factories where employers flee without paying wage and other dues.       
Demand 7 

a. Establishment of 250-bed hospitals for workers in each of the four largest RMG clusters 
(Gazipur, Savar+Ashulia, Narayanjang, and Chottagram).  

b. Establishment of Labour Institute/school/college/university for workers and workers’ 
children. 

c. Forming OSH and anti-harassment committees in every factory. 
Demand 8 

a. Immediate dismantling of industrial police who took a part/partisan/biased.   
b. The regular police must act neutrally when any industrial unrest arises in an industrial 

belt/zone/area.   
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Protests, press releases and demands by federations, but not any sectoral collective 
agreement 
Initial days of the Covid-19 pandemic observed lay-off, retrenchment, wage cuts, delayed wage 
payment, and even a cut in the festival bonus of the workers in RMG. While responding to these 
incidents sectoral federations issued press releases, and memoranda in Bangla and English, and 
distributed them to the different stakeholder including government, employers, the ILO, and 
development partners demanding no layoffs and workers’ retrenchment and ensuring 
compensation and reinstatement of workers terminated during the Covid-19 crisis. The 
decision to curtail the bonus amount (50%) was protested by the Garment Workers Front and 
the Garment Workers Trade Union Centre (GWTUC) and on 17th May 2020, they issued a press 
release demanding the full bonus equivalent to the basic salary. The decision of 50% bonus was 
also protested by the Bangladesh Garment Workers Solidarity (BGWS). Rejecting the decision, 
the organization sent a letter to the Home Minister and sought the Prime Minister’s 
intervention to pay workers their full bonus. Focusing on the violation in wage payment, 
Sommilito Garment Sramik Federation (SGSF) sent a letter, on 27th May 2020,  to the Labour 
secretary which demanded legal action against factories that did not pay workers the wage of  
April 2020 and bonuses.75 However, it is worth mentioning that despite the numerous protests 
and demands, no collective agreement has been signed between employers’ organizations and 
sectoral TU federations.  
 

BIPARTITE DIALOGUE BETWEEN FEDERATIONS AND EMPLOYERS’ ORGANISATIONS 
 
Often bipartite discussions take place between TU federations and employers’ associations  
Although the sectoral collective agreement is absent both pre and during the pandemic, 
sectoral federations often engaged in bi-partite social dialogues with employers and their 
organisations (BGMEA/BKMEA). Retrenchment and lay-offs, workers’ wages and bonuses 
during the pandemic, maternity benefits, Covid-19 tests, vaccination, and special transport 
facility were some common issues of discussion agenda between RMG federations and 
employers’ associations. For example, NGWF arranged a discussion meeting with BGMEA and 
placed a number of proposals including maintaining social distance in the workplace by placing 
machines with sufficient space, arrangement of disinfectants at the factory entrances, workers 
should be disinfectant at the entrance of the factories, recruitment of one doctor and two 
nurses in each factory to monitor Covid-19 incidences and to take measures for the covid-19 
affected patients, ensure the availability of medicine at the factory premises and introduce 
three different time periods for entering the factory premises– a) 7.30 am – 4.30 pm; b) 8.00 
am- 5.00 pm and c) 8.30 am – 5.30 am76. IBC demanded providing the death record of workers 
from the associations (i.e., BGMEA and BKMEA). 
 
Bipartite negotiations sometimes take place case-to-case basis, rather than focusing on the 
whole sector 
Although sectoral RMG federations and employers’ associations often engage in discussion 
sometimes those are mainly centred around the issues of a particular factory or cases, such as 
ensuring compensation in case of accidents, dues for retrenched workers of a closed factory or 
in cases of factory relocation, claiming the maternity benefit and illegal dismissal at a particular 
factory. These incidences were also observed during the pandemic. The negotiation between 
BGTLWF and BGMEA amid the Covid-19 pandemic is illustrative in this regard (Box 3).         

 
75 https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/coronavirus/regional-country/country-responses/lang--en/index.htm#BD 
76 Amirul Haque Amin, President-NGWF, one of the Key Informants said in his experience in the COVID crisis. 
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Box 3 
“Managers at Adams Apparels sacked some women workers one by one in May and June 
2020 when they found them pregnant during an internal medical check-up. IndustriALL 
affiliate BGTLWF filed a complaint on behalf of the workers to the Bangladesh Garment 
Manufacturers and Exporters Association (BGMEA), seeking its intervention. After 
comprehensive negotiations between BGMEA, Adams Apparels and the BGTLWF, the 
employer and the union reached an agreement and signed a Memorandum of Understanding 
(MOU).  According to the MoU, pregnant workers are to be paid compensation and 
reinstated. By 20 September, each pregnant worker had been paid Tk. 25,000.00 (US$ 289). 
It was also agreed that the women will resume their normal duties at work, once they feel fit 
to return after having given birth.” 
 
Source: https://www.industriall-union.org/bangladesh-union-win-to-reinstate-pregnant-garment-
workers 
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CHAPTER FOUR: WAY FORWARD   
 

 
POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS 
This study primarily aimed at exploring and analysing a comparative situation of collective 
bargaining in RMG concentrated areas (e.g., Tongi and Ashulia) pre and during the COVID-19 
period and developing policy recommendations which would be instrumental to develop future 
advocacy instruments/tools for promoting and securing the collective bargaining rights of the 
workers in this sector. Based on the desk review, FGDs, and KIIs this study finds that despite 
having many facilitative provisions in the legal framework for TU and the practice of collective 
bargaining, the provision on TU formation does not fully comply with international standards. 
Besides, the collective bargaining process is cumbersome, the rights to practice strike are strict, 
and the ban on strike in newly established industries and industries with foreign investment, for 
three years from the commencement of production, still exists in the Labour Act.  
 
At the practice level (e.g., plant and sectoral level) the situation of collective bargaining is not 
satisfactory. Plant-level collective agreement rate is very low, and the issues/subjects are 
merely related to the implementation of the provisions of BLA. For the cases of formal 
negotiation, preparing the charter of demands (CoD) and submitting it to the employers, and 
participating effectively and independently in the negotiation process is difficult for most plant-
level union representatives considering their context and background (e.g., education and 
knowledge level, skill for negotiation, presentation capacity). During the pandemic, several 
issues squeezed the scope of formal bargaining and negotiation at the plant level, e.g., 
central/government decisions, fear of job loss, and legitimacy of bargaining agents as elections 
were not held. A shift in bargaining and negotiation agendas for unions has also been observed 
since workers’ health and Covid-19 treatment issues got priority, in both verbal negotiations and in 
formal CoDs.  
 
On the other hand, the sectoral-level collective agreement is absent both pre and during the 
covid-19.  At the sectoral level, protests, blockades, press releases and demands by federations 
have been observed. However, not any sectoral collective agreement was achieved. What was 
observed at the highest level, was the singing of memorandum of understanding (MoU), which 
was also not frequent. Although bipartite discussions and negotiations often take place 
between TU federations and employers’ associations, these mostly focus on a case-to-case 
basis (e.g., ensuring compensation in case of accidents, achieving due payments for retrenched 
workers of a closed factory or in cases of factory relocation, claiming the maternity benefit and 
illegal dismissal at a particular factory) rather than focusing on the whole sector.  
 
Based on the above findings, this study recommends the following necessary initiatives to 
promote and ensure the collective bargaining rights of the workers and achieve harmonious 
industrial relations in the RMG sector.   
 
Facilitative legal and policy provisions for TU formation and collective bargaining at the 
plant level 

▪ The legal environment must be favourable to form TU freely which is the prerequisite to 
practising collective bargaining rights. In this regard, the BLA 2006 must be fully 
compliant with the ILO Convention concerning the scope of forming trade unions for 
workers. Besides, the cumbersome process of collective bargaining and practising the 
rights of strike needs to be made easier considering the background of the 
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representatives of plant-level unions. Further, necessary initiatives are to be taken to 
ratify the ILO convention No. 154.         

 
Capacity building of plant-level unions to deal with the collective bargaining process 

▪ The collective bargaining capacity of plant-level trade union leadership is not up to the 
mark. In reality, plant-level union representatives are not able to participate in the 
negotiation process independently since they lack adequate knowledge, skills, and 
techniques in negotiation as well as drafting the charter of demands. Therefore, it is a 
dire need that the plant-level unions to get proper nurturing from the sectoral 
federations. This should include capacity building of basic unions including appropriate 
training for plant-level union leaders to equip them with the necessary skills in 
preparing CoDs, negotiations process and techniques.  

 
Emphasize sectoral-level collective bargaining 
To achieve wider impacts of the collective barging process, multi-employer bargaining needs to 
be taken with much importance. Sectoral RMG federations need to revisit their activities and 
capacities in this regard where the following steps are essential.    

▪ The effective role from the sectoral level federations: Effective role of the sectoral 
level leadership is an integral part of successful collective bargaining at the sectoral 
level. Neutral and firm stands and efforts during bargaining at the sectoral level is a 
must to ensure the rights and interests of the workers.  

 
▪ Increased focus on signing agreements with employers’ organizations: It will be helpful 

to improve and protect worker rights at the sectoral level and will have a greater 
impact.  

 
▪ Capacity building initiatives for the sectoral federations: Sectoral federations also 

need to concentrate on their capacity building for sectoral-level bargaining. They need 
to increase their membership strength. Besides, capacity-building initiatives are to be 
focused on need-based training of the federation leaders that may include higher-level 
training on negotiation and bargaining strategies, advocacy, and campaigning.        

 
▪ Database Management: Federations should develop and maintain their databases and 

keep them up to date to preserve the records of the CoDs submitted and CBAs signed 
by their affiliated unions. The databases should also include information on all bipartite 
negotiations and MoUs that the federations have engaged in at the sectoral level.    
Therefore, the databases could serve as important information sources and fill the 
information gap on collective bargaining and negotiation both at the plant and sectoral 
levels.      
 

▪ Sharing of CBAs: Initiatives should be taken to share the signed CBAs among the 
federations and their discussions among them on regular basis.  
 

▪ Develop communication mechanisms: Taking the experiences of communication 
challenges during the Covid-19 period, federations need to concentrate on developing 
communication mechanisms so that interaction with and message dissemination 
among workers during any crisis period becomes easier.  
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Stakeholders' role in collective bargaining 
▪ Employer’s role:  Employers should respect worker rights including the rights to 

freedom of association and collective bargaining. They should also be sensitive to 
workers’ issues. A harmonious industrial relations is built upon the proper cooperation 
between employers and employees’ common understanding and efforts. Placing 
workers’ demands and issues systematically is important in this regard and must be 
respected by employers. Employers should promote the collective bargaining 
mechanism for sustainable industrial relations.    

 
▪ Brands/Buyers’ role: Brands/buyers may impose some provisions regarding collective 

bargaining status into their business relations with employers. 
 

▪ Government role: For ensuring sustainable industrial relations and promoting collective 
bargaining rights, the government must play a pivotal role.  

o A proactive role from DoL and DIFE is essential. Implementing proper inspection 
and investigation mechanisms to know about the situation of collective 
bargaining and agreements at the factory is a potential way to promote 
collective bargaining at the plant level.  

o Along with the existing information on the number of unions and federations in 
the RMG sector, the M0LE’s database should also include the records of the 
CBAs and update those regularly.   

 
Future research scope/initiative 

▪ Implementation status of the CBAs to be explored. In particular, a comparative study of 
labour rights situations in factories where CBAs exist and where no CBA has been 
signed would be an eye-opener for TU leaders to evaluate to what extent the CBAs have 
been (in)effective.  

▪ Scope and possibilities of scaling up the CBAs from merely the demand of 
implementation of BLA provisions to its beyond.  

▪ The future role and directions of collective bargaining in RMG in the post-Covid period.    
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ANNEX: LIST OF FGD PARTICIPANTS 
 

SL Name Federation/Union Area Date 

01. Md. Shahin Mia Bangladesh Revolutionary Garments 
Workers Federation (BRGWF) 

Tongi, 
Gazipur 

06.08.22 

02. Md. Abu Talib Bangladesh Revolutionary Garments 
Workers Federation (BRGWF) 

Tongi, 
Gazipur 

06.08.22 

03. Azmir Hossain Bangladesh Independent Garment 
Workers Union Federation 

Tongi, 
Gazipur 

06.08.22 

04. Nasir Ahmmed Bangladesh Revolutionary Garments 
Workers Federation (BRGWF) 

Tongi, 
Gazipur 

06.08.22 

05. Md. Juwel Bangladesh Revolutionary Garments 
Workers Federation (BRGWF) 

Tongi, 
Gazipur 

06.08.22 

06. Suma Akter Federation of Garments 
Workers (FGW) 

Tongi, 
Gazipur 

06.08.22 

07. Harun or Rashid Federation of Garments 
Workers (FGW) 

Tongi, 
Gazipur 

16.08.22 

08. Mst. Rubina Begum Federation of Garments 
Workers (FGW) 

Tongi, 
Gazipur 

16.08.22 

09. Md. Rassel MIC Knit Sramik Union Tongi, 
Gazipur 

16.08.22 

10. Md. Saidul Islam MIC Knit Sramik Union Tongi, 
Gazipur 

16.08.22 

11. Md. Al amin Bangladesh Independent Garment 
Workers Union Federation 

Tongi, 
Gazipur 

16.08.22 

12. Asma Akter Bengal New Text Sramik Union Tongi, 
Gazipur 

16.08.22 

13. Parul Akter Bengal New Text Sramik Union Tongi, 
Gazipur 

16.08.22 

14. Firoz Alam Bangladesh Independent Garment 
Workers Union Federation 

Tongi, 
Gazipur 

16.08.22 

15.. Helena Begum Bangladesh Independent Garment 
Workers Union Federation 

Tongi, 
Gazipur 

16.08.22 

16. Kamal Biswas National Garment Workers Federation Ashulia 12.08.22 

17. Md. Shajahan National Garment Workers Federation Ashulia 12.08.22 

18. Md. Mukarom Hossain National Garment Workers Federation Ashulia 12.08.22 

19. Md. Osman Ali National Garment Workers Federation Ashulia 12.08.22 
20. Jahangir Alam National Garment Workers Federation Ashulia 12.08.22 
21. Md. Dulal National Garment Workers Federation Ashulia 12.08.22 
22. Mst. Fatema Khatun Textile Garments Workers Federation Ashulia 12.08.22 
23. Md. Nazmul Haque National Garment Workers Federation Ashulia 12.08.22 

24. Md. Saddam Hossain National Garment Workers Federation Ashulia 12.08.22 
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