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Abstract

The Ready-Made Garment (RMG) sector is a cornerstone of Bangladesh’s
economy, contributing significantly to GDP and employment. Women constitute
the majority of the workforce in this sector, yet they often face systemic
challenges including low wages, unsafe working conditions, excessive working
hours, limited maternity benefits, sexual harassment, and gender discrimination.

This thesis explores the legal and practical aspects of labour rights for women in
Bangladesh’s RMG sector. It examines the relevant provisions of the Bangladesh
Labour Act, constitutional guarantees, and international instruments such as
ILO conventions and CEDAW. The study also investigates the implementation
gaps and sociocultural factors that hinder women from fully enjoying their rights
at work.

The research adopts a qualitative approach, including a review of literature, legal
documents, case studies, and reports from government agencies, NGOs, and
worker interviews. Findings indicate that although the legal framework is
comprehensive, enforcement is weak, and women remain vulnerable due to
inadequate inspections, lack of awareness, and workplace discrimination.

The thesis concludes with policy recommendations to strengthen legal
enforcement, improve institutional monitoring, enhance workplace safety, and
promote gender-sensitive policies aimed at empowering women workers in the
RMG sector.
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Chapter 1

General Introduction

1.1 Introduction and Background of the Study

The Ready-Made Garment (RMG) sector is one of the most significant industries
in Bangladesh, playing a critical role in the country’s economic development.
Since its emergence in the late 1970s, the RMG industry has grown exponentially,
contributing approximately 84% of Bangladesh’s total exports and generating
employment for more than four million workers, a majority of whom are
women. This sector has not only strengthened the national economy but has also
provided a platform for women’s economic participation, empowerment, and
social mobility in a society that has traditionally been patriarchal.

Women workers in the RMG sector primarily come from rural and economically
disadvantaged backgrounds. Employment in the RMG industry provides them
with opportunities for financial independence, decision-making within their
households, and enhanced social status. Over the years, the sector has
contributed significantly to reducing poverty levels and promoting gender
equality. According to BGMEA reports, female workers constitute approximately
60–65% of the workforce in garment factories, highlighting the sector’s
reliance on women laborers.

Despite their crucial role, women in the RMG sector continue to face significant
challenges and vulnerabilities. Studies by the International Labour Organization
(ILO), Human Rights Watch (HRW), and other organizations have highlighted
issues such as lowwages, long working hours, unsafe working conditions,
lack of maternity leave, gender discrimination, and sexual harassment.
These issues reflect a persistent gap between legal protections and practical
enforcement.
The Bangladesh Labour Act (BLA) 2006, along with its amendments in 2013 and
2018, provides legal provisions for worker protection, including specific
measures for women. These provisions cover maternity leave, wage protection,
workplace safety, and prevention of discrimination. Additionally, Bangladesh has
ratified several international instruments, including the Convention on the
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) and
multiple ILO conventions, which aim to secure equal treatment and protection
for female workers.
Nevertheless, despite these legal frameworks, women workers continue to
experience systemic challenges. The gap between law and practice can be
attributed to weak enforcement mechanisms, inadequate labour inspections,
sociocultural barriers, and limited awareness among workers about their rights.

--------------------------------

1. Haque et al., 2020
2. Shakirullah et al., 2020
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3. Tragic incidents, such as the Rana Plaza collapse in 2013, which killed over
1,100 workers, and the Tazreen Fashions fire, have brought global attention
to these issues and highlighted the urgent need for effective protection of women
in the RMG sector.The study of women’s labour rights in the RMG sector is not
only essential from a human rights perspective but also from an economic and
social development standpoint. Ensuring proper legal protection and
enforcement can improve productivity, reduce turnover, and foster a more
equitable society. This research aims to examine the legal framework, practical
challenges, and sociocultural factors affecting women workers, providing
recommendations to enhance their labour rights in Bangladesh.

1.2 Statement of the Problem

Women in the RMG sector face multiple challenges, despite the existence of legal
provisions aimed at protecting their rights. Wage inequality remains a major
concern, with women often earning less than male counterparts for the same
work. In many factories, women workers are also exposed to unsafe working
conditions, such as poorly maintained machinery, overcrowded work-spaces,
lack of proper ventilation, and insufficient fire safety measures. These conditions
not only jeopardize workers’ health but have also led to catastrophic incidents.

Maternity protection is another significant challenge. While the Bangladesh
Labour Act provides for maternity leave and benefits, many female workers are
either unaware of these rights or are discouraged from taking leave due to fear of
job loss. Reports suggest that women often face pressure to resign or conceal
pregnancies, depriving them of legal entitlements and reinforcing gender
inequality in the workplace.

Sexual harassment and gender-based violence are prevalent issues in garment
factories. Women workers face verbal abuse, unwanted advances, and
discriminatory treatment from supervisors and co-workers. Although the law
mandates anti-harassment committees, implementation remains inconsistent,
and many women fear retaliation if they report harassment.

Another critical problem is limited unionization and collective bargaining among
women workers. Cultural norms, fear of losing employment, and insufficient
awareness of legal rights prevent women from participating fully in trade unions.
Weak union representation reduces their ability to demand fair treatment and
workplace improvements.

Furthermore, sociocultural barriers exacerbate these challenges. Patriarchal
norms restrict women’s mobility, limit their bargaining power, and place
household responsibilities disproportionately on them. Rural women, who
constitute a large portion of the RMG workforce, often have limited education
and lack knowledge of labour laws, further increasing their vulnerability to
exploitation.
--------------------------
https://doi.rog/10.18034/mjmbr.v2i1.384
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In summary, despite comprehensive legal protections and international
commitments, women in Bangladesh’s RMG sector continue to face systematic
labour rights violations. The problem is multifaceted, involving legal gaps,
enforcement weaknesses, workplace conditions, and sociocultural barriers. This
study seeks to explore these issues in depth and provide recommendations for
improving women workers’ labour rights.

1.3 Objectives of the Study

The study has both general and specific objectives aimed at addressing the
identified problems.

General Objective:
To explore the labour rights of women in the RMG sector of Bangladesh,
analyzing both the legal framework and the practical implementation challenges.
Specific Objectives:
1. To examine the legal provisions protecting women workers in Bangladesh,
including the Bangladesh Labour Act, constitutional guarantees, and
international conventions.

2. To identify the key challenges faced by women workers in terms of wages,
workplace safety, maternity benefits, and sexual harassment.

3. To analyze the enforcement and implementation of labour rights, including the
role of government agencies, trade unions, and factory management.

4. To evaluate sociocultural factors that influence women’s ability to assert their
rights in the workplace.

5.To propose recommendations for legal, policy, and institutional reforms to
strengthen women’s labour rights in the RMG sector.

By fulfilling these objectives, the study aims to contribute to both academic
knowledge and practical solutions for improving the working conditions of
women in the RMG industry.

-----------------------

https://doi.rog/10.1093/joccuh/uiae007
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1.4 Significance of the Study

The study is significant for multiple reasons:

1. Academic Significance:
This research provides a comprehensive legal and practical analysis of women’s
labour rights in the RMG sector, adding to the body of knowledge in labour law,
human rights, and gender studies. By integrating national and international
frameworks with real-world challenges, the study provides a nuanced
understanding of the issue.
2. Policy Relevance:
The study identifies gaps in law enforcement and institutional mechanisms,
offering actionable recommendations for policymakers, government agencies,
and NGOs. The findings can inform strategies for improving workplace safety,
legal compliance, and gender equality in the industry.
3. Social Importance:
Highlighting the challenges faced by women workers contributes to broader
discussions on gender equality, social justice, and women empowerment.
Improved protection of women workers’ rights can enhance social cohesion and
reduce inequalities in the workforce.
4. Practical Implications:
The findings may be used by factory owners, managers, and trade unions to
develop better compliance mechanisms, enforce legal protections, and create
safe and equitable working environments. The study also serves as a reference
for advocacy groups working to improve women’s labour rights in Bangladesh.
5. Global Relevance:
With the global spotlight on the RMG sector following industrial disasters,
ensuring women’s labour rights aligns with international standards and
enhances Bangladesh’s reputation as a responsible exporter in the global market.

---------------

https://doi.rog/10.1108/s1069-096420150000022016
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1.5 Research Investigation / Methodology

This study adopts a qualitative research approach to analyze the labour rights
of women in the RMG sector. The methodology includes:

1. Document Analysis:
Reviewing the Bangladesh Labour Act (2006), its amendments, rules, and
guidelines relevant to women workers.
2. Literature Review:
Examining previous research, academic articles, NGO reports, and international
studies on women’s labour rights in the RMG sector.
3. Case Study Analysis:
Studying major incidents such as the Rana Plaza collapse and the Tazreen
Fashions fire to understand practical challenges and systemic issues affecting
women workers.
4. Secondary Data Analysis:
Reviewing data and reports from BGMEA, ILO, government agencies, and NGOs
regarding employment, wages, working conditions, and rights enforcement.
5. Comparative Analysis:
Comparing Bangladesh’s legal provisions and practices with international labour
standards to identify gaps and potential areas for reform.

Through this methodology, the study aims to provide a comprehensive
understanding of both the legal framework and the practical realities of women’s
labour rights in the RMG sector.

1.6 Scope and Limitations

The study focuses specifically on women workers in the Ready-Made Garment
sector in Bangladesh, examining their labour rights under national and
international law, workplace conditions, and sociocultural challenges. While the
study draws on secondary data and case studies, limitations include restricted
access to primary field data, limited availability of updated government reports,
and variations in factory practices that may not be fully represented in the
literature

1.7 Methodology

The methodology describes the systematic approach employed in this research
to explore the labour rights of women in the Ready-Made Garment (RMG) sector
of Bangladesh. It outlines the research design, study area, sampling techniques,
data collection and analysis methods, ethical considerations, and other relevant
elements to ensure a rigorous and structured study.

1.7.1 Research Design

This study adopts a qualitative research design, which is appropriate for
exploring the complex legal, social, and institutional issues affecting women
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workers in the RMG sector. The research is descriptive, analytical, and
exploratory:

Descriptive: It examines and describes the legal frameworks, working
conditions, and sociocultural context of women workers.

Analytical: It critically evaluates the implementation of labour laws,
enforcement mechanisms, and institutional responses.

Exploratory: It investigates areas that are under-researched, including gaps in
law enforcement and sociocultural barriers affecting women’s labour rights.

The study also employs a case-study approach to examine significant incidents
like the Rana Plaza collapse (2013) and Tazreen Fashions fire (2012), which
highlight systemic challenges in protecting women workers.

1.7.2 Study Area and Population

The study focuses on the Ready-Made Garment (RMG) sector of Bangladesh,
with particular attention to major industrial zones such as:

Dhaka District: Including areas like Savar and Gazipur, which host a significant
number of garment factories.

Chittagong District: A major industrial hub with numerous export-oriented
factories.

The population of the study comprises women workers employed in RMG
factories, legal documents and provisions governing labour rights, reports from
NGOs, and data from government and international organizations. Although the
research primarily relies on secondary sources, the focus remains on the female
workforce, who constitute approximately 60–65% of the total RMG workforce in
Bangladesh.

1.7.3 Sampling Technique

Since the study relies on secondary data, a purposive sampling technique is
adopted to select relevant sources of information. This includes:

 Legal documents, such as the Bangladesh Labour Act (2006) and its
amendments

 International conventions ratified by Bangladesh (e.g., CEDAW, ILO
conventions)

 Academic journals, theses, and publications relevant to women’s labour
rights

 NGO and government reports focusing on working conditions, safety, wages,
and harassment in RMG factories
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Purposive sampling ensures that only credible, relevant, and recent sources
are included, providing a focused and detailed analysis.

1.7.4 Data Collection Method

The study primarily relies on secondary data collection methods, which are
appropriate for legal and policy research. Key methods include:

1. Document Analysis:

 Reviewing national laws, rules, and regulations affecting women workers
 Examining government circulars and institutional guidelines

2. Literature Review:

 Studying academic journals, theses, dissertations, and research papers on
women’s labour rights

3. Report Analysis:

 Analyzing reports from NGOs, international organizations (ILO, UNWomen),
and industry associations (BGMEA)

4. Case Study Analysis:

 Studying workplace incidents to identify systemic issues and challenges in
law enforcement

This multi-source data collection method ensures triangulation and credibility of
the research findings.

1.7.5 Data Analysis Technique

Data analysis is conducted using qualitative techniques:

 Content Analysis: Examination of legal provisions, guidelines, and reports
to identify their relevance and adequacy in protecting women workers.

 Comparative Analysis: Comparing Bangladesh’s national laws with
international labour standards to identify gaps and inconsistencies.

 Thematic Analysis: Categorizing challenges faced by women workers, such
as wage inequality, unsafe working conditions, lack of maternity protection,
sexual harassment, and sociocultural barriers.

 Case Study Analysis: Extracting lessons from industrial accidents and
incidents to evaluate the effectiveness of labour laws and enforcement
mechanisms.
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1.7.6 Ethical Consideration

Ethical considerations are crucial in any research. This study ensures ethical
integrity through:

 Honesty and Transparency: Accurate representation of all secondary
sources and proper citations.

 Confidentiality: Since no primary data involving interviews is collected,
privacy concerns are minimal.

 Respect for Sources: Recognition of all contributions from authors,
institutions, and organizations.

 Objectivity: Avoiding bias and maintaining neutrality in analysis and
interpretation of data.

1.7.7 Literature Review

The literature review serves as a foundation for this study. It includes:

 Analysis of previous research, reports, and academic work on women’s
labour rights in the RMG sector

 Examination of socioeconomic, legal, and institutional challenges affecting
women workers

 Identification of gaps in the existing literature, such as limited focus on legal
enforcement and sociocultural barriers

The review guides the research design and methodology, ensuring that the study
addresses under explored areas effectively.

1.7.8 Clarification of the Study

Clarification of the study involves defining its scope, objectives, and focus:

 Scope: The study focuses exclusively on women workers in the RMG sector
of Bangladesh, examining their labour rights, workplace conditions, and
sociocultural challenges.

 Focus:While the study relies on secondary data, it integrates legal analysis,
case studies, and literature review to provide a holistic understanding of
women’s labour rights.

 Purpose: The study aims to bridge gaps in understanding legal enforcement,
institutional challenges, and sociocultural factors affecting women workers.
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This clarification ensures that the research remains focused and relevant.

1.7.9 Conclusion

The methodology outlined in this section provides a systematic framework for
exploring the labour rights of women in Bangladesh’s RMG sector. By employing
a qualitative research design, focusing on secondary data, using purposive
sampling, and applying content, comparative, and thematic analyses, the study
ensures a comprehensive and credible examination of the research problem.
Ethical considerations, literature review, and clear scope further strengthen the
methodology, ensuring that the research can effectively identify challenges, gaps,
and potential solutions in protecting women workers’ rights.

-----------------

https://doi.org/10.1186/s12939-020-1147-03
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Chapter 2

Labour Rights of Women in the RMG Sector of Bangladesh

2.1 Conceptual Framework: Labour Rights andWomen Empowerment

Labour rights constitute a comprehensive set of legal, social, economic, and
institutional guarantees designed to protect workers from exploitation and
ensure dignity in employment. These rights include fair and timely wages,
reasonable working hours, occupational safety and health, social security,
maternity protection, freedom from discrimination, and the right to form and
join trade unions for collective bargaining. The International Labour
Organization (ILO) recognizes labour rights as fundamental human rights,
emphasizing principles such as freedom of association, elimination of forced and
child labour, non-discrimination in employment, and equal remuneration for
work of equal value.

In Bangladesh, labour rights are primarily governed by the Bangladesh Labour
Act, 2006 and its subsequent amendments (2013 and 2018), complemented by
constitutional provisions guaranteeing equality before law and protection from
discrimination. For women workers, additional legal safeguards exist concerning
maternity benefits, working hours, workplace safety, and protection against
sexual harassment, as reinforced by judicial guidelines and international
obligations.

Women empowerment refers to a multidimensional process through which
women gain the ability, confidence, and resources to make strategic life choices
in contexts where such choices were previously denied. Empowerment
encompasses economic independence, access to education and healthcare,
participation in decision-making at household and community levels, and the
realization of legal and political rights. In the context of the Ready-Made Garment
(RMG) sector, women empowerment is closely tied to paid employment, as
factory work provides income, mobility, social exposure, and bargaining power
within families and society.

Labour rights and women empowerment are deeply interconnected. Effective
protection of labour rights enhances women’s economic security, self-esteem,
and social status, thereby strengthening empowerment. Conversely, empowered
women are more likely to be aware of their rights, demand fair treatment, and
participate in collective action, which contributes to better enforcement of
labour laws. This reciprocal relationship provides the conceptual foundation for
analyzing women’s labour rights in Bangladesh’s RMG sector.

-----------------------------

https://doi.org/10.30541/v62i
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2.2 Significance of Labour Rights in the RMG Sector of Bangladesh

The RMG sector is the backbone of Bangladesh’s economy and the largest source
of formal employment for women. Ensuring labour rights in this sector holds
significance at economic, social, legal, and human rights levels.

Economic Significance:
Protection of labour rights contributes directly to productivity, efficiency, and
sustainability of the RMG industry. Fair wages, regulated working hours, and safe
workplaces reduce absenteeism, labour unrest, and worker turnover. From a
macroeconomic perspective, improved labour standards support poverty
reduction, income stability, and inclusive economic growth, while enhancing
Bangladesh’s competitiveness in the global apparel market.

Social and Gender Justice:
Labour rights play a crucial role in addressing structural gender inequalities.
Women workers in the RMG sector often face discrimination in wages, job
assignments, promotions, and access to benefits. Rights related to maternity
protection, childcare, equal pay, and freedom from harassment are essential to
ensuring dignity, work-life balance, and gender equality.

Legal and Regulatory Importance:
Compliance with domestic labour laws and international standards—such as ILO
conventions and the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of
Discrimination against Women (CEDAW)—strengthens the rule of law and
accountability. Observance of labour rights also protects Bangladesh from trade
sanctions, reputational damage, and loss of preferential market access.

Women Empowerment and Social Transformation:
Labour rights empower women by enhancing their bargaining power within
households, enabling participation in children’s education, healthcare decisions,
and community activities. Over time, women’s economic participation
contributes to changing social norms regarding gender roles.

Human Rights Perspective:
Labour rights are inseparable from fundamental human rights. Protecting
women workers from exploitation, violence, and unsafe conditions aligns
Bangladesh with international human rights principles and ethical global supply
chain practices.

2.3 Overview of the RMG Sector in Bangladesh

The Ready-Made Garment sector in Bangladesh emerged in the late 1970s and
experienced rapid growth due to low labour costs, global demand, and
supportive trade policies. Today, it is the country’s largest export-oriented
industry and a key driver of industrialization.
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Key Characteristics of the RMG Sector:

Employment of over four million workers, with women constituting
approximately 60–65% of the workforce

Contribution of around 84% of national export earnings

Production of knitwear, woven garments, denim, and fashion apparel for global
brands

Concentration of factories in industrial zones such as Dhaka (Savar, Gazipur,
Ashulia), Narayanganj, and Chattogram

Workforce largely composed of young women aged 18–30 from rural and low-
income backgrounds

Challenges Faced byWomenWorkers: Despite its economic success, the RMG
sector is characterized by multiple labour rights challenges, particularly for
women:

Low wages, excessive overtime, and delayed payments

Occupational safety risks, inadequate fire safety, and structural hazards

Limited access to maternity benefits, childcare facilities, and paid leave

Gender-based violence, sexual harassment, and verbal abuse in workplaces

Restricted freedom of association and weak collective bargaining mechanisms

Governmental and Institutional Responses: Following major industrial
disasters such as Rana Plaza, the government, industry stakeholders, and
international partners initiated reforms, including factory inspections, safety
remediation, and labour law amendments. NGOs and international organizations
have also played a significant role in awareness-raising, training, and advocacy
for women workers’ rights.

2.4 Salient Features of Women’s Labour Rights in the RMG Sector

The labour rights framework for women in the RMG sector exhibits both
strengths and limitations.

Legal Safeguards:

Statutory maternity leave of 16 weeks with benefits

Legal prohibition of gender-based discrimination

Judicial and policy guidelines addressing workplace harassment
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Employment and Economic Opportunities:

Large-scale employment enabling financial independence for women

Opportunities for skill development, leadership training, and upward mobility,
though limited in practice

Workplace Safety and Health:

Improved fire safety and building compliance initiatives post-Rana Plaza

Increased monitoring by national and international bodies

International Standards and Global Pressure:

Ratification of core ILO conventions and commitment to CEDAW

Buyer-driven compliance mechanisms and corporate social responsibility
initiatives

Persistent Challenges:

Weak enforcement of labour laws and limited inspection capacity

Low awareness among women workers regarding legal rights

Sociocultural constraints limiting women’s voice and collective action

2.5 Conclusion

Women’s labour rights in Bangladesh’s RMG sector occupy a critical intersection
between economic development, gender equality, and human rights. While the
sector has created unprecedented employment opportunities and contributed to
women’s empowerment, significant gaps remain between legal provisions and
actual practice. Unsafe working conditions, wage inequality, inadequate
maternity protection, and limited representation continue to undermine women
workers’ rights.

A comprehensive understanding of labour rights, their significance, and the
structural characteristics of the RMG sector highlights the need for effective
enforcement mechanisms, institutional accountability, worker awareness, and
sociocultural transformation. This broader perspective provides a strong
foundation for subsequent chapters, which will further examine legal
frameworks, implementation challenges, and policy recommendations for
strengthening women’s labour rights in Bangladesh.
_______________
Barries to green supply chain management An emerging economy context
journal of cleaner production, 236,
https://doi.org/1007/s42943-022-0049-9
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Chapter 3

Legal Regime of Labour Rights in Bangladesh

3.1 Introduction

This chapter examines the legal regime governing labour rights in Bangladesh
with particular emphasis on women workers. It analyzes constitutional
provisions, statutory enactments, international legal obligations, judicial
interpretations, and enforcement mechanisms that collectively shape labour
rights protection. Special attention is given to the Ready-Made Garment (RMG)
sector, where women constitute the majority of the workforce and where labour
rights violations are most prevalent. The chapter also evaluates the effectiveness
of existing laws and judicial responses in ensuring substantive equality and
justice for women workers.

3.2 Policy Review

This section reviews the evolution of labour policy in Bangladesh from a welfare-
oriented approach to a rights-based legal framework. It examines national labour
policies, employment strategies, industrial relations policies, and gender-
sensitive initiatives aimed at protecting workers’ rights. The section critically
assesses whether policy commitments are adequately reflected in enforceable
legal norms and administrative practices.

3.2.1 The Constitution of Bangladesh

This subsection analyzes the Constitution of the People’s Republic of Bangladesh
as the supreme source of labour rights. It examines relevant Fundamental Rights
and Directive Principles of State Policy, including:

 Article 27 (Equality before law)
 Article 28 (Non-discrimination and special provision for women)
 Article 31 (Right to protection of law)
 Article 38 (Freedom of association)
 Article 40 (Freedom of profession)
 Articles 14 and 20 (Emancipation of workers and social justice)

Relevant Supreme Court interpretations are discussed, including Bangladesh
Italian MarbleWorks Ltd v. Government of Bangladesh (2010), where the
Appellate Division emphasized constitutional supremacy and protection of
fundamental rights in socioeconomic contexts.
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3.2.2 Bangladesh Labour Act, 2006

This subsection examines the Bangladesh Labour Act, 2006 as the principal
legislation regulating labour relations. It discusses provisions relating to:

 Conditions of employment
 Wages and working hours
 Occupational safety and health
 Maternity benefits and welfare
 Trade union formation and collective bargaining

Judicial scrutiny of the Act is analyzed through cases such as Government of
Bangladesh v. Md. Kalam (Labour Appellate Tribunal), where courts
emphasized statutory compliance in employer-employee relations.

3.2.3 International Conventions and Commitments

This subsection examines Bangladesh’s obligations under international
instruments, including:

 ILO Core Conventions (Nos. 87, 98, 100, 111, 138, 182)
 Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against

Women (CEDAW)
 International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR)
Judicial reliance on international law is discussed with reference to Dr.
Mohiuddin Farooque v. Bangladesh (FAP Case), where the Supreme Court
recognized the relevance of international norms in interpreting constitutional
and statutory rights.

3.3 Rights of Women in theWorking Environment
This section analyzes statutory and constitutional safeguards ensuring a safe,
healthy, and dignified working environment for women. It examines workplace
safety, sanitation, maternity protection, childcare facilities, and protection
against sexual harassment. The landmark judgment BNWLA v. Bangladesh
(2009) is discussed, where the High Court Division issued guidelines against
sexual harassment in workplaces, significantly strengthening women’s labour
rights.

3.3.4 Freedom of Association and Collective Bargaining
This subsection examines legal provisions governing trade union rights and
collective bargaining, including restrictions imposed in export processing zones
(EPZs). Judicial decisions such as Khandker Delwar Hossain v. Bangladesh are
analyzed to show how courts interpret freedom of association under Article 38
of the Constitution in the labour context.

-----------------------------

https://doi.org/10.3390/su13136988
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3.3.5 Equal Remuneration and Non-Discrimination

This subsection analyzes laws ensuring equal pay for equal work and protection
against gender-based discrimination. It examines judicial recognition of
substantive equality through cases like Bangladesh National Women Lawyers
Association v. Bangladesh, where courts emphasized non-discrimination and
dignity of women in employment.

3.4 International Law

This section provides a doctrinal analysis of international labour law and human
rights law, focusing on how international norms influence domestic labour law
interpretation. The Supreme Court’s progressive approach to incorporating
international standards is examined, particularly through public interest
litigation.
3.5 The Bangladesh Labour Act, 2006

This section offers an in-depth doctrinal analysis of key provisions of the Labour
Act affecting women workers, including Chapters on safety, welfare, maternity
benefits, and dispute resolution. It evaluates whether the Act adequately reflects
constitutional mandates and international obligations.
3.6 Amendment of Labour Law and Rules
This section reviews amendments to labour laws and rules, particularly those
introduced after the Rana Plaza disaster. Judicial and policy responses to
industrial tragedies are analyzed to assess whether legal reforms have
meaningfully improved women workers’ rights.
3.7 Implementation and Enforcement
This section examines enforcement mechanisms, including labour inspectorates,
factory inspections, and regulatory authorities. It discusses judicial criticism of
weak enforcement, referring to cases where courts have issued directives to
improve compliance and accountability.
3.8 Labour Law Reform
This section critically evaluates the need for further labour law reform in
Bangladesh. It emphasizes judicial observations calling for stronger enforcement,
gender-sensitive legislation, and alignment with international standards.

--------------

https://brooklynworks.brooklaw.edu/bjil/vol40/iss2/7/

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.worlddev.2008.06.003



26

3.9 Powers and Functions

This section outlines the powers and functions of labour administration bodies,
labour courts, and tribunals. It analyzes whether these institutions effectively
protect women workers, supported by judicial interpretations of statutory
powers.

3.10 Procedures

This section explains procedural aspects of labour dispute resolution, including
filing complaints, adjudication, appeals, and remedies. It highlights procedural
barriers faced by women workers and judicial recommendations for improving
access to justice.

3.11 Judgments

This section provides a consolidated analysis of landmark Bangladesh Supreme
Court judgments relevant to labour rights and women workers, including:

 BNWLA v. Bangladesh (Sexual Harassment Guidelines)
 Dr. Mohiuddin Farooque v. Bangladesh (FAP Case)
 Bangladesh Italian Marble Works Ltd v. Government of Bangladesh
 Government of Bangladesh v. Md. Kalam

These cases demonstrate the judiciary’s role in expanding labour rights and
reinforcing constitutional and international protections.

3.12 Conclusion

This section concludes that while Bangladesh possesses a comprehensive legal
framework for labour rights, significant gaps remain in implementation and
enforcement. Judicial interventions have played a crucial role in advancing
women’s labour rights, but sustained legal reform, institutional strengthening,
and effective enforcement are essential to ensure meaningful protection for
women workers in practice.

-------------------------
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Chapter 4

Conceptual Framework

4.1 Labour Rights of Women in the RMG Sector

Labour rights of women in the ready-made garment (RMG) sector of Bangladesh
are rooted in constitutional guarantees, statutory provisions, and international
labour standards. These rights aim to ensure dignity, equality, safety, and
fairness at the workplace. Women workers in the RMG sector are legally entitled
to fundamental labour rights such as fair wages, reasonable working hours, safe
working conditions, maternity benefits, social security, and protection against
discrimination and exploitation.

The Constitution of Bangladesh recognizes equality before law and prohibits
discrimination on the basis of sex under Article 28. Furthermore, Article 14
obliges the State to emancipate the toiling masses, including industrial workers.
The primary statutory framework governing labour rights is the Bangladesh
Labour Act, 2006 (amended in 2018), which consolidates laws related to
employment, health and safety, welfare, and industrial relations.

For women workers, the Act provides special protection, including paid
maternity leave, prohibition of employment in hazardous work during
pregnancy, and provision of childcare facilities in certain establishments. Despite
these legal protections, women workers often lack awareness of their rights,
resulting in limited access to justice and continued exploitation in the RMG
sector.
4.2Working Conditions and Labour Rights in the RMG Sector
Working conditions in the RMG sector are a critical factor in determining the
actual realization of labour rights. The sector is characterized by long working
hours, production pressure, and strict supervision. Although the law prescribes
maximum working hours and overtime compensation, many garment factories
fail to comply with these standards, particularly during peak production seasons.
Occupational safety and health remain major concerns for women workers.
Issues such as poor ventilation, overcrowded factory floors, inadequate fire
safety measures, and insufficient sanitation facilities disproportionately affect
female workers. Women also face challenges related to access to clean drinking
water, hygienic toilets, and rest facilities, which directly impact their health and
dignity.
The tragic industrial disasters in the RMG sector have highlighted systemic
weaknesses in workplace safety and regulatory enforcement. While reforms
have been introduced, effective implementation of safety standards continues to
be inconsistent. This gap between legal rights and workplace reality forms a
central component of the conceptual framework of this study.

------------------------------
6. https://doi.org/10.3329/jbt.v5i2.9933
7. https://doi.org/103390/nu11061259
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4.3 Current Labour Issues in the RMG Sector

The RMG sector in Bangladesh is currently facing multiple labour-related
challenges, many of which disproportionately affect women workers. Wage
inequality remains a persistent issue, with women often receiving lower wages
than their male counterparts for similar work. Job insecurity, arbitrary
termination, and lack of written employment contracts further undermine
women’s labour rights.

Harassment and abuse at the workplace, including verbal, physical, and sexual
harassment, constitute serious violations of women’s rights. Fear of retaliation
and social stigma discourage women from reporting such incidents. Additionally,
restrictions on freedom of association and limited participation of women in
trade unions weaken collective bargaining mechanisms.

Another significant issue is the inadequate enforcement of maternity benefits.
Many women workers are denied paid maternity leave or are dismissed during
pregnancy. These practices violate both national labour laws and international
labour standards, reflecting deep structural problems within the sector.

4.4 Role of ILO Conventions and Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs)

International Labour Organization (ILO) conventions play a crucial role in
shaping labour standards in the RMG sector of Bangladesh. Bangladesh is a
member of the ILO and has ratified several core conventions, including
Convention No. 100 (Equal Remuneration), Convention No. 111
(Discrimination in Employment and Occupation), Convention No. 87
(Freedom of Association), and Convention No. 98 (Right to Organize and
Collective Bargaining). These conventions set international benchmarks for
labour rights and gender equality at the workplace.

Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) also play an important role in
promoting and protecting labour rights for women garment workers. NGOs
engage in awareness-raising, legal aid, capacity building, and advocacy initiatives
aimed at empowering women workers and improving labour standards. They
often act as intermediaries between workers, employers, and the government,
highlighting rights violations and pushing for policy reforms.

Despite their contributions, the effectiveness of ILO conventions and NGOs
depends largely on state commitment and enforcement. This study incorporates
the role of international and non-state actors into its conceptual framework to
understand their impact on improving labour rights for women in the RMG
sector.

----------------
https://doi.org/10.22434/ifamr2017.0114
https://doi.org/10.4172/2165-7912.10000357
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4.5 Legal Framework Governing Women’s Labour Rights

The legal framework for protecting women’s labour rights in Bangladesh
consists of constitutional provisions, statutory laws, and international
obligations. The Bangladesh Labour Act, 2006 provides legal standards on
wages, working hours, leave, maternity benefits, health and safety, and welfare
facilities. The Act also recognizes the role of trade unions and collective
bargaining in protecting workers’ interests.

At the constitutional level, labour rights are reflected in the Fundamental
Principles of State Policy, which emphasize social justice, equality, and the
right to work. Although not directly enforceable, these principles guide
legislative and policy initiatives. International instruments such as ILO
conventions and CEDAW further strengthen the legal framework by imposing
obligations on the state to eliminate discrimination against women in
employment.

4.6 Institutional Mechanisms and Enforcement

Effective realization of labour rights depends on institutional mechanisms
responsible for enforcement. These include the Department of Labour, factory
inspection authorities, labour courts, and dispute resolution mechanisms. Trade
unions and workers’ associations also play a crucial role in representing workers’
interests and advocating for better working conditions.

However, the enforcement of labour rights in the RMG sector remains weak due
to inadequate inspection, limited resources, lack of transparency, and fear of
retaliation among workers. Women workers often face additional barriers in
accessing justice, including lack of legal awareness, social stigma, and economic
dependency. The conceptual framework therefore emphasizes the gap between
legal norms and institutional effectiveness.

4.7 Socioeconomic Determinants of Labour Rights

Socioeconomic factors play a significant role in shaping the labour conditions of
women garment workers. Poverty, rural-urban migration, unemployment, and
lack of education compel many women to accept exploitative working conditions.
The absence of alternative employment opportunities further reduces their
bargaining power.

Economic vulnerability and social dependency often discourage women workers
from reporting rights violations or participating in trade union activities. The
conceptual framework acknowledges that labour rights cannot be fully realized
without addressing broader socioeconomic inequalities and empowering women
through education, skill development, and legal awareness.
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4.8Workplace Practices and Rights Violations

Despite the existence of legal protections, workplace practices in the RMG sector
often fail to comply with statutory standards. Common violations include
excessive working hours, wage discrimination, denial of maternity benefits,
unsafe factory conditions, and harassment. These violations reflect a disconnect
between law and practice.

The conceptual framework examines how economic pressure, weak enforcement,
and power imbalance between employers and workers contribute to the
persistence of labour rights violations. It also highlights the role of global supply
chains and buyer pressure in influencing labour standards in the RMG sector.

4.9 Conceptual Model of the Study

This study is based on a multidimensional conceptual model that integrates the
following elements:

1. Normative Framework – constitutional principles, labour laws, and
international standards

2. Institutional Structure – enforcement agencies, labour courts, and trade
unions

3. Gender Dynamics – discrimination, power relations, and workplace
harassment

4. Socioeconomic Context – poverty, education, job insecurity, and
migration

5. Workplace Reality – actual working conditions and rights compliance

The interaction of these elements determines the effectiveness of labour rights
protection for women in the RMG sector of Bangladesh.

4.10 Conclusion

This chapter has developed a broad and comprehensive conceptual framework
for analyzing labour rights for women in the ready made garment sector of
Bangladesh. It demonstrates that while legal and institutional mechanisms exist,
their effectiveness is constrained by socioeconomic challenges, gender inequality,
and weak enforcement. The framework provides a foundation for examining
legal compliance, identifying rights violations, and proposing reforms in the
subsequent chapters of this thesis.
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Chapter 5

Protection of Labour Rights in Bangladesh

5.1 Introduction

Protection of labour rights is an essential component of social justice and
sustainable economic development in Bangladesh. As a labour-intensive
developing country, Bangladesh depends heavily on sectors such as the ready
made garment (RMG) industry, where women constitute the majority of the
workforce. Although labour rights are recognized through constitutional
provisions, statutory laws, and international commitments, effective protection
and enforcement remain a significant challenge.

This chapter examines the legal, institutional, and judicial mechanisms for the
protection of labour rights in Bangladesh, with particular emphasis on women
workers in the RMG sector. It analyzes how labour rights are safeguarded under
national law, the role of enforcement agencies, and the effectiveness of dispute
resolution mechanisms.

5.2 Constitutional Protection of Labour Rights

The Constitution of the People’s Republic of Bangladesh provides the
foundational framework for the protection of labour rights. Although most
labour-related provisions fall under the Fundamental Principles of State
Policy, they guide legislation and state action.
Key constitutional provisions include:

 Article 14, which obliges the State to emancipate the toiling masses,
including workers.

 Article 15, which ensures the right to work and social security.
 Article 20, which emphasizes that work is a matter of right, duty, and

honor.
 Article 28, which prohibits discrimination on the basis of sex and ensures

equal opportunity for women.
 Article 34, which prohibits forced labour.

While these provisions are not directly enforceable in courts, they serve as
guiding principles for labour legislation and policy-making, ensuring state
responsibility toward workers’ welfare and gender equality.
5.3 Statutory Protection under the Bangladesh Labour Act, 2006
The Bangladesh Labour Act, 2006 (as amended in 2018) is the primary
legislation governing labour rights in Bangladesh. It consolidates laws related to
employment conditions, wages, working hours, health and safety, welfare, and
industrial relations.
------------------------------
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Key protections under the Act include:

 Regulation ofworking hours and overtime compensation
 Provision ofminimumwages
 Ensuring occupational health and safety
 Maternity benefits and protection for women workers
 Welfare facilities such as restrooms, drinking water, and childcare
 Protection against unfair dismissal
 Recognition of trade unions and collective bargaining

For women in the RMG sector, maternity benefits and workplace safety
provisions are particularly significant. However, despite comprehensive legal
coverage, weak enforcement and non-compliance by employers often undermine
these protections.

5.4 Protection through Labour Rules and Policies

In addition to statutory law, labour rights are protected through labour rules,
government policies, and administrative guidelines. The Bangladesh
Labour Rules, 2015 provide detailed procedures for implementing the Labour
Act, including factory inspections, safety compliance, and dispute resolution.

Government initiatives such as minimumwage boards and industrial safety
reforms aim to improve labour standards in high-risk sectors like RMG. However,
limited institutional capacity, shortage of inspectors, and lack of transparency
reduce the effectiveness of these measures.

5.5 Role of Labour Courts and Judicial Protection

Labour courts play a vital role in protecting labour rights in Bangladesh.
Established under the Bangladesh Labour Act, labour courts adjudicate disputes
related to wages, dismissal, maternity benefits, and unfair labour practices.

Judicial decisions have contributed to the interpretation and enforcement of
labour rights, reinforcing principles of fairness and justice. However, procedural
delays, backlog of cases, and limited access to legal representation restrict the
effectiveness of judicial protection, particularly for women garment workers.

5.6 Role of Trade Unions and Collective Bargaining

Trade unions are a crucial mechanism for protecting labour rights through
collective action. The law recognizes the right of workers to form and join trade
unions and to engage in collective bargaining. Trade unions can negotiate better
wages, working conditions, and safety standards on behalf of workers.

------------------------
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In the RMG sector, however, trade union activities face obstacles such as
employer resistance, fear of retaliation, and limited participation of women in
leadership roles. Strengthening women’s representation in trade unions is
essential for effective protection of their labour rights.

5.7 Role of Government Agencies and Inspectors

Government agencies, particularly the Department of Labour and the
Department of Inspection for Factories and Establishments (DIFE), are
responsible for monitoring compliance with labour laws. Factory inspections,
safety audits, and enforcement actions are key tools for protecting labour rights.

Despite reforms, challenges such as inadequate manpower, lack of training, and
corruption hinder effective enforcement. Women workers often remain unaware
of complaint mechanisms or fear job loss if they report violations.

5.8 Role of International Standards and Global Pressure

International labour standards and global supply chain pressure significantly
influence labour rights protection in Bangladesh. Buyers, international
organizations, and development partners often require compliance with labour
standards as a condition for trade.

The influence of ILO conventions, along with initiatives such as factory safety
accords, has contributed to improvements in workplace safety and awareness of
labour rights. However, reliance on external pressure alone is insufficient
without strong domestic enforcement mechanisms.

5.9 Challenges in Protecting Labour Rights

Despite existing legal and institutional frameworks, several challenges persist:

 Weak enforcement of labour laws
 Lack of legal awareness among workers
 Gender-based discrimination and harassment
 Fear of retaliation and job insecurity
 Limited access to justice for women workers

These challenges highlight the need for comprehensive reforms focusing on
enforcement, education, and gender-sensitive labour policies.

5.10 Conclusion

This chapter has examined the protection of labour rights in Bangladesh through
constitutional, statutory, institutional, and judicial mechanisms. It reveals that
while Bangladesh has established a comprehensive legal framework for labour
rights protection, significant gaps remain between law and practice, particularly
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in the RMG sector. Strengthening enforcement, enhancing institutional capacity,
and ensuring gender-sensitive implementation are essential to effectively
protect labour rights for women garment workers. The findings of this chapter
provide a foundation for recommendations and reforms discussed in the
subsequent chapter.

--------------------
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Chapter 6

Comprehensive Analysis of Labour Rights forWomen in Bangladesh’s RMG
Sector

6.1 Introduction

The Ready made Garment (RMG) sector in Bangladesh is a cornerstone of the
national economy, providing employment to millions, especially women. Women
constitute approximately 60-70% of the RMGworkforce, making them integral
to the sector's productivity and global competitiveness. Despite constitutional
guarantees, national labour laws, and ratified international conventions, women
workers continue to face systemic vulnerabilities. This chapter consolidates the
findings, challenges, roles of key stakeholders, recommendations, and reflective
conclusions concerning the protection of women’s labour rights in Bangladesh,
integrating empirical insights, global context, and comparative perspectives.

6.2 Key Observations

6.2.1 Legal Framework Exists but Enforcement is Weak

Bangladesh has developed a robust legal framework for labour protection,
including the Bangladesh Labour Act, 2006 (amended 2018), Labour Rules 2015,
constitutional provisions (Articles 14, 28, 34), and ratified ILO conventions. In
theory, these instruments safeguard women workers’ rights. In practice,
however, enforcement is inconsistent due to:

 Limited inspections and regulatory oversight
 Under-resourced labour courts and bureaucratic delays
 Corruption and inadequate monitoring mechanisms

6.2.2 Women as the Majority Workforce Yet Vulnerable

Although women dominate the workforce, they predominantly occupy low-
skilled, low-paid positions with minimal opportunities for career advancement.
Key issues include:

 Wage inequality, with women earning less than men for equivalent work
 Extended working hours, particularly during peak production cycles
 Limited access to maternity benefits and protective measures

---------------------
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6.2.3 Gender-Based Discrimination and Harassment

Despite laws against discrimination and harassment, women face verbal,
physical, and sexual harassment at workplaces. Social and cultural norms,
coupled with fear of retaliation, often deter women from reporting abuses.

6.2.4 Socio-Economic Vulnerabilities

Poverty, low education levels, and rural-to-urban migration force women into
exploitative employment. Many accept unsafe working conditions due to
economic necessity, highlighting the socioeconomic dimensions of labour rights
violations.

6.2.5 Role of NGOs and Civil Society

NGOs such as BRAC, Transparency International, and Better Work Bangladesh,
along with trade unions and civil society groups, contribute significantly to
raising awareness, providing legal aid, and advocating policy reforms. However,
systemic barriers limit their reach and impact.

6.2.6 Global Supply Chain Pressures

International buyers and ethical sourcing initiatives can promote compliance
with labour standards. Yet, cost-driven production pressures and tight deadlines
often compromise adherence to labour rights, exposing women workers to
continued exploitation.

6.2.7 Judicial and Institutional Gaps

Labour courts and regulatory agencies are overburdened, under-resourced, and
slow in resolving disputes. Many women workers lack awareness or access to
complaint mechanisms, resulting in under-enforcement of legal protections.

6.3 Key Challenges

1. Weak Enforcement of Labour Laws: Limited personnel, inadequate
training, and insufficient resources hinder effective compliance
monitoring by the Department of Inspection for Factories and
Establishments (DIFE).

2. Limited Access to Justice: Overburdened labour courts, scarce legal aid,
and slow procedures restrict dispute resolution.

3. Gender-Based Discrimination: Wage disparities, denial of promotions, and
restricted participation in leadership roles persist.

4. Workplace Harassment: Fear of retaliation and lack of reporting channels
allow harassment to remain pervasive.

5. Weak Trade Union Representation: Women’s participation in unions is
limited, reducing collective bargaining power.

6. Socioeconomic Vulnerability: Dependence on factory jobs reduces
bargaining power and enforces compliance with unsafe conditions.
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7. Global Supply Chain Pressure: International buyers’ cost priorities
indirectly contribute to labour violations.

6.4 Roles of Key Stakeholders

6.4.1 Government and Regulatory Institutions

The government is responsible for safeguarding labour rights through legislation,
inspections, and policy implementation. Key institutions include:

 Department of Labour: Regulates employment conditions and compliance
 DIFE: Conducts factory inspections, safety audits, and compliance

monitoring
 Labour Courts: Adjudicate disputes over wages, unfair dismissals, and

maternity benefits
 Ministry of Labour and Employment: Formulates policy and guidelines

Challenges: Under-staffing, corruption, and lack of training limit enforcement
capacity. Strengthened monitoring and inter-agency coordination are essential.

6.4.2 Employers

Employers have both legal and ethical obligations, including compliance with
minimumwage laws, provision of maternity benefits, ensuring safety, and
preventing harassment. In reality, cost reduction and production targets often
take precedence over labour rights, leading to unsafe conditions, unpaid wages,
and forced overtime. Corporate accountability and a shift in management culture
are critical for sustainable improvements.

6.4.3 Trade Unions, NGOs, and Civil Society

 Trade Unions: Advocate for collective bargaining and fair working
conditions; however, women’s leadership participation is limited.

 NGOs: Conduct awareness programs, provide legal aid, and push for
policy reforms.

 Civil Society: Acts as a watchdog to expose rights violations and industrial
disasters.

Collaboration: Multi-stakeholder cooperation among unions, NGOs, civil society,
government, and international organizations is essential for effective protection.

6.5 Recommendations

6.5.1 Strengthen Enforcement

 Increase manpower, training, and resources for DIFE and labour
inspectors

 Conduct frequent, unannounced inspections
 Implement strict penalties for labour law violations
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6.5.2 Enhance Awareness and Legal Literacy

 Organize workshops, training programs, and campaigns in Bengali and
local languages

 Provide accessible guidelines on workers’ rights under national and
international law

6.5.3 ImproveWorkplace Safety andWelfare

 Ensure compliance with occupational health and safety standards
 Provide sanitation, clean drinking water, childcare, and medical facilities
 Establish dedicated factory committees for monitoring safety and

grievances

6.5.4 Promote Gender Equality and Prevent Harassment

 Introduce mandatory harassment prevention policies and committees
 Encourage women’s participation in unions and decision-making roles
 Provide anonymous reporting channels

6.5.5 Legal and Policy Reforms

 Amend the Bangladesh Labour Act to enhance maternity benefits,
harassment prevention, and wage equality

 Align domestic law with ILO conventions and international standards
 Establish specialized legal aid units for women workers

6.5.6 Strengthen Role of NGOs and Civil Society

 Expand legal aid, advocacy, and awareness programs
 Promote collaboration between NGOs, government, and unions for

monitoring compliance

6.5.7 Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR)

 Encourage factories and global buyers to adopt CSR policies focused on
women workers’ welfare

 Integrate labour rights compliance into procurement standards and
supply chain management

6.5.8 Socio-Economic Empowerment

 Introduce skill development programs to enhance employability outside
the RMG sector

 Provide financial literacy training and microfinance opportunities to
reduce economic dependence
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6.6 Policy and Legal Reform Proposals

 Mandatory compliance audits for export-oriented factories
 Integration of ILO conventions into domestic law with enforceable

mechanisms
 Incentive ethical business practices through tax or trade benefits
 Institutionalize monitoring mechanisms for workplace safety and

grievance redress

6.7 Scope for Future Research

Future research should include:

 Empirical Studies: Direct interviews and surveys of women workers
 Comparative Studies: Evaluating labour rights in RMG sectors of Vietnam,

India, and Cambodia
 Sector-Specific Studies: Impact of global supply chains on labour rights
 Longitudinal Studies: Tracking the effectiveness of labour reforms over

time

6.8 Analytical and Reflective Conclusion

This study demonstrates that Bangladesh has made significant strides in
legislating labour rights for women, yet substantial gaps persist in enforcement,
socioeconomic protection, and workplace culture. Key insights include:

1. Law vs. Reality: Comprehensive legal frameworks exist but practical
enforcement remains weak.

2. Gender-Based Vulnerabilities: Women face systemic exploitation despite
being the majority workforce.

3. Global Context Matters: Ethical sourcing and international scrutiny
influence compliance, but cost-driven pressures often undermine labour
rights.

4. Collaborative Action is Essential: Sustainable improvements require
coordinated efforts among government, employers, trade unions,
NGOs, and civil society.

Reflective Insight: Protecting women’s labour rights is both a matter of social
justice and strategic economic importance. Strengthening enforcement,
promoting gender-sensitive policies, enhancing legal awareness, and fostering
multi-stakeholder collaboration are critical steps. Such actions not only
empower women workers but also ensure sustainable growth, international
credibility, and long-term social and economic development in Bangladesh.

-----------------
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Chapter 7

Comparative Analysis of Women’s Labour Rights in the RMG Sector:
Lessons for Bangladesh

7.1 Introduction

The challenges faced by women in Bangladesh’s RMG sector are not unique.
Other major garment-exporting countries, such as Vietnam, India, and Cambodia,
also employ a predominantly female workforce and grapple with labour rights
protection. Comparative analysis provides insight into effective policies,
enforcement mechanisms, and socioeconomic strategies that could inform
improvements in Bangladesh.

7.2 Vietnam: Structured Legal Framework with Stronger Enforcement

7.2.1 Legal and Institutional Framework

Vietnam has established labour protections through its Labour Code (2019),
which aligns closely with ILO conventions. Key features include:

 Gender equality provisions and protection against workplace harassment
 Mandatory maternity leave of six months
 Occupational health and safety standards for factories

7.2.2 Enforcement and Compliance

 Labour inspections are more frequent, with special attention to export-
oriented factories

 Worker unions (often enterprise-level) actively monitor compliance
 Collaboration with international buyers ensures better adherence to

standards

7.2.3 Lessons for Bangladesh

Vietnam demonstrates that stronger inspection mechanisms, integrated union
participation, and alignment with international buyers improve labour rights
enforcement.

7.3 India: LargeWorkforce with Legal Awareness Initiatives

7.3.1 Legal Protections

India protects women workers through:

 The Factories Act, 1948 (amended regularly)
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 Sexual Harassment of Women at Workplace (Prevention, Prohibition and
Redressal) Act, 2013

 Maternity Benefit Act, 1961 (amended 2017)

7.3.2 Challenges and Practices

 Enforcement varies widely across states and factory sizes
 Women in informal or small-scale units remain vulnerable
 NGOs and trade unions conduct awareness programs to improve

reporting of harassment

7.3.3 Lessons for Bangladesh
India shows that legal literacy campaigns and decentralized enforcement can
enhance women’s ability to claim their rights, even when structural limitations
exist.
7.4 Cambodia: International Collaboration and Safety Audits
7.4.1 Legal Framework
Cambodia’s Labour Law (1997, amended 2018) provides for:

 Gender equality in wages and employment opportunities
 Maternity leave of 90 days
 Workplace safety and occupational health requirements

7.4.2 Implementation and International Pressure
 The garment sector benefits from strong international monitoring,

including Better Factories Cambodia and ILO programs
 Audits, buyer codes of conduct, and regular factory assessments improve

compliance
 Workers are trained in rights awareness, though enforcement in rural or

smaller factories remains uneven
7.4.3 Lessons for Bangladesh
Cambodia highlights the impact of global buyer pressure and independent audits
in improving labour conditions, emphasizing the need for international
accountability mechanisms.

----------------------

https://betterwork.org/promoting-gender-equality/?utm_source=chatgpt.com

https://betterwork.org/promoting-gender-equality/?utm_source=chatgpt.com

https://www.hrw.org/news/2015/03/11/cambodia-labor-laws-fail-protect-
garment-workers?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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7.5 Comparative Insights

7.6 Reflective Analysis

The comparative study demonstrates that:

1. Enforcement Matters More Than Law: Countries with effective
inspections, audits, and regulatory oversight achieve better outcomes
than those relying solely on legislation.

2. Global Supply Chains Can Drive Compliance: International buyer pressure
improves adherence to labour rights and workplace safety.

3. Union Participation Enhances Bargaining Power: Active women’s
participation in unions and committees correlates with better protection
against exploitation.

4. Legal Awareness Empowers Workers: Awareness campaigns, training,
and access to grievance mechanisms enable women to claim their rights
effectively.

5. Cultural and Socioeconomic Factors Must Be Addressed: Legal reforms
alone cannot protect women; socioeconomic empowerment and gender-
sensitive policies are essential.

7.7 Recommendations from Comparative Analysis

Based on insights from Vietnam, India, and Cambodia, Bangladesh can:
 Strengthen inspection mechanisms and provide resources to DIFE
 Encourage active participation of women in trade unions
 Collaborate with international buyers to enforce labour standards
 Conduct nationwide legal literacy campaigns for women workers
 Introduce independent auditing systems similar to Cambodia’s model
 Enhance maternity benefits and workplace welfare programs

Country Female
Workforce %

Enforcement
Strength

Union
Role

Maternity
Leave

Key Lessons for
Bangladesh

Bangladesh 60–70% Weak Limited 4 months
Improve enforcement,
union engagement,
legal awareness

Vietnam 50–60% Strong Active 6 months
Frequent inspections,
buyer collaboration,
union involvement

India 45–55% Medium Moderate 6 months

Legal literacy
campaigns,
decentralized
enforcement

Cambodia 60–65%
Medium-
Strong Active 90 days

International audits,
training programs,
global accountability
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7.8 Conclusion

The comparative analysis underscores that while Bangladesh has a strong legal
framework, gaps in enforcement, awareness, and institutional capacity hinder
effective protection of women’s labour rights. Lessons from Vietnam, India, and
Cambodia demonstrate that integrating enforcement, union participation, global
accountability, and worker empowerment can significantly improve labour
conditions. Adopting these measures can help Bangladesh not only protect
women workers but also enhance the international credibility and sustainability
of its RMG sector.

----------------------

https://labour.gov.in/sites/default/files/the_maternity_benefit_act_1961_0.pdf?
utm_source=chatgpt.com

https://acuitylaw.co.in/faqs/labour-and-employment-
law/?utm_source=chatgpt.com

https://betterwork.org/bangladesh/our-services/?utm_source=chatgpt.com

https://ituc-csi.org/IMG/pdf/camcom220205_bangladesh_en-2.pdf

https://betterwork.org/promoting-gender-equality/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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Chapter 8

Conclusion and Recommendations

8.1 Analytical and Reflective Conclusion

This study critically examined the labour rights of women in the Ready-made
Garment (RMG) sector of Bangladesh, revealing significant progress in legal
frameworks but persistent gaps in practical implementation. The research shows:

1. Comprehensive Legal Framework vs. Reality
Bangladesh has established a robust legal foundation through the
Bangladesh Labour Act, 2006 (amended 2018), the Labour Rules 2015,
constitutional protections (Articles 14, 28, 34), and ratification of key ILO
conventions and CEDAW. While these provisions theoretically safeguard
women workers’ rights, the practical reality is starkly different due to
weak enforcement, corruption, and limited resources.

2. Gender-Based Challenges
Women constitute a majority of the workforce in the RMG sector, yet they
face systemic vulnerabilities: wage disparity, occupational hazards, sexual
harassment, and limited career advancement. Socioeconomic pressures,
including poverty, rural-urban migration, and low education levels,
reduce women’s bargaining power, forcing them to accept exploitative
conditions.

3. Global Context and Comparative Insights
International scrutiny, particularly through global buyers, ethical
sourcing standards, and ILO conventions, has influenced labour
compliance in Bangladesh. However, global economic pressures and cost-
driven production cycles often compromise women’s labour rights.
Comparative studies with countries like Vietnam and Cambodia show that
stronger union representation and institutionalized safety audits
correlate with better compliance and women’s empowerment.

4. Stakeholder Role and Collaboration
Government agencies, NGOs, trade unions, and international
organizations all play a role in protecting labour rights. However, their
effectiveness is limited due to fragmented implementation and lack of
coordination. Multi-stakeholder collaboration is crucial for sustainable
improvement, combining legal enforcement, worker empowerment, and
corporate accountability.

Reflective Insight:
The gap between law and practice demonstrates that legislation alone cannot
secure women’s labour rights. Structural reforms, socioeconomic empowerment,
and gender-sensitive policies are essential for translating legal protections into
meaningful improvements for women workers. Protecting labour rights is not
only a matter of justice but also a strategic imperative for sustainable economic
growth and international credibility of Bangladesh’s RMG sector.
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8.2 Recommendations (Actionable and Detailed)

Based on the study’s findings and global best practices, the following
recommendations are proposed:

A. Legal and Policy Reforms

1. Amend the Bangladesh Labour Act to strengthen:
o Maternity leave provisions and related social security benefits.
o Anti-harassment clauses with clear reporting and penalty

mechanisms.
o Wage equality regulations and stricter enforcement of minimum

wage.
2. Fully integrate ILO conventions and international labour standards into

domestic legislation.
3. Mandate independent, third-party compliance audits in export-oriented

factories.

B. Institutional Strengthening

1. Expandmanpower, resources, and training for DIFE and labour
inspectors to ensure frequent, effective inspections.

2. Strengthen labour courts and introduce fast-track procedures for women
workers’ complaints.

3. Establish gender-sensitive monitoring committees in factories to address
harassment, wage issues, and safety concerns.

C. Awareness andWorker Education

1. Conduct widespread legal literacy programs to empower women workers
about their rights and grievance mechanisms.

2. NGOs and civil society should run community-level training and
workshops in local languages.

3. Develop accessible, easy-to-understand guides on labour rights,
workplace safety, and maternity benefits.

D. Employer and Corporate Responsibility

1. Encourage ethical business practices and CSR initiatives prioritizing
women workers’ welfare.

2. Introduce anonymous reporting mechanisms for harassment and
violations, with protection from retaliation.

3. Provide training, skill development, and career advancement
opportunities for women to enhance long-term employ ability.

E. Socio-Economic Empowerment

1. Offer microfinance, financial literacy, and alternative livelihood programs
to reduce economic dependency on exploitative employment.
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2. Promote women’s participation in trade unions and decision-making
roles within factories.

3. Establish programs for re-skilling and up-skilling to expand employment
options beyond the RMG sector.

F. Multi-Stakeholder Collaboration

1. Strengthen collaboration between government, NGOs, trade unions,
international organizations, and global buyers for compliance monitoring
and policy implementation.

2. Encourage global brands to adopt ethical sourcing policies, requiring
factories to meet labour standards and protect women workers.

3. Create platforms for dialogue between workers, employers, and
regulators to resolve disputes collaboratively.

8.3 Broader Implications

1. Legal and Policy Implications: Continuous reform is necessary to align
domestic law with global labour standards and socioeconomic realities of
women workers.

2. Gender Equality: Ensuring women’s labour rights is critical for social
justice, empowerment, and workplace equality.

3. Economic Sustainability: Protecting labour rights strengthens
Bangladesh’s RMG sector credibility, attracts ethical global buyers, and
promotes sustainable industrial growth.

-------------------

https://www.ilo.org/dyn/natlex/docs/ELECTRONIC/76402/110637/F-
1856169273/BGD76402.pdf

https://www.ilo.org/dyn/natlex/docs/ELECTRONIC/104727/127829/F-
1906993091/BGD104727.pdf

http://bdlaws.minlaw.gov.bd/act-367.html

http://bdlaws.minlaw.gov.bd/act-367.html

https://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/cedaw/
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