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BANGLADESH’S EXPORT ECONOMY

Brigadier General Naquib Ahmed Chowdhury, ndc, psc

Introduction 

The economy of  Bangladesh is predominantly based on agricultural production. 
However, slowly and gradually Ready-made Garment (RMG) industry thrived. 
Presently, RMG sector hosts more than 4 million skilled/semi-skilled labour 
of  which 80% is female and contributes around 82% of  total export earnings 
of  the country. Employment of  a huge number of  workers in RMG factories 
directly have an impact on unemployment problem of  Bangladesh. In recent 
past, RMG industry experienced labour unrest and also has stumbled upon a 
number of  tragedies. In 2013, USA unilaterally suspended Generalized System of  
Preferences (GSP) facilities which had a negative impact on image of  Bangladesh. 
In order to boost export of  RMG products, observance of  social compliance 
issues is crucially important. Essentially, social compliance conforms all labour 
rights, safety and security along with other facilities. Bangladesh Government 
took different initiatives to amend/introduce rules and regulations for safety of  
workers. However, absence social compliance issues is still common in some 
of  the RMG factories. Yet a good number of  positive factors are playing an 
important role for the growth of  RMG sector in Bangladesh. World’s leading 
apparel companies are now planning to close their business in China and their 
next preferred purchasing destination is likely to be Bangladesh1. Therefore, 
Bangladesh needs to fully comply with international labour standards. 

Overview of  Social Compliance

Strengths of  RMG Sector in Bangladesh

Over the three decades of  experiences, Bangladesh could successfully achieve 
expertise which along with other external and internal forces act as driving strength 

1. McKinsey & Company, Bangladesh’s ready-made garments landscape: The challenge of  growth,(p 5)
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for the growth of  RMG sector. The RMG export constitutes around 15.46% 
of  GDP of  Bangladesh. More than 4 million people are directly dependent on 
this sector. However, inadequate infrastructure i.e. road, railway, waterway, port 
etc. contributes to raise the cost of  production. Strength of  RMG sector can be 
summarized as presented below:
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expertise which has become an overwhelming strength of  Bangladesh. 
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to produce high quality items. 
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business and against many odds they are capable to make headway.  
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The term ‘compliance’ or ‘social compliance’ refers to an establishment meeting 
its legal obligations as per existing law; often to protect the health, safety, security, 
welfare, gender related issues etc. of  individuals working for the establishment. 
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continuing process in which the involved parties keep on looking for better ways 
to protect the health, safety, and fundamental rights of  their employees, and to 
protect and enhance the community and environment in which they operate”.2 
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Bangladesh which will assist to increase business in other sectors too. 
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buyers and will have consistency in order.
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equipment.
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and less anarchic and destructive activities at the factory, on the other.
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Bangladesh Labour Law and Labour Regulation

Bangladesh has formulated labour law to protect rights of  workers, keeping in 
view the ILO convention and international human rights issues. It was enacted 
as law in 2006 and it provides all workers to uphold rights and individual can go 
to court if  rights are violated. For support of  Labour Law, Bangladesh Labour 
Regulation 2015 is also introduced. Mr. Ghulam Hussain, Commerce Secretary 
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around 98 percent of  the buyers’ compliance requirement”3. Government also 
took initiative to introduce ‘The EPZ Workers Welfare Association and Industrial 
Relation Act, 2010’. 

Monitoring Arrangement of  Compliance Issues 

Department of  Inspection for Factories and Establishments (DIFE) under 
Ministry of  Labour and Employment is responsible to conduct inspection of  
all factories. Government has given due importance to increase capability of  this 
department and already it has been upgraded from directorate to department. 
Besides, BGMEA also have system to inspect garment factories. The Alliance for 
Bangladesh Worker Safety is an alliance of  28 North American and Canada based 
importers and the Accord on Fire and Building Safety in Bangladeshis organized 
by European based brands and retailers. The representatives from these two 
organizations inspect factories regularly. A total of  3696 factories have so far 
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Accord, and Alliance and during inspection 38 factories were found risky and 
were closed down instantly. Other 38 are marked for remediation4. 

Evaluation of  Compliant and Non-Compliant Industry: 
Environment of  Workplace

Data Analysis

A detail empirical survey was carried out in three non-compliant garment factories 
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Konabari of  Gazipur district. During the surveys, all garment establishments 
were observed in detail. Alongside, informal interviews with the owners and 

3. Business Report, Compliance can help widen market, The Daily Star.
4. Author’s interview with Mr. Siddiquar Rahman, President BGMEA.
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management were carried out. Interview of  100 respondents, 50 each from 
compliant and non-compliant garment factories were taken through a structured 
questionnaire. To have a neutral idea about RMG factories, interview of  randomly 
selected 10 more garment workers from streets were also carried out. Additionally, 
empirical survey was carried out on three foreign invested garment factories 
located at Savar EPZ and interview of  30 workers along with management were 
also obtained. All the owners of  garments factories are having positive mindsets 
to improve the condition of  workplace. But main issue has been arrangement of  
additional investable money. BGMEA estimated that each factory needs on an 
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up to 2.5 million dollar per factory.5The Tables presented in the following section 
will show a comparative picture of  compliant and non-compliant factories on 
selected 11 variables on which interviews were conducted. 

State of  Compliant Garments

The owners of  garment factories have shown a positive attitude towards ensuring 
decent workplace conditions, focusing on safety and security of  workers’ life. 
They have already refurbished factories and are introducing modern systems, 
too. As claimed by the owners, they have spent a substantial amount of  money 
towards ensuring safety and security of  factories and workers. Details of  survey 
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5. Author’s interview with Mr. Siddiquar Rahman, President BGMEA.
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Table 1: Survey Results of  Complaint Garments

Item
Yes/Agree in 
Percentage

No/Disagree 
in Percentage

Garment Workers’ Satisfaction 
with Wages 94% 06%

Time of  Wage Payment Monthly 100% -

Working Hours in a Week 65 Hours & above 24% Below 65 
Hours 76%

Days of  Leave in a Week 1 Day in a Week 100% -
Whether the Management 
Compels to Work 4% 96%

Whether the Management 
Allows Maternity Leave 80% 20%

Whether Management Allows 
any facility during Maternity 
Leave

76% 24%

Whether Overtime Works 
Performed 66% 34%

Whether Owner Grant 
Additional Allowance for 
Overtime Work

96% 4%

Whether the Overtime 
$������
�*����
�� 84% 16%

Is there any Trade Union for 
Workers? 30% 70%

Status of  Working Environment 92% Good 08% Bad

Are There Hygienic Toilets? 90% 10%
Are there Soap, Tissue Papers 
and Hand Towel in the Toilet? 60% 40%

Are there Fire Extinguishers 84% 16%
Are there Trained Worker for 
Fire Extinguishing 64% 36%

Is there any Childcare Centre  92% 8%

Is there any Canteen 100% -
Happiness and Satisfaction with 
Work 80% 20%

Source: Prepared by Author on the Basis of  Collected Data 
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As can be seen from the above table, all the owners are very much particular in 
paying the wages in time and the workers also have expressed their satisfaction 
over timely receipts of  the salaries and other allowances. As for weekly working 
hours and holidays, a majority of  workers informed that they work less than 
65 hours a week, although about 1/4th claimed to have worked for more than 
65 hours as overtime works to meet up the requirement of  urgent delivery. 
Due compensations are provided for such overtime duties. They were also of  
the opinion that the managements do not force them to work overtime. Most 
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childcare facilities. There are canteens within the factory premises, but the 
services are not up to the mark. The issue of  trade unions also came up in 
discussions. The owners as well as their managements were found to be not in 
favor of  introducing trade unions in their factories. The survey results also shows 
��� ��
���
������ ��������� �� � �
����	
���� ]���^� ��������� ���
����
�
� �� �
trade unions in their respective factories.

The overall working conditions are at satisfactory level, although the managements 
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that overall working condition is good, although some workers reported that their 
workplaces are too hot to work and air passage systems also not up to the mark.

Regarding their job satisfaction, it was felt during the interviews that on the 
whole, the workers were contented with their jobs. Many of  the workers have 
been working in the factories for more than three years, indicating the level of  
their job satisfaction.

State of  Non-compliant Garments

As can be expected, the overall working conditions of  the non-compliant garment 
factories have not been as good compared with the compliant ones. Details of  
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Table 2: Survey Results of  Non-Complaint Garments

Item
Yes/Agree in 
Percentage

No/
Disagree in 
Percentage

Garment Workers’ Satisfaction with 
Wages 64% 34%

Time of  Wage Payment Monthly 100% -

Working Hours in a Week 65 Hours & above 
76%

Below 65 
Hours 24%

Days of  Leave in a Week 1 Day in a Week 
100% -

Whether the Management Compels 
to Work 24% 76%

Whether the Management Allows 
Maternity Leave 52% 48%

Whether Management Allows any 
facility during Maternity Leave 38% 62%

Whether Overtime Works Performed 84% 16%
Whether Owner Grant Additional 
Allowance for Overtime Work 78% 22%

Whether the Overtime Allowance 
*����
�� 86% 14%

Is there any Trade Union for 
Workers? 06% 94%

Status of  Working Environment 70% Good 30% Bad

Are There Hygienic Toilets? 40% 60%
Are there Soap, Tissue Papers and 
Hand Towel in the Toilet? 32% 68%

Are there Fire Extinguishers 90% 10%
Are there Trained Worker for Fire 
Extinguishing 34% 66%

Is there any Childcare Centre  24% 76%

Is there any Canteen 8% 92%

Happiness and Satisfaction with Work 58% 42%

Source: Prepared by Author on the Basis of  Collected Data 



24

Social Compliance in Readymade Garments (RMG) Sector: Towards Ensuring Equitable Justice for Garment 
Workers and Boosting Bangladesh’s Export Economy

As can be seen from Table-2, the level of  workers’ satisfaction over receipts of  
wages is only 64%, which is much below that in the compliant garments (94%). 
The weekly working hours in both types of  garment factories are same, although 
a greater number of  workers in non-compliant units (24%) asserted that they are 
compelled to work for more hours, compared to only 4% in compliant factories. 
As for maternity leave, only 52% workers said that they are allowed and a lesser 
number (38%) said that they are given facilities while enjoying maternity leave. The 
���
����	��������
��������
����������������
����
��~����	������
��
���
���

As for overtime works, more than 3/4th workers were of  the opinion that they 
do perform overtime duties, and that they are paid overtime allowances which 
are satisfactory. The hygienic toilet facilities are termed as bad by 60% workers 
and more of  them (68%) stated negatively about availability of  soap, hand towel 
and tissue papers in the toilets. The vast majority of  workers stated that there are 
no canteens (92%) and that, there are no children centres (76%). A majority of  
workers (90%) admitted about 
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factories. Almost all the workers (94%) also stated that there are no trade unions. 

Regarding their working environment, more than 2/3rd workers (70%) indicated 
their satisfaction over the ‘good’ environment, but a fewer of  them (58%) 
expressed their satisfaction and happiness with their works. The empirical 
evidences suggest that the working conditions of  factories are not that healthy. 
More numbers of  workers remain in small rooms and building are not specially 
constructed for factory purpose. While talking with the factory owners and their 
management, it was evident that they are also much concern about welfare of  the 
workers and the safety issues.

During visits to the non-compliant garment factories, it was felt that though 
many of  the issues are yet to be solved at factories level; however the owners are 
having positive attitude to improve the condition. 

State of  Foreign Invested Garment Factories

An empirical survey on three foreign invested RMG factories located in Dhaka 
EPZ (DEPZ) was conducted to have a comparison with Bangladeshi factories. A 
total of  30 workers -10 from each garment factory - were interviewed. Discussion 
with the factory management was also carried out, although the management 
staff  wanted to remain unanimous.
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From the interviews and discussion with management, it was found that most 
of  the factories provide lunch to workers to save time and ensure maximum 
utilization of  time. The workers are provided with transportation facilities. One 
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environmental safety. Beside air passage system and space management of  
factory is very good and machines are placed having adequate space in-between. 
Healthcare rendered to the workers are also good. On the whole, social compliance 
aspect is given due importance in most of  the renowned foreign invested factories. 
However, there are few factories in EPZ which are yet to be compliant. 

Interview Result of  Garment Workers- Randomly Taken

It was felt during survey that workers sometimes hesitate to come out with honest 
answers in presence of  management. Therefore, to have a better idea about actual 
condition of  factories, an effort was taken to interview the workers randomly 
from the street side. Outcome of  interview is that, social compliance issues are 
not given due importance in some of  the factories. Most of  the respondents view 
that authority grant maternity leave but without any salary and sometime, they 
have to work additional time without payment. Hygienic toilet, childcare centre 
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without trained personnel. However, other indicators are impressive. 

Findings of  Survey
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complaint, non-compliant and foreign invested garments factories. Both 
complaint and non-compliant factories give due importance to abide by the rules 
and regulations regarding welfare of  workers. All garment factories pay wages on 
a monthly basis regularly. Owners never force worker to work. Non-compliant 
factories have not yet been able to ensure some of  the social compliance aspects 
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facilities etc. Alongside safety and security arrangement of  non-compliant 
factories are not satisfactory as yet. There is also allegation that management try 
to deprive workers of  their rights with plea of  non-entitlement. Garment owners 
are not in favor of  introducing Trade Union. However through the Welfare 
Committee, the management looks after welfare of  workers and deal with all 
kinds of  issues related to workers. Most of  the garment factories have adequate 
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factories. Some of  the foreign invested garment factories are maintaining very 
well standard whereas a few are yet to achieve complaint standard. However, 
some unique systems have been introduced in some foreign invested factories. 
Comparative statement among the compliant, noncompliant and foreign invested 
factories are presented in the table below: 

Table 3: Comparative Statement
Serial
No Subject Compliant

Factory
Noncompliant

Factory

Foreign 
Invested
Factory

Remarks

1 ��

�N������������ No No Yes *All factories 
do not 
have same 
facilities.
# Room is 
earmarked 
but not in 
use or having 
any facilities.
** Try to take 
advantage of  
ignorance
## Not up 
to the mark

2 ETP No No Yes*
3 $���{����
�� No No Yes*
4 Childcare Centre Yes# Yes# Yes
5 Maternity Leave Yes** Yes** Yes
6 Trade Union No No No
7 Free Transport No No Yes
8 Medical Facility Yes## Yes## Yes
9 Fire Fighting Arrangement Good Worse Better
10 Wage Good Good Better

11 Working Environment Satisfactory Needs 
Improvement Better

Source: Prepared by Author on the Basis of  Survey of  different Garment Factories
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factories. 

Challenges in Ensuring Compliance at RMG Factories

The role of  the Government in RMG Sector cannot be ignored, however main driving 
force was the initiative of  the garment owners singly. In some instances, the factory 
owners want to abide by rules and also ensure compliance related issues. However, 
main issue is to arrange investible fund. Bank interest rate is too high to afford. Buyers 
also have to offer fair price. It is not possible to produce socially fair clothes without a 
fair price. Besides inadequate social awareness of  workers also acts as an impediment 
to ensure compliance issues though these are minor ones. Strict monitoring system 
along with penalty is also a factor. Government could not yet allocate any particular 
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construct new factory with inbuilt safety and secured condition.  
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Implication of  Compliance for Boosting Economy

Annual Turnover of  Compliant Garments Factory 

Factory owners are trying to meet up the requirements of  the buyers to continue 
with their business. Many of  the export oriented garment factories have already 
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of  remediation. During research work, it is felt that there is huge gap between 
aspiration at buyers end and implementation at owners end. However, analyzing 
annual turnover of  compliant factories, we could identify the gradual increase of  
business, as seen in the Table below:

Table 4: Last Five Years Turnover of  Compliant RMG Factories

Serial 
No. Year

Turnover of  
A Factory (In 
Million USD)

Turnover of  
B Factory (In 
Million USD)

Turnover of  
C Factory (In 
Million USD)

Remarks

1 2010-11 18 18.5 17
Factory A has  430 
workers, Factory B 
has 443 and Factory 
C has 300 workers

2 2011-12 20 20.6 18.4

3 2012-13 21 21.7 19.2
4 2013-14 25 25.8 22.4
5 2014-15 29 30 23.2
Source: Prepared by Author on the Basis of  Data of  different Garment Factories

Analysis

After the catastrophe of  Rana Plaza, a good number of  initiatives have been 
undertaken by government to facilitate compliance related issues to be 
implemented by owners. Ensuring social compliance not only excels business 
but also ensure safety and security of  workers and provide relief  to owners and 
management. Initial investment of  compliant garments are more. But compliant 
garments receive more orders directly from buyers. Table-4 shows that before 
2014 garments factories did not give due importance on compliant issues. From 
2014 there is rapid rise of  annual turnover. That gives an essence of  effect of  
ensuring compliance at factory level. Order of  compliant RMG factories have 
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about their business. However, we cannot conclude with analyzing the turnover 
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involved in overall turnover of  factories which need a separate research.   
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Annual Turnover of  Non-compliant Garments Industry

Non-compliant RMG factories are facing problems to receive orders directly from 
buyers. However, trivial buyers are comfortable to place order to non-compliant 
RMG factories. Most of  the non-compliant factories are small or medium in 
nature and they are trying to ensure social compliances too. Besides, they also 
produce items for large factories which is known as subcontract. Study tried to 
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did not want to identify the factory name. Noncompliant factories receive less 
price for their products than that of  the compliant ones. Annual turnover of  
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Table 5: Last Five Years Turnover of  Non-compliant RMG Factories

Serial 
No. Year

Turnover of
X Factory (In 
Million USD)

Turnover of
Y Factory (In 
Million USD)

Turnover of
Z Factory 
(In Million 

USD)

Remarks

1. 2010-11 1.9 3.5 4.5 X Factory has 300 
workers

Y Factory has 320 
and 

Z Factory has 450

2. 2011-12 2.2 4.0 4.3
3. 2012-13 2.4 4.2 4.4
4. 2013-14 2.1 3.8 4.6

5. 2014-15 2 3.6 4.5

Source: Prepared by Author on the Basis of  Data of  different Garment Factories

Analysis 

Table-5 gives an idea that annual turnover of  non-compliant factories increases 
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not much effects even after the incident of  Rana Plaza. Non-compliant factories 
continue with their business without much of  investment for compliance related 
issues. Therefore there is not much of  change in annual turnover. 

Economic Impact of  Social Compliance Issues 

RMG industry has a great impact on national economy. A good number of  
industries have developed to support garment factories like button, zipper, 
packaging, management of  garment waste etc. Economy works like a cycle and a 
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workers. For instance cheap makeup factories, shoes/sandals, local dresses, 
bakeries and food stuff  etc. have a great impact on national GDP. Any negative 
effect on RMG sector, will also have a spillover effect on related industries too. 
It has been found that cost of  production of  RMG items has increased due to 
implementation of  social and safety compliances at factory level and also due 
to the payment of  minimum wage set by the government. But there were no 
effort by international buyers/brand retailers’ to increase the price of  product. 
Transparency International Bangladesh in their recent research has mentioned, 
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American markets over the last 15 years. The international workers organization 
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international brands and buyers can increase price of  garment products at a rate 
of  3 cent for each item”.6 After ensuring fair wage, regular payment of  salary and 
social compliances, labour unrest has reduced. If  situation prevail like this, then 
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Implication of  Social Compliance

Implementation of  social compliances has multiple implications. The Bangladesh 
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‘compliant’ factories are rising by 15-20 percent. Association has just released 
a survey of  brands and retailers detailing that 76.9 percent of  those surveyed 
currently source from Bangladesh, with 60 percent anticipating that they will 
‘somewhat increase’ from Bangladesh in the ‘next two years”.7  Implications of  
compliance are highlighted in subsequent paragraphs. 
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compliance and welfare related issues are given due importance and addressed 
appropriately by the owners. The owner of  factories will a have genuine 
ground to ask for higher price for their product from brand retailers. 

�� ��������
��������

������
������������
�
�������
����������
��������
���

������
labour unrest and there will not be any destruction of  equipment or strike. 
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workers are free from anxiety, then they will have more concentration on 
production. This will increase productivity and quality of  products. 

6. Khoda. E M, Mina H N, Good Governance in the Ready-made Garments Sector: Achievements, 
Challenges and Way forward,(p-7).

7 Hasanat. R D, The Future of  RMG Trade, The Daily Star.
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of  Bangladesh garment factories. 
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ensure the satisfaction of  the prospective buyers. 
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reputed buyers directly and have consistency in order.

Recommendations

The foregoing discussions and cross-cutting analyses point out to the fact that 
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in Bangladesh, with all the potentials of  an accelerated export opportunities. 
Keeping this in view, the following recommendations are made for consideration:

Bangladesh Government
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to ensure full implementation of  what has been stipulated in the laws and 
regulations.
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to ensure extensive and effective monitoring the factories.
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capital to factories against sound investment plans to be submitted by the 
owners. 
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both the garment owners and management as well as the garment workers 
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RMG sector.
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and infrastructure facilities such gas, electricity, unhindered communication 
facilities, cargo handling etc. so that the garment factories can optimize their 
production. 
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for production and management and arrange adequate training accordingly. 
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commerce ministry to facilitate RMG business. Foreign diplomacy should be 
directed towards trade facilitation.  

�� #��
���
���������������#"?$����
����������!"#V�����
��	�����������
promote our RMG products in world market and also try to achieve waiver 
in regards of  taxes from different countries. 

Factory Owners and Management
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and meeting the workers’ needs and requirements would ensure a congenial 
working environment within their establishments, leading to high-quality 
production and resultant boost in the export of  the apparel products. 

�� �������
����
��������
��
����������
	�
����� ��������
�XX�����
�������������
and the factory owners and their managements have to take initiative to 
improve upon the safety issues of  factories. 
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with the workers and their leaderships to motivate them on maintaining a 
congenial environment in the working places. 

Foreign Buying Houses
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products and this will act as an incentive towards greater compliances. 
Government along with BGMEA should take effort to raise this issue to 
respective forum in the importing countries. 

Garment Workers and Their Leaders
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that a garment establishment has enforced compliance, they should work 
responsively along with the factory managements to optimize their outputs. 
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their fellow workers to act and react responsibly. 



32

Social Compliance in Readymade Garments (RMG) Sector: Towards Ensuring Equitable Justice for Garment 
Workers and Boosting Bangladesh’s Export Economy

Conclusion

Over a period of  time Bangladesh could successfully develop an expertise in 
RMG sector and that along with low wage has facilitated to establish strong 
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not invested much for improvement of  factories. Therefore, during its long 
journey, RMG sector encountered a good number of  accidents, which caused a 
number of  lives. It along with suspension of  GSP by USA also tarnished hard 
earned image of  RMG sector. There was tremendous pressure on the industry 
to ensure compliance at factory level by international buyers/retailers along with 
world community. However, RMG factory owners along with the assistance of  
government could turn the threat in to opportunity. RMG Sector could recover 
the image that was at a stake due to the series of  accidents that occurred in 
2013/2014. During this long journey, the RMG sector of  Bangladesh has become 
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jump ahead. Positive assertiveness of  owners, workers, government and buyers 
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facilitate to reach the export target of  US$ 50 Billion by 2021 as set by BGMEA
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