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Two terrible tragedies occurring within 7 monthseaich other in the Bangladesh garment
sector killed over 1,200 workers and galvanized whogld’'s attention around the issue of
worker safety in the country. Global retailers, eign governments, and international
organizations were spurred to action. These staélefwlaunched several parallel initiatives
to improve fire and building safety and efforts ar@lerway to inspect every garment factory
in Bangladesh. While many remains to be done tarenthat all of Bangladesh’s factories
are safe from fire or collapse, the mechanismsirarglace, the political will exists, and
vigilant observers are watching every step. Bumately, workers are best placed to oversee
their own safety, and their empowerment to do sbdst achieved through independent,
representative labor unions. Unfortunately, unigaspnce is still nominal and collective
bargaining is virtually nonexistent in Bangladesp&ment industry. A few small programs
are working to change that, but far more will bguieed if Bangladesh’s workers are to have
truly safe, healthy, and decent working conditioRsincipally, a fundamental shift in
attitudes toward collective bargaining and the trighh organize is required among all
stakeholders, especially factory owners, globahttsaand the government of Bangladesh.
Expanding the role of organized labor in Bangladeelv is imperative. An active labor
movement is the best bulwark against another tragadent. Improved awareness among
American and European consumers is part of the postbetter working conditions in
Bangladesh. But the country’s garment industry witreasingly produce for clients in
markets that are not as discerning as EuropeanAametican retailers when it comes to
demanding compliance with health and safety statsjao strong unions will be needed to
ensure the sustainability of current safety effoltdost importantly, what happens in
Bangladesh could have a dramatic ripple effectlen global apparel industry. Improving
workers’ rights in Bangladesh can help end thecéréo the bottom” and lift labor standards
in other growing economies like Burma and Vietnam.

Recent disaster of garmentsindustry:

On 24 April 2013 more than 1100 people died in afethe world’s worst industrial
accidents. The collapse of Rana Plaza, an eighgystaultiplex housing clothing factories, a
bank, shops and several residential apartmentd®idanSavar district of Dhaka, came just



months after a fire in the Tazreen Fashions fackiligd an estimated 112 workers. The
collapse has since become emblematic of the huwsta of doing business in Bangladesh.
The story of how Tazreen Fashions and Rana Plana ta disaster cannot be told without
reference to the success of Bangladesh’s RMG induSince the start of its garment export
industry in the late 1970s, Bangladesh has sedRMIS export levels grow steadily and has
become a top global exporter: in 2011-12 Banglaseshthe world’s second largest exporter
of apparel, registering $19.1 billion of RMG exmorReady-made garments account for
nearly 75% of export revenue, a 13% share of GD& nearly a third of total exports3. Over
the last 15 years, Bangladesh’s share of appamrisito Europe and the US has more than
doubled. High capacity and continued wage competiss have consolidated Bangladesh’s
position as the third most prolific importer to tharopean Union and the fourth most prolific
to the United States5. Apparel production and exp®rthe key driving force behind
Bangladesh’'s GDP development, a trend that willtiooe in the coming decades: in 2012
McKinsey & Company forecast an annual export-vajuewth of 7-9% over the next ten
years, predicting that the market will nearly teigly 2020. Goldman Sachs has included
Bangladesh in the ‘next 11’ of emerging countriieraBRICS. JP Morgan has identified
Bangladesh among its ‘frontier five’ emerging ecmmes in which it is worth investing.
However, this story of growth is shot through widigressions that hint at systemic
vulnerabilities and exploitation.

On the ground this rapid growth finds physical @efion in the 5000 factories that fill the
business districts and export processing zones lik&® These 5000 factories provide
employment for an estimated 3.6 million workerswaen 2000 and 2009 employment in the
apparel sector grew by 94%8, and a city landscak &f bostees and workers’ hostels
illustrates an influx of low-paid workers unprecatil in scale and speed. It is here, on the
factory floors and in the slums of Dhaka, that tosts of economic success are revealed.
Whilst the growth of the RMG industry has providadlions with an opportunity for paid
work, the work itself can be precarious and its amlg are routinely low. Increases in
employment have been matched by a decline in rages9and according to research carried
out by Impactt workers can take home up to 62% tleas the living wagel0. Moreover, as
evidenced by the collapse of Rana Plaza and theofiTazreen Fashions, the conditions in
which these wages are earned are sometimes uiBstfeeen 2006 and 2009 414 garment
workers were Kkilled in at least 213 separate factimes, and in a five month period
following the fire at Tazreen Fashions in NovemB&d2 a further 28 factory fires were
reported, with at least 591 workers injured andhekilled by the end of January 2013 alon.
The events of Tazreen and Rana Plaza are notedalatidents rather; hazardous conditions
of varying severity are systemic to the industriu3, whilst Bangladesh’s rapid economic
development is to be lauded, the lag in the deveéoy, application, and enforcement of
labour legislation, building and safety standardsiie understood and addressed. There are
many drivers that fuel the industry’s permissivesihass environment: in Bangladesh the
RMG industry is highly politicized and built on aundation of weak governance and still
weaker industrial relations. In the buyer-drivep@y chain margins are thin and the fear of
undercutting is strong. As such the purchasingtjmes of brands can incentivize violations
of health and safety through undisclosed sub-cotitigy excessive working hours, and
unauthorized factory expansions.



This does not mean that the answer to improvinglitimms for workers is for brands to pull
out of Bangladesh. In viewing the problem througle tProtect, Respect and Remedy’
framework of the UN Guiding Principles on Businessl Human Rights, states bear a duty
to protect against human rights abuses by thirdgsamwhilst business enterprises should act
with due diligence to avoid infringing on the righind address the adverse impacts their
actions causel2. Under the Guiding Principles lwamave a responsibility to use their
leverage and offer redress for poor conditionsiicple that was universally lauded by the
brands interviewed in the course of this reseafchabandon Bangladesh was seen to be an
abnegation of responsibility and to refrain frondessing the systemic problems of doing
business in Bangladesh was seen as a risk to tigeterm integrity of the brand and a
potential risk to both consumer loyalty and longrteshare-price stability. The status quo is
neither desirable nor sustainable for Bangladestorobrands; economic growth and robust
efforts to ensure social upgrading need to go harfdnd in order for the deaths of Tazreen
Fashions and Rana Plaza to become a tragedy betpimgthe past rather than an inevitable
feature of Bangladesh’s future.

All of the brands who were interviewed and met wita APPG as part of the research were
united in their desire to remain in Bangladesh, amdontinue, in the words of one major
brand, ‘to do the right thing’. What this means dmav it can be achieved by brands, by
multi-stakeholder action, and by government willreeiewed in the following sections.

An anatomy of industrial disaster: Tazreen Fashions and Rana Plaza

On Tuesday 23 April cracks appeared in the wallRaria Plaza. A day later the eight storey
multiplex collapsed and over 1100 of the estim&@00 workers that used the building were
dead, and a further 2500 were injured, many seyefdle cracks had not gone unnoticed;
according to media reports the Industrial Policd recommended that factory owners using
the building suspend operations until the safetythaf building could be established by
inspectors from BUET. Not all of the floors wereuse the next day, the ground and first
floor of the plaza which had hosted shops and & baanch were empty as the shop workers
and bank staff had been told to wait until the gntg of the building was assured before
returning to work. The garment factory owners witoupied the remaining floors allegedly
ignored these directives and re-opened their @fies engineers working for the building’s
owner inspected the structure and pronouncedeét $afced with losing a day’s wage and, in
some cases allegedly threatened with dismissaly warkers returned to their machines just
an hour before the seven upper floors of the compddlapsed.

Five months earlier, at 6.30pm on 24 November 2@lZire broke out at the Tazreen
Fashions factory, killing at least 112 factory wenk Though the majority of the workers had
been dismissed for the day, 600 remained. Whefirthewept up through the building from

the ground floor storage facility, the 600 workessre told to ignore the fire alarm and keep



working. A radio was turned up to cover the noiget though the radio grew louder, the
panic could not be contained and by the time pauickorkers started to leave the building,
many on the upper floors found it impossible toagecthrough the main exit, which was
located on the ground floor where the fire hadtsthrSurvivors of the fire later told a local
NGO that management staff had locked the gateseweral floors of the building and in
consequence, many of the workers had jumped to thesths in attempts to escape the
burning six storey building. Tazreen Fashions peedufor a number of European and
American brands and retailers, including Walmdrg Edinburgh Woollen Mill, Sears and
C&A.

These two tragedies, which have cast doubt on the&ad integrity of the ‘Made in
Bangladesh’ label, should be viewed neither as resteable nor as unavoidable accidents.
Though the scale of these events has generatedmecedented level of global attention,
unsafe working conditions of varying severity hdween part of the everyday reality of
millions of garment workers since the RMG indusirgs established in the early 1970s. In
order to consider how conditions could be improveis, critical that the multiple factors that
cause industrial accidents, deaths, and disasteestablished, understood, and addressed by
the most relevant stakeholders in concerted ankhbmohtive action. The following sub-
sections outline these factors and their drivergjifig cause in weak governance, brand
behaviour, and in the permissive and volatile reatifrthe business environment that results.

Infrastructural integrity

The immediate cause of the collapse of Rana Plaggpwor construction; in an early damage
assessment conducted by the NGO Asian Disasteaiamess Centre, it was revealed that
the building, which hosted a total of three garmtautories, was built for purely retail
purposes. The thousands of workers and electrarsmgtors exerted a weight estimated to be
almost six times greater than the building wasndésl to bear. Load bearing support
columns were found to have been erected haphazandlgxperts have reason to suspect that
the building materials and methods were below Bana Plaza, which experts assume was
built largely with concrete, would have requirediae amount of reinforcing steel, known as
rebar. In developing countries steel is relativekpensive in comparison to labour and
concrete, and often the recommended amount issgat. Un a concrete structure that includes
an adequate amount of rebar, a crack in the canarah be withstood. Without the
reinforcing steel, a crack in the concrete can @ratal. Experts also pointed to the fact that
the building was standing on reclaimed and potéytsoft ground and that sections of the
plaza were still under construction when it colkeghs

That the building was used for industrial rathemthetail purposes was not legal, and neither
were the additional two floors that had been adaethe building in violation of planning
permission. The crack may have brought the buildiogn, but it was constructed and used
without proper administrative control, professiogaldance or compliance with regulations.

It is not the case that there are no national cadegiidelines to follow, rather they are not
applied. The National Building Code from 1993 andlding construction guidelines from
2006 are rarely enforced and in July 2013 the threof Dhaka’s development authority



revealed to members of the Bangladesh Parliamentain estimated 8000 buildings in the
capital either lacked the required approvals oivalyt violated construction codes. Though
companies are required to submit detailed plahscl officials it has been alleged that these
plans can be bought, and that they need only hegtr@utlines’ in order to be approved by
the required architect and engineer, who may or nwybe adequately qualified. One large
brand that maintains a Dhaka office of over 50fstafl sources from over 100 factory bases
in Bangladesh described the construction enforcemagime as ‘absolute in its failure’,
giving anecdotal evidence of encountering factomdsse finished construction bore no
relation to their architectural blueprints. Howevgiven the fact that there were only an
estimated 40 qualified inspectors responsible forgeeing the thousands of structures in
Dhaka, weak enforcement of planning permissionat to be expected. In the activity that
has followed the collapse of Rana Plaza hundredmaibries are undergoing a flurry of
building inspections, some led by government agenend others by concerned brands.
Preliminary results released in July have suggetstatdnearly 40% of factories have major
safety issues25. In a business environment compezhby political relationships and vested
interest in the permissive status quo, violatiaesegther not identified or not addressed.
Brands are united in their efforts to source frafessuppliers, but it is apparent that it is a
challenge both to find islands of excellence, amdn@intain confidence in their integrity.
This is especially so in the case of building satgven concerns with the authenticity of the
building safety certification submitted to brandsduppliers and that the social and quality
control audits that are regularly imposed on s@gppldo not touch on building integrity. The
high level of anxiety amongst brands that anotimailarly disastrous event could occur can
be implied by the fact that the Accord on Fire &uwlding Safety in Bangladesh, which in it
memorandum stage anticipated convening betweenafieksix of the companies sourcing
the highest volumes of garments, eventually acc&&drands as signatories to a binding
agreement. In the assessment of one NGO intervidarethis research, there is a genuine
and well-founded fear that Bangladesh is only eweday away from another industrial
disaster and that brands are only one accidensiigation away from serious reputational
damage.

L abour rights

When the cracks appeared in the walls of Rana Pldwa building was identified as
dangerous, the next day, after an assessment atrildure paid for by the factory owner,
managers were prepared to send thousands of thekerg back into the building. Not only
was there exceptionally poor regard for the healiti safety of workers amongst managers
and owners, but there was no attempt by workergadltectively complain or demand
explanation. A cursory review of the status of isitial relations in Bangladesh explains
why: the grassroots labour movement is weak andhiyigragmented, labour leaders
consistently face physical harassment and abusk,uaions are confronted with highly
bureaucratic obstacles to organisation and stikiera Though Bangladesh has ratified some
ILO conventions pertaining to labour rights, thality is that these rights are not enforced in
national labour law and the government does notaguee that the right to organise and to
bargain collectively is respected.



In March 2012 Aminul Islam, Head of the Banglad€sntre for Worker Solidarity and the
Bangladesh Garment and Industrial Workers Federatnal a prominent national figure, was
disappeared, tortured and murdered26. This harasgssy@ot uncommon. An incident that
took place as recently as May 2013 at the Sadian&ats Ltd factory saw newly unionised
workers subjected to an aggressive campaign byorfaananagement. Workers were
threatened with violence and the lead organiser segd death threats. In June, a factory
supervisor attacked the Sadia Garments Union Gerg&zeretary with scissors whilst
demanding her resignation.

In the wake of Rana Plaza and the United Statethdmawal of Bangladesh from the
Generalized System of Preferences (GSP) trade grotre Government of Bangladesh has
made moves to ease freedom of association by angenuitional labour laws. These
amendments are awaiting implementation and thougket changes are to be welcomed,
workers hoping to organise face significant cha&s In forming a union workers must
gather signatures of 30% of the company’s workfoecéarget which may comprise many
thousands of workers spread across a number ajrfafibors. Though unions no longer
have to share these lists with managers, once tbuméns may only select leaders from
their workplace, a measure that will enable emptoye easily identify and potentially force
out union leaders by firing them for allegedly namen matters. In addition, the right to
strike remains burdened by stifling bureaucracyo-thirds of the membership must vote
favourably, and even if decided, the governmerdbie to stop industrial action should it
deem that a strike may cause ‘serious hardshipgocommunity’ or is ‘prejudicial to the
national interest’. Given that an estimated 10%afliamentarians are factory owners and
that the RMG industry is a key driver of nationabeomic growth, that any industrial action
and all strikes would be defined as ‘prejudicialtbe national interest’ is highly likely.
However, though formal strikes are nearly impossitd organise, this does not prevent
workers from venting their frustrations; in the qgdaof collective bargaining and strikes with
formal demands mass protests, knownhadals, which are frequently violent and often
highly politicised, become the vehicle for commuaticg general public discontent and have
the effect of adding to the pressures of produciod in turn worsening working conditions.
Given this context it is pertinent to be awareld gendered experience of work which is a
daily reality for the majority of the RMG workforc&he RMG industry is one of the few
economic sectors that offer formal employment tanga and is potential a source of female
empowerment; an estimated 85% of RMG workers armen28. Nevertheless, many of
them struggle with pervasive gender based prejuhicediscrimination that perpetuates their
vulnerable position in the workplace and opens thgmto verbal, physical, and sexual
harassment. In this culture, the voices of womenadiien either not raised, not heard, or not
credited in the workplace. At the Bangladesh Demogrand Human Rights conference
hosted at the Houses of Parliament in July 2013toqpres were raised by the Bangladesh
Women’s Minister about the impact of political rbet from the opposition that implied a
woman'’s ‘place’ as in the home, though this hasmbgisputed by the opposition. Women
workers are sometimes undermined at the highestd@f politics and have very little power
to demand change in the workplace. On the factiogr fthis cultural disempowerment can
be expressed in the routine denial of maternitiitagin the compulsory nature of overtime,



and in the excessively long working days that aoldhte burden of women’s domestic
responsibilities.

Disempowerment also has a financial aspect. Baeghatias the lowest hourly wage in the
world at $0.32 cents per hour. The minimum wagedgment workers was last raised in
2010 and falls far short of the level which is adesed to be an adequate living wage32.
Wages are dependent on meeting production targathwf met, a sewing operator can take
home 3861 taka, approximately £32, a month33. Tdiet éour shifts that are mandated by
law are frequently superseded in order to meetywmtich targets, and given that the extra
hours needed to meet production targets are natedeas overtime, they can be unpaid in
firms with poor Corporate Social Responsibility @STo meet the costs of living, workers
sometimes opt to take on additional paid hoursparasion working more than ten hours a
day and into the night to meet shipment deadliResearch conducted in 2010 by War on
Want found that of the 988 women garment worketsrurewed, 243 had experienced
overtime deductions in the preceding month34. Ithisrefore no surprise that garment
workers frequently survive on credit and that imsgguence missing even a single day’s
work can have a strong negative impact on thegsliv

In the context of Rana Plaza and Tazreen Fashioissnot surprising that some workers felt
that they could neither raise concerns about safetyturn down the opportunity to work:
they could not make a ‘free’ choice to return te tnacked building, or freely choose to be
locked in a factory overnight. It would be misleaglito equate their livelihoods to ‘slave
labour’, but to understand why workers returnedR@ana Plaza and why workers were
labouring into the night for Tazreen Fashions with@omplaint is critical to finding
solutions.

Poor working conditions

Research conducted by McKinsey in 2010 points tdwahe growing confidence that
European and US based purchasing officers haveeicdampliance behaviour of suppliers in
Bangladesh: 93% agreed that the compliance staniladd either somewhat or greatly
improved over the previous five years. The spreaddver was high, in the McKinsey study
only 50 -100 manufacturers out the estimated 56@04dre active were mentioned as having
achieved very high standards. This was echoed &ybthnds interviewed in this research:
though each was confident that their codes of condwere enforced and that compliant
behaviour was supported, encouraged and in sores cawarded, concerns about health and
safety in the workplace remained, with just undalf bf the brands mentioning problems
with occupational health and safety as one of thennthallenges to ensuring ethical
compliance. Social audits, which are conducted reeo supplier is contracted and which
continue on a periodic basis afterwards, routipetk up health and safety violations, nearly
all of the ethical trade and supply chain managaesviewed reported that the majority of
audits encountered minor violations. In lesserimgiements fire extinguishers may be out of
date or exit routes may be blocked. More seriousdemeanours may see gates between
floors locked, significant overcrowding on the famst floor, windows barred, and electrical
equipment exposed. In terms of Human Resources, (#Rprds are often falsified for the
purpose of passing audits. Double, or even triptmks recording overtime and wages are



maintained for different brands and auditing comg@anOne international brand interviewed
for this research mentioned that they were commgjtsignificant resource toward working
with suppliers to access genuine records and imgiérsound HR policies as a result. This
brand had recognised that a knock-on effect ofifieddion was that it had become the
primary role for HR personnel and that the effdrimeeting audit standards was prioritised
above implementing policies around training, leavevorker registration. The pressure to
meet audit standards and shipping deadlines méetsnot all workers may be formally
registered with the supplier. Staff turnover canvbey high and casual labour is frequently
hired on a rolling basis during peak productioneOmplication of this practice is that the
total number of causalities from Rana Plaza an@rodlisasters may not be accurate. This
generates problems not only for safe working comolt, but for the awarding of
compensation in cases of disaster or businessuptesn. When considered as a whole these
conditions are not conducive to the implementatidnsafety procedures, emergency or
otherwise. The brands interviewed repeatedly re€eto their trust in their suppliers, the
strength and relative longevity of their businesiatronships, and the robust nature of their
voluntary codes of conduct. Yet when pushed, matithed their perennial concern with
finding evidence of unauthorized sub-contractingtheir supply chain. An international
brand spoke of instances in which their trustedoBers would occasionally request to alter
the location of production during peak times. Thoubis request was refused as per the
brand’s code of conduct, this anecdote gives aicatidn of the flexibility that suppliers
adopt in their effort to meet delivery deadlines gives a glimpse of the pressures suppliers
are under and the kind of solutions they seek.h dpinion of one brand director with
decades of experience in garment supply chain nesneigt, every brand has problems with
sub-contracting, this was echoed by a code of weatanager for another high-street brand
who claimed that unauthorised sub-contracting eshiiggest challenge facing the industry in
Bangladesh, and by an ethical trade manager frtow aalue brand who claimed that it is a
risk that is ‘near impossible’ to control. This wasidenced in the rubble of the Tazreen
Fashions factory: in the days following the fireahart issued a statement that though the
factory had previously been on its list of sup@jat was no longer authorised to produce
merchandise for the brand. That Walmart labels vieosad in the burned out factory was
blamed on Success Apparel, a supplier that hadcesatracted work to Tazreen without
authorisation and in direct violation of Walmarnpselicies. Unauthorised sub-contracting is a
known risk and one that persists in spite of scaaliting and quality assurance.

The flaws with the audit regime will be exploredtite next section, but the fact that brands
are fearful that evidence of unsafe conditions ailse is instructional. Fear persists when the
risks are known and not managed. In the case oRM& sector in Bangladesh it is well
known that at some point in the supply chain humgints violations are likely to be taking
place. It may be in the first tier, or the sixthmay be in a factory the brand has contracted,
or in an unauthorised sub-contracted unit.

Compliance culture
The retail industry is known for the opacity of gapply chains. A purchasing and supply
expert interviewed for this research referred te thdustry’s relatively low level of



investment in supply chain management. In comparismther sectors, which can be aware
of the quality and reliability of their suppliersthe fifth or even sixth tier, risk awareness in
the RMG sector often extends only to the secondkgyond which buyers may only be
aware of high risk products in the broadest seAtéast two brands that were interviewed
mentioned their policy of not sourcing cotton frddzbekistan, a country where cotton
production has been known to involve child laboas, evidence of strong supply chain
management. Without robust supply chain managemmamtaining confidence in ethical
practice is a constant challenge. One large brahidhasources 8% of its products from
Bangladesh referred to occasions wherein to meetuttit cost determined by buyers,
suppliers flagrantly offered the brand a choiceeifier an ‘ethical price’ or an ‘unethical
price’. In an industry in which the low cost of gants translates into exceptionally thin
profit margins, both the resources for suppliersnigest in stronger management, and the
incentive for brands to accept responsibility fmlations beyond the first tier, are low. If the
first tier audit information and building certifitans present a favourable picture, brands can
very easily disassociate themselves from bad mead®ne senior supply chain manager of a
medium-sized UK brand suggested that some bramdistmined to hear the right thing and
dependent on the evidence presented in audit ettt CSR evaluations, could be
considered culpable of perpetuating a flow of daimation.

Over three-quarters of the brands interviewed esgm@ their frustration with the level of
corruption in the industry and what they perceit@dbe the complacency of factory owners
and suppliers, an attitude which was summed upnyparticipant as the ‘it's Bangladesh’
excuse. They spoke of not being able to trust aediilts and certification and of experiences
wherein first tier suppliers refused to discloseirttbusiness relationships further down the
chain. One brand spoke of being accompanied by reembf the political and military
establishment in business meetings and anotheredféo a recent case in which a factory
owner had refused offers of financial support fronands to renovate his unsafe factory
complex and instead continued to operate using ¢¢ks reputable brands.

More than one brand cited low management capabélftya factor contributing to low
compliance: poor risk analysis and decision-malgkifjs within middle management were
seen to cause safety violations and fuel the raheet of factory owners to proactively invest
in HR, training, or staff facilities. Another brargpeculated that the lack of incentive to
upgrade social standards was evidence of a shantseew of business; in many cases a
garment factory was found to be part of an ownextended business portfolio and perhaps
to be a family institution over a decade old. Iis thcenario the presumption was that owners
were confident from experience that the demandsrafds could be weathered and that to
implement new initiatives would be a risk not worthking given that a business
environment, which is built on the strength of podl relationships, is inherently subject to
volatility.

Whilst this evidence is anecdotal, the fact thah@adesh is the cheapest place in the world
to source garment labourers is not. A internatiomand interviewed for this research
reported that the next cheapest labour marketHeir fproduct was nearly 10-15% more
costly. The same brand disclosed that in a recg@trial survey the country was placed in the
bottom quintile of potential sourcing locationsoBlems with infrastructure, corruption and
compliance had pulled Bangladesh down the rankiyefspwing to the cost factor alone, the



brand had, in words of its VPs, ‘no choice’ abotiether or not to source from the country.
Bangladesh’'s comparative advantage, its sole agakte, is cheap labour and its
correspondingly low unit costs. In this context theentive and capacity for suppliers to
invest and upgrade factories, either socially ohtécally, is weak. If demand is based on the
bottom line, if margins remain thin and if sociald#s and planning permission can be
bought or faked, then the incentive to comply watid the ability to plan and pay for the
ethical standards set by brands are equally low.thk® brand that does not ask the right
guestions, that does not verify audit findings, dict human rights due diligence, consult
workers, or address the role of its purchasing tm@& in contributing to poor working
conditions, the pursuit of ethical trade in Bangisitl is lost before it has begun. For the past
30 years the permissive business environment igladesh has benefitted brands driven by
the dictates of the bottom line.

The brand that claimed that it had ‘no choice’ tusource from the country has, just like
other brands that source from Bangladesh, profitein a gap in governance and
enforcement. Frustrations with the weak compliacukure are genuine and well-founded,
but to focus solely on the failings of middle maeagnt, owners, and government bodies is
to divest brands of their responsibility to incergeé compliant behaviour. Moreover, it shifts
attention away from the role that brands play inpptuating and encouraging poor practice
in the supply chain.

Purchasing practices

In Bangladesh’s RMG industry, where the politicalynnected barriers to entry are low and
start-up costs are minimal, there is a surfeitugdfpdy. In this market buyers drive the supply
chain and set the terms of competition. In consegeisuppliers and workers are the weakest
actors, subject to conditions of input and ordgreshelency, hand-to-mouth contracting, and
footloose sourcing practices. According to a DFiirssored study by the ‘Capturing the
Gains’ research unit, apparel companies' relatipgstvith contract manufacturers in low-
cost countries have often been transient working aontract to contract basis. Deals can
sometimes last only a few months as brands contslygursue the lowest cost: on average
one-third to three-quarters of a brand’s contraptwtfolio turns over every year39. Fear of
undercutting is high and in this market contextndrgourchasing practices can exert
significant influence on working conditions. If neged ethically, purchasing practices can
enable suppliers to be decent employers. Howelvanchecked, the short supply lead times
and tight margins imposed by some buyers in theenaiiffast fashion’ can exert a distinctly
different set of incentives. The majority of low meedium value brands adhere to the ‘fast
fashion’ model wherein their stores host up to 8, am some cases even , clothing seasons a
year. For suppliers, this model demands very dead times in which orders are required to
be placed, produced and shipped within 90 daysh \Wibust management the model need
not spur the development and perpetuation of pawmkiwg conditions. However, if during
the lead time buyers claim the right to alter thad@signs just days before production is
scheduled to begin and if new materials need toupehased to meet these demands the onus
is on the supplier to resource the changes withenariginal deadline. This kind of time and



cost pressure can have negative consequences fergoby incentivising suppliers to
increase overtime beyond legal limits, and to torrcontracting for temporary or secondary
workers. If the additional hours are not calculated the cost of goods, overtime will not be
paid to the supplier or to the workers who labauo ithe night; rather, unattainable wage-
dependent production targets will be set, creatimgndatory overtime and leading to
workers, casual or permanent, enduring 12 hourtsshd qualify for their daily rate.
Alternatively, in order to meet the shipment schesllof multiple concurrent orders, units
may be sub-contracted out to other suppliers antbri@s facing identical pressures. The
brands that create the risk are able to delimit trability by correctly claiming that the units
were sub-contracted on an unauthorised basis. it dtenario, where poor purchasing
practices incentivise sub-contracting, the rislsagely offloaded to suppliers, deadlines are
kept and fast fashion thrives. According to the@8Gand campaign groups interviewed for
this research, relationships between brands anplistgin Bangladesh are frequently built
on tight margins, intense time pressures and gbort-contracts. Orders that continuously
shift from supplier to supplier create an instapithat denies suppliers the economic security
necessary to make buildings safe, whilst pricingcps that do not take into account the
investment needed for upgrading their buildingsrédegarment producers with insufficient
capital. A problem compounded by the high interasts that businesses face in Bangladesh.
These relationships are not conducive to suppber&ctory owners improving conditions,
training workers, or creating strong business pldinthere is neither time to plan business
nor capital to invest, suppliers and factories ¥allow the low-road to competitiveness by
continuing to squeeze labour costs in poor conubti®®dn Tuesday 23 April cracks appeared
in the walls of Rana Plaza. A day later the eigbtey multiplex collapsed and over 1100 of
the estimated 5000 workers that used the buildiegewdead, and a further 2500 were
injured, many severely. The cracks had not goneoticed; according to media reports the
Industrial Police had recommended that factory awmeing the building suspend operations
until the safety of the building could be estal#dtby inspectors from BUET. Not all of the
floors were in use the next day, the ground arud fioor of the plaza which had hosted shops
and a bank branch were empty as the shop workdrbamk staff had been told to wait until
the integrity of the building was assured beforeimgng to work. The garment factory
owners who occupied the remaining floors allegeghored these directives and re-opened
their units after engineers working for the builgi;y owner inspected the structure and
pronounced it safe. Faced with losing a day’s wage, in some cases allegedly threatened
with dismissal, many workers returned to their miaes just an hour before the seven upper
floors of the complex collapsed.

Five months earlier, at 6.30pm on 24 November 2@GlZire broke out at the Tazreen
Fashions factory, killing at least 112 factory wen&l5. Though the majority of the workers
had been dismissed for the day, 600 remained. \iteefire swept up through the building
from the ground floor storage facility, the 600 wens were told to ignore the fire alarm and
keep working. A radio was turned up to cover thes@&oYet though the radio grew louder,
the panic could not be contained and by the timeickad workers started to leave the
building, many on the upper floors found it imptésito escape through the main exit, which
was located on the ground floor where the fire &dated. Survivors of the fire later told a
local NGO that management staff had locked thesgateseveral floors of the building and



in consequence, many of the workers had jumpetidgw teaths in attempts to escape the
burning six storey buildingl6. Tazreen Fashionsdpeed for a number of European and
American brands and retailers, including Walmdrg Edinburgh Woollen Mill, Sears and
C&A.

These two tragedies, which have cast doubt on the&ad integrity of the ‘Made in
Bangladesh’ label, should be viewed neither as resteable nor as unavoidable accidents.
Though the scale of these events has generatedmecedented level of global attention,
unsafe working conditions of varying severity hdween part of the everyday reality of
millions of garment workers since the RMG indusirgs established in the early 1970s. In
order to consider how conditions could be improveis, critical that the multiple factors that
cause industrial accidents, deaths, and disastesstablished, understood, and addressed by
the most relevant stakeholders in concerted ankbmhtive action. The following sub-
sections outline these factors and their driverglifig cause in weak governance, brand
behaviour, and in the permissive and volatile reatifrthe business environment that results.

What is being done? Cor por ate Social Responsibility and
Multi-stakeholder Initiatives after Rana Plaza

The collapse of Rana Plaza has proved to be aytiataloment for the RMG industry in Bangladesh.
The disaster did not uncover previously unknownbfgnms and nor was it a surprise for brands,
governments, unions or consumers to find evidefip@or conditions. Rather, the disaster galvanised
international action and sparked a critical revaghe auditing regimes and programmes of CSR that
have been implemented by buyers over the past weadbs. The following section reviews the
measures that brands and stakeholders have tal@nt@rRana Plaza to remediate poor working
conditions, and will endeavour to offer an initedsessment of the Accord on Fire and Building
Safety, the Alliance for Bangladesh Worker Safety the NTAP.

Cor porate Social Responsibility

All of the brands interviewed for this research amgare of the conditions they work with in
Bangladesh and they are acutely aware of the remuaérisk that disasters such as Tazreen Fashions
and Rana Plaza pose to the long-term integritheif torand. Motivated by the fear of a diminishing
consumer base and shareholder scepticism, oveai€20 years brands have developed and adopted
extensive programmes of corporate social respditgibendearing themselves to consumers,
suppliers, and prospective employees through ctideitprojects, environmental targets, and efforts t
manage supply chains ethically. In the context ofking in Bangladesh, all the brands interviewed
stressed the importance of cultivating long-tertatrenships with suppliers based on trust and bécke
by codes of conduct checked by regular audits. Wewewvhen Tazreen Fashions burnt down and
when Rana Plaza collapsed revealing poor workingditions, unauthorised sub-contracting and
labour violations at scale, the effectiveness ofisof the CSR initiatives were cast into doubt.

In adopting and enacting CSR in its most basic fdmands monitor and ensure their active
compliance with the spirit of the law, ethical stards and international norms. To achieve this
brands issue codes of conduct which set out stdadhat aspire to safeguard workers’ rights in the
factory regardless of the legal and cultural emmnent in which the factory operates. The majority o
codes, whether written by individual brands or addpfrom ethical trade bodes, correspond with
internationally accepted labour standards derivethfrelevant conventions of the 30 International
Labour Organisation and clauses from the Univdbsalaration of Human Rights. These codes make



brands envoys for international principles; the iéth Trade Initiative Base Code for example
includes standards relating to the prohibition bilct labour, the promotion of safe and hygienic
working conditions, freedom of association, colktbargaining, the provision of living wages, and
restrictions on excessive working hours. Contrarthe profit motive that exerts a downward pressure
on wages and conditions, codes are an attemptettecian incentive structure that will encourage
suppliers and factory owners to improve working dibans that are within their control. For the
larger brands that were interviewed CSR is abautiare than code compliance. Many are engaged
in actions intended to further social good beydma immediate interests of the firm, in some cases
going ‘beyond audit’ to tackle the root causes abpliving and working conditions amongst select
groups. Foundations established by brands, or @8R departments, may lead academies dedicated
to increasing life skills and literacy for women nkers, or direct programmes that subsidise training
for engineers and technicians. From a brand petispedhis kind of social engagement meets
consumer expectations, makes business sensepatuithe risk of reputational damage.

However, as the NGOs interviewed for this resegmmimted out, in their current incarnation CSR
programmes are not a panacea to the systemic andiciproblems that plague the RMG industry in
Bangladesh. Such programmes are voluntary inigatihat address the most visible problems of non-
compliance and in scale and subject do not eveim be@ddress the systemic flaws in the industry if
they fail to incorporate an element of reflectiordaaddress brand purchasing practices. Of the 15
brands interviewed only two mentioned how ethigal austainability standards were integrated into
staff performance targets and indicators. While tntwands discussed how responsible and ethical
business was embedded in their corporate culturgnty teams often continue to report to Finance
Directors and are rewarded solely on a cost bagetysis. CSR can become a form of window
dressing if it not driven by concern from the bolenekel down.

Audit regime

Codes of conduct aim to incentivise the developmanivorking conditions that comply with
international standards. Prior to Rana Plaza, these the main tool used by brands to encourage,
facilitate and ensure good working conditions ictdaies which are the final point of manufacture fo
their garments. Brands determined the code of atnglich was then implemented by suppliers and
factory owners and verified by means of regularitsugthich can be announced, semi-31announced,
or unannounced depending on the brand’s preferéingas standard practice that audit information
was submitted to brands in advance of the inittaltact and suppliers were subjected to periodic
follow-up audits, their frequency depending on thial findings. For instance, if only a small
number of minor infringements were found in theiaiaudit and were quickly resolved, the supplier
would only have had to be audited annually or edéynonths to satisfy the brand’s code of practice.



If social audits uncovered major violations the @igr was unlikely to be contracted in the first
instance, whilst in the event of violations, braraisditors and suppliers collectively worked tovgard
corrective action, with brands setting a deadlipevhich misdemeanours must be rectified. Many of
the larger brands with in-country offices with teadedicated to social compliance supplemented full
audits with frequent factory visits. Depending b size of the brand, audits may have also been
carried out by internal specialist staff, more Uisydowever, third party auditing companies were
contracted by brands to verify code compliance.idaftty, suppliers themselves paid for the audits.
Audit results were then assessed, with many mediautarge brands grading audit results according
to risk, awarding minor to major violations ratingeslours. These rankings were used internally, for
example a buyer would know that an ‘orange’ ratedpser had either incurred repeated minor
infringements or would be working towards corregtimiolations. All the brands interviewed
strenuously confirmed their commitment to suppgrsappliers to achieve compliance and expressed
their commitment in terms of their corporate resploility to exercise their leverage for positive
impact. Only in cases of major violations wheregdigps prove resistant to change, or in instances
where infringements are repeated, would brandsemmdefeat and walk away from the offending
supplier, cancelling orders and terminating theisibess relationship. It follows that codes of amtd
were only ever as strong as the brand’s leveragBahgladesh any given supplier was dealing with a
number of brands and buyers, and each would reghestmplementation of their own codes,
corrective actions and audits. Not only was thia fBne-consuming and costly process which absorbs
vital managerial capacity and capital which coutdiér been directed towards upgrading, but it had
the potential to diminish the power of brands tandad remediation if codes differed, and especially
if the volumes they sourced from the supplier warmparatively low. A 2006 impact assessment of
ETI members’ ethical trade activities found examsgle which ethical problems in the supply chain
were counter-balanced by a critical mass of bramdking together with suppliers towards code
compliance. However, this potential was swiftly andined by the use of individual company codes
and the corresponding lack of coordination betwsmnpanies regarding remediatieriWhilst many

of the brands interviewed 32 spoke of the inform@ahversations that took place between Supply
Chain Managers, CSR professionals and Managingcme across firms and mentioned their
engagement with systems such as SEDEX, a securi¢ iafmmation sharing platform, and
membership organisations such as the Ethical Thaitlative (ETI) and the Fair Labor Association
(FLA), these informal channels of communication amfdrmation sharing are voluntary, as are the
codes and audits themselves. In the weeks followiagcollapse of Rana Plaza a number of retailers
initiated their own structural surveys of the fais they sourced from. On this basis two brandstwe
on to end, rather than suspend, relations withadries factory bases. After negotiations, the fagto
owner turned down an offer to relocate workersrtotiaer locale and refused entreaties to close the
factory pending renovations. This case is instvactit illustrates how construction regulations and
proven safety concerns are flagrantly breachedigmated, and points to the lack of influence and
leverage that brands may have in such an environmethis instance at least one of the brands in
guestion had been sourcing from the factory forr av@lecade, and though attempts were made to
remediate and use the joint influence of two bragmuksitively, attempts to exert leverage failed. The
incentive to follow codes of conduct is further endined if the audit regime can be duped. The
NGOs and brands interviewed spoke of factoriesé&ndit-ready’: protective equipment can be
rented especially for the day of the audit, workeais be coached by managers to give the ‘right’
answers in on-site interviews, child workers camiven a signal telling them to leave the floor adhe

of inspection, and audit-ready books can be keptrésent auditors with false pay and hours records
in order to comply with standards.



Even if findings are authentic, audits can onlydléed upon to provide a snapshot of what is wsibl
happening on the factory floor on the day of theew. Their checklist approach is not designed to
pick up chronic problems and findings run the $kbeing unduly positive by failing to pick up on
poor labour standards and the cultural elementsnth&e for poor working conditioms Though in a
healthy supply chain which is based on transpareetween brands and suppliers audits can perform
as a useful ‘health check’ in addition to regulactbry visits, in a supply chain built on shortdea
times and weak brand-supplier relationships, auditsincentivise fraud. Four brands mentioned that
they had concerns with the integrity of the audibimation they had received. One brand mentioned
dealing with a factory that had submitted an auelitort which bore evidence of data having been
copied and pasted from a previous assessment,eanatited doubts that the implications of abiding
by a code of conduct were understood by managdrstvanother referred to audits as a ‘necessary
evil’ to establish baseline data. Yet for the bmatttht are disengaged from 33 their responsitiity
improve conditions the pressure to question pasi@wudit results that can exculpate them from
tackling the drivers of poor conditions is minimaspecially given the voluntary nature of the
exercise and the confidentiality of results. thresponsibility to improve conditions the presswre t
guestion positive audit results that can exculiaéen from tackling the drivers of poor conditioss i
minimal, especially given the voluntary naturelad £xercise and the confidentiality of results.



Beyond questioning the authenticity of audit resuthe NGOs interviewed pointed to concerns with
audit industry as a whole claiming that the waywhich audits are funded is contrary to the
achievement of independent results. The majoritgasial audits are conducted by global firms, and
the majority are paid for by suppliers and subrditte appease brands. This business model conflicts
with the requirements for credible social auditagit is unlikely that an auditor or auditing fithmat
consistently registers violations will be commisg&d on a repeat basis.

Transparency is low in the audit regime, brandsnarelegally required to act on findings, nor are
they required to share them with other stakeholddrs could. When audits detect non-compliance,
brands could cut the business relationship witladerting other relevant stakeholders; in consegeienc
worker representatives, government bodies and dttards would be unable to take preventative or
remedial action. In theory, even if brands havesedao do business with an unsafe factory, it is
entirely possible that the same supplier could legappear in the brand’s supply chain by taking on
unauthorised subcontracted work. In this scenanb anly are people left to work in unsafe
conditions, but the risk to the integrity of thebd remains. This is what happened at Tazreehgin t
months before the Tazreen Fashions fire five offdéigory’s 14 production lines were contracted to
supply Walmart. In a statement released after ibaster the company claimed that at the time of the
fire the factory had not been authorised to prodife¢émart merchandise. According to the statement,
another supplier had subcontracted work to TazFeestions in violation of Walmart’s policiasin

the aftermath of Rana Plaza Walmart has tacklesl ifgue by publishing a ‘Red List’ detailing
factories in Bangladesh that they deemed to befeinghe list rapidly attracted the attention ofdel
retailers with three asking for further informatiabout the factories in question.

The fundamental problem with the CSR regime is brahds are caught between a conflicting set of
incentives. In Bangladesh’'s RMG industry brandstheelargest and the most influential envoys of
international standards, but they are businessemfist; businesses that balance the pursuit afathi
standards with the pursuit of the bottom line higit chief motivation for improving conditions is t
safeguard their reputational integrity it followsat the incentive structure that determines brand
behaviour is neither conducive to transparency wetcoming of liability. It is therefore not
unsurprising those codes of conduct are self-impase that audit findings are 34



largely confidential and voluntarily acted upon. @durse, that labour compliance is better for
business is known: better conditions, HR policied mmanagement see staff turnover and workplace
disruptions reduced and result in enhanced workedyttivityss. However, in a highly competitive
industry the business case for sustainable souisinge that can only afford to be made collecyivel
and if brands are not the only envoys advocatinglézent working conditions and higher wages.
Brand liaison with government and workers

Over the past three years a number of brands hppreached the government of Bangladesh with the
aim of establishing dialogue on working conditiohsrecognition of the fact that they alone could
not force change, a coalition of brands sent arlétt the Government of Bangladesh in January 2010
commenting on ‘the increasing unrest in the texditel garment industry’ that posed a risk to their
companies and caused ‘damage to the reputatiomdlBdesh as a reliable sourcing markeThe
coalition requested that in light of growing livimgsts that the Government of Bangladesh address
the minimum wage issue in the garment sector byifay a review board with a built-in mechanism
of a yearly review. The Chief Executive of H&M puesl this personally with the Prime Minister in
September 2012, reiterating the need for wagesetoebiewed annually. This review only took
place in the summer of 2013 in the wake of the Ralaaa collapse and with the full weight of the
world's attention focussed on the garment indusifyhen another similarly large brand was
interviewed for this research they spoke of thbadadute frustration in engaging with government and
public administration, indeed they had ‘no expegctatthat any conversations held with senior
officials would create change, and had no confidghat their requests regarding the minimum wage
and their concerns regarding safety would reachele¥ant branches of public administration.

The attempts by these few brands to use their dgeeto engage with government in this instance
proved ineffective. One NGO interviewed for thisearch opined that their leverage was diminished
by the fact that though unsatisfied, these bramuirtued to source large volumes from the RMG
sector and benefit from the low unit costs. In ihb for an increased minimum wage they rightly
identify the minimum wage as an issue that fallghimi the remit of government, but in approaching
government independently brands limit their leveragd deliver mixed messages to the industry. If
demand remains strong the impetus for a governteaddress wages at the behest of these brands is
weak, especially given that the government relieghe industry, indentifies its asset value in low
wage labour, and includes a number of officials atetted representatives with strong personal
interests in maintaining the status quo.



When questioned about their interactions with wiskand their representatives, a minority of brands
either drew attention to the CSR work they carry with local or international NGOs, or to their
cooperation with multi-stakeholder initiatives sua$ the Ethical Trade Initiative (ETI) or the Fair
Labor Association (FLA). Until the Accord on Buildj and Fire Safety was signed in May 2013 no
brand dealt directly with organised workers. Folithe 15 brands interviewed mentioned that they
had not received petitions from workers and nor theg sought them out. One respondent surmised
that it was ‘as difficult for workers to reach ukg brand] as it for us to reach them’.

The NGOs and campaign groups that were interviemez@ unanimous in their call for workers to be
more involved in the audit process as the firsp $tavards injecting transparency and authenticity
into audit results. In the words of one NGO, in@hgdthe voices of organised workers and sharing
audit results with worker representatives wouldhm cheapest and most effective means of driving
up standards. If brands want to find out workingiiso levels of pay and the normal conditions under
which orders are produced, those on the factorgr flare likely to have a great deal of insight.
Thorough audits include a physical inspection ef Workplace, examination of records such as pay
and working hours, meetings with workplace managard private interviews with workers. In
Bangladesh, where labour rights are rarely accorgadate interviews with individual workers are
unlikely to yield findings contrary to the wishektbe supplier. Any incorporation of workers inteet
assessment framework would require a concerted-gtakeholder effort to realise labour rights in
Bangladesh.

The challenge that brands face in creating dialogiie government and with workers raises the
guestion of how mutual concerns and interests shimelichannelled and shared between stakeholders.
In the wake of Tazreen and Rana Plaza two agresrhent been brokered that attempt to clarify the
interests and remits of all the stakeholders ineglv

The Accord in Fire and Building Safety in Bangladesh

Since the collapse of Rana Plaza the Accord on &k Building Safety in Bangladesh has been
signed by 82 clothing brands and retailers. As afjdst 2013 approximately 1500 factories are
covered by the Accord and with 20 brands yet tovsutheir factory lists to the Accord Secretariat,
this total is expected to rise.

The Accord is a five year agreement which aspimesitds a ‘safe and sustainable Bangladeshi RMG
industry in which no worker needs to fear firesilding collapses, or other accidents that could be
prevented with reasonable health and safety mesisurehe agreement, drawn up by Uni Global 36



Union and IndustriALL and led by a Steering Comasttcomposed of representatives from three
brands and three global unions under the chairnjamgithe ILO, builds on Bangladesh’s National
Action Plan on Fire Safety and calls for an indefgett factory safety inspection regime. A complete
list of all the factories covered by the Accord atidtheir inspection reports will be publishedtihe
coming months. The Accord calls for retailers td éuasiness relationships with factories that refuse
to make necessary improvements, and if subseqoiéméggection a factory should be found in need of
remedial action, brands are required to supporhéoessary upgrades and the Accord’s Secretariat is
obliged to inform workers’ organisations and fagtparticipation committees of the risks to workers
and the anticipated response from the Accord’snpast Funding for compensation and for factory
renovations is anticipated to be forthcoming fromanus, from official development aid and
potentially from international organisations indhuglithe World Bank.

A key aspect of the Accord is that it is a legadigforceable contract with a binding arbitration
mechanism. Of equal fundamental importance is th@tAccord awards Advisory Board roles to
government officials, unions and suppliers and rkese positions on the Steering Committee for
brands and workers’ representatives. In additibe, dgreement commits signatories to staying in
Bangladesh for at least the next two years of tbeofd.

From July 2013 an initial inspection regime desdyne identify high risk hazards and buildings in
need of urgent repair was due to be launched andt@mm procedure to deal with remediation will
apparently take effect in lieu of the appointmeind €hief Safety Inspector and a Chief Executive to
the Accord’s Secretariat. In the words of one mandbighe Steering Committee, the Accord aspires
to be a ‘clean slate’ for the RMG industry and siglthe low level of trust in current system it is
anticipated that the Chief Safety Inspector wilt be a Bangladeshi national or any individual with
existing links to the industry .

The NGOs interviewed for this report lauded the @dxdcas an ‘historic’ and ‘game-changing’
agreement. The Accord is the first endeavour ingBatesh to have a legal commitment to tripartite
communication and action. The Accord promises taliseuptive in the immediate term and as a
platform for information sharing and as a mechanismmandatory remediation it will, over time,
incentivise brands and suppliers to develop homedttransparent business relationships. The Accord
will also incentivise unions to develop their caipato represent grassroots workers. The breadth of
the coalition that the Accord has secured is sicgmit; where H&M could not persuade the upper
echelons of power to improve wages and conditiBBdyrands might. It is therefore crucial that these
brands collaborate. However, two research partitgane of whom resides in 37



Dhaka and the other having recently returned, daisencerns that brands are already allegedly
embarking on uncoordinated action.

As mentioned above, in the immediate aftermathhefdollapse a number of brands initiated their
own structural surveys of their suppliers’ facterids a result factories have been subjected to an
increased number of inspections and in collectivargr-inspecting factories brands not only risk
duplicating efforts, but are inadvertently incre@sithe pressure upon managers and workers by
interrupting orders and production. There is anitaxthl concern that different brands are applying
different technical standards and are causing cimfuand creating grounds for findings to be
disputed. It was reported that adverse findingsbaieg contested by factory owners who are calling
in experts from the Bangladesh Garment Manufactused Exporters Association (BGMEA), from
the Industrial Police or from BUET to return moawdurable findings.

Needless to say it is early days for the Accord gnen the challenging political and business
environment in which it operates, its coordinatibwill require the full support and commitment of
its signatories. In understanding the extent ofdhallenge that the Accord faces, the reason why it
was designed bears reiteration: the Accord exiséstd lapses in key governmental institutions and
responsibilities. Capacity deficits in the labourdainfrastructure inspectorates and complacency
throughout government to honour its obligation totgct human rights in its prize export industry
have created a gap which CSR and audits, and npartite action, endeavour to fill. It follows that
to be truly sustainable the Accord and its partnetsere possible, must endeavour to develop the
capacity of the government institutions that thee@xd is currently substituting. It is important tha
Accord builds a health and safety system whicmiegral to the development of the industry rather
than a parallel system which lasts only as lonthadive year window mandated by the signatories of
the agreement.

The Alliance for Bangladesh Worker Safety

The international conversation sparked by the pe#aof Rana Plaza initiated another multi-
stakeholder initiative: the Alliance for Bangladestorker Safety and the Bangladesh Worker Safety
Initiative were signed by 18 brands in July 2018lI€ztively, these Alliance members represent the
majority of North American imports of RMG from Bdagesh which are sourced from more than 500
factories. Under the terms of the Alliance memiterge agreed to share their knowledge, experience
and best practice and to contribute to a safetg fuhich as of August 2013 stood at $42 million. In
addition the members have pledged to provide adoess$100 million of low-cost capital for factory
owners to facilitate factory improvements. Thei#tive will see members of the 38



Alliance create uniform standards for fire and timig safety that will guide baseline inspections of
factories that do business with the membership. S&iety fund will cover factory inspections,
training, and worker empowerment, whilst a resaf/&0% will be ring-fenced to support workers
temporarily displaced from factories48.

Like the Accord, the Alliance will act over the ndie years. Unlike the Accord, the Alliance it is
not legally binding. The liability which was adogtey the signatories of the Accord was the prime
motivation for developing an alternative agreemamienable to North American brands fearful of
litigation. In the run up to the signing of the Aed, the Alliance was conceived by proponents ef th
Accord as a weaker ‘rival’ agreement. For one N@&t took part in this research the Alliance was
perceived to be repeating the mistakes of CSR lamdwdit regime: without binding accountability,
without a pledge to remain in the country, and withmandating the involvement of workers and
their representatives, the NGO claimed that théaAdle cannot and will not adequately tackle the
drivers of poor working conditions.

When interviewed a lead member of the Alliance Wwaen to purvey that collaboration between
brands, suppliers and their workers is key to sumltde remediation and in that spirit, the Alliance
includes provisions to notify worker organisatiasfsimminent risks, and lead members anticipate
that the Alliance will work in partnership with thccord, sharing technical standards and results.
Together the Accord and the Alliance will cover appmately 2000 factories, under half the total
number of factories estimated to be operating imkah The remaining factories will be covered by
the National Action Plan on Fire and Building Sgfeeaded by the Government of Bangladesh and
led by the BGMEA. According to the member of thecfid’'s Steering Committee a number of
deadlines in the implementation plan have beenadiss moved. In order to tackle the widespread
and chronic nature of poor working conditions ire timdustry as a whole it is crucial that the
Government of Bangladesh is supported and encoditagelfil its pledge. Collaboration is crucial to
the overall success of any endeavour to improveagptly standards in Bangladesh; a two tier system
employing different standards would be a weaketesyopen to exploitation by vested interests.
National Tripartite Plan of Action on Fire Safety and Structural Integrity in the garment
Sector of Bangladesh, the ILO and the EU Sustainability Compact

The NTAP was signed on the 25 July 2013, integgative National Tripartite Plan of Action on Fire
Safety in the RMG Sector signed on the 24 Marct328ith the Joint Tripartite Statement from the 4
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May 2013s. The NTAP is to be implemented by a National T Committee which brings
together government, worker and employer repreteass. The ILO is playing an advisory role and
will assist with its implementation and coordinatiofThe NTAP has set out a series of legislative,
administrative and practical objectives to provadeomprehensive approach to promote fire safety
and building integrity. Several short term objeesi\nave already been proposed: an assessment of the
structural integrity and fire safety of RMG factsj a strengthened labour inspection regime, better
worker and management training, the developmeriteafth and safety awareness programmes and
the rehabilitation of disabled workers. At thisgaait is too early to judge the effectivenesshef t
NTAP as most of its programmes have not yet beg@heimented.

One of the first actions taken under the NTAP hasnbto establish a system to undertake a
preliminary assessment of the structural safetfaofory buildings which was meant to start from
September 2013. BUET, aided by the ILO, has besitethto undertake these assessments by the end
of 2014:. BUET will provide 30 teams and the inspectiondl sover between 1500-2000 factories
that are not covered by either the Alliance or Aweord. The Alliance, the Accord and the NTAP
have agreed on the need to prevent any duplicafiefforts and for a uniform approach to the settin
of common fire, electrical and building safety asssent standarets

The Bangladesh government, aided by the ILO, undkra review of the country’s Labour Law on
the 15 July 2013 as part of the NTAP. The goverrirhes proposed most of the core International
Labour Organisation labour standards including eotien 87 and 98 on freedom of association and
the right to organise and bargain collectively. ld@er, the new Labour Act is still to be implemented
and doubts have been raised whether it goes faughnby organisations such as Human Rights
Watchss. Unions may only select leaders from their workfaallowing employers to force out union
leaders by terminating their contract, and they retdjuire support of 30% of workers to be abledo b
formed. The government will be able to prevent atrike if it deems that it would cause ‘serious
hardship to the community’ or be ‘prejudicial teethational interest’, both of which allow being
loosely defined give a large leeway for any govegntrto misuse the law. The NTAP also seeks to
strengthen the capacity of the Department of Ingmes for Factories and Establishments. 200
additional labour inspectors will be agreed anthalonger term the Department will be upgraded to
a Directorate with a minimum of 800 inspectors.

The government of Bangladesh and the ILO have tlcémunched a $24.2 million initiative,
including a new Better Work programme, on the 2200er 2013 to improve working conditions in
the RMG industry. The three and a half year init&awill focus on minimising the threat of fire and
40



building collapse as well as ensuring the rightd safety of workers. The programme is intended to
support the NTAP and build upon previous ILO prtged he Better Work progamme will implement
factory-level activities to improve compliance witlational labour laws and aid in improving the
efficiency of factories. The UK and Netherlands édalready agreed to contribute $15 million
towards the new initiative To support the NTAB and the ILO’s Better Work tamme and ensure
continual improvements in labour rights and facteafety, the EU implemented a Sustainability
Compact signed on then8uly 2013s. The EU has committed to assist the rehabilitatbthose
permanently disabled from the Rana Plaza collasgew how the EU could provide funding or
technical help to the Better Work Programme, amlaeg new funding possibilities.

The comprehensive and ambitious NTAP is still ;npteliminary phases and seeks to provide a long
term solution to the current lack of governmentgbacity in its inspection and safety institutioAs.
present, it seeks to work in partnership with thend led Accord and Alliance and thus there is a
clear need for co-ordination and common standardsrder to prevent any duplication of efforts.
Doubts persist whether the NTAP will be able toieed its objectives as a result of a lack of local
capacity and funding; the initial structural assemsts by BUET have already been delayed from 15
September to 1 November as a result of the undilitjeof funds

Conclusion:

When Rana Plaza collapsed the world watched asdsts of doing business in Bangladesh
were made public. Systemic problems with the RM@usiry unfolded before them, the
collapse showing that poor infrastructure, wealolabrights, fragile industrial relations, a
permissive business environment, lax supply chaamagement and intense pressure from
buyers demanding fast fashion at low costs coupleti poorly constructed buildings
coalesced to create hazardous working conditiomstiie nearly 4 million workers in
Bangladesh. In the words of one NGO Chief ExecyutRana Plaza was the result of a
‘perfect storm’ of poor conditions and practices.

Bangladesh’'s RMG industry promises a trajectorymivard mobility at a national scale but
it is a trajectory hampered by forms of exploitatibat chiefly effect those most vulnerable
and least equipped to deal with them. None of tineets described above should come as a
surprise either to brands or to the governmentarigbadesh and in preparation for the next
disaster, which a number of brands and NGOs alijkeerl was a matter of ‘when’ and not
‘if’, neither party should shy away from tacklinget root causes within their remit of
responsibility.
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