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1. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The purpose of this rapid assessment is to understand how the COVID-19 pandemic is affecting
vulnerable apparel workers in the Ready Made Garments (RMG) industry in Bangladesh and
India. “Ripped at the Seams: RMG Sector Workers during a Global Pandemic” presents a wide
range of insights that support the Global Fund to End Modern Slavery (GFEMS) in adapting future
programming to new COVID-19 realities on the ground. To this end, three research questions were
developed to address descriptive and normative questions about the COVID-19 pandemic’s short-
and long-term impacts on Bangladesh and India’s RMG industries, focusing on supply-chains and
factory-level business as well as worker vulnerabilities and possible forced labor.

This mixed-methods study was conducted in two phases. In the first phase, NORC at the
University of Chicago conducted a desk review of recently published media articles, reports,
white papers, and other online content to help address the research questions as well as inform
the approach to primary qualitative data collection. Primary data collection was conducted in the
second phase, including key informant interviews with sector stakeholders, such as government
officials, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), and employers’ representatives and workers’
representatives in the formal and informal sectors. Overall findings and recommendations from
the rapid assessment are summarized below.

FINDINGS

The RMG industry employs millions of workers in Bangladesh and India. Garment workers are
vulnerable to forced labor due to high rates of poverty, the fragmented and informal nature of
textile supply chains, and weak enforcement of legal protections for workers. Though the apparel
sector has long come under criticism for poor working conditions, sexual harassment, forced
labor, and workplace health and safety issues, the COVID-19 pandemic further exposed major,
existing flaws in the global garment supply chain. Many global brands (“buyers”) responded to
the pandemic by cancelling orders, halting production, and refusing to pay factories (“suppliers”)
in developing countries. Refusal to pay left suppliers—many of which already operate on razor-
thin margins—in debt and with excess inventory. As a result, many suppliers could not or did not
pay workers, leaving already impoverished workers in an incredibly vulnerable position. Though
these trends developed differently in Bangladesh and India, in both cases it lead to a heightened
risk of workers being subject to forced labor.

Key Finding 1: The COVID-19 pandemic is exposing the power imbalance between buyers
and suppliers.

In both countries, the pandemic is exposing and reinforcing the asymmetric power dynamics
between buyers and suppliers in the global supply chain, putting suppliers in increasingly
vulnerable positions. The fallout from the COVID-19 pandemic is eroding trust between buyers
and suppliers.

Key Finding 2: RMG workers, particularly women, migrants, and informal sector workers are
especially vulnerable.

Most RMG workers lost wages as a result of closures and lockdowns associated with the
pandemic. With increasing amounts of debt, no source of income, and uncertainty about their
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future employment and income prospects, RMG workers are in an extremely vulnerable situation.
Among RMG workers severely impacted by the pandemic, certain sub-populations, such as
women and migrants and those in the informal sector, have been disproportionately affected.

Key Finding 3: The COVID-19 pandemic has led to an increase in the risk of forced labor.

The pandemic has increased the financial insecurity and desperation of workers, as there are
fewer RMG sector jobs than before the pandemic and workers have less leverage. Those apparel
workers returning to work face increased pressure to accept poor working conditions, including
being subject to forced labor, due to the generally uncertain outlook for factory employment and
the large number of unemployed workers who could replace them.

RECOMMENDATIONS

RMG sector stakeholders, including private sector supply chain actors, policy actors, and GFEMS
implementing partners, can use this research to adapt programs and address the multi-faceted
challenges of apparel workers. Based on this report’s findings, NORC puts forth a total of 12
recommendations, including 4 general recommendations for both Bangladesh and India and 8
country-specific recommendations. As detailed in the report, recommendations cover activities
ranging from the short- to long-terms and involving varying levels of collaboration among RMG
sector stakeholders.

General recommendations for Bangladesh and India RMG industries include the following:

1 Expanding COVID-19-related occupational safety and health (OSH) training, including
awareness campaigns and guidelines for maintaining a safe workplace;

T Increasing overall health awareness and primary health care support through mobile
clinics or temporary health centers (provided through collaborative efforts of buyers,
suppliers, government actors, and NGOs);

1 Strengthening government programming in the RMG sector, including an increase in
oversight of informal factories; and

i Establishing worker-focused policies and operations in the private sector that protect
against the negative impacts on workers in the case of future crises.

With regard to the RMG sector in Bangladesh, NORC recommends advancing livelihoods
programming for vulnerable workers as they may need additional training to enhance their ability
to find alternate employment outside formal and informal factories. Other recommendations
include broadening social protection programs for all RMG workers, including unemployment
benefits and housing, to mitigate the long-term impacts of housing and food insecurity in times of
crisis. NORC also recommendations rebuilding trust between buyers, employers, and workers
through programs that promote a culture of responsible leadership.


























































































































































































