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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.

In India, NORC recommends the mediation of unpaid wages for workers through government
mandate and advocating for the passage of long-term social protection and labor regulation
legislation, such as the One Nation, One Ration card initiatives. Other recommendations include
promoting workers’ collectives as key vehicles for organizing, training, and information-sharing as
well as supporting initiatives for home-based workers and children that connect workers to their
entittements and reduce student drop-out rates. Lastly, NORC identified a need for providing
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technology and data security support for implementing partner organizations whose work is now
virtual due to physical distancing guidelines.
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2. INTRODUCTION

RESEARCH PURPOSE

NORC at the University of Chicago conducted a five-month rapid assessment of COVID-19’s
impact on the RMG industry in Bangladesh and India with funding from the GFEMS. The research
presented here has an emphasis on the increased risk of forced labor among vulnerable working
populations associated with the COVID-19 pandemic.

The RMG industry employs millions of workers in India and Bangladesh, prior to the pandemic
accounting for two percent and twelve percent, respectively, of each country’s Gross Domestic
Product (GDP) (IBEF 2019). 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 (Mezzadri and Srivastava 2015; Verite 2010; Islam 2017; Noman et al.
2016).

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”) looking to cut corners after a reduction in revenue due to the pandemic, responded 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
have emerged differently in Bangladesh and India, and affected Bangladeshi and Indian workers
differently, in both cases there is a heightened risk of workers being subject to forced labor,
particularly because of a likely uptick in the number of people who will resort to working in
“unregulated” factories, which — as per the name — are not subject to government oversight. In
Indiq, this situation is further complicated by large numbers of smaller factories in rural areas, as
well as the prevalence of home-based workers.

In response to the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on the RMG sector, NORC designed a rapid
assessment to address descriptive and normative questions about the COVID-19 pandemic’s
short- and long-term impact on Bangladesh and India’s RMG industries. The research team used
qualitative methods to gain a holistic and deep understanding of the topic. Qualitative data
collection methods included 19 semi-structured key informant interviews (KlIs) with governmental
and non-governmental stakeholders as well as actors across the RMG supply chain. As a first
step to answering these questions, NORC conducted a desk review of recently published media
articles, reports, white papers, and other online content to help answer the research questions as
well as inform the approach to the primary data collection activities that followed.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS
The research questions for the GFEMS RMG study are as follows:
RESEARCH QUESTION 1

What are the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on RMG supply-chains and factory-level
business?
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RESEARCH QUESTION 2
How have workers been affected by the COVID-19 pandemic?
RESEARCH QUESTION 3

How do the COVID-19 pandemic’s impacts on business and on workers affect vulnerability and
possible forced labor?
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3. RESEARCH METHODS

DATA COLLECTION & TOOLS

RAPID SYSTEMATIC DESK RESEARCH

The desk review constitutes a critical data source for this rapid assessment. In order to conduct
this study and gather relevant information in an efficient and timely manner, we conducted a
rapid systematic review of grey literature tied to our research questions. Rapid reviews are a
useful approach to swiftly provide actionable evidence for informed decision-making in
emergency contexts, such as the global COVID-19 pandemic. Our team relied on credible
newspaper articles, media reports, government and international organization COVID-19
response statements and policy briefs, white papers, and blogs from research institutions and
reputed policy experts.

To structure our search and ensure reliable information, the research team developed an online
search methodology and internal databases of relevant sources in consultation with GFEMS and
our subject-matter experts. The team completed the searches using the following databases. The
detailed search protocol is attached as Annex B.

General search engines, such as Google and Google Scholar, to identify relevant online
content — newspaper articles, white papers, media reports, policy blogs

Government websites;
NGOs and service provider websites;

Websites of local and international research organizations focusing on human trafficking
policy issues to source relevant articles, blogs, and online content

Websites of key international multilateral organizations working in the migration space,
such as the ILO, IOM and World Bank;

Reliable local news sources, using our team’s local language skills to source relevant
information from country-specific media reports.

In parallel to this evidence gathering effort, the research team also gathered documents
reflecting the larger context in each of these countries as it relates to the overall developments
and issues in the RMG sector. These documents included country-specific forced labor
assessments, legal briefs on specific force labor related laws, country profiles from reliable
sources, and migrant worker statistics and databases.

KEY INFORMANT INTERVIEWS (KlIs)

The research team used a stakeholder mapping tool to identify the key stakeholders working in
the RMG sector in Bangladesh and India, including government officials, NGOs, workers’
representatives in the formal and informal sectors, and employers’ representatives in the formal
and informal sectors. A detailed list is included as Annex C. Initial sampling for the stakeholder
interviews was done in consultation with GFEMS and reviewed and finalized by NORC using a
purposive selection method. Over the course of data collection, NORC conducted a total of 19
virtual key informant interviews (KllIs), of which 16 were individual Klls and 3 were group Klls.
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Conducted via Zoom, Klls were approximately 60 minutes long. The semi-structured interview
guide was customized for different stakeholder groups, but broadly covered topics related to

supply chain impacts related to the COVID-19 pandemic, buyer practices, formal and informal
sector conditions, experiences of vulnerable workers, and implications and recommendations.

QUALITATIVE DATA ANALYSIS

DOCUMENT REVIEW AND CODING

The research team gathered indexed documents and news reports from March 1to July 20, 2020.
The team used a deductive thematic approach to develop a codebook, which was iteratively
refined as new themes emerged during the document review process and imported into Dedoose
(version 8.3.35), a qualitative analysis software. Overall 137 sources were reviewed using the final
codebook, resulting in 1,043 code applications and 746 media excerpts. Additional documents
were also reviewed during the desk research process, but were not analyzed using Dedoose.
Some key themes identified during the analysis include the significant effects that rippled
throughout the supply chain including buyer cancelation and non-payment of orders, non-
payment of workers or closure of factories, government and private sector response (or lack
thereof), and recommendations for how factories, governments, and buyers should proceed.
Findings are further elaborated in the following sections, disaggregated by research question and
sub-question where applicable.

KIl CODING

Data gathered from interviews were captured by the research team in interview notes, coded
using Dedoose, and analyzed using an inductive approach. The desk review codebook was
updated and used to code the Klls. A total of 19 Kll notes were included in the coding process,
resulting in 706 code applications and 343 excerpts. Emergent themes are detailed in the report
and supported with relevant quotes.
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4. FINDINGS: BANGLADESH

RESEARCH QUESTION 1

What are the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on RMG supply-chains and factory-level
business?

KEY FINDINGS
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.

Massive cuts to suppliers’ business, buyers’ lack of payment for inputs and work already
completed on orders, and complexities around the government shutdown affected millions
of garment workers across the country.

Employers feel that they are caught between competing demands—production demands
from buyers and new labor and occupational safety and health (OSH) guidelines from the
government.

COVID-19 Pandemic Impacts on Formal Sector

The effects of COVID-19 in Bangladesh have rippled throughout the RMG supply chain. As
clothing stores in the US and Europe have shut their doors and revenue falls, companies are
looking to cut costs (Lalon, 2020). As a result, since the onset of the pandemic in March, over 90%
of factories in Bangladesh reported buyers canceling contracts and putting holds on ongoing
work orders (The Daily Star, June 4 2020; Anner, 2020). A survey conducted by the Center for
Global Workers Rights (CGWR) in March showed that 23.4% of suppliers indicated that “a lot” of in-
process orders had been canceled, 22.3% had “most” of their in-process orders canceled, and
5.9% had all of their in-process orders canceled. As of April 2020, 1.5 billion dollars of revenue
had been lost — by June, this number rose to 3.15 billion USD (Lalon, 2020; The Daily Star, June 4;
Kelly & Ahmed, 2020, Quartz, 2020). As of July 20th, according to the Bangladesh Garments
Manufacturers and Exporters Association (BGMEA) 3.18 billion USD has been lost and 2.28 million
workers have experienced some negative effects, such as lost wages (BGMEA, 2020). Mostafiz
Uddin, managing director of Denim Expert in Chittagong and founder of the Sustainable Apparel
Forum, stated, “Orders are being cancelled by buyers and retailers at a rate we’ve never seen
before... Itis crippling the entire industry. If the buyers do not pay the manufacturers, how will the
manufacturers pay the salaries to their workers? Without orders, factories cannot remain
operational and will go bust” (Mastafiz Uddin, quoted in Sutherl, 2020). Workers in the formal
sector experienced a number of challenges, such as factory closures and termination. One Kl
respondent notes that 130 Bangladesh Knitwear Manufacturers and Exporters Association
(BKMEA) member factories and 398 BGMEA member factories closed their operations
temporarily. These estimates primarily include small- and medium-sized factories that were not as
prepared to absorb the financial loss as larger ones.
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Though buyers have contracts with suppliers that require them to pay for orders, many buyers
have asked to delay payments by up to 6 months (The Daily Star, June 22, 2020) while others
have managed to cancel orders altogether or avoid payment for orders by invoking a little known
“force majeure” clause in contracts (Hafiz, 2020). This clause is usually used in case of natural
disasters or war as a justification for not paying suppliers, even if those suppliers have already
paid for fabric and workers’ labor (AP News, March 27). However, as the pandemic erupted a
number of buyers investigated if their “force majeure” clauses also covered disease or “acts of
god” that might allow them to sidestep their normal legal obligations (Quartz, 2020). Furthermore,
when buyers did cancel orders, CGWR shows that 72.1% of buyers refused to pay for the raw
material inputs, like fabrics, which suppliers had already purchased and paid for. 91.3% of buyers
refused to pay for the cut-make-trim (CMT) costs already incurred to complete the orders (Anner,
2020). The government mandated lockdown period, explained in more detail in Research
Question two, further halted business and possible income for suppliers.

During the lockdown, buyers increasingly requested air shipment or a combination of air and
seaport shipping which increased freight cost from $2.50 to $4.25 on average per unit; however,
they declined to pay for the additional costs, passing it along to suppliers. At the same time,
buyers also reduced the lead time minimum to 15-20 days for suppliers to deliver the product. In
these ways, buyers shifted the liabilities of stock inventory to the suppliers, thus increasing the
cost of production by 20 to 30 percent for each product, according to one respondent. A research
report noted “suppliers bear the up-front cost of production and buyers pay nothing until weeks or
months after the factory ships the goods” (Anner, 2020).

Overall, the massive cuts to suppliers’ business, buyers’ lack of payment for inputs and work
already completed on orders, and complexities around the government shutdown affected
millions of garment workers across the country (AP News, March 27; Quartz, 2020) and resulted in
worker termination and lack of payment to workers. Though numbers vary, a number of sources
report that approximately 25,000 workers in the formal and informal RMG sectors lost their jobs
as a result of the pandemic, and buyers’ response (The Daily Star, June 22; Kelly & Ahmed,
2020). Effects on workers is discussed in more detail below.

Many buyers initially turned a blind eye to the human effects of the COVID-19 pandemic amidst
their attempts to save money. In March, the Center for Global Workers Rights cites that 98.1% of
suppliers surveyed said buyers did not help cover the cost of paying workers who were
furloughed due to in-process order cancellations. Similarly, 97.3% of suppliers said that buyers
also did not assist with severance costs for workers who were dismissed due to lack of orders.
Given this, as of CGWR’s March survey, 72.4% of factories said they could not provide workers
with some income while furloughed, and over 80% said they could not provide severance pay
when workers were dismissed (Anner, 2020).

COVID-19 Pandemic Impacts on Buyer Practices

As expected, some buyers are displaying better practices than others during the pandemic, with
several large companies taking a leadership role in relation to their corporate responsibilities.
Early on, some brands took initiative and agreed to complete full payments for ongoing orders
(Anner, 2020, Quartz, 2020, Sutherl, 2020). In March, many brands had not made a commitment
to pay for orders. However, over time, as a result of global pressure and advocacy by workers
associations, NGOs/CSOs and rights groups, a number of companies did put out statements

12
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promising to pay for orders and many of those companies did sign on to pay orders at various
points in time (Kelly & Ahmed, 2020, Quartz, 2020, ABC News, May 12, 2020). The website
WorkersRights.org has a tracker that reviews and regularly updates which buyers have agreed to
pay for orders. As of July, about 19 major companies agreed to pay full order amounts. However,
the Workers’ Rights tracker shows that as of July, many large brands are still not paying for
previous orders. In some cases, forcing payment will be difficult because companies have
declared bankruptcy (The Daily Star, June 4, 2020). Other brands have asked for discounts or
planned to cancel orders, but retracted after significant public pushback. Still other brands have
gone into bankruptcy, leaving no chance of reinstatement of work order in the future.

When lockdowns in countries were lifted and key demand economies, such as the US, opened up
again, garment production resumed in Bangladesh. Employers now feel caught between
competing demands—production demands from buyers and new labor and occupational safety
and health (OSH) guidelines from the government. Employers see it as a double-edged sword as
they are bound to pay the workers’ wages in accordance with law at the same time that they are
pressured by buyers to lower production costs. As one formal employer noted:

“Bangladesh Labor Code stated to increase workers' wages 5%; we
requested the government to suspend this provision as some states in
India did it. However, the government strictly opposed this. Everybody talks
about workers' wages; nobody talks about sustainable business.” — Formal
Sector Employer

The pressure from within the regulatory framework continues to grow and add to the cost of
production for suppliers. Similarly, the external push from the buyers of the ongoing delayed
shipment and a cumulative payment discount of 20-25% on orders are strangling the industry day
by day. Even if most of the orders have been reinstated, continuing the business operation with
the current cost becomes difficult. If the existing business terms continue into the future, suppliers
expressed doubts as to the viability of their businesses.

“Factory closures are bound to happen, leaving the manufacturers to fall out of business.”
— Formal Sector Employer

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. For
example, one supplier noted that, when suppliers negotiated the product price with prominent
buyers during COVID 19, the buyer simply stopped sourcing from that factory. Consequently,
suppliers had to shut down three of their five production units. Suppliers fear that the
consolidation of power may lead to an exclusively buyer-driven global supply chain business
model.

“All those indicators prove the business model will be a more buyer-driven market in
which buyers enjoy absolute power for business decisions and supplier bounds to follow
what buyers want.” — Formal Sector Employer

Fallout from the COVID-19 pandemic is eroding trust between buyers and suppliers. For over 40
years, suppliers in the RMG sector considered themselves as partners with buyers. Being partners
involved conforming to international labor standards, business ethics, and compliance
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frameworks. “We always honor and respect their code of conduct and advice,” one supplier
stated. Invoking “force majeure” contract clauses and canceling orders without consultation
damaged the partnership approach of the business and, according to some suppliers, exposed
the true motivations of buyers.

“The buyers not only canceled orders but also threw away millions of workers into the life
of full uncertainty. That behavior exposed their real face of hypocrisy and double
standard on ethical business.” — Formal Sector Employer

The pandemic will have long-term implications for the RMG sector. The external pressure from
buyers around discounted pricing, shifting liabilities from buyers to suppliers, and the pressures of
government-mandated workers’ wages, utility cost, and responsibility for compliance with OSH
measures may ultimately force many suppliers to exit the RMG sector and close factories. At the
same time, the worsening power imbalances and the trust deficit between buyers and suppliers
may exacerbate inequalities in the global supply chain business model, making unclear the long-
term sustainability of the RMG sector.

COVID-19 Pandemic Impacts on Informal Sector

Though many studies, including those cited above, have been completed on the effects of the
COVID-19 pandemic on the export-oriented RMG sector, comparatively less information is
currently available about further trickle down effects on the informal sector. However, several
sources point to the precarious nature of informal work, including among smaller, unregulated
sub-contractors who produce work under the table for the export-oriented factories. These
informal factories typically act as back up when formal factories are past capacity. Informal
factories have even less reserves than formal factories, and do not receive government support
that could have helped them pay workers during and after lockdown.

There are two types of informal factories in Bangladesh, both of which faced closures, declining
orders, and difficulty paying workers as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic. The first type of
informal factory produces for local markets, and the second type produces for formal sector
factories that are suppliers to global brands. As part of the supply chain effect and the global
impact of the pandemic in overseas garment markets like the US and Europe, the informal
factories supplying formal factories began closing their businesses in March 2020 and remained
closed until mid-May 2020. A leading national newspaper in Bangladesh noted that as of
September more than 300 factories had permanently closed, representing a loss of $1 billion
USD, while an estimated 50,000 workers had lost their jobs, most from subcontract factories. (The
Daily Star, September 13, 2020).

The informal sector faced additional challenges resolving outstanding salary and severance pay
during this period as they were not eligible for the government stimulus package and did not
receive support from banks. Whereas formal sector factories received various export incentives,
including government stimulus as well as financial loans from banks, informal factories did not.
Informal sector factories were ineligible for stimulus packages and bank loans as they are not
exporting the product directly, not members of the BGMEA or BKMEA, and do not have
established banking relationships with banks. Thus, informal sector factories face significant
pressures with little relief.
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“We cannot sleep at night from thelst to the 10th of each month, when payment for
workers salary appears before us.” — Informal Sector Employer

Informal sector factories in Bangladesh began reopening in late May and early June of 2020;
however, they continue to face special challenges and uncertainty. Operators of informal
factories tend to be former workers themselves and are owners of petty capital. Therefore,
informal sector factories’ capacity to absorb shock is quite limited. Furthermore, one respondent
estimated that about 30-40% of all informal sector factories run their businesses based on the
availability of day-to-day work orders. So, even as they reopen, some informal sector may have
to shutter quickly if steady work does not continue.

RESEARCH QUESTION 2
How have workers been affected by the COVID-19 pandemic?

KEY FINDINGS

While the majority of workers are unable to negotiate with employers for their
outstanding wages or fight against “illegal” termination, those who seek union support
are more likely to receive relief from employers or get paid their dues.

When factories did reopen, those workers who were not terminated returned to work
at factories with an increased risk of being exposed to COVID-19 due to the lack of
protection and safety measures. In addition, many factories did not retain previous
workers and instead employed new workers who were willing to accept lesser pay
and longer hours to ensure the financial security of factories.

Workers who have retained their jobs are also facing an adverse situation due to a
lack of timely wage payments or salary cuts. These workers are also in a vulnerable
situation as they are working regular or over-time hours but are not paid wages.

Women workers, workers employed in the informal sector and migrant workers
are disproportionately affected by the impacts of the pandemic on the
garment sector due to larger debt burdens, exclusion from government
support and risky means of travel from rural areas to Dhaka.

Effects on Employment

Workers are feeling the brunt of the failure of the global apparel supply chains during the
pandemic due to factories stopping production, lack of payment for hours worked, the
government shutdown period, forced furlough, and improper termination processes. Numbers
range dramatically, but between one and four million Bangladeshi garment sector workers have
had their employment directly affected by the COVID-19 pandemic (Anner, 2020; Sultan et. al,
2020; Quartz, 2020), and up to 10 million people including workers themselves and their families,
are affected by canceled contracts, unpaid orders, and factory closures (Hafiz, 2020).

While some estimates of employment termination are based on official factory data usually
provided by BGMEA and BKMEA, other information is provided by workers unions and NGOs,
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based on their perception and personal knowledge of the situation. BGMEA data indicates
closure of 113 factories and retrenchment of 51,529 workers since the pandemic. However, most
Kll respondents indicate that actual numbers far exceed official reports. In many cases,
respondents such as formal employers understated the magnitude of workers who lost jobs,
likely because the RMG factories tend to be under public scrutiny. These divergent perspectives
on the magnitude of the effect of the COVID-19 pandemic on workers is captured in the quotes
below.

“What happened was workers from small and medium-sized factories and sub-contracting
factories lost their job, but the big factories recruited them the next day. In real terms,
there are no unemployed workers in the RMG sector. There is no such government
support program mainly for the RMG workers, but this is also true. This kind of support is
not required as there were no unemployed workers in the sector. Even at the time of job
separation, employers ensured 100 percent severance pay to the workers.” — Formal
Sector Employer

“We cannot claim that workers who lost a job then found alternative occupations.
According to the new report, we come to know workers engaged in various occupations
such as a vegetable seller, rickshaw pulling, seasonal fruits sale, construction work,
fishing in the rural areas. In the city, some workers are engaged in the sale of electronics
items, shoes, etc. All of them are informal workers. In general, there is a limited scope of
work. Therefore it is tough to find work at this time.” — Government Representative

In addition, it is likely that the number of RMG sector workers who lost jobs is underestimated as
workers who are employed in unregulated or informal factories are not counted in formal
estimates.

Trade Union representatives further emphasize that many factories are terminating workers
without providing compensation or providing service benefits; some factories forced workers to
sign blank papers and return their ID cards to further evade their severance responsibilities
(Sultan et. al, 2020). Furthermore, another 18,000 workers — or more — have not been paid for
their hours that they already worked (The Daily Star, June 4; Sultan et. al, 2020, RMG
Bangladesh, 2020). KlIs with key stakeholders confirm that most workers are being terminated
without following proper protocol. In most cases workers are forced to sign their resignation
letters, fired without advance notice, and denied severance pay.

“The process they followed, management of the factories suddenly told workers do not
need to come tomorrow and hang notice of termination on the factory gate. Unfortunately,
most of them were not paid their severance pay.” — NGO Representative

“Employers used late joining as an excuse for firing workers. The first line of attack to firing
workers targeted the one-year-old workers, then senior workers' service length of 5 to 10
years and then pregnant women.” — Formal Workers’ Representative

“It is not termination; instead, we can define it as massive fire and forced resignation as
workers were forced to sign on the resignation letter. As they observed, 150,000 workers
lost their job; of them, 140,000 workers get paid according to section 20 of the labor law,
which is illegal, rest paid following various provisions of labor law.” — NGO Representative
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Workers who have retained their jobs are also facing an adverse situation due to a lack of timely
wage payments or salary cuts. These workers are also in a vulnerable situation as they are
working regular or over-time hours but are not paid wages.

“After Eid, we saw seven factories in Narayanganj recruited workers without giving
preference to workers who served previously. This factory offers 8,600 BDT [101 USD] now
from 9,000 BDT, [106 USD] the amount paid previously.” — NGO Representative

Although the government introduced a stimulus package specifically for RMG factories to carry
on operations, including paying workers, it appears the benefits are not reaching those who need
them most. Several Kll respondents highlighted that big factories (which comprise less than 10% of
total RMG factories) were more likely to receive stimulus package benefits, therefore, being able
to pay worker wages. On the other hand, small, medium and informal factories (90% of total RMG
factories) did not get benefits and as a result, it is likely the majority of their RMG workers were
not paid outstanding or complete wages after the onset of the pandemic and government
lockdown. The fact that many workers have been let go without following proper protocol, or
called to work but not paid for that work, indicates that the full scale of the problem is likely
hidden.

As a result of these layoffs, wage cuts, and lack of payment, Center for Policy and Dialogue
found that 63% of respondent workers could not pay house rent, 39% had unpaid utility bills, and
36% cited unpaid school fees (RMG Bangladesh, 2020). In addition to income loss, workers have
to battle rising prices and limited availability of essential commodities, putting them and their
families in an even more vulnerable situation.

“Workers' salary had curtailed on the one hand, and essential commodity price went on
high; house rent remained the same, and additional cost for soap, hand sanitizer, and
other cost added into the regular costing on the other. Workers faced double challenges
in income loss on the one hand and substantial financial pressure from the cost of living
during the pandemic period.” — Formal Workers” Representative

While the majority of workers are unable to negotiate with employers for their outstanding wages
or fight against “illegal” termination, those who seek union support are more likely to receive
relief from employers or get paid their dues. Research shows that trade unions and local NGOs
have taken a leadership role in negotiating with factory owners, employers’ associations, and the
government to help promote payment of wages and job security for workers, as well as working
with the Directorate of Factories and Establishment (DIFE) to collect information on closed
factories, layoffs and retrenchments, and unpaid wages (Sultan et. al, 2020).

“One thing | must acknowledge is that union in the factory or union federations get
involved in the negotiation, workers get their lawful. Mostly workers were deprived of
getting legal severance pay and other wages where there was no union presence.” —
Government Representative

Return to Work

At the onset of the pandemic, RMG factories and workers were first affected by the government
shutdown and required a factory closure period from March 26 to April 4 2020. Many garment
workers left cities to return to their home villages with the plan of returning by the factory
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reopening date. However, without prior notice, on April 4" the government shutdown was
extended to April 12", Due to the severe lack of coordination between various stakeholders, and
despite limited modes of transportation, hundreds of garment workers walked more than 100 km
to Dhaka to get back before April 5™, On returning to Dhaka, they saw that factories were still
closed. In addition, many landlords denied workers access to their homes fearing the spread of
COVID-19 infection. Factories remained shut until April 26™, with factory owners providing limited
to no information to workers about when they could resume work.

Eventually, when factories did reopen, those workers who were not terminated returned to work
at factories with an increased risk of being exposed to COVID-19 due to the lack of protection and
safety measures. While trade unions, ILO, BGMEA, and BKMEA are making efforts to provide
information and safety training in formal factory establishments, workers believe these measures
do not translate into appropriate precautions or social distancing in factories. Factory owners do
not always choose to enforce regulations on the use of gloves and masks, and some facilities do
not provide wash stations or hand sanitizers for workers. Overall, social distancing is not
observed and workers continue to live and work in close quarters (Sultan et. al, 2020). One Kl
respondent noted that the weak enforcement mechanism by DIFE led to workers being very
prone to getting infected with the COVID-19 virus — once factories reopened, more than 150
garment workers contracted the virus in a very short span of time.

“Some factories follow some provisions of health guidelines instructed by the
government—for example, temperature checks, masks, and hand sanitizers available in
some workplaces. However, nowhere in any parts of the industrial hub testing facilities,
home quarantine, and isolation facilities exist inside the factories. Social distancing is
impossible inside the factories; they have witnessed no single factory reorganizing their
work to maintain social distancing requirements. For workers, neither the workplace nor at
home, they were able to maintain social distancing.” — NGO Representative

Workers are returning to work in the face of COVD-19 related dangers to protect their income and
continue providing for their families. However, employers are exploiting workers’ financial
vulnerabilities to make them work longer hours for less pay or paying them less for the same
amount of work. Therefore, though some workers are retaining their jobs, they are working longer
hours and are being exploited by their employers. The combination of financial insecurity,
excessive work and limited pay is also compromising worker health and mental well-being.

“Now, the worker comes back to work, work-intensity has increased. That has further gone
up while there is a shipment deadline. The management sets production targets too high
for the workers they cannot meet even after putting their best effort. That has a severe
negative impact on workers mental health.” — Government Representative

“Working hours were squeezed compared to the pre-COVID 19 periods, but work intensity
went on high during the pandemic outbreaks. The number of workers reduced
significantly,; production target sets so high. The same volume of products produced
earlier is now providing a reduced number of workers amidst the COVID 19.” — Formal
Workers’ Representative

Vulnerable Groups in the Garment Supply Chain
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Among RMG workers severely impacted by the pandemics, certain sub-populations have been
disproportionately affected. These include women workers, workers employed in the informal
sector and migrant workers.

“There are three types of workers in the RMG industry: regular (permanent), temporary,
and probationary workers (who work for three months and then can be promoted as
regular workers). Among them, workers whose length of service is one year were
terminated rapidly without following any legal provisions. They are the victim of illegal
termination/dismissal by the owners of the factories during COVID-19.” — NGO
Representative

Women make up nearly 90% of RMG workers in Bangladesh and are therefore most directly
affected by any event that impacts the sector. One trade unionist cites women may also be less
likely to push back or speak out against problematic practices in factories given both their
vulnerability and social status.

Nazma Akter, the president of the union Sommilito Garments Sramik Federation (SGSF), reported
in the Guardian on 9 July, 2020 that her organization “has filed 50 lawsuits on behalf of sacked
pregnant workers. In some of these cases, companies had taken workers’ identification cards and
forced them to resign, while others simply refused to pay women their maternity benefits. Nazma
Akter believes there are many more cases, but with industry-wide job losses, many pregnant
workers are too frightened to come forward.” (The Guardian, July 9, 2020)

According to the Bangladesh Labor Foundation, 40% of all informal workers are now unemployed
and are facing immense financial insecurity, having taken on additional debt at a time with no
steady income. Informal workers stranded in industrial belts and unable to return home are
borrowing money from relatives and not through formal sources of credit (Workers’
Representative Informal). Further, it is well-recognized that informal sector workers receive little to
no employment benefits. Such exclusionary practices are also reflected in pandemic-related
government subsidies limited to factory owners and workers in formal and export-oriented
businesses. The following quote summarizes this sentiment.

“The most unfortunate part of their (informal workers’) life is the exclusion of government
welfare support services and the stimulus package. The labor law is absent in the informal
sector, including no employment contract or appointment letter, payroll, benefits, and
other provisions of labor law. Therefore, owners of the factories failed to avail the stimulus
money to compensate workers, making them a particularly vulnerable group of RMG
workers.” — Informal Workers’ Representative

It is also common for employers to follow a staggered wage payment process where workers
receive the bulk of outstanding wages on Chand Raat, the day before Eid festival. However,
because COVID-19 was declared a pandemic just two months before Eid, resulting in order
cancellations and factory closures, some workers have only received partial payments whereas
most others have not received any outstanding wages.

Migrant workers constitute another group of RMG workers facing significant challenges during the
pandemic. Having to leave major cities and quickly return to their homes in rural and remote
areas at short notice, migrant workers took informal and dangerous transport home — like walking
or informal trucks or cargo vans, since formal public transport had been shut down (Clean
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Clothes, April 4, 2020). Even when they did make it home, ever-changing information on when
factories would reopen, and if they were required to be present on opening day to keep their job
and collect their back wages created chaos in terms of planning travel and return dates.
Consequently, many migrants spent extra time and money going back and forth, or trying to find
accommodations in cities as they waited for factories to reopen, often ending up in densely
populated and cramped housing or being denied entry as they were perceived to have COVID-
19. Although the government introduced relief assistance, citizens were required to produce a
national identity card to show that they were a local voter in order to access those services.
Facing similar challenges as informal RMG workers, migrant workers who were laid off were
unable to access government stimulus packages because these were restricted to those workers
who could demonstrate proof of local residency. Political favoritism further excluded these
workers, prioritizing voters in their region and affiliated with their party. The quotation below
highlights these bottlenecks.

“One of the preconditions to avail of this benefit is to be a local permanent resident. As
they are migrants, they were unable to produce necessary documents as proof of local
residency. Government assistance or benefits distributed through locally elected
representatives who take care of their voters; these workers are not the voter of these
areas. Thus, the Government-led social welfare support services excluded these workers.”
— Workers’ Representative Informal

Following months of severe unemployment and income loss, workers were compelled to find
other sources of income. Workers living in the rural areas have taken on farming jobs whereas,
those in urban centers are working as vegetable vendors, rickshaw pullers, and domestic help.
Findings also indicate that male workers have been more successful in seeking alternative
employment opportunities, relative to women and elderly workers.

“Old-aged, long-serving workers, including widows who have extended are the most
vulnerable group as it is tough for them to find an alternative job and manage finances to
run their families. Women are mostly affected because they cannot engage in the kind of
work their male counterparts are doing during the pandemic. They don't have a job, no
other option to run their family; thus, they are nearly starving.” — Workers’ Representative
Informal

RESEARCH QUESTION 3

How do the COVID-19 pandemic’s impacts on business and on workers affect vulnerability and
possible forced labor?

KEY FINDINGS

Few donors have specifically allocated aid to mitigate pandemic-related adverse
impacts on Bangladesh’s RMG sector, such as factory closures and mass lay-offs
prompted by order cancellations, delayed shipments, and deferred payments.

Given the lack of consistent and comprehensive RMG-specific data, the Bangladesh
Ministry of Labor and Employment and the Ministry of Finance are unable to provide

20



NORC at the University of Chicago RIPPED AT THE SEAMS

an accurate and up-to-date list of terminated employees, limiting their access to relief
subsidies.

RMG workers are working longer hours, accepting lower wages, and tolerating
harassment and compromised occupational safety, in exchange for employment.

Possible Forced Labor in Formal and Informal Sectors

The direct and inter-dependent relationship between global buyers and informal factories has
been further exposed during the COVID-19 crisis. Triggered by a global suspension in retail, all
stakeholders along the multi-tier supply chain witnessed a domino-effect of the crisis. Following
nation-wide lockdowns and declining purchasing power, many global buyers coped by closing
company-operated stores, cancelling orders, delaying shipments, and discounting the value of
merchandise, which compelled factory owners in Bangladesh to halt production and terminate
workers. Since many buyers are now demanding both payment deferrals (sometimes up to 4
months or more) and significant discounts from their suppliers, small factory owners are not being
paid in a timely manner which has led to a liquidity shortage and large-scale closures. Explained
in more detail below, owners and workers of small factories were the most affected by these
drastic measures as they were unable to claim stimulus packages provided by the Government of
Bangladesh.

Programs and Regulations
Economic Support from International Donors

International donors are introducing a variety of stimulus programs, including private-sector
stimulus packages aimed at keeping businesses afloat and more general social safety net
programs to support at-risk populations. International donors are generally focusing more on the
macro economic conditions in the country. The IMF offered a US$732 million disbursement to
Bangladesh to “help finance the health, social protection and macroeconomic stabilization
measures, meet the urgent balance-of-payments and fiscal needs arising from the COVID-19
outbreak” (IMF, 2020). The World Bank Group approved $1.05 billion for three different projects to
help Bangladesh create quality jobs and accelerate economic recovery following the COVID-19
pandemic. However, few donors have specifically allocated aid to mitigate pandemic-related
adverse impacts on Bangladesh’s RMG sector, such as factory closures and mass lay-offs
prompted by order cancellations, delayed shipments and deferred payments.

The European Union also committed $113 million to support laid-off workers with an employment
history of less than a year. However, given the lack of consistent and comprehensive RMG-
specific data, the Bangladesh Ministry of Labor and Employment and the Ministry of Finance are
unable to provide an accurate and up-to-date list of terminated employees, who if eligible, would
receive 3000 BDT (35 USD) from June to August under this scheme. BKMEA explains the
challenges associated with proper implementation of this scheme in the quote below.

21



NORC at the University of Chicago RIPPED AT THE SEAMS

“Workers who lost a job, they found a job in another factory. There is no comprehensive
data on how many workers were terminated, and how do we differentiate how many of
them are migrated and how many are unemployed.” — Formal Employers’ Representative

Economic Support from Government of Bangladesh

The government of Bangladesh launched stimulus packages to provide immediate financial
assistance to RMG businesses and workers. A relief package of Y5000 crore BDT ($590 million)
was announced to support workers’ wage payments for severely affected garment factories.
BGMEA received a separate stimulus package from the government to compensate workers who
were terminated in April and May. Contrary to intentions, findings suggest that 1000 factories
were unable to claim the emergency incentives and several workers continued to face wage cuts
and withholding. The Center for Policy Dialog study, published in June 2020, confirms that most
of the stimulus money did not benefit or create a behavior change on the part of factory owners in
terms of wage cuts and lagging payments.

OSH Measures

BGMEA has introduced several short-term measures to alleviate the severe health and economic
impacts of COVID-19 among RMG workers. In consultation with the Ministry of Health, ILO and
WHO, BGMEA has developed OSH guidelines for member factories, taking into account
necessary precautions and feasibility of their actual implementation. BGMEA has since conducted
random and unannounced audit checks of factory premises to monitor adherence to the newly
enforced OSH protocols. In order to provide COVID-19 testing services exclusively for RMG
workers, BMGEA has launched a PCR laboratory which can test up to 180 samples per shift, with
adequate provisions to increase the number of health care professionals and medical equipment
as required. According to BMGEA records, 559 workers were tested at this lab between June 3
and July 20, 2020. In addition, BGMEA is operating two sample collection booths for suspected
COVID-19 patients working in RMG factories. In partnership with Inspectorio, BGMEA is using Rise,
an online platform to generate awareness on COVID-19, increase OSH preparedness of member
factories, and also build trust between employers and employees by demonstrating compliance
with OSH policies. Finally, the partnership between BGMEA and Maya will provide free medical
services to minimize the spread of infection, while simultaneously also addressing general
medical and mental health related issues among RMG workers through a dedicated hotline that
provides direct and free access to health specialists.

While some informal RMG factories enforced closures in March, it was not until the government
mandated country-wide shut down that other owners completely ceased operations. In late May,
workers returned to work after some factories resumed partial operations mostly in the name of
manufacturing essential products. However, employers did not uniformly follow OSH guidelines
issued by the Directorate of Inspection of Factories and Establishments (DIFE). Although these
factories reopened with a smaller workforce, mandated workers to wear masks, and introduced
two shifts, factory conditions were not free from spread of infection, especially given shared toilet
facilities and soap, tailoring stations, garment raw materials, and tools. According to Bangladesh
Labor Foundation estimates shared during the Kll, almost 70% of workers are minors, the majority
of whom were unable to return home and stayed on factory premises after work hours, which
increased their vulnerability to COVID-19 infection. There is no reliable data on the number of
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infected workers given the lack of testing services and tracing mechanisms. The following quote
highlights workers’ vulnerability to virus exposure:

“According to union observation, workers wore masks, and 4 to 5 workers worked in each
factory. Still, workers had potential health risks remained there because they used in one
shared toilet, washroom, thread, and wings surrounded them.” — Informal Workers’
Representative

Increased Risk of Forced Labor

The power imbalance in the global garment supply chain between buyers and suppliers, severity
and uncertainty of the COVID-19 situation, financial insecurity, and desperation of workers are key
contributing factors putting workers at an increased risk of being trapped in forced labor
arrangements.

The lack of support for the most vulnerable creates a potential for increased forced labor among
RMG sector workers. Current wage cuts and lack of payment for hours worked are already
putting workers in a precarious situation. While it is possible that some of these changes in wage
payments will be remedied in the short term, it is also possible that such irregularities will
continue — potentially spiraling workers into an even more destitute situation (RMG Bangladesh,
2020). The majority of Kll respondents highlighted that instances of “illegal” termination, non-
payment of wages, and labor rights violations (including excessive and forced overtime work),
continue to increase during the pandemic, resulting in worker exploitation and forced labor.

After returning to work at the end of the government mandated COVID-19 shutdown, workers are
facing increasingly stressful conditions on factory premises. In fear of being fired and losing their
only source of income, workers are enduring harsh treatment and demanding employer
expectations. Kll respondents reported instances of workers not getting any leave, being harshly
reprimanded for being late or absent, and not being allowed to go to the washroom or drink
water while at work. In addition, employers are setting unrealistic production targets for workers
to meet the same level of buyer demand. Consequently, RMG workers are working longer hours,
accepting lower wages, and tolerating harassment and compromised occupational safety, in
exchange for employment.

“All the factors put pressure on the work intensity; the owner forced workers to do more
work within limited hours of work. Thus, the owner adopted a policy like 'with less workers,
get done the more'. Unfortunately, workers are not getting more wages for more work.
Workers do not speak because of the fear of losing their jobs.” — Government
Representative

Workers likely feel a greater burden because they believe they are easily replaceable in
garment factories. Due to the large number of laid off workers, the current supply of garment
workers exceeds the demand. Mounting evidence suggests that employers can potentially
exploit this equilibrium gap and force workers to take on more work than they are paid for or
accept lower wages. Underscoring the severity of the issue, one NGO leader and former child
garment worker said, “Our workers are not scared about the disease, but they are scared about
starving with their family and children....Our workers are vulnerable but nobody is taking
responsibility. We need responsible business because that’s not fair.” (quote from NGO leader
Atker, in Hafiz, 2020).
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Given the stressful working environment, some workers may be forced to make difficult decisions
about whether to continue working at a factory in the hopes of eventual back payments and/or
return to their full salary, versus attempting to leave and find work elsewhere. Unfortunately, most
RMG workers have few options in other formal sector jobs. Therefore, it is likely that workers who
are unable to get their RMG sector jobs back or decide to leave their current positions will move
toward the informal sector, despite lower wages and lack of social protection. (Fashion
Revolution, 2020).

“The most important trend is a growing informalization of work. Among all other [alternate]
occupations, agriculture is the main occupation most people engage themselves in.” —
NGO Representative

In addition, workers may be drawn to illegal or illicit income earning opportunities to provide for
their families during these uncertain times. The Open Society Foundation cites that many women
workers have had to consider other income sources like sex work, in order to provide for their
dependents (Open Society Foundation, 2020). This is corroborated by Kl findings indicating that
workers, especially those who are stuck in Dhaka, are now seeking alternative income
opportunities, such as selling fruits and vegetables and rickshaw pulling. Worker Akhi Akther,
quoted in an article in The Guardian, highlights the exact risk of forced labor, saying: “We can’t go
back to our village because we don’t have anything there, what will we do? Our jobs are our only
source of earnings. Orders have shrunk, factories are getting rid of workers left and right. | am
emotionally and mentally devastated.” (Kelly & Ahmed, 2020). Due to exhaustion and in an
attempt to simply sustain themselves, there is a risk that many vulnerable workers — including
those that previously had formalized employment in registered factories — could be coerced into
forced labor including involuntary work, forced overtime, or trafficking.
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5. FINDINGS: INDIA

RESEARCH QUESTION 1

What are the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on RMG supply-chains and factory-level
business?

KEY FINDINGS

The COVID-19 pandemic and resulting lockdown in India sharply affect both the formal
and informal garment sectors.

Some exporters took advantage of the lockdown in India to exploit their workers by not
paying them and extracting involuntary hours and services.

Although work resumed in some formal and informal factories, there continues to be
uncertainty on future orders.

COVID-19 Pandemic Impacts on the Formal Sector
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