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1 Introductio n 
This chapter i s concerned with women working in the export-oriented ready -
made garmen t industr y i n Bangladesh . Althoug h th e majorit y o f thes e 
women are located in what i s officially classifie d a s 'the formal economy' , the 
nature o f thei r contract s an d thei r term s an d condition s ar e mor e typica l o f 
work i n the informal economy . Their situation illustrate s the point made by a 
number o f author s tha t th e relationshi p betwee n th e 'formal ' an d 'informal ' 
economy i n muc h o f th e world , particularl y th e developin g world , i s a 
continuum rathe r tha n a  dichotomy . Wha t wa s traditionall y describe d a s 
'formal sector ' employment , characterize d b y writte n contracts , full-tim e 
work, permanent statu s and variou s forms o f socia l benefits , account s for a n 
increasingly smalle r shar e of total employment , while employment character -
ized b y differin g degree s o f informalit y account s fo r a n increasin g shar e 
(ILO, 2002 ; Lund an d Srinivas , 2000; Standing, 1999) . 

Clothing i s a highly labour-intensive , low-technolog y product , th e manu -
facture o f which , alon g wit h textiles , ha s provide d man y countrie s o f th e 
world, includin g today' s advance d industrialize d economies , wit h th e firs t 
rung o n thei r ladde r t o industrialization . Whil e ther e ha s bee n diffusio n o f 
microelectronic equipmen t i n th e pre-assembl y stage s o f grading , markin g 
and cutting , the limpnes s o f material s use d i n clothing ha s made mechaniza -
tion i n the labour-intensive assembl y stag e extremely difficul t and , a s long as 
there ar e plentifu l supplie s o f chea p labou r available , uneconomical . Th e 
global restructurin g o f th e garmen t industr y i n recen t decade s i s i n par t 
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driven by the search for suc h labour which , for a  variety of reasons that hav e 
been summarize d a s th e 'comparativ e advantag e o f women' s disadvantage ' 
(Arizpe and Aranda , 1981 ) i n the labou r market , ha s been mainly female . 

This chapter examine s the global restructuring processe s which le d to th e 
emergence o f a n export-oriente d garmen t industr y i n Banglades h i n th e lat e 
1970s. While marke t force s hav e clearly played a  role i n these processes , th e 
history o f th e industr y i n Bangladesh , it s curren t condition s an d it s futur e 
prospects ar e al l closel y boun d u p wit h policie s formulate d a t th e national , 
and eve n more , a t th e internationa l level . We analyze wher e th e Banglades h 
industry i s located i n terms o f th e globa l valu e chain fo r garment s an d wha t 
this locatio n ha s implie d fo r it s structure , th e profil e o f it s labou r forc e an d 
the term s an d condition s unde r whic h i t works . Finally , w e explor e th e 
implications of the industry for th e broader developmenta l goal s of economi c 
growth, povert y reductio n an d gende r equality . W e start , however , wit h a 
brief histor y o f th e garmen t industr y an d th e process o f globa l restructurin g 
it is currently undergoing . 

2 Th e Global Restructuring of the Garment Industry: 
The International Story 

Before th e firs t industria l revolutio n i n Europe , tailorin g wa s a  skille d craf t 
occupation carrie d ou t b y 'maste r tailors ' wh o cu t an d mad e u p clot h 
purchased b y thei r customer s o r b y themselve s t o th e specification s o f thei r 
customers. Th e mechanizatio n o f production , startin g wit h th e inventio n o f 
the sewin g machin e an d th e ban d knif e i n th e 1850s , increase d th e rat e a t 
which garment s coul d b e mad e u p an d le d t o th e emergenc e o f a  marke t i n 
ready-made garments . A s th e marke t expanded , i t becam e possibl e t o sub -
divide th e productio n proces s int o a  serie s o f increasingl y simple r task s 
which could b e carried ou t b y less and les s skilled, and hence cheaper, labour , 
mainly wome n an d girls . However, i n Britain th e active role played b y male-
dominated trad e unions , seekin g t o defen d th e interest s o f th e skille d tailor s 
who mad e u p thei r membership , saw the enactment o f various form s o f pro -
tective legislatio n whic h serve d t o kee p marrie d wome n ou t o f th e industry . 
This mean t tha t til l th e earl y decade s o f th e twentiet h century , mos t o f th e 
female workforc e i n th e garmen t industr y wa s mad e u p o f youn g singl e 
women fro m th e rura l area s fo r who m th e only alternativ e employmen t wa s 
domestic servic e (Kabeer , 2000) . 

The productio n o f garment s evolve d historicall y alon g broadl y dualisti c 
lines. One sub-sector was made up of women's wear, which was characterize d 
by considerabl e produc t differentiation , limitin g th e exten t t o whic h task s 
could b e subdivided fo r assembl y line production, while seasonal fluctuations 
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and change s i n fashion serve d t o limi t th e siz e of retai l order s an d henc e th e 
length of the production run . Me n an d boy s outwear, on the other hand , ha s 
always bee n a  more standardize d product , particularl y a t th e cheaper ready -
made end, and len t itself quite early on to a greater subdivisio n o f operations , 
particularly in the machining stage. This led to a form o f production i n which 
each machinis t onl y mad e on e sectio n o f a  garmen t ('sectio n work' ) instea d 
of making the whole garment ('mak e through') . 

By the 1950s , growing concentration i n the retai l secto r a t thi s end of th e 
market increase d th e lengt h o f run s an d mad e productio n plannin g mor e 
possible. There was steady growth of larger manufacturing firm s an d of mas s 
unionization acros s much o f the industry durin g this period. However , i t was 
also a  period o f ful l employment , th e growin g incorporatio n o f wome n int o 
the labour market and the successful claim s of a highly organized trade unio n 
movement, al l of which led to rising costs of labour in the industrialized coun -
tries. Becaus e competitio n i n th e mas s clothin g en d o f th e marke t revolve d 
primarily aroun d price , the searc h fo r profi t bega n t o lea d t o th e relocatio n 
of section s of the clothing industry , initiall y ou t o f expensiv e urba n location s 
within thes e countries , an d subsequentl y t o th e low-wag e economie s o f 
Taiwan, South Korea and Hong Kong. The states in these newly-industrializin g 
countries ha d opte d fo r open , a s oppose d t o protective , economi c policie s 
and boasted a  highly disciplined and non-unionized labou r force which could 
produce the same quality goods at a fraction o f the price. As might be expected, 
the proces s o f globa l restructurin g ha s gon e furthes t i n th e productio n o f 
standardised clothin g suc h a s men' s shirt s and , i n recen t years , casua l out -
wear, items which len t themselves to assembly-line production . 

However, anxietie s abou t th e level s o f impor t penetratio n o f develope d 
country market s threatene d b y thi s restructurin g proces s gav e ris e t o th e 
Multifibre Arrangemen t i n 1974 , whic h brough t togethe r variou s disparat e 
attempts to regulate the rapid growth in developing country export s of cloth -
ing and textile s i n the interest s o f 'orderl y trade' . A t a  time when protectiv e 
barriers were being dismantled i n other area s of trade , the MFA ensured tha t 
trade i n textile s an d garment s (alon g wit h agriculture ) remaine d th e mos t 
regulated i n th e world . Th e agreemen t se t th e acceptabl e rat e o f increas e i n 
exports fro m developin g t o develope d countrie s a t 6  pe r cen t a  yea r an d 
allowed importin g countrie s t o impos e 'quotas ' o r quantitativ e restriction s 
on th e volum e o f export s fro m an y particula r countr y whic h gre w a t a  rat e 
higher tha n bilaterall y agree d levels . 

However, the imposition o f quotas did not succee d in dissipating the flow 
of chea p imports . Instead , i t gave ris e t o th e enterprisin g practic e o f 'quot a 
hopping' a s producer s an d buyers , man y fro m th e Newl y Industrializin g 
Countries (NICS) , wen t i n searc h o f fresh , low-wag e site s whic h wer e stil l 
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'quota-free'. I t was at this stage that Banglades h came into the picture. It ha d 
a traditiona l custom-mad e garmen t industr y workin g ou t o f tailorin g shop s 
to service a very small domestic market, as well as a small ready-made garmen t 
industry caterin g primaril y t o urba n markets : th e mos t commo n clothin g 
worn b y Bangladeshis , lungi s fo r me n an d saree s fo r wome n d o no t nee d 
stitching. I n the lat e 1970 , a  numbe r o f entrepreneur s fro m quota-restricte d 
countries se t u p subcontractin g relationship s wit h som e o f Bangladesh' s 
ready-made garment factories with a  view to taking advantage of the absenc e 
of quotas . However , th e industr y di d no t reall y tak e of f unti l change s ha d 
been made i n the domestic policy environment . 

3 Th e Global Restructuring of the Garment Industry: 
The Bangladesh Story 

The emergence of an export-oriented RMG industry in Bangladesh can be traced 
to a confluence o f policy trends at global and national levels . At the global level, 
the imposition o f quotas on clothing exports from som e of the early industri -
alizing countrie s i n Eas t Asi a le d the m t o searc h fo r quota-fre e location s t o 
set u p garmen t assembl y plants . A  significant exampl e o f thi s i n th e cas e o f 
Bangladesh was Daewoo from Sout h Korea. Daewoo met the 'quota hopping ' 
requirement o f havin g a  product whic h wa s no t a  fully Korea n operatio n b y 
entering int o a n agreemen t wit h a  loca l firm , Des h Garments . Followin g a n 
agreement signe d i n 197 8 fo r productio n an d expor t o f appare l fo r a  five -
year period , Daewo o gav e virtuall y fre e trainin g i n production an d market -
ing t o 13 0 Des h supervisor s an d manager s a t it s state-of-the-ar t garmen t 
plant i n Korea , bu t the n lef t productio n itsel f t o Desh . Th e effectivenes s o f 
the technolog y transfe r involve d wa s demonstrate d when , afte r th e agree -
ment wit h Daewo o wa s abandone d becaus e o f interna l problem s i n Korea , 
production withi n Des h continue d t o grow . O f mor e interes t i s the fac t tha t 
within on e year , 11 5 o f th e 13 0 people traine d i n Korea ha d lef t Des h t o se t 
up their own garment expor t firms o r to be hired a t severa l times their salar y 
by the many ne w factories bein g set up in the country (Easterly , 2000) . 

At the national level , investment in the RMG industry was made even more 
attractive b y change s tha t occurre d aroun d thi s tim e i n th e domesti c polic y 
environment. Unti l thi s point , Banglades h ha d retaine d it s pre-independenc e 
commitment t o a n industria l polic y o f impor t substitutio n whic h entaile d a 
complex se t o f protectiv e measure s intende d t o curtai l import s an d buil d a n 
industrial bas e t o cate r t o th e domesti c market . B y th e en d o f th e decade , 
however, a  successio n o f crises , including a  majo r cyclone , war , famin e an d 
political turbulence , togethe r wit h declinin g receipt s fro m ra w jut e an d jut e 
manufactures, th e country' s mai n export , an d a n increasin g impor t bill , 
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Box 1 : Daewoo/Desh : A Story  o f Leaks , Unintended Consequence s 
and Increasin g Return s 

Daewoo managers had created new knowledge about garment manufacturing 
and marketing when they first began producing garments in Ί967. This was 
transmitted a t a price to Desh workers and applied in the Desh factory in 
Bangladesh, where it continued to be adapted to local conditions to 
increase returns to investment The benefits spread well beyond what 
Daewoo had intended. The Desh workers and managers took with them 
what they learnt about 'making shirts, selling shirts abroad, using special 
bonded warehouse systems and using back-to-back import letters of credit' 
and started their own factories. Using the knowledge 'leaked' from the Desh 
factory, they were able to benefit from vastly greater returns to investment 
and the numbers of plants rapidly multiplied. The majority of entrepreneurs 
were relatively young men with a fairly high level of education and able to 
communicate in English. The majority of firms were private limited 
companies with relatively low initial investment and mostly locally owned. 

dominated b y foo d imports , lef t th e countr y wit h a  precariou s balanc e o f 
payments situation . I t als o face d a  growin g defici t withi n th e domesti c 
budget du e to virtually stagnan t governmen t revenu e collection . 

From th e earl y 1980s , Banglades h undertoo k a  serie s o f economi c 
reforms t o ope n u p it s econom y unde r th e aegi s o f th e IM F an d th e Worl d 
Bank. A new import policy in 1982 announced a n export-led growth strateg y 
to b e spearheade d b y th e privat e secto r (Rashid , 2000:30) . A  numbe r o f 
direct export incentiv e schemes were put i n place1 while foreign direc t invest -
ment wa s encourage d throug h th e establishmen t o f expor t processin g zone s 
outside Dhaka an d Chittagong . Further incentive s for stimulatin g investmen t 
in RM G wer e institute d i n th e earl y 1990 s (Bhattachary a an d Rahman , 
2000:8-9).2 Thi s incentiv e structur e explain s wh y 9 5 pe r cen t o f firm s ar e 
locally owned private limited companies. Only about 5  per cent are joint ven-
tures and thes e are mainly i n the EPZs . 

The incentiv e structur e als o le d t o a  dramati c expansio n o f th e export -
oriented RM G secto r fro m aroun d 5 0 factorie s employin g a  fe w thousan d 
workers i n th e earl y 1980 s t o ove r 3,00 0 factorie s employin g aroun d 1. 8 
million worker s b y 2000. Eight y pe r cen t o f thi s workforce ar e estimated t o 
be wome n (Tabl e 1) . In additio n abou t 0. 2 millio n peopl e ar e employe d i n 
other industrie s linke d t o garmen t manufacturin g (Khundker , 2002) . RM G 
employment growt h has averaged abou t 8  per cent per year and account s fo r 
about 4 0 per cen t of tota l manufacturin g employment . 
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Table 1: Employmen t in the Ready-made Garment Industry in the 1990 s 

Year 

1991-1992 
1992-1993 
1993-1994 
1994-1995 
1995-1996 
1996-1997 
1997-1998 
1998-1999 
1999-2000 
2000-2001 
2001-2002 

Male 

8730 
120600 
124050 
120000 
129000 
139756 
150000 
160000 
160000 
360000 
360000 

Female 

494700 
683400 
702950 
1080000 
1165042 
1257808 
1350000 
1350000 
1440000 
1440000 
1440000 

Female as % 
of Total 

85 
85 
85 
90 
90 
90 
90 
90 
90 
80 
80 

Total 

582000 
804000 
827000 
1200000 
1294042 
1397564 
1500000 
1500000 
1600000 
1800000 
1800000 

Source: BGMEA, cited in Khundker, 2002: 67 

Quite apar t fro m th e employment i t has generated, the implications o f whic h 
we return to below, the RMG secto r has made a significant contributio n to th e 
country's growth and foreign exchang e earnings. The share of manufacturin g 
in GDP growth increase d fro m 9. 8 pe r cen t a t th e beginnin g o f th e 1990 s t o 
11.4 per cen t i n 2000. That thi s growth wa s largel y driven b y the RMG sec -
tor - whic h grew at a compound rat e of 1 5 per cent per year during the 1990 s 
(Bhattacharya an d Rahman , 2000:2-3 ) -  i s eviden t fro m th e fac t tha t valu e 
added fo r tota l large-scal e manufacturing gre w a t 7  per cent annually durin g 
the 1990s , but a t 4 per cen t when RM G wa s excluded (Mahmud , 2003:5) . 

Relatively stron g GD P growth wa s underpinne d b y eve n stronge r expor t 
growth, whic h double d i n value fro m 5.6  pe r cen t o f GD P i n the lat e 1980 s 
to 1 2 per cen t i n 2000. Her e to o th e RM G secto r ha s played a  leading role . 
Its share of th e country's foreig n exchang e earning s ha s grown steadil y fro m 
4 per cen t i n the earl y 1980 s t o 41 pe r cen t a t th e beginnin g o f th e 1990 s t o 
77 pe r cen t i n 2001-200 2 (Tabl e 2) . Withi n RM G th e shar e o f knitwea r 
increased even more dramatically from a  negligible proportion i n 1989-90 t o 
25 pe r cen t o f tota l export s i n 2002-2003, accounting fo r one-thir d o f tota l 
RMG exports . Between 197 8 and 199 9 the RMG secto r earned US$26 billio n 
for th e country , o f whic h th e value-adde d componen t wa s US$7.6 billio n o r 
29 pe r cent . I n addition , a  hos t o f ancillar y industrie s producin g accessorie s 
have als o emerge d an d grow n alongsid e th e garmen t industry . On e estimat e 
suggests that 8 0 per cent of garment accessories were locally produced, valued 
at $0. 5 billion a  year (Bhattachary a an d Rahman , 2000) . 

Despite thi s spectacula r performance , however , ther e i s considerabl e 
pessimism abou t th e future o f th e industry , particularly give n plans to phas e 
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Table 2: Tota l and Ready-made Garment Exports, 1984-200 2 

Year Tota l Exports Expor t of RMG Expor t of RMG Kni t as % of RM G as % of 
(US$ million) (US $ million) (volume ) RM G Exports Tota l Exports 

1983-1984 
1984-1985 
1985-1986 
1986-1987 
1987-1988 
1988-1989 
1989-1990 
1990-1991 
1991-1992 
1992-1993 
1993-1994 
1994-1995 
1995-1996 
1996-1997 
1997-1998 
1998-1999 
1999-2000 
2000-2001 
2001-2002 

811.00 
934.43 
819.21 

1076.61 
1231.2 
1291.56 
1923.70 
1717.55 
1993.9 
2382.89 
2533.9 
3472.56 
3882.42 
4441.28 
5161.2 
5312.86 
5752.19 
6467.50 
5986.09 

31.57 
116.2 
131.48 
298.67 
433.92 
471.09 
624.16 
866.82 
1182.57 
1445.02 
1555.79 
2228.35 
2547.13 
3001.25 
3781.94 
4019.98 
4352.39 
4859.82 
4583.75 

72.00 
80.99 
98.19 

101.45 
111.02 
124.02 
140.44 

-
-

25.40 
28.13 
30.02 
30.77 
32.42 

3.89 
12.44 
16.05 
27.74 
35.24 
36.47 
32.45 
50.47 
59.31 
60.64 
61.4 
64.17 
65.61 
67.93 
73.28 
75.67 
75.66 
75.14 
76.57 

Sources: Kaniz Sidique, Deceleration in the Export Sector of Bangladesh and Women 
Workers: Assessing Impact and Identifying Coping Strategies, CPD Occasional Paper Series 
No. 26, p. 19; Export Promotion Bureau, Dhaka (September, 1999) and Bangladesh 
Garment Manufacturers and Exporters Association, cited in Khundker, 2002: 63. 

out th e MF A entirel y b y the en d o f 2004 . Th e Banglades h garmen t industr y 
is a  creature o f th e MF A quot a syste m an d th e quot a syste m ha s shape d it s 
history, simultaneously protecting i t and distorting its growth. It has protected 
it fro m potentia l competitor s wh o fac e quota s i n th e item s tha t Banglades h 
exports, but i t has also suppressed it s incentive to diversify ou t of these items. 
One resul t o f this is that it s expansion ha s been largely horizonta l (a n expan -
sion i n volum e o f production ) rathe r tha n vertica l (a n increas e i n valu e o f 
production). Th e implication s o f thi s concentratio n i n low-valu e clothin g 
manufacturing ar e graphically illustrate d i n a  repor t b y the Asia Foundatio n 
which compare s Bangladesh' s performanc e i n th e U S clothin g marke t wit h 
that o f 1 7 other majo r exportin g countrie s (Asi a Foundation , 2001) . 

The report points out tha t betwee n 199 7 and 1999 , Bangladesh was sixt h 
of th e 1 8 larges t importer s int o the US in terms o f it s share o f th e volume  o f 
imports. Although the volume of imports from Banglades h grew during these 
years, it s share o f th e U S market decline d fro m 5.9  pe r cen t t o 5.5  pe r cent . 
Turning t o th e value  o f import s int o th e US , her e to o th e overal l valu e o f 
imports fro m Banglades h grew , bu t it s shar e i n th e overal l valu e o f import s 
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into th e US declined fro m 3. 4 pe r cen t t o 3. 3 pe r cen t durin g thi s period. It s 
lower shar e o f th e valu e o f import s compare d t o th e volum e o f import s i s 
indicative o f th e fac t tha t th e valu e receive d pe r uni t ite m o f clothin g fro m 
Bangladesh wa s lowe r tha n worldwid e averages . Finally , comparison s o f 
value pe r squar e metr e equivalen t o f fabri c (tota l valu e o f import s int o U S 
from differen t countrie s divide d b y tota l squar e metr e equivalen t o f fabri c 
from tha t country) sho w that the value of apparel exports by Bangladesh int o 
the U S was lowe r tha n tha t o f al l 1 7 othe r majo r importer s include d i n th e 
study. In othe r words , Banglades h i s the sixt h o f th e 1 8 larges t exporter s o f 
garments t o th e U S measure d b y volume , bu t eighteent h i n term s o f valu e 
received per item of clothing . 

The secon d majo r weaknes s o f th e Banglades h RM G secto r i s th e ver y 
low value additio n tha t i t represents . Value addition measure s th e contribu -
tion mad e t o th e tota l valu e o f a  produc t b y eac h stag e i n it s production . 
From th e poin t o f vie w o f th e individua l RM G factory , th e valu e adde d i n 
making u p a  garmen t i s the valu e o f th e garmen t receive d b y the factor y ne t 
of th e valu e o f th e input s utilize d i n makin g i t up . A s Quddu s an d Rashi d 
(2000) poin t out , th e concep t o f valu e additio n take s o n a n additiona l sig -
nificance i n th e cas e o f exports , particularl y i n a n industr y whic h ha s t o 
import man y o f it s inputs , sinc e thi s ha s a  bearin g o n th e country' s foreig n 
exchange earnings . I t ha s bee n estimate d tha t a t th e nationa l level , the valu e 
added b y th e industr y i n term s o f foreig n exchang e earning s ha s remaine d 
static at around 25-3 0 pe r cent for th e last 20 years. 3 Weakness o f backwar d 
linkages i s on e obviou s reason . Th e countr y doe s no t gro w export-qualit y 
cotton o r possess the natural resource s for syntheti c fibres use d in clothing . 

Raw material s hav e t o b e importe d bot h fo r garment s an d th e country' s 
small textile industry, and accounted fo r aroun d three-quarter s o f the impor t 
of tota l industria l ra w material s i n th e 1990 s (Bhattachary a an d Rahman , 
2000:7). In fact, textil e fabrics, a  major inpu t into the manufacture o f wove n 
garments, dominat e thes e imports . Whil e i t i s developin g a  loca l textil e 
industry whic h coul d increas e th e valu e additio n generate d b y garmen t 
production withi n th e country , Banglades h ha s n o natura l comparativ e 
advantage i n thi s an d th e price s o f it s textile s ar e alway s likel y t o b e highe r 
than world average s because the raw material s have to be imported . 

There ar e som e exception s t o bot h thes e generalizations : som e factorie s 
are movin g int o higher-valu e wove n garment s an d i n th e 1990 s ther e wa s a 
rapid growth i n the production o f knitwear garment s where local value addi -
tion i s much highe r becaus e onl y on e backwar d linkag e i s needed (cotto n t o 
yarn), o n averag e 50-6 0 pe r cen t compare d t o 25-3 0 pe r cen t fo r wove n 
RMG.4 Man y o f th e factorie s producin g higher-valu e item s ar e base d i n th e 
EPZs where direc t contact wit h retailer s and fashio n house s have brought i n 
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new knowledg e i n marketin g an d fashio n desig n an d henc e highe r valu e 
addition i n production . Ther e i s als o som e indirec t evidenc e o f increase d 
process o r manufacturin g efficienc y i n knitwea r factorie s producin g trouser s 
and jerseys , leading t o cheape r product s an d increase d marke t share . This i s 
an indicatio n o f proces s upgradin g an d som e movement u p the manufactur -
ing value chain, bu t doe s no t indicat e product upgrading . 

An important point is that higher value items are generally more technology 
intensive and need better trained workers and supervisors ; many joint ventur e 
firms i n the EPZ and knitwea r firm s hav e foreign manager s an d supervisors . 
In addition, a  much highe r proportion o f workers i n these factories ar e male. 
Only 3 5 per cen t o f workers i n the knitwea r industry , which i s more techno -
logy intensiv e tha n wove n garments , ar e wome n (Chaudhuri-Zohir , 2000) . 
This reflect s th e situatio n i n othe r part s o f th e world wher e wome n los e ou t 
as manufacturin g processe s becom e mor e capita l and/o r skil l intensiv e 
(Barrientos, Kabeer an d Hossain, 2003) an d i s a point we will return t o later . 

4 Th e Ready-mad e Garment Commodity Chai n 

Product focus 
The bul k o f th e RM G industr y i n Banglades h thu s specialize s i n low-valu e 
basic an d casua l wea r product s (wove n trousers , shirt s an d blouse s an d 
knitwear T-shirt s an d jerseys ) where i t has to compete largel y on the basi s of 
its abilit y t o produc e reasonabl e qualit y good s a t ever-decreasin g prices. 5 

Moreover, th e industr y i s largely locate d a t th e lowe r en d o f th e valu e chai n 
for thes e products, essentially performing cut-make-tri m functions . 

The reasons fo r thi s are not difficul t t o understand . The y reflec t mutuall y 
interacting factor s o n bot h th e deman d an d suppl y side . On th e supply side , 
the conditions prevailing in Bangladesh mean that the direct costs of producing 
garments ar e only a  smal l fractio n o f th e tota l cost s o f doin g busines s i n th e 
country. The Asia Foundation repor t offers a  useful step-by-ste p breakdown of 
value addition in a typical shir t exported b y Bangladesh to the US. The direc t 
labour cost s of makin g suc h a  shir t ar e around US$0.16 . The cost o f button s 
and othe r accessorie s i s US$0.24 s o tha t th e tota l cos t o f th e shir t whe n i t 
leaves the factory i s US$0.40. The price received a t FOB (the point a t which i t 
leaves Chittagong port ) i s US$5.03. Duty an d freigh t ad d 2 0 pe r cent , givin g 
a LD P (landin g dut y paid ) valu e i n th e U S o f US$6.0 4 fo r a  shir t whic h i s 
likely to retail at US$13 to US$14 in a US store. If the cost of fabric i s factored 
into thes e calculations , an d assume d t o b e aroun d 6 0 pe r cen t o f th e FO B 
value of US$5.03, then US$3 of the FOB value never reaches the garment fac -
tory, US$0.40 i s the cos t o f direc t labou r an d tri m an d ther e i s an additiona l 
US$1.60 unaccounted fo r (Tabl e 3) . 
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Table 3: Breakdown of Cost of Cotton Shirt Exported to the US 

Stage Cos t in US$ 

Labour 
Trim 
Cost at factory 
Fabric 
Other indirect costs 
Price at FOB 
Duty and freight 
Price at LDP 
Retailing mark-up 
Price at US retail 

0.16 
0.24 
0.40 
3.02 
1.61 
5.03 
1.01 
6.04 
6.96 

13.00 

% of Retail 
Price 

1.2 
1.8 
3.0 

23.2 
12.4 
38.7 

7.8 
46.5 
53.5 

100.0 

% of FOB 
Price 

3.2 
4.8 
8.0 

60.0 
32.0 

100.0 

% of LDP 
Price 

83.3 
16.7 

100.0 

% of Retail 
Price 

46.5 
53.5 

100.0 

Source: Compiled from Asia Foundation, 2001 
Only 3 per cent of total value addition to the US retail price of a cotton shirt takes place 
at the factory and a miniscule 1.2 per cent is from labour. The major value addition before 
shipment is from fabric (23.3 per cent of the retail price and 60 per cent of the FOB 
price), but this never reaches the factory because it is imported under the special bonded 
warehouse provision. Direct production cost (labour plus trim) comprises only 8 per cent 
of the FOB price compared to 32 per cent from indirect costs. Over half of value addition 
takes place in the US after landing and payment of duties. 

The report suggest s that som e of this unaccounted fo r elemen t represents th e 
indirect cost s of doing busines s in Bangladesh. The vas t majority o f factorie s 
are 'zero-service operations' : apart fro m cut-make-tri m operations , they hav e 
little else to offer th e buyer in terms of design , marketing and sale s services or 
quality assurance . These hav e t o b e assumed b y the buye r an d therefor e cu t 
into the profi t margin s o f the manufacturer . I n addition , ther e ar e the macr o 
costs6 o f doin g busines s i n Banglades h whic h ar e outsid e th e contro l o f th e 
garment firms . Thes e includ e th e cost s associate d wit h shippin g i n ra w 
materials an d shippin g ou t th e finishe d garment : poo r infrastructure , mad e 
worse b y frequen t flooding , congestio n i n th e mai n port , frequen t hartals 
(strikes), poo r telecommunications , wea k financia l systems , uneve n profi -
ciency in the English language , unreliable an d uncompetitivel y price d energ y 
and s o on. There i s also the red tape and accompanyin g corruptio n (custom s 
clearance and deliver y to factories o f imported material s can take three days ) 
and 'miscellaneou s expenditures' . 

Given Bangladesh' s distanc e fro m it s mai n inpu t an d outpu t markets , 
these various indirec t cost s take on eve n greater significanc e becaus e o f thei r 
implications fo r th e lead time s tha t producer s nee d t o tur n aroun d a n order . 
According t o on e estimate , Banglades h factorie s whic h rel y o n locall y avail -
able fabric nee d 75-90 day s between confirmation o f a  purchase order t o th e 
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day o f shipment , whil e thos e usin g importe d fabric s nee d 12 0 days . I n th e 
rest o f Asia , estimate s var y betwee n 4 5 t o 6 0 days . This clearly restrict s th e 
kind o f buye r tha t wil l dea l wit h Bangladesh i entrepreneurs , particularl y i n 
an industry which i s essentially buye r driven . 

Unlike producer-driven industries in which supply factors largely determine 
the nature of demand, it is decisions made by the big buyers in the clothing 
commodity chain that shape the structure of global production (Quddus and 
Rashid, 2000). Buyers are an extremely heterogeneous group and include 
retailers and agents of retailers as well as other intermediaries representing 
the haute couture end of the market, expensive department stores, high 
street retail chains, fashion brands, mail order firms and so on. However, 
given the costs of doing business in Bangladesh, it is mainly the mass 
market retailers and low-end fashion buyers, mainly from the US, who can 
afford to work here. The buyers present in Bangladesh today represent a 
'who's-who of the world's major volume retailers' -Wal-Mart, Cap, K-mart, 
Sears, J.C. Penney, Levi Strauss from the US, C&A, H&M, Marks and Spencer 
and a host of smaller brands from the EU (Asia Foundation , 2001:16). The 
Asia Foundatio n report comments: Their gigantic volumes mean the 
companies have the financial strength to continue to provide whatever 
facilities the factories are unable or unwilling to offer'. But there is a catch: 
'those same volumes also give these buyers the leverage to dictate ever-
lower prices'. 

Factory owners in Bangladesh consequently fin d themselve s trapped betwee n 
the buyer-drive n demand s o f a  globa l industr y characterize d b y seaso n an d 
fashion-related fluctuation s an d a  domesti c environmen t characterize d b y 
extreme unpredictability. They work in a climate of extreme uncertainty whic h 
is becomin g mor e uncertai n a s competitio n get s mor e intense : interview s 
with a  numbe r o f factor y owner s b y th e author s sugges t th e numbe r o f 
seasonal peaks in demand ha s increased from thre e to six and lead times have 
been cut bac k a s the major retailer s see k to downloa d th e risks of their busi -
ness onto th e factory owners . 

The factor y owner s appea r t o bea r a  grea t dea l o f th e risk . They hav e t o 
pay fo r thei r fabri c befor e the y hav e receive d paymen t fo r th e order . I f th e 
buyer i s dissatisfie d wit h th e shipmen t o r th e shipmen t i s too late , th e firm 
may hav e t o cu t bac k o n it s price i n orde r t o ensur e tha t i t i s sold an d tha t 
they can meet their debt s and pay their labour . On the other hand , there is no 
guarantee tha t th e order s wil l com e i n o n a  regula r basis . Fo r th e quota -
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regulated US market, quot a buyin g and sellin g leads to high quota premium s 
(or the price of quota) which can increase vulnerability of both factory owner s 
and workers . Thi s i s becaus e factorie s tha t hav e take n order s wit h insuffi -
cient quot a (i n the hop e o f buyin g quota ) ma y b e forced t o shi p a t a  los s o r 
abandon order s mid-way, a common occurrence (Asi a Foundation, 2001:12) . 
Moreover, t o add t o the uncertaintie s the y face , employers who dea l directl y 
with buyer s fin d tha t the y ar e bein g cite d ever-decreasin g price s fo r thei r 
goods at a time when they are also under pressure to comply with the variou s 
codes of conduct tha t buyer s are imposing in response to consumer pressure . 
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Table 4: Tren d of RMG Exports 

Year 

1991-1992 
1992-1993 
1993-1994 
1994-1995 
1995-1996 
1996-1997 
1997-1998 
1998-1999 

Exports to the US 
(% of total exports) 

49.14 
48.72 
38.08 
45.15 
39.33 
41.49 

-
43.24 

to the US and EU in the 

Exports to the EU 
(% of total exports) 

46.42 
45.69 
55.43 
49.36 
55.17 
54.11 

-
52.38 

1990s 

Combined share of 
US and EU exports (%) 

95.56 
94.41 
93.51 
94.51 
94.50 
95.50 

-
95.65 

Source: Export Promotion Bureau, Dhaka, and Bangladesh Garment Manufacturers and 
Exporters Association, cited in Khundker, 2002:74 

Structure of the RMG industry and employment pattern s 
These factor s hel p t o explai n th e structur e o f th e garmen t industr y i n 
Bangladesh an d th e informa l characte r o f muc h o f it s employment . Th e 
industry can be differentiated int o a number of segments. The first tier factorie s 
at th e forma l en d o f th e industr y ar e epitomize d b y thos e i n th e EPZ : the y 
have direct links with international buyers , modern equipment , bette r qualit y 
assurance, a  larg e relativel y skille d an d educate d workforc e an d generall y 
better workin g condition s tha n th e res t o f th e industr y -  althoug h trad e 
unions hav e bee n banne d till  recentl y withi n th e EPZs . Secon d tie r factorie s 
outside th e EPZ s als o hav e a  direct , ofte n long-term , relationshi p wit h thei r 
buyers and hence some reliability in their orders . They vary in size from larg e 
to mediu m an d als o observ e certai n minimu m labou r standards , largel y 
because o f thei r dealing s wit h buyers . Ther e is , however , a  thir d tie r whic h 
merges imperceptibl y wit h th e informa l economy . Th e siz e of thi s tie r i s no t 
known bu t i t i s made u p o f smal l low-grad e factorie s whic h hav e n o direc t 
relationship t o buyer s o r th e capacity t o ope n a  Lette r o f Credit . The y wor k 
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Women machinists  work long hours.  PICTURE : ABDULLAH ZUBERI, THE NEW AGE 

in smal l rente d premise s wit h 10 0 t o 20 0 machine s an d largel y rel y o n sub -
contracted orders from the larger factories which have taken on too many orders 
or need to mee t a  deadline . 

Apart fro m th e 'bideshi ' (EPZ ) factorie s an d a  few 'bangla ' factorie s out -
side which deal directly with buyers , the majority o f employers appear to oper -
ate with a n 'informa l sector ' mindset , adjustin g thei r productio n t o deman d 
through a  variety o f means . Thus productio n line s are subcontracted o r out -
sourced durin g peak seaso n and shu t dow n a t other times . One survey foun d 
that three-quarter s o f th e firm s include d wer e subcontractin g ou t t o othe r 
smaller firms , whil e more tha n hal f wer e subcontractin g in. 7 Firms may als o 
take o n cheape r order s durin g th e lea n seaso n t o ear n enoug h t o pa y thei r 
workers. 

Work arrangements 
The informal mindse t o f garment employer s is also evident in the pursuit o f a 
strategy o f 'primitiv e accumulation ' wit h regar d t o thei r workers , a  strateg y 
which require s the m t o maximiz e return s fro m th e ke y facto r o f productio n 
under thei r contro l a t th e minimu m possibl e cost . The y hir e worker s wit h 
little o r n o education , provid e the m wit h minimu m on-the-job-training , d o 
not issue them with a contract as required by the law, keep them on temporar y 
status regardles s o f ho w lon g the y hav e bee n i n th e factory , provid e fe w o f 
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the benefit s t o which the y ar e legall y entitle d an d dismis s the m withou t an y 
notice. Hour s worke d i n th e garmen t industr y ar e longe r tha n elsewher e i n 
the manufacturin g sector , includin g th e expor t manufacturin g sector , an d 
workers sometime s wor k al l nigh t t o mee t deadlines . An d whil e thei r 
monthly tak e home pay i s by no means the lowest i n the formal manufactur -
ing sector , give n thei r overtim e earnings , th e hourl y return s t o thei r labou r 
may b e the lowest , given the long hours tha t hav e to be put i n to earn it . 

Box 3: Wage s i n the Banglades h Ready-mad e Garmen t Secto r 

International comparisons suggest that wages paid in the RMG sector in 
Bangladesh are among the lowest in the world - US$0.1 5 an hour compared 
to US$0.30 in Nepal, US$0.35 i n India, US$0.35 i n China, US$0.45 i n Sri 
Lanka and US$16 in the US (Khondkar, 2002). Employers have argued that 
wages are low because productivity is low. Productivity is indeed low in 
Bangladesh by international standards. It has been estimated that 25 
person-minutes are required per basic product in the Bangladesh RMC 
sector, compared to 24 i n Sri Lanka, 20.7 i n the Republic of Korea, 19.7 in 
Hong Kong and 14 in the US. However, employers do little to change this 
scenario. 

The alternative rout e t o thi s strategy o f 'primitiv e accumulation' , i.e . payin g 
labour a n efficiency wage , observing 'normal ' hour s of work an d investin g in 
labour productivity , appear s t o hav e bee n rule d ou t b y mos t employer s o n 
the ground s tha t irregularit y i n th e order s the y receiv e an d th e overal l un -
certainty of the industry preclude such investment. There is, of course, a furthe r 
factor whic h ma y explai n thei r reluctanc e -  th e availability o f a n apparentl y 
unlimited suppl y o f female migran t labou r willin g and abl e to work th e lon g 
hours demande d fo r littl e pay unti l i t ha s t o b e replenished b y fresh recruit s 
from th e countryside. As long as there is this reserve pool of labour willing t o 
put u p wit h th e exploitativ e condition s associate d wit h a  strateg y o f primi -
tive accumulation , employer s hav e fe w incentive s t o chang e thei r strategy . 
However, whil e i t i s clear tha t women' s comparativ e advantag e fo r employ -
ers in a highly price-competitive, labour-intensive industr y lie s in the fact tha t 
they can be more easily exploited than men, what explains why women allo w 
themselves to exploited i n this way? In the next section , we examine som e of 
the disadvantage s withi n th e labou r marke t an d th e wide r econom y tha t 
account fo r thi s comparativ e advantage , a s wel l a s th e exten t t o whic h th e 
emergence o f employmen t opportunitie s i n th e garmen t secto r ma y hav e 
served to mitigate or exacerbat e thes e disadvantages . 
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5 Wome n Workers in a Labour-surplu s Econom y 

The impact of the export garment industry 
Bangladesh continue s t o hav e a  labour-surplu s econom y wher e th e proble m 
is les s one o f ope n unemploymen t tha n o f disguise d unemployment , under -
employment an d lo w returns to labour . Returns t o female labou r continue t o 
be even lower tha n those to male labour becaus e women hav e lower level s of 
education an d ar e 'crowded ' int o a  fa r mor e limite d rang e o f productiv e 
opportunities. Estimate s b y Rahman (2000 ) sugges t mal e underemploymen t 
rates of 1 2 per cent in 1995-96 compared t o 71 per cent for female , and mal e 
unemployment-equivalent rate s o f 8  pe r cen t compare d t o 3 1 pe r cen t fo r 
female. In other words there was, and continues to be , a large reserve pool of 
female labour , much o f i t located i n the countryside . 

While cultural norms , discrimination b y employers and trad e union prac -
tices al l help to explai n women' s exclusio n fro m th e wider labou r market , i t 
was als o reinforce d i n th e pas t b y a  polic y environmen t whic h protecte d 
employers fro m th e consequence s o f suc h discrimination . Sheltere d fro m 
global marke t force s b y policie s whic h promote d an d protecte d domesti c 
industry, competitio n withi n nationa l labou r market s wa s als o suppressed , 
giving male workers privileged acces s to better paid formal employment . Th e 
participation o f wome n i n pai d wor k wa s extremel y lo w an d confine d t o 
marginal informa l activitie s which di d no t appea r i n the nationa l statistics . 

Studies mad e i n the lat e 1970 s -  som e aroun d th e tim e th e firs t garmen t 
factories wer e being set up - sa w little prospect o f change in the barriers tha t 
women face d i n accessin g pai d work . Reviewin g th e natur e o f patriarcha l 
constraints i n Bangladesh , on e influentia l stud y pointe d out : 'Th e systemi c 
nature o f patriarch y suggest s tha t solution s t o th e proble m o f women' s 
vulnerability an d lac k o f income-earnin g opportunitie s wil l no t b e easil y 
reached' (Cai n et  al. , 1979:434) . However , the advent o f the export garmen t 
industry prove d tha t patriarcha l structure s i n Bangladesh wer e more flexibl e 
to th e 'push ' o f povert y an d th e 'pull ' o f opportunit y tha n th e author s ha d 
feared. Th e industry' s 'reveale d preference ' fo r femal e labou r effecte d a  ver y 
visible transformation i n the gender composition of the country's labour force , 
both i n terms o f femal e rate s o f participatio n i n paid wor k an d it s diversifi -
cation int o the industria l sector . 

Whereas i n 1951 , nearl y 9 0 pe r cen t o f employe d me n an d wome n i n 
Bangladesh worke d i n agriculture, b y 1985-86 , only 1 1 per cen t o f workin g 
women remaine d i n agricultur e compare d t o 6 3 pe r cen t o f workin g me n 
(Ahmad, 1991:252) . Th e urba n manufacturin g secto r wa s a  majo r facto r 
behind thi s changin g patter n o f femal e labou r forc e participation . Betwee n 
1974 and 1985-86 , the percentage of working women in manufacturing ros e 

147 



CHAINS O F FORTUNE: LINKING WOME N PRODUCER S AND WORKER S WITH GLOBA L MARKET S 

from 4  t o 55  pe r cent , whil e urba n femal e labou r forc e participatio n ros e 
from aroun d 1 2 per cent in 1983-84 t o 20.5 per cent in 1995-96 . While men 
continue t o dominat e th e labou r marke t -  ther e wer e thre e me n fo r ever y 
woman i n 200 0 -  ne w labou r marke t entrant s ar e overwhelmingl y female : 
for ever y ne w mal e worke r joinin g th e labou r force , ther e ar e thre e wome n 
workers. Roughly one-quarte r o f female worker s enterin g the labour marke t 
during th e 1990 s wer e employe d i n industr y wher e the y ar e t o b e primaril y 
found i n garment manufacturing , whil e the female shar e of new employmen t 
in industry wa s 3 9 per cen t i n the mid-1990s , rising to 6 0 pe r cen t i n 2000. 8 

The resul t i s a  mor e pronounce d 'feminization ' o f th e labou r forc e i n urba n 
areas where betwee n th e mid-1980s an d mid-1990 s th e urba n femal e labou r 
force gre w b y one-thir d ever y yea r compare d t o a  annua l growt h o f onl y 9 
per cent fo r th e male labour force. 9 

The evidenc e strongl y suggest s tha t th e garmen t industr y i s tapping int o 
this reserv e poo l o f femal e labou r i n th e countryside. 10 Th e overwhelmin g 
majority o f wome n i n th e garmen t industr y ar e rura l migrant s an d fo r th e 
majority i t is their firs t job . While studies carried ou t in the early phase of th e 
industry's expansio n suggeste d tha t som e o f th e women joinin g the industr y 
had bee n previously engage d i n the kin d o f occupation s traditionall y associ -
ated wit h women , recen t dat a sugges t tha t th e curren t generatio n o f factor y 
workers ar e ne w entrant s int o th e labou r force . Moreover , wherea s earlie r 
female migratio n ha d bee n primarily 'i n associatio n with ' mal e family mem -
bers seekin g work, increasingl y wome n ar e migratin g int o th e cities on thei r 
own i n searc h o f work , an d ver y ofte n explicitl y i n searc h o f garmen t wor k 
(Kabeer an d Mahmud , 2004) . 

It i s also clea r tha t th e garmen t industr y i s drawing fro m poore r (bu t b y 
no mean s th e poorest ) section s o f th e rura l population . Studie s sugges t tha t 
most migrant s cam e fro m th e highe r densit y district s o f Banglades h whic h 
also supplie d muc h o f th e mal e migratio n int o Dhak a cit y (Newby , 1998) . 
Studies als o sugges t tha t femal e migrant s ar e muc h mor e likel y tha n mal e 
migrants t o b e draw n fro m landles s household s (Feldman , 1993 ; Afsar , 
2001). This is in keeping with the broader patter n i n South Asia of a  positive 
correlation betwee n femal e participatio n i n pai d wor k an d househol d 
poverty (Kabeer , 2003) . Ou r ow n 200 1 surve y o f workin g wome n i n urba n 
slum neighbourhoods (Kabee r and Mahmud , 2004 ) confirms thi s pattern fo r 
the majorit y o f th e garmen t worker s wh o wor k i n 'bangla ' factories . The y 
came from household s with littl e or n o land , prone t o food-shortages durin g 
the year, many o f which ha d n o educated adul t members . EPZ workers, wh o 
account fo r les s tha n 5  pe r cen t o f employmen t i n th e expor t RM G sector , 
were considerably bette r off : the y were more educate d an d wer e more likel y 
to com e from land-ownin g an d food-secur e households , while wage worker s 
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outside th e expor t secto r wer e generall y poore r (Kabee r an d Mahmud , 
2004). 

Women's employment in the export garment industry compared with 
other forms of work 
Further insights into why women took up garment employment can be obtained 
by comparing thei r wage s an d workin g condition s wit h alternativ e form s o f 
employment availabl e t o them . On e stud y use d wage s an d condition s i n 
other manufacturin g industrie s a s the basi s fo r compariso n (Paul-Majumde r 
and Begum , 2000). However, while i t noted tha t gender inequalitie s in wages 
appeared t o be greater i n the garment secto r than i n other industries , i t faile d 
to note the far greate r gender inequalit y i n access to employment i n the othe r 
industries, wher e me n mad e u p 85-9 3 pe r cen t o f th e workforce . I n othe r 
words, thes e ar e precisel y th e industrie s wher e exclusio n o f wome n i n th e 
past le d t o lo w rate s o f employmen t an d thei r over-crowdin g i n a  limite d 
number o f occupations . A study b y Bhattacharya an d Rahma n (1999 ) foun d 
not onl y tha t wome n constitut e a  highe r percentag e o f worker s i n expor t 
industries generally , bu t tha t gende r differential s i n wage s wer e generall y 
lower i n the export-oriented industria l secto r tha n i n other industrie s 

A comparison betwee n wage s an d workin g condition s i n garment expor t 
industries an d rura l wag e labou r market s ha s greater validit y becaus e thi s i s 
where mos t o f th e worker s i n th e garmen t industry , wh o ar e recen t rura l 
migrants, migh t otherwis e hav e sough t work . Fro m a  macro-perspective , i t 
appears tha t rea l wage s i n manufacturin g activitie s steadil y increase d i n th e 
1990s, whil e rea l wage s i n agricultur e decline d an d rea l wage s i n servic e 
activities stagnated (Mahmud , 2002) . If female wage s were subject t o simila r 
trends t o mal e wages , betwee n th e lat e 1980 s an d 200 0 averag e femal e rea l 
wages increase d onl y i n forma l manufacturin g activities , whic h represente d 
20 pe r cen t o f femal e employmen t i n 1999-2000 . Sinc e th e male-femal e 
wage rati o fo r manufacturin g wage s ha s declined , the increas e i n real wage s 
for femal e worker s i n formal manufacturin g ha s bee n relativel y greater , an d 
this i s particularl y eviden t i n th e cas e o f urba n forma l manufacturin g 
employment.11 

A microanalysi s i s provided b y bot h Afsa r (2001 ) an d Rahma n (2002) . 
Afsar note d tha t 8 3 per cen t o f workin g wome n i n rura l area s ar e classifie d 
as unpai d famil y labou r compare d t o 1 5 per cen t o f men . O f th e remainin g 
17 per cent of women, 4 per cent are employees, 7 per cent are self-employe d 
and 7  per cent are in casual daily labour. Men, in other words, dominate pai d 
work i n rural areas while women predominate i n unpaid work . According t o 
the Banglades h Burea u o f Statistics , a  femal e da y laboure r earn s 2 5 taka s 
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(US$0.46) a  day in rural areas , which i s half o f male wages in the rural infor -
mal economy , an d 3 6 taka s (US$0.66)i n urba n areas , which i s hal f o f mal e 
wages in urban areas . 

Rahman cite s evidenc e whic h suggest s tha t th e wag e rate s o f unskille d 
male labou r i n th e countrysid e wer e muc h highe r tha n wage s earne d b y a n 
unskilled male worker i n a garment factory , particularly i f income from othe r 
sources typically earned by rural male labourers was added in . For men, there-
fore, ther e i s a  positiv e opportunit y cos t associate d wit h takin g u p garmen t 
work. For women, on the other hand, garment factories offer highe r wages than 
the wages that mos t would ear n in the countryside, where alternative source s 
of employmen t ar e i n any case limited. I t also offered mor e than the y woul d 
have earned in domestic service, the other main source of female employmen t 
in th e urba n economy . Accordin g t o Afsha r (2001) , a  domesti c servan t 
earned aroun d 69 0 taka s (US$12.7 ) a  mont h (199 6 figures ) whic h wa s hal f 
the average wage of a worker in the RMG industry of 1,38 9 taka s (US$25.7) . 

A surve y carrie d ou t i n 200 1 (Kabee r an d Mahmud , 2004 ) attempte d a 
more systematic comparison o f the wages and working conditions o f wome n 
working i n the expor t garmen t industr y an d wome n workin g i n other form s 
of urba n employment . I t foun d tha t th e better-of f an d mor e educate d EP Z 
category wer e als o mos t likel y t o wor k i n condition s whic h approximate d 
formal secto r employment : the y were more likel y to b e tested o n entry , to b e 
issued wit h a  contrac t letter , t o b e give n 'permanent ' statu s (althoug h eve n 
within th e EPZ, only 3 0 per cen t o f thos e i n our sampl e reported permanen t 
status), to know about labour laws and to report a  variety of benefits (includ -
ing childcare, paid leav e and medica l facilities ) tha n othe r garmen t workers . 
They are also likely to repor t highe r incomes and work fewe r hours . 

However, even other garmen t worker s wh o worked i n the 'bangla ' facto -
ries and accounte d fo r th e majority o f th e industry' s workforce , whil e enjoy -
ing lower wages and poore r workin g conditions , were nevertheles s bette r of f 
by bot h criteri a compare d t o othe r femal e wag e worker s i n the urba n econ -
omy. Moreover , whil e thes e othe r wag e worker s worke d fewe r hour s tha n 
garment workers , thi s wa s ver y ofte n a  resul t o f th e fa r mor e casualize d 
nature o f thei r job s an d thei r inabilit y t o fin d wor k o n a  regula r basi s 
(Kabeer an d Mahmud , 2004) . Disadvantag e thu s take s differen t form s fo r 
different group s o f poor workin g women i n the urban economy . 

While the majority o f workers i n the survey used thei r wages to meet var -
ious basic needs (food , rent , clothing, medicine), garment workers were mor e 
likely t o sav e an d t o remi t som e o f thei r incom e t o familie s i n th e country -
side. (Afsha r foun d tha t th e femal e garmen t worker s i n he r stud y remitte d 
more money hom e tha n mal e garment worker s -  aroun d one-thir d an d two -
fifths o f thei r monthl y income , respectively. ) 
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Income security 
The single most importan t aspec t o f garment employmen t tha t women work -
ers valued was tha t the y earned a  secure income. While their wages were no t 
always pai d o n time , i n contras t t o man y othe r form s o f employmen t avail -
able t o them , the y wer e pai d an d s o ha d a  minimu m degre e o f security . A 
survey o f garmen t factor y worker s retrenche d i n th e post-9/1 1 declin e i n 
orders foun d tha t th e overwhelmin g majorit y wh o wer e stil l lookin g fo r 
employment (aroun d 9 2 pe r cen t o f thos e interviewed ) expresse d a  prefer -
ence fo r garmen t employment , whil e aroun d hal f o f thos e wh o ha d alread y 
found employmen t would have preferred garmen t employment . As the repor t 
notes, highe r an d mor e stabl e income s wer e th e mai n reason s fo r thei r pref -
erence (Sidique , 2003) . 

However, i f employers operat e wit h 'informa l economy ' mindset s i n rela -
tion t o thei r workers , th e wome n worker s respon d i n kind . Whil e the y ma y 
be more prepared tha n men to accep t the conditions which prevai l i n the fac -
tories -  lon g hour s sittin g i n on e place doin g the sam e repetitive task s unde r 
the watchful ey e of supervisors - mos t do not stay in any one factory fo r ver y 
long, changing job s frequentl y i n searc h o f highe r wages . Alternatively , the y 
drop out for a  period - becaus e of illness in the family o r to return temporaril y 
to thei r villag e - an d the n tak e u p factory employmen t agai n a t a  later stage . 
They d o no t necessaril y expec t t o work i n garment factorie s fo r a  prolonge d 
period. Indeed , given the tol l taken o n thei r healt h b y long working hours , i t 
would no t b e possibl e t o undertak e suc h wor k fo r a n extende d perio d o f 
time. Ou r surve y o f workin g wome n foun d tha t o n averag e wome n worke d 
in the garment industr y fo r fiv e years . 

Our finding s als o suggeste d tha t ther e i s a  stron g lif e cycl e elemen t t o 
women's livelihoo d strategies . I t i s largel y youn g unmarrie d wome n o r 
women startin g ou t i n their marrie d live s who wor k i n factories . A s they ge t 
older, an d thei r domesti c responsibilitie s increas e becaus e o f marriag e o r 
children, the y dro p ou t an d see k work wher e condition s ar e flexibl e enoug h 
to combin e wor k an d domesti c an d childcar e responsibilitie s (Kabee r an d 
Mahmud, 2003) . 

Women wit h les s educatio n an d saving s en d u p i n mor e casua l form s o f 
waged labour , eithe r i n domesti c service , smal l workshop s o r constructio n 
work. Thus around 2 5 per cent of those who were currently i n these kinds of 
occupations ha d bee n garmen t worker s i n th e past . Th e bette r of f amon g 
them, particularl y thos e wit h savings , starte d u p thei r ow n businesses : 
around 3 8 per cent of those who were currently self-employe d ha d onc e bee n 
garment workers . 

There i s a  grea t dea l o f debat e a s t o whethe r acces s t o relativel y regula r 
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forms o f pai d wor k b y wome n i n a  contex t i n whic h the y ha d previousl y 
been denie d suc h access has 'empowered ' them . Opinio n o n thi s depend s o n 
whether th e focu s i s on th e employers ' perspectiv e ('primitiv e accumulatio n 
and 'exploitativ e rents' ) an d th e wages an d workin g condition s tha t g o wit h 
it o r o n th e workers ' perspective s an d ho w the y vie w thei r choices . Th e 
general publi c i n Banglades h perceive s tha t garmen t employer s hav e bee n 
given considerabl e incentive s an d encouragemen t b y th e governmen t t o se t 
up their factories bu t appear t o be reluctant, excep t i n the face o f buye r pres -
sure, to redistribut e som e o f thei r profit s t o improv e th e working condition s 
of thei r workers . 

From th e point o f view of women workers , i t is clear tha t the y d o no t se e 
work i n the garmen t industr y a s a  humanl y sustainabl e livelihoo d optio n i n 
the long run. O n th e other hand , i t has had significan t effect s i n the persona l 
arena o f thei r lives , includin g i n thei r capacit y t o negotiat e wit h dominan t 
family members , t o postpon e thei r ag e o f marriag e an d t o exercis e greate r 
choice i n who the y marry , t o contribut e t o thei r familie s an d thu s t o b e per -
ceived an d value d a s earnin g famil y members . Wha t i t ha s no t don e i s t o 
enable the m t o organiz e themselve s a s worker s an d t o us e thei r collectiv e 
power t o negotiate a  better dea l for themselve s a t work o r i n society a t large . 

Collective organization and workers' rights 
While th e trad e union s blam e garmen t employer s fo r thei r hostilit y t o thei r 
attempts t o unioniz e workers , employer s point t o th e lon g history o f disrup -
tive behaviou r b y trad e union s i n th e publi c secto r a s thei r justificatio n fo r 
keeping them out . Both versions are true. Employers ar e known to have use d 
strong-arm tactics to intimidate anyone found t o be attempting to unionize and 
they hav e succeeded i n keeping the garment industr y largel y non-unionized . 

On th e other hand , the trade union s ar e not particularly representativ e o f 
workers elsewher e i n the economy. Indeed, i t i s estimated tha t the y represen t 
at mos t a  third o f formall y employe d worker s (wh o themselves mak e u p les s 
than 1 0 pe r cen t o f th e tota l workforce ) an d aroun d 3  per cen t o f th e tota l 
workforce i n Bangladesh . Thi s partl y reflect s th e difficultie s o f organizin g 
workers i n an economy which i s largely characterized b y informal condition s 
of employmen t usin g organizationa l form s whic h wer e develope d fo r mor e 
formal form s o f employmen t i n industrialize d economies . Th e problem s o f 
organization ar e clearly exacerbated whe n the workers i n question are youn g 
women wh o hav e onl y recentl y migrate d fro m th e countrysid e wher e ther e 
no histor y o f trad e unio n activit y an d wher e the y hav e bee n unde r stric t 
patriarchal control . 

However, lo w level s o f unionizatio n als o reflec t th e evolutio n o f trad e 
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unionism i n Bangladesh . Mos t trad e union s belon g t o federation s whic h ar e 
affiliated t o th e mai n politica l parties . Th e majorit y o f trad e unio n leader s 
attempt t o perpetuat e thei r leadershi p throug h thei r politica l connections , 
particularly whe n the y ar e affiliate d t o th e part y i n power , withou t attempt -
ing t o see k th e suppor t o f rank-and-fil e worker s (Mondol , 2002 ; Taher , 
1999; Hye, 1992) . The politicized character o f unions , their corrupt practice s 
and disruptiv e behaviou r partl y justif y th e reluctanc e o f employer s t o dea l 
with them . 

From the point o f view of women workers , there are additional problems . 
The trad e union s ar e overwhelmingl y mal e dominated , reproducin g withi n 
their leadershi p an d rank-and-fil e membershi p th e patriarcha l attitude s o f 
the wider society . Few have been willing to take up 'women's issues ' seriously 
- harassmen t o n th e street s an d withi n factories , prope r toile t facilities , 
maternity leav e an d childcare . Thi s appear s t o b e changing , a s a  numbe r o f 
the mor e progressiv e union s hav e sough t t o se t u p 'women' s wings ' whic h 
deal mor e sensitivel y wit h wome n workers . Ther e i s evidenc e o f a  greate r 
willingness o n th e part o f women worker s t o engag e i n collective bargainin g 
at th e enterpris e leve l o r t o engag e i n individua l negotiation s wit h manage -
ment (Afshar , 2001) . Ther e ma y b e als o greate r suppor t fro m worker s an d 
management fo r enterprise-base d union s whic h respon d t o th e need s o f 
workers within their factories rathe r than seeking to represent the interests of 
political parties . 

6 Lesson s Learned 

Main findings 
By way o f conclusion , le t u s dra w ou t som e o f th e ke y lesson s t o b e draw n 
from th e Banglades h experienc e i n export-oriente d garmen t manufacturin g 
and conside r som e o f th e challenge s tha t th e industr y faces . Firstly , th e evi -
dence strongly suggest s that th e industry ha s made a  significant contributio n 
not onl y to economi c growth an d expor t earning s i n the country, bu t als o t o 
poverty reduction . Apar t fro m th e negligibl e proportio n i n th e EPZs , th e 
majority o f it s worker s com e fro m poore r household s an d th e poore r dis -
tricts o f Bangladesh ; the y hav e lo w level s of educatio n an d thei r familie s ar e 
often landles s and i n food defici t fo r som e of the year . 

Secondly, it would appear tha t the garment industry i s addressing the gen-
der dimensio n o f povert y b y providing wage employmen t t o a  sectio n o f th e 
labour forc e whic h ha s face d considerabl e discriminatio n an d whic h wa s 
previously confine d t o th e margin s o f th e labou r marke t an d wa s par t o f a n 
invisible reserv e arm y o f labour . Th e wage s wome n ar e abl e t o ear n i n 
the garmen t industr y ar e highe r tha n i n th e availabl e alternativ e form s o f 
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employment; the y enabl e the m t o suppor t themselve s an d on e othe r adul t a t 
levels of livin g above the poverty line . The fact tha t man y workers remi t par t 
of their income to the countryside suggests that i t is indeed being used to sup-
port thei r families. This ability to contribute to the family's standar d o f livin g 
appears t o hav e ha d positiv e effect s withi n th e family , helpin g t o transfor m 
women fro m dependent s int o economic actor s and givin g them a  greater sa y 
in different aspect s of thei r lives . 

Thirdly, however , thes e job s d o no t provid e a  long-ter m solutio n t o 
female poverty . Th e garmen t industr y ha s bee n notoriousl y footloos e i n 
global term s an d th e impendin g phasin g ou t o f th e MF A makes it s future i n 
Bangladesh extremel y uncertain . Clearly , the capacity o f the industry t o con -
tinue t o generat e employmen t i s tied u p with it s capacity t o survive . But th e 
jobs ar e als o no t sustainabl e fro m th e perspectiv e o f individua l women . 
Extremely lon g hour s doin g th e sam e repetitiv e task s wit h littl e o r n o 
prospect of promotion mea n that few workers last more than five years in the 
industry. In any case, most women cannot continue to work thes e hours onc e 
they hav e children t o loo k after . Consequently , thos e wh o hav e som e educa -
tion o r saving s wil l tak e u p self-employmen t o f variou s kinds ; other s wil l 
take u p wage d employmen t outsid e th e garmen t secto r whic h pay s les s bu t 
allows greater flexibility  i n management o f thei r time . 

Fourthly, the advent o f the garment industr y has given rise to an unprece -
dented degre e of attention t o the question o f the rights o f women worker s i n 
Bangladesh. Althoug h wome n hav e increasingl y entere d pai d work , particu -
larly since the 1970s , they worked largel y in the informal econom y an d ver y 
little notice was taken of their pay and working conditions. There are a num -
ber o f reasons for th e intense scrutiny that the industry ha s received domesti -
cally an d internationally . On e i s th e visibilit y o f it s femal e workforc e i n a 
context where women used to be largely invisible . In addition, the public per-
ception o f garmen t employer s i s not favourable : the y ar e see n a s individual s 
who have amassed considerable wealth in a short time with suppor t fro m th e 
government, bu t wh o ar e unwillin g t o pa y thei r fai r shar e o f taxes , to shar e 
their profits with their workers or to engage in any form of socially responsible 
behaviour. I t i s widely know n tha t an y improvement s tha t hav e take n plac e 
in labour standard s i n the industry have reflected pressur e from internationa l 
buyers rather tha n enlightened self-interes t o n the part o f employers . 

However, pressur e fro m buyer s doe s no t necessaril y reflec t greate r self -
enlightenment o n thei r part , bu t i s rather a  resul t o f internationa l pressure , 
particularly fro m th e trad e unio n movemen t i n th e buyers ' ow n countries , 
backed b y consumer group s an d studen t activists . But these groups ar e onl y 
interested in the export sector of the economy, the sector which competes with 
their job s o r provide s th e good s the y consume . Moreover , whil e the y hav e 
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succeeded i n improving labour standard s i n this sector, the improvements ar e 
largely confined t o those factories wit h which buyer s dea l directly . Such top-
down improvement s i n labou r standard s d o littl e t o contribut e t o workers ' 
rights since they are the product o f voluntary agreements between buyers and 
their suppliers . Indeed, most workers do not know that they have rights: only 
23 per cent of workers i n the EPZs, 18 per cent in the Desh garment factorie s 
and 3  per cen t outside the industry ha d hear d o f the country's labou r laws . 

In a country lik e Bangladesh, where the interacting constraints o f povert y 
and patriarch y hav e le d women , particularl y thos e fro m poore r households , 
to b e perceived , an d t o perceiv e themselves , a s second-clas s citizens , globa l 
attempts t o improv e labou r standard s i n a  smal l par t o f th e econom y b y 
international buyer s wh o ar e simultaneousl y cuttin g bac k o n th e price s the y 
offer loca l producers hol d ou t very little promise i n the long run fo r promot -
ing women' s right s a s worker s an d a s citizens . The top-dow n impositio n o f 
standards ma y b e better tha n havin g no standard s a t all , but i t does not sub -
stitute fo r buildin g workers ' awarenes s an d thei r capacit y t o represen t thei r 
own interest s with employers and th e government . 

There i s a  critica l nee d fo r 'bottom-up ' capacit y building , bu t i t i s no t 
clear ho w thi s ca n b e done . Trad e union s coul d hav e playe d a  constructiv e 
role i n thi s proces s bu t thei r adversaria l tactics , politicize d characte r an d 
male dominance suggest s that the y will have to undergo considerable refor m 
before the y ar e abl e t o d o so : 'socia l responsibility ' shoul d b e a s muc h a n 
obligation o n th e par t o f trad e union s i n Banglades h a s o f employers . Th e 
organization o f the poor i n Bangladesh ha s been carried ou t mor e effectivel y 
by othe r civi l societ y organizations , includin g developmenta l NGOs . Th e 
NGO secto r i s obviousl y no t a  homogeneou s one , bu t mos t NGO s wor k 
with precisel y thos e section s o f th e populatio n tha t ar e ignore d b y the trad e 
unions - th e working poor i n the informal economy , with a particular empha -
sis on women . 

It i s worth notin g tha t i n th e consultation s wit h th e poo r carrie d ou t i n 
connection with the World  Development  Report  2000,  consultation s i n urba n 
areas suggested tha t o f the formal institution s which impinged o n the lives of 
the poor , i t was th e garment industr y an d th e NG O secto r tha t wer e see n a s 
positive. I n ou r survey , wome n associate d wit h NGO s i n th e urba n slums , 
who were mainly self-employed , wer e fa r mor e likel y to vote in national an d 
local elections than othe r women . 

Most NGO s wor k i n rural area s bu t th e few tha t d o work i n urban area s 
and dea l wit h garmen t worker s hav e adopte d a  ver y differen t mode l o f 
organization fro m tha t o f trad e unions . Some are service-oriented -  organiz -
ing low-cost housing for workers or providing childcare facilities -  bu t other s 
provide lega l education o n thei r right s fo r worker s i n urba n slu m communi -
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ties and lega l support t o take grievances to the labour courts . It is likely to be 
this painstakin g buildin g u p o f a  sens e o f citizenshi p fro m th e grassroot s 
which wil l lea d t o mor e sustainabl e improvement s i n th e term s an d condi -
tions i n which th e poor sel l their labou r i n Bangladesh tha n ca n b e achieve d 
through a  trad e unio n movemen t tha t i s ou t o f touc h wit h th e live s o f th e 
majority o f the country's workers wh o ar e located i n the informal economy . 

It i s probable tha t muc h greate r progres s woul d hav e bee n mad e o n th e 
issue o f workers ' right s i f mor e attentio n ha d bee n pai d bot h t o th e conten t 
and enforcemen t o f Bangladesh' s labou r legislation . Ther e ar e fa r to o fe w 
labour inspector s t o brin g an y rea l pressur e o n enterprise s t o compl y wit h 
legislation an d thos e fe w ar e to o bus y collectin g 'tolls ' fro m factor y owner s 
to have time to check conditions. There are law courts to which workers an d 
management ca n tur n fo r adjudicatio n o f dispute s bu t thes e ar e expensiv e 
and time-consuming. To some extent i t is this failure t o observe national law s 
that allow s internationa l buyer s to insis t on their own code s of conduct wit h 
local employers . 

In addition, however , much o f the labour legislatio n i s not only irrelevan t 
to the vast majority o f the country's workers, it is also obsolete. Of 51 labou r 
laws, 13 date back to the British period, 25 date to the period when Bangladesh 
was part of Pakistan and 1 3 have been passed since independence. The majorit y 
were thu s formulate d t o protec t privilege d forma l secto r worker s withi n th e 
context o f a  protected domesti c economy. A thorough revie w of labour legis -
lation need s t o b e carrie d ou t s o tha t i t ca n b e brough t int o lin e wit h th e 
country's curren t realitie s an d backe d wit h th e resources necessar y t o ensur e 
compliance. A  ne w labou r cod e i s bein g formulate d b y th e Ministr y o f 
Labour with fairly wide-ranging consultations with labour organizations an d 
trade unions . Th e experienc e o f wome n worker s i n th e RM G secto r ha s 
informed man y o f the new provisions i n the labour cod e bu t the weakness of 
the enforcement syste m remains th e main barrie r t o implementation . 

The future 
The Bangladesh RMG industr y i s at a critical point in its history. The MFA is 
due t o b e phased ou t b y the en d o f 200 4 an d th e industr y wil l hav e to com -
pete in a world where the quotas which restrained th e export growth of som e 
of its competitors will no longer apply. Some observers believe that the industry 
needs t o mov e int o mor e value-added , higher-price d an d highe r fashio n 
products which means investing in more technology-intensive processes . This 
may mak e sens e fro m th e poin t o f vie w o f individua l manufacturer s o r 
groups o f manufacturers . 

However, no t al l section s o f th e industr y hav e th e capacit y t o upgrade ; 
they ca n onl y surviv e i f they continu e t o compet e a t th e low-cost , low-valu e 
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end o f th e industry . I t ma y b e possibl e t o conside r whethe r thes e segment s 
could mov e i n the futur e t o close r market s i n othe r part s o f Asi a wher e th e 
demand fo r low-valu e product s i s likel y t o increase . Movin g t o market s 
closer t o hom e als o mean s tha t Bangladesh' s lon g lea d time s ma y no t b e a s 
problematic an d ma y even be reduced . 

Nor doe s th e mov e int o higher-valu e item s necessaril y mak e sens e fro m 
the point o f vie w of al l sections o f th e workforce. Suc h a  strategy i s likely t o 
lead to higher wages and bette r conditions i n the industry, but i t is also likely 
to b e associate d wit h a  shif t int o mor e capital-intensiv e technolog y an d 
reduced level s of employment . I t i s likely to lead to increased employmen t o f 
educated (male ) worker s an d reduce d employmen t o f les s educated (female ) 
workers. The example o f the knitwea r industr y i s illustrative. 

There ar e othe r way s i n whic h th e garmen t industr y coul d increas e it s 
share o f valu e added withou t takin g the hi-tech route , many o f which woul d 
dramatically improv e condition s fo r th e country' s industrialization . O n th e 
part o f government , thi s would includ e improving infrastructure , fo r exampl e 
conditions i n Chittagon g port , an d reducin g th e leve l o f corruptio n an d re d 
tape. On th e part o f employers , i t would mea n investin g i n quality assuranc e 
and workers ' productivity . 

However, whateve r measure s ar e taken b y the industry , i t i s clear tha t it s 
future i s uncertain an d tha t man y wome n ar e likel y t o los e thei r jobs , whil e 
others wil l fac e mor e restricte d option s i n th e future . Thi s put s tw o furthe r 
policy consideration s o n th e agenda . Th e firs t i s th e nee d t o trai n wome n 
workers i n thos e basi c skill s tha t wil l equi p the m t o cop e i n a  worl d wher e 
secure life-tim e employmen t i s everywher e bein g displace d b y shorter-term , 
and ofte n short-lived , form s o f employment . Bangladesh' s comparativ e 
advantage ma y remai n a t the lowe r en d o f the value chain , given it s levels of 
poverty, bu t certai n basi c skills , includin g lega l literac y an d knowledg e o f 
their rights , have becom e essentia l i f it s workers ar e to ear n thei r livin g wit h 
dignity, cope with the decline in some opportunities an d respond to the emer-
gence of others . Some of this education ha s to begin at school ; some of i t can 
be carrie d ou t throug h NGOs , vocationa l trainin g institute s an d th e effort s 
of trade unions . 

The secon d consideratio n i s the interdependenc e tha t exist s betwee n th e 
formal an d informa l economy . Thi s i s particularly th e cas e i n a  country lik e 
Bangladesh, where only a  tiny proportion o f the workforce i s located i n what 
was conventionall y regarde d a s 'forma l secto r employment' , an d th e vas t 
majority ar e located on a  continuum wit h highl y casualised form s o f work a t 
the othe r en d o f th e spectrum . Attempt s t o focu s o n labou r standard s onl y 
for thos e wh o ar e employe d b y th e expor t secto r -  becaus e o f th e inter -
national attentio n i t ha s receive d -  i s detrimenta l t o th e vas t majorit y o f 
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workers wh o hav e n o labou r standard s an d n o for m o f protectio n t o hel p 
them cope with unemployment o r crisis. Far more attention need s to be given 
to th e need s o f thes e worker s an d mor e need s t o b e learne d fro m safet y ne t 
mechanisms which have worked fo r them : micro-insurance service s and pub -
lic works programmes . In  the end, however , i t will be the economy's capacit y 
to generat e employmen t opportunitie s fo r al l whic h wil l serv e a s th e mos t 
effective for m o f socia l protection i n the long run . 
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Notes 

1 Expor t incentive s includ e specia l bonde d warehous e facilities , back-to-bac k 
letters o f credi t (LCs) , duty drawback , cas h compensation o f 2 5 per cen t o f FO B 
value of expor t an d simplifie d expor t procedures . The dual exchange rate syste m 
of th e 1980 s wa s replace d b y a  unifie d system . Th e revise d industria l polic y o f 
1986 reduce d th e role o f th e publi c secto r i n manufacturing throug h denational -
ization an d divestitur e o f state-owne d enterprise s an d restrictin g futur e publi c 
investment t o a  few 'reserved ' area s suc h a s defence an d armament s an d nuclea r 
power. 

2 Thes e include d reductio n o f advanc e incom e ta x deductio n fro m 0. 5 t o 0.2 5 pe r 
cent o f expor t earnings ; an increase i n the cash compensation schem e from 1 5 t o 
25 per cent ; reduction of the tariff o n the import o f capital machinery from 7. 5 t o 
0 pe r cent ; differentia l rate s o f dut y drawbac k replace d b y a  flat  rat e fo r a  larg e 
number o f importe d inputs ; relaxation o f eligibilit y fo r dut y drawback ; interes t 
rates on ban k loan s reduced slightl y fro m 8-1 2 pe r cen t to 8-1 0 pe r cent ; reduc-
tion i n th e difference s betwee n incentive s i n EPZ s an d th e DT A (domesti c tarif f 
area); operationalization o f the duty drawback syste m and flexible  exchang e rat e 
from manage d 'float ' no w replace d b y fully floatin g exchang e rate . 

3 I n the late 1990 s onl y 10-1 2 pe r cen t o f fabric use d i n the woven RMG industr y 
came fro m loca l textil e mills ; this shar e ma y hav e increase d slightl y du e t o ne w 
investment i n recent times (Bhattachary a an d Rahman , 2000:16) . 

4 I n knitwear valu e addition i s higher, ranging between 40-60 pe r cent of the gros s 
value o f exports , bu t i t i s stil l lowe r tha t tha t o f Bangladesh' s competitor s sinc e 
Bangladesh ha s t o rel y t o a  large r exten t o n importe d yar n (Bhattachary a an d 
Rahman, 2000:16) . 

5 Thes e items accounted fo r 8 0 per cent o f al l knitted export s and two-third s o f al l 
woven export s i n 1999 . Other item s include terry towels , infant playsuits , cotton 
bathrobes an d cotto n overall s (Asi a Foundation , 2001:25-32) . 

6 Th e macr o cost s o f doin g busines s ar e invariabl y highes t wher e direc t labou r 
costs are cheapest (Asi a Foundation , 2001:9) . 

7 Large r firm s sen d thei r ow n supervisor s an d manager s t o monito r qualit y i n th e 
smaller firm s t o which they subcontract . 

8 Th e femal e shar e o f incrementa l increas e i n the labou r forc e ha s been rising ove r 
the years . Accordin g t o officia l labou r forc e surveys , th e femal e shar e o f incre -
mental increase was 23 per cent between 1983-8 4 an d 1989 , rising to 48 per cent 
between 198 9 an d 1995-96 . Thi s figur e wa s 7 2 pe r cen t betwee n 1995-9 6 an d 
1999-2000. 

9 Th e femal e labou r forc e participatio n rat e gre w fro m 7  t o 2 2 pe r cen t i n rura l 
areas an d fro m 1 2 to 26 pe r cen t i n urban areas , but remaine d th e sam e fo r me n 
or even declined slightl y in the recent past . During this period the female shar e of 
the labour forc e mor e than double d fro m 9  to 22 per cent . 

10 I n the earl y 1990 s th e femal e populatio n growt h rat e i n urba n area s was 1 4 pe r 
cent pe r annu m compare d t o 1 0 pe r cen t fo r males , resultin g fro m th e highe r 
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female migratio n rat e fro m rura l area s compare d t o men . Wome n als o hav e 
higher labou r forc e participatio n rate s i n urba n area s compare d t o rura l areas , 
unlike men , an d th e femal e labou r forc e i n urba n area s gre w muc h faste r com -
pared t o tha t i n rural area s (Mahmud , 2004) . 

11 On e estimat e show s tha t th e averag e weekl y earning s (i n 1985-8 6 prices ) i n th e 
formal urba n manufacturin g secto r increased fro m 27 3 takas (US$5 ) in 1983-8 4 
to 41 8 (US$7.7 ) taka s i n 1995-9 6 fo r mal e worker s an d fro m 12 4 (US$2.3 ) t o 
241 takas (US$4.5 ) fo r femal e workers . 

Currency: 1  taka =  US$0.018 
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