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Rapid Industr ial isation 
in Bangladesh and its 
after-effects
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Since the 1980s,  the Bangladesh Government 
has been taking special steps to set up Export 
Processing Zones (EPZ) within the country. The idea 
behind the establishment of EPZs was to increase 
the inflow of foreign direct investments through 
Industrialisation.1 Initially, three special zones were 
set up in Chittagong (Halishahar), Dhaka (Savar) and 
Khulna (Mongla). The Chittagong Export Processing 
Zone (CEPZ) started from 1983-84 while the Dhaka 
Export Processing Zone (DEPZ) started from 1993-
94. 

Bangladesh promulgated the Bangladesh Labour 
Act (BLA) in 20062  to accomplish its national 
obligation as a member of the International Labour 
Organisation (ILO). However, workers and owners 
of industrial units under the Bangladesh Economic 
Zones Authority can only follow the Bangladesh EPZ 
Labour Act 20193.  Under this policy, workers are not 
allowed to form or join a trade union, and are given no 
outlet for collective bargaining.  

The introduction of two types of labour laws within a 
single country is nothing but a violation of the basic 
fundamental rights of workers. Many women EPZ 
workers are stuck in unbearable working conditions. 
Not being able to voice their problems has created 
barriers for them to get  decent work, and making 
them dependent on their male counterparts for 
economic support. Additionally, there is no scope 
to protest this discrimination or establish their rights 
through movement building in this law. 

Feminist  Part icipatory 
Action Research 
(FPAR) in the Mongla 
Export  Processing 
Zone (EPZ), 
Bangladesh

The research area for FPAR is Mongla 
EPZ which is situated in the Bagerhat 
district in Khulna. A total of 5,338 workers 
are working in the region, where 1,967 
(36.8 per cent) are male and 3,371 (63.1 
per cent) females. The research was 
conducted with the women workers of 
Mongla EPZ. These workers are from the 
manufacturing industries of luggage, jute, 
garments, cookeries, oil, tobacco and car 
seat heaters. 

FPAR was undertaken with the women 
workers of the areas, in collaboration 
with BINDU. The research was conducted 
with the hope of creating a woman-
friendly working environment as well as 
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increasing the participation rate and decent 
work conditions of women in the labour force. 
The impact objective of the research aims to 
mobilise 200 women workers in Mongla EPZ 
to advocate for an amendment to the EPZ Act, 
particularly on the right to organise.

The pre-research preparations were divided 
into two parts; meeting with the Bangladesh 
Export Processing Zones Authority (BEPZA) 
and meeting with the EPZ women workers. 
The pre-research consultation meeting with 
the Bangladesh Export Processing Zones 
Authority (BEPZA) in Mongla was held to learn 
about the services of BEPZA to EPZ workers. 
Another main objective of this meeting was 
to identify the problems of women workers in 
that area. According to BEPZA management, 
they make certain to quickly address the 
complaints filed by the workers. The authority 
claimed that, ‘We have a strong complaint 
response mechanism and try to solve every 
problem of the workers’. They continued that, 
‘...though in the EPZ area, there is no trade 
union, we take the problems from individuals 
and solve the problems immediately’. The 
second meeting was held with seven EPZ 
women workers in their community, as EPZ 
authorities had drawn restrictions on entering 
the industry. During these meetings, women 
workers shared their challenges regarding 
the lack of labour unions, low wages, poor 
accommodation services, limited rest periods 
and overtime work. One worker shared, ‘Our 
work is target basis and if we work more, then 
we can earn more. Though our industry gives 
a rest time for 15 minutes, we don’t take rest 
if we take rest, then we will earn less.’ These 
challenges can not be addressed if there is no 
space for them for bargaining.  Workers stated 
that all the problems that they are experiencing 
can be minimised if they had a labour union or 
if they have the right to organise.

Based on these findings, questions for the 
main enquiries were discussed. The FPAR 

started with the objective of understanding 
three major questions:

◊	 What impact have EPZ policies had on EPZ 
women workers’ right to organise?

◊	 What are the most effective advocacy 
strategies for making an amendment to 
the EPZ Act, particularly on the right to 
organise?

◊	 What is the present status of women 
workers’ capacity for worker mobilisation? 

The FPAR surveyed a total of 50 women 
workers of Mongla EPZ. For the quantitative 
method, FPAR applied questionnaire surveys, 
and for the qualitative method, the study used 
Focus Group Discussion (FGD) and interviews. 
Both qualitative and quantitative methods 
have been applied to gather the data. These 
methods helped women workers collectivise 
and analyse their own situation. 
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The Bangladesh Labour Act 
(BLA) does not allow workers 
less than 18 years of age to work 
in the factories. The restraint has 
created a new situation within the 
factory. During one of the FPAR 
group discussions, it was found 
that girls are now forced to provide 
false information about their 
age in the recruitment process. 
They usually make a duplicate 
birth certificate with false age 
information and submit it during 
their recruitment. Among 50 
respondents, we found that eight 
per cent of women workers are 
below 18 years of age. The higher 

percentage of women workers 
falls within the 18-25 age limit 
and their percentage is about 
64 per cent. Only four per cent 
of respondents are more than 
36 years of age. These figures 
prove that factory authorities 
prefer and turn a blind eye on the 
illegal employment of younger 
people or child labour as they are 
cheaper and easy to exploit. It 
was also found that when these 
young people get older, factory 
authorities fire them because 
they claim that older workers 
serve lower work productivity. 

Key highl ights:  Mongla EPZ in 
Bangladesh are havens for  worker 
exploitat ion and profit  maximisation 
by industry 

A. Perpetrating Child Labour and Age-based Discrimination within 
the factories

B. Women workers are concentrated in 
lower positions with a lower income range

FPAR found that most women workers have been occupying the positions of helper and operator. 
Some women workers said that they were newly informed about the kind of work that they were 
getting into and so they ended up working in a low paid position on the factory floor.  Higher 
positions like that of ‘supervisors’ and ‘quality checks’ were rarely offered to women. Women 
workers were rarely promoted to higher positions even when they had been in the job for a while 
and had developed a skill set. Women are discouraged from taking up work in some of the light or 
hard engineering industries, following the  general stereotype of women not being able to do such 
heavy work. 

The stereotype is rooted in patriarchal values in the community, which also reflects in people’s 
decision making in sending their children to school. On the education front, the FPAR found that 40 
per cent of women workers in the EPZ have completed JSC (Junior School Certificate-Class 8), 12 
per cent have completed primary schooling, 24 per cent have completed SSC (Secondary School 
Certificate-Class 10), 22 per cent have completed HSC (Higher School Certificate-Class 12) and 
two per cent of women workers are illiterate in this economic zone. The patriarchal structure of the 
education system prioritises men over women. This often results in the formation of biases such 
as light and hard engineering industries hiring men more as compared to women and child labour 
of girls. The FPAR discovered that 80 per cent of workers in those industries are men. 
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C. Absence of workers’ mobilisation in BEPZA

The FPAR study revealed that only 14 per cent of participants have heard about the BLA. During the 
FPAR interviews, all women workers shared that, they do not have any membership in the Workers 
Welfare Association (WWA), nor heard the name of WWA before. 

The situation proves the ineffectiveness of WWA within Mongla EPZ. The FPAR participants, 
who were aware of the work of the WWA, were the ones who have worked previously in another 
EPZ (Chittagong) in Bangladesh, where they have been witness to different strikes/movements 
regarding establishing workers’ labour rights. 

On the income front, participants of the FPAR 
shared that new workers start at a monthly 
salary of BDT 6,200 (USD 73) in the ‘Labour’ 
position. The survey respondents are paid a 
maximum of BDT 10,200 (USD 120) per month. 
The highest percentage of workers (52 per 
cent) get BDT 8,200 (USD 96) per month. The 
salary barely meets their needs to survive. 
These salary scales are different compared 
to the other EPZs in the country, as shared 
during the research. Almost 96 per cent of 
workers shared that they are not satisfied with 
these salaries, and BEPZA authorities have 
taken no initiative to revise the salary scales. 
One worker stated that, ‘I am a new worker in 
Mongla EPZ and before joining here, I worked 
in Chittagong EPZ. I have noticed wage 
variance in Chittagong EPZ to Mongla EPZ. In 
Chittagong EPZ, a new worker gets 8,200 BDT 
(95USD) but in Mongla, a new worker gets 
6,200 BDT (73 USD) per month. It is very much 
difficult for us to maintain our livelihood with 
this wage’.

Patriarchy and capitalism shape how society 
undervalues women’s work putting women in 
low-wage sectors. Compared to other EPZs in 
Bangladesh, the wage of workers in Mongla 
EPZ are below the minimum wage (6,800 BDT) 
and far below a living wage.  In addition, all of 
women’s unpaid work in the manufacturing 
industry creates more surplus value for the 
capitalists in the global supply chain model. 

Workers Welfare Association (WWA) is the only recognised 
tripartite mechanism in the Export Processing Zone in Bangladesh. 
According to Bangladesh EPZ Labour Act, WWA is the ‘Collective 
Bargaining Agent for the industrial units inside EPZ’. The authority 
claims that they treat WWA as Trade Union in BEPZA.
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D. Almost non-existent and inefficient 
basic amenities for EPZ workers 

Housing & Child Care Facilities: Women 
workers that were interviewed during the FPAR 
usually live in a slum area near the EPZ or in 
a faraway village where the living cost is low. 
Out of the 50 women participants, almost 86 
per cent shared that they are household heads, 
some of whom are single mothers while some 
have ailing husbands. Among them, about 36 
per cent of women (18 out of 50) have children 
less than eight years old but the EPZ does not 
provide any space for their children. Women 
said that they have to go through mental 
stress especially when they remain worried 
about their children during work hours. 

Transport Facilities: None of the FPAR 
participants said that they were happy with 
the transport facilities of EPZ. People who live 
at a far distance (Maximum 30-45 km) have 
said that they have to pay a high price for 
transport facilities. Others who live near the 
EPZ area do not access transport facilities yet 
they have to spend about USD 12 every month 
for transport purposes. Usually, a group of 
women workers would make a contract with 
a local bus to travel to their work. In the 
morning and evening, everybody gathers at a 
predetermined single point, and the bus picks 
them up from that point every day.  

Medical Facilities: The EPZ authority provides 
primary medical facilities to the workers. 
Thirty-two per cent of workers said that they 
are satisfied with the facilities while 68 per 
cent were not. The workers, who were not 
satisfied, demanded a complete hospital 
within the EPZ area so that they and also their 
family members can get treatment from the 
medical centre.

The absence of rights to organise and a lack 
of awareness about the BLA, have resulted in 
lower standards of labour rights protection. 
The industries do not provide any allowance 
or incentives to the workers. No medical 
or sick allowances have been provided by 
the companies. According to the policy, 
companies have to provide health insurance 
to the workers but they have been denied 
these facilities. Workers claimed that they did 
not know anything about insurance facilities. 
Because workers do not have any union or 
association, they are unable to have  their 
voices heard. 

The ineffectiveness of WWA leads to women 
workers having no participation opportunities 
in decision-making. In the EPZ area, all the 
decisions are made by the BEPZA authority 
and the company owner. Due to the lack/
absence of association or labour union, there 
are no opportunities for women’s leadership. 
However, the FPAR believes that there are 
many potential women leaders who can 
and will play an active role in bringing the 
amendment of EPZ policies.
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Incentives and Allowances: Benefits for the workers of the 
enterprises in EPZs under BEPZA-2018 include gross wage, food or 
food allowance and transport or transport allowance- which shall 
be provided by the enterprises under the EPZ. However, none of the 
FPAR participants said that they had received such allowances. The 
EPZ policy also emphasises insurance coverage, especially health 
insurance. However, 100 per cent of the workers have claimed that 
they are not getting any insurance facilities from the industry. 

Rest time: According to EPZ policy 2019, workers should be given 
30 minute lunch breaks in case of five hours of working. Workers 
should be provided with an one hour lunch break in case of six 
hours of working time. In case of eight work hours, workers should 
be given two rest times and an one hour lunch break. However, as 
per the findings of FPAR, rest time is provided differently by different 
factories. Some factories provide 30 minutes, some are 50 and 
some are 60 minutes. The women workers said that in order to 
fulfil their targets.  The target varies according to industry, and in 
most industries, workers’ wages  depend on the number of targeted 
products.  Even if the industry provides rest time, workers who are 
working on the required number of targets do not have time to rest. 
If they do, then they cannot fulfil their targets and that means wage 
deduction.
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Growing organising power and sol idarity

Among 50 participants, only six per cent 
(three out of 50) said that they have previous 
experience in worker mobilisation. They have 
volunteered for their community's activities 
before especially in empowering and engaging 
the youth. They have also contributed to 
movement building for the betterment of 
public service. The FPAR discovered that they 
are potential leaders of future advocacies for 
decent work in the EPZ area.

BINDU has organised capacity-building 
trainings for 20 women workers. These 
trainings became a space for women workers 
to participate, express their problems, and 
have a discussion about solutions to their 
problems. As a result, , these women workers 
were prepared for advocacy efforts within 

their factories. They even prepared posters 
and slogans during these training sessions 
in order to mobilise other women workers for 
furthering their advocacy efforts. 

Women workers now feel more confident in 
claiming their rights and making their voices 
heard. Three women workers also consented 
to capture their statements and videos at 
national and international level advocacy 
events. Women workers acknowledged the 
role of BINDU and APWLD in motivating them 
to claim their rights and providing a platform 
for them where they can mobilise, build their 
knowledge. 

Source: Bindu 2022
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Recommendations

Policy Recommendation for the Na-
tional Government: 

1.	 Amend the EPZ Labour Act 2019 
to allow workers’ right to organise 
through unions in each factory 
within the EPZ area.

2.	 Maximise the function of WWA 
as a tripartite body in industries 
while ensuring it represents  
genuine women workers’ voices.

3.	 EPZ Labour Act should incorporate 
the highest percentage of labour 
representatives’ participation in 
labour rights-related decision-
making process without any 
influence and intimidation from 
the management or authority.

Recommendation for BEPZA Authority:

1.	 End any form of  discrimination based on age, 
contractual status and position of women 
workers in EPZ area

2.	 Provide menstrual hygiene and healthcare 
facilities within industries

3.	 Establish a child care centre to provide support 
to the mothers within the industry.

4.	 Ensure a living wage that allows workers and 
their families have sufficient income to cater 
for their basic needs 

5.	 Establish a strong complaints response 
mechanism to protect workers’  rights and 
access to justice.

6.	 Provide transport facilities for all the workers 
of their EPZ.

7.	 Provide safe and secure environment both 
in the workplace/BEPZA area and in their 
commute to and from home.

8.	 Provide an orientation to new workers about 
insurance and incentive facilities so that 
workers are aware of their rights and can claim 
them when needed and required.

9.	 Establish a monitoring mechanism and take 
regular feedback from the workers to know 
the violence within the industries and take 
immediate action.

10.	Create scorecards which can determine the 
industries or companies who comply with 
decent working environments and who do  
not. This would ensure that a monitoring 
mechanism is in place and timely actions are 
taken for industries that are not doing well in 
providing decent working environments. 
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About BINDU 

BINDU is a non-political and non-profit organisation in Bangladesh, comprising youth committed 
to protecting women’s human rights and ensuring gender equality, sustainable development, 

better quality education and a safe and hygienic environment. Their FPAR will aim to investigate, 
document, and advocate for women’s labour rights and gender-related issues, such as sexual 

harassment, and violation of human rights in SEZs in Bangladesh.

Address: Vill: Momrejpur, Subdistrict: Kaliganj, District: Satkhira
Contact No.: +8801921719161

Email: bindubdorg@gmail.com
Website: www.bindubd.org

Facebook: Bindu Ngo

About APWLD

The Asia Pacific Forum on Women, Law and Development (APWLD) is the region’s leading 
network of feminist organisations and individual activists. For over 35 years, we have been 

carrying out advocacy, activism and movement-building to advance women’s human rights and 
Development Justice. This FPAR is part of APWLD’s Women Organising Workers Programme. 
APWLD worked with and supported seven partner organisations from five countries in Asia to 

conduct Labour FPAR on Special Economic Zones (SEZs) between 2020 and 2022.

Email: apwld@apwld.org
Website: www.apwld.org

This publication was produced with support from the Swedish International Development 
Cooperation Agency (SIDA), Foundation for a Just Society (FJS) and Wellspring.
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