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Rana Plaza: international community 
must keep up the pressure
More than a year on from the Rana Plaza tragedy – the textile industry’s worst-
ever disaster – most of the top Western clothing brands have pledged to improve 
workshop safety. But with no real progress in trade union freedoms, Bangladeshi 
workers will struggle to enforce their right to dignity.
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25 April 2013. Rescuers 
search the rubble of the 
collapsed Rana Plaza for 
survivors.
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Commemorations were held the world over 
on 24 April this year for one of the worst trag-
edies in industrial history – the collapse in 
2013 of the Rana Plaza building in the Bang-
ladeshi capital Dhaka killing 1 138 people 
and seriously injuring 2 400 more. All the 
victims – most of them young women – were 
toiling in five workshops inside the building 
making-up clothing for export to the West.

For a while, the tragedy made interna-
tional headlines, when normally exploitation 
of the weak and their daily woes gets little 
media coverage. The images from the rub-
ble of the five floors that collapsed in min-
utes, showing scattered piles of machinery, 
merchandise, bills and battered bodies, the 
reports of desperate scrabbling to pull out 
survivors and the grief of prostrate families 
beamed around the world, created a furore. It 
was widely and rightly castigated as industri-
al mass murder, with claims that such a ca-
lamity could have been averted had the will 
been there and the grim precedents not been 
ignored. A cast-iron argument, given the 
700 workers killed between 2006 and 2013 in 
Bangladesh’s garment industry alone.

The images and reports sparked pledg-
es of help and solemn undertakings from the 
international community, institutions and 
civil society aimed at two main things: en-
suring that such tragedies never recur; and 
applying the full force of the law by prose-
cuting those responsible and getting ("fair") 
compensation for survivors and victims’ rel-
atives. The UN’s tripartite labour agency, the 
International Labour Organisation (ILO), ex-
pressly called on the Government of Bangla-
desh – the world’s biggest exporter of clothing 
second only to China – to hold manufacturers 

and distributors liable for their omissions 
and neglect. Clothing brands and their inter-
national clients were also called on to shoul-
der their own responsibilities for improving 
working, health and safety conditions.

The decisions proclaimed at the time 
are reviewed here to see if the words have 
been turned into deeds, or if the outpourings 
of outrage were just a knee-jerk emotional re-
sponse that has faded with time.

Accord and discord

Among the first international initiatives was 
the international Clean Clothes Campaign 
(CCC) launched by trade unions and non-gov-
ernmental organizations through a petition 
urging the clothing brands whose garments 
are made in the disaster-struck workshops to 

take practical steps to see that such tragedies 
never happen again. Their lobbying prompt-
ed some 160 big Western clothing brands 
who source from more than 1 000 factories 
in Bangladesh to join with the international 
federations of textile workers IndustriALL 
Global Union, and service workers UNI Glob-
al Union in signing up to a five-year agree-
ment on fire prevention and building safety1 
on 15 May 2013.

The companies include Sweden’s H&M, 
the biggest buyer of Bangladeshi-made ap-
parel, Holland’s C&A, Spanish brands Inditex 
(Zara), El Corte Inglés and Mango, British re-
tailers Primark, Tesco, and Marks & Spencer, 
Germany’s Tchibo, Hess Natur, Adidas and 
Puma brands, and America’s Abercrombie 
& Fitch and American Eagle. US group PVH 
Corporation – parent company to Calvin 
Klein, Tommy Hilfiger and Izod – has agreed 
to update a similar agreement already signed 
in 2012. Gap originally intended to sign but 
finally pulled out citing concerns about possi-
ble legal liability (sic!). Italian brand Benetton 
joined the Accord under strong international 

The biggest textile industry bosses are 
embedded in the political establishment 
and have no plans to allow tighter laws  
that could hit their own pockets.

1. Accord on Fire and 
Building Safety in 
Bangladesh (www.
bangladeshaccord.org).
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pressure after evidence was found in the rub-
ble of its relations with suppliers who sourced 
their production here through middlemen.

The brands pledged to put money into 
improving textile workshop safety in Bang-
ladesh, allow independent inspections of 
workplaces and fund the commitments aris-
ing from it, starting with improving building 
safety. The Accord re-enacts the provisions 
of ILO Convention No. 155 by which workers 
have the right to refuse to do unsafe work, 
and requires signatory companies to termi-
nate business relationships with suppliers 
that refuse to carry out checks and improve 
safety. To date, only 500 out of an estimated 
5 000 garment factories have been inspect-
ed. Irregularities – some serious – were 
found in most, but production was halted in 
only eight cases.

The agreement also provides for work-
place health and safety committees to be set 
up, with at least half the seats going to elect-
ed workers’ reps. The clear question arises, 
though, how such provisions can be imple-
mented in a country where freedom of associ-
ation and the right to bargain collectively are 
denied, and where after strong union pressure 
the minimum monthly wage in the textile in-
dustry was set in December 2013 at $68 – less 
than what is decent enough to live off.

Just a fortnight after the collapse of 
the Rana Plaza, the Bangladesh govern-
ment yielded to international pressure and 
announced plans to give 3.6 million textile 
workers a statutory right to join a union, 
when previously they had to get the factory 
owner’s permission. The pronouncements 
were reported in the international press as 
marking a turning point in people’s lives and 
work. Sadly, they were just empty words, and 
people are still living and working in condi-
tions that are anything but those of a free life 
worth living. The hollow joke is that Bangla-
desh’s biggest textile industry bosses are em-
bedded in the political establishment, Parlia-
ment and in any event the ruling parties, and 
have no plans to tighten up laws that could hit 
their own pockets. 

More: within mere months of these 
wage increases, garment manufacturers be-
gan bemoaning that brands that sourced 

from them had allegedly threatened to move 
their orders to Cambodia, Ethiopia, India or 
Vietnam if higher pay was passed on into the 
cost of the goods.

The Accord is certainly positive and 
innovative of its kind, but to get it enforced, 
workers need to have the freedom to join the 
union that will protect their rights, in which 
they are democratically represented and have 
the means to bargain collectively for their pay 
and work conditions. That requirement is 
still nowhere near being met. Universal hu-
man rights therefore demand that trade un-
ions, governments, institutions and the var-
ious actors of the international community 
should keep up the pressure.

“Due diligence”, anyone?

At the end of 2013, representatives of the 
Bangladesh government, the local and inter-
national clothing industry, trade unions and 
non-governmental organizations set up the 
Rana Plaza Coordination Committee2 with 
the ILO acting as a neutral chair to set go-
ing a process to provide financial and other 
support to victims and their families through 
an agreement known as "the Arrangement". 
Under this, financial awards are calculated 
in line with the requirements of ILO Employ-
ment Injury Benefits Convention No. 121, and 
the whole procedure is to be coordinated by 
a multi-stakeholder committee to ensure that 
all victims receive an advance of 50 000 taka 
(about 470 euros).

For this, the Rana Plaza Donors Trust 
Fund was set up, open to companies, organ-
izations and individuals wishing to provide 
financial and medical assistance to Rana 
Plaza families. Sadly, no consensus proved 
reachable on the criteria for setting up the 
fund due to a point-blank refusal by the mul-
tinationals that had been even briefly cus-
tomers of the manufacturers concerned and 
their ongoing mutual buck-passing at the 
expense of the workers. The fund is neither 
one thing nor another, and lacks the charac-
teristics of the compensation mechanism it 
should have been. It was designed as a vol-
untary means of expressing solidarity, open 

Just 1% of the 
annual turnover of 
Rana Plaza’s brand 
customers would cover 
the full amount of 
awards due.

2. www.ranaplaza-
arrangement.org
3. The list of “donor” 
businesses can be found 
on www.ranaplaza-
arrangement.org/fund/
donors/donors
4. “Due diligence” is 
the process whereby 
organizations identify, 
prevent and mitigate their 
own potential or actual 
negative impacts and to 
realize how they themselves 
manage relationships 
with their suppliers and 
subcontractors.
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to not just multinationals but also govern-
ment, businesses and business federations 
as well as trade unions.

The results are a let-down in every re-
spect. Morally and legally, the failure to as-
sign liability speaks for itself. The fund-rais-
ing procedure started on 24 March 2014 has 
yielded underwhelming results. Two months 
on, only a score of companies had contribut-
ed, including Primark, C&A and Mango3. And 
their manifest responsibilities notwithstand-
ing, neither the Bangladesh government nor 
business federations have paid a penny.

A year on from the collapse, the NGOs 
engaged with this issue joined with Bang-
ladeshi workers and local and internation-
al trade unions to launch the "Pay Up Now 
to the Rana Plaza Trust Fund" campaign 
aimed at the big clothing brands. Many of 
the workshops’ customers still do not want 
to pay into the international fund for victims. 
The garment manufacturers’ association 

has cold-shouldered it, admitting only 
the equivalent of the wages owed to the 
Rana Plaza workers. Of the US$ 40 million 
deemed necessary, only US$ 16 million has 
been paid. But just 1% of the annual turno-
ver of the clothing brands that are Rana Pla-
za’s customers would cover the full amount 
of awards due. Companies that have not 
contributed include such names as Auchan, 
Benetton, Carrefour, Iconix (Lee Cooper) 
and JC Penney. Spain’s Inditex and Dutch 
firm C&A, by contrast, as major customers 
of Bangladesh, have paid into the fund even 
though they are not supplied by Rana Plaza 
manufacturers.

The UN Working Group on business 
and human rights has reminded the big cor-
porate customers of their responsibility to 
conduct "due diligence"4 on all their supply 
chains, according to the principles of pre-
vention and remedying of human rights vio-
lations. The governments of countries where 

corporate customers are located (especially 
the United States and the European Union) 
have been reminded that they are required 
to promote and enforce the Organisation for 
Economic Cooperation and Development 
(OECD) Guidelines for multinational enter-
prises requiring respect for human rights and 
fundamental labour standards in all coun-
tries in which they operate, including their 
responsibility as regards subcontractors.

In the wake of the Rana Plaza disas-
ter, questions parliamentary and challenges 
were raised in many countries, as well as in 
the European Parliament, but – once again – 
there is a massive policy failure to be seen be-
cause the interests of multinationals and the 
power of capital prevail. Claiming respect for 
labour rights as universal human rights and 
not standing helplessly by – these are ethical 
imperatives for all bodies that make up the 
trade union movement and for what still pro-
fesses itself to be a civil society.•

The Rana Plaza  
victims were mostly 
young women.
Image : © Isopix


