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Contribution of Labour Inspection to the
Improvement of Labour Law

Md. Masum Billah
Law Officer, Department of Inspection for Factories
and Establishments

ot |/

Introduction

)

During the International Labour Organization (ILO) governing body’s 350th session in Geneva,
Switzerland, the government affirmed its dedication to establishing a labour-friendly
environment within the nation. This commitment was underscored by its emphasis on fostering
essential labour relations aimed at advancing the welfare of workers, in line with honourable Prime Minister
Sheikh Hasina's initiatives. These initiatives are imbued with the spirit of Bangabandhu Sheikh
Muyjibur Rahman's vision to cultivate a Bangladesh free from poverty and exploitation.

The roadmap on the labour sector in Bangladesh and four priorities areas

The roadmap on the Labour Sector in Bangladesh (2021-2026) is a commitment of the
Government of Bangladesh to uphold labour rights and workplace safety in the country.! The
road map contains specific actions on legal and administrative reforms as well as enforcement of
laws and training and promotional activities.? Accordingly, the road map had been developed
under four priority areas with a series of specific actions set against timelines.®> These four
priority areas are: (1) labour law reform; (2) trade union registration; (3) labour inspection and
enforcement; and (4) addressing acts of anti-union discrimination/unfair labour practices and
violence against workers.*

DIFE as national labour inspectorate and its key functions

Labour inspection plays an important role in protecting employees’ rights, ensuring health and
safety at the workplace and combating unsafe working environments, preventing breaches of
employment protection rules and promoting fair and socially responsible economic growth.’
Labour law reform, labour inspection and enforcement are closely interlinked for the protection
of the rights of workers and ensuring better and safe working environment. Department of
Inspection for Factories and Establishments (DIFE) is responsible for labour inspection under the
Bangladesh Labour Act, 2006 and Bangladesh Labour Rules, 2015. Labour Inspectors of DIFE
perform their functions and exercise the powers enumerated in Section-319 of BLA, 2006, and
Rule-351 of BLR, 2015. The key functions carried out by DIFE include:

1) approval of factory's machinery layout plan;

2) issue and renewal of licenses to enterprises under its jurisdiction;

1 GB.347/INS/15(Rev.2)

2 ibid

3 Ibid

4 Ibid

5> European Parliament resolution of 14 January 2014 on effective labour inspections as a strategy to improve working
conditions in Europe (2013/2112(INI)
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3) inspection of the enterprises for enforcement of relevant provisions of BLA in terms of
working conditions, safety & health and welfare of the workers;

4) sharing knowledge and experiences with workers and employers and advising them on labour

laws, rules and regulations;®

5) conducting investigations on complaints received on labour law violations, investigation of
occupational accidents and diseases,

6) conducting conciliation meeting or discussion to ensure the realization of wages or other legal
dues of a worker or workers upon application;

7) reporting on labour inspection, wage administration, conditions of work and occupational
safety and health (OSH).” and

8) to file criminal cases before the Labour Court against non-compliant employer and
management authority for ensuring sufficiently dissuasive sanctions.

International Labour Standards: the crucial functions of labour inspectorates

Whilst labour inspectorates and attendant enforcement bodies are national in their operation,
their rise globally has been tied to the prominence of supranational institutions and, in particular,
the ILO. The ILO, a specialized agency of the United Nations, has identified state-led labour
standards inspections as key to detecting and addressing workplace exploitation. In this respect,
its Convention on Labour Inspection (No. 81, 1947) establishes expectations for national-level
labour inspectorates, including three core objectives.® The functions of the system of labour
inspection shall be:

a. To secure the enforcement of the legal provisions relating to conditions of work and the
protection of workers while engaged in their work, such as provisions relating to hours, wages,
safety, health and welfare, the employment of children and young persons, and other connected
matters, in so far as such provisions are enforceable by labour inspectors;

b. To supply technical information and advice to employers and workers concerning the most
effective means of complying with the legal provisions; and

6 The Labour Inspection in Bangladesh 2014-2018, p. 17. Published by the Department of Inspection for Factories
and Establishments, December, 2021.

7 Labour Inspection Governance in Bangladesh, ILO Brief, April 2020. P.1.

8 Thomas Hastings and Andrew Herod (2024).” Labour geography and the state: Exploring labour’s role in working
against, with and through the state to improve labour standards’ Economy and Space, Vol. (1), p.64.
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c. To bring to the notice of the competent authority defects or abuses not specifically covered by
9

existing legal provisions.
Labour inspection institutions have a two-fold nature. On the one hand, they supervise the
enforcement of labour laws, particularly with regard to workers’ rights. On the other hand,
labour inspectorates provide information and advice, as well as training. This dual nature means
that labour inspection is a well-suited tool for good governance as well as ensuring fairness in the
workplace. !

Adapting legislation with the changing needs and the labour inspectorate

While the impacts of COVID-19 continue to play out across Bangladeshi society climate change
threats intensify, the world of work continues to rapidly evolve, driven by technological change
in areas including digitalization, the emerging platform economy, artificial intelligence, and
automation.!! The forms and frameworks of the employment relationship, production processes
and technologies used at the workplace are changing increasingly fast.!? It is essential that
relevant legislation keep pace with these changes if the workers in new employment
relationships or abusive conditions of work are not to suffer as a result of an inadequate legal
framework. '

In accordance with Article 3, paragraph 1(c) of the Labour Inspection Convention, 1947 (No.
81), and Article 6, paragraph 1(c) of the Labour Inspection (Agriculture) Convention, 1969 (No.
129), it 1s stipulated that the labour inspectorate is mandated to apprise the competent authority
of any deficiencies or irregularities not expressly addressed within the existing legal framework.
Moreover, Convention No. 129 extends the scope of responsibilities by granting the authority to
labour inspectors to proactively propose amendments or enhancements to prevailing laws and
regulations, thereby underscoring the pivotal role of labour inspectorates in ensuring regulatory
efficacy and continuous improvement in labour standards enforcement. Because of their free
access to workplaces and special relationship with employers and workers, labour inspectors are
potentially the public officials in the best position to identify situations that might call for legal
and legislative solutions aimed at improving protection at work. '

% Article 3 of the ILO Labour Inspection Convention, 1947 (No. 81).The ILO’s Labour Inspection (Agriculture)
Convention, 1969 (No. 129) contains nearly identical provisions in Article 6.

10 https://asean.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/05/Recommendations-of-the-1st-6th-ASEAN-Labour-Inspection-
Conference.pdf(last visited on 13.03.2024)

11LO, Decent Work Country Programmes for Bangladesh 2022-2026, Dhaka, International Labour Office, 2023,
p.13.

121LO General Survey on Labour Inspection (2006), p.45.
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141LO General Survey on Labour Inspection (2006), p.45.
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This privilege also assigns labour inspectors the role of catalysts for labour law review, by
identifying gaps or ambiguities within the legislation and proposing best practices to integrate
into national law. These practices, which have long been upheld in numerous enterprises, aim to
foster a working environment devoid of exploitation, intimidation, discrimination, harassment,
violence, and occupational risks and hazards. Such initiatives ultimately benefit both employers
and workers. If it is properly understood and properly carried out, it should promote the
introduction of new protective measures.'”> The improvement of labour law by labour
inspectorate may be materialized in four ways:

a) Through periodical reports: Although the Conventions do not specify the way in which
inspectors should fulfil their function of informing the competent authority, it would
appear that the most practical means of achieving this would be through the periodical
reports they are required to submit to the central inspection authority.'® They should be
allowed to decide what information should be included in a given report, in the light of
the urgency or nature of the situation.!” It will then be for the central authority to
determine whether to take or request appropriate legislative action. '8

b) Through drafting legislation and participating in the work of governments’
concerned advisory bodies: Labour inspection services are to a certain extent involved
in the process of drafting labour regulations. This involvement can sometimes be more
direct, such as when a representative of the inspectorate takes part in the work of advisory
bodies on labour affairs.!” In Denmark, the Danish Working Environment Authority is
responsible, inter alia, for assisting the Ministry of Employment in the drafting of
regulations made under the Working Environment Act.

c) Through consultation during the process of labour law reform: Recommendations for
such action may be made by the labour inspectorate and discussed in tripartite labour
advisory bodies, where they exist.?’ Further, where appropriate, labour inspectors should
also be consulted by the competent authorities during the process of labour law reform.?!

d) Legal clarification and explanation: If labour law contains a provision to supplement or
clarify or explain existing legislation which may be published in the form of orders,
circulars or instructions either by the labour inspectorate or by the controlling authority
(Ministry), it allows no vacuum or discrepancy for the enforcement of workers’ rights.
The absence of any ambiguity in enforcing of and complying with national labour
standards will absolutely enrich collaboration between inspectors and employers, build

151LO General Survey on Labour Inspection (1985), p.36

1 The requirement for labour inspectors to submit periodical reports to the central inspection authority is set out
in Article 19 of Convention No. 81 and Article 25 of Convention No. 129.

171LO General Survey on Labour Inspection (2006), p.45.

18 |bid

1% 1LO General Survey on Labour Inspection (1985), p.36.

201LO General Survey on Labour Inspection (2006), p.45.
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trust between employers and workers and avoid workplace conflict which will promote
sustainable investment climate.

Conclusion:

Labour inspection plays a crucial role in improving labour law in Bangladesh, ensuring
compliance with regulations, promoting fair practices, and safeguarding worker well-being.
Aligned with international standards set by the ILO, labour inspection serves both enforcement
and advisory functions, facilitating the adaptation of legislation to evolve workforce dynamics.
Through periodic reporting, active participation in legislative drafting, and consultation during
reform processes, labour inspectorates contribute proactively to shape laws that foster
inclusivity and safety. By bridging regulatory frameworks with practical realities, labour
inspection enhances labour rights, mitigates workplace hazards, and promotes a just and
equitable society.
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Emerging Occupational Safety and
Health hazards in the plastic sector

AKM Masum Ul Alam

OSH Specialist and Adjunct Faculty

Department of Occupational Health and Environment
Bangladesh University of Health and Sciences

Plastics are found in all aspects of modern life, including the world of work. Whilst the
environmental impacts of plastic pollution are widely recognized, the adverse impacts of
exposure to plastics on workers’ health should now also be considered a priority. Workers
in numerous industries are exposed to harmful additive chemicals in plastics, which have
been linked with immune, endocrine and reproductive system dysfunction, as well as
cancers and birth defects.

Plastics are found part of our life, including the world of work. Their flexibility, durability
and low cost have made them essential components of billions of modern products, with
an ever-expanding range of applications. At current rates, plastic packaging volumes are
expected to more than quadruple by 2050 to 318 million tonnes per year (World Economic
Forum 2016). However, plastics contain and leach hazardous chemicals, which have been
linked with cancers, birth defects and impairments to the immune, endocrine and
reproductive systems (Rustagi et al. 2011). Workers in numerous industries use plastics
during the course of their work and may therefore be at risk of harmful chemical
exposures, depending on the variety of plastic and type of exposure. In the plastics
industry alone, millions of men and women work through its entire value chain, from
production to transformation, collection and recycling. Many are in the informal economy,
where occupational safety and health (OSH) regulations and social protections are limited
or poorly enforced. The costs to individuals, their families and society may be
considerable

What are plastics?

Plastics are a group of polymers, either synthetic or naturally occurring, that can be
moulded into solid objects of various shapes. They are mostly derived from fossil
fuel-based chemicals, such as natural gas, coal or petroleum, although some come from
renewable biological substances, such as vegetable fats and oils. Plastics are used to make
a large range of products due to their unique properties.

Global plastics production

Cumulative global production of primary plastic between 1950 and 2017 is estimated at
9,200 million metric tonnes and is forecast to reach 34 billion metric tonnes by 2050
(Geyer 2020). Plastics are utilized across many sectors, including construction, textiles,
consumer products, transportation and electronics, as well as to produce packaging . The
packaging industry is by far the largest user of plastics, with construction and textiles also
major users. Primary plastics production rose for all sectors and is expected to continue
increasing.
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Light, strong and seemingly inexpensive plastics have permeated our lives, our societies and our
economies — but at a pace that has escalated into significant costs to the environment, human health and
the economy. Currently, the world produces 430 million metric tons of plastics each year (Organisation
for Economic Co-operation and Development [OECD] 2022), of which over two-thirds are short-lived
products which soon become waste, and a growing amount (139 million metric tons in 2021 [Minderoo
2021]) after one single use.

Consumption of Plastic in Bangladesh

Bangladesh faced a sharp increase in both plastic use and pollution. In the last 15 years, Bangladesh’s
annual per capita plastic consumption in urban areas tripled to 9.0 kg in 2020 from 3.0 kg in 2005.
Consumption of LDPE packaging materials (plastic bags, etc.) increased fivefold in 2020 from 2005.
Of the 977,000 tons of plastic consumed in 2020, only 31 percent were recycled. Most mismanaged
plastic waste was single-use plastics like shopping bags, packs, and wrappers.

The capital Dhaka’s annual per capita plastic consumption is more than three times the national
average for urban areas and stands at 22.25 kg. About 646 tons of plastic waste is collected daily in
Dhaka, which is 10 percent of all wastes generated in Bangladesh. Only 37.2 percent of the plastic
waste in Dhaka is recycled.

The average per capita plastic consumption in European countries is more than 100 kg -- much higher
than in Bangladesh. But Bangladesh is one of the top plastic polluted countries due to mismanagement
of plastic waste.

Exposure to plastics in the workplace

Workers are exposed to hazardous chemicals during all stages of plastic lifecycle. This includes during
the extraction of fossil fuels used to make plastics, the production of different plastics, and their final
disposal, when they are recycled, incinerated or discarded. Safety and health impacts can result from
plastic particles themselves or additive chemicals associated with plastics. Effects on human health
will vary depending on the substance type and route of exposure, either via inhalation, ingestion or
dermal contact.

Workers in the plastics industry face acute and chronic health risks due to their increased risk of
exposure to hazardous chemicals. Plastics are usually processed as pellets, granules or powders. When
manufacturing or processing plastics, chemicals are either used to make the plastic, are added to the
product as additives, or are produced as a by-product through the process, for example in the form of
plastic fume . Workers are exposed to these chemicals mainly when materials are heated to make them
more pliable for creating plastic products. Workers and surrounding communities may also be at risk
of chemical exposures from uncontrolled releases, for example, due to major industrial accidents.

Plastics and the health of workers

Despite plastics providing significant benefits, current production methods, including extraction, use,
and disposal of plastics, have many drawbacks for human health and the
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environment. Pure plastics have low toxicity due to their insolubility in water and are biochemically
inert because of a large molecular weight.

Plastic products contain hazardous chemical additives, which have been associated with serious health
concerns such as hormone-related cancers, infertility and neurodevelopment disorders, like attention
deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) and autism.

These are fragments of plastics less than Smm, which we eat, drink and breathe in every day.
Microplastics cause damage to human cells, leading to cell death, allergic reactions and other adverse
health impacts. Chemical additives in every plastic item contains chemical additives that determine the
properties of the material and influence the cost of production.

How workers are exposed to chemical additives

Workers may be exposed to plastics during the entire life span of plastic products, from manufacturing
and use, to recycling, waste management and disposal. Additives may be weakly bound to the polymer
matrix and so can leach out of the plastics during normal use or following improper disposal in the
environment (Wagner and Schlummer 2020). Many additives are highly hazardous and are a
significant concern to occupational health. Some are regulated internationally, for example, under the
Stockholm Convention on Persistent Organic Pollutants. Other additives proven to be harmful are
heavy metals, such as cadmium, chromium, lead and mercury, which are now banned for use in plastics
production in many regions.

Priority actions for protecting workers

Plastics bring new risks to the safety and health of workers. Priority actions to protect workers from
hazardous chemical exposures in plastics should be implemented at both the policy level and the
workplace level, with a strong foundation of social dialogue throughout. Prevention measures should
use an integrated OSH systems approach, with plastics exposures considered at all stages of
occupational risk assessments. Evidence should be matched to policy initiatives that consider the new
and known risks associated with occupational plastics exposures, including plastics additives and
microplastics.

Source of Information:
1. Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development [OECD] 2022),
2. Hazardous exposures to plastics in the world of work [ Research Report 2023, ILO]

3. Turning off the Tap How the world can end plastic pollution and create a circular economy, [ UN
Environment Programme Report, 2023]

4. Towards a Multisectoral Action Plan for Sustainable Plastic Management in Bangladesh] World
Bank Report, 2021]

5. WRAPPED IN PLASTIC: The State of Plastic Pollution in Bangladesh [ Breifing note, CPD]
6. World Economic Forum, 2016
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Behind The Scene:

Tackling occupational safety and health issues
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Ole R. Justesen
Sector Counsellor (OHS), Royal Danish Embassy

Imagine a worker at a factory not only endures the demands of their tasks, but also the
relentless heat inside and outside the factory. Temperatures suddenly become more
than numbers; a wish for a better work environment. A recent study by Cornell
University's Global Labour Institute and Schroders reveals that workers in Dhaka miss
an average of three days of work per month due to temperature-related illnesses (from
May-July), a concern intensified by rising temperatures resulting from climate change.
It is clear that action is needed now more than ever.

Adding to this challenge is the often neglected issue of ergonomics. Workers facing
neck and shoulder pain due to repetitive tasks and poor ergonomics find themselves
caught in a cycle of discomfort, affecting not only their well-being but also impacting
the productivity of the factory they work in. A Danish research study led by University
of Southern Denmark shows the harsh reality faced by workers, highlighting the
importance of ergonomics. Both studies point to the fact that empowering and
genuinely listening to workers is crucial if we are to address health and safety risks
within their jobs.

The Department of Inspection for Factories and Establishments (DIFE), Bangladesh
and the Danish Working Environment Authority are taking a proactive role,
particularly addressing neglected areas like ergonomics, recognising that compliance
with safety and health standards benefits both workers and factories. Creating a
workplace that prioritises the well-being of workers not only enhances productivity
but also reduces illness-related costs.

It is essential that every workplace in different industries, such as RMG, agriculture,
steel, pharmaceuticals and so on, focus on ensuring a better work environment.
Improving occupational safety and health standards at factories and establishments is
critical for increasing and maintaining the competitiveness of Bangladesh’s industries.
The increasing demands for products produced under socially sustainable working
conditions and the discussions on a new due diligence directive from the European
Union underscores the importance of a decent and safe working environment. Labour
inspectorates play a significant role in Bangladesh’s journey towards becoming a
sustainable production hub, through inspection, motivating compliance, and training.
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DIFE and the Danish Working Environment Authority (DWEA) are working together in
Bangladesh to ensure labour inspectors and industries are equipped with skills and knowledge on
occupational safety and health. Together, they developed courses for industries on various
occupational safety and health issues. From chemical and machinery safety to ergonomics and
dialogue, these courses provide valuable insights for both employers and workers, empowering
them to prioritise safety in the workplace.

As part of this cooperation Bangladeshi and Danish labour inspectors regularly visit factories
together, as part of peer-to-peer learning activities under the two governments’ sector cooperation.
The visits show the steps, which have been made towards social sustainability in the garment
production, with investments in personal protective equipment, needle guards, and clean hallways.
Despite positive progress, there is still work needed to be done, particularly in non-export-oriented
factories and sectors.

Denmark is a long-standing partner to Bangladesh on decent work, and in the coming years, we
will work to expand our bilateral partnership for sustainable growth in the RMG sector and
beyond. For instance, Denmark supports Bangladesh with implementing the ILO Road Map and
the EU National Action Plan for the Labour Sector via ILO, participating in initiatives like the
partnership for cleaner textile, and offering supply chain advisory for building an environment for
sustainability. Denmark understands the need for a strong and effective labour inspectorate in
Bangladesh as it strives to become a sustainable production hub.

b R 2038
TSR (111 XY 8 (FTRFG e



Occupational Safety and Health: a new Training Center
in Rajshahi and how to consolidate the governance of
an Industrial Safety Framework

Dr. Michael Klode
STILE Project, GIZ

The National Occupational Health and Safety Day is celebrated each year in a participatory manner. While
it is a great occasion to celebrate success, it is also a reminder to continue strengthening efforts towards safe

and decent workplaces.

The Deutsche Gesellschaft fiir Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) GmbH is commissioned by the
German Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development (BMZ) to work with DIFE on
different paths of implementation. Under the Sustainability in the Textile and Leather Industries (STILE)
project, in the past 12 months we have continued to support the update and maintenance of the Labour
Inspection Management Application (LIMA) system, especially from the perspective of the inspection
module. In order to implement DIFE’s Digitization Strategy (2023), data driven decision making is a core

element to enhance effectiveness and transparency for a SMART DIFE.

DIFE has completed an impressive implementation of the construction of the National Occupational Safety
and Health Training and Research Institute (NOSHTRI) premises in Rajshahi. We have supported linking
the FBCCI Safety Cell with NOSHTRI, in order to prepare the industry for reaching out to NOSHTRI (not
only in Rajshahi, but as a nationwide institution) as a provider of training and knowledge. One political
element to strengthen NOSHTRI could be that MoLE includes in a revised BLA/BLR that all Safety
Officers and Safety Committees need to have a NOSHTRI accredited or provided training.

When Safety Officers, managers or workers will be trained by NOHSTRI — either in Rajshahi or anywhere
else in Bangladesh — they will and should experience practice-oriented exposure. A great example can be
seen in the construction sector simulation room installed at the Airport site. Similar setups we experienced
when travelling with DIFE and MoLE colleagues to Germany in late 2022. That is why the German
Cooperation is supporting two virtual reality-based labs for DIFE, as well as equipping simulation labs with

physical equipment.

When we look at the state of things regarding Occupational Safety and Health in Bangladesh, there is a
broad range, from high-level modern factories to very simple workshops or even informal establishments.
Noise, dust, ergonomic issues and exposure to chemicals or risks of accidents, especially from fire and

electric safety issues, are still frequent.
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In that sense, it is not only a Governmental responsibility to protect the rights-holders, but also an interest
of the private sector to enable the best possible working conditions. The intended coordination between
Ministries and authorities under what has been named “Industrial Safety Framework” is an excellent path.

The governance of occupational safety and health is an interdisciplinary exercise. It starts from the

communication in the establishment, were safety concerns should be rewarded and on the top of the agenda
of owners and management. It continues with identifying ways to prevent and improve: FBCCI Safety Cell,
for example, has a brilliant analysis on short-term and mid-term measures possible in commercial buildings
and shopping malls/markets.

And it continues with robust monitoring. Together with other stakeholders we have supported DIFE in
consolidating the Labour Inspection Management Application https://lima.dife.gov.bd/ And while we are
aware that the ratio of inspections and inspectors versus factories and establishments makes it very difficult
to implement inspections in all formal (and informal) establishments and factories, we can continue
consolidating the inspection planning and the inspection monitoring processes. Processing the data
provided by the inspections is key to, for example, identify patterns in specific districts, in specific
industries or even the accuracy of the information provided.

And it can even help other authorities: if a DIFE inspector, for example, identifies a Participation
Committee in a factory: why not forward this to the Department of Labour, so they can check whether it is
registered or not?

The German Cooperation is proud to work with the Government on Bangladesh on many topics. DIFE has
achieved many great things in the last year and the last years.
Best wishes for a happy OSH Day and a year with as much health and safety as possible!
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