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Introduction 

The main objective of this ad-hoc Delegation Visit of the International Trade Committee 

(INTA) was to evaluate the implementation of the “Sustainability Compact”, which aims at 

improving labour rights, health and safety at work and responsible business behaviour in the 

export-driven ready-made garment (RMG) sector of the world's second largest RMG exporter. 

While Bangladesh made significant progress in its implementation - thanks to the 

commitment of all stakeholders including Bangladesh and European business, ILO, 

international trade unions, the European Commission and the Bangladeshi government - the 

“Sustainability Compact” is a crucial stage, where further progress necessitates political 

impetus. Important shortcoming as regards the respect of ILO core labour rights, notably 

concerning the freedom of association, have been highlighted by the ILO in its 

recommendations in summer 2016, whereby the INTA Delegation Visit provided the occasion 

to discuss how to address these issues with stakeholders and the Bangladeshi government. 

These discussions were held in the context of some political developments of concern for the 

European Parliament as regards new laws influencing negatively the freedom of expression 

and a weakening of an effective democratic opposition. Furthermore, the visit allowed to 

debate the future of EU-Bangladesh trade relations - once Bangladesh will have graduated 

from its status as a Least-Developed-Country (LDC) - as well as the role of LDCs in the 

WTO (in view of preparing the next WTO Ministerial Conference in Buenos Aires in 

December 2017). 

The political relevance of the INTA Delegation´s visit for the EU-Bangladesh relations cannot 

be overestimated as the generous, unilateral trade preferences granted by the EU under the 

“Everything, but arms” initiative (as laid down in the regulation on a General System of 

Preferences (GSP)) made the EU the main trading partner of Bangladesh with impressive 

growth rates. The duty and quota free access to the EU market contributed to a steady growth 

of the RMG sector, the volume of trade with the EU and an overall high gross-domestic-

product (GDP) growth in Bangladesh. 

Summary account of meetings 

The meetings with various key Ministers (Commerce and Labour) as well as a senior political 

adviser to the Prime Minister allowed discussing EU-Bangladesh trade relations and their 

future development based on the core principles of EU Trade Policy. The meetings provided 

an opportunity to remind of the importance the European Parliament (and the EU as a whole) 

attaches to respecting key democratic principles (such as a functioning opposition, impartial 

elections and the appointment of an independent Electoral Commission, transparent and 

impartial law enforcement and freedom of expression). During numerous meetings, the INTA 

Delegation expressed also its concerns about increased threats to freedom of media, a 

shrinking space for civil society and persistent human rights’ violations by police forces.  

Field visits took place on the second day of the delegation. MEPs visited one pharmaceutical 

(part of diversification strategy of the country) and two RMG factories. The INTA Delegation 

had the opportunity to get first-hand insight of the progress made in implementing the 

“Sustainability Compact” and situation of workers in export-oriented sectors. 

The INTA Delegation visit was complemented with meetings with EU and Bangladesh 
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business representatives, including leading female entrepreneurs to discuss trade and gender 

issues, as well as with all stakeholders of the “Sustainability Compact”, notably EU firms 

forming the "ACCORD", International Labour Organisation (ILO), UNICEF, Bangladeshi 

trade unions as well as Civil Society organisations (including think tanks) relevant for EU-

Bangladesh trade relations. 

Briefing with EU Ambassador 

At the beginning of the visit, the EU Ambassador in Bangladesh, H.E. Pierre Mayoudon, 

briefed the INTA Delegation about the political, economic and security situation in 

Bangladesh. Mr. Mayoudon highlighted the importance of the visit of an EP delegation, 

which follows important visits this year to Bangladesh by US Secretary of State, the Chinese 

Prime Minister and the President of the World Bank. Discussions with Members addressed 

the concerns of the EU regarding recent laws affecting freedom of expression, the current 

state of freedom of association as well as and the need to reform labour law in the Export 

Processing Zones (EPZ). Furthermore, the EU Ambassador explained the mechanism to 

monitor the implementation of the “Sustainability Compact”. It was also highlighted in the 

discussions that child labour has been largely eradicated in the RMG-sector - a major success, 

to which the “Sustainability Compact” contributed. 

Meeting with International Labour Organisation (ILO) and UNICEF 

Discussions with Mr. Reddy, Country Director of ILO in Bangladesh, and Mr. Beigbeder, 

UNICEF representative in Bangladesh, focused not only on the changes, which the 

implementation of the “Sustainability Compact” brought to the RMG sector, but also on its 

wider impact, for instance, as regards the elimination of child labour and child marriage. The 

ILO Director mentioned the high rate of rejections of trade union registrations and pointed out 

that Bangladesh has ratified 7 out of 8 ILO core conventions, whereby the ratification of the 

ILO convention on eradication of worst cases of child labour (C 182) is still pending. The 

UNICEF representative gave estimates about the number of children working in Bangladesh, 

including in hazardous labour. UNICEF survey showed a sharp decrease of child labour (by 

about 50%) between 2006 and 2013 as well as, less pronounced though, for child marriage (a 

decline by 17% of girls getting married before the age of 18 during last five years). The issue 

of the high turnover of workers in the RMG sector was also discussed with Members. In the 

debate, it was acknowledged that the “Sustainability Compact” brought important behavioural 

changes to the Bangladeshi government and the industry. 

Meeting with Bangladesh trade union representatives 

The INTA Delegation Members met with a diverse group of Bangladeshi trade union 

representatives mainly active in the RMG sector. Discussions touched upon the structure of 

trade unions and their cooperation among each other, the situation of workers in the EPZ as 

well as cases of trade union harassment and discrimination. Several trade union 

representatives highlighted that seeking judicial redress in case of non-respect of labour rights 

is a very challenging road to take in Bangladesh. It became also evident during the 

discussions that (so far) only a very small minority of all workers in the RMG sector is 

unionised. Several trade unionists complaint about increasing bureaucratic hurdles for trade 
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union registration and the lack of awareness by EU companies about issues restricting the 

freedom of association. The discussions also addressed the intention of the Bangladeshi 

government set-up of about 100 special economic zones - in addition to the existing nine EPZ. 

The INTA Delegation underlined in the discussions the importance the European Parliament 

attaches to the principle of freedom of association. 

Working lunch with Bangladesh Garment Manufacturers and Exporters Association 

(BGMEA) 

The President of BGMEA (as well as other BGMEA board members) outlined the progress 

made in enhancing safety at work in RGM factories and the investments made by the RMG 

sector to improve health and safety at work. BGMEA acknowledged the work done by the 

“ACCORD” - a five year independent, legally binding agreement between global brands and 

retailers and international trade unions designed to build a safe and healthy RMG industry in 

Bangladesh. However, they also clearly indicated their preference that following the expiry of 

the “ACCORD” in 2018, the implementation of the “Sustainability Compact” should be in the 

sole hand of Bangladeshi authorities. Furthermore, BGMEA made a clear pledge for a unified 

code of conduct for implementation of all measures to be developed by international sourcing 

companies. 

The lunch event was followed by a press conference organised by BGMEA, during which the 

BGMEA board informed about the progress achieved and the INTA Chairman shared his 

assessment. The Chairman of the INTA Delegation, Mr. Lange highlighted that “the glass is 

half full”, meaning that a lot has been achieved since the launch of the “Sustainability 

Compact”, however, further efforts are needed to address the remaining challenges. 

Meeting with “ACCORD”  

The working lunch and press conference was followed by a meeting with several 

representatives of "ACCORD" companies. Mr Robert Wayss, Executive Director of 

Bangladesh Operations (having joined the “ACCORD” from the International Labour 

Organisation) informed Members about the progress in carrying out inspections of RMG 

factories as well as the state-of-play of the remediation measures. It was mentioned that 72% 

of RMG factories have already carried out the remediation measures identified by the 

inspectors. He also explained to Members the escalation mechanism in case of non-

compliance by RMG factories as well as the work done by the safety committees in RMG 

factories. During the discussions, representatives of H&M as well as INDITEX highlighted 

the progress achieved - inspections completed to a large extent, remediation under way, and 

modernization of the RMG industry - as well as the challenges in the process - lack of 

forward-looking attitude by authorities involved, issue of sub-contracting. Some industry 

representatives considered increasing traceability of production to be a possible avenue to 

enhance compliance in the sub-contracting sector. 

Members took positive note that industry representatives reassured them that the EU brands 

and buyers saw the improvements made in the RMG sector not as a factor driving-up costs, 

but, on the contrary, an element to modernise the sector and, thereby, keeping Bangladesh 

competitiveness as an RMG supplier.  
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Meeting with Civil Society Representatives 

The debate with “ACCORD” was followed by a meeting with a variety of Civil Society 

representatives - including also think tanks working on trade-related issues - touching upon 

different issues such as labour rights, corruption and the economic outlook of the country. 

Members raised in the discussions the issue of access to legal support for workers as well as 

the possible consequences of the Foreign Donations Act, which has the potential to restrict the 

freedom of NGOs. Threats to freedom of expression in Bangladesh were also discussed in 

more general terms with Members of the INTA Delegation. 

Meeting with Heads of Missions of EU Member States 

Towards the end of the day, Members met with the Heads of Missions of the EU Member 

States, who have an Embassy in Bangladesh, in the Residence of the EU Ambassador for an 

informal discussion. Almost all Heads of Missions of EU Member States present in 

Bangladesh attended the meeting (Ambassador of the Netherlands, Italy, Germany and France 

and High Commissioner of the United Kingdom). The frank and friendly discussions touched 

upon a variety of issues ranging from the role of the Bangladeshi Prime Minister in 

Bangladeshi politics, the setting-up of the election commission for the next elections at 

national level, Bangladesh-China relations, the diversification of the Bangladeshi economy 

and the future of EU-Bangladesh trade relations, once Bangladesh has graduated from its 

LDC status.  

In the discussions, Members of the INTA Delegation talked also about the general climate for 

EU business as well as the business model of the Bangladeshi pharmaceutical industry. The 

INTA Chairman suggested encouraging Bangladesh to start preparing for GSP+ application 

as a new basis for EU-Bangladesh trade relations - once the country has achieved its objective 

set for 2021 to be a developing country. 

Working reception with various Bangladeshi personalities 

The day ended with a working reception co-hosted by the EU Ambassador and the INTA 

Chairman in the garden of the Residence of the EU Ambassador. This event was very well 

attended by numerous personalities from the business sector and the political elite of the 

country. It provided Members of the INTA Delegation with an excellent opportunity to gather 

more information on the political and economic situation in the country, thereby, highlighting 

the need to counter some developments of concerns for the rule of law and democratic 

legitimacy of the Bangladeshi political institutions. 

Breakfast meeting with women entrepreneurs 

The second day of the mission started with a breakfast meeting with female entrepreneurs 

who concluded that women in politics have more opportunities than women in business in 

Bangladesh. The female interlocutors highlighted that women entrepreneurs face glass ceiling 

to access managerial positions (very few women even in mid-management level despite over 

80% of RMG workers being female). Access to finances and property laws (partly governed 

by sharia law) add additional obstacles for women to pursue a career in business. During the 
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discussions, the government’s policy of setting up digital info points even in remote villages 

was highlighted as a positive trend that has empowered rural women by digitally connecting 

them to potential markets and education possibilities.  

Field visits of export-oriented factories (RMG and pharmaceuticals) 

The main part of the second day was dedicated to field visits to three factories: 

 

1. Beximco Pharmaceuticals Ltd 

MEPs vlisited company’s state-of-the-art manufacturing facilities. Beximco Pharma is 

producing generic drugs, exporting to 50 countries and has been audited and accredited by 

regulatory authorities of USA, Australia, EU, Canada and Brazil among others. 

Pharmaceuticals is one of the Bangladesh Government’s focus sectors for diversifying its 

economy in addition to leather, shipbuilding and information technologies.  

2. Bellissima Apparels Ltd 

The second visited factory was a medium-sized Bangladeshi-Spanish joint venture - an RMG 

factory that has been inspected by “ACCORD”. It was insightful visit to see the progress 

towards a fully compliant factory as the Bellissima Apparels Ltd had at the time of the visit 

completed 75% of remediation tasks suggested by safety inspectors. MEPs were given 

overview of changes initiated by the “Sustainability Compact” and striking examples of 

differences in working conditions before and after Rana Plaza tragedy.  

3. Epyllion  

The third visited facility was that of a state-of-the-art RMG factory that produces garments for 

big brands like H&M, Zara, M&S, G-Star and many others. It was an impressive visit as the 

factory resembled a campus that has an integrated child-care facilities, medical centre and 

newly finished industrial water purification system. 

Meeting with Minister of Labour and Employment, H.E. Mr. Mujibul Haque 

The Minister and senior staff gave a detailed and comprehensive presentation of the labour 

inspections carried out by the Department of Inspection for Factories and Establishments 

(DIFE) as well as amendments to Bangladeshi labour law with the aim to align the legal 

framework with international standards. It was highlighted in the presentation that DIFE had 

been up-graded substantially, notably in terms of human and financial resources, and 23 

Regional Officers have been set-up to carry out these inspections. The ILO contributed also 

with 25 Mio. Dollar to enable DIFE to carry out the inspections. DIFE had adopted an annual 

inspection plan, which does not only cover RMG factories, but also other factories of many 

other sectors. Members were also informed about the monitoring of the remediation work and 

workers’ involvement in the Safety Committees’ at factory level.  

During the discussions, Members raised questions regarding the process of amending the 

labour law in the EPZ. This process, with the aim to address the shortcoming in terms of 

respect of certain core labour rights as identified by the ILO, has been ongoing in the 

Bangladeshi Parliament for a considerable amount of time. Questions were also raised by 

Members of the INTA Delegation regarding measures to eradicate further child labour, 

minimum requirements for setting-up trade unions and sanctions in case of non-compliance as 
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well as how to address the high turnover of labour inspectors. Members of the INTA 

Delegation stressed in the discussions with the Minister the need for the respect of freedom of 

association. 

Meeting with Minister of Commerce, H.E. Mr Tofail Ahmed 

The Members of the INTA Delegation had a comprehensive and frank discussion with the 

Bangladeshi Minister of Commerce on a broad range of issues touching upon EU-Bangladesh 

trade relations and matters relating to the WTO. The Trade Minister outlined the importance 

of trade for the economic development of Bangladesh. He expressed its gratitude to the EU 

for granting duty-free and quota-free access to its market and of being supportive of LDCs in 

the WTO. During the discussions, Mr. Ahmed elaborated on Bangladesh’s vision of reaching 

50 bio. Dollars of RMG exports and graduating from LDC status by 2021. The INTA 

Chairman stressed that Bangladesh needs to think of and prepare for its future trade relations 

with the EU, once it has succeeded in graduating from LDC status, whereby applying for 

GSP+ could possibly be an option.  

In the discussions, the INTA Chairman highlighted the increasing importance and demand by 

European consumers that trade is based on universal values, which are now a key element of 

EU Trade Policy. The Trade Minister referred to the situation of workers in the EPZ and 

outlined the economic diversification strategy (in terms of products and export destinations) 

of Bangladesh. Economic regional integration in South Asia was also discussed with 

Members. 

The meeting was followed by a very well attended a press conference with the Bangladeshi 

Trade Minister and the INTA Chairman. 

Meeting with senior adviser to the Prime Minister 

Following a working lunch on the invitation of the Minister for Commerce, Members hold a 

meeting with a senior adviser to the Prime Minister. Discussion touched upon the security 

situation in the country, the state of play of investigations about assassinated EU citizens, the 

fight against terrorism and militant Islamism as well as preparations for setting-up of an 

independent Electoral Commission in Bangladesh for the next elections. During the 

discussions, Members of the INTA Delegation touched upon concerns about alleged human 

rights violations by Bangladeshi security forces and insisted on the importance to lay the 

ground for the next elections to enjoy democratic legitimacy and, therefore, to be organised in 

an impartial way. 

Meeting with Speaker of the Bangladeshi Parliament, H.E. Dr. Shirin Sharmin 

Following discussions with high-ranking members of the government, the Speaker of the 

Bangladeshi Parliament received the Members of the INTA Delegation in her office in the 

Parliament, which is landmark building of Dhaka. A variety of topics came up in the 

discussion ranging from freedom of expression to labour rights, anti-corruption chapters in 

trade agreements, actions to empower women, the need for ensuring a fully functioning 

democracy in the context of the preparations for the next elections as well as the security 

situation in the country. 
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In the discussions, the speaker outlined the state-of-play in the Parliament of the bills 

amending the labour laws in the EPZ. She assured Members of the INTA Delegation that 

freedom of expression is guaranteed by the Constitution and that media would be operating 

freely in Bangladesh. She also elaborated on the plans of the government to set-up special 

economic zones (which are different from the EPZ as they are not limited to exporting 

industries) and referred to the general political mood in the country. 

Meeting with opposition leader, Ms Khaleda Zia, Chairperson of BNP 

Members met the Chairperson of the main opposition party BNP, Bangladeshi Nationalist 

Party, together with key board members of the party, which did not participate in the last 

elections as it contested its fairness. The opposition leader voiced her concerns about the rule 

of law, persistent forced disappearances, arbitrary arrests, the state of democracy in 

Bangladesh and, as a consequence, a deteriorating investment climate in Bangladesh. 

Members took note of her point of view and highlighted the importance of free and fair 

elections in full respect of democratic principles as well as the respect of human rights. 

Informal dinner with Presidents of Bangladeshi Chambers of Commerce 

The mission finished with an informal dinner with Presidents of Bangaldeshi Chambers of 

Commerce who discussed the business environment in the country that ranks 176th in the 

World Bank’s Ease of Doing Business ranking. Several interlocutors highlighted that the 

main impediments for business were poor infrastructure and energy connectivity, widespread 

corruption and lack of skilled workers. Business interlocutors also referred in the discussions 

to a certain element of political uncertainty in the country, which has a negative impact on the 

investment climate in Bangladesh. 

Conclusions 

The fact-finding visit of an INTA Delegation gave useful insight to Members about the 

progress achieved and the remaining challenges to implement the “Sustainability Compact”. 

Discussions laid the ground to start working jointly on the future of EU-Bangladesh trade 

relations, which have been blossoming thanks to the “Everything, but arms” initiative and the 

ability of Bangladesh to develop its comparative advantage in the RMG sector. Despite a 

difficult political context and threats to rule of law and democracy in Bangladesh, the visit 

confirmed that a value-based EU Trade Policy triggers a process of change in export-oriented 

sectors and in the government, whereby increasing trade volumes (exports and imports) can 

go hand in hand with improving conditions for workers in export-oriented sectors. 
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ANNEX I 

 

COMMITTEE ON INTERNATIONAL TRADE 

 

Delegation visit to Bangladesh 

15 - 17 November 2016 

 

Final Programme 
 

14-15 NOVEMBER  2016 

TIME PROGRAMME LOCATION 

 Arrival of MEPs and EP staff Airport – Amari Hotel 

 

15 NOVEMBER  2016, TUESDAY 

TIME PROGRAMME LOCATION 

09:45 
Departure from Amari Hotel to EU 

Delegation (EU Del.) 
 

10:00 – 10:45 Briefing with EU Delegation EU Delegation 

11:00 – 12:00 Meeting with ILO & UNICEF  EU Delegation 

12:15–13:15 
Meeting with Trade Union 

Representatives  
EU Delegation 

13:30 – 15:00 Lunch with BGMEA Westin Hotel 

15:30 – 16:30 Meeting with the ACCORD and Brands 
EU Delegation 

16:30 – 17:30 Meeting with Civil Society  
EU Delegation 

18:00 – 18:45 Meeting with HoMs 
EU Residence 

19:00 – 21:00 Reception with various personalities1 EU Residence 

  

                                                 
1 FAIR TRADE ORGANIZATION (ECOTA) WILL ALSO ATTEND THE RECEPTION.  
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16 NOVEMBER  2016, WEDNESDAY 

TIME PROGRAMME LOCATION 

08:00 – 09:30 
Breakfast meeting with Women 

Entrepreneurs  

Amaya (13th Floor), Amari 

Hotel 

09:30 Departure from Hotel for field visits Dhaka-Tongi 

11:00 – 13:30 
Visit Beximco Pharmaceuticals Ltd. and 

lunch 

Beximco Pharmaceuticals 

Ltd. Kathalidia, Auchpara, 

Tongi 1711, Gazipur 

13:30 Travel to next factory Beximco - Bellissima 

14:30 – 15:45 Visit Bellissima Apparels Ltd. 

Bellissima Apparels Ltd. 

Shopping Area, Bscic 

Industrial Estate, Tongi 

15:45 Travel to next factory Tongi - Joydevpur 

16:45 – 18:00 Visit Epyllion Style Limited (ESL) 

Epyllion Style Limited, 

Bangla Bazaar, Joydevpur, 

(Rajendrapur-Vawal 

Mirzpur Road),  Gazipur 

18:00 – 20:00 Travel back to Dhaka Gazipur - Dhaka 

 

17 NOVEMBER 2016, THURSDAY 

TIME PROGRAMME LOCATION 

10:00 Departure for Ministries 
Hotel – Ministries, 

Bangladesh Secretariat 

11:00 – 11:45 

Meeting with H.E. Md. Mujibul Haque, 

Hon'ble State Minister,  Ministry of 

Labour and Employment  

Ministry of Labour and 

Employment 

Building No. 7 (4th &5th 

floor) Bangladesh 

Secretariat 

12:00 - 14:00 

Meeting and lunch with H.E. Mr. Tofail 

Ahmed, Hon'ble Minister, Ministry of 

Commerce 

Ministry of Commerce 

Building No. 3 (3rd Floor),  

Bangladesh Secretariat 

14:00 - 14:30 
Meeting with Senior Adviser of 

Bangladesh Prime Minister 

State Guest House Padma 

Ramna 
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17 NOVEMBER 2016, THURSDAY 

TIME PROGRAMME LOCATION 

15:00 – 16:00 

Meeting with H.E. Dr. Shirin Sharmin 

Chaudhury, Hon'ble Speaker, Bangladesh 

Parliament 

Bangladesh Parliament 

Speaker’s Office, Level-5 

Sher-e-Bangla Nagar, 

Sangsad Bhaban 

17:00 – 17:45 Press Briefing/Outreach EU Delegation 

18:00 – 19:00 
Meeting with Khaleda Zia, BNP 

chairperson 

EU Delegation 

19:30 – 20:30 
Informal dinner with Presidents of 

Bangladeshi Chambers of Commerce  
EU Residence 

 

18-19 NOVEMBER  2016 

TIME PROGRAMME LOCATION 

 Departure of the participants Hotel Amari to Airport 

 

 

 


