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Abstract 
In the growing world of fast fashion and its ever-decreasing prices, the average consumer is 
too often unaware of the ‘shadow world’ of the global textile industry. Each t-shirt and each 
pair of jeans hanging in our local shops may indeed have a dire story to tell; potentially entailing 
child labor and environmental exploitation and degradation. This paper sheds light upon the 
health-related consequences of such an unscrupulous industry, with specific reference to 
Bangladesh, the second-largest exporter of textiles in the world. It provides a contextual 
overview of the industry, highlighting its relationship to a wide scope of health outcomes linked 
to multiple stages of garments’ processing. Drawing upon empirical evidence across 
Bangladesh, this work puts a specific focus on Occupational Safety and Health (OSH) by 
delving into the ad hoc reforms of the 2013 Rana Plaza factory collapse. The findings of the 
paper suggest that while the post-Rana plaza era witnessed significant improvements across 
the determinants of occupational safety, the status quo is still far from ideal, with much existing 
room for further reforms. The paper warrants likewise adjustments across the global textile 
sector to ensure equitable treatment of employees, whilst also ensuring equal economic 
opportunities and competitiveness of all players in this industry.  
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Introduction 
      Each t-shirt and each pair of jeans hanging in our local H&M or Zara, may have a dire 
story to tell; potentially entailing child labour and exploitation to environmental degradation.  
It is the Rana Plaza disaster in Dhaka, Bangladesh, in 2013, a “mass industrial homicide”i, which 
finally brought much needed attention to the textile sector. What has changed since, and what 
hasn’t? 
      Existing research on the textile sector in Bangladesh focuses on the environmental 
consequences of production and consumption, or on the economics of labour laws and 
practices, with emphasis on the enforcement of minimum wages for workers.ii However, 
significantly much less attention has been paid to the yet nonnegligible health implications of 
the sector. This paper aims to bridge this shortfall by providing insights on the health 
implication of the garment industry in Bangladesh, nearly seven years from the Rana Plaza 
factory collapse. The first part of this investigation intends to provide a contextual overview of 
the textile industry in Bangladesh, highlighting its relationship with a wide scope of health 
outcomes of factory workers. The second section will delve into the ad hoc reforms taken after 
the 2013 Rana Plaza collapse to critically assess them. This appraisal will be conducted while 
bearing in mind the WHO’s holistic definition of health, encompassing “a state of complete 
physical, mental, and social well-being and not merely the absence of disease or infirmityiii.  
 
Examining the State of the Fashion Industry: The Unexpected Relationship between 
Fashion and Global Health 

Fashion in the Global Economy  
      Recently, the fashion sector has increased exponentially in importance, size and value. 
Since 2000, clothing production has more than doubled, and the womenswear sector alone is 
worth over US$ 621 billioniv. The fashion industry, from the sourcing of materials to shop floor 
workers, is estimated to employ over 75 million peoplev, and is considered one of the oldest 
and most technologically complex forms of commerce. Textiles provides the foundations for 
some of the most rapidly developing economies in the world, such as that of Bangladesh, 
whose ready-made garment sector accounts for 81% of the country’s exports and contributes 
to 20% of national income; making it a key driving force in the country’s economy and a major 
player in the country’s shift to a middle-income status by 2021vi.  

Clothes Can Make Us Sick? - A Spotlight on Occupational Health  
      As a result of such growth, a new wave of fashion has come about: ‘Fast Fashion’. It is 
disposable, ever-changing and cheap, yet this does not come without a fair share of 
controversy and setbacks. While taking into account the sector’s grave, long-term 
environmental consequences, this paper wishes to focus upon a less researched facet of the 
industry - its relationship to global health. More specifically, the key concern being the 
deplorable ethical standards of those employed in the production of clothing, and the impacts 
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of the material inputs and working conditions upon health outcomes, encompassed within the 
field of occupational health.  

Physical Maladies  
   Overall, health issues of workers in the readymade garment sector stem from several 
occupational hazards such as long working hours, limited leave, over-crowded working spaces, 
lack of health and safety measures, absence of staff amenities, and a lack of safe drinking 
water,vii causing a deterioration in both physical and mental health.       
In a 2019 survey across 219 fashion brands, only 12% could provide evidence towards paying 
garment workers the legal minimum wage in their respective countriesviii. Of all textile factory 
workers, 80% are women and 90% do not have any form of social security cover, with an 
average 150 hours of overtime being recordedix. Workers stationed along a number of units 
starting from spinning to weaving, dyeing and printing, and finally quality control, finishing and 
packing, are exposed to a range of safety and health issues, while chemicals found in garment 
production have been linked to neurotoxicity, lung disorders, and cancer.x Workers specifically 
engaging in the spinning and procession of cotton are exposed to soil and pesticide residues 
which lead to respiratory disorders. More severely, those who engage in the sector for long 
periods of time, due to poor occupational mobility of such low skilled labour, develop byssinosis 
or ‘brown lung’xi. In a study carried out in 2015, 55% of workers surveyed suffered from severe 
musculoskeletal problems, 40% experienced constant neural problems such as headaches, 
while 30% suffered from limited respiratory capacitiesxii. 

The Current State of Affairs in Bangladesh 
    In the context of health and safety in Bangladesh, the industry is evidently defective, 
regardless of its economic capacities. However, in light of the growing body of research and 
high-profile cases such as the Rana Plaza disaster, it is important to consider whether change 
has occurred.   

The Silent Killer  
      Further to this, non-physical psychological illnesses are further marginalised. Novel 
research into the well-being of female garment workers in Bangladesh found factory 
employees to suffer a double burden from both work and the separation from their children 
and families, which is exacerbated by their access to poor communication networks whilst in 
the workplacexiii. Women in this 8 month-long study reported stress, anxiety and thoughts of 
suicide, with those having moved away from their families suffering the highest mental health 
consequencesxiv. These included overwhelming feelings of guilt, adding to their already 
dwindling physical health. Additionally, regardless of their capacity to pay for medications, 
when women wish to seek medical help, despite the high levels of social stigma, the long 
working hours most likely impede them to do so.   
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The Health Cost of the Bangladeshi Textile Sector 
The Rana Plaza: A Case Study 

      Starting with less than 12 in 1974, the Bangladesh textile industry today has expanded 
to more than 4,000 factories and currently employs more than 5 million peoplexv. For its 
contribution to the country’s economic growth, poverty reduction, and women empowerment, 
the sector is widely lauded and is likely to remain a priority of national policy for the foreseeable 
future.  
      But the sector’s economic achievements and the cheap prices for fast fashion in 
western markets have come at huge costs for the country’s workers, particularly in matters of 
Occupational Health and Safety (OHS)xvi. For Bangladeshi factory owners, small profit margins 
and increased buyer pressure meant that cutting corners on important matters of safety 
became a profitable tendency. This was exacerbated by inadequate government oversight that 
encompassed weak regulatory institutions. Thus, the same sector that made Bangladesh 
successful as a major supplier of fashion has also caused hazardous working conditions, low 
wages, and unregulated factories that put workers under constant serious physical and mental 
strain. Between 2005 and 2012, more than 500 workers had died in textile industrial 
accidentsxvii . 
     It is within this context that Rana Plaza, the now infamous ready-made garment 
factory building situated in the outskirts of Dhaka, collapsed on 24 April 2013, taking the lives 
of 1,134 people, while injuring more than 2,500.xviii Deemed as one of the worst industrial 
accidents in the world, the collapse provided a much-needed wake-up call and brought into 
the spotlight the poor working conditions of Bangladeshi garment workers. Mass protests by 
workers, labour advocates, and consumers all over the world consequently saw the 
implementation of several regulations to mitigate the probabilities of such future disastersxix . 
While a significant portion of those regulations focused on improving Bangladesh’s labour 
laws, their primary focus had been on OHS. 

The Response: Policies and Outcomes  
      The more prominent policy responses to the Rana Plaza disaster on OSH issues have 
been the initiatives taken by ‘the Alliance’ and ‘the Accord’, two international consortiums made 
up of western brands, the ILO, and global NGOs and unions.xx As per the consortiums’ 
agreements, the brands were collectively and legally responsible for their suppliers’ factory 
conditions and therefore would conduct inspections, oversee remediation and cut off suppliers 
in case of non-compliance.xxi On the government’s side, the National Tripartite Plan of Action 
(NTPA) on Fire Safety and Structural Integrity, more commonly known as ‘the National 
Initiative’, was adopted. Under the NTPA, the government implemented the National 
Occupational Health and Safety Policy, the provisions of which included the mandate to create 
safety committees in factories with 50 or more workers, the establishment of workplace health 
centres, and compensation for occupational diseases. Additionally, significant reforms were 
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implemented to improve the State’s regulatory capacity in overseeing factory remediation 
efforts by increasing staff and operational budgetsxxii . 
      The foreign and national initiatives have significantly changed the landscape of 
industrial safety in Bangladesh’s textile sector. For the Accord and the Alliance, 90% of total 
safety issues of their suppliers’ factories have been remediatedxxiii . In most cases, factories 
blocked from doing business have not necessarily shut down and have instead made necessary 
remediations and successfully applied for readmission to the foreign initiatives. In contrast, the 
National Initiative had inspected 1,549 factories and closed a third of them. Despite a balance 
of 1,036 factories, it had only been following up with 809 factories, of which only 14% 
somewhat remediated while only 3% remediated fully to their shortcomingsxxiv. 
But the impact of the post-Rana Plaza policy responses is perhaps best measured through the 
fall-off in the total number of disastrous accidents in the sector since 2013. While there had 
been 17 accidents that had caused at least five deaths and/or 10 injured in the year 2013 alone, 
the number was on average reduced to 2-5 accidents per factory, each year from 2014 through 
to 2018xxv .  Importantly, most factory owners now view improved workplace safety standards 
as ‘the new normal’xxvi . Although the government does not encompass an ideal level of capacity 
in checking OSH standards, workplaces of the textile sector are now indeed generally saferxxvii. 

The Verdict  
While the positive changes in the industrial and occupational safety in Bangladesh’s 

textile sector are commendable, challenges remain. As responsibilities to oversee safety 
measures were divided between the foreign initiatives and the government, the result has 
largely been the bifurcation of the sector.  On one side, factories that are exporters to western 
markets such as the EU and North America, are significantly safer.  The same unfortunately 
may not be said for those that supply to other major countries (e.g. Russia, Turkey, Japan), or 
even for those that produce for the domestic market.   Starting from 2018, it is estimated that 
the total number of factories that have fallen under the government’s supervision amount to 
more than 4,000 units (including subcontractors), while that number is growing.  
As both the consortiums’ contracts have ended, factories’ responsibility have been transferred 
to the government. By most accounts, the government does not hold the capacity or leverage 
to make the same impact. Additionally, a valid case is made by those who fear the long-term 
impacts of such changes. Reforms, in regard to both labour and safety practises, involve 
investment and subsequent cost increases, which would inevitably be transferred to the 
consumer. As the textile industry is extremely competitive, there are concerns that these 
reforms, if only adopted by Bangladesh, will harm economic prosperity in the long-run and may 
in fact be a catalyst for several unintended social, economic, and political consequences. 
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Conclusion 

Prior to the Dhaka garment factory collapse, little to no health and safety regulations 
were implemented in the textile industry in Bangladesh. However, following the accident, 
successes can be drawn from the reforms contracted under the Accord and the Alliance. 
Nevertheless, these positive changes were a form of reactionary governance, and only affected 
a small portion of the Bangladeshi industry. This paper calls for reforms to be implemented 
across the country, and the entire sector globally, to facilitate equitably the necessary health 
rights of garment factory workers, and thereby improve both their physical and mental health 
standards. The establishment of an international treaty to oversee the policy design, along with 
monitoring and evaluation is required, following the successes of the Accord and Alliance, to 
improve other factories around the world still working under Bangladesh’s pre-2013 
conditions; without having to ‘wait’ for the next ‘Rana Plaza’ moment to implement further, all-
inclusive changes. The universality of these reforms not only would provide health benefits to 
workers, but would ensure stable and equal degrees of competitiveness for Bangladesh in the 
global market. 
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