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Unsafe at work 
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Absence of a regular system to collect information about deaths in workplaces and nearby keeps the public in the dark. Ignorance about the size of the tragic incidents on the part of the government make concerned authorities complacent and indifferent. It is somewhat puzzling that though the labour and manpower ministry has a factory and establishment department no annual report is published by it giving details of accidents, number of casualties and results of enquiry, if any 
	





Life for many who work for a livelihood in Bangladesh is often at risk, the gravity of the risk varying with the environment. Occupational hazards here are both traditional and unconventional by international standards. Attitude of employers, social mores, bargaining power of workers and the enforcement of safety measures by the government determine the extent and scope of danger that entail low paid jobs and traditional livelihoods of poor.
   Thousands die every year in accidents on roads and waterways while travelling in bus, launch and steamers. Recklessness in handling the vehicles and vessels, overloading, and mechanical defects account for majority of these accidents. For deaths in rivers and in the Bay of Bengal natural elements like cyclone and tidal surge are responsible in many cases but human error or negligence also contribute to the loss of lives. Deaths of men, women and children travelling in vehicles on the road and by vessels in rivers have become routine and common. News of these accidents is published giving graphic details. But deaths at workplaces or caused in connection with work are not always reported when the number of casualties is few. But these minor accidents or hazards taken together over a period of year may chalk up a number that is staggering. These deserve to be reported on a regular basis because in most cases the deaths and injuries are preventable. Indifference to these intermittently happening accidents only exacerbate the situation and make the people at work more vulnerable. Rape and murder of female workers, both at their workplaces and while going to and returning from work, are part of these ‘accidents’ but these are hardly considered as such and passed off as ordinary crimes. Treating these cases as ordinary crime absolve the employers from any responsibility of providing security to female workers through transportation or safe working hours.
   Absence of a regular system to collect information about deaths in workplaces and nearby keeps the public in the dark. Ignorance about the size of the tragic incidents on the part of the government make concerned authorities complacent and indifferent. It is somewhat puzzling that though the labour and manpower ministry has a factory and establishment department no annual report is published by it giving details of accidents, number of casualties and results of enquiry, if any. The lack of information and the absence of a report on accidents involving labourers, workers, fishermen and farmers are due mostly to the fact that in very few cases proper enquiry is made and results published. If a report was published annually collating these accidents and estimating the casualties involved, there could be a greater awareness about the causes and the need for taking or improving the preventive measures. Unfortunately, the chronic occurrences of accidents seem to have created a jaded feeling and made the concerned persons take a nonchalant attitude towards the matter. Being inured to the accidents that take place regularly no sense of urgency is seen among authorities and as a result even when a public furore is caused by a major accident no effective step is taken either for prevention or deterrence through punitive measures. The deaths in accidents at workplaces and around it involve mostly the poor and they are not organised in many cases. Except making news items in the media, these do not create any stir and are not often taken notice of. In the case of major accidents the news continues for a longer period and the authorities are then seen moving about busily, making enquiries and talking about preventive and positive measures. But these, too, vanish from the radar of public attention, being overtaken by more sensational news.
   The Bangladesh Institute of Labour Studies is perhaps the only organisation in the country which takes regular note of accidents in workplaces, both in land and water, and publishes an annual report giving details of all accidents and the number of casualties. It collects the information from newspaper reports and collating these prepares the report. To the extent that all accidents are not reported in newspapers, the BILS report cannot be said to be complete. But being the only report on the subject it has significance and can be the basis of more systematic and comprehensive reporting of accidents. For this, joint collaboration between the government and the institute will be required and this may receive support from the International Labour Organisation and other agencies. A comprehensive report is important because it can provide reliable information about the magnitude of the problem and indicate ways and means of avoiding the unnecessary loss of human lives and injuries.
   According to the BILS report for 2006, more than a thousand people died in accidents and violence in workplaces in the year. The number of injured during the same year stood at 3,650. Among female workers in various workplaces and in the area nearby 48 were raped out of whom four were murdered. Among the total dead were 121 female workers while 740 of them accounted for the total number injured. Violence in workplaces took the lives of 129 workers while injuring 632.
   The BILS report shows that the maximum number of the dead included fishermen who were caught in cyclone in the Bay of Bengal in September. The number of dead and missing fishermen was over one thousand. About 1,500 fishermen survived after floating in water for several days. The number of dead and injured fishermen was high because no early warning signal was given by the weather department. Even after the cyclone in the coastal area when it was known that thousand were out at sea some of whom could still be rescued no attempt was made for a thorough rescue operation in the area. The relatives and friends of the fisherman missing with their trawlers set out in search of them and brought back some in half dead and gravely injured condition. No relief and rehabilitation measures were taken by the government to kelp the families of fishermen who were dead and injured. Negligence of the employers (owners of trawlers) also accounted for the high number of casualties. They do not provide the fishermen with life jacket and the number of life buoys is inadequate. Many owners even refuse to give one band radio to help the fishermen at sea to listen to signals given by the weather department. The authorities are well aware of the negligence and indifferent attitude of owners of trawlers that takes a heavy toll of lives every year and yet very little has been done to enforce safety measures to protect the lives of poor fishermen. NGOs also have done almost nothing to come to the help of the poor fishermen in the coastal area.
   The second highest number of deaths at workplace in 2006 took place in garment industries. In February 65 workers lost their lives in the accident at the KTS garments. The total number of deaths in accidents in garment industries was 141 and those who were injured numbered 1578, according to the BILS report. The year was marked by demonstration and agitation by garment workers in support of their demands and as a result they became victims of attacks and violence more often and in greater number than in the past year. According to the BILS Report, a total of 31 female garment workers was raped, out of whom 4 were murdered. There was also a case of gang rape of nine female garment workers after forcible confinement within the premises of the factories concerned. Out of 65 workers who died in the KTS garments factory in Savar, 47 were female of minor age. The number of deaths and rapes involving garment workers may be higher than reported because not all cases make news in the media. By all accounts, garment factories have become the most unsafe place to work, particularly for female workers. Long working hours and walking to work and to return home make the female workers very much vulnerable to attacks by rapists. Yet owners have made no arrangement for transportation for female workers even on payment.
   The BILS report has identified the construction industry as the third highest place in terms of number of accidents. During 2006 at least 107 workers lost their lives while at work due to accidents and violence, while the number of injured was 195. Lack of safety measures caused most of the accidents. The real estate owners and developers are minting money from investment in high-rise construction but are indifferent to safety measures for workers. The government also has not paid much attention to the negligence shown in this respect.
   The fourth category of workers who either lost their lives or were severely injured and maimed for life are those who work as domestic servants, particularly maids and minor girls. In 2006 about 31 domestic servants, mostly female were hospitalised after being injured in tortures by their employers. About 13 female domestic maids were raped out of whom 3 were murdered. The employers in most cases were educated and financially well off. Some belonged to socially reputed professions and enjoyed good status. Among 68 cases involving murder, torture and repression 37 were minor girl servants. Many more cases must have gone unreported in media and the incidence of violence to domestic servants is more widespread and becoming more and more common. It is the most reprehensible kind of offence and should be seriously dealt with under the law. Though sometimes employers are arrested, it is not known whether they are punished or let off after sometime because of their high social status. The BILS report has not given any information about this. Most probably it merely collects and adds up the news items from the print media without making any enquiry on its own. If this could be done on a random simple basis, valuable information could be obtained on the status of justice in cases that involve the well-to-do as the accused and the poor as their victims. It would be a good commentary on the state of our society.
   Among other sectors where deaths and injuries caused by accidents have been recorded from newspaper reports by the labour studies institute are transport, shops and establishments, ship breaking, sanitation work in manholes, power line connection and repair, tea garden etc. The BILS report, though inadequate, is an important document on the basis of which policy decisions may be taken by the government to formulate safety measures and devise measures to enforce the same. The information provided can also help NGOs concerned with human rights and programmes for the welfare of poor workers. But to be effective the BILS report has to be more comprehensive and give more details. For this, reliance on news published in newspapers is not enough. It has to be supplemented by investigative reporting through interview of persons concerned and examination of relevant documents. It will be a complex and time consuming exercise but will he very helpful in improving the work condition of the poor. 
