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Two parts to my presentation
Impact of Covid on Workers 3 Labour Governance Mechanisms 



Main findings and argument

• The business response to the Covid-19 pandemic reveals two trends:
• Confirmation of extreme power imbalance between buyers and suppliers; 

and between suppliers and workers. [e.g., abrupt order cancellations] 
• Limits of voluntary CSR programs to mitigate human rights harm during a 

crisis. (Failure of ’responsible exit’ protocols.) 

• Going forward, need for labour governance mechanisms that address 
power imbalances. 
• However, not a one-size-fits all governance solution. Variation 

depending on GSC and national employment relations context. 



Part 1: 
Impact of Business 

Response to Covid on 
Workers [and suppliers]



After Cancellations, 
Buyers Pay for Production Costs?

Retailer/Brand Response to Covid:

Use of force majeure to cancel USD 40 billion in orders, mostly 
without paying

survey, March 2020



Impact on Workers

1 million workers adversely affected in Bangladesh.
Mostly, young women. Many are internal migrants. 



Situation,
June 2020



Trends since June 2020

Increased squeeze on prices

Drop in order volume (with exceptions).

Small orders with greater speed to market demands. 

Delayed payments by buyers.





Pre-Pandemic 
Price Squeeze 

(2-3% per year)



Average 
payment terms: 

Before: 43 days. 

Now: 77 days. 





Other 
impacts on 

workers

Reduced hours of work. 

Increase in health and safety 
concerns. (Bangladesh: garment 
workers as “essential” workers)

Increase in short-term work 
contracts. 

Rising levels of malnutrition 
(BRAC: 77% struggle to feed 
families.”)



Part 2: Three Labour
Governance Mechanisms



Private Governance

Social Governance

Public Governance

Market-Driven

Cluster-Centered

CSR-Driven

Labour-Centred

Multi-Stakeholder 

Public governance

Gereffi and Lee (2016)
Three Categories & Six Trajectories for Social Upgrading

Multi-actor Global Binding 
Agreements (GBAs)

Encompassing Collective 
Bargaining Agreements (CBAs)

Social Protection & Labour
Reform

Unable to address 
power asymmetries 
(“sourcing squeeze”)

My argument: 
Three Effective Trajectories for 
Decent Work in Garment GVCs

Less Effective Trajectories for 
Sustained Decent Work

Source: Author
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Vietnam: 
State Labour Control

Bangladesh: 
Despotic Labour
Market Control

Honduras: 
Repressive Employer 

Labour Control

Wildcat Strikes and 
FTA Leverage

Local Mobilizing and 
Transnational 
Technical and 

Symbolic Power

Local Organizing and 
Int’l Leveraging of 

MNCs and Investors

Social Protection 
and Labour Reform

Multi-actor Global 
Binding Agreement 

(GBA)

Encompassing 
Collective 
Bargaining 

Agreements (CBAs)

GVC 
Governance

Forms of Labour
Control

Patterns of Worker 
Resistance & Leverage

Governance Outcome 
for Decent Work

Source: Author



Case #1: Public 
Governance in 
Vietnam

• Control: State/Communist Party labor control: 
‘harmonious’ official unions/(‘union capture’)
• Resistance: Massive wildcat strikes, led by 

women; followed by FTA leverage. 
• Governance outcomes: 

1. Government tries to stay ahead of strike 
wave; increases in minimum. 

2. Government forced to reverse pension 
reforms in response to strikes; women-
led demands. 

3. Government leveraged via FTA (US/TPP; 
EU) to ratify ILO Convention 98 and to 
allow for ”Worker Representative 
Organizations” WROs. 



Case #2: 
Bangladesh, 
Multi-Actor 
GBAs

• Context: extreme levels of unemployment and 
underemployment (labor surplus; control via labor 
market ‘despotism’) --> weakens domestic labor’s 
organizing ability. Building safety; [wages, GBV..] 

• Response: disperse mobilizing (weak/fragmented 
unions); and strong international pressure; 
symbolic power (following Rana Plaza) and 
technical power (power of institutional proposal). 

• Governance outcome: 
• Multi-Actor Global Binding Agreement (GBA). 
• Like Global Framework Agreements (GFAs), but 

Binding, and Multi-Actor (MNCs; unions, 
NGOs). 

• Example: Bangladesh Accord; Building Safety; 
218 brands; 2 GUFs; CCC, WRC... 



Case #3: 
Encompassing 
CBAs in 
Honduras

• Control: Repressive employer control; context of 
repression in the country; one of the most violent 
countries in the world. Death threats (FoL: woman 
union leader) and blacklisting.

• Resistance: local organizing and transnational 
campaigns targeting brands (FoL) and investors (Warren 
Buffett). Woman speaks out in US about death threats. 

• Governance outcome:
• Starts with union recognition at one Fruit of the 

Loom factory, and framework agreement with FoL
for ALL facilities in Honduras, union neutrality 
clause. 

• Unionization and CBAs expand to cover most/all 
FoL factories. 

• Unionization and CBAs expand to other brands 
(Gildan, Haines; perhaps Tegra/NIKE). In ten years, 
from 500 to 50,000 organized and covered by CBAs.



Encompassing
CBAs

Multi-Actor
GBAs

Public 
Governance; 

Social 
Protection

Inter-relations among the 3 (meso-level) 
mechanisms



Thank you! 


