
A TRADE UNION TAKE 
ON THE SDGs

     

2020



2



TABLE OF CONTENT

INTRODUCTION 4

ASSESSING PROGRESS 5

          WHERE ARE WE AT WITH... 6

RECOMMENDATIONS 7

COUNTRY PROFILES 9

Argentina  10

Bangladesh 12

Brazil  14

Burundi 16

Chile  18

Colombia 20

Finland 22

France  24

Kenya  26

Lithuania 28

Malawi  30

Venezuela  32

Zambia 34

Zimbabwe  36

June 2020



INTRODUCTION
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1  See https://www.ituc-csi.org/covid-19-responses

This edition of “A Trade Union Take on the SDGs” was compiled under the difficult conditions resulting from the Covid-19 pandemic and the subsequent responses of 

governments. Despite challenging circumstances and an increasing exposure to the social and economic deprivation emerging in the wake of the crisis, trade unionists 

have remained faithful to their commitment to provide an independent worker’s perspective on how governments are carrying out the Sustainable Development 

Goals (SDGs).    

The COVID-19 pandemic has laid bare the flows of the current global economic model. The virus has uncovered the disastrous social, sanitary and economic state of 

the world after decades of market fundamentalism, and it has severely hampered global, national and local efforts to carry out and realise the SDGs. 

Considering this, the global calls of trade unions for a New Social Contract with SDG 8 at its core – #TimeFor8 –  is more relevant than ever to put the world back 

on track towards reaching the objectives of the 2030 Agenda and to recover from the devastation caused by COVID-19 in a resilient, sustainable and inclusive manner. 

The “Trade Union Take on the SDGs” consists in the compilation and findings analysis of the SDGs country reports produced by trade union organisations in 14 countries 

in 2020. This is the result of an in-depth engagement at national level, highlighting how governments implement transparency and make use of consultation and 

social dialogue to involve trade unions in the drafting and implementation of SDG national plans. Furthermore, the “Trade Union Take on the SDGs” reflects how 

countries are doing to reach specific key SDG targets in the context of existing structural, social and economic challenges. 

Year after year, the monitoring by trade unions of the national SDG implementation provides an important and independent assessment of how governments are 

doing in this process. This work is an essential contribution of the labour movement to the Decade of Action (2020-2030) to deliver the SDGs.

“The SDGs could have put us on track towards a world with access to universal 
health coverage and quality health care and more inclusive and sustainable 

economies.”  António Guterres, United Nations Secretary General.

  “Recovery plans could give us a new model for the global economy, a new 
commitment to sharing the world’s wealth and a renewed investment in 

compliance and the rule of law. Out of the health and economic devastation, 
let’s rebuild with a renewed social contract.” Sharan Burrow, General Secretary of 

the International Trade Union Confederation. 

      
        
                                                

                           The COVID-19 pandemic has hit countries around the world with a terrible impact in terms of health and loss of 
                                                             lives. The necessary lockdown measures adopted by most governments have had deep socio-economic consequences,
                                                      impacting the incomes and livelihoods of people all around the globe. Many workers have lost their jobs and incomes 
                                                while others have been especially hard hit by furloughs. The lack of a comprehensive and  universal social protection
                                      system in many countries means that most workers remain uncovered to face these consequences. The pandemic has pointed 
to an urgent need to guarantee income to cover basic needs and to extend access to universal social protection and free health care to all. It has 
shown that occupational health and safety is fundamental to contain the spread of COVID-19 and that public services such as health care, access 
to water and sanitation and schooling are essential. 

The global threats that we are facing are seriously challenging progress and entail important setbacks for the achievement of the SDGs by 2030. 
Trade unions all over the world are mobilising to work with their governments and employers, through social dialogue, on responses to the crisis 
that will leave no one behind ¹.

COVID-19:  
WORKERS DEMAND
JOBS, INCOME AND

SOCIAL
PROTECTION
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ASSESSING PROGRESS

TRANSPARENCY SOCIAL DIALOGUE  CONSULTATION

2 See Social dialogue as a driver and governance instrument for sustainable development: https://www.ituc-csi.org/issue-paper-social-dialogue-development; The contribution of social  
 dialogue to the 2030 Agenda: Formalising the informal economy: https://www.ituc-csi.org/social-dialogue-for-sdgs-formalising-informal-economy; The contribution of social dialogue to the 
 2030 Agenda - Promoting a Just Transition towards sustainable economies and societies for all: https://www.ituc-csi.org/social-dialogue-for-sdgs-promoting-just-transition 

TRANSPARENCY

Trade unions assessed the transparency of the SDG implementation process 
within their country based on two indicators: (1) ability to access information 
on the process and outcomes, decision-making procedures, consultation 
meetings, policy documents, persons or institutions in charge and (2) awareness 
of reasoning behind decision-making: clear explanations of how and why 
implementation decisions are made.

The input provided by trade unions has exposed clear limitations on transparency, 
with trade unions in nine out of the 14 countries analysed having access to 
limited or no information on the SDG implementation process. Limitations 
to access to information took various forms, most notably relating to how the 
information was made available, who was allowed to access it and with what 
regularity. Coupled with a lack of clear contact points, this constituted a major 
barrier to transparency. There was only one case where information was made 
readily available to stakeholders, while in the two worst cases no updates on 
implementation were made available at all.

CONSULTATION

Multi-stakeholder consultations are vital to ensure a truly participative 
implementation process, as described in the 2030 Agenda. If the interests 
and perspectives of those impacted are not integrated into the policy-making 
process, resulting policies and their implementation will simply not work for 
wider society or for ensuring that no one is left behind. Trade unions and civil 
society organisations have a key role to play in designing policies that meet these 
demands.

Trade unions assessed consultation modalities available in their countries, with 
special attention given to the functioning of multi-stakeholder consultation 
platforms. Although the ratings on consultation are overall better than those on 

transparency, only three countries were shown to have adequate consultation 
processes in place. Numerous trade unions flag the existence of a disingenuous 
consultation process: while branded as consultations, meetings are de facto 
information sessions, where stakeholders’ contributions and recommendations 
are not taken on board. In some countries, consultations lack structure and are 
organised on an ad hoc basis, rather than systematically and according to a clear 
work plan. Finally, and most worryingly, four out of the 14 countries analysed 
still lack any formal consultation process at all.

SOCIAL DIALOGUE

Social dialogue is a fundamental means of implementing Agenda 2030 – the use 
of tripartite or bipartite social dialogue to establish common positions between 
employers and workers has been shown to have a positive effect on achieving 
the SDGs targets 2.  It builds consensus among social partners, facilitates policy 
implementation and results in more inclusive policies. Shaping the world of 
work to meet the demands of Agenda 2030 is crosscutting and fundamental to 
achieving each of the 17 SDGs. Analysis by trade unions has highlighted vastly 
insufficient integration of social dialogue into the implementation process of the 
SDGs, and in half of the countries analysed, social partners were not involved at 
all in defining and realising the government’s SDGs national plan. Cases in which 
workers and employers are consulted together are rare and tend to be limited 
by a siloed approach on single SDGs rather than focusing on their interlinkages, 
i.e., the driving role of SDG 8 across the whole of the 2030 Agenda. Moreover, 
where social partners are consulted, little effort to bridge their perspectives 
or encourage joint submissions on the SDG implementation process is made. 
No trade union reported the existence of a tripartite entity to implement and 
monitor the SDGs, which would involve both social partners and decision makers. 

5

https://www.ituc-csi.org/issue-paper-social-dialogue-development
https://www.ituc-csi.org/social-dialogue-for-sdgs-formalising-informal-economy
https://www.ituc-csi.org/social-dialogue-for-sdgs-promoting-just-transition
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WHERE ARE WE AT WITH... ³

SHARED ECONOMIC WELL-BEING

Shared economic well-being means going beyond the purely quantitative 
aspects of GDP growth to analyse if and how economic progress is distributed 
and therefore look at the levels of inequality and poverty in each country. The 
findings of the country reports show that wealth is not being distributed equally. 
Latin American countries such as Brazil, Colombia, Argentina and Chile are a 
flagrant example of this. Although these countries are considered upper-middle 
income and high income, they maintain high levels of inequality with the top 10 
per cent of income earners holding close to 40 per cent of wealth, whereas the 
lowest 20 per cent of income earners hold around four per cent of GDP. Similar 
levels of inequality are also present in certain African countries like Zambia and 
Malawi which, even though considered as low-income, had growth rates close 
to 4 per cent and a high incidence of poverty.       

Although income per capita is too often taken as a measure of the well-being 
of people, the country reports show that growth alone does not grant wider 

well-being for all.  

QUALITY OF EMPLOYMENT

When we look at the country reports findings on quality of employment, we 
see important setbacks in many African countries. The examples of Kenya and 
Burundi stand out. Kenya has an unemployment rate close to nine per cent, 
but 84 per cent of people work in the informal economy and 53.5 per cent of 
the working population is considered to be in vulnerable work. Burundi has 
an unemployment rate below two per cent but has 89.4 per cent of its working 
population in the informal economy, working poverty levels are close to 70 per 
cent, and 96.4 per cent of the working population are in vulnerable work. In 
the Latin American region, the case of Venezuela stands out dramatically with 
an unemployment rate of 47.2 per cent, around 60 per cent of workers in the 
informal economy, and minimum wages which are insufficient and cover less 
than 30 per cent of the economically active population.

Therefore, when looking at job creation, a greater focus needs to be put on the 
quality of employment and specific policies need to be put forward to this aim.

LABOUR VULNERABILITY

Labour vulnerability includes exposure of workers to risks, under-protection and 
exclusion. Many challenges have emerged on occupational health and safety 
and youth employment as well as access to social protection. We have found 
strong deficits in these areas in countries like Zambia and Malawi, where we 
find NEET⁴  rates of 29.9 per cent and 32.9 per cent, respectively. In addition, the 
percentage of the population covered by at least one social protection instrument 
is 15.3 per cent in Zambia while it stands at 21.3 per cent in Malawi. This calls 
for a scaling-up of investments to increase social protection coverage in many 
countries around the world.

LABOUR RIGHTS

In terms of labour rights, violations are occurring in many of the 14 countries, 
especially notable are the scandalous labour rights violations that occurred 
in countries like Bangladesh, Brazil, Colombia and Zimbabwe. Workers in 
Bangladesh have suffered violence, mass dismissals and regressive laws, while 
Zimbabwe has seen the prosecution of union leaders and violence and threats 
against trade unionists. Brazil and Colombia have both seen cases of murder 
of trade unionists, and while in the former there has been brutal repression 
of strikes and threats and intimidation, the later has seen extreme violence 
and union busting and dismissals. Unsurprisingly, the 2020 ITUC Global  
Rights Index includes these four countries amongst the ten worst countries in the 
world for working people and Burundi as a country where there is no guarantee 
of rights due to the breakdown of the rule of law. 

By suppressing workers’ rights, countries are seriously compromising the 
achievement of SDG 8 and the whole 2030 Agenda.

3 The country reports referred to in this section can be found at https://www.ituc-csi.org/2030Agenda. The data used are precedent to the pandemic. 

4 “Not in Education, Employment, or Training”
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https://www.ituc-csi.org/foco-sindical-en-los-objetivos-de-desarrollo-sostenible-2020-brasil
https://www.ituc-csi.org/a-trade-union-focus-on-the-sdgs-2020-colombia
https://www.ituc-csi.org/a-trade-union-focus-on-the-sdgs-2020-argentina
https://www.ituc-csi.org/foco-sindical-en-los-objetivos-de-desarrollo-sostenible-2020-chile
https://www.ituc-csi.org/a-trade-union-focus-on-the-sdgs-2020-zambia
https://www.ituc-csi.org/a-trade-union-focus-on-the-sdgs-2020-malawi
https://www.ituc-csi.org/a-trade-union-focus-on-the-sdgs-2020-Kenya
https://www.ituc-csi.org/a-trade-union-focus-on-the-sdgs-2020-burundi
https://www.ituc-csi.org/a-trade-union-focus-on-the-sdgs-2020-Kenya
https://www.ituc-csi.org/a-trade-union-focus-on-the-sdgs-2020-burundi
https://www.ituc-csi.org/a-trade-union-focus-on-the-sdgs-2020-venezuela
https://www.ituc-csi.org/a-trade-union-focus-on-the-sdgs-2020-zambia
https://www.ituc-csi.org/a-trade-union-focus-on-the-sdgs-2020-malawi
https://www.ituc-csi.org/a-trade-union-focus-on-the-sdgs-2020-zambia
https://www.ituc-csi.org/a-trade-union-focus-on-the-sdgs-2020-malawi
https://www.ituc-csi.org/a-trade-union-focus-on-the-sdgs-2020-Bangladesh
https://www.ituc-csi.org/foco-sindical-en-los-objetivos-de-desarrollo-sostenible-2020-brasil
https://www.ituc-csi.org/a-trade-union-focus-on-the-sdgs-2020-colombia
https://www.ituc-csi.org/a-trade-union-focus-on-the-sdgs-2020-zimbabwe
https://www.ituc-csi.org/a-trade-union-focus-on-the-sdgs-2020-Bangladesh
https://www.ituc-csi.org/a-trade-union-focus-on-the-sdgs-2020-zimbabwe
https://www.ituc-csi.org/foco-sindical-en-los-objetivos-de-desarrollo-sostenible-2020-brasil
https://www.ituc-csi.org/a-trade-union-focus-on-the-sdgs-2020-colombia
https://www.ituc-csi.org/violations-workers-rights-seven-year-high
https://www.ituc-csi.org/violations-workers-rights-seven-year-high
https://www.ituc-csi.org/a-trade-union-focus-on-the-sdgs-2020-burundi
https://www.ituc-csi.org/2030Agenda


5 See “Shared responsibility, global solidarity: Responding to the socio-economic impacts of COVID-19” https://unsdg.un.org/sites/default/files/2020-03/SG-Report-Socio-Economic-Impact-
of-Covid19.pdf

RECOMMENDATIONS

7

With the COVID-19 crisis, new challenges for the implementation of the SDGs have emerged. These have shown the need for targeted approaches to ensure a strong 

recovery for all. In this context, trade unions are calling on governments to involve social partners (workers’ and employers’ organisations) in building up responses 

to the crisis that can protect jobs, put in place universal social protection systems and access to health care, ensure direct support to MSMEs and stimulate aggregate 

demand, as well as active employment policies to promote decent work.

The United Nations Secretary General’s report on the responses to the socio-
economic impacts of COVID-19 acknowledges “the importance of social dialogue 

and social partners in the control of the virus at the workplace and beyond, 
but also to avoid massive job losses in the short and medium term.”  5

Integrating social dialogue as a governance mechanism for the implementation of the SDGs is a specific recommendation repeatedly put forward by the country 

reports, which unfortunately remains still unattended. 

Moreover, the need for further internal coordination amongst ministries is still a big challenge at national level. This is true in particular for social partners, as they are 

usually related to labour ministries that, on their turn, are very rarely involved by ministries of planning. 

Finally, trade unions suggested specific indicators and targets that they believe should be integrated into their countries’ SDGs assessment to ensure a more 

representative picture of their progress.

https://unsdg.un.org/sites/default/files/2020-03/SG-Report-Socio-Economic-Impact-of-Covid19.pdf
https://unsdg.un.org/sites/default/files/2020-03/SG-Report-Socio-Economic-Impact-of-Covid19.pdf
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Photo:  Germán Garcia Adrasti

A TRADE UNION
FOCUS ON THE SDGs

COVID-19: WORKERS NEED RESPONSES FOR
RECOVERY AND RESILIENCE

ARE TRADE UNIONS AT THE TABLE?      
Argentina’s new government, which came to power in December 2019, has 
mainstreamed the 2030 Agenda into its national plans. The priority sustainable 
development goals (SDGs) are goals 1, 2 and 6, which are being implemented 
through actions such as the national programme “Argentina against Hunger” and 
“The First Thousand Days”, a programme linked to children’s rights and nutrition.

The National Council for Social Policy, overseen by the Ministry of Social 
Development, is in charge of follow-up on the 2030 Agenda. Implementation of the 
SDGs at local level focuses on the specific needs of individual regions, and technical 
assistance is offered at every stage in the process.

The outgoing government organised a briefing for civil society, including trade 
unions, on the progress made towards the implementation of the 2030 Agenda, but 
trade unions were not given an opportunity to provide feedback on the information 

presented or to shape the national plans for the implementation of the SDGs. The 
outgoing government had, however, started a formal dialogue with trade unions 
on this matter, and as a result, the National Council for Social Policy organised 
an exchange between the different ministries in charge of the SDGs and the civil 
society platform “PAMPA2030”.

The new government has requested the setting up of an inter-institutional and 
inter-ministerial dialogue on the SDGs with the participation of civil society, 
including trade unions, to serve as a means of consultation on the implementation 
of the 2030 Agenda.

The social dialogue structure recently began discussing the SDGs, assessing the 
impact of any proposed reforms on the implementation of the 2030 Agenda. 

The national government’s response to Covid-19 has prioritised measures to protect lives and employment, wages and production, focussing on vulnerable population 
groups in particular. On 19 March, “compulsory and preventive social isolation” measures were set in place. 

Despite the very fragile economic situation inherited from the previous administration, the government adopted key measures, such as: exceptional work leave; a 60-day 
ban on dismissals; credit lines for basic inputs; the extension of debt repayment deadlines for micro, small and medium-sized enterprises; the bolstering of unemployment 
insurance; extra payments of non-contributory allowances (such as the universal allowance for each child and for pregnancy); a bonus for retired persons; emergency 
income for small taxpayers, informal and self-employed workers; the suspension of utility service cut-offs for non-payment (e.g., electricity, gas and water); the freezing 
of rents and suspension of evictions, and the creation of the Emergency Assistance Programme for Work and Production. Covid-19 was declared an occupational illness.

Trade unions are playing an active part in the crisis committees, consulted within the framework of social dialogue on measures linked to the pandemic. They have also reiterated 
the need to work towards universal health and social protection coverage, a more progressive taxation policy, and to protect the rights further jeopardised by the pandemic. 
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Trade unions are urging the Argentinian government to institutionalise social dialogue through the creation of a Council
for Socio-Economic Development, as announced by President Fernández in March 2020, to design a national development
strategy based on a fair and equitable new social contract. This strategy should include structured multi-stakeholder dialogue
processes to consult on the 2030 Agenda and the reactivation of the decent work country programme, which was
suspended in 2015.

In addition, in light of Covid-19, the trade unions consider that urgent measures are required to:

•  Strengthen the social protection system and public investment in essential services, especially health, ensuring financing and sustainability via a progressive
   taxation programme.

• Ensure the effective implementation of programmes to make public investments into infrastructure and housing, as well as policies to stimulate aggregate demand, 
   to boost economic growth, combined with active employment policies to help promote decent work. 

• Ensure direct support to help micro, small and medium-sized companies to withstand the sudden fall in demand (as an indirect way of protecting jobs).

• Ensure the traceability of the supply chains for food and essential goods, to stop the speculative practices that affect workers’ purchasing power.

Against the background of recurrent economic crises, resulting from the 
implementation of erroneous economic policies (over-indebtedness, capital 
flight, public spending cuts, etc.), there has been a downward trend in the 
progress towards meeting the SDG targets. The new government is trying 
to reverse this trend, but is confronted with various obstacles, such as the 
unsustainability of Argentina’s foreign debt.

With regards to SDG 1, the indicators for target 1.1 (eradicating extreme 
poverty) have worsened. Multidimensional poverty affected 37.5 per cent of the 
population in 2019, increasing by 8 points since 2010. This is largely a product of 
the decrease in real household income and the resulting impact on access to food 
and healthcare. While 66.1 per cent of the population was covered by at least 
one type of social protection, only 9.8 per cent of the unemployed were receiving 
support, making target 1.3 (implement nationally appropriate social 
protection systems and measures) a difficult target to reach. In 2019, 63.3 
per cent of government spending was dedicated to essential services (health, 
social assistance, social security, education and culture, science and technology, 
work, housing and urban planning, drinking water and sewerage), but within 
the context of ever-shrinking GDP and high inflation.

To progress with the implementation of SDG 5 (gender equality), on taking 
office, the new government created the Ministry of Women, Gender and Diversity. 
Women in Argentina perform nearly twice as many hours of unpaid domestic 
labour as men, suggesting challenges for reaching target 5.4 (recognise and 
value unpaid care and domestic work). With regard to target 5.5 (ensure 
women’s full and effective participation in political, economic and public 
life), in 2017, 65.9 per cent of women aged 25 or over had completed at least 
some secondary education.

With regard to SDG 8 (decent work and economic growth), progress on 
reaching target 8.5 (full and productive employment and decent work for 
all) has been stalled, as unemployment levels grew to 9.7 per cent in 2019, with 
youth unemployment being particularly high – 17.9 per cent for men aged 14-

29 and 22.6 per cent for women in the same age bracket. Thirty-five per cent of 
workers receive a salary below the legal minimum. 

In addition, 35 per cent of workers are in the informal sector, with their work 
classified as precarious. Underemployment has risen to 13.1 per cent, affecting 
more women (15.7 per cent) than men (11.1 per cent). Indicators for target 8.6 
(reduce the proportion of youth not in employment, education or training) 
stand at a high 19 per cent. In 2019, the number of collective bargaining 
agreements rose, with almost four times more being concluded than during 
the same period the year before, promising improvements with regards to 
target 8.8 (protect labour rights and promote safe and secure working 
environments for all workers). Only 51.8 per cent of workers are, however, 
covered by collective bargaining agreements.

Argentina must intensify its efforts towards meeting target 10.4 (adopt policies, 
especially fiscal, wage and social protection policies, and progressively 
achieve greater equality), as between 2015-2019, the gap between the richest 
and poorest sectors of the population grew by 33 per cent. In 2019, the share 
of the top 10 per cent income earners in overall GDP stood at 32.8 per cent, as 
compared to the meagre 4.4 per cent share of the bottom 20 per cent.

In 2018, the government convened the fifth national climate change cabinet, in 
which trade unions were invited to participate. Based on a series of sectoral plans 
developed over 2018-2019, a national mitigation strategy on climate change 
was drawn up as a first step towards reaching target 13.2 (integrate climate 
change measures into national policies, strategies and planning). 

With regard to SDG 16 (peace, justice and strong institutions), trade unions 
continue to report restrictions on access to justice for the most disadvantaged 
groups, set against the background of continuously worsening labour conditions. 
Between 2016 and 2018, 538 acts of repression and criminalisation against 
popular protest movements were registered.
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This publication has been produced with the
assistance of the European Union. The contents
of this publication are the sole responsibility
of TUDCN/ITUC and can in no way be taken to 
reflect the views of the European Union.
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A TRADE UNION
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 Photo:  Sumon Francis Gomes/Orbis International Bangladesh via IAPB/Vision-Flickr

BANGLADESH 

Jatio Sramik League (JSL)
Bangladesh Labour Federation (BLF) 
Bangladesh Jatiyatabadi Sramik Dal (BJSD)

Bangladesh Mukto Sramik Federation (BMSF)
Bangladesh Sanjukta Sramik Federation (BSSF) 
Bangladesh Free Trade Union Congress (BFTUC)

Bangladesh went into lockdown on 26 March. The COVID-19 pandemic showed that the Government of Bangladesh must strengthen the country’s resilience to 
future shocks by investing in an efficient Universal Social Protection system, including free access to healthcare and income protection provisions. Furthermore, the 
Government of Bangladesh must shift resources from the National Development Plan to activate a COVID-19 Emergency Support Fund for all socially vulnerable 
people and workers, including those in the informal economy, as well as micro-industries. 

This far, the Government of Bangladesh’s current response plan has consisted in an extensive preventive information and awareness campaign; the opening of nine 
testing centres across the country; the provision of financial incentives as wage support for workers in export-oriented industries; and the distribution of limited-scale 
free food packages for informal workers, socially vulnerable and low-income groups across the country, who lost their work because of the pandemic.

ARE TRADE UNIONS AT THE TABLE?      
The Government of Bangladesh has integrated the SDGs in its 7th Five-Year 
National Development Plan. The General Economics Division (GED) under the 
Ministry of Planning (MoP) is coordinating the implementation of Agenda 2030. 
In addition, an SDG Coordinator has been appointed in the office of the Prime 
Minister.

Some attempts at ensuring transparency are being made by the government of 
Bangladesh as access to information on the implementation of SDGs is open to all 
and some publications on SDG progress are available to citizens and civil society 
groups. However, trade unions state that the reporting mechanisms are not fully 
adequate and that not all information is made available.

While some consultations on SDG implementation are held, trade unions are 
only consulted on the implementation of SDG 8 and financing for the SDGs, and 
only to a limited extent. Trade unions and workers representatives have not been 
effectively involved by the government as a social partner in a dialogue on the 
implementation of SDGs at national level. While some trade unions’ inputs have 
been taken up by the government, the progress of implementation leaves much 
to be desired.

Trade unions report that the Government of Bangladesh has developed an SDG 
Financing Plan funded by internal resources, ODA from international donors and 
the private sector.

COVID-19:  
WORKERS DEMAND
JOBS, INCOME AND

SOCIAL
PROTECTION COVID-19: WORKERS NEED RESPONSES FOR
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TThe Government of Bangladesh needs to put in place policies and measures in order to tackle the economic and social
shocks resulting from the COVID-19 pandemic. Today more than ever the SDGs show the way in building a sustainable and
inclusive economy and society. 

Trade Unions call on the Government of Bangladesh to ensure urgent action to cope with pandemic emergency in line with the SDGs, including:

•  A detailed impact and needs assessment analysis at different industrial sectors, especially to agriculture sector production to ensure national food security and
   prevention of famine as result from the COVID-19 pandemic.
•  Establishing an Emergency Fund for post COVID-19 response with appropriate resources and accountability mechanisms at different levels to grant free access to 
   healthcare, as well as, income support for working people and their families.
• Develop a two year national economic and social recovery plan (Post Covid-19 Period).
• Ensure better industrial relations at national and sector level, through a functioning National Tripartite Consultation platform and a possible national agreement 
   between Government- Employer and Trade Unions during the pandemic period.
• Trade Unions in Bangladesh welcome the Global action to support the garment industry which sees employer and worker organisations along with leading brands, 
   retailers endorse a call for action and commit to work with governments and financial institutions to mobilise sufficient funding to enable manufacturers to ensure 
   business continuity including the payment of wages, as well as income-support and job-retention schemes to address the impact of the crisis.

The data below are related to the country situation pre-COVID. Certainly, the impact 
of the pandemic will make the overall scenario even worse if adequate responses 
are not put in place urgently. 

The proportion of people living on below $1 per day in Bangladesh declined from 
34.8 per cent in 2000 to 14.8 per cent in 2017. However, the rate of decline in 
poverty over that period weakened between 2010-16 compared to 2005-2010, a 
trend which can be attributed to rising income inequality. This indicates that target 
1.1 (eradicate extreme poverty for all people) is far from being reached. While 
extreme poverty has been falling in both urban and rural areas, the disparity in 
income between them is profound, with extreme poverty rates being twice as high 
in rural areas. 

Reaching target 1.3 (implement nationally appropriate social protection 
systems and measures) is far off the mark: while the government has put forward 
a wide array of social protection mechanisms, their coverage is very limited. 28 per 
cent of the population is covered by at least one social protection benefit; only 33 
per cent of persons above retirement age receive a pension and only 29 per cent of 
children are covered by social protection benefits. No unemployment benefits are 
made available. 

Women are more likely to be in informal employment than men and an 
overwhelming majority of them work in the informal labour market (91.8 per cent of 
women, as compared to 82.1 per cent of men), suggesting efforts need to be made 
to progress on target 5.4 (recognise and value unpaid care and domestic work). 
With regards to target 5.5 (ensure women’s full and effective participation and 
equal opportunities for leadership at all levels of decision-making in political, 
economic and public life), in 2017, female enrolment in secondary education in 
Bangladesh stood at 67 per cent. With the impact of COVID19 and its resulting loss 
of paid work this figure is expected to fall significantly. 

There are significant obstacles to Bangladesh meeting the targets set by SDG 8 
(promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth, full and 
productive employment and decent work for all). Only 14.9 per cent of people 
worked in the formal economy in 2018, with higher rates for urban (22.7 per cent) 
than rural areas (11.9 per cent), posing a challenge to reach target 8.3 (support 

productive activities, decent job creation, entrepreneurship, creativity and 
innovation, and encourage the formalisation and growth of MSMEs). Achieving 
target 8.5 (full and productive employment and decent work for all) is still far 
off, as the wage disparity between women and men has recently deteriorated due 
to a faster reduction in real wage rates for female workers (estimated at 3.8 per 
cent in 2016, compared to 1.9 per cent for male workers for the same type of work). 
Indicators on target 8.7 (take immediate and effective measures to eradicate 
forced labour, end modern slavery and human trafficking and secure the 
prohibition and elimination of the worst forms of child labour) remain 
worrying, as in 2019, 10.8 per cent of children aged between 5-17 were engaged 
in child labour. Delivering on target 8.8 (protect labour rights and promote safe 
and secure working environments for all workers) is a serious challenge given 
the legal and administrative barriers to union registration and that the labour court 
system in Bangladesh fails to meet the minimum standards due to the low number 
of labour courts compared to the high number of labour disputes and  pending 
cases. In addition, the unionisation rate is estimated at an extremely low 5 per cent.

Significant progress remains to be made for Bangladesh to reach target 10.4 
(adopt policies, especially fiscal, wage and social protection policies, and 
progressively achieve greater equality), as for the bottom 20 per cent of the 
income earners in the country, the growth rate of household income per capita 
increased by only a paltry 1.3 per cent between 2010-2016.

The government of Bangladesh has so far failed to substantially address the 
implementation of target 13.2 (integrate climate change measures into 
national policies, strategies and planning), despite the fact that according to 
2017 estimates, over 12 million people in Bangladesh were afflicted by adverse 
effects of climate change. Rising sea levels and the inundation of fertile lands is an 
enormous threat.  

Performance on target 16.10 (ensure public access to information and 
protect fundamental freedoms, in accordance with national legislation and 
international agreements) remains poor. According to the ITUC Rights Index, 
Bangladesh is one of the top ten countries violating trade union rights and is listed 
as a ‘Country at Risk’.

TRADE UNION ASKS TO LEAVE NO ONE BEHIND

Jatio Sramik League (JSL)
Bangladesh Labour Federation (BLF) 
Bangladesh Jatiyatabadi Sramik Dal (BJSD)

Bangladesh Mukto Sramik Federation (BMSF)
Bangladesh Sanjukta Sramik Federation (BSSF) 
Bangladesh Free Trade Union Congress (BFTUC)
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No access to information at all No consultation process at all  Social partners not involved in defining and
realising government’s SDG national plan
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ZAMBIA 

ARE TRADE UNIONS AT THE TABLE?      
The government of Zambia has integrated the SDGs into its Seventh National 
Development Plan (NDP). SDGs 1-5 are prioritised, with the others addressed 
with lower priority. Overall, 52 per cent of the objectives listed in the NDP are 
aligned with the SDGs, 15 per cent are partially aligned and 33 per cent are not 
aligned.

The government entities in charge of the implementation of the 2030 Agenda are 
the Ministry of National Development and Planning and the Ministry of Finance.
Trade unions feel that there has not been enough transparency on the SDG 
selection and implementation process, and input provided by civil society partners 
has not been sufficiently taken on board. While on the occasion of preparing the 
country’s voluntary national review (VNR), the Zambian government has set up 

ad hoc information sessions on the SDG implementation process, these have not 
adequately allowed for the provision of feedback. More broadly, trade unions 
report that although some of the recommendations they made were reflected 
within the chapter on labour issues of the NDP, the process of formulation and 
implementation of the NDP is not fully participatory. 

Discussions within the Tripartite Consultative Labour Council, where social 
dialogue takes place, do not touch upon SDG implementation. 

Trade unions warn that implementing the 2030 Agenda in Zambia will be a 
challenge given the lack of adequate financing, information management 
systems, and communication between the government and other stakeholders.

#HLPF2020

A TRADE UNION
FOCUS ON THE SDGs

In response to the outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic, the government of the Republic of Zambia has put in place certain restrictions, amongst which include limiting 
public gatherings and travel as well as quarantine for travellers. It has also introduced a number of fiscal measures to respond to the crisis, such as tax waivers; 
a medium-term refinancing facility for small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs); and the promotion of local production of goods, along with value addition. 
These measures have, however, had little impact on workers, especially those in the informal economy. The refinancing facility for SMEs should ensure that eligible 
enterprises contribute to creating and sustaining employment, and the government should consider waiving tax on electricity tariffs and suspending water bills to 
increase the disposable income of households.

Although the government has continued to provide social protection packages and subsidised primary health care, no additional scheme has been provided in 
response to the Covid-19 pandemic, and the main challenge remains the huge informal economy where workers are uncovered. The government should therefore 
scale up social protection and increase coverage. It should further provide protective materials to the public, especially informal economy operators.
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