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|Stitching Governance for Labour Rights

Transnational labour governance is in urgent need of a new paradigm of

democratic participation, with those who are most affected – typically

workers – placed at the centre. To achieve this, principles of industrial

democracy and transnational governance must come together to inform

institutions within global supply chains. This book traces the development

of ‘transnational industrial democracy’, using responses to the 2013 Rana

Plaza disaster as the empirical context. A particular focus is placed on the

Bangladesh Accord and the JETI Workplace Social Dialogue programme.

Drawing on longitudinal field research from 2013–2020, the authors argue

that the reality of modern-day supply chain capitalism has neither optimal

institutional frameworks nor effective structures of industrial relations.

Informed by principles of industrial democracy, the book aims at enhan-

cing emerging forms of private transnational governance as ‘second-best’

institutions.
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Foreword

In 2014, I was honoured to deliver the annual Sir Patrick Lowry lecture

at Warwick University. It was early in my tenure as Director General at

the ILO, and my topic was the relevance of tripartism in a world of

work challenged to adapt to the realities of new technologies and

innovative business models.

It was evident at the time that the traditional checks and balances of

regulation, industrial relations and the social contract itself were not

keeping pace with new work modalities; the troubling consequences

included growing informality, inequality and weaker social protection

in some cases. Yet there was also evidence of the enduring capacity of

democratic and representative institutions to evolve in the ways they

protect workers and regulate and resolve conflicts at work. My

argument was that as these functions are vital to the development of

prosperous, democratic, inclusive and peaceful societies, a central role

of the ILO must be to support them to meet the challenges posed by

our changing realities.

It was in the vibrant discussion that followed that I first met Juliane

Reinecke and Jimmy Donaghey and learned of their research into new

forms of industrial democracy in Bangladesh. It was less than a year

after the catastrophic collapse of the Rana Plaza building in which over

1,100 workers died and many more were injured. The tragedy broad-

cast to the world the human cost of weak regulations and protections

at work and raised complex questions about the responsibilities of

global garment brands to ensure the safety of the workers in the supply

chains that make the clothes they sell.

The ILO had been instrumental in supporting the government and

employers’ and workers’ organisations in Bangladesh to develop and

implement a programme of reforms aimed at ensuring stronger gov-

ernance, high standards of industrial safety and proper compensation

for victims of the accident. I therefore took the opportunity to
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introduce the authors to colleagues at the ILO in order to support

their research.

Their book is valuable as it looks in some detail at two interventions

in Bangladesh that were designed to increase the role of workers and

their representatives in initiatives that improved their safety at work. It

assesses their effectiveness and, while the authors conclude the inter-

ventions fell short of perfect, it is clear that they made significant

contributions to the dramatic improvement in industrial safety that

has taken place in the Bangladesh garment sector since 2013.

Understanding how and why is important.

The authors further pose the question of what we can learn for other

sectors and other locations by putting democratic values at the centre of

workplace institutions and supporting them to adapt and strengthen.

Answers to this question are even more pertinent than in 2014 when we

first met. The COVID-19 pandemic has led to further informalisation of

work and inequality between peoples; and globally, women, youth and

vulnerable communities have been the biggest losers.

The recovery and indeed the future of work must be human-centred

and socially just. Restoring democratic institutions to the heart of the

workplace is part of the solution.

Guy Ryder

Director-General, ILO, 2012–2022
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Foreword

In the wake of the 2013 Rana Plaza disaster in Bangladesh, one of the

world’s worst instances of the abuse of workers’ rights in global supply

chains, Juliane Reinecke and Jimmy Donaghey build a case for trans-

national labour democracy in global supply chains central to so much

of social and economic life. In the absence of effective nation-states,

they propose an approach in which workers and their representatives

can participate in international supply chain governance to secure

labour rights.

This approach is founded upon two emerging trends. First, there is

the emergence of collaborative private governance between business

and civil society organisations on behalf of workers who are otherwise

unrepresented in rule-making, specifically for their own working con-

ditions. Second, there are systems of international industrial democ-

racy in which workers’ rights are secured and defended by their

own representatives.

The beauty of the book is in combining two sorts of insights on

which Reinecke and Donaghey substantiate and illustrate their case for

transnational industrial democracy. The first are from their research in

post–Rana Plaza Bangladesh, a laboratory for combinations of public

and private, national and international initiatives directed at working

conditions in the apparel industry. The second is from their theorisa-

tion of the problem of the abuse of labour rights and the possibilities of

democratic innovation drawing on a wealth of relevant private and

public governance literature.

As they readily admit, Reinecke and Donaghey’s vision of market-

driven transnational industrial democracy is far from perfect and even

far from sure. But Stitching Governance for Labour Rights: Towards

Transnational Industrial Democracy? illumines, first, how emerging

initiatives recognise the importance of representing workers’ interests

and that these interests should be balanced against those of business

and, second, how these initiatives can have positive impacts on
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industrial safety and on wider institutional attitudes to worker

representation.

More broadly, Stitching Governance provides a fine platform for

further research, practice and policy-making for new forms of demo-

cratic transnational governance.

Jeremy Moon

Series Co-Editor

Copenhagen Business School

xii Foreword
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NGO non-governmental organisation
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