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We seem to be living in a time of continual tragedies and horrible destruction. In our own country, we were shocked and 

horrified by the terrorist bombings at the Boston marathon.  

Shortly after that heart wrenching story, another tragedy again born from callous disregard for human life consumed the 

news top stories. This time the tragedy was also fueled by greed. A building in Dhaka, Bangladesh housing five garment 

factories collapsed in late April killing over 1100 workers.  The building had been condemned and ordered to close. But 

factory owners disregarded these warnings and ordered workers into the factory or lose a month’s pay. Facing a terrible 

dilemma, workers made the choice ultimately leading them to death. 

Unfortunately, this story is neither exceptional nor unexpected. In November 2012, a fire in another Dhaka garment 

factory killed 112workers. There are over 5000 such garment factories throughout Bangladesh employing 4 million 

workers, mostly women. Human rights organizations report rampant unsafe conditions throughout and attempts to 

advocate for such workers can be brutally repressed. 

These working condition are a significant violation of morality. Human dignity is a central foundation of morality 

including human work and the workplace. Just and moral working conditions require sufficient wages and benefits for 

basic human needs and safe working conditions.   

Our faith traditions defend the rights of workers and the responsibility of workers and employers to promote just 

working conditions. Upon hearing of the factories collapse in Bangladesh and the worker wage of $38/month, the head 

of the Roman Catholic Church, Pope Francis, spoke for us all when he remarked, “This was the payment of these people 

who have died …  this is called 'slave labor'. Today in the world this slavery is being committed against something 

beautiful that God has given us - the capacity to create, to work, to have dignity.” 

There are choices and actions available in response to these exploitative working conditions. These small but important 

actions cumulatively can contribute to just working conditions throughout the world. Often garment factories are 

pressured by retailers in consuming countries to keep costs low. Often, these “cost savings” result in pitiful wages, no 

benefits, and dangerous working conditions. The workers again are placed in the terrible dilemma of having no job or 

working in life threatening environments with little to provide for their families. 

In response to the factory collapse, real solutions have emerged. Primarily, the solution is the Accord on Fire and 

Building Safety in Bangladesh, which now has forty signatories, representing brands and retailers from a dozen 

countries, with presence in more than 1,000 factories in Bangladesh.  However, only three U.S. companies, Abercrombie 

& Fitch, PVH (owner of Tommy Hilfiger and Calvin Klein) and Sean Combs have signed this Accord.  Companies like The 

Gap, Wal-Mart, and L.L. Bean have refused to sign on. 

This Accord is a legally binding document where retailers agree to use only those factories that adopt and meet the 

safety requirements listed. It includes all of the components essential to be effective: independent safety inspections 

with public reports, mandatory factory building renovations, the obligation by brands and retailers to underwrite the 

cost of repairs, and a vital role for workers and their unions in protecting their own safety. 

Some name brand companies such as Wal-Mart and The Gap are proposing other plans less restrictive with no 

guarantees of safe working conditions. These proposals should not be viewed as compromise. Retailers have supported 



these for many years with resulting workers’ deaths in fires and structural collapses. The health and safety of millions of 

workers depends on The Accord, an agreement with significant world wide support. 

The Accord is a significant departure from companies’ non-binding compliance programs that sideline workers and trade 

unions, and have failed to protect workers from fatal workplace dangers.  Workers will be protected when major US 

brand name companies sign The Accord. We must demand U.S. companies and brands to sign on to The Accord on Fire 

and Building Safety in Bangladesh.  We as consumers must insist the brands we purchase do what’s right and sign on. 

We must not give in to hopelessness and grief. We can work to assure the lives of the 1100 workers are not forgotten.  

In their names, and in the names of thousands of other workers who have died due to this greed throughout history, we 

must fundamentally change the global economy to one where workers’ rights are respected and lives are protected. The 

time to act is now.   


