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The Economic Significance of the RMG Sector

RMG Contributes 2.3% to India’s GDP, 13% to industrial production, and 12% to exports. Employs over 45 
million people; apparel constitutes 42% of textile exports (As per Press Information Bureau, April 2025, for 
the period 2023–24). Despite its scale, the sector’s growth has not translated into secure or decent 
employment.

With the retreat of the state from active labour enforcement, voluntary regulation through corporate social 
responsibility (CSR) initiatives and buyer-driven compliance codes has become the dominant approach. 
These mechanisms often serve to enhance brand reputation rather than promote systemic worker 
empowerment.

The scoping study of worker organising in the garment industry in Delhi NCR reveals a complex industrial 
landscape, shaped by fragmented production processes, labour relations, and mechanisms of worker 
representation. While it remains a crucial region in India’s garment industry, supplying both domestic and 
export markets, its workforce remains precarious. This research includes participants from various unions, 
NGOs, community-based organisations (CBOs) and the industry association.  

The garment industry operates through a dense network of subcontractors and small workshops. While 
Delhi NCR holds a central position in global value chains, work organisation on the ground is dispersed, 
informal, and poorly regulated.

Key Observations

Unionisation remains extremely thin. Trade unions face tremendous challenges in organising footloose 
labour employed as informal workers on short-term contracts and predominantly migrant labour.

Gendered and Structural Precarity
The sector relies on women and migrant workers who face the brunt of job insecurity and no protection. 

Fragmented Production Systems

Weak Union Presence

Erosion of State Role
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Presence of Global Alliances

Alternative Mechanisms of Dispute Resolution
In the absence of strong unions, NGOs and community-based organisations (CBOs) have stepped in to 
mediate disputes. However, their reach remains limited and highly dependent on project-based funding and 
individual labour disputes or arbitration. 

Policy Mapping: Social Dialogue and Regulatory Context

Social Dialogue in the Indian Context

• Convention 144 (Tripartite Consultation): India ratified it in 1978. 

• State-level mechanisms: Minimum Wage Boards, Contract Labour Boards, and Welfare Boards.

Transnational alliances and campaigns (for living wages, safe workplaces, gender equity) have brought 
visibility to worker struggles, but they risk remaining symbolic without grounding in local organising efforts.

ILO Core Conventions

 o Industrial Disputes Act (1947)

• Convention 87 (Freedom of Association) and Convention 
98 (Right to Organise and Collective Bargaining): India has 
not ratified these, citing conflicts with existing service 
rules and strike restrictions.

National Mechanisms for Dialogue

These will be replaced by the Industrial Relations Code (2020), which is yet to be implemented. The 
Industrial Relations Code (IRC) aims to consolidate key labour laws. It has significant implications for 
collective bargaining and worker representation, particularly as it has drawn criticism for diluting existing 
labour laws. This will have serious implications for s   ectors such as RMG, where there is a prevalence of 
informality in the organised sector, fragmentation, and unorganised work, which complicates the 
implementation of already existing labour laws. Further dilution of the law means even lesser coverage. 

Key Insight
The study underscores that local unions remain irreplaceable for sustained mobilisation and rights 
enforcement. International initiatives, voluntary codes, and NGO interventions can supplement but not 
substitute worker-led organising. Strengthening grassroots worker organisations and linking them with 
global networks is critical for realising equitable and just labour relations.

The ILO defines Social Dialogue as negotiation, consultation, 
or information exchange between governments, employers, 
and workers on issues of mutual interest. Effective social 
dialogue enhances workplace cooperation, industrial 
harmony, and the pursuit of decent work.

• Legal Framework:

• Indian Labour Conference (ILC) and Standing Labour Committee (SLC) serve as apex tripartite forums. 
The ILC was last convened in 2015.

 o Trade Unions Act (1926)

 o Industrial Employment (Standing Orders) Act (1946)
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4. The worker employed under FTE will get better working and service conditions than a contract worker

2. Union Recognition

Key Provisions and Implications of  IRC

The IR 2022 code introduces fixed-term employment (FTE) in Section (2)(o). Earlier, the central 
government, as part of a special package for job creation and export promotion, introduced the FTE 
for the apparel manufacturing sector, citing the sector's seasonal nature. This was introduced as the 
Industrial Employment (Standing Order) Act via notification in October 2016 by the Ministry of 
Labour and Employment. The FTE was defined as a workman employed on a contract basis for a 
fixed period. It was associated with the conditions of service and remuneration provided to regular 
employees. This was brought with the following objectives:

However, compliance with these provisions under the previous laws and the IR codes goes 
undocumented and unchecked. The factories with frequent third-party social audits by NGOs 
through buyer brands report compliance. Still, other than that, the evaluation of the work of these 
committees is not conducted or managed appropriately. 

The legal strikes, apart from this, under the IRC, will become difficult to conduct as per Section 
(62)[1], a notice is to be given to the employer at least 16 days before striking, in which case the 
employer can press for an adjudication process during which no strike can take place. Apart from 
this, the definition of strikes in Section (2) [zk]   includes concerted casual leave on a given day by 
50% of the workers in the industry. Earlier spontaneous actions at the factory level, such as taking 
leave collectively, were measures for workers to express dissent. This redefinition broadens what a 
legal strike means and imposes constraints on collective expression of dissent.  

4. Term Employment

1. The seasonal nature of the sector demands flexibility in employing workers 

Chapter II of the code is on the bi-partite forums, specifically Section (3), which pertains to the works 
committee. An industrial establishment with 100 or more workers must constitute a works committee 
with representatives from the employer and the workers. This committee must promote measures 
for amicable relations between the employer and the workers. Section (4) of the code mandates industrial 
establishments with 20 or more workers to constitute a grievance redressal committee for dispute 
resolution arising from individual grievances. The committee is to have an equal number of representatives 
of employers and workers, with an adequate representation of women workers on the committee. 

One of the changes introduced by the IRC is the recognition of the union by the employer, whereas 
previously, union recognition was not compulsory. In section (14), this recognition is for a 
negotiating council or the union, where there is one union in the industrial establishment that will 
be recognised as the sole negotiating union of the workers. In case of more than one union in the 
industrial establishment, one with 51% or more workers on the muster roll will be recognised as the 
sole negotiating union. If none of the unions meet this criterion, then the employers can constitute a 
negotiating council comprising members of the trade unions with at least 20% support. This 
provision is suspected of undermining the voices of critical workers on the shop floor.

3. Right to Strike

3. Employers can directly hire a worker without the mediation of a contractor 

1. Mandatory Factory-Level Committees

2. Working conditions in terms of working hours, wages, allowances and other statutory dues are 
at par with the permanent workers
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Later in 2018, the Industrial Employment (Standing Orders) Central (Amendment) Rules were 
introduced for all sectors, allowing employers to hire workers on fixed-term contracts. The rule 
ensures that fixed-term workers receive the same statutory benefits as permanent workers 
performing similar work on a pro rata basis. This institutionalises informality but ensures protection 
for workers at the same time.  

5. Dispute Resolution Mechanisms
The IDA of 1947 consists of two distinct tribunals and courts for resolving industrial disputes. IRC 
2020 has eliminated the labour courts and has retained the industrial tribunal. According to the 
IDA, different matters under Schedules II and III are referred to by the labour court for the former 
and the industrial tribunals for the latter. Under the IRC, there are two constituted benches within 
the industrial tribunals: a one-member bench and a two-member bench. The two-member bench 
will hear matters involving standing orders, discharge or dismissal, strikes or lockouts, layoffs, 
closure, and trade unions under the IRC, while the remaining matters will be heard by a one-
member bench. This does not address the shortcomings of the dispute settlement mechanism but 
rather convolutes the existing process by reducing the tribunal's ability to address disputes and 
increasing its burden. 

The labour codes shall attempt to strengthen India's robust labour law regime. However, in their 
attempt to strengthen the labour regime, the current drafts of the labour codes have limited the 
scope of worker representation and dialogue. Strengthening these mechanisms is crucial for 
fostering trust and ensuring policy responsiveness. A mechanism that actively brings different 
actors into compliance with the provisions, such as works and grievance redressal committees, shall 
be incorporated and actively encouraged, rather than just promoted, as part of the private code of 
conduct of buyer companies.  

Social Dialogues’ Road Ahead 

Under the Sexual Harassment of Women at Workplace (Prevention, Prohibition and Redressal) Act, 
2013, all workplaces with 10 or more employees are required to have an Internal Complaints 
Committee (ICC). Must be led by a woman and include an external member (lawyer/NGO). While 
workers are aware of the ICC's presence, they are often unclear about its purpose and processes. 
Some external members have conducted training. The POSH Act, 2013 and social dialogue 
mechanisms are complementary frameworks aimed at promoting dignity, equity, and accountability 
in the workplace. While POSH focuses on preventing and redressing sexual harassment through 
formal institutional mechanisms such as Internal Committees (ICs). Integrating POSH within 
broader social dialogue frameworks can significantly strengthen both. For instance, sexual 
harassment at work is not only an individual grievance but also a structural labour rights issue. 

Organising informal workers in both the unorganised and organised sectors remains a persistent 
challenge in India. Although the legal framework, including the Trade Unions Act, 1926 and the IDA 
1947, provides for the formation and registration of trade unions across all sectors, in practice, the 
deliberate and systemic maintenance of informality within production structures makes the 
exercise of these rights extremely difficult. The labour-intensive sectors, such as RMG, rely on 

Key Provisions under the Sexual Harassment of Women at 
Workplace (Prevention, Prohibition and Redressal) Act, 2013
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These are the changes that the IRC purports; however, it is yet to be implemented. Nonetheless, 
there is a strong will to implement the labour codes, but there is an equivalent opposing force from 
the labour unions against their implementation. When integrated with social dialogue mechanisms, 
POSH not only resolves individual complaints but also informs collective strategies for equitable 
workplaces, allowing unions and worker forums to advocate for preventive policies, training, and 
gender-sensitive work environments. Furthermore, incorporating women’s voices in union leadership 
and bipartite forums strengthens both POSH compliance and participatory decision-making.

labour subcontracting and outsourcing mechanisms that obscure the employment relationship 
entity against whom they claim collective rights. The strategic focus of organising the unions has 
thus shifted to an industry as a collective bargaining party rather than a single employer. 

Currently, in the light of the current legal framework and labour relations, we have listed policy 
gaps, recommendations and a way forward. 
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2. Make buyer due diligence work for workers: require that companies subject to mandatory due-
diligence laws adopt supplier contracts that include binding commitments to remediate rights 
violations, fund independent remediation (a remediation or compliance fund) and recognise/engage 
with local worker representatives from across the entire value chain; align corporate due-diligence 
procedures with UN/OECD guidance so they are risk-based and focused on preventing harms 
rather than  reports based compliance. 

6. Integrate POSH with social dialogue mechanisms: ensure that district-level forums and union 
platforms incorporate gender-sensitive grievance redressal, including the functioning of POSH 
Committees. Enable workers, particularly women, to participate actively in these forums to address 
sexual harassment, inform preventive policies, and strengthen workplace safety and dignity as part 
of broader collective bargaining and social dialogue efforts.

Policy Gaps and Recommendations 

Weak enforcement of existing labour laws leaves provisions on works committees, grievance 
redressal, and union recognition largely ineffective, particularly in factories with informal, 
subcontracted, and migrant labour. Over-reliance on voluntary corporate regulation and buyer-
driven audits prioritises brand reputation over structural worker empowerment. Fragmentation 
among unions, NGOs, and international alliances limits collective bargaining power and the 
translation of global solidarity into local action.

1. Rebuild inspection capacity: scale up labour inspectorates with regular inspections and public 
reporting, and trained teams specialising in subcontracting chains and migrant labour. Link inspections 
to mandatory employer disclosure of supplier lists so that enforcement can follow the chain.

Recommendations

3. Reform auditing and monitoring: tighten rules on social audits. Prohibit conflicts of interest 
between auditors and suppliers/brands, require auditors to include worker interviews and documentary 
verification, and build in worker-driven monitoring rather than relying solely on buyer-commissioned 
checklists. This responds directly to documented weaknesses of audit-led compliance.

4. Institutionalise multi-stakeholder social dialogue at the local level: create district-level tripartite 
platforms that formally include unions, employers, government and vetted NGOs/CBOs (with a role 
for NGOs in capacity building, worker education, and independent auditing support). These forums 
should regularly review inspection findings, audit results, and remediation plans, and be empowered 
to recommend sanctions or incentives, such as tax or credit benefits, for compliant firms. 

5. Invest in union and worker capacity: fund union organising, legal aid, and gender-sensitive 
leadership training for women and migrant workers; require brands under due diligence rules to 
support—financially and programmatically—local organising and independent grievance 
mechanisms rather than channel all compliance funding into private auditors. 

Together, these measures would close the gap between protections on paper and workers’ rights by 
combining effective state enforcement, binding corporate responsibilities under due diligence laws, 
and strengthening local voice through unions, CBOs, NGOs and global alliance support. Integrating 
robust social dialogue mechanisms, strengthened unions, and worker protections can anchor a 
domestic and export-oriented RMG strategy. By embedding labour rights into both inward-looking 
policies and export reorientation post-US tariffs, India can develop a sustainable, rights-inclusive 
industrial policy for the sector that balances competitiveness with worker dignity and social 
accountability.
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