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Abstract

This study aims to explore the effects of jute mill closure on the livelihood outcomes
of the laid-off workers in Khulna region. This exploratory study uses a qualitative
approach in order to provide deep insight and understanding of the issue. The study
has been conducted in Khulna Division of Bangladesh which is the home to 5 state-
owned jute mills. The population of this study covers the laid-off workers who used
to work in the state-owned jute mills in Khulna. Qualitative data has been collected
from thirty respondents using in-depth interviews. The study uses a convenient
purposive sampling technique which refers to collection data from the respondents
who are easily accessible and readily available having adequate knowledge on the
subject matter. The collected data were transcribed and interpreted using
researchers’ expertise and subjective judgmental approach. This study has used five
selected themes of livelihood outcomes (income security, food security, health and
well-being, social status, and access to education) developed by Food and
Agriculture Organization. Data have been collected based on these key themes of
what are presented accordingly showing the effects of jute mill closure. This study
finds significant adverse effects of jute mill closure on all of the selected livelihood
outcomes.
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Jute is a substantial cash crop in Bangladesh and is the primary source of income for
millions of people in that country (Paulsen, 2022). Jute, also known as golden fiber,
is the second-most-consumed natural fiber after cotton. It is becoming more popular
because countries are switching from synthetic to natural fibers to reduce
environmental damage. As natural fiber products gain popularity internationally, the
Government of Bangladesh named jute goods as “Product of the Year” for 2023
(Bay, 2020; Basu & Roy, 2008; Shakil, 2022). India, Bangladesh, China, Myanmar,
Nepal, and Thailand are currently well-known for growing jute. Despite its declining
importance in the economy, jute is still a valuable product in Bangladesh. Jute
products have contributed to raising the export earnings by 3% as per the information
of Bangladesh Economic Review 2022 (Shakil, 2022).

In the early 1990s, synthetic materials reduced the demand for conventional jute
goods (Majumder, 2015). Infrastructure and modernization of the jute mills were
underinvested, therefore the industry continued to struggle. In 2002, the government
initiated a major reorganization effort to reinvigorate the business, but insufficient
funding and managerial issues became the major obstacles (Abedin, 2019). Jute-
producing nations like India, China, and Thailand have placed numerous challenges
for this sector in recent years (Khan, 2009). Moreover, price instability, bad
negotiations, a hierarchical intermediary structure, and inadequate government
procurement rules have produced hostile market rates (Islam, 2019). The COVID-19
pandemic has disrupted supply chains and lowered jute product demand, but
international demand is still on the rise (Islam, 2022).

However, due to numerous internal and external issues, the Government of
Bangladesh had declared to cease the production of all state-owned jute mills
(including five mills located in the Khulna region) operating in our country (Hossain
et al., 2021). At last, the Government of Bangladesh closed 25 jute mills and laid off
approximately 57,000 permanent and temporary workers, affecting 4 million farmers,
and 40 million people involved in jute farming on July 2, 2020, citing large losses
and excessive maintenance costs (Amin, 2022; Sorowor, 2020). The government
stated that laid-off workers would receive sixty days of salary, gratuity, provident
fund, and other Golden Handshake benefits under labor laws (Azad, 2021). Despite
having these many laws and previous declaration, 25,000 temporary and substitute
workers from 25 state-owned jute factories closed in July 2020 were yet to receive
their arrears even after 10 months of the closure (Azad, 2021).

However, the aggrieved workers alleged that thousands of employees and their
families had suffered a lot because Bangladesh Jute Mills Corporation (BJMC) was
unable to pay arrears and benefits to jute mill employees who were laid-off for more
than two years. Despite Bangladesh's remarkable economic advancement over the
past decade, it is regrettable that the country's workers continue to be denied their
rights (Ferdouse, 2021). The Ministry of Finance released Tk 92.37 billion to pay
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employees’ arrears and benefits till 2022, but most of the laid-off workers were
ignored for meeting their arrear (Chandan, 2022). The workers protested all over the
country for their due payments and also for reopening as they are afraid of not
getting employment after the leasing process (Amin, 2022; Ferdouse, M., 2021).
Although at the time of their lay off the workers were promised to be given their due
pays in the quickest possible time along with the hope of reemployment, all these
promises are yet to fulfilled (“End sufferings”, 2022).

The situation regarding the payment of benefits to those deprived workers is still in
the haze. Some of them have managed alternative jobs but these are not yielding
enough money for their survival. Taking loans is the common phenomenon among
the workers and the reasons for taking loans before and after the closure reflect the
true financial status of affected workers (Kayemuddin, 2014). However, the
Bangladesh Labour Act, 2006 as amended in 2018, describes layoffs as an
employer’s failure, refusal, or inability to keep a worker owing to a shortage of coal,
power, raw materials, an accumulation of inventory, or a machinery malfunction.
Lay-off of workers is also thought to be the strategical, thought-out removal of
personnel or workforce to improve organizational workforce and financial prospects
(Mujtaba & Senathip, 2020). This lay-off is not necessarily related to the workers’
performance on the job (Kenton, 2023). Any kind of termination from the
employment relation is likely to be a traumatic experience for the worker as him and
his family is directly affected due to the loss of income (Hansen, 2009). With the
layoff the workers of these mills are yet to be paid their due payments and also gave
been sacked from their minimum housing facility (Sarkar, 20022). They have been
thrown w to be tensed about how they would manage their costs to run their family
(Hossain, 2020).

So, the above discussion clearly upholds the necessity of exploring the livelihood
condition of the laid off workers of state-owned jute mills. This necessity has driven
the researcher to review the existing literature and it has been found that the effects
on livelihood outcomes due to the closure are yet to be examined. However, some
studies have tried to find the immediate impacts of closure on workers’ loss of
income and job security, the reason for the closure of the jute mills, how and why this
event has impacted the country and its economy, impact on the jute farmers, ways to
reform and reopen the industry and many more (Akter et al., 2020; Kayemuddin,
2014). There is yet to investigate the workers livelihood condition due to the closure
of state-owned jute mills. To do so, the study has used five key themes of livelihood
outcomes including the levels of food security, income security, health and well-
being of household members, and status which have been adopted from Food and
Agriculture Organization, Module 1, Livelihoods, poverty and institutions.

These outcomes are also affected by the change in their livelihood strategies,
especially when a person cannot handle shock due to changes in the policies of
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industry, institutions, and processes (FAO, 2006). Pinstrup-Anderson (2009) stated
that food security means a household’s capability to get the needed food for its
members. It exists when all people at all times have physical and economic access to
sufficient, safe, and nutritious food to meet their dietary needs and food preferences
for an active and healthy life. Besides food security have been widely established by
these four pillars namely availability, accessibility, consumption, and stability of food
(FAO, 2006). Income security refers to a person’s level of income which is adequate
both during their working lives and after their retirement due to old age or a
disability. Actual, perceived, and expected income is all aspects of income security
(Florence, ILO n.d). The risk of losing one’s primary source of income and the
accompanying financial concerns are fundamental issue with job loss (Berglund et
al., 2014). So, it is obvious that the laid-off workers of the recently closed state-
owned jute mills are supposed to suffer in different aspects of their life which may
include income security, food security, health and well-being, social status, and
access to education and some other issues. Hence, this study tries to answer the
following research questions-

i Does the closure of state-owned jute mills affect income security aspect of
the laid-off workers?

ii  Does the closure of state-owned jute mills affect food security aspect of the
laid-off workers?

iii Does the closure of state-owned jute mills affect health and well-being
aspect of the laid-off workers?

iv. Does the closure of state-owned jute mills affect social status aspect of the
laid-off workers?

v Does the closure of state-owned jute mills affect access to education aspect
of the laid-off workers?

Thus, the main purpose of this study is to investigate the effects of jute mill closure
on the various aspects/domains of livelihood outcomes of the laid-off workers. This
study is significant and highly relevant because it will help understanding the current
scenario of the lives of the laid-off workers which will lead to design better policy
alternatives. Policy makers can take insights and learning from this study which will
help them managing similar situations in future.

2. Methodology

2.1 Sample size and sampling technique: Respondents for the research were chosen
by convenience purposive sampling method. There were over 15,000 permanent and
temporary workers in the state-owned jute mills in Khulna according Bangladesh Jute
Mills Corporations. The research focuses on the entire workforce, comprising both
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permanent and temporary employees, of state-owned jute mills in Bangladesh as
target population. Many workers had left Khulna to find alternative sources for
income and to live in their ancestral house or villages. Few of the temporary and
permanent workers stayed behind after mills have shut down so they have been
included within sample distribution of this study because of their easy accessibility.
There is no specific number or guideline to determine sample size for qualitative
study, as this study explores new theory and add new knowledge so the sample size
can be from 20 to 30 respondents (Marshall et al., 2013; Vasileiou et al., 2018).
Creswell (1998) also recommended a range of 20 to 30 interviews as an adequate
sample size for qualitative studies. According to their reference this study has
determined 30 as the suitable sample size.

2.2 Data Collection: This study has gone through in-depth interview and document
analysis technique for collecting data. The researcher was guided by a semi-
structured questionnaire consisting of 10 open ended questions constructed on the
basis of five main themes of the livelihood outcomes. So, the researcher has followed
semi-structured way of interviews, the most widely accepted method of data
collection in qualitative research (Willig, 2013). It was carried out in this study so
that the study becomes capable to explore participants’ perception regarding their
livelihood outcomes. This interview technique enables participants to express
themselves freely on established theme hence increasing the depth and diversity of
responses (Creswell, 2017). However, the interview has been accomplished in an
informal conversational manner to permit participants to articulate them openly. This
allowed getting more rigorous information on the context. Participant’s comfort
ability has given priority at choosing the place of interview so most of the places
concentrated on teas-stalls, side of the road, bank of the river, and household. Each
and every respondent was asked for their permission before the interview process
began, and they all agreed to take part in this study freely. Notes and reflection were
also jotted down during the interviews for the purposes of accuracy and transcription.
This study used ‘Web of Science’ and ‘Scopus’ search engines for literature reviews
that included journal articles, books and conference proceedings.

The interviews were conducted in the native language (Bangla); the researcher has
given judicious and intensive effort to translate them into English without sacrificing
their originality. Every responder’s entire responses were recorded through a sound
recorder by taking permission of the respondents, and a few notes regarding some
key points was taken with paper pencil tool also. The digital recordings were
meticulously transcribed verbatim in full length. Each interview consisted of 25
minutes on an average. Data was collected from April 20 to May 23, 2023.The study
has Google Scholar and Scopus search engine for collecting secondary information
preparing the literature review.
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2.3 Data Analysis and Interpretation: This study has used thematic content analysis
for interpreting the qualitative data generated from in-depth interview. Thematic
analysis is a systematic method for analyzing qualitative data that involves
identifying themes or patterns (Lapadat, 2010). It assisted the researcher to identify
similarities and differences based on the lived experiences of the respondents.
Throughout the process of data collecting, researchers utilized pertinent codes and
subsequently organized them into distinct themes. The data was analyzed by
exploring the key themes identified in the literature, which were justified by content
analysis. Demographic analysis was done using Microsoft excel. Demographic
analysis includes age frequency of the participants, category of the workers, number
of respondents from each mill, current employment rate of the respondents.

2.4 Reliability and Validity: Being thorough, careful, consistent and honest in
conducting research is the most important factor in qualitative study. If these are
ensured then the data can be reliable (Robson, 2002; Noble & Smith, 2015). During
the data collection process every respondent was asked questions carefully without
being bias, following the guideline of the semi-structured questionnaire in times of
interview. It was ensured that the conducted interviews were consistent to keep the
data reliable. On the other hand, validity refers to the integrity and application of the
methods employed, as well as the accuracy with which the findings reflect the data
(Noble & Smith, 2015). Triangulation is the best to make the data valid (Golafshani,
2015),which refers to using multiple data collection methods. To ensure correct
representation of the data, a comprehensive analysis was conducted through in-depth
interviews and document examination. This study yielded results that were directly
relevant to the research objectives.

2.5 Ethical Consideration: For the purpose of conducting this study, the researcher
attempted to remain neutral on all issues and possessed a strong positive research
ethics. The researcher was ethically impartial when collecting data in the field.
Before data collection, the respondent was informed of the purpose of the study and
no data were collected without the respondent’s permission. The researcher did not
manipulate any data that is going to be analyzed. Besides, in order to secure the
privacy, anonymity and confidentiality, respondent number has been used in different
justifying quotation instead of their original name. Finally, the researcher who wrote
this article was very-neutral and ethical.

3. Results

3.1 Demographic Analysis of the Respondents: Demographic information of the
respondents also has some positive and negative impact on the outcome of this study.
Their age group, last working position in the jute mill, nature of employment
(temporary vs. permanent) and present occupation, all are influencing their present
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livelihood pattern. The highest number i.e., 13 participants belongs to the 55-65+ age
group. Least number of participants, which is 4 participants fall within the age group
of 35-44. Besides 25-34 age group includes 5 respondents and rest of the 8
respondents occupies the age group of 45-54 years old. The majority of the
respondents’ age occupies more than 45 years that is the toughest time to accept a
new occupation quickly. Among the participants, 57% workers were permanent and
another 43% were temporary worker. Because of being the temporary workers, most
of them don’t have any formal recruitment letter. Among the respondents 73% are
employed and another 27% are still unemployed which are constantly leading them
toward the uncertain life.

3.2 Effects on Livelihood Outcomes : Based on the collected data obtained from the
respondents through in-depth interviews, the following five themes have been
justified showing the impacts of the closure of the state-owned jute mill located in
Khulna Region on livelihood outcomes of laid off workers:

3.3 Income Security: The abrupt closure of state-owned jute mills stands in
Khalishpur led to the immediate unemployment of a large number of employees,
causing them to feel insecure and uncertain about their income. According to the
respondents, the loss of their employment eliminated their sole reliable source of
income so they are struggling to support their families. While working in the mills,
respondents had a certain level of certainty about their income, but after closing they
are being suffering a lot to manage their bread and butter. In this regard the following
quotation of respondent number 3 is prominent,

“I was only the Breadwinner of the family. Now that is lost. Who is going to take care of
my family? I have got parents to look after, kids to educate.”

Among all the participants, only one respondent had a stable source of income but
others are continuously struggling to manage their fundamental needs by their
uncertain and meager income earned from temporary source of employment
including day labor, rickshaw pulling, and running tea stalls, street hawker etc.
However, this sudden closure of mills caused financial instability and hardships for
the respondents and their families. Their condition can truly be experienced by the
following statement. Respondent number 1 said about the uncertainty of income,

“As a rickshaw puller, I do not earn 200 taka on a daily basis. If you ride my rickshaw,
you will give me money as rent. If you do not ride it, the money will not fall from sky. If |
can pull the rickshaw all day, it means more passengers and more money. Sometimes, |
don’t get passenger and sometimes the weather becomes too hostile to get two or three
passengers in a day. On that day, it becomes quite tough to earn enough money just for
buying only the rice for my family. Most of the time, | can earn between 150-350 ¢k. ”

The researcher has found two prime reasons for their income insecurity including
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unusable skill and scarcity of alternatives. More than half of the respondents felt
constrained to use the specific technical skill obtained in time of working in jute mills
for getting job in another industry. Thus, their employment options have been
shrunken. They struggled more since Khulna had a few employment options. Due to
their lack of diversified skills, they have very few alternative options for generating
sufficient income. The following statement of Respondent number 11 made it clearer
to us,

“I worked at the mill for 38 years; recently I have no other skill without fixing the
machines at the jute mill. Almost all the state-owned Jute mills are closed. | have no
option to use my skills elsewhere. Who will take me in for having only this skill?”

Aging was also another factor that limited their option to choose alternatives.
Majority of respondents have been aged and not going through sound health
condition which also posits an obstacle to find a better source of income in existing
private jute mills also.

3.4 Food Security: The in-depth interview with the laid-off workers reveals that they
are going through nutrition deficiency, disruption in daily meals and unhealthy food
also.

Due to income loss, the respondents have to spend less on daily meals. They have
lost their affordability to have nutritious food like meat, fish, and fruits in their daily
meals, which can ensure sound health for them. So, most of them have to rely on less
expensive, less nutritious options. Notwithstanding they could afford healthier meals
when they were employed because they had better purchasing power as they had
regular, steady earnings. One of the respondents stated that:

“I used to buy big fish from the markets on the day of my wage payment but I can’t afford
to ask the price of those fishes now-a-days. All | do is to look at those fishes and
reminisce the old days.”

Respondent number 4 mentioned:

“When I go to bazar, I look for vegetables only, because they are cheap but most of the
vegetables are also getting expensive day by day. In search of cheap vegetables, papaya
has become a regular vegetable for my daily meals. Even | never dare to go to the meat
market except poultry only”

Thus, loss of income has forced them to choose from a limited option resulting in
reduced healthy items and meal skipping also. Some individuals were unable to
consume enough to satisfy their hunger as a result of the stress of job loss. It can be
better understood by the following statements of respondent number 9 and 24
consecutively,

“After the mills had been closed, | had been starved for two days because | could not
manage enough for all of my family members. | could manage money just enough to feed
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my kids and wife. | used to lie to them by saying that my sir has fed me, or | ate outside. |
could not tell anyone. On the third day my wife understood my situation then | ate a small
portion of meals.”

“I used to buy big fish from the markets on the day of my wage payment. Now I can’t
afford to ask the price of those fishes. | can buy more rice with that money. Rice can fill
stomach removing the feeling of hunger. Proteins are now luxury”.

3.5 Social Status: The respondents’ loss of employment had a profound impact on
their social dignity because their employment provided them recognition, status, and
a sense of belongingness. The loss of their position made an existential crisis, leaving
them a drift without a sense of direction. Their inability to support their families, as
they used to in time of working in the mill, jeopardized their interpersonal
relationships. One of the respondents said that,

“I lost my identity what I had obtained as a government jute mill worker”.

Respondents who were laid off felt like that the society was trying to stigmatize them
in any way. At present, they no longer can feel that they are belonging to a better
society. Respondents experienced a profound change in their social identities as a
direct consequence of the shutdown of jute mills. Another quote in this regard is
prominent here

“In different social meeting, I used to get invitation regularly but gradually they started
to avoid me for participating any meeting.”

From these above-mentioned statements, it is clear that the laid off workers has lost
their social position and suffering from status crisis.

3.6 Health and Well-Being: Most of the respondents reported about their depression
due to job loss. Their mental health deteriorated due to the loss of income and poor
livelihood. Isolation and poor mental health were caused by losing their identity.
Some quotes of a few participants have been stated below:

“I used to be very optimistic about life thinking I was able to provide support for my
family and everything was going well. However, when | walk on the roads, my heart gets
heavy because of ill thinking. ’(Respondent number 23)

“I cannot sleep properly. Every night thinking will get called for jobs tomorrow
morning.” (Respondent number 27)

“I do not have money to eat healthy food, sometimes I feel stress about how will I deal
with all the expenditure of my family, sometimes I think, how can | stay healthy. All these
anxieties and stress caused me to have high blood pressure.” (Respondent number 18)

The majority of respondents acknowledged that they could not bear all of the medical
expenditure. So, they have to rely on public healthcare facilities, which take time and
services are not as better as private facilities. Some people choose to forego medical
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care altogether due to budgetary restrictions, or they turn to home remedies. Health
problems, such as body aches, affect the physical capabilities of unemployed people
as they are now sitting idly.

3.7 Access to Education: Majority of the respondents stated that their children had to
face toughest situation and their education has adversely been affected due to their
income loss. The statement of respondent number 26 toward the researcher is highly
illustrating the situation:

“It is tough for me to manage food for everyone. Sometimes it is just rice and lentil curry
with mashed potato. How do you expect me to manage education expense properly for my
kid?”

So, their loss of employment forced them to cut back on the financial support that
they used to provide for their children’s schooling. It was difficult for them to bear
the children’s’ cost of well dress, pocket money, supplementary book, transportation,
text book. Ultimately this entire thing posited a negative impact on the children’s
overall performance in educational life. Even some of them had to drop out of school
or had to start again in an earlier grade. Respondent Number 11 said,

“My daughter needs extra care in mathematics. However, I cannot provide her private
tuitions. For that she is struggling with that subject.”

Besides, a few of them had to leave school early to pursue the employment or to
engage in alternative income-generating activities due to financial constraints. So, the
above situation clearly indicates that their children had suffered a lot.

Logic Model: Effects of Jute-mills Closure on Livelihood Outcomes of Laid-off
Workers

Imapact on the Livelihood Outcome

~
Unusable Skill
Security of Alternatives

Income Security

Nutrition Deficiency
Food Security
Apathy for Healthy Food

Closure of the
State-Owned Jute Mills in|——»
Khulna

Social Status bsence of Socia
Accepience
Health and Benefit
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Inadaquate Fund

Educational Impact
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4. Discussion on findings

The main purpose of the current study was to explore the effects of jute mill closure
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on the livelihood outcomes of the laid-off workers. Results show that there is a
significant effect of jute mill closure on the lives of the laid-off workers which is
consistent with the findings of Kayemuddin (2014), Akter et al., (2020), Azad (2021),
and Chandan (2022).

This study shows that the income security was one of the primary concerns expressed
by respondents. They became unemployed and unable to rely on a reliable source of
income as a result of the cessation of the jute mills. The majority of respondents had
difficulty in securing alternative employment, resulting in financial instability and
hardships. Their lack of diverse skills hindered their options for generating income
even further. This circumstance affected not only their current financial situation, but
also their future economic prospects.

In the aftermath of the closing of the mills, food security became a new pressing
concern. Reduced purchasing power precluded respondents from affording nutrient-
dense foods, resulting in deterioration in diet quality. Numerous respondents relied
on cheaper, less nutritious food options, which negatively affected their health. Their
susceptibility to malnutrition was exacerbated by the disruption of their daily meals,
which included reduced portions and meals that were skipped.

The loss of employment had a substantial impact on the social status and self-esteem
of the workers. They gained status, respect, and a sense of belonging through their
employment in the mills. As a consequence of their abrupt unemployment, they
experienced a decline in their sense of self-esteem. Due to the close connection
between their employment and their social roles and identities, respondents reported
feeling socially isolated and stigmatized. The psychological impact of such closure
was evident among the respondents. Their mental health was significantly impacted
by the unpredictability of their future and the financial distress caused by job loss.
The respondents were less apathetic when it came to getting good medical treatment
due to insufficient fund.

The respondents’ incapability to support their children’s education due to the loss of
income also had a negative impact on their children’s education. Many children were
required to quit school in order to contribute to the family’s income. Some
respondents were still able to continue their kids’ education just because of financial
supports from their relatives.

5. Conclusion

The shutdown of the state-owned jute mills in Khulna had a profound and immediate
impact on the lives of the workers, completely disrupting their livelihoods. The study
provided a concise overview of how the closure of the state-owned jute mills affected
the workers' livelihood results. This study described the cascading effects of their
unemployment as they experienced the loss of their reliable and protected source of
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earnings. Furthermore, due to their limited expertise in jute mill-oriented technical
abilities, they face difficulties in finding alternate sources of stable income. Despite
some individuals discovering a consistent revenue stream, the compensation was
insufficient to cover their family's expenses as a result of recent inflation. The study
found that the laid-off workers saw a fall in their purchasing power as a result of a
domino effect caused by job loss, which in turn affected their food consumption
patterns. Due to limited financial resources, their family resorted to consuming non-
nutritious food solely to alleviate their hunger. The majority of individuals must
depend on government food initiatives to purchase essential food goods due to their
lower cost compared to the market. The cessation has had a detrimental effect on the
workers' mental health, causing emotional distress and worry about the future. The
investigation revealed a decline in their level of medical care received. In addition,
they experienced a loss of their social identity that was constructed around their
occupation, along with social validation and respect. Their children’s education also
suffered a lot because of not having enough fund to bear the cost associated with
education. Consequently, the workers who were terminated from their jobs have been
enduring consistent hardship from that period up till the present day.
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