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Background 

Leather is one of the largest export-oriented industries in Bangladesh with almost $1.5 billion 

annual contributions in 20241, second only to the readymade garment (RMG) sector. According to 

the Leather Goods and Footwear Manufacturers and Exporters Association of Bangladesh, the 

country’s leather sector caters to approximately 10% of the global leather demands and employs 

over 850,000 people in about 200 tanneries across the country2. It has massive potential to make 

a much larger contribution to the country’s export basket and create thousands of decent jobs 

with the availability of raw hides in the country, a keen workforce with about 300,000 direct and 

550,000 indirect workforces, and the ability to scale up production. 

However, this potential has not yet been achieved to a large extent. Even though rated as the 

second largest, there is a massive gap of almost 37 billion USD3 between export earnings of the 

RMG and leather sector. One of the crucial barriers to the leather industry’s global expansion is 

that buyers around the world are growing to be very strict on environmental and social 

 
1 https://www.investbangladesh.gov.bd/investment-sector/leather-footwear 
2 https://www.somo.nl/nl/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2021/10/Leather-products-from-

Bangladesh_final.pdf 
3 https://www.bgmea.com.bd/page/Export_Performance 
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compliance, and international certifications such as the Leather Working Group (LWG) are 

becoming mandatory requirements to access key markets. Most of the tanneries in Bangladesh 

have a hard time in achieving these standards. They cannot get international accreditation and 

market access due to weak waste management, unsafe chemical handling, and poor workplace 

systems to name a few of the reasons. This is restricting the competitiveness and global presence 

of the sector. Traditionally, the tannery industry was built around the Hazaribagh area of the 

country’s capital Dhaka, which was a densely populated area and had very little scope to be 

developed to meet national and global social or environmental standards. The relocation of 

tanneries from Hazaribagh to the Savar Tannery Estate was intended to start a new chapter for 

the industry by promoting cleaner production and safer work environments. More than 130 

factories and more than 5000 direct workers are part of this estate, sharing a common effluent 

treatment plant (CETP) for better waste management. The estate is being administered by the 

Bangladesh Small and Cottage Industries Corporation (BSCIC) for better management and 

improved standards. However, this transition has not yet been very successful, as factories 

continue to navigate systemic and environmental gaps even in the estate. Especially, the CETP 

which was built with the aim to centralize liquid effluent treatment of the estate posed to be 

inadequate to handle the volume of effluent generated by factories. Lack of awareness regarding 

environmental conservation and gross violation of basic workers rights added more complex 

layers of challenges towards meeting the promise of the Savar industrial estate, which was found 

in our baseline assessment as well. 

It is on this background that the project “Improving Environmental and Social Conditions in the 

Savar Tannery Estate, Bangladesh” under the SMEP programme collaborates with 40 tanneries of 

the estate to facilitate gradual improvements in environmental control, decent working conditions, 

and social dialogue that are led by the factories.  

It is in this bigger enterprise that the story of Vulua Tannery Ltd. shall unfold, not as a tale of 

successful large-scale changes across the factory, but of increasing consciousness, of internal 

interest, of gradual movement, supported by the right guidance at the right time. Its management 

has started to realise that it should be a priority to ensure the wellbeing of workers to remain 

productive and reputable. It is also evident to them that compliance provides a clear business 

case: by complying with international standards, they can enter a larger international market and 

sustain their business. This shift in spirit stands as a promising ray of hope for the Savar Tannery 

Estate and overall leather sector of Bangladesh. 



 

 

ETI Bangladesh | Case Study on “A Growing Journey in Reshaping the Culture of Safety and 

Workers’ Wellbeing in the Savar Tannery Estate, Bangladesh”  

 

 

 

The Ground We Stand On 

Findings and Project Response 

Baseline assessments conducted in 40 tanneries of the Savar Industrial Estate under the SMEP 

programme revealed that the challenges within the Estate were far deeper than infrastructure 

gaps alone. The majority of workplaces lacked the systems required to ensure safe, dignified, and 

environmentally responsible production. 

From a social perspective, the baseline showed that 56% of tannery workers were employed under 

verbal agreements4, with no written contracts in place. For women workers, this figure rose to 

nearly 70%, increasing their vulnerability to exclusion from benefits, protection, and grievance 

mechanisms. Occupational health risks were widespread: almost half of workers reported 

experiencing work-related illness within the previous year, most commonly skin diseases, 

respiratory problems, and injuries linked to chemical exposure. Despite this, around 40% of 

 
4 https://www.ethicaltrade.org/resources/guidance-and-reports/pollution-to-progress 
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workers had little or no understanding of occupational health and safety, and awareness was 

significantly lower among women workers. 

Environmental management systems were similarly weak. More than 90% of assessed tanneries 

lacked structured systems to track chemical usage, waste generation, or effluent discharge. 

Nearly all factories had never conducted a formal environmental risk assessment, and 37% of 

workers reported being unaware of the hazardous chemicals they handled, a figure that increased 

to 65% among women workers. These gaps not only heightened environmental and health risks but 

also severely limited factories' readiness for international certification and buyer requirements. 

The baseline further revealed a critical absence of worker participation. Only a small fraction of 

workers was aware of existing safety committees or grievance mechanisms, and meaningful 

dialogue between workers and management on environmental and social issues was largely 

absent. Because collaboration among key stakeholders was limited, accountability mechanisms 

inside factories remained weak. This meant that many factories focused primarily on meeting 

different inspection requirements instead of developing a deeper understanding and consistent 

practice of compliance standards. 

In response to these realities, the project "Improving Environmental and Social Conditions in the 

Savar Tannery Estate, Bangladesh" was designed with a clear and deliberate approach: to 

support change that is owned by factories and workers themselves. Rather than implementing 

prescriptive solutions, the project focused on enabling factories to recognise risks, understand 

standards, and develop the capacity to improve at their own pace aligned with international 

benchmarks such as the Leather Working Group (LWG). 

Working with 40 tanneries across the estate, the project facilitated environmental and social 

assessments that translated complex compliance requirements into practical, factory-level action 

points. These assessments helped factories to set a milestone for themselves in the form of action 

plans, allowing factories to prioritise improvements based on their operational realities. Capacity-

building activities addressed gaps identified in the baseline strengthening documentation 

systems, chemical safety practices, workplace governance, and awareness of workers' rights and 

responsibilities. 

A central pillar of the project response was the introduction of Green Social Dialogue (GSD) 

training, which sought to address the baseline-identified absence of worker voice. By creating 

structured spaces for dialogue between management and workers, the project encouraged 

collective problem-solving on issues of safety, environmental control, and wellbeing. This 

approach aimed to move factories away from compliance as a box-ticking exercise and toward 

compliance as a shared responsibility. 
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Visible Changes at Vulua Tannery 

Making the Workplace Cleaner, Safer and more Humane 

One of the significant initiatives taken at Vulua Tannery Ltd. is the establishment of a new 

chemical storage center which the factory did not have previously, minimising hazards in the 

workplace and improving environmental control. The factory has also placed banana gutters 

around the floor to scoop and direct solid waste, like trimmings and sludge, to leave the 

workspace clean and dry. The installation of new machinery such as a new vacuum dryer and air 

compressor has increased production efficiency, as well as reduced energy consumption. The 

tannery has also gained more strength in its internal systems and facilities to improve workers' 

wellbeing. Each worker now has their personal file, updated profiles, and ID cards. To promote 

best comfort and dignity, especially to women, the factory has constructed separate male and 

female toilets that have good sanitation and waste disposal bins. The management is looking to 

address workers’ wellbeing at a higher level and has started to build a two-storey building in 

which a medical room and childcare facility will be ensured.   

A combination of these activities demonstrates the changing attitude of Vulua. More to the point, 

these improvements are not simply one-time interventions but echo a broader change that has 

taken place in the organisation: an increase in ownership and belief that substantial change 

should start internally. 
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The Spirit of Change 

Mindset of Management & Workers Behind the Drive 

There is a silent, slow-moving change in spirit behind all the tangible developments at Vulua 

Tannery. The change process was not initiated by large-scale investments or external imposition; 

rather it was initiated by the sense of an increasing realisation on the part of the management 

and workers that significant change depends on passion instead of resources more often than not.    

 

Factory leadership came to understand that it was not just a matter of compliance when it comes 

to ensuring safety, hygiene and fairness in the workplace, but also a matter of building trust, 

pride, and productivity. They first focused on building a managerial workforce that is skilled and 

experienced in their respective fields. The managers began to interact more with employees, to 

hear their problems, and stimulate tiny, steady changes on the factory floor. A shift in 

housekeeping also began to be visible as employees and workers took ownership in ensuring that 

their workstations and factory floors were tidy and adhering to safety regulations.  
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The core of this transformation lies in the management team that views well-being and 

compliance as concomitant objectives. They know that an effective workforce that is well 

respected works better, and that adhering to international standards is not a burden but the way 

to new markets and a better image. Instead of waiting to be pushed, the leadership of Vulua has 

opted to make it an example to the rest of the estate, showing that change in the tannery industry 

is achievable when the cause is married to the effect. 

“ 

 

 

 

 

    

 

 

 

 

A person who does not strive for self-improvement each day 

cannot complain about a lack of growth. The same principle 

applies to any factory or organization. At Vulua Tannery, we are 

working to set a unique example within the tannery estate by 

leading through example. We believe this approach will strengthen 

our workers’ commitment, build trust and ultimately improve our 

overall business performance.  

” - Compliance Head, Vulua Tannery 
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Guided, not Driven 

Our Contribution 

Although it is the internal motivation of the Vulua Tannery at the forefront in initiating these 

improvements, the project “Improving Environmental and Social Conditions in the Savar Tannery 

Estate, Bangladesh” have been significant in supporting, guiding, and facilitating the process.  

 

The learning space of capacity-building activities and advisory support sessions helped the 

factory with environmental documentation, improving workers’ wellbeing, and worker 

representation. Visit and discussion with the management periodically also enabled them to 

introspect the progress, share the challenges and replicate good practices which were being 

introduced in other participating tanneries. The ESMS action plan developed following the Green 

Social Dialogue training of factory management and worker representatives guided the factory in 

tracking continuous improvement and small wins which would eventually lead them to a bigger 

victory in terms of achieving higher standards in social and environmental compliance.  
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Not only that, there was also an important change of heart following this training. The 

management of Vulua Tannery understood the need to allow the workers a voice in environmental 

discussions. Furthermore, by participating in the climate champion training, the factory allowed 

itself to develop their in-house resource persons who would eventually sensitise the entire 

workforce through flipchart-based learning and training sessions. This realisation and 

empowerment made the factory consider a holistic approach for improvement - one that includes 

the entire workforce, as nothing could be more effective than combined effort.  

 

“ 

 

 

 

 

 

The project has not been leading change, but instead inspiring self-driven change by providing 

some guidance where necessary, but allowing the factory to own the change. This partnership has 

made Vulua feel confident to continue making improvements without the need to rely on any 

external entity.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

” - General Worker, Vulua Tannery 

As workers, we previously had little knowledge or confidence to 

take part in discussions about improving our factory. But now, 

everyone understands that we are an important part of making 

changes happen. People’s perceptions have certainly shifted. Our 

opinions and suggestions are now valued, and we feel more heard 

and seen. 
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Lessons Learned 

Progressing through Purpose 

As the experience of Vulua demonstrates, change in the tannery industry can be attained when 

there is the commitment of the leadership, the involvement of the workers, and the support of 

external forces. Minimal but frequent improvements such as keeping registers, keeping 

workspaces clean or changing safety practices form a basis of long-term compliance and cultural 

shift. 

 

The most obvious lesson is that motivation is more important than a requirement. Change will be 

sustainable when managers and workers can see the reasons why improvements are important to 

them: to be safe, to be dignified, to compete. Another thing that is highlighted by the case is the 

importance of a facilitative, rather than imposing, role of support programmes: when factories 

take the initiative in the process, they will be more authentic and sustainable. 

 

Lastly, the experience of Vulua presents the inherent connection between social and 

environmental improvement - the way one strengthens the other. The safer and cleaner operation 

not only improves the working conditions, but also fosters a more responsible, motivated and 

engaged workforce. 
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Way Forward 

Sustaining Change 

The path that Vulua Tannery has begun is still far from complete, yet the direction is becoming 

increasingly clear. The next phase of progress will depend less on introducing new systems and 

more on consolidating those already in place and ensuring that newly developed policies move 

beyond documentation and are consistently practiced in daily operations. Sustaining these 

changes will require continued attention, internal accountability, and regular engagement 

between management and workers. 

The welfare facility currently under construction is expected to introduce on-site medical and 

childcare services, which may significantly improve worker wellbeing once operational. However, 

the true impact of these initiatives will depend on how effectively they are maintained, accessed, 

and integrated into the factory’s routine practices. Similarly, ongoing interaction between workers 

and management has begun to open space for discussion and participation, but meaningful 

involvement in decision-making will take time to mature into a stable workplace culture. 

On the environmental front, Vulua is gradually strengthening its traceability and waste 

management systems to better align materials and processes with responsible production 

principles. These efforts remain a work in progress, requiring technical refinement, behavioural 

change, and consistent monitoring to ensure long-term effectiveness. The management is 

currently preparing for a BSCI audit within the year, while setting a longer-term ambition of 

achieving LWG certification within the next three years; an objective that will demand sustained 

commitment and continued system improvements rather than short-term adjustments. 
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The key performance indicators (KPIs) outlined in the ESMS action plan are increasingly serving as 

a practical roadmap for guiding these efforts. While the factory has already achieved six of its 

targeted indicators and is progressing 

toward the remaining two, 

maintaining momentum and 

institutionalising these practices will 

be critical to ensuring that 

improvements are not temporary but 

embedded within the factory’s 

operations. 

At this stage, Vulua Tannery’s journey 

should be understood not as a 

completed success story but as an 

early indication of what gradual, 

internally driven change can look like 

within a complex sector. The factory’s 

experience suggests that improvement 

does not always begin with large-

scale investments or external 

enforcement; often, it starts with 

awareness, discipline, and a 

willingness to reconsider existing 

practices. Yet, the challenges facing 

both Vulua and the wider Savar 

Tannery Estate remain significant, and 

sustained progress will require 

continued effort from factories, 

workers, industry actors, and 

supporting initiatives alike. 

Rather than representing a finished model, Vulua currently stands as a developing example: one 

that demonstrates a possible direction forward while acknowledging that meaningful 

transformation across the sector will be a long-term process, achieved step by step through 

persistence, learning, and collective responsibility. 
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