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Introduction
Executive Summary
Subsidizing Sweatshops is the first report of its kind. By revealing severe human rights violations in 
factories that make public employee uniforms for the federal government, states, and local governments, 
the report shows how governments inadvertently use tax dollars to increase the downward pressure 
on labor rights, wages, and working conditions. This is hastening a global race to the bottom which is 
undermining both U.S. manufacturing and service jobs, and economically gutting local communities.

Subsidizing Sweatshops is based on thorough person-to-person interviews with workers in twelve 
factories in nine countries producing for eight major uniform brands. The report also includes 
information on factories that have been the subject of public reports by the Worker Rights 
Consortium, an independent monitor working on behalf of cities and universities. SweatFree 
Communities’ research partners are credible local non-profit human rights and labor rights 
organizations with expertise in factory monitoring and knowledge of local language and 
culture. The report is made possible because some states, cities, counties, school districts, and 
local government agencies that have committed to ending public purchasing from sweatshops 
now require their apparel contractors to disclose the names and locations of factories where 
uniforms are made as a first step to investigating and improving conditions in those factories.

The report calls on public entities to join the Sweatfree Consortium, a collaborative 
effort of states, local governments, labor rights experts, and human rights advocates to 
facilitate sweatfree purchasing policy enforcement by pooling resources, sharing knowledge 
and expertise, and coordinating standards and code compliance activities.

The report also urges uniform companies to join states and local governments in reforming the 
industry. At a minimum, companies should respond constructively to the specific factory cases in the 
report: not by ignoring the problems, or by running away from the problems and turning immediately 
to alternate suppliers. They need to recognize their responsibility for, and their influence over, the 
working conditions in supplier factories and by working to improve the conditions for workers.

Key Findings 
Child labor: Children under the legal minimum age limit work in at least one of 
the factories. In another, the work hours of 14-18 year old workers are equal to that 
of other workers and far exceed the legal maximum for adolescent workers.

Illegally low poverty wages: In several factories workers interviewed 
are paid below the legal minimum wage. Their wages are so low workers 
can hardly pay for the cost of one person’s basic necessities.

Forced overtime: Forced overtime is endemic in the industry. Workers in 
some factories report that they would be fired for refusing 100-plus hours 
of monthly overtime and extending night shifts to 3 am when there are 
emergency orders. Workers’ legal right to take leaves is often ignored.

•

•

•
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Excessively long work hours causing physical ailments: Behind one factory’s 
façade of super efficiency, workers suffer from pain in the neck, shoulders, and 
back. Long hours of work in fixed sitting positions for more than 13 hours a day 
results in repeated strain injuries and other ergonomic problems for workers. 

Verbal, physical, and sexual abuse: Verbal abuse for slight mistakes or delays 
in their work is so common in many factories that workers take it for granted. 
Supervisors yell obscenities, “inhuman and brutal words,” and use degrading and 
insulting language to refer to workers. Workers also report frequent incidences of 
supervisors beating or slapping them, and some cases of sexual harassment.

Pregnancy testing: At least one factory conducts annual pregnancy tests. 
Workers who are found to be pregnant are told that they will be required 
to resign before they give birth – a violation of their legal rights.

No freedom of speech or freedom of association: Nearly universally, workers 
find that they may be fired for complaining about working conditions or organizing 
with other workers to protect their rights and improve their conditions.

Forced to lie to the company auditors: Workers in at least two of the factories say that 
they are forced to lie to company auditors about their working conditions and wages. One 
factory holds training sessions to prepare for the pre-announced audit scheduled by their 
customers. At the day of the audit the children workers are required to take a “day off.”

•

•

•

•

•
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A fire fighter from Bangor, Maine, at 
that city’s 2000 Clean Clothes Fair. 
Photo: PICA

Introduction for 
Taxpayers: Sweatshop 
Uniforms in Our Name?
When you see a fire fighter in uniform, what 
image comes to mind? It is a universal image 
of protection – protection for 
the individual from the blazing 
flames and intense heat, protection 
for the community from the 
hazards of house-fires, electrical 
fires, and other emergencies. 
The image instills feelings of 
confidence, safety and security. 

But beneath the image of safety and 
security, there is another reality– a 
reality all too often overlooked. 
Have you ever stopped to consider 
the people who made this uniform? 
Who are they? Where do they live? 
When they look at the uniform 
what image appears in their minds? 
Is it also an image of confidence, 
safety and security? Protection 
from the afflictions of hunger and 
poverty? Safety on the job? Or does this uniform 
elicit feelings of uncertainty, fear, and insecurity? 

Each year, our states and local governments 
spend hundreds of millions of our tax dollars 
to purchase uniforms and other apparel for 
public employees like police officers, fire 
fighters, and parks service employees. Just 
as we each take care in how we spend our 
personal money, so too might we take care in 
how we spend our tax dollars and what kinds 
of business models we choose to support. 

The women and men who make these uniforms 
are not faceless producers. They are wives, 
husbands, daughters, neighbors, friends, 
mothers, fathers, and grandmothers, just like 

we are. They have their own stories, hopes, 
and dreams – and they deserve to be heard.

What follows are the stories of some of these 
workers, collected to learn about the uniform 
manufacturing industry from workers themselves 
and from investigators who are independent of 
the companies. Apparel companies conduct tens 
of thousands of audits of working conditions 

annually and report on their 
findings to shareholders and 
media. However, workers’ 
accounts are often at odds 
with corporate reports, even 
though corporate reports often 
claim to represent workers’ 
perspectives. The explanation 
for this discrepancy is quite 
simple, as many workers 
interviewed for this report 
attest: factory managers have 
become increasingly adept at 
misleading corporate auditors, 
often instructing workers to lie 
about their wages and working 
conditions, and companies 
are content not to look too 
closely. With few exceptions, 
audits serve to protect corporate 

reputations rather than workers’ wellbeing.1

We hope that this report is a wake-up call for all 
of us who do not want our tax dollars to support 
and encourage the most heinous conditions 
of work, conditions contrary to our values. A 
number of states and local governments do play 
a positive role in the campaign to end public 
purchasing from sweatshops because people in 
their communities care and have insisted that their 
local governments do something to end taxpayer 
support for sweatshops. Other states, cities, 
counties, school districts, and local government 
agencies where you live can also join this 
“sweatfree” campaign – and they will if you tell 
them, “not in my name; not with my tax dollars.”
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Introduction for Governments: Paying 
for the Race to the Bottom?
Most discussions on government and the 
market focus on each government’s role in 
regulating the market.2 But governments are 
also significant participants in the market. 
As such they may be expected to practice 
what they preach – if governments’ regulatory 
agenda includes sustainable development, 
environmental responsibility, fair labor 
practices, and fair trade they should develop 
corresponding procurement policies, ensuring 
that they buy products and services from 
companies that abide by the highest standards, 
implement the best practices, and promote 
the most favorable conditions. Procurement 
policies that reflect the regulatory agenda may 
simply be a matter of “getting one’s own house 
in order.” But procurement policies can also 
provide market-based incentives for private 
actors to comply with laws and regulations, 
and even to innovate and develop new ways of 
doing business that help advance citizens’ social 
agenda. Such developments, if successful, can 
then be transferred to the general market.3

In the United States there is a rich tradition 
of using public procurement to advance 
social policy on issues such as local economic 
development, women and minority-owned 
businesses, living wages, fair labor, and 
environmental sustainability. For example, 
the federal government requires payment of 
prevailing wages and prohibits unsanitary, 
hazardous, and dangerous working conditions 
in federal construction projects.4 Many states 
and local governments require payment 
of living wages to workers employed on 
government service contracts, provide bidding 
preferences to local establishments, and 
purchase a variety of products with “green” 
attributes, from low-emission vehicles to forest 

products made with sustainable timber.

With the globalization of supply chains, there is 
also an increasing role of public procurement in 
addressing social conditions in other countries. 
Anti-Apartheid procurement policies may 
be the first and most strikingly successful 
examples of states and local governments 
amassing their procurement power to further 
international human rights. Twenty-five states 
and 164 local governments either avoided 
purchasing from or investing in companies 
doing business in South Africa.5 Today, fair 
trade, elimination of child labor, and sustainable 
development issues are increasingly on the 
public procurement agenda,6 not least for states 
and local governments in the United States.

Yet, in a global economy there is also often a 
jarring dissonance between governments’ concern 
for such matters as international human rights, 
labor rights, and economic development and a 
procurement system that typically rewards the 
lowest bidder and, therefore, may encourage 
contractors to economize on labor costs in order 
to provide cheap products. Low-bid awards can 
create an advantage for contractors that employ 
sweatshop labor, creating incentive for lower 
wages, longer working hours, and poorer working 
conditions for workers that make products for 
the public procurement market. Ironically, 
governments may inadvertently be using tax 
dollars to increase the downward pressure on 
labor rights, wages, and working conditions, 
hastening a global race to the bottom which is 
costing U.S. manufacturing and service workers 
their jobs and impoverishing local communities. 

The uniform and apparel market provides a 
stunning example of the contradictory roles 
government sometimes plays as market regulator 
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Learn about this garment factory in Karachi, Pakistan, on 
page 28. Photo: Anonymous

and market participant. The last few decades 
have been disastrous for the domestic apparel 
industry, as large manufacturers have closed 
factories in the United States and transferred 
their work overseas in search of cheaper labor 
and weaker regulations. In 1973, the U.S. 
clothing industry employed nearly 1.5 million 
workers. Since then, this number has fallen to 
about 200,000, a loss of well over one million 
apparel jobs.1 Government has paid dearly for 
this industrial decline, trying to compensate 
for ruined lives and dying communities with 
social support, such as Trade Adjustment 
Assistance to laid-off apparel workers who lose 
their jobs or whose hours of work and wages 
are reduced as a result of increased imports.7

As apparel jobs have been lost in the United 
States, the global apparel industry is now one 
of the world’s largest manufacturing industries, 
employing tens of millions of workers in dozens 
of developing countries, many of them making 
clothing for the U.S. market. Concentration of 
buying power among large brands and retailers 
at the top of supply chains and world-wide 
proliferation of “cut and sew” and “ready-made 
garment” factories on the 
bottom has created a cut-
throat industry where contract 
shops compete relentlessly for 
customers by cutting costs and 
pressuring workers to work 
harder for less. As a result, 
sweatshops with poverty 
wages, forced overtime, and 
dangerous working conditions 
have become the industry 
norm. In the United States, 
too, apparel contract shops are 
often sweatshops, operating 
“underground,” hidden from 
public view, and employing 
mostly poor immigrants 
of color who cannot safely 
speak out against injustices. 

Yet, until recently most governments procured 
uniforms and other apparel with little or 
no concern for the conditions in which 
they were made. The low-bid government 
procurement system has provided additional 
momentum for the race to the bottom in the 
apparel industry by providing an advantage 
to contractors willing to turn a blind eye to 
sweatshop working conditions in their quest 
to lower prices. Through the procurement of 
the lowest possible cost uniforms and other 
apparel for public employees we are subsidizing 
sweatshops and unlawful conditions, harming 
workers both in the United States and abroad.

We are now able to gather evidence of tax 
dollar support for sweatshop conditions only 
because some states and local governments 
have made the commitment to end public 
purchasing from sweatshops. This report 
on the working conditions in the global 
uniform industry is the first of its kind. It is 
made possible because some forward-looking 
states, cities, counties, school districts, and 
local government agencies now require their 
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apparel contractors to disclose the names and 
locations of factories where uniforms are made 
as a first step to investigating and improving 
conditions in those factories.8 Gathering 
information and documenting violations is 
an important first step to ensure full respect 
for the rights of the workers that “sweatfree” 
procurement policies are designed to help.

Far from vilifying these sweatfree cities 
and states for buying sweatshop products 
or accusing them of hypocrisy, we applaud 
their commitment and their effort to act in 
accordance with the will and values of their 
citizens when procuring apparel. While 181 
U.S. public entities have said “no” to buying 
sweatshop products, a few of them deserve 
special mention and credit for investing 
considerable resources in developing innovative 
procurement programs that are beginning to 
yield real results for workers. We especially call 
attention to the States of Maine, New York, 
and Pennsylvania, the Cities of Los Angeles and 
San Francisco, and the Los Angeles Unified 
School District in leading the effort to develop 
a Sweatfree Consortium of public entities that 
cooperate to enforce their sweatfree procurement 
commitments. It may not be surprising that all 
these leaders either have been, or still are, home 
to substantial apparel and textile industries. 
Among others, the City of Milwaukee has been 
one of the pioneers in the sweatfree purchasing 
movement and has helped significantly to create 
a more transparent uniform industry, while 
the Cities of Berkeley, California and Portland, 
Oregon, and Lucas County, Ohio, stand out as 
the first public entities to publicly declare their 
intention to join the Sweatfree Consortium.9 

The challenge that these trend-setting states 
and local governments face is not an easy 
one. It is not yet possible to simply scan the 
marketplace for uniforms that are certified 
“sweatfree” and choose those uniforms 
over non-certified items. Instead, sweatfree 

purchasing requires government suppliers to 
commit to certain labor rights and human 
rights standards, while also promising to operate 
their business in such a way as to facilitate 
the realization of this commitment. In short, 
governments must use their purchasing power 
to stimulate innovation and the development 
of better business practices in order to stop 
subsidizing sweatshops with taxpayer dollars.

In this process, governments need partners from 
the private sector willing to take the high road 
to public contracts. Few if any of the companies 
named in this report do so presently. Yet, the 
purpose of the report is not just to “name and 
shame,” using embarrassment as a tactic for 
change. Rather, by documenting severe human 
rights violations in a dozen factories in nine 
countries, producing for eight major uniform 
brands, we call attention to an industry-wide 
problem, and stimulate the movement for 
change. The companies named in this report 
are not the only ones that rely on sweatshop 
exploitation to produce cheap uniforms for the 
government procurement market and they should 
not be singled out and barred from that market 
solely on the basis of this report. However, 
these companies ought to see this report as an 
opportunity to join states and local governments 
in reforming the industry. At a minimum, 
we expect them to respond constructively to 
the specific factory cases in the report: not by 
ignoring the problems, nor by running away 
from the problems and turning immediately 
to alternate suppliers, but by recognizing their 
responsibility for, and their influence over, the 
working conditions in supplier factories and by 
working to improve the conditions for workers.

If this report encourages all stake-holders 
to work concertedly and constructively 
together towards ending taxpayer support for 
sweatshops it will have achieved its goal.
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A Note on Research Methodology, 
Risks, and Precautions
This report is based on thorough person-to-
person interviews with workers from twelve 
factories in nine countries producing for eight 
major uniform brands. The factories are all 
among those that brands and government 
contractors have disclosed publicly to cities 
and states that have adopted “sweatfree” 
procurement policies. The purpose of public 
disclosure of factory names and locations is to 
make possible independent investigations of 
working conditions. As such, we asked partner 
organizations in countries where those factories 
are located if they would be interested in helping 
us to learn more about the conditions in which 
public employee uniforms are made. Our 
partners are credible local non-profit human 
rights and labor rights organizations with 
expertise in factory monitoring and knowledge 
of local language and culture. Some of them 
are local individual consultants with extensive 
background in factory monitoring. They all have 
demonstrated commitment to the needs and 
sensitivities of workers, and have earned workers’ 
trust as far as possible. The report also includes 
information on factories that have been the 
subject of public reports by the Worker Rights 
Consortium, an independent monitor working 
on behalf of cities and universities. In one case, 
we have relied on published media accounts.

After compiling a list of factory disclosures we 
consulted with partners in Honduras, Nicaragua, 
Mexico, the Dominican Republic, Cambodia, 
Bangladesh, Pakistan, China, and the United 
States. We explained that we wanted to highlight 
factory conditions in uniform factories in 
order to promote “sweatfree” governmental 
purchasing, and told them that we were most 
interested in hearing workers’ own thoughts, 

concerns, aspirations, and stories in their own 
words. We also developed an extensive research 
questionnaire designed to generate information 
on wages and benefits, working hours, freedom 
of association, health and safety, child labor, 
and disciplinary practices. Our partners tailored 
the questionnaire for their local context, and 
conducted interviews in workers’ homes or 
other safe settings outside the workplace.

In many countries that depend on cheap labor 
and lax regulations to promote exports of 
apparel, research on working conditions can 
be fraught with danger. Some of our research 
colleagues have previously been charged by local 
authorities of “supplying sensitive information” 
about working conditions to outside partners. 
On occasion they run the risk of serious 
harassment, from telephone bugging and 
intercepted emails to arrest and incarceration. 
Therefore, we have decided to err on the side 
of caution and withhold the real identity of our 
research partners when they have asked us to do 
so rather than risking their safety and security.

All workers’ names that appear in this 
report are also pseudonyms to protect 
them against retaliation from factory 
managers. Indeed, some workers told us 
that managers had warned them against 
giving interviews about working conditions, 
threatening to fire them if they found out.

Given the volatile nature of the global apparel 
industry in which brands often maintain 
tenuous relations with factory suppliers based 
on “just-in-time” production, and one supplier 
can be easily replaced by another, we agreed 
with our research partners to take precautions 
against buyers “cutting and running” from 
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factories that may appear to them to be less 
desirable because they have been publicly 
associated with sweatshop conditions.

Our message to companies in this report is: 
Do not cut and run from factories that you 
now know violate workers’ rights, but stay 
and work to improve conditions. Work with 
us, the governments with which you have 
contracts, the factories, and the workers.

Our message to users is: Yes, brands named in 
this report have used or currently use sweatshops 
to make uniforms, but this problem is not 
confined to these brands only – it is an industry-
wide problem. Do not just shun these brands, 
but join us in helping to reform the industry.

Our message to procurement officials of cities 
and states is: help us convince companies that 
they share responsibility for working conditions 
in supplier factories, and that they must exercise 
their influence for the benefit of sweatshop 
workers. We are pleased that many procurement 
officials have sent a message to their vendors 
that not dealing responsibly and constructively 
with problems of human rights and labor 
rights violations in supplier factories is itself a 
violation of a sweatfree procurement policy. 



Deadly Work

In February 23, 2006, a horrific factory fire at the KTS Textile Factory in Chittagong, Bangladesh, 
also owned by Arena Group, claimed the lives of an estimated 300 trapped garment workers, 
mostly teenage girls. Locked exits prevented workers from escaping the fire. One local media 
source reported that it was possible the main gate was intentionally locked at the time of the fire 
to prevent theft from the factory. Other sources report that there was no fire safety equipment 
at the factory, nor had there ever been a fire drill. In addition to this horrific fire, other reported 
human rights and labor rights violations include forced overtime, seven-day work weeks, 
below subsistence level wages, denial of legal maternity rights, physical abuse of workers, and 
repression of workers’ rights to associate.

United States port import records from February 2006 show that KTS Textile shipped men’s 
underwear for O’Rite, which supplies Bob Barker. Bob Barker has denied any production at KTS 
Textile; yet one of Bob Barker’s acknowledged Bangladesh suppliers, Cardinal Apparel, has 
transferred payments for Bob Barker’s products to KTS Textile. When the City of San Francisco 
confronted Bob Barker about its possible KTS Textile link, the company denied any wrongdoing 
but refused to disclose factory locations to the city. 
Bob Barker wrote to the city, “…we are not able to 
make subcontractor information available to the 
general public.” Yet, in the same letter the company 
also claimed to “serve as a model” for the type 
of companies with which San Francisco should 
seek contracts, and to be an “invaluable partner” 
to San Francisco by gathering “accurate supplier 
information.” The company’s refusal to disclose 
factory locations so far puts those claims in doubt. 

Underwear sold to the City and County of San 
Francisco by Leslee Scott (now called Bob Barker): 
were these sewn by workers who died in the KTS 
Textile factory fire? Photo: SweatFree Communities
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Case Studies
Bob Barker’s Dirty Underwear: Made in Bangladesh
Arena Fashion Wear Ltd (AFW), 
located in Chittagong, Bangladesh, is 
an undergarments factory producing 
for Bob Barker (no relation to 
the game show host Bob Barker), 
among other labels. The Bob Barker 
Company was formed from the 2006 
merger of Bob Barker and Leslee 
Scott. Headquartered in Fuquay-
Varina, North Carolina, this company 
is one of the largest correctional and 
rehabilitation suppliers in the United 
States. A member of the American 
Correctional Association and the 

American Jail Association, Bob Barker 
holds many state and county contracts.

Meet Ritu. She started working in 
Arena Fashion Wear as a helper in 
2000, when she was only 11 years old. 

“My salary at that time was 400 takas 
($6) per month. After one year of service, 
I was promoted to a machine operator 
and my salary increased, first to 1800 
takas ($27) and then to 2,100 takas 
($31.50). After three years continued 
service in AFW, I was transferred to 
another factory in the Arena Group called 
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Bangladeshi garment workers. Photo: GRG

KTS Textile, which is about 5-6 miles from 
AFW. I worked in KTS until it burned in 2006. 
During the KTS fire I was inside the factory. I 
am one of the lucky ones who was rescued from 
that devastating fire. During the rescue my 
clothes caught on fire but I was able to get out 
with the help of my colleague and people outside. 
I lost four of my closest friends in the fire.” 

Two Years Later – What 
Has Changed?
After the KTS fire, Ritu was transferred back 
to AFW, where she worked until November 
2007. Have things changed in AFW since the 
KTS fire? What are working conditions like at 
AFW now? Our research partner, the Garment 
Research Group (GRG),10 conducted interviews 
with 24 AFW workers to answer this question.

Work Environment: Better 
Fire Safety, But…
Workers report that management takes fire 
safety much more seriously after the KTS fire. 
Everyone participates in monthly fire drills and 
safety procedures. Workers also informed us that 
the stairways are no longer filled with garbage 
or storage boxes and that the exit doors are no 
longer locked. At the same time, the factory 
does not provide adequate drinking water to 
workers even though it is “intolerably hot.” 

“We are drinking water from the toilets and 
this is not safe to drink but we do not have any 
other choice,” says Anika, a 32-year-old sewing 
operator who has worked at AFW for eight 
years. The toilets themselves are dirty and lack 
soap, and workers may only use them after they 
request a “toilet card” from the supervisors.

The legal workday is a nine-hour shift beginning 
at 8:00 am. Yet, most workers indicate that they 
have no choice but to work more than three 
overtime hours per day and 80-100 overtime 

hours per month. If they do not finish their 
production quota by the end of the regular 
workday, they are not paid for overtime hours. 
According to Shobita, a 20-year-old sewing 
operator, “There is an hourly production target 
and it is very difficult to fill it. If we can’t fill the 
target by the ending time then we have to work 
overtime hours. We are not paid for those hours. 
We have no employment contract or anything!”

When the factory receives emergency orders, 
working hours are even more excessive. “At 
least three or four times per month we have 
to work night shift,” says Anika. “That means 
we start at 8:00 am and work until 3:00 
am the next day, with only two hours total 
break for food. Then, the following morning 
we must once again start at 8:00 am.” 

According to the workers interviewed even the 
youngest of workers in the factory must work the 
same excessive hours. While some of the workers 
interviewed believe there may be workers under 
the legal minimum age of 14 in the factory, 
nine of the 24 workers are themselves between 
14 and 18 years old (one is 14, two are 16, and 
six are 18). The working hours for these young 
workers are restricted by law to no more than 
five hours per day and 30 hours per week. All 
workers testify that they work far longer hours.
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No Leaves Allowed
Denial of legally mandated work leaves 
compounds the problem of excessively long 
working hours. Workers are legally entitled 
to 10 days paid casual leave, 14 days paid sick 
leave, 11 days of paid festival holidays, and one 
day paid earned leave for every 18 days of work 
after one year of service. In addition, women are 
entitled to a total of 16 weeks of paid maternity 
leave, eight weeks prior to delivery and eight 
weeks after. Among these legally mandated 
leaves, workers testify that they only receive the 
festival holidays, and only eight days, not 11. 

Bithi, a 22-year-old sewing operator, recounts 
that one day, after having worked until 8:30 
pm and feeling sick, she asked for permission 
to go home. “Then the production manager 
told me that if I want to work in this factory I 
have to do the night shift. I told him, ‘how can 
I do the night shift as I am sick; if you pressure 
me I have to leave the job.’ Then he said, ‘if 
you do not work the night shift and leave the 
job then we will not pay your back wages.’”

When workers become pregnant they have 
no choice but to leave the factory. All workers 
interviewed agreed with one worker’s statement: 
“Our factory does not provide maternity leave 
and benefits. If workers need maternity leave then 
they quit the job as they know they won’t get it.”

Poverty Wages
Excessively long working hours without leave 
are not rewarded with adequate wages. Five out 
of the 24 workers interviewed reported wages 
below the 1,663 takas ($24) per month legal 
minimum wage, and as low as 1,000 takas 
($15) per month.11 “Provisionary” workers may 
be paid below the minimum wage, but these 
five workers have each worked at AFW for six 
months or longer, well beyond the three-month 
limit for provisionary workers. To make matters 

worse, workers complain that their wages are 
often not paid regularly or on time, and that 
they do not receive the Provident Fund, a 
social security measure to insure against old 
age, invalidity, and the death of a worker.

Even the higher factory wages are not enough 
for workers to provide for their basic needs. 
Among the 24 workers interviewed, Zahir, who 
has worked at AFW for eight years, receives the 
highest wages: 2,500 takas ($36) per month. 
With attendance bonus and overtime pay she 
can make up to 3,500 takas ($51) per month. 
But, Zahir says, her income is “not sufficient.”

Here are the average monthly expenses 
per person as reported by workers:12 

Food - $26.53

Rent - $12.53

Transportation to work - $3.79

Medicine - $4.32

The total so far is $47.04, just $4 short of 
Zahir’s highest possible income. And we have 
not even considered the cost of other basic 
needs such as household items, clothing, and 
education, let alone entertainment and savings. 
Only 12 out of 37 workers interviewed reported 
any expenditure on entertainment, a modest 
monthly average of $2.50, and only four workers 
could afford to spend any money on household 
necessities. When asked about savings, only 12 
of 37 workers said they could save anything. 
Some workers reported being in debt, and many 
workers made comments such as, “If I can’t 
maintain my family or fill my daily needs with 
what I get, then how can I save anything?”

Verbal Harassment and 
Physical Abuse
Under intense production pressure, verbal 
abuse for slight mistakes or delays in their 
work is so common that workers take it for 

•

•

•

•
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Workers at a 
Bangladesh Garment 
Factory demonstrating 
against the physical 
assault on two of their 
colleagues by a factory 
official, August 17, 2007. 
Photo: New Age.44

granted. All 24 workers interviewed reported 
that supervisors yell obscenities daily, and use 
offensive and derogatory language to refer to 
workers, for example: kuttar bacha (son of a 
bitch), sourer bacha (son of a pig), madar chod 
(mother fucker), and khanki (prostitute, whore). 

More than half the interviewees also 
described physical abuse as a common 
occurrence. According to Shobithi: 
“If we refuse shifts, are absent, or 
make a mistake then our supervisors 
and other mid-level management 
beat and slap us.” Others describe 
being “beaten with a paper roll” for 
wanting to use the toilet, having 
products thrown at them in the 
production line, and being beaten 
with a rod. One woman describes 
how a supervisor slapped her in the 
face, pulled her hair back and beat 
her for refusing to change machines. 

Parmita, an 18-year-old helper 
describes what happened one day 
when she declined to work the 
night shift: “First the supervisor 
threatened me. But after dinner break I did 
not go back for the night shift. The following 
day when I went to work my supervisor 
shouted at me and slapped my face. Later I 
had to stand up a full day as a punishment.”

A number of women also talked about sexual 
harassment within the factory. According to 
Sadia, an 18-year-old helper, “Some supervisors 
target good looking girls and they use bad 
words with them and try to convince them to 
have sex or go on a date with them. Some touch 
women workers’ body with bad intentions.”

Freedom of Speech? 
Freedom of Association?
Workers who complain about these oppressive 
working conditions risk being summarily fired.

Anika expresses fears felt by many 
workers: “We are afraid that if we unite 
we will be fired from our jobs!” 

When the buyers’ auditors come to 
inspect the factory, workers are forced 
to lie about their working conditions 
and wages. According to Jamila, 
a 25-year-old sewing operator, 

“Management tells us about the 
upcoming visit from the buyer’s 
representatives. They tell us to say that we 
get higher wages; that we can enjoy leaves; 
and so on. We even have a duplicate 
attendance card to show the buyers where 
they can learn that we are not working 
more then ten hours a day and sixty 
hours in a week. When the buyers leave 
we are asked to return that card to the 
management.”Despite the risk to workers, 

in February 2008 they staged an ultimately 
successful one-hour strike to demand back 
payment of overtime wages due to them. During 
the course of the strike one woman was beaten 
in an apparent attempt at intimidating workers. 
According to Regina, management promised that 
they would pay back the overtime wages the very 
next day, but it was not paid until “much later.”

Despite the horrific fire and the international 
attention it garnered, things have not really 
improved for Ritu and her colleagues. 
Recently, after eight years of service and 
sacrifice, Ritu lost her job because of a quarrel 
with a supervisor. Where will she go now? 
What options are available to this young 
woman who lost her childhood producing 
apparel for people she’s never met? 
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Cintas, Lion Apparel, and Fechheimer Brothers 
in Honduras: Producing in a Climate of Fear
Alamode, the only export apparel factory in 
the remote town of Siquatepeque, Honduras, is 
owned by the Korean company Grupo Karim. 
The factory employs 500-800 workers who make 
public employee uniforms and other apparel 
for Lion Apparel, Cintas Corporation, and 
Fechheimer Brothers Company, among others. 
These companies hold many state and local 
government contracts. We first learned about 
worker rights concerns in this factory through 
a 2001 newspaper article in a Honduran labor 
magazine, Vida Laboral. The article describes a 
union organizing effort and four day strike which 
were met with police repression and firings.13

The account that follows is based on interviews 
with two former Alamode workers, and a 
preliminary public monitoring report to the 
City of Los Angeles from the Worker Rights 
Consortium (WRC), an independent monitoring 
organization that helps the City enforce its 
sweatfree procurement policy. But the WRC 
investigation of Alamode almost could not 
happen. Workers were afraid of talking with the 
monitors, having been told by managers that 
they would be fired if they talked with anyone 
about the working conditions in the factory. “It 
is important to note that while it is not unusual 
for workers to be wary of speaking candidly 
about labor conditions,” the WRC writes in 
its report, “the level of fear expressed by these 
workers was among the highest the WRC has 
ever encountered at any factory in the region.”

Given workers’ history with Alamode, and the 
fact that this factory is one of the few places 
of employment in the region, their fear of 
repercussions for talking about their working 
conditions may not be surprising. It was only 
after local researchers were able to earn their 

trust that some workers agreed to participate in a 
group interview. Researchers agreed that workers 
would not have to disclose their full names, and 
that the interview would not be recorded. In this 
way, WRC investigators conducted an in-depth 
interview with 14 current Alamode workers.

Forced and Unpaid Overtime
According to the preliminary WRC report, 
forced and unpaid overtime work is one of the 
most serious problems at Alamode. Punch cards 
indicate that workers only work from 7 am to 
4:30 pm in accordance with Honduran labor law. 
But workers tell a different story. Most days they 
must stay until at least 6 pm and sometimes until 
9 pm, toiling 14 hour shifts. Saturday work until 
6 pm and even Sunday work is not uncommon. 
By law, workers should be compensated at a 
premium rate for any time beyond the eight-
hour work day and the 44-hour work week. But 
Alamode workers say that they are not paid at 
all for overtime hours. Supervisors tell them not 
to bother returning to work the following day if 
they do not put up with unpaid overtime. In a 
town with little alternative employment workers 
feel they have little choice but to comply. 

Illegal Wages
In fact, workers say, they are not even paid 
adequately for their normal working hours. On 
January 1, 2008, the Honduran government 
raised the minimum wage. But at the time of 
the interviews in early April, the factory was still 
paying workers according to the 2007 minimum 
wage rate. Furthermore, by law Alamode must 
enroll workers in the Instituto Hondureño 
de Seguridad Social (IHSS, Honduran Social 
Security Institute) but workers say that only a 
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few of them are enrolled in IHSS. If they resign 
from work or are fired, the factory typically waits 
inordinately long – several months and even years 
– to pay legally mandated severance benefits.

Discrimination Against 
Pregnant Women
Honduran law affords women a total of 10 
weeks paid maternity leave, four weeks before 
the birth and six weeks after, and allows 
them to resume their same position after 
the maternity leave. But Alamode workers 
reveal that in March of every year the factory 
requires the women to submit to pregnancy 
tests. “If any worker’s results are positive, they 
fire her, no matter how many years she’s been 
working,” says one worker. That way the factory 
does not have to pay maternity benefits. 

Work Environment: Hot, 
Stuffy, Foul Smelling…
According to workers, the factory is hot and 
stuffy during hot weather, causing some workers 
to faint. Restrooms are not clean, smell bad, 
and lack toilet paper. Safety gear is also usually 
missing from the factory. However, when 
buyers’ monitors arrive toilets are cleaned and 
provided with toilet paper, and workers in the 
stain removal section are given face masks to 
shield them from toxic chemicals. On other 
days they go without this protective gear.

Not all of them are mean, but there are some that yell and 
curse at us, they put pressure on us with the work and the 
quality, all day they yell and say that if we don’t meet the 
production goal we are going to stay working much later.

— Maria, former Alamode worker
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Propper in the Dominican Republic, 
but Not Proper Workers’ Rights
Suprema Manufacturing, wholly owned 
by Propper International, is located at the 
San Pedro de Macorís Free Zone in the 
Dominican Republic. There are about 550 
workers employed by two plants. Propper’s 
products are varied: several kinds of pants, 
jackets, hats, caps, and one-piece uniforms. 
In addition to producing for states and local 
governments, Propper makes uniforms for the 
U.S. Army that are shipped directly to Iraq.

There is a certified union at this factory, but 
the union does not have enough support to 
negotiate a collective bargaining contract. In 
2000, the company fired 300 union members, 
including 30 union leaders, claiming work 
shortages. The Dominican Labor Department 
reviewed the case and ordered the 30 union 
leaders to be reinstated with back pay. When 
they returned, managers told the workforce 
that these workers were “undisciplined and 
problematic” and that no one was to talk with 
them. Anyone who did would be fired. 

FEDOTRAZONAS, the independent trade 
union federation of free trade zone workers, 
conducted interviews with workers for this 
report. This is what these workers tell us 
about their wages, working hours, working 
conditions, families, and hopes for the future:

Francisco, 37 years old
I have been working at Suprema Manufacturing 
for three years. I work in the preparation 
area, making cuts in the fabric and making 
preparations for various modules. … If I do the 
work I collect RD $2,400 (US $74.88) or RD 
$2,600 (US $81.12) weekly. I have to do my 
job in nine hours because if not I have to stay 
and finish it without getting paid… If I miss a 

day I do not get paid [the production bonus], so 
in three years I have never been absent. In the 
area where I work, I am alone, with no one to 
talk with and no one with whom to share the 
work. Previously I only cut Velcro, but now for 
some time I have been cutting fabric for pants 
and jackets as well as the Velcro. For the same 
amount of money I am now doing the work of 
two by myself. But I cannot complain; this is 
the work that I have and before I was working 
in tobacco production and I was earning less. 
Since I don’t have anything else, I have to 
enjoy the work because there are no options.

Ana, 41 years old 
I work for the Suprema Manufacturing 
factory in the San Pedro de Macorís Free 
Zone in the Dominican Republic. I have 
been working there for nine years as an 
operator. Now I work in the front pocket 
and patch operations; I do two operations.

The conditions in the factory are precarious, they 
are bad. It is very hot because we do not have 
air conditioning, we only have a fan, which we 
have to turn off because it stirs up the dust that 
the fabric throws off and asphyxiates us, but at 
the same time we cannot work without the fan. 

The pay is not enough for all the work we 
have. Also, they sell those uniforms for a lot of 
money and they pay us a miserable wage. The 
reality is that my salary does not cover all the 
expenses and my husband has to work because 
otherwise we cannot support our three children.

They pay us the minimum wage established by 
the government and give us additional money 
for production so that in all we can make up 
to RD $10,000 (US $312) per month. But 
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to be able to make that money you cannot be 
absent, or late, or leave early, and in reality we 
have to stay working one or two hours without 
pay in order to finish [production quotas]. 
For example, if I do my work and I have to 
leave an hour early to do something for my 
kids, they don’t pay me for that hour or the 
production bonus for that week. Because in 
order to collect the production bonus you not 
only have to finish the quota but you also have 
to work 44 hours, and if you don’t, you lose it. 

The daily goal for the module is 230 pieces 
each, which means I have to do the pocket 
operation for 230 pairs of pants plus attach 
230 patches in order to collect my production 
bonus. Many times you have to cut your 
lunch period short. You cannot get up because 
you lose sewing time. Previously we worked 
without production. We collected less but we 
were working without pressure because our 
salary did not depend on such high goals.

When we have complaints we cannot 
do anything because the supervisors 
do not resolve anything. They tell you 
that they will do something but in the 
long run they treat us the same.

The supervisors are Dominicans and are rascals; 
they steal our money. Before when we were 
working extra hours on Saturdays the company 
paid for our lunch; they brought us cold chicken. 
Then they changed it and gave us RD $50 
(US $1.56), and after a few months they quit 
that, but the bosses were keeping the money 
for that because the company kept sending it.

The hardest part is to work with all the dust 
from the threads that come off the fabric and 
this asphyxiates you. I don’t know how long my 
lungs can bear this. Several of my co-workers 
suffer from respiratory problems and we know 
that that is the cause. The company gives us 
masks but with so much heat it is impossible 
to breathe with masks so nobody uses them. 

We prefer to suffocate from the dust.

This is not quality of life. I hope that none of my 
children have to work under these conditions. 

Mercedes, 35 years old
I work for the Suprema Manufacturing factory 
in the San Pedro de Macorís Free Zone in the 
Dominican Republic. I have been working 
there for nine years. The salary is stable if you 
do the job, and then it is not so bad. But if you 
come late one day, even if it was only three 
minutes they dock you RD $600 (US $18.72).

I make the complete sleeve pocket, but I 
also make the flaps and attach the Velcros 
and another operator attaches the fly. But 
sometimes besides all this I also make 
sleeves and hems. In my module there are 
18 people working; before there were more 
but they have moved to other areas.

The daily production goal in my area is 240 
coveralls, but sometimes I cannot finish in 
the nine hours and I have to stay a couple of 
hours without pay. If we make mistakes, we 
have to fix them and finish the production. 

Without production I earn RD $1,600 weekly 
(US $50) and with production RD $2,500 
(US $78), but if I don’t meet the production 
goal I lose the production bonus. Thank God 
I don’t pay rent, but I spend money on fuel 
for my motorcycle and before I was eating 
on the street. Now I eat something light to 
trick my stomach and wait until I get home 
to eat because the money does not go very far. 
The salary is not enough because the cost of 
everything goes up and the salary does not.

The bosses don’t help. They seem to be trained 
to mistreat us. Occasionally they disrespect 
us and one has to put up with it so they don’t 
fire you, but sometimes you have to put up 
with too much. They warn us that the fabrics 
of the uniform come with a toxic substance, 
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and that we should not let it touch the body. 

If I had options I would look for another 
place to work. I would not like any of my 
three children to wind up working here 
because the conditions are very difficult.

Juan, 31 years old
I work for the Suprema Manufacturing 
factory in the San Pedro de Macorís Free 
Zone in the Dominican Republic. I have 
been working there for seven years as an 
operator in module 10, making pants.

They treat us in a humiliating manner and they 
mistreat us. There are too many operations 
and excessive work. Management does not 
resolve our problems. I work 44 hours per day 
and if I do not complete production, which 
is 240 pieces daily, I have to stay longer, but 
during that time I work without pay, because 
if we do not finish the production they do not 
pay us the production bonus for the week.

The salaries are very low. My monthly 
salary is RD $4,500 (US $140.40) and RD 
$200 (US $6.24) per task. They pay us an 
annual bonus for attendance. They do not 
pay us for sick days and if we are absent we 
lose the production bonus for the week. 

I feel that my work area is not safe, because 
when they put the gas in the lift truck 
sometimes it spills all over the factory and 
there is very little ventilation. I have not 
suffered any injuries but when I leave the plant 
I am full of dust from the fabric and if it is 
raining it begins to sting a lot as if there were 
acid on my skin and that scares me a bit.

Alejandro, 43 years old
I work for the Suprema Manufacturing factory 
in the San Pedro de Macorís Free Zone in the 
Dominican Republic. I have been working 
there for 10 years. I work in Module M-16 

making pants. I have practically lost my youth 
working in the Free Zone since the age of 19.

Here at least we have the production incentive 
that is not much but it is the best paying factory 
in the Free Trade Zone. But even at that my wife 
has to work to support our four children. By 
doing the production every day you can make up 
to RD $10,000 (US $312) monthly. I try to do 
it in nine hours because I do not like to stay if 
they are not paying me and sometimes this does 
not even give me time to go to the restroom.

Before I was working for another company 
where I was making sports shoes and I worked 
more calmly because it was not by production; 
I earned less but I did not have that work 
pressure. In that factory I worked my way up to 
assistant supervisor with my good performance.

I keep working in this factory because I have 
10 years and there is not a lot of work here, 
but really I would not like any of my children 
to wind up working here. I want them to 
study and be able to do other things.

Jorge, 31 years old
I work for the Suprema Manufacturing 
factory in the San Pedro de Macorís Free 
Zone in the Dominican Republic. I have been 
working there for three years as an operator, 
making the back pocket for the pants.

The supervisors do not mistreat us but they 
rarely resolve our problems. We have drinking 
water and they give us time to go to the 
restroom. The greatest pressure is on the part 
of the co-workers to finish production. There 
are too many operations and an excess of work. 
Management does not resolve our problems.

I work 44 hours per week and if I do not 
complete production, which is 230 pieces per 
day, I have to stay longer, but during that time I 
am not paid. We are paid for what we produce. 
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The salaries are very low. My weekly salary is 
RD $2,258 (US $70.45) with everything and 
production. My salary is not enough to live on. 

They allow us to be absent due to illness 
but they do not pay us for the day. I 
have never been absent due to illness 
and I have never been injured. 

Pedro, 39 years old
I work for the Suprema Manufacturing factory 
in the San Pedro de Macorís Free Zone in the 
Dominican Republic. I have been working there 
for nine years. I work with pants. First I put 
Velcro above and another below and later I have 
to attach them. This is a three-step operation. I 
have to do 240 of these, so this means that 240 
pants pass through my hands every day for 720 
operations. To be able to do this I spend an hour 
without pay almost every day to finish my job. 

Working conditions in the factory are deplorable. 
I do not like my work. I only do it because I need 
to survive, but my salary does not cover all our 
expenses so my wife has to work; she is a teacher. 
If I could change something, I would lower the 
production goals and make the supervisors more 
sensitive to the operators. This would make me 
feel better although I would earn the same.

We make various types of uniforms. We 
have made uniforms for the Dominican 
Police, hunting uniforms, and military 
and commercial uniforms. Some say made 
in the “Dominican Republic” but others 
only say “Propper International.”

The treatment by supervisors varies. Sometimes 
they treat you well but other times they 
insult you, they offend you and they try 
to provoke you. They had to send me to 
Human Resources because a boss insulted me 
and I defended myself by insulting him in 
return. I am a respectful man and I like to be 
respected. My work is humble but that is no 

reason to put up with insults from anyone.

The hygiene in the plant is terrible. They only 
have one custodian to clean the bathrooms 
and so they are normally dirty. I wait to get 
home; I never use them. Every 15 days the 
company provides a roll of toilet paper to each 
worker; if you use it up before then you have 
nothing with which to clean yourself. The 
women use fabric remnants to get through 
the week when the paper runs out. I believe 
that the women should have two rolls.

Isabel, 33 years old
I work for the Suprema Manufacturing 
factory in the San Pedro de Macorís Free 
Zone in the Dominican Republic. I have 
been working there for three years as an 
operator, making belts for pants.

The working conditions are not good. There is a 
lot of work for just one person. One does not feel 
good because of the pressure. The supervisors tell 
us that we are slow but they do not yell at us.

It is very little money for the amount of work. 
I work 44 hours per week and if I do not 
complete the production which is 240 pieces 
daily. I have to stay longer and I have worked 
as much as 55 hours but the time that I work 
over 44 hours is without pay. And if we do 
not complete our production they do not pay 
the bonus to us. In 1996 the production was 
210 pieces daily and they paid us only the 
minimum wage without production bonus. 

Once when working more than my nine regular 
hours I stuck my finger on one of the needles 
and I had to wait like a half hour until the 
technician came and removed my finger. Since I 
still had not finished the production, I bandaged 
the finger and with the pain I continued 
until I was finished in order to get paid.

My operation is the last one that is done, 
which means that when the pants come to my 
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machine it is almost complete and is quite heavy. 
I have to manipulate the pants quite a bit to 
be able to sew it and this causes me quite a bit 
of acute pain in the hands, specifically in the 
wrists. Also, because I am seated for so much 
of the time and making the same repetitive 
movements, sometimes this gives me an acute 
pain in the back. I come home every day and I 
ask my husband to rub my back so I can sleep. 
This is affecting my personal life because I 
come home and I cannot do the housework. 
I cannot mop the floor or take care of my 
husband because of the pain when I arrive.

I have been making efforts to find other work 
although it pays less, but my health is the most 
important thing. I have stayed and I have asked 
them to relocate me to another operation, 
since I have been doing the hardest work for 
three years, but they have done nothing.
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Not So “Charming” in China: Fechheimer Brothers
Hui Yang Charming Garments is a factory located 
in Huizhou City, Guangdong, China, wholly 
owned by Charming Enterprises Limited of Hong 
Kong.Labels provided by workers show that this 
factory produces uniforms for the Fechheimer 
Brothers Company, as well as pants, jackets, 
sweaters, shirts, kids’ gear, and windproof and 
waterproof garments for a number of other brands.

In May 2008, researchers from Students and 
Scholars Against Corporate Misbehavior 
(SACOM), a worker-rights non-governmental 
organization based in Hong Kong, conducted 
interviews with 12 workers at the Hui Yang 
Charming Garments Factory. Employing an 
open-ended interview strategy, the researchers 
initiated discussions with workers about labor 
laws, women workers’ rights, and occupational 
health and safety issues. They approached 
workers during meal breaks and off-work 
hours at nearby parks, food stands, and job 
agencies. To supplement the interviews, some 
workers provided copies of wage stubs and other 
documents. The photographs from the inside of 
the factory were taken by workers themselves.

According to SACOM, the Hong Kong-
owned Charming Group is making an effort to 
improve working conditions and demonstrate 
a commitment to social responsibility. “It is 
widely acknowledged that a corporate citizen 
should treat workers with respect and dignity, 
ensure that manufacturing processes are 
environmentally responsible, and abide by local 
as well as international laws,” SACOM writes. 
“However, based on the findings of this survey, 
we see that there is a huge gap between the code 
on the book and the conditions on the ground.”

Exhausting Working 
Hours for the Old and 
(Very) Young Workers
Labor law and regulations provide 
strict limits to working hours:

No more than eight hours a day and 40 
hours a week per Article 3 of the State 
Council Rules on Working Hours.

No more than three extended work hours for 
any day per Article 41 of Chinese labor law.

No more than 36 extended work hours in a 
month per Article 41 of Chinese labor law.

At least one day off in a week per 
Article 38 of Chinese labor law.

Yet, like the workers in Bangladesh, Honduras, 
and the Dominican Republic, Charming 
Garment workers are forced to put in working 
hours far exceeding legal limitations. During 
the time of the interviews, the regular work 
shift was 7:45 am to 10:45 pm, with only 
two one-hour breaks for lunch and dinner. A 
shift lasts 15 hours, and actual work time is as 
long as 13 hours. When a shipping deadline 
approaches shifts may last until 3 am.

Day-shift work timetable posted at 
the Charming Garments factory
Time of Day Working Hours Total Hours

Morning 7:45 - 11:45 am 4 hours

Lunch Break 11:45 am - 12:45 pm 1 hour

Afternoon 12:45 - 4:45 pm 4 hours

Dinner Break 4:45 - 5:45 pm 1 hour

Overtime 
Work

5:45 - 8:45 pm (or 
until the end of the 
shift)

3 hours (or 
up to several 
more)

•

•

•

•



Workers could not help but fall asleep because of the very 
long working hours at night. Photo: SACOM, May 2008
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This report initially also associated the Blauer 
Manufacturing Company with the Hui Yang 
Charming Garments factory. Import records 
from October 2007 show that Blauer received 
three shipments of jackets from this factory at 
that time. In addition, Blauer’s own disclosure 
to the City of Milwaukee from December of 
2003 names Charming Garments as a factory 
supplier of apparel. It appears likely that 
Blauer has received products from Charming 
Garments for several years. However, on July 
1, 2008, Blauer told us that they have ceased 
placing orders with Charming Garments 
because “Blauer representatives were 
denied access to inspect its manufacturing 
locations.”  If company representatives were 
denied access to inspect working conditions, 
and Blauer had no means of exercising its 
influence to improve working conditions, 
SweatFree Communities supports Blauer’s 
decision to cease doing business with the 
factory. Therefore, we have now removed 
Blauer from this report.

At the same time, we encourage Blauer to 
take additional steps to realize their goal that 
workers producing for Blauer “be treated 
humanely and fairly.” Blauer should publicly 
disclose up-to-date factory information 
to make possible timely independent 
investigations of working conditions.  
Blauer should be commended for its own 
internal monitoring of working conditions, 
but internal monitoring is not sufficient to 
reveal worker rights violations and ensure 
proper remediation. The fact that Blauer 
apparently had a long-time relationship with 
a factory, with violations as severe as those 
in Charming Garments, indicates that Blauer 
must do more to ensure the human rights of 
workers.

The workers interviewed told the researchers 
that they put in 13 hours of work a day up 
to 30 days a month during peak time. This 
comes to 390 hours of work a month, almost 
double the legal maximum of 212 hours (40 
hour work weeks plus 36 hours of overtime). 

Workers are exhausted after 15 hour days during 
which no “idle time” is allowed. “Behind the 
factory’s façade of super efficiency,” SACOM 
writes, “workers suffer from pain in the neck, 
shoulders, and back. Long hours of work in 
fixed sitting positions results in repeated strain 
injuries and other ergonomic problems for 
workers.” Taking a day of rest is not an option 
for workers, or they will lose three days of 
wages and bonuses by way of punishment.
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A meal of vegetables and rice is the only choice for all 
days except Wednesdays and Saturdays when meat is 
available. Photo: SACOM

Charming posted a job ad outside the factory gate. I 
noticed that they started hiring new hands from the 5th 
day of the Lunar New Year Holidays (February 11th, 2008). 
I attended a job interview and passed it successfully. Then, 
I filled in the application form and paid 60 yuan ($9). I 
began to work the next day.

—A 16-year-old female worker at Charming Garments. 
The factory charges new employees 35 yuan ($5.25) for 
temporary residence permits, and 25 yuan ($3.75) for 
health check-ups.

Child Labor
Even very young workers must work excessive 
and exhausting hours. According to the workers 
interviewed, there are currently around 20 under-
aged workers at Charming Garments, as young 
as 14 years old, despite the fact that Chinese 
labor law (Article 15) prohibits the employment 
of children under the age of 16. Furthermore, per 
Article 58 of Chinese labor law anyone between 
the ages of 16-18 should be specially protected, 
work very limited overtime hours and receive 
health examinations. At Charming Garments, 
workers are treated the same no matter their age.

Wages
Sewing machine operators are paid by piece rate 
whereas quality controllers, packaging workers, 
raw materials distributors, warehouse officers, 
and cleaning workers are paid fixed monthly 
wages, ranging from 1,150 to 1,350 yuan ($172 
to $202) per month. “As we are paid by piece-
rate, when there are only small orders, our wages 
are very low,” says a 20-year-old female worker. 
According to SACOM, sewers earn but 500 to 
600 yuan ($75 to $90) per month during low 
season, well below the legal minimum wage of 
670 yuan ($100) per month in Huizhou City.

Food and Sleep

In the Charming Garments factory canteen, 
workers pay for meals by using an 
electronic meal card. Prices are reasonably 
low: 1 yuan ($0.15) for breakfast, 1.25 
yuan ($0.19) for lunch or dinner, and 1 
yuan ($0.15) for late dinner. In total, the 
average worker spends around 70 to 100 
yuan ($10.50 to $15) per month for food in 
the canteen. Some workers say they have 
complained about poor quality food by 
using the suggestion box. There seems 
to be no significant improvement so far. 
Workers also pay 20 yuan ($3) per month in 
rent for one dormitory room that they share 
with seven co-workers, and tens of yuan 
per month for water and electricity fees, 
depending on actual usage.
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Charming Garments wage stub of May 2008 shows 
that workers are working until 22:45 (10:45 pm). Photo: 
SACOM 
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Legal Minimum Wage of Huizhou City as of April 1, 2008. Workers’ 
wages at Charming Garments fall short. Source: SACOM 

Monthly Wage
Basic Hourly 

Wage
Overtime Hourly 
Wage (weekdays)

Overtime Hourly 
Wage (weekends)

Overtime Hourly 
Wage (national 

holiday)
$100.50 $0.58 $0.87 $1.16 $1.73

During peak season sewers can make between 
1,500 and 2,000 yuan ($225 and $300) 
per month with production incentives. 
Yet, because sewers do not receive a base 
wage, but are paid by piece rate only, they 
never receive the overtime premiums that 
they should receive by law (Article 44 of 
Chinese labor law): namely, 150% of regular 
pay for overtime on weekdays; 200% of 
regular pay for weekend work; and 300% of 
regular pay for work on national holidays.

An 18-year old sewer explains the wage 
system: “Our wages are calculated on a piece-
rate system. It does not matter if it’s Saturday 
or Sunday; we are paid the same price for our 
work and never get the overtime premium. 
When the managers see that we are producing 
at a faster rate, they immediately lower the 
unit price. Let me give you an example: the 
unit price for producing one item was 0.5 
yuan ($0.08) but it has now been lowered 
to merely 0.4 yuan ($0.06) [a dramatic cut 
by 1/5]. In the past, I finished 180 pieces to 
earn 90 yuan ($13.50) a day. Nowadays, due 
to the much reduced unit price, I have to 
complete as many as 200 pieces but earn only 
80 yuan ($12) a day. Ironically, the harder 
we sew the clothes, the lower our wages.”

Are There Options for Workers 
to Improve Conditions?
There is no union or effective worker 
representation in the workplace. The workers 
interviewed cannot imagine how a union 
would work to promote workers’ interests.

Nor do they know anything about corporate 
codes of conduct despite e fact that many of the 
buyers have pledged to uphold workers’ rights 
through such codes. There is a suggestion 
box on the shop floor, but the box hardly 
promotes useful two-way communication. A 
veteran woman worker commented: “We all 
are forced to keep our resentment to ourselves. 
There is nowhere to register complaints, 
and we are afraid if we do complain we will 
be fired or receive wage deductions.”

Instead, workers at Charming Garments, 
similar to the workers at the AFW factory in 
Bangladesh, are forced to join management 
in a lie, telling of decent and legal conditions 
of work to corporate auditors. In mid-April, 
2008, managers announced a training session 
for workers to prepare for the pre-announced 
audit of one of their customers. According 
to the workers interviewed, managers told 



Subsidizing Sweatshops Subsidizing SweatshopsSubsidizing Sweatshops Subsidizing Sweatshops

www.sweatfree.org  SweatFree Communities 27 

them: “Foreign customers emphasize human 
rights. If you answer auditors’ questions 
incorrectly [uncover labor rights abuses or non-
compliance with Chinese labor laws], we get 
to lose orders and you get to lose your job.”

Furthermore, on the day of the audit, all the 
workers below 16 years of age were required to 
take a “day off.” The factory gates were secured 
so that none of them could enter the factory.

Managers also prepared fake wage and hour 
reports to present to the auditors. The wage 
stub above is dated April 2008 (0804) and 
shows 21 work days in a month at 670 yuan 
($100.50) basic pay; and 3.85 yuan ($0.58) 
per hour (the legal minimums). But workers 
pointed out that they work at least 26 days a 
month and that the indicated pay rate does not 
make sense since the workers are only paid piece 
rate. Workers referred to the wage stubs as “a 
show, a mathematical game they play to fool 
the auditors.” They also noted that Charming 
Garments also keeps double books to hide 
excessive overtime work from being identified. 

What About Simply Walking 
Away from the Job?
Certainly, workers have the right to resign by 
law. According to Article 31 of Chinese labor 
law, “a laborer who intends to revoke his/her 
labor contract shall give a written notice to the 
employing unit 30 days in advance.” Employers 
are obligated to adequately compensate workers 
for all hours worked prior to their leaving. 

However, at Charming Garments it is not that 
easy. According to the workers interviewed, 
managers usually refuse to give workers 
“permission” to leave. Their hold on workers is 
that the wages never catch up with the actual 
time that workers have put in as workers are 
paid for a month’s work on the 21st day of the 
following month. In effect, those workers who 
might want to leave must forfeit 20 days of wages.
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Dickies in Pakistan: No Security, No 
Say, and Long Hours for Low Pay
There are two factories in Karachi, Pakistan, 
producing apparel for the Williamson-Dickie 
Manufacturing Company (Dickies), which 
supplies a number of states and local governments. 
A local non-governmental labor education 
organization, which advocates for the rights of 
workers, women, and child labourers, interviewed 
more than 40 workers from these factories using 
an extensive 75-question survey form. At the 
present time, both the factories and our research 
partner must remain anonymous. Workers’ names 
are also pseudonyms, bearing no resemblance 
to their actual names. Our research partner is 
concerned that brands may simply opt to cut 
ties with the factories if they learn about human 
rights violations rather than work to improve 
conditions, a course of action that would result 
in fewer factory orders and perhaps fewer jobs for 
workers. They are also concerned for their own 
security in a political climate where worker rights 
advocates often are targets of police and security 
force repression. We have respected their wishes, 
preferring to err on the side of caution in order to 
prevent any retaliation against factories, workers, 
or researchers for participating in this project.

Meet Bashir. He sews Dickies 
uniforms in Karachi, Pakistan. 
My name is Bashir. I have been working in 
this factory as a sewing machine operator for 
six years and am now 26 years old. I have 
been living in Zia colony for 15 years and 
currently live with my mother, father, and four 
brothers. We cannot cover our expenses due to 
high inflation and my brothers are jobless. 

The inflation rate is much too high and yet we are 
making the same rates as 10 years ago! I currently 
earn about 7,000 Pakistani Rupees ($104) per 

month but my expenses include 1,800 PRps ($27) 
for rent, 600 PRps ($9) for transportation, 5,000 
PRps ($75) for food, and 800 PRps ($12) for 
health and education, or over 8,000 PRps ($119) 
in all. This makes it difficult to cover all our basic 
expenses. I usually work 12-14 hours per day but 
they should really only make us work 8 hours. 

In the future I hope to get married, have my 
own home, and provide a good education for my 
brothers and sisters so that we can have a better 
life. I also hope that we get a good government 
and decrease inflation. In the factory, I recognize 
that change will not come on the wish of one 
worker. It will come when all workers unite. 

Inconsistent—and Usually 
Excessive—Working Hours
Almost all the workers interviewed expressed 
dissatisfaction with the working hours in the 
factory. The hours are inconsistent, depending 
on production demand. According to Kabir, 
“Sometimes we work nine hours, sometimes 
12 hours and sometimes we don’t work at all 
– it’s not fair.” Babar concurs, “Sometimes 
work isn’t available. They ask us to go and 
rest at home and when the shipment comes 
we have to work 24 hours in a row.”

Yet, most workers cited extraordinarily long 
standard working hours, normally from 8 am to 
10 pm. The following examples appear typical:

Omar: “11-12 hours a day, 30 days 
per month, even on Sundays”

Jabbar: “12 hours a day, seven days per week”

Ghous: “80 hours, seven days per week”

Riaz: “10, 11, or 12 hours a day 
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and six days per week”

Fazad: “12 to 13 hours a day, 30 days per month”

Salim: “8 am to 10 pm every day, 
which is not reasonable”

Talat: “Until 11 pm and sometimes we work the 
whole night; no leave is granted. On Sundays too.”

These long hours are not voluntary. According 
to Usman, it is either work overtime or lose 
your job. “If we refuse to work overtime, they 
scold us the next day and inform us that they 
have appointed someone else to our position.”

“We Are Just Surviving”
Despite such long hours of work most workers 
say, like Habib, “we are just surviving.”

Wages are calculated according to a piece rate 
system which deprives workers of overtime 
premium and holiday premiums. In fact, 
according to the workers, the piece rates are 
the same as they were 20 years ago, and have 
not kept up with inflation. Furthermore, 
many workers report receiving their wages late, 
and being penalized 5% for “alterations or 
rejections” on account of mistakes they make.

Most workers interviewed reported living in a 
precarious situation with their expenses being 
higher than their income. In Babar’s words: “It 
is difficult to run a home even after working 
day and night because it is the inflation age.” 

Among 20 workers interviewed at one of the 
Dickies factories, the average base pay was 5,450 
PRps ($80) per month; their average total wage 
including wages for hours worked beyond the 
standard 48 hour work week was 7,412 PRps 
($109); and the average workday was more 
than 11 hours. Only six workers reported their 
full monthly expenses, an average of 6,100 
PRps ($90), substantially higher than the base 
wages reported by all but four of the workers 
interviewed. These numbers lend added credence 

to workers’ own sense that “we are just surviving.”

Contract Labor and 
Powerlessness
Bashir and his co-workers actually are not 
employed by the Dickies factories where they 
work. Instead, they are hired and paid by an 
employment contractor which distributes workers 
among several apparel factories. Even though 
they work in the same factory, the workers often 
have different employers; we counted 10 different 
contractors among the 44 workers interviewed. In 
fact, none of the workers could provide any proof, 
such as an appointment letter, that they work at 
the factory. As Jalal, a sewer, put it: “The factory 
works under the contract system. The factory 
owner does not recognize us as their workers.”

With no job contract, no proof of employment, 
and no official recognition as factory workers, 
workers’ employment situation is tenuous indeed. 
When asked how managers react when they 
think a worker does not work fast enough, or 
goes home instead of working overtime, machine 
operator Kabir Salam responds: “The supervisor 
will expel him from work and appoint workers 
of their choice who fulfill their requirements. 
They don’t punish you. They fire you – that’s 
the punishment.” According to Habib: “They 
expel him, and don’t appoint him again.”

If managers have a problem with a worker, there 
is not even a disciplinary procedure. Workers are 
simply out. If workers have a complaint, there is 
nowhere for them to turn. Organizing with other 
workers to improve working conditions is out 
of the question. It is dangerous for workers even 
to refer to “union” within the factory. “In our 
factory we can’t use this word,” says Danish. “If 
anybody uses it he will be expelled from the job.”

The buyers’ codes of conduct are of no use 
to the workers. A few workers know that the 
codes are posted on factory walls, but, as Amin 



Pakistani garment worker and child.  Photo: Anonymous
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says, “[the codes] are not for us because we are 
working according to the contract system.” 
Corporate auditors visit the factory from time 
to time, but according to most workers the 
auditors do not talk with them. “We have no 
relation with them,” says Amin. “They talk with 
management.” Two of the workers interviewed 
recall being called into the office for interviews 
with corporate auditors, but were then told by 
managers how to respond to the questions. “We 
should say that we get good wages, that they 

don’t take overtime away from workers, and that 
at 5 pm we get off work,” remembers Omar.

In the end, there is but one place to turn for 
a worker who might have a complaint - the 
contractor that hired her in the first place. “If we 
have any problem we talk to the middleman or 
contractor and don’t talk to any factory manager 
or worker about the problem,” says Jabbar, a 
machine operator. Yet, being a step removed 
from the factory floor and having no inherent 
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interest in improving working conditions, the 
contractor is an unlikely advocate for change.

Indeed, it may not be unreasonable to suppose 
that the contract system is in part designed to 
give factories more flexibility with respect to their 
obligations to protect the rights of workers. For 
example, while federal Pakistani law establishes 
a 48 hour work week with rest periods during 
the workday and paid annual holidays, these 
regulations do not apply to contractors.14 Workers 
simply “have to work when the contractor tells 
us to work.” Even worse, some workers reported 
instances when middlemen run away with 
workers’ wages and the workers are left with 
nothing, not even a way to hold the contractor or 
the factory accountable.

What Does the Future Hold?
When asked about their children, hopes, and 
aspirations not one of the Dickies workers 
looked forward to their children following 
in their footsteps. Some expressed hope that 
their lives and their children’s lives would 
change, others seemed less hopeful.

Here are Some Workers’ 
Sense of the Future:
Shakir: “There is no future in this line. 
We haven’t any hopes. What should 
we think about the children?”

Amin: “I want to study more and it’s 
my wish that my little sister and brother 
will study in a good school.”

Babar: “We try not to allow our 
children to enter this field.”

Jabbar: “First I want to get married, and 
I want to educate my children.”

Abbas: “Thank God, we are living. God has 
created us and God will give us food for eating.”

Kabir: “Our hopes about the future are that 
we will make our children good human beings 
by giving them a good education so that our 
children will not have to work in this field.”

Will Dickies Support 
Workers’ Rights in Mexico?
Vaqueros Navarra was a jean factory 
owned by Navarra Group, which owns a 
total of seven facilities in the Tehuacan 
region, employing nearly 8,000 workers. 
A number of major international brands 
source from Navarra Group, including 
American Eagle, GAP, Warnaco, Tommy 
Hilfiger, Guess, and Dickies. Dickies 
contracts production of the Workrite fire 
fighter uniform to Navarra Group, which 
manufactured it at Vaqueros Navarra.

In mid-2007 the Human and Labour Rights 
Commission (THLRC) of the Tehuacan 
Valley contacted the Maquila Solidarity 
Network (MSN), a worker rights organization 
based in Canada, about problems in 
Vaqueros Navarra. The following account of 
those problems is based on reports posted 
on the MSN websitexv and conversations 
with representatives from THLRC. 

In May of 2007, 750 Vaqueros Navarra 
workers formed a coalition to address 
concerns about worker rights violations in 
the factory. When 400 workers staged a 
protest march during their lunch break in 
the following month, factory management 
responded by locking the workers out of the 
factory for the rest of the day and then firing 
thirteen of the coalition leaders the following 
day. These apparently discriminatory firings 
elicited outrage and provoked a work 
stoppage. Factory management called in 
the police and private security to repress 
the worker action. Eleven workers were 
injured and two had to be hospitalized. 

Later that summer, the coalition 
voted to affiliate with an independent 
union, the September 19 Garment 
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Workers’ Union. The factory responded with 
threats and dismissals, pressuring workers to 
“voluntarily” resign with severance pay.

Some of the Navarra Group buyers, namely 
GAP, Warnaco, and American Eagle, attempted 
to engage constructively with the company and 
the local government, expressing their support 
for the workers’ basic associational rights. 
But some of the most significant customers, 
including Dickies, failed to take action.

On November 23, 2007, there was an official union 
election. The September 19 Union won by a large 
majority despite the fact that the elections were hardly 
free and fair. Rather than voting by secret ballot, 
each worker had to come before management and 
state authorities to deliver her vote verbally. It took 
an act of courage to vote for the September 19 Union 
despite management’s open hostility to the union. 

A few months later, the situation took a turn for the 
worse. On January 21, workers reported to the factory 
as usual but were told to go home because there were 
no orders. On January 23, they were told that the factory 
had been permanently shut down. The fact that the other 
factories owned by Navarra Group were still operating 
without problems seems to indicate that the motivation 
for closure was the company’s desire to operate without 
an independent union, not lack of orders. In fact, three 
of the buyers attempted to direct orders specifically 
to the Vaqueros Navarra facility to ensure that it could 
remain open and workers’ associational rights would 
be respected. Unfortunately, the factory did close, 
and it remains closed. The workers lost their jobs.

This story may not yet be over. While some of the 
former Vaqueros Navarra workers apparently are 
finding employment at other Navarra Group factories, 
not all of them have been so fortunate. According to 
Human and Labour Rights Commission interviews 
with former Vaqueros Navarra workers, only those 
workers “that didn’t go around causing trouble” 
are finding new employment. September 19 Union 
supporters are rumored to be blacklisted. These 
allegations are currently being investigated. There 
may still be time for Dickies to do the right thing 
for the former workers of Vaqueros Navarra. 

Workers at rally for the September 19 Union, 
Tehuacan, Mexico.
Photo: THLRC

This sign held by a Vaqueros Navarra worker 
reads: “Brands, do not be fooled, the closure 
of Vaqueros Navarra is a threat fulfilled, a 
retaliation against workers’ dignity. Enforce your 
codes of conduct!” Photo: THLRC
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Felix, Current Dickies Worker, in Northern Mexico

Here is a story from a factory in Northern Mexico which produces work uniforms for Dickies. When SweatFree Communities interviewed 
Felix in February 2008, he worried that the mere telling of the story would cause him to be fired. On his request, we provide no 
information that can be traced to him, including his job responsibilities. “Felix” is a pseudonym.

I currently work at the Dickies plant in the Industrias Coahuila de Zaragoza Free Trade Zone in Zaragoza, Mexico. I’ve worked there 
for five years. We make pants and shorts for Dickies, all different colors. It’s for work uniforms.

Our schedule is such that we work for four days, 12 hours per day and then we rest for four days. It’s called the “four by four 
schedule.” We work from seven in the morning until seven in the evening. Sometimes if we don’t finish our work we have to stay 
until nine at night.

There’s a lot of discomfort because they do what they want with the workers. The management just tells us what to do. It doesn’t 
ask us for our opinions. We can’t count on them. We can’t make complaints to them. We can’t speak badly about the company. If 
you speak badly about the company and the management hears you, you’re fired.

There’s a small group that wants to defend our rights and make change. But when the management finds out they send the 
workers to the manager’s office and then they’re fired. In May (2007) two workers were fired. A couple months later another 
worker was fired. They had wanted to form a small group, a union to defend the workers. The management didn’t give them time 
to form the group. They just fired the workers. I haven’t participated in the group because I’m scared to lose my job. There’s no 
other work so I’m worried that I couldn’t get another job.

The work arrangement is a problem. Typically 70 workers form a line but right now they are promoting cells. A product begins at 
the beginning of the cell and by the end of the cell it’s finished. In each cell there are 10 workers. You have to stand all day long, 
12 hours a day standing. Right now they are forming the fourth cell. They’re going to make the whole plant that way to save 
space. It’s so uncomfortable. People who are overweight leave because they can’t handle it.

The company keeps increasing the production. They’ll ask for 20 packets and then next they’ll ask for 25 packets and give us the 
same time to make them.

If your machine breaks down, if the material runs out, or if there aren’t enough orders, you don’t get paid for your time because 
we’re paid only by production. So if you only made 15 packets because you ran out of material or the machine was broken, and if 
you go and complain that your pay is so low, the boss says it’s because you were taking so many breaks so it’s not their fault. It’s 
not fair.

We’re not allowed to talk to the worker next to us. If we’re caught talking, we’re put on a disciplinary break. The company plays 
loud music all the time that it’s not really possible to talk to your neighbor in the line. To go to the bathroom, you need to ask 
permission and limit the break to 5 or 10 minutes.

Every year, for the company birthday, a representative from Dickies in the U.S. comes to visit the plant. I’ve never been aware of 
any kind of monitoring organization visiting the factory. I only know of representatives visiting to check on product quality.



On January 9, 2008, 4,000 workers from the Quan Tak 
Footwear Company took to the streets at Guangzhou’s 
Shisha Road to fight for their overtime compensation. 
Staff from the Baiyun Labor and Social Security 
Department came to intervene. Photo: Nanfang Daily
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Rocky Shoes in China: Made with Free Labor?
Our investigation of Rocky Brands (which 
owns EJ Footwear, Georgia Boot, Lehigh, 
and Durango brands) suppliers began when 
Chinese newspapers reported on a strike at the 
Quan Tak Footwear Company. Quan Tak is a 
subsidiary of the Taiwanese Enterprise Shing 
Tak Footwear Group, and a factory listed as 
a supplier to U.S. city and state contractors. 
On January 10, 2008, the Nanfang Daily 
reported that nearly 4,000 Quan Tak workers 
staged a wildcat 
strike demanding 
compensation for 
five years worth of 
unpaid overtime 
wages. “According to 
workers, the factory has 
embezzled 2-4 hours 
of workers’ wages and 
overtime compensation 
every day since 2002,” 
the newspaper reported. 
“Workers typically 
have to work on 
Sundays without any 
salary or any overtime 
compensation.”15

The Nanfang Daily article reports that 
Quan Tak has required workers to work 
until 10 pm or midnight every day since 
2002. “Not only does the factory not 
pay overtime compensation for those 2-
4 hours, workers are not even paid their 
normal wage,” the report alleges.

As evidence, the Nanfang Daily cites a worker in 
the logistics department who is responsible for 
attendance and wage calculation and payments 
who revealed that Quan Tak stops their punch 
card machine every day around 8 or 8:10 pm 
while the workers must continue to work until 
at least 10 pm, and sometimes until midnight.

Hours of work during this time period are not 
recorded and workers are not paid.According to 
the Nanfang Daily, this logistics worker further 
stated that, “workers normally do not get any 
rest days;” that “workers must work on Saturday 
and Sunday” if the factory has orders; and that 
“workers do not receive overtime compensation 
for Saturday work,” and “do not receive wages 
or overtime compensation for their work on 
Sundays.” The only time for rest is when the 

factory does not 
have orders. The 
newspaper’s own 
interviews with 
workers confirm 
this account.

The Jin Yang Online 
news report quoted 
a woman Quan 
Tak worker who 
has worked in the 
factory for three 
years and has been 
forced to work 
seven days almost 
every week. “Here 
we have absolutely 

no weekend at all. We have to work on 
Saturdays and Sundays but even Sundays don’t 
count as overtime. We must show up!” 

Jin Yang Online explains that she works from 
7:20 am to 11:00 pm and never understands why 
the punch card only shows 9.5 or fewer hours 
per day. “If we are late even once we are fined 
50 yuan ($7.50) and if we are absent we are 
fined 90 yuan ($13.50),” the three-year Quan 
Tak veteran exclaims. “Plus, we will not receive 
our end of the month attendance bonus [if we 
are late or absent]. We never see our wage slips. 
How is our monthly wage of approximately 
1,100 yuan ($165) even calculated? Where 



More than 70 workers wear white masks and block 
the factory gate at Shenzhen Xin-Eri-I-Chuan. Photo: 
Nanfang Daily
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did our overtime compensation go?”16

Unfortunately, Quan Tak closed shortly 
after this strike, and workers were forced to 
relocate. However, we soon learned about 
similar issues of nonpayment of wages 
and wildcat strikes in as many as four 
other Rocky Shoes suppliers in China.

On January 3, 2008, the Nanfang Daily reported 
that workers went on strike at W.W. Rubber 
last December as a result of the factory refusing 
to pay backlogged overtime compensation.17

On February 23, 2008, the Nanfang Daily 
reported that workers at Hongda staged a wildcat 
strike in response to the factory’s failure to pay 
their New Year’s bonus, as well as their long-
time failure to pay overtime compensation.18

On May 28, 2008, the Nanfang Daily reported 
on a dispute between 72 workers and managers 
regarding unpaid overtime compensation at 
Shenzhen Xin-Eri-I-Chuan. Workers brought 
the case to the local Labor Dispute Arbitration 
Committee, which reportedly ruled in the favor 
of workers, declaring that they were owed 2 
million yuan ($290,000). The factory rejected 
the decision and took the case to court. The final 
settlement was for 400,000 yuan ($58,000).19

Finally, on June 1, 2008, the Nanfang Daily 
reported that approximately 2,000 workers went 
on strike at C-Robert on May 31 to demand 
payment of overtime compensation. Other 

violations cited in the article included excessive 
working hours (7:30 am to 10:00 pm). A 
worker was quoted as saying: “We start work 
everyday at 7:30am, take a break from 11:30 
am to 1:00 pm, work until 5:00 pm, take a 
break until 5:30 pm, and then we must return 
to our workstations and work until 10:00 pm, 
sometimes even midnight; but we don’t get a 
single penny of overtime pay.” In the end what 
provoked workers to strike was the factory’s 
failure to pay the 100 yuan ($15) loyalty 
bonus, to which workers certainly felt entitled 
after such long hours of unpaid overtime.20 

What will Rocky do?
The City of Los Angeles has advised their 
Rocky Brands vendor of the alleged worker 
rights violations in Chinese factories. 
Rocky Brands has not responded.

“Rocky Brands’ lack of response is concerning 
particularly because the chance of achieving 
meaningful remediation of any labor rights 
violations that have occurred is diminished 
as time passes,” the City wrote in a letter of 
April 30, 2008, to their vendor. “Intervention 
by Rocky Brands is necessary to ensure 
that the rights of workers producing City 
products at these factories are respected.”21

Because Rocky Brands continued to ignore the 
City of Los Angeles’ concerns about worker 
rights violations in Chinese factories, the City 
was eventually forced to remove Rocky Brands 
from their list of suppliers. It is appropriate 
that the City should not spend tax dollars 
on a company that ignores heinous worker 
rights violations. Yet, like the City, we would 
have hoped for a different outcome, in which 
Rocky Brands used its influence with factory 
suppliers to ensure that workers are paid for all 
the work they do, and that all their rights are 
fully realized. We still urge Rocky Brands to 
do the right thing for its workers in China.
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Eagle Industries in the United States: 	
A Government-Subsidized Sweatshop
Eagle Industries is a manufacturer of tactical gear 
that supplies a contract with the state of New 
York and is a significant federal contractor for the 
U.S. Military. Although military manufacturers 
are insulated from offshore competition and 
required by law to remain in the U.S., Eagle pays 
many workers in its New Bedford, Massachusetts 
facility around $8.50 per hour, only 50¢ more 
than the state minimum wage and below the 
federal poverty level for a family of four. A 
worker earning $8.50 an hour for a forty hour 
week would have to pay around 80% of her 
salary, were she to purchase the family health 
insurance which Eagle offers at $270 per week. 
Additionally, workers receive no paid sick days. 
When workers began exercising their right to 
join a union at Eagle, the company responded 
with numerous anti-union activities that have 
led to charges of violations of federal labor law 
being filed against Eagle with the National Labor 
Relations Board by the union UNITE HERE. 

For Eagle workers, the frustration of laboring 
under these conditions is compounded by the 

knowledge that eliminating the poor working 
conditions in this factory was once seen as a real 
possibility. Eagle acquired the New Bedford 
facility, and its Modular Lightweight Load-
Carrying Equipment (MOLLE) contract, from 
Michael Bianco, Inc., in November 2007.  In 
March 2007, Michael Bianco made headlines 
across the Northeast when Immigration and 
Customs Enforcement officials raided the 
factory and discovered what the U.S. Attorney 
labeled “sweatshop” conditions. Eagle is still 
trying to make the public story of the factory 
one of change and improvement. Eagle wants 
to be seen as a respectable out-of-town company 
promising to clean up a sweatshop. But for 
workers, day-to-day life remains difficult.

Rosa, 37 years old, seamstress

It is very hard for me to live on the wages that Eagle pays and to be able to pay my bills. In February, I went to the plant 
manager and asked for a raise, but he told me no. I told him that I am struggling trying to pay my mortgage but he still 
refused. He said that because the minimum wage was raised that he wasn’t going to give me a raise. I can’t afford to pay all my 
bills alone on what I earn at Eagle; my son has to help me out. Right now I am receiving $171 a month on food stamps. I can’t 
afford Eagle’s health insurance either; it is too expensive. So I also have to rely on the state and use the MassHealth insurance 
because it is all I can afford for me and my family. 

For the work I do each piece takes 15 minutes, but each piece I work on has 25 separate operations that I have to do on it. It is a 
lot of work. At the end of the day, I have a lot of pain in my hands and arms from the same repetitive motions that I do all day 
over and over. I get the material after it has gone through the burning process and the material has pieces that are hard and 
sharp which scrape my arms leaving cuts and scratches. I have scratches all over my arms from it.

We work hard at Eagle and we receive nothing. We deserve to have fair wages, job security, sick days, and vacation. I want to 
change things at Eagle so I can provide for my family. I want to have job security so I can do that. 
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Background: A Sweatshop 
in Plain Sight
In March 2007, U.S. Attorney Michael Sullivan 
described Michael Bianco, Inc., as “the type 
of sweatshop you’d read about from the early 
1900s.”22 In a still pending federal court 
lawsuit, Bianco workers allege that they put in 
long hours for low wages and did not receive 
mandatory time-and-a-half pay for their frequent 
overtime hours.23 Workers told reporters that the 
company kept the emergency exit locked and 
did not heat the factory during the winter.24 

Working conditions were so poor and health-
and-safety violations at the plant were so 
rampant that Bianco would be hit with a series 
of OSHA violations and pay $37,500 in a 
settlement.25 Workers were also subjected to a 
number of smaller indignities, ranging from 
prohibitions on talking at their work stations 
to management’s rationing of toilet paper and 
monitoring of bathroom breaks. In many cases, 
the target of management’s actions was workers’ 
wages themselves. Although hourly wages at 
Michael Bianco were above the legal minimum, 
workers were illegally docked 15 minutes of work 
time for every minute late they clocked in, and 
fined $20 for leaving the work floor early.26

The Federal officials who raided Bianco 
expressed shock at the sweatshop conditions they 
found. But it should have been no surprise. As 
a military contractor Bianco was monitored by 
the Defense Contract Management Agency.27 
Where the sweatshops of old kept low profiles 
and steered clear of government inspectors, 
Michael Bianco violated multiple labor laws 
in plain sight of the Department of Defense 
quality inspector who had been assigned 
to the company. Workers recall that the 
inspector was friendly, and expressed heartfelt 
sympathy for their plight on the job.28

Eagle Industries Acquires 
Michael Bianco, Promises 
Improvements
After entering into a state of limbo with the 
Department of Defense in the wake of the I.C.E. 
raids, the factory was returned to good standing 
when it was purchased by Eagle Industries 
of Fenton, Missouri, in November 2007. By 
acquiring the facility, Eagle also acquired 
Michael Bianco’s contract to manufacture 
Modular Lightweight Load-Carrying equipment 
(MOLLE) for the U.S. military. The contract 
had up to $40 million remaining and positioned 
Eagle to move beyond its long-time niche of 
manufacturing military equipment for police 
and military enthusiasts and into the world of 
large-scale federal contracting. In the wake of 
the acquisition, Eagle executives emphasized the 
firm’s history as a small business, its dedication to 
providing a high-quality working environment, 
and the Blue Cross/Blue Shield Insurance 
Policy for which workers would be eligible.29 

Hope Betrayed
Less than half a year later, each of Eagle’s 
basic promises to employees – of “the best 
possible working environment” and access 
to health care – has eluded workers. 

Michael Bianco paid its workers within one 
dollar of the minimum wage. Eagle has 
not changed this approach. Eagle workers 
received a wage increase in January, 2008, 
when the Massachusetts Minimum Wage was 
increased from $7.50 to $8.30 In February, 
2008, Eagle gave workers a raise of $0.50. 

As evidence of its intentions to reform bad 
employment practices at Michael Bianco, 
Eagle has publicized the fact that it offers 
Blue Cross/Blue Shield health insurance to its 
workers. However, this health insurance plan 



The Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) raid 
of March 6, 2007, left the New Bedford community 
devastated. Here family and community members 
gather after ICE officials detained 361 workers. Many 
of the detainees were mothers separated by force from 
their children. Photo: Massachusetts Immigrant and 
Refugee Advocacy Coalition
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is so expensive that it is unaffordable to many 
workers. Family premiums under Eagle’s Blue 
Cross/Blue Shield insurance policy cost $270 per 
week – a high figure that translates to $1,080 
per month and $14,040 per year. For an Eagle 
worker employed 40 hours per week at $8.50 per 
hour, this cost equals nearly 80% of pre-tax pay.

In a recent news article, a worker reported that 
three of her co-workers at Eagle had fainted 
at work due to the excessive heat inside the 
factory. The factory has no air conditioning.31 

Management Intimidates 
Workers
In April, 2008, Eagle workers began to collect 
union authorization cards in the hopes of 
joining UNITE HERE, an international 
union representing workers in the apparel and 
textile industry. The National Labor Relations 
Act guarantees workers the right to organize a 
union without interference from their employer 
and without threats (particularly acute for low-
income workers with few cash reserves) of job 
loss. UNITE HERE has filed charges against 
Eagle alleging multiple violations of the Act.

According to workers interviewed by UNITE 
HERE, Eagle Industries has responded to 
workers’ organizing by initiating an anti-
union campaign to dissuade workers from 
exercising their right to join a union.

On Tuesday, April 29th, Eagle workers held an off-
hours meeting to discuss union representation, the 
first meeting after the employer had become aware 
of the worker organizing campaign. However, 
when two supervisors arrived at the meeting the 
workers who attended the meeting had their 
union leanings disclosed to management.

In the days after management learned of the 
union-organizing drive, the company held a series 
of mandatory, anti-union meeting with workers. 
In these meetings, Eagle Supervisors fanned 

fears of job loss, threatening to close the plant.

For years, Eagle workers had entered and exited 
the workplace daily without encountering 
managers outside the plant. Once union organizers 
and pro-union workers began to legally greet 
workers in front of the plant and pass-out leaflets, 
Eagle supervisors began to stand on the factory’s 
front steps as employees entered and exited the 
plant, and as they went outside for breaks.

Will Conditions Improve?
As Rosa says, workers at Eagle “deserve to have fair 
wages, job security, sick days, and vacation.” Many 
workers believe conditions can improve if they 
can organize through a union to present ideas and 
demands collectively to management. Eagle would 
benefit from listening to these workers, rather 
than by attempting to deny their right to associate 
by disrupting meetings, threatening plant closing, 
and monitoring workers who support the union.
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What is to be done?
What Workers Say
There are stories of success, where sweatshop 
abuses have been brought to light for U.S. 
consumers and where in turn those consumers 
have supported workers in their quest for humane 
working conditions. In this section, we encounter 
three of those stories from the workers themselves, 
and learn what can be done:

Kamal, 31 years old, male, sample producer 
for 12 years at EPIC’s Pearl Buying Services 
factory in Dhaka, Bangladesh

Elisa, 31 years old, female, seamstress for 
four years at the Calypso Apparel factory in 
Masaya, Nicaragua

Maly, age unknown, female, seamstress for 
two years at the New Wide Garment factory 
in Phnom Penh, Cambodia

Kamal, Elisa, and Maly all work on Dickies 
uniforms. Central to their stories and struggles 
are the interventions of independent factory 
monitoring organizations, such as the Worker 
Rights Consortium, which are able to conduct 
factory investigations free of corporate influence. 
These stories bring to life the hopeful reality that 
working conditions can be improved.32

Kamal, Pearl Buying Services, 
Bangladesh
I am Kamal, a Bangladeshi. I was born in an 
urban area called Dokhin Horichondi in the 
District of Gaibandha. Gaibandha is the northern 
province of Bangladesh. I was born in 1977. 

Since my childhood I have felt closely the pain of 
poverty. I was one of seven children and my father 
was the only wage-earning member of our family 

•

•

•

My father was a day laborer and it was impossible 
for him to support his family with his small 
income. I can’t remember how many days we had 
to pass without any food, only water. I could feel 
my father’s pain but he had no way [to support us] 
and I wanted to continue my studies. 

When I was nine, I left my village, my home, 
and went to another village. There I found a job 
at a wealthy man’s house as a tutor. I taught the 
householder’s sons and daughter for five years. I 
got food and accommodation and some papers 
and pencils in lieu of wages. There I spent eight 
years and passed my Secondary School Certificate 
Exam. Then I needed more money to continue my 
studies at a higher level but I had no way to afford 
it. That’s why I had to stop my studies and come 
to Dhaka to seek a job. That was the beginning of 
1994. 

As I recall, it was April 1994, and my friend with 
whom I had been living in Dhaka informed me 
about a job vacancy at a garment factory named 
Hollywood Garments Ltd. I started my first job in 
that garment factory as a daily worker with a wage 
of $10 per month.33 

In May 1996, one of my friends informed me 
that a buying house [where samples are produced 
for buyers] of a renowned factory named EPIC 
Design Ltd was recruiting new workers. I thought 
that the buying house would be better than the 
garment factory where I was working because the 
factory took too much time to pay us our wages 
and the working conditions at the factory were not 
good. So considering these advantages, I resigned 
from the factory and started working at Pearl 
Buying Services, the sample producer for EPIC in 
June 1996. 

I came to PBS to try my luck but alas, I was 
wrong! From the very beginning I experienced 
various forms of discrimination. The management 
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harassed us if we made any mistake in the work, 
illegally fired workers whenever they wished, 
verbally abused us, deducted wages when we were 
absent, deducted our wages for talking during 
work time even if we were talking about work-
related topics, forced us to work excessive hours of 
overtime, did not allow us to take leave, forced us 
to work on the weekend, and did not pay us for 
this excessive overtime or weekend work. 

If we were absent for one day, the management 
deducted three days’ wages. They deducted 10 
days’ wages for talking during work time. We 
didn’t get any leave even if there was a medical 
emergency; moreover we had to work on 
government holidays. Eventually, we suffering 
workers felt it necessary to protest against 
this mistreatment by the management. This 
consciousness united the workers. 

Then, in 2005, the workers tried to form a union 
to demand our labor rights. We collected the 
required documents for formation of the union 
and submitted them to the JDL (Joint Director of 
Labor) office on December 26, 2005. JDL office 
reviewed our union documents and granted us our 
union registration on February 15, 2006. Then we 
notified the factory management about the union. 

All of the workers supported [the union’s] 
leadership. The leaders submitted our demands 
to the factory management in writing. The 
management accepted a few of our demands. 

We had many demands but here I would like 
to mention one important demand: our regular 
working hours were 12 to 14 hours per day 
without overtime, and our demand was to change 
it to 8 hours. The management accepted [this 
demand] and reached an agreement with us that 
our regular working schedule would be 8 hours 
[per day]. After 12 long years, the factory changed 
its regular working hours from 14 hours to 8 hours 
per day! 

But at that time we didn’t have any idea about the 

squeeze that would be coming. 

In the month of October 2007 the factory closed 
for the festival holiday. All of the workers got our 
wages and [festival/holiday] bonuses and went to 
[our home] villages to spend the Eid holiday. On 
the 19th of October, all of the workers came back 
to the factory to return to work in the morning 
but we found lots of police officers at the factory. 
The elite law enforcement agency, Rapid Action 
Battalion (RAB), was present there and a notice 
was hanging in front of the factory gate. The 
notice said that all of us had been terminated by 
the management and also that we should collect 
our termination benefits as early as possible. 

The situation made us puzzled. We couldn’t figure 
out what we should to do. We felt like we had 
fallen into a dark hole. Where should we go? How 
will we support our families?

Then our leaders contacted the Garment Research 
Group, an NGO. They also contacted a trade 
union federation that assists workers and provides 
legal aid. These organizations had helped us 
previously, when we were building our union. 
They provided help with all kinds of legal 
requirements and even gave us papers, pencils, and 
pens. They also allowed us to use their office for 
union activities, to use their computer, etc. GRG 
took a stand beside us. They helped us in every 
way. 

Then we found a new helping hand, the 
Worker Rights Consortium, which we found 
through GRG. WRC talked to us about the 
termination event and began an investigation. The 
management of PBS had terminated 144 workers 
on October 19, and all 144 workers got reinstated 
within one month. Here WRC played a key role. 
Their activities helped us to get reinstated more 
quickly than we would have thought. 

Currently, I live with my wife and only daughter 
in a small room which is 12 feet wide and 13 feet 
long. I can’t afford to support my family with 
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my low income. Often, I can’t meet my family’s 
daily needs. I get help from my brothers. I can’t 
buy food or medicine for my family and parents 
and I can’t help my other family members. This 
is something I greatly regret. I want to send my 
child to school. I want her to be literate so she can 
get a better job than me and can lead a better life. 
This is my only hope for my daughter. This hope 
gives me strength and inspiration to wake up every 
morning.

Elisa, Calypso Apparel, 
Nicaragua
My name is Elisa and I work at Calypso Apparel 
in Masaya, Nicaragua. I am 31 years old and I live 
with my husband and my two children—my son 
is nine years old and my daughter recently turned 
two. The salary that I earn at Calypso is very 
important for our family because my husband is a 
bricklayer and he doesn’t always have steady work. 
In addition to our two children, we also support 
my mother and father who live nearby and are no 
longer working. We are a very close-knit family 
and my mother takes care of my children while I 
go to work.

I have been working at maquila factories for more 
than eight years and I started working at Calypso 
four years ago. At our plant, I work as a seamstress 
and we make uniform shirts and medical and 
chef uniforms. When I first started working at 
the plant, there were a lot of problems and our 
rights were being violated. The workers felt a 
lot of pressure and there was repression by the 
managers and supervisors if you didn’t follow strict 
orders. Our bosses were verbally abusive and we 
were often forced to work overtime without any 
additional pay.

Given the tough conditions that we were working 
under, a group of my co-workers and I decided to 
form a union in July 2006. It wasn’t long until the 
company found out that we had formed the union 
and, on August 3, I was fired along with the rest 

of the union’s leaders and other union members; 
thirty workers in total. 

We contacted organizations both in Nicaragua 
and internationally to get support for our case. 
One of the international organizations told us that 
people in the United States would not want to 
have these kinds of problems in the factory that 
made their clothes, and they pressured the factory 
to rehire us. It took more than two months, but in 
October 2006, we were finally rehired at Calypso.

Things are better now at our factory. There 
is respect for our union and we have a good 
relationship with the managers. We have monthly 
meetings to talk about the problems that the 
workers are facing. We aren’t always able to resolve 
the problems, but at least our voices and opinions 
are heard.

Our union has grown a lot since it first started. 
We now have more than 600 members and we are 
trying to work on updating the factory’s collective 
bargaining agreement so that there will be more 
benefits for the workers. 

I feel that being a part of a union is very 
important. When you are organized, you have 
a better chance of being heard. International 
support has been very important to our union 
struggle. In addition to helping us to get rehired, 
many international groups continue to support 
us and offer us trainings on how to develop our 
union. If we don’t understand how things work 
and if we don’t get this kind of support, we won’t 
be able to defend our rights.

We are thankful to the people in other countries 
who have supported us. If more people were 
informed about what conditions are like for the 
workers who make their clothes, I think that our 
situation would be different and there wouldn’t be 
as many violations in the factories.

Sometimes workers don’t organize because they 
are scared that they will be fired. But if they knew 
that they were being supported, they wouldn’t be 
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so afraid. We hope that people in other countries 
will continue to support us and that we can all 
progress together. 

Maly, New Wide Garment, 
Cambodia
I work at the New Wide Garment factory, located 
in Phnom Penh, Cambodia. I have two daughters, 
ages 14 and 10. They are studying today. I am 
a single mother, divorced in 2005. Since then, I 
have had a very hard time trying to feed my kids. 
I am the only source of income for the family. I 
can read but I cannot write very well because I did 
not finish primary school, due to family difficulty. 
Today, I live with my two kids in a one-room 
house that is built on the corner of my sister’s 
property. 

I started work at New Wide in July 2006. I have 
to get up at 5 am to catch the truck to work at 
around 5:30 am in order to reach factory before 7 
am. The normal working schedule is from 7 am 
to 4 pm with a one hour lunch break from 11-
12. In addition to this, I always work two hours 
of overtime per day. Because my salary is not 
enough to support family, I am motivated to work 
overtime and I can’t afford to buy breakfast. I eat 
only lunch and dinner. 

When I first started working at the factory, I saw 
many problems such as dirty toilets and water. 
It was difficult to access the toilets and clinic, 
and it was hard to get permission to get sick 
leave. Workers were required to sign six month 
contracts and workers did not have the chance 
to raise suggestions to management at all. Shop 
stewards were not allowed to bring workers’ issues 
to managers. The contracts of pregnant workers 
were not renewed and we didn’t see any workers 
get maternity leave back then. 

Around mid-2007, a union organizer contacted 
me and other workers at New Wide to suggest 
that we form a plant union in order to improve 
working conditions. I started approaching other 

workers and explaining to them the benefits of 
joining the union. We distributed registration 
forms and planned to set a date for a union 
leadership election. Workers always approached 
me asking for help when they had a problem with 
their supervisors. When managers learned of our 
plans and activities the supervisor called me to his 
office and expressed serious discontent. 

It wasn’t long after this that I was required to work 
in an isolated room where the supervisors did not 
allow me to meet other workers. The manager 
observed me constantly. Then my employment 
contract was not renewed and I was out of work 
for about three or four months.34 In that period, 
I didn’t have any income and I took out a loan in 
order to survive. 

Fortunately, I was told by a co-worker to contact 
a U.S. organization. I asked this organization to 
help me and I told them about my case. Later, we 
came to an agreement and the employer agreed to 
reinstate me with back pay. I was so happy to see 
this resolution and I felt very relieved because I 
was able to pay off my debt.

After I got back to work at New Wide, I saw that 
the working conditions were better than before. 
However, the supervisors still kept a close eye on 
me and treated me differently from the others. 
Although the supervisor agreed that I could keep 
my position as a line leader, this was just window 
dressing at first. But in early May, their treatment 
of me began to improve. I hope it will get even 
better soon. 

In the end, I am grateful and thank the U.S. 
organizations and other supporters around 
the world that helped to improve the working 
conditions and especially helped me to have a 
chance to get back to work at New Wide. This 
support is very important for workers. I hope this 
support will prevail.



Subsidizing Sweatshops Subsidizing Sweatshops

www.sweatfree.org  SweatFree Communities 43 

Lessons from Kamal, Elisa, and Maly
Kamal in Bangladesh, Elisa in Nicaragua, 
and Maly in Cambodia are three workers in 
the global uniform industry with different 
stories. They are from different points of the 
globe, but the similarities of their work lives 
present important lessons for our work.

Like other workers in this report they talk 
about workplace harassment, illegal firings, 
excessive overtime, and other egregious worker 
rights violations. But they also talk about the 
possibility of change. They tell us that workers 
themselves create change by talking with 
one another about the problems they face, 
discussing solutions, and presenting their ideas 
and demands collectively to management. 
Workers’ freedom to create change is 
fundamental to any attempt to improve working 
conditions, a freedom which is recognized 
internationally as “freedom of association” 
and the “right to collective bargaining.”35

Kamal, Elisa, and Maly also speak of the 
importance of international support for their 
struggles, especially in the form of independent 
investigations of workplace violations that 
can help impress the necessity for change and 
compel factories and companies to take action. 
Outsourcing of production and the growing 
physical distance between consumers and 
producers does not require a complete separation 
between people who sew the clothes and people 
who wear them. Indeed, as Elisa observes, 
“people in the United States would not want to 
have these kinds of problems in the factory that 
make their clothes.” One promising development 
that helps connect people as consumers and as 
producers across international boundaries, and 
create corporate accountability for working 
conditions in supplier factories, is independent 
factory monitoring on behalf of institutional 
buyers: cities, states, universities, and others.

Despite marked improvements in the working 
conditions for Kamal, Elisa, Maly, and their 
coworkers, there is still more work to be done 
to create a truly humane workplace. Kamal, for 
example, laments: “I can’t afford to support my 
family with my low income. Often I can’t meet 
my family’s daily needs. … I can’t buy food or 
medicine for my family and my other family 
members. This is something I greatly regret.” 
Surely any humane workplace, any humane 
industry, should ensure that even the lowest paid 
workers are paid wages that allow them to meet 
their very basic needs and to lead a dignified life.

In Maly’s case, the independent investigation 
of New Wide Garment, carried out by the 
Worker Rights Consortium on behalf of the 
City of Los Angeles, resulted in remarkable 
improvements for workers and a more humane 
working environment. The factory reinstated 
her to her previous position with no loss of 
seniority and with full back pay. The factory 
also adopted a policy of non-discrimination 
against pregnant workers and compensated 
a pregnant worker who had been terminated 
unjustly. A special pass for pregnant workers 
now allows them to leave five minutes early 
at the lunch hour and at the end of the day. 
The factory ceased the practice of restricting 
workers’ access to the toilets during the work 
day. It adopted a policy of prohibiting verbal 
harassment and abuse. And it agreed to provide 
paid sick leave, which it is required to do by law.

These are significant improvements for Maly 
and her 1,400 coworkers. Yet their wages remain 
abysmally low, so low that most workers live 
in squalid conditions, sharing small dormitory 
rooms of 12-15 square meters with three 
to five roommates, and one toilet with 50 
other people. Their children usually stay with 
grandparents in the countryside as workers do 
not have the means to look after them. New 
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Wide workers earn between $0.24 and $0.30 
per hour, a legal wage in Cambodia, but a 
violation of Los Angeles’ sweatfree ordinance, 
which requires a “procurement living wage,” 
which in Cambodia’s case would be $0.63 per 
hour, more than twice workers’ actual wages. 

Despite the successful investigation and 
remediation effort at New Wide Garment, 
the Worker Rights Consortium is not 
currently suggesting that the City of Los 
Angeles should attempt to enforce its 
living wage requirement. The independent 
monitor explains in a report to the City:

This is not a matter that can be solved by 
the factory alone; any approach to bringing 
wages at New Wide to the level of the 
procurement living wage would require 
changes not only at the factory level but also, 
more importantly, in the sourcing practices 
of New Wide’s buyers. [It] would require 
that one or more of New Wide’s customers 
pay a higher price to the factory sufficient 
to allow New Wide to increase wages.36 

In other words, the problem of poverty wages 
is not just a factory problem, but an industry 
problem. Part of that problem lies in the 
purchasing and sourcing practices of major 
industry brands, practices that impact wages, 
working hours, and working conditions in 
supplier factories. Prices paid to factories may 
not be sufficient to enable them to meet the 
costs of compliance with the sweatfree code. 
Tight production schedules, emergency orders, 
and other logistical requirements that brands 
impose on factories may induce violations of 
hours and overtime regulations, and other labor 
rights and human rights. When brands seek to 
compete by cutting labor costs, maintaining low 
inventories through “just-in-time” production, 
and shifting production risks to factories, 
workers often bear the burden. What appears 
as sound competitive strategy to brands means 
long and erratic working hours, low wages, and 

oppressive working conditions for workers. 

If the solution to sweatshops in the uniform 
industry requires changes not solely on the 
factory level, but also in the sourcing and 
purchasing practices of major brands, we 
need to ensure a market large enough to 
compel both brands and factories to make 
the appropriate changes. This market is larger 
than any single state, city, school district, or 
local government agency can provide, but it 
is not larger than the combined government 
purchasing market, a market that can 
coalesce through a cooperative effort.
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Internationally, the sweatfree movement may 
be dated to 1949 when the International 
Labor Organization (ILO) established the 
Labor Clauses (Public Contracts) Convention 
(No. 94) to ensure that public purchases of 
goods and services did not have the effect of 
depressing working conditions, an issue of high 
importance in the context of the massive publicly 
financed rebuilding efforts after World War 
II. In its preparatory work for Convention 94 
the ILO studied United States Federal Public 
Contracts Law, specifically referencing U.S. 

What Cities and States Can Do
One hundred and eighty-one U.S. public 
entities—states, cities, counties, school districts 
and public schools—have committed to ending 
purchasing from sweatshops. In 1997, North 
Olmstead, Ohio, became the first city in the 
country to adopt a “sweatfree” procurement 
ordinance in the wake of a wave of media 
revelations linking major apparel brands and 
stars like Kathy Lee Gifford and Michael 
Jordan to sweatshops and child labor.

“I am sure you have heard over the past 
year about clothing made under sweatshop 
conditions,” North Olmstead Mayor Ed Boyle 
told his city staff upon adopting the nation’s first 
sweatfree purchasing policy. “Apparently many 
of the items produced in third world nations 
are done so through the exploitation of workers, 
under unsafe and unfair conditions and through 
the utilization of child work forces. The City of 
North Olmstead will not be a party to this.”37

A number of other Ohio cities and counties soon 
followed North Olmstead’s example. Nationwide 
an inspired grassroots sweatfree movement 
emerged in a variety of places led by community 
organizations, people of faith, labor unions, high 
school students, and others. In 2001, the state 
of Maine became the first state in the nation 
to commit to ending public purchasing from 
sweatshops as legislators joined a broad “clean 
clothes” coalition of human rights groups, unions, 
religious organizations, small businesses, student 
groups, women’s groups, laid-off shoe workers, 
and others. In 2003, similar sweatfree campaigns 
from around the country founded a new 
organization, SweatFree Communities, to support 
and coordinate this national movement. To date, 
seven states, 38 cities, 15 counties, four Catholic 
dioceses, 118 public school districts, and three 
individual high schools have joined the movement 
to end taxpayer support for sweatshops.

We have a moral obligation to ensure [the sweatshop] 
practice is not rewarded through state contracts and 
taxpayer dollars.… By using our combined state 
procurement power, we can impart real change.

— Governor Edward G. Rendell, Pennsylvania

The positive impact of each city’s sweatfree policies 
is maximized by collaborating across jurisdictional 
boundaries. By consolidating our purchasing power and 
coordinating enforcement, our cities can better assure that 
anti-sweatshop policies achieve their intent.

— Mayor Gavin Newsom, San Francisco

There’s power in numbers. … If we team up with other 
states we’ll have even more influence in the global 
marketplace. Workers around the world deserve any 
influence or leverage we can bring to the table.

— Governor John E. Baldacci, Maine

 

I will not allow our government to be party to the 
exploitation of workers of any age in any country.

 — Mayor Ed Boyle, North Olmstead, Ohio, announcing his 
first-in-the-nation sweatfree purchasing policy, January 
30, 1997
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uses of labor standards criteria in contracts for 
procurement of imported materials. According 
to the ILO, the United States Government 
accepted responsibility “for securing the 
observance of fair conditions of employment 
on work done for its account” by including 
“a [contract] clause designed to maximize 
production by the maintenance of certain 
minimum standards of working conditions 
under which the production is to be carried 
out.” The reasoning behind that clause was:

“…the belief that men and women who work 
under decent conditions produce more per 
person than those who work under less desirable 
conditions; that work stoppages and labor 
shortages are less likely under better working 
conditions and that loss of man hours from 
accident or occupational disease is reduced 
by a program of safety and sanitation.”38 

In 2008, the ILO affirmed the continued 
relevance of Convention 94. The combination of 
a highly globalized economy and procurement 
practices that promote “competition at all 
costs among potential contractors” results in 
“bidding enterprises [that] compress labor 
costs [to qualify as lowest bidder] which 
most often results in reduced wages, longer 
hours, and poorer conditions,” said the ILO 
in its analysis of government purchasing. 
“Governments should not be seen as entering 
into contracts involving the employment 
of workers under a certain level of social 
protection, but, on the contrary, as setting an 
example by acting as model employers.”39

Thus, the sweatfree purchasing principles -
- that public spending should not encourage 
violations of labor rights and human rights, and 
that sweatshop exploitation ought not to be a 
competitive advantage – are well established 
in the United States and internationally.40 
However, implementing those principles 
through standards and procedures that 
are both meaningful and feasible is more 

challenging than simply affirming them.

No single state or local government has the 
resources to monitor working conditions in 
supplier factories beyond their immediate 
jurisdiction and enforce sweatfree purchasing 
policies on its own. However, a large 
number of public entities committed to 
sweatfree procurement can facilitate policy 
enforcement by pooling resources, sharing 
knowledge and expertise, and coordinating 
standards and code compliance activities.

In November 2005, San Francisco’s Mayor 
Gavin Newsom called for a “consortium of 
public jurisdictions to….better assure that anti-
sweatshop policies achieve their intent.” Mayor 
Newsom proposed independent monitoring 
of supplier factories, coordination of policy 
enforcement, and consolidated purchasing 
from sweatfree suppliers.41 Several U.S. cities 
and counties (Albany, New York; Austin, 
Texas; Berkeley, California; Los Angeles; Lucas 
County, Ohio; Madison, Wisconsin; Portland, 
Oregon; Providence, Rhode Island; and San 
Francisco) have also called for collaboration 
with other public jurisdictions for more 
effective sweatfree policy enforcement.

The International Labor Conference in 1949 decided 
that state power in the market place, exercised via the 
labor clauses placed in public contracts, would also be an 
appropriate mechanism for preventing the downward 
pressure on labor rights. Equally compelling was the 
proposition that public funds should be used in socially 
responsible ways, including in the support of favorable 
conditions of work achieved through the exercise of 
the fundamental right to freedom of association and 
to collective bargaining, or as a result of government 
intervention on behalf of workers in inherently vulnerable 
labor market conditions.

— International Labor Organization, “Labor Clauses in 
Public Contracts,” 2008



“Our union requires us to buy union-made when 
possible, and I support that. It’s become harder to find 
union-made products but we do what we can. I support 
a living wage for the workers who make my gear and 
will do what I can to help out.” — Mark McCormick, 
President of Northampton Firefighters (IAFF Local 108), 
Massachusetts. Photo: SweatFree Communities, June 
2008
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In February 2006, Governor John Baldacci 
of Maine invited fellow governors to join a 
collaborative effort for sweatfree purchasing, 
calling for a Governors’ Coalition for Sweatfree 
Procurement and Worker Rights.42 In September 
2006, Governor Jon Corzine of New Jersey and 
Governor Edward Rendell of Pennsylvania joined 
the Coalition. The governors agreed to develop:

Best practices and procurement policies 
to end taxpayer support for sweatshop 
abusers, including binding codes of 
conduct, disclosure of supplier factories, 
independent investigations of factories, and 
remediation of worker rights violations.

Cost-effective and reliable independent 
monitoring mechanisms and inspections 
of contractor and subcontractor 
places of manufacturing.

A purchasing consortium to facilitate 
procurement from sweatfree supplier factories.

The next significant step towards cooperation 
in sweatfree purchasing was the Harrisburg 
meeting on sweatfree procurement hosted by the 
Department of General Services of the State of 
Pennsylvania on March 29, 2007. This meeting 
of government officials from states and cities 
across the country, factory monitoring experts, 
and human rights advocates conceived the State 
and Local Government Sweatfree Consortium, 
which merges previous state and city 
collaborative efforts in sweatfree procurement.43 

Initially focused on the working conditions 
in production facilities that manufacture 
uniforms and other apparel for its members, 
the Sweatfree Consortium plans to take three 
significant steps to end public purchasing from 
sweatshops. First, it will create a database of 
contractors and factories producing for the state 
and local government procurement market. 
Second, it will educate workers on their rights 
under the Sweatfree Consortium, investigate 

•

•

•

allegations of worker rights violations in supplier 
factories, and remediate code of conduct 
violations. Finally, it will identify and prescreen 
both vendors and factories that are willing to 
take the high road to win public contracts.

Transparency, independence, and fairness are the 
values that will guide the work of the Sweatfree 
Consortium. Vendors must be transparent in 
order to qualify for public contracts, disclosing 
the names and locations of the factories where 
the uniforms and other items sold to states and 
local governments are made. The Consortium’s 
investigations of working conditions in supplier 
factories must be fully independent from any 
companies being investigated both financially 
and structurally. Prescreened sweatfree 



Governor James Douglas of Vermont signs the seventh 
state sweatfree purchasing bill into law on April 28, 2008, 
accompanied by high school students who advocated 
for the law. Photo: SweatFree Communities

Subsidizing Sweatshops Subsidizing Sweatshops

48 SweatFree Communities  www.sweatfree.org 

vendors and factories must be committed to 
fair purchasing practices and fair treatment of 
workers. Vendors (buyers) must be committed 
to a fair deal with their suppliers (factories), 
because without fair pricing of products, fair 
delivery schedules, and fair and dependable 
business relationships factories will have neither 
the resources nor the incentive to give workers 
a fair deal. But in return for fair purchasing 
practices, factories must commit to full code 
compliance in order to be eligible to supply 
members of the Sweatfree Consortium.

Because most apparel factories have a large 
number of customers, producing relatively 
small amounts for each one, the simplest way 
to ensure fair purchasing practices in the 
supply chain for states and local governments 
is to consolidate production for this market in 
a smaller number of factories that produce a 
larger share of the products for each customer. 
By encouraging consolidation of production 
the Sweatfree Consortium will maximize the 
positive influence of vendors who are committed 
to fair purchasing and fair labor practices. 
On the buyer end, the Consortium intends to 
develop a joint purchasing program, in which 
public entities will have the opportunity to buy 
similar products in bulk, thus increasing their 

influence on vendors while reducing their costs.

The Sweatfree Consortium can mark a 
significant breakthrough in efforts to address 
the problem of global sweatshops simply by 
leveraging the economic relationships of states 
and local governments with both domestic 
and overseas suppliers. By operating as a 
consortium, public entities can ensure that there 
will be no duplication of government budgets 
and staff efforts in conducting investigations 
of contractors and subcontractors. Vendors 
will benefit from more uniform sweatfree 
procurement rules across jurisdictions that 
are members of the Sweatfree Consortium. At 
the same time the Consortium will provide 
vendors with easy access to a reliable and up-
to-date information clearinghouse showing 
where they can obtain sweatfree products, and 
which manufacturers may be off limits for 
sweatfree bids. Easier access to information, 
more choices for vendors, and more streamlined 
bidding requirements will result in a larger 
pool of qualified bidders, more competitive 
bidding, and ultimately lower prices. 
Factories will benefit from fair purchasing 
practices, fair pricing, and consolidation of 
orders. Workers, finally, will be able to enjoy 
and exercise their basic human rights and 
labor rights within a system of purchasing 
and production that allows – and expects 
– decent and humane working conditions.



Alma Leticia Puente, former Dickies worker, currently 
works at the Dignity & Justice cooperative in Piedras 
Negras, Mexico. Photo: SweatFree Communities, 
February 25, 2008
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Conclusion
Alma Leticia Puente (her real name) is a single 
mother of two children. They live with Alma’s 
parents in Piedras Negras, Mexico. As a child, 
Alma only went to school for six years. She 
“didn’t continue because there was no money 
for shoes or notebooks.” When she was 17 years 
old, she worked at a Dickies factory in Piedras 
Negras, but only for four months because the 
work was “heavy and tiresome” and “there was 
a lot of pressure, a lot of hurrying.” Now 35, 
she works at a small sewing cooperative, called 
“Dignity & Justice,” with half a dozen other 
women, making t-shirts and tote bags primarily 
for U.S. consumers.

Alma compares working at the Dickies factory 
to her work at Dignity & Justice. SweatFree 
Communities talked with her at the cooperative.

I was young when I worked at Dickies so I 
didn’t question it much. They said I had to 
work long hours and I did. The pay was low 
but I didn’t know better. They said I had to 
work Saturday and I did.

First of all, the schedule is a big difference. 
Now I can bathe my children in the morning 
and take them to school. At a typical 
maquila I couldn’t do that. Here we decide 
together on our production quota. Here 
the wages are much better. Here I work 
from nine in the morning until five in the 
evening. I never work past five.

What I notice most are the differences in 
schedules and wages, and that here we don’t 
have a boss that orders you or punishes you. 
Here we don’t have any of that – there’s no 
boss looking over your shoulder. Here you 
can choose your work hours. If you need to 
take time off for something, your pay isn’t 
docked like it is at other factories.

I feel very good. I feel that now I am 

somebody. I feel that I can make decisions 
together with others about what we are 
going to do. No one is ordering me. I feel 
very good. 

Imagine Alma as the face of the global uniform 
industry. Imagine that the workers at Arena 
Fashion Wear in Bangladesh could enjoy safe 
drinking water and did not need to drink 
water from toilets. Imagine that workers at the 
Alamode factory in Honduras were not scared to 
talk with independent factory monitors. Imagine 
that the workers at Suprema Manufacturing in 
the Dominican Republic did not have to choose 
between suffocating heat and the asphyxiating 
dust stirred up by the fans. Imagine that the 
workers at Charming Garments in China did not 
have to work more than the legal 40-hour work 
week, instead of the 13-hour days and 91-hour 
weeks they are forced to toil now. Imagine that 
the workers in the Pakistani factories had even an 
employment contract with the factory where they 
work, and that the factory was accountable for 
the working conditions. Imagine the thousands 
of workers in Rocky Brands’ factories in China 
actually being paid for all the hours they work. 



Carmencita Abad, a Filipina who worked in a sweatshop 
in the U.S. territory of Saipan for six years, speaks to 
Portland, Oregon, City Council in support of a sweatfree 
purchasing law on August 30, 2007. Photo: Chris Leck
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Imagine the workers at Eagle Industries in New 
Bedford, Massachusetts, earning enough to 
survive without food stamps. Imagine all these 
workers receiving a decent living wage for a 
reasonable day’s work.

Is this really too much to ask?

Is it too much to ask for workers in the uniform 
industry to work under conditions like Alma’s? 
Alma lives very simply and on a tight budget. 
But the conditions are humane. “I feel that now 
I am somebody,” she says. “I feel very good.” All 
people, all workers, have the right to a life with 
dignity and respect, with adequate compensation 
for a day’s work and decent conditions at the 
workplace.

We do not believe this is too much to ask. 
Decent, humane working conditions in the 
uniform industry are possible and achievable. But 
it requires all of us – companies, governments, 
workers, taxpayers, community organizers, 
educators, and everyone else – to do our part, 
working together to alter the current systems of 
production, sourcing, and purchasing.

As we learned from the stories of Kamal, Elisa, 
and Maly, factories and their buyers must respect 
workers’ freedom to create change. Workers 
need the liberty to talk about problems they 
face and present their solutions to management 
collectively. Freedom of speech, freedom of 
association, and the right to collective bargaining 
are fundamental.

Our states, cities, counties, school districts, 
and local government agencies should join the 
Sweatfree Consortium to create a market that 
will induce companies to begin a process of 
cooperation to reform the industry, and reward 
factories that take the highroad in the global 
economy.

Companies should welcome the development 
of the Sweatfree Consortium as an opportunity 
to do the right thing, to compete on the basis of 
quality, service, style, and anything else except 

low price generated from the exploitation of 
workers. Companies should publicly disclose 
all production facilities to enable independent 
investigations of working conditions and they 
should fully cooperate with those investigations. 
Companies should commit to implementing the 
highest possible labor standards, including living 
wages, in their supplier factories and ensure that 
their business and sourcing practices facilitate 
factory compliance with such standards. 

Finally, concerned people should continue 
to advocate for change. We can write to our 
elected officials and to companies. We can 
join our neighbors in sweatfree campaigns. 
We can organize unions at our workplaces. We 
can educate each other about exploitation in 
the garment industry and the possibilities for 
change. We can make our voices heard in many 
ways. And we can be confident that if we do 
not give up we will help to create more humane 
workplaces in the global economy.



JIM DOYLE 
GOVERNOR 

MICHAEL L. MORGAN 
SECRETARY

Office of the Secretary 
Post Office Box 7864 
Madison, WI  53707-7864 
Voice (608) 266-1741 
Fax (608) 267-3842 

Wisconsin.gov 

June 27, 2008 

Bob Barker Co., Inc. 
PO Box 429 
Fuquay-Varina NC  27525 

Dear Bob Barker Co.: 

The State of Wisconsin was recently informed by SweatFree Communities, a national fair labor 
advocacy organization, that it will soon issue a report on working conditions at foreign factories that 
manufacture apparel and other products for US companies.  We understand that one or more of the 
factories may supply products to your company.   

The State of Wisconsin is committed to protecting the rights of workers who produce the products 
that we purchase.  As such, we are sensitive to reports that our vendors may obtain products from 
suppliers that may engage in labor and/or human rights violations. 

We expect that your company will carefully review the information contained in the report.  We also 
expect you will take all appropriate steps to work with your suppliers to ensure that any labor rights 
and human rights violations are corrected and conditions for workers are improved.  We encourage 
you to remain fully engaged with the factories and use whatever influence you have to improve 
conditions for affected workers. 

Thank you and we look forward to our continued relationship. 

Sincerely, 

Michael L. Morgan 
Secretary of Administration 

cc:  State Bureau of Procurement 
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Appendix I
Sample Letters from States to Brands in this Report
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Appendix II
Company Contact Information

Bob Barker Company
134 N. Main Street
Fuquay-Varina, NC 27526
Toll Free: 888-772-0242 
Fax: 800-322-7537
www.bobbarker.com

Cintas Corporation
6800 Cintas Boulevard
Mason, OH 45040
Phone: 513-459-1200
Toll Free: 800-246-8271
Fax: 513-573-4030
www.cintas.com 

Eagle Industries
1000 Biltmore Drive
Fenton, MO 63026
Toll Free: 888-343-7547
Fax: 636-343-3002
www.eagleindustries.com

Fechheimer Brothers Company
4545 Malsbury Road
Cincinnati, OH 45242
Phone: 513-793-5400
Toll Free: 800-543-1939
Fax: 513-793-7819
www.fechheimer.com

Lion Apparel
6450 Poe Avenue, Suite 300
Dayton, OH 45414
Phone: 937-898-1949 
Fax: 937-898-2848

Propper International
520 Huber Court
St. Charles, MO 63304
Toll Free: 866-433-9690 or 800-296-9690
Fax: 636-685-1005
www.propper.com

Rocky Brands, Inc.
39 East Canal Street
Nelsonville, OH 45764
Phone: 740-753-1951
Fax: 740-753-4024
www.rockyboots.com 

Williamson-Dickie 
Manufacturing Company
509 West Vickery Boulevard
Fort Worth, TX 76104
Toll Free: 866-411-1501
Fax: 817-810-4344
www.dickies.com
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End Notes
1 See, for example, Clean Clothes Campaign, 
“Looking for a Quick Fix: How Weak 
Social Auditing is Keeping Workers in 
Sweatshops,” November 2005, available at: 
http://www.cleanclothes.org/publications/ 
quick_fix.htm, accessed May 5, 2008.

2 The Organization for Economic Co-operation 
and Development (OECD) estimates that U.S. 
government procurement accounts for 20% of the 
U.S. Gross Domestic Product (GDP); 13% is state 
and local government procurement, and 7% is 
federal procurement. Excluding compensation of 
government employees, U.S. procurement accounts 
for 9% of GDP, of which 5% is state and local 
government procurement. (See OECD, “The Size 
of Government Procurement Markets,” (OECD, 
2002), available at http://www.oecd.org/document/
63/0,3343,en_2649_201185_1845951_1_1_1_1,00.
html, accessed June 21, 2008). Worldwide, public 
procurement is estimated at 15% of the world’s 
GDP (figure cited in International Labor Office, 
“Labor clauses in public contracts,” (ILO, 2008), 
available at http://www.epsu.org/IMG/pdf/Gen_
Surv_Final_C_94.pdf, accessed June 21, 2008. 

3 The sheer size of the public procurement market 
can encourage developments for the general market. 
For example, Japan has successfully used green 
government procurement of low emission cars to 
stimulate technological innovation in the motor 
industry (See Christopher McCrudden, “Corporate 
Social Responsibility and Public Procurement,” 
in The New Corporate Accountability: 
Corporate Social Responsibility and the Law, 
(Doreen McBarnet, Aurora Voiculescu and Tom 
Campbell, eds.) (2007), available at http://
papers.ssrn.com/, accessed June 21, 2008).

4 See, for example, the Davis-Bacon and 
Related Acts (DBRA) and the Contract Work 
Hours and Safety Standards Act (CWHSSA), 
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