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A HAND-IN-HAND STRUGGLE: 

IMMIGRATION AND THE RIGHTS OF GARMENT WORKERS 

P 
roof of slave-like conditions, such as those discovered among 
Thai immigrant workers in El Monte, California in 1995, 
heightened the public’s awareness about the use of sweat
shop labor in the U.S. Such exposure has led many people 

to ask, “Why do these working conditions exist and continue to prevail 
within the garment industry?” One answer is attributed to the 
manufacturers and retailers who strive to gain record profits by cutting 
labor costs. However, there is another significant dimension con
nected to the sweatshop issue: U.S. immigration policy and anti-
immigrant sentiment. Employer sanctions, guestworker programs, 
and various reform acts have proven to be detrimental towards garment 
workers’ rights by giving employers the power to lower wages, extend 
work hours, disregard health and 
safety regulations, and suppress 
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unionizing efforts. In addition, 
anti-immigrant sentiment has cre
ated fear among immigrants about 
asserting their rights. 

Since the birth of the 
American garment industry dur
ing the latter part of the 19th Cen
tury, immigrants have been the 
backbone of this lucrative indus
try. Beginning with Jewish, Ital
ian, and Irish newcomers and con
tinuing through the various waves 
of immigration into the country, 
many immigrants from all regions 
of the world have entered the U.S. 
labor market by securing a job within the garment industry. Current 
estimates from the U.S. Department of Labor suggest that over 85% 
of Los Angeles’ garment-producing workforce is made up of immi
grants. The large proportion of immigrant workers within the industry 
highlights the importance of addressing immigrant rights issues when 
working towards the elimination of sweatshop conditions. 

Employer Sanctions Hurt Workers 
Employer sanctions have played a major role in the demise of work
place rights among immigrant workers. Promoted as benefiting Ameri
cans by saving jobs for natives and curbing “illegal” entry into the U.S., 
the 1986 Immigration Reform & Control Act, or IRCA, made it 
unlawful for employers to hire those without proper work authoriza
tion. Enforcement of the sanctions was left up to two federal agencies, 
the Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS) and the Depart
ment of Labor (DOL). 

In a 1992 Memorandum of Understanding (MOU), the 
DOL agreed to share any information regarding employees’ work 
authorization gathered from workplace inspections with the INS. A 

worksite raid by the INS might follow. While workers once had a 
means of reporting labor abuses to the Department of Labor without 
fear of INS intervention, the enforcement of employer sanctions has 
instilled fear within immigrant workers; filing complaints and other 
acts involving the assertion of rights may lead to an INS raid and 
possible deportation. In response to public pressure and a complaint 
filed under NAFTA’s labor deal by worker advocates, a 1998 revision 
of the original MOU discontinued DOL agents from checking em
ployers’ immigration compliance records during inspections stem
ming from worker complaints. Nevertheless, the stigma associated 
with standing up for one’s rights has already been deeply engrained into 
workers. 

The effects of the cooperation 
between the DOL and INS are 
numerous. In many instances, 
workers have been reported to 
flee factories as soon as govern
ment agents arrive to conduct 
inspections. This fear is further 
illustrated by the case of a Los 
Angeles garment worker jump
ing from a 10th story factory 
window onto an adjacent build
ing during the INS’ Operation 
Buttonhole in 1998. He sus
tained several fractures while co-
workers were arrested and subse
quently deported. All workers 
are entitled to the same work

place rights regardless of their immigration status. Yet, many garment 
workers—with and without documents—do not file any type of claim, 
opting instead to endure harsh labor practices rather than speak up and 
risk reprisals. 

Encouraging Sweatshop Conditions by 
Silencing Workers 
The substandard working environments of garment factories owe a 
great deal of their existence to the abuse of employer sanctions. 
Employers, mindful of the limited resources that immigrants have in 
asserting their rights, use an array of tactics that encourage sweatshop 
conditions. Among these are: 
• Convincing documented workers to accept lower wages and 

overtime work by stating that they can easily be replaced by 
undocumented workers, 

• Retaliating against organizing efforts by firing workers, 
• Reporting the undocumented to the INS, and 
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IMMIGRATION—continued 

• Moving factories underground or simply closing down shops, 
forcing employees out of work. 

While undocumented employees are especially vulnerable to 
such labor practices, documented workers often fear the loss of their 
legal status or hurting their family members’ chances of obtaining legal 
status if they “act up”. Women are also vulnerable as they face sexual 
harassment or the threat of losing their opportunity to bring children 
left behind in their home countries to the U.S. Employer sanctions, 
meant to penalize employers, have actually punished immigrant work
ers regardless of their legal status. As Catherine Tactaquin of the 
National Network for Immigrant and Refugee Rights puts it, “Em
ployer sanctions have become employee sanctions. Very little litigation 
has been done towards employers since the passage of IRCA in 1986, 
yet for employees the penalties experienced are numerous and immea
surable.” 

Guestworker Programs and Other Reform Acts 
Guestworker programs, typically associated with the agricultural and 
high tech industries, are making their way into the apparel industry. In 
Los Angeles, several manufacturers during the mid-1980s requested 
H-2 visas from the INS in order to import foreign workers, claiming 
that a labor shortage existed. Apparel unions however pointed out that 
over 2,500 garment workers in the area were receiving unemployment 
benefits because of a lack of work. On the island of Saipan, a U.S. 
territory in the Pacific Ocean, guestworkers are the backbone of the $1 
billion garment industry there. 13,000 workers—mostly young women 
from China, the Philippines, Thailand, Vietnam, Bangladesh and Sri 
Lanka—have been brought to the island where they experience ex
treme abuses of their human rights and are often trapped into inden
tured labor by high recruitment fees. Such programs, like employer 
sanctions, provide a breeding ground for labor violations. Among 
other tactics used to keep workers vulnerable, employers often with
hold passports (making employees completely dependent on them), or 
fail to renew work contracts if workers assert their rights. 

Some of the most damaging immigration reform acts were 
signed into law under the Clinton Administration in 1996. The Illegal 
Immigration Reform & Immigrant Responsibility Act (IIRIRA) and 
the Welfare Reform Act both stripped immigrants of certain basic 
human rights. IIRIRA, among many of its other provisions, allows for 
the immediate deportation of undocumented immigrants for minor 
offenses without due process of law. Some legal immigrants have also 
lost their rights to Food Stamps, Supplemental Income, and access to 
health care through the Welfare Reform Act. Policies such as these have 
failed to recognize the many contributions which immigrants add to 
society. In addition to culturally reviving communities throughout the 
country, immigrants play a significant role in the economy and pay 
taxes like all other workers. 

Also at the heart of the issue is U.S. immigration policy’s 
failure to address migration as a global phenomenon. Estimates by the 
U.N High Commissioner for Refugees place the number of people 
living outside their countries of origin at over 130 million. The U.S. 
accepts a fraction of the world’s migrants—1.5 million each year. 
Among the important “push and pull” factors which lead people to 
leave their homes and travel to another is globalization. As the 
economies of the world become more and more integrated with each 
other, the majority populations of Third World countries are losing 
out. Meanwhile the U.S. and other industrialized nations invest capital 

into Third World economies in ways which make these economies 
cater to the needs of the “developed” world, leading the governments 
and elites of both industrialized and less industrialized countries to reap 
the benefits. Globalization's effects also include the destruction of local 
sustainable indigenous industries throughout Third World countries. 
Maquiladoras and other sweatshop factories have come to replace these 
industries, leading to the displacement of indigenous populations and 
the further impoverishment of these countries. As a result, people all 
over the world are pushed out of their homes and pulled into other 
places in search of a decent life. U.S. immigration policy ignores these 
factors and criminalized those who are compelled to come to the U.S. 
because of forces beyond their control. 

A Call for Amnesty 
Immigrants, advocacy groups, and concerned citizens are calling for an 
unconditional amnesty to protect immigrants from the harmful effects 
of unfair policies. An amnesty would allow those with legal status to 
apply for U.S. citizenship, while those without can apply for a 
greencard or legal residence and eventual citizenship. Rand Quinn of 
Services, Immigrant Rights, and Education Network says that, “The 
ultimate goal is to create a clear and easy way for immigrants to legalize 
their status, to make this policy as broad and far-reaching as possible 
and with the least amount of restriction as possible.” To some, this goal 
may seem out of reach given the breadth of anti-immigrant legislation 
which has been passed in the last decade. But important victories, such 
as the recent AFL-CIO resolution condemning employer sanctions 
and supporting amnesty, lead many to believe that an unconditional 
amnesty will be achieved within the next few years. 

What would amnesty mean for garment workers and other 
immigrants within the labor force? A study conducted by the Depart
ment of Labor on the effects of employer sanctions in 1991 for example 
showed that sanctions lowered wages while legalization raised them. 
An amnesty which would grant immigrants a legal status is thus 
important in securing newcomers a chance to earn legal wages and 
exercise their labor rights without the fear of job termination or 
deportation. For garment workers especially, access to these basic 
human rights will help ensure that another “El Monte” does not 
happen again. Until amnesty and other humane immigration policies 
are enacted, the struggle to eliminate sweatshop conditions will con
tinue to be an uphill battle. 

Garment workers in Los Angeles' Fashion District waved flags and raised fists 
in support of marchers below. Demonstrating against sweatshops, marchers 
called for an amnesty for all immigrants during the Democractic National 
Convention, August 2000. Photo by Joan A. Flores. 
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What You Can Do To Support Immigrant Rights 
• Call for a repeal of employer sanctions and a restoration of basic 
health and social services to immigrants. 
• Support an unconditional amnesty for all immigrants. 
• Encourage the U.S. government to ratify the 1990 UN Conven
tion on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and 
Members of their Families. 
• Challenge anti-immigrant sentiment and the scapegoating of 
immigrants for social problems stemming from other causes; 
discourage the criminalization of immigrants based on legal status. 

Contact the following organizations for more information on 
immigrant rights and to become involved in their campaigns: 
• National Network for Immigrant and Refugee Rights: 510-
465-1984, nnirr@nnirr.org, www.nnirr.org 
• Coalition for Humane Immigrant Rights of Los Angeles: 
213-353-1333, chirla@earthlink.net 
• Northern California Coalition for Immigrant Rights: 415-
243-8215, nccir@igc.org, www.nccir.org 
• Services, Immigrant Rights, and Education Network: 408-
286-5680, www.siren-bayarea.org 
• Mexico-U.S. Border Program of the American Friends Ser
vice Committee: 619-233-4114 
• Washington Alliance for Immigrant and Refugee Justice: 
206-340-9187, www.wairj.org 

FEDERAL SURVEY REVEALS CONTINUED 

SWEATSHOP CRISIS IN LOS ANGELES 
In August, the U.S. Department of Labor (DOL) released a new survey 
of the Southern California garment industry. Only one-third of the 
garment factories inspected complied with federal minimum wage and 
overtime laws—meaning that 67% of the region's factories can be 
classified as sweatshops. The average back wages owed per shop was 
$4,062. In total, $900,000 in back wages was found to be owed to 
1,400 workers. 

This is the fourth such survey since 1994. The level of compliance 
with labor laws has remained about the same in the past three surveys. 
For this survey, 67 garment shops were randomly investigated from a 
list of shops registered with the state Labor Commissioner. Because the 
survey does not include inspections of so-called "underground" shops 
which are not registered, the severity of labor violations could be even 
higher. 

Last year, Sweatshop Watch helped pass Assembly Bill 633, a 
"wage guarantee" for the state's garment workers, which holds manu
facturers responsible for ensuring that workers who sew their labels are 
paid minimum wage and overtime. This year, Sweatshop Watch is 
embarking on a garment worker outreach and education campaign to 
make sure that workers assert their rights under this new law. 

A separate survey of the region by the state Department of 
Occupational Safety and Health found that 98% of garment factories 
were in violation of health and safety laws and that 47% were violations 
serious enough to cause severe injury or death. Violations include 
exposed electrical equipment, blocked exits and unguarded machines. 

More information can be found at www.dol.gov/dol/esa/public/ 
nosweat/nosweat.htm and www.dir.ca.gov. 

RESOURCES 
• “Globalization in Our Front Yard” is a new 24-page booklet 

from the Campaign for Labor Rights and the Alliance for Global 
Justice that makes the links between the global economy and 
struggles faced by people in the U.S. Available for $1.45 plus $.55 
for postage (discounts on larger orders) from Campaign for Labor 
Rights, P.O. Box 5061, Eugene, OR 97405. 541-344-5410, 
clr@igc.org, www.summersault.com/~agj/clr. 

• “Sweatshops in Chicago: A survey of working conditions in low-
income and immigrant communities” is a new study by the 
Center for Labor & Community Research and the Center for 
Impact Research in conjunction with immigrant and refugee 
organizations in Chicago. It documents the extent and severity of 
sweatshop conditions in the Midwest across several industries. 
Available from the Center for Labor & Community Research, 
3411 W. Diversity Ave., Chicago, IL 60647, 773-278-5418, 
clcr@mindspring.com, www.clcr.org. 

• Disposable Domestics: Immigrant Women Workers in the 
Global Economy by Grace Chang is a new book which highlights 
the unrewarded work immigrant women perform as caretakers, 
cleaners, and servers in the context of the broader need for jobs 
with justice and dignity for all. South End Press, 2000. 

WELCOME TO OUR NEW STAFF! 
Sweatshop Watch is pleased to welcome three new staffpersons. Kimi 
Lee (below left) joins us as the Garment Worker Center Organizer in 
Los Angeles. Kimi has several years of organizing experience, including 
work with the University of California Student Association, the United 
States Student Association, the Service Employees International Union, 
and the American Civil Liberties Union. She also helped organize the 
recent protests at the Democratic National Convention. Marissa 
Nuncio also joins us in Los Angeles as our Program Coordinator. 
Marissa has worked with a number of women’s groups including 
CIDHAL in Cuernavaca, Mexico and recently worked with the Los 
Angeles Gay & Lesbian Center coordinating a program to reduce anti-
gay bias in high schools. In our Oakland office, Joan Flores (below 
center) joins us as our Administrative Assistant. Joan is a senior at Mills 
College, where she is majoring in Ethnic Studies and French. She has 
studied abroad in Madagascar and Cuba, and has been active in campus 
and community campaigns. The new staff join Director Nikki 
Fortunato Bas (below right), who has been with Sweatshop Watch 
since 1997. Nikki has been active in environmental justice and 
immigrant rights issues in the San Francisco Bay Area for the past 10 
years. 

Editor: Nikki Fortunato Bas. 
Contributor: Joan Arrieta Flores. 
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Support Sweatshop Watch! 
Working Assets will donate $4 million of its revenue to 60 nonprofit organiza
tions, including Sweatshop Watch. If you are a Working Assets long distance or 
credit card member, you can support our work by voting for us by the end of the 
year via www.workingforchange.com/voting/index—donation amounts are de
termined by how many votes each group receives. For more information on 
Working Assets, contact 800-788-8588 or www.workingforchange.com. 

To receive additional copies of this newsletter, or back issues, please contact 
Sweatshop Watch at 510-834-8990 or visit our web site at www.sweatshopwatch.org. 
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Join Sweatshop Watch! 
Sweatshop Watch is a coalition of labor, community, civil rights, immigrant rights, women's, religious & student 
organizations, and individuals committed to eliminating sweatshop conditions in the global garment industry. We believe 
that workers should be earning a living wage in a safe and decent working environment. Please join us by becoming a 
member. Either send in this form with a check or make a contribution from our web site with your credit card. 

Yes! I want to join Sweatshop Watch. Enclosed is my $20 membership. 
Name: 
Address: 

Make checks payable and send to: 
SWEATSHOP WATCH 

310 Eighth St., Suite 309, Oakland CA 94607 
(510) 834-8990 • www.sweatshopwatch.org 
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